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The ship was 3.7 klicks long, and | wal ked

every damed neter of it, trying to find where all the
creaks and groans were coming from | wasn't sur-
prised to hear the haunting noises; | expected nothing
| ess nightmarish fromthe Fred aliens. They cane to

us as aliens in denonic clothing, playing to every
Jungi an fear that pani cked the hunman race, from deep

i nside the collective whatever you call it-Arlene
woul d know. Now their ship sounded like it was
tearing apart at the seans ... or like the entire uni-
verse was finally w nding down. | wal ked down noi st
fungus-i nfested passageways that were too tall, too
narrow, and too damed hot, listening to the universe
run down.

Down and out. Mstly | wal ked the ship to keep

some sort of tab on Lance Corporal Arlene Sanders,

nmy ghost XO, who was falling apart on nme. Nobody

goes off the deep end on Sergeant Flynn Taggart, not

wi t hout ny say-so. But there was Arlene, sitting cross-
| egged on the observation deck (the "mess hall") at

the stern of the Fred ship, staring at a redshifted eye of
light that was all the stars in the galaxy swirled into
one bl ob—sone sort of relativity effect. She sat,
unbl i nki ng, peering down the corridor of tine to

Earth today, which was probably Earth two hundred

years or nore ago

Christ, but that sounds nel ancholy. Arlene hadn't
changed her uniformin three days, and she was

starting to stink up the place. | didn't want to inter-
rupt her grief: she had |ost her beloved ... in a sense;
by the time we hit dirt at Fredworld, kicked sone

Fred ass, and got themto turn us around back to

Earth again, about two hundred years woul d have

passed for the mudhoppers. Corporal Al bert Gallatin
woul d be a century in his grave. He was as good as

dead to her now

Space is a lonely place; don't |et anyone tell you
different. The spacefaring surround thenselves with
friends and squadmates, but it only holds the enpti -
ness of deep space partway off. You can still feel it
brushing your mnd, probing for a weak point.

W tried playing various ganes to stave off the

loneliness; | cane up with the favorite, We Is M: we
conpeted to see who could spin the nost depressing
tale of woe, nme or Arlene . . . listing in endlessly

expandi ng detail all the different reasons to just open
a hatch and be blown into the interstellar void.

| al ways won—ot that | had that nany nore

reasons to despair than Arlene, but because | had

nore practice conpl ai ni ng about things.

"I left my true | ove behind," she would pine.

"At | east you had one!" | retorted. "All | ever had

was a fiancee, and |'mnot sure | even knew her



m ddl e nanme." Sears and Roebuck, our normally

jovial binary Kl ave pair, were no help; they |ocked
thenmsel ves in their cabin and woul dn't cone out.

They couldn't even be coaxed out for a game of We Is
Me! But lately Arlene was wi nning by default: she was
too depressed to play. She just sat and stared out the
rear w ndow.

The Fred ship was roughly cylindrical, spinning for

a kind of artificial gravity about 0.8 g at the outer
skin; in addition, during the first days, we had a heavy
accel eration pulling us backward as the ship got up to
speed. This was a Godsend; | always hated zero-g,

al ways. | always blew, | always got vertigo; | never
knew whi ch way was up, because there was no up

It was 3.7 kilonmeters |ong and about 0.375 kil one-
ters in diameter, | reckoned. | had sonme nmild dizzi-
ness fromthe spin-Ay inner ear never really ad-
justed to that sort of crap—but it was a dammed si ght
better than the "float 'n' pukes" we rode fromEarth
to Mars, or up to Phobos.

For the last twenty-four hours, | had foll owed

Arl ene up and down the ship when she went wander -

i ng, through bl ackness and flickering |ight. The whol e
pl ace tasted vile; nost of taste is snell, and the stench
got on the back of my tongue and stayed there.

Arl ene probably knew | was there, but she made no
attenpt to talk to me. Cccasionally, | heard weapons
fire; I thought she m ght be shooting up the "dead"
bodies of the Fred aliens. | couldn't believe it; she
knew they could still feel the pain of the bullets! Then
| caught her discharging her shotgun into a nan-
shaped chal k outline she'd drawn on a bul khead in a
stateroom that once belonged to the ship's engineer, a
Fred who was deactivated up on the bridge.

"What the hell are you doing, A S.?" | demanded.
"Shooting," she said, staring dully at ne. She slid
her hands up and down the barrel of her piece, getting
gun grease on her palns, but she didn't notice.
"You're shooting into a steel bul khead, you brain-
dead dweeb! Where do you think the bullets are going
when they bounce off it?"

Arl ene said nothing. She hadn't been hit by a

ricochet yet, but if she kept shooting at steel bul k-
heads, it was only a matter of monents.

Two minutes after | left, | heard the shooting start
up again, but she denied |l ater that she had fired her
rifle again.

| returned to the bridge for a long face-to-face with
the "dead" Fred captain. They're not |like us ..

rather, we're not like themor the rest of the intelligent
races of the gal axy.

A Fred alien, and everybody el se except a hunman,

can never die. Even when you shoot his body to Sw ss
cheese, so his blue guts and red bl ood dribble out the
hol es onto the deck, his consciousness remains intact.
Bl ow his head apart, and it floats as a ghost, drifting
like invisible snoke—still thinking, hearing and see-
ing, feeling and desperately dream ng. You can talk to
them they actually hear you

The Freds and other races pile their dead in fantas-



tic cenotaph theaters where they are entertained day
and ni ght by el aborate operas and dances of great
beauty, all to keep the "dead" vibrant and interested
until such tine as they' re needed for revivification—
assum ng there's enough left of the body and enough
interest on the part of an animate Fred to pay for it.
I'd shot the captain nine days ago as he lay on the
floor, reaching up to inplenment and |lock in the
preprogramed course for Fredworld. Despite the

best efforts of ne and Arlene and our contractor-

advi sors Sears and Roebuck—a Kl ave binary pair

who each | ooked like a cross between Magilla CGorilla
and Alley OCop—we couldn't figure out how to change
course or even shut off the engines.

| picked the captain up and sat himin the co-pilot's
chair. Poetic justice; he had died bravely ... let him
see where he was going. Now | stood directly in front
of the bastard so his dead eyes could drink me in.
"God, | wish | could repair your wounds and bring

you back to life," I said, "so | could kill you all over
again and agai n and again, and repeat the process
until you told me howto turn this piece-of-crap ship
around. But | promise you I'll obliterate your brain
before I'Il let you be recaptured and revived by your
Fred buddies. "

| blamed the captain for Arlene's psychosis; | would
never forgive himfor it and would kill himagain if I
ever got the chance.

Christ, where to junmp in on this thing? | never

know where to start to bring everyone up to date.
Sears and Roebuck had | ocked thenselves in their
stateroom the double-entities shouting that we were
all dooned, gane over, pull the plug! God only knew
where they picked up the expressions, but the senti-
ment was pretty clear: when we got to Fredworld, the
nost | ogical outcone was for us to be burned into a
nice warm plasma by the batteries of heavy-particle
weapons the Freds obviously had ringing their hellish
pl anet .

I"'mnot a big fan of logic. Logic predicted that
Arlene and | woul d be smoked during our |ast en-
counter with the Freds. They had everything except

t he honecourt advantage, and even that was dicey,

the way they could change the architecture of Phobos
and Deinps at the drop of a flam ng snotball

When this donnybrook first started, Arlene and

both t hought we were dealing with actual honest-to-
Luci fer denons fromhell! They sure | ooked |ike
denons; we battled the sons of bitches deep, deeper
into the Union Aerospace Corporation facilities on
Phobos and Deinbs, the two nmoons of Mars. All the
rest of Fox Conpany, Light Drop Marine Corps
Infantry, were killed .. . and sone were "reworked"

i nto undead zonbi es.

That was the worst, seeing ny buddies comni ng at

me, brainless but still clutching their weaponry.
mowed them down, feeling a little death every tine |
killed a former friend.

But we faced far nore dangerous foes: inps, or

spi neys, as Arlene liked to call them who hurled



flam ng balls of nucus; pinkies ... two nmeters of
gigantic mouth with a little pair of |legs attached; we
faced down ghosts we couldn't see, mnotaurlike hel
princes with fireball shooters on their wists ... even
gi gantic one-eyed punpkins that floated and spat
lightning balls at us! But the worst of all were the
steam denons: fifteen feet tall with rocket |aunchers,
it was virtually inmpossible to kill the SOBs.

On Earth, we discovered that the Freds were geneti -
cally engineering nonsters to | ook and act |ike human
bei ngs, until they suddenly opened up on you with
machi ne guns. They had a few failed attenpts that

were horrific enough, one a wal ki ng skel et on!

But the whole nmission turned on a fundanenta

m sunder st andi ng: when | ast the Freds contacted us,

we were at the dividing |line between the Medieval and
Renai ssance periods, like the |ate 1400s—and t hey
somehow got the idea we still were. They never
realized how fast we evol ved socially and technol ogi -
cally; nobody else did it that fast! They came scream
ing in with denmoni ¢ machi nes and genetically engi-
neered fiends, thinking we would fall cowering to our
knees, and conquest would be swi ft and brutal

They weren't prepared for a technol ogical society

that no |l onger believed in denmobns. They weren't

ready for the Light Drop Marine Corps Infantry; they
weren't prepared for Arlene and ne.

We triunmphed, and | got another stripe, but now I

was willing to bet a nmonth's | eave that we were
driving into destruction. No matter how | ong your

hand, the dice eventually turn against you. At |east |et
me take a few dozen of themwth ne, | prayed.

But without Arlene | didn't have nmuch of a chance,

| et al one nuch reason, to go on. Earth was dead to ne
now, when we got back there, if we got back, what
woul d be left after three or four centuries? Wuld
there be a United States, a Washi ngton Mnunent, a
United States Marine Corps? For all we knew, the

Earth was "al ready"” a snoking burnt-out cinder
("already" is a relative term we've found out; by the
time we get back, it will have happened a certain
nunber of centuries in the past; that's all | can say).
Stars rolled past the porthole beneath ny feet;
actually, it was the ship that rotated, but everything
was relative. | followed Arlene as she traversed the
ship. She set up her shooting range in the aft cargo-
hol d, a ways outboard ("down") fromthe ness hall,
seventy meters high and wi de and nearly half a

kil ometer long. | was desperate—+ had to snap her

out of her zonbie node. | had to do something! So

just as ny redheaded | ance corporal babe raised her

M 14, | stepped out of the shadows directly in front of
her .

It was an incredibly stupid thing to do—but | had

no choice, no other way to get her attention. She

al nost squeezed of f a burst anyway, because she just
plain didn't see me. As Arl ene squeezed the trigger
she realized the range wasn't clear. She screanmed—
like a woman! —and jerked the barrel to the left.

A single three-round burst escaped anyway. One of



the bullets creased ny uniform it felt |ike she had
whi pped ne across the armwith a corrections staff. It
hurt Iike hell!

"FLY!" she screanmed, slinging her rifle aside and
running up to ne.

| sank to one knee, holding nmy arny it wasn't

bl eedi ng bad, but | was knocked off bal ance by the

bl ow—and by the know edge that had Arl ene reacted

a fraction of a second slower, | would have been
stretched out on the steel deckplates, coughing up ny
own bl ood.

Conpl etely cal mnow, Arlene Sanders un-Vel croed

my Marine recon jacket and gently slipped it off ny
arm Wen she saw t he wound was just a crease, and
woul d recover in a couple of days, she let loose with a
string of invective and obscenities that was Corps to
the core! They echoed off the black sawtoothed walls
and rattled ny brainpan

She shook ne viciously by the uniform bl ouse.

"You dunbass bastard, Fly! Wat the hell were you
thinking, junping into the line like that? Don't an-
swer! You weren't thinking, that's the problem" She

I et me sink back to the deck, suddenly nervous about
overstepping the chain. "Uh, that's the problem
Sergeant," she lanely corrected.

| sat up, wiping away the tears on ny good sl eeve.
"Arlene, you dunb broad, | was thinking thoughts as
deep as the starry void. | was thinking, now how can
finally get that catatonic zombie girl's attention and
snap her out of her despair over Al bert?"

"Jesus, Fly, is that what this is about?"

| put ny hand on ny shoul der, nmassaging the

muscl e gently through nmy T-shirt. "Lance, | was

about ready to hypo you into unconsciousness for a
few days to let you work it all out in your dreams. God
knows we have enough time—+two hundred years to
Fredworld, or eight and a half weeks from our point of

view | was just about ready to give up on you."
Arlene stared down at the deck, but | wouldn't |et
up; | finished what | had to say. "I can't afford to | ose

you, A.S. Those binary freaks Sears and Roebuck are

a great source of intel and sardonic coments, but

they can't fight for crap. | need you at ny back, A S.; |
need the old Arlene. You ve got to cone back to ne

and work your magic."

She turned and wal ked away from ne, | eaning

agai nst the hot bul khead and swearing under her

breath. She couldn't really say anything out |oud, not
after I had nade a point of dragging rank into it (
cal l ed her "Lance" to drive honme the chain of com

mand). But nothing in the UCM] said she had to |like

it.

She didn't. She wouldn't speak to ne the rest of the
day, and all of the next. She took to sulking in the big

lantern-1it cabin we had dubbed the ness hall, since
that was where we took our neal s—well, used to take
them Sears and Roebuck were still holed up in their

own stateroom cowering in terror at the upconing
brawl with the Freds when we hit dirtside; and Arlene
ate Anywhere But There, so she wouldn't have to eat



with nme; when | entered, she left by another portal, so
| ate alone. Then when | left to return to duty (staring
out the forward video screen, wondering when sone-
t hi ng woul d happen), Arlene snuck in and hid away
from ne.
| barely saw her any nore often than | had before

but I felt a thousand percent relieved, because
now she was angry rather than desol ate and apathetic.
Anger. Now that | have a good handle on. I'ma
Marine, for Christ's sake!l Wat | couldn't understand
was despair.
Angry Marines don't stay angry for long, especially
not at their NCOs. Sergeants are buttheads; we'd both
known that since Parris Island! After a while, Arlene
took to haunting the mess hall when | was there,
sitting far away; then she sat at my too-tall table, but
at the other end; then she got around to eating across
fromme ... but she glared a hell of a lot.
| waited, patiently and quietly. Eventually, her
need for human conpany battered down her fury at
me for risking ny life like | did, and she started
maki ng sni ppy coments.
I knew |'d won when she sat down four days after
t he shooting incident and denanded, "All right, Ser-
geant, now tell me again why you had to do sonething
so bone-sick stupid as to step in front of alive rifle."
"To piss you off," | answered, truthfully.
Arl ene stared, her nouth hangi ng open. She had
shaved her hair into a high-and-tight again, and it was
so short on top, it was alnost iridescent orange. Her
uni form was freshly | aundered—Sears and Roebuck
had showed us how to use the Fred washi ng machi nes
when we first took over the ship, two weeks earlier—
and | swear to God she had ironed everything. She
had been working out, too; she | ooked harder, tighter
than she had just a few days earlier, and it wasn't just
her haircut. Now | was the only one getting soft and
fl abby.
"To piss me off? For God's sake, why?"

"A.S.," | said, leaning so close we were breathing

each other's @, "I don't think you realize how cl ose
cane to losing you. Despair is a terrible, terrible
mental illness; apathy is a freaking disease. | had to do

somet hi ng so shocki ng, sonething to give you such a
burst of adrenaline, that it would jerk you out of your
f eedback | oop and drag you, kicking and screaning

back to the here and now "

| scratched my stubbly chin, feeling nyself flush

"Al'l right, maybe it was pretty bone-sick stupid. But |
was desperate! Wiat should | have done? | don't think
you know just what you nmean to ne, old girl."

She slid up to sit cross-legged on the table, staring
around the huge enpty mess hall. No officers around,
and no non-conms but ne. Wiy not? "Fly," she said,

"I don't think you know just what Al bert meant to

nme. Means—eant—+s he dead or alive now?"

"Probably still alive. It's only been about twenty
years or so on Earth ... or will have only been by this
poi nt, when we get back there—-by which point, it'll
have been two centuries. It's weird; it's confusing; it's



not worth worrying about." | ate another blue square;
they tasted sonewhat |ike ravioli—erunchy outside
and stuffed with worns that tasted half |ike cheese,
hal f |ike chocol ate cake. It sounds dreadful, but really
it's not bad when you get used to it. A lot better than
t he orange squares and gray dunplings, which tasted
like rotten fish. The Fred aliens had truly stomach-
turning tastes, by and | arge.
"Fly, when | first joined the squad—you renenber
@unny CGoforth and the WIlliam Tell apple on the
head duel ?—you were nmy only friend then."
I remenbered the incident. Gunnery Sergeant GCo-
forth was just being an asshol e because he didn't
t hi nk worren bel onged in the Corps—not the Corps
and definitely not the Light Drop Marine Corps
Infantry—and no way in the nine circles of hell, not
by the livin' Gawd that nade him was Gunnery
Sergeant Harlan E. CGoforth ever going to let sone
pussy into Fox Company, the machoest, fightingest
conpany of the whol e macho, fighting Light Drop
He decreed that no gal could join his conmpany
unl ess she proved herself by letting himshoot an apple
of f her head! And Arlene did it! She stood there and | et
himtake it off with a clean shot froma .30-99 bolt-
action sniper piece. Wth iron sights, yet.
Then, with a little malicious sneer on her lips, she
calmMy tossed a second apple to Goforth and nade
himwear the fruit while she did the WlliamTell bit.
W all loved it; to his credit, the gunny stood tall and
didn't flinch and let her pop it off his dome at fifty
neters. After that, what could the Giand A d Man do
but wel come her to Fox, however reluctantly?
Back in the Freds' mess hall, Arlene continued,
ni bbling at her own blue square. "You're still ny best
and first, Fly. But Albert was the first man | really
| oved. W1 hel m Dodd was the first guy to care about
me that way; but | didn't know what | ove neant unti

oh Jesus, that sounds really stupid, doesn't it?"
| clinmbed onto the table nyself, and we sat back to
back. | liked feeling her warnth against me. It was
i ke keepi ng doubl e-wat ch, | ooking both ways at once.
"No. It would have sounded dunb, except | know
exactly what you nmean. | felt that once, too: young girl
i n high school, before | joined the Corps."
"You never told nme, Sergeant—Fly."
"W got as close as you could in a motor vehicle not
built for the purpose. She swore she was being reli-
gi ous about the pill, but she got pregnant anyway. |
offered to pay either way, and she chose the abortion
After that, well, it just wasn't there anynore; | think
t hey sucked nore than the fetus out, to be perfectly
grotesque about it. ... We stopped pretending to be
boyfriend-girlfriend when it just got too painful; and
then she and her parents noved away. She just waved
goodbye, and | nodded."
Arlene snorted. "That's the | ongest rap you' ve ever
given me, Fly. \Where'd you read it?"
"God's owmn truth, A S. Really happened just that
way. "
Arl ene | eaned back against ne, while | stared out



the aft port at the redshifted starblob; the nmess hal
was at the south end of a north-going ship, 1.9

kil ometers fromthe bridge, which was | ocated am d-

shi ps, surrounded by a hundred neters of sonme weird
steel-titaniumalloy, and 3.7 kiloneters fromthe
engines, all the way for'ard. Sitting in the ness hall,
we could I ook directly backward out a huge, thick,

pl exi gl ass wi ndow while traveling very near the speed
of light relative to the stars behind us.

It was a fascinating view, according to astronom ca

t heory—which 1'd had plenty of tine to read about

since we'd been burning fromstar to star—at relativ-
istic speeds, the light actually bends: all the stars
forward press together into a blue blob at the front, al
the ones aft press into a red lunp at the stern. | wasn't
sure how fast we were going, but the formula was easy
enough to use if | really got interested.

"I just had a horrible thought," | said. "W only
brought al ong enough Fredpills to last a few days. W
didn't plan on spendi ng weeks here." Arlene didn't

say anything, so | continued. "W'Il have to find the
Fred reconbi nant machi ne and figure out how to use

it; maybe Sears and Roebuck know. " Fredpills sup-

plied the anmi no acids and vitanm ns essential to hu-
mans that Freds |lacked in their diet; w thout them we
woul d starve to death, no matter how nuch Fred food

we ate.

"Fly," she said, off in another world, "lI'mstarting
not to care about the Freds anynore. | know why they
attacked us: they were terrified of what we repre-
sented, death and an honest-to-God soul, and naybe

the god of the Israelites is right, huh? Maybe we're the

imortal ones ... not the rest of them the ones who
can't die."

"So are you thinking that Albert still exists sone-
where, maybe in heaven?' | was trying to wrap nyself

around her problem not having rmuch | uck

She shrugged; | felt it roughly. "So he hinself

beli eved; | would never contradict an article of ny
honey's faith, especially when | don't have any con-
trary evidence."

"Translation into English?"

"I"ve just stopped caring about the Fred aliens, Fly.
They're frightened, desperate, and pretty pathetic.

And they're soulless. | nmean, two humans agai nst how
many of thenf? Even when Al bert and Jill joined us,
we were still four against a planetful! And we kicked

ass. Maybe it's just the Marine in me, but |I'mstarting
to wonder why we're bothering with these dweebs."

"Well, we've got about forty-five days left to get our
heads straight for what's probably going to be the fina
curtain for Fly and Arlene, not to mention poor old
Sears and Roebuck. They may be soull ess and | ousy
sol di ers, but put enough of themin a room shooting

at us and we're goi ng down, babe."

Arl ene reached into her breast pocket and pulled

out two twel ve-gauge shells, which she tossed over her
shoul der to land perfectly in ny lap. "l1've saved the
last two for us, Sarge; just let me know when you're
ready to Hem ngway."
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Forty-five days is a hell of a long time when

we knew we were dropping into a dead zone, even for
the Light Drop. Then again, it's not really that |ong at
all... when that's probably our entire life expec-
tancy.

Arl ene snapped out of her despair because she

didn't want to spend her |last few weeks in a self-

i nposed hell, | guess. She had nme, | had her; that's
how it was in the beginning, that |ooked to be howit
woul d end. Except we both had Sears and Roebuck

and that's where everything started to break down.

W' re Marines above all, and we're programed

like conmputers to protect and serve, you understand.
That means we couldn't just lock and | oad, stand back
to back, and prepare to go down in a hail of Fred-fire
when the ship cracked down and the cargo doors

opened on Fredworld. We had this crazy idea that we
had to protect those two—that one?-Alley Cop

Magilla Gorilla | ook-alike Klave, or at least try.
Step one was to coax it, her, him or themout of the
dammed stateroom W tried the direct approach first:
Arlene and | clinbed "up" toward the central axis of
the ship. The accel eration decreased to 0.2 g at the
| evel of Sears and Roebuck's quarters, barely enough
to avoid ny old problenms with vertigo. | sure didn't
want to go any farther inboard, that was for dammed
sure.

Arlene didn't | ook bothered, though; various parts

of her anatony floated pretty free under her uniform
and she | ooked |like she was loving it. | tried not to
| ook at such tenptations—fifty-eight days left; |
wanted to spend it with ny buddy, not trying to force
a rel ationship that had never existed and never ought
to exist.

The "upper" corridors were |ike sewer pipes, corru-
gated and snelly. The Freds breathed slightly differ-
ent air than we, but it didn't seem poi sonous (Sears
and Roebuck swore we could breathe the Fred air).
Very tall corridors, to acconmmobdate the Freds when

they were in their seed-depositing stage, |ike gigantic
praying mantises ... | couldn't reach the roof even
by j unpi ng.

Arlene and | slipped and slid down the hot sliny
passageway; it took me a few nonments to realize that
the slime was deconposing | eaves fromtheir

arti choke- heads.

"You know," said ny |lance, when | told her ny

insight, "we don't even know whether these are dis-
carded | eaves, or whether it's the deconposed bodies
of the Freds thensel ves. \What happens to their bodies
when they die? Do they have to put some preservative
on them |like Egyptian numies, to prevent this

from happeni ng?" She kicked a pile of glop in which
were still visible the ragged franelines of Fred head-
| eaves.

| shook ny head. "I suppose we can keep an eye on

the captain and see if he begins to deteriorate.™

W figured out that slithering was the easiest way to
nove al ong the passageway without falling; it was like



i ce-skating through an oil slick, but we finally made it
to the Sears and Roebuck stateroom

"Stateroom was an apt description; it was pretty
stately. Because they had to accomopdate the con-
stantly changing size of the Freds, the roonms were
built to nonstrous scale, but with a nice mx of
furniture styles. My own, next to Arlene's down

toward the hull in heavier acceleration, had a couple
of sit-kneels, a table I could only reach by standi ng
and stretching, and a doughnut - shaped bed- couch

| had no idea what was inside Sears and Roebuck's
quarters because they had not all owed Arlene or ne
even to sneak a peek. | stood outside the door and
pounded the pine, as we used to say at Parris Island,
then | thought better of it—Sears and Roebuck had

been acting awfully weird lately. | stepped off to one
side in case they decided to burn right through the
door with a weapon.

Silence. After the second poundi ng, their shared

voi ce cane back with a carefully enunciated "go to
away!"

"Open up, Sears and Roebuck!" shouted Arl ene,
exasperated after just ten seconds of dealing with
their intransigence.

"Jeez, you'd never make it as a therapist, AS."

"I follow the flashlight-pounded-into-the-head

school of psychiatry,” she said, and for the first tine,
it alnpst sounded as if her heart were in the joke.
"Co to el sewhere!"

"What are you?" | demanded. "Afraid of dying?

Why? You can't diel™

During a | ong pause, | heard furniture being shoved
around. Then the door slid open a crack and two

heads, one atop the other, pressed two eyes to the
crack. "We once had our spine broken," they said.

They didn't have spines, exactly; their central nervous
systemran right down the center, fromwhat | had

seen in their nedical records. But it was actually nore
easily severed than ours because it wasn't protected
by a bone sheat h.

"You recovered as soon as soneone found you,"

Arl ene pointed out. "Ri ght?"

"We lay for eleven days into the jungle on [unintelli-
gi bl e planet nane]. The Freds slay us will kill us and
di spl ay-put us on for eternity and throw head-I| eaves
at us." Sears and Roebuck still had a hard tine with
Engli sh, despite ambassadorial status.

"Come on, Sand R" | tried. "Get a grip. You don't
see ne and Arlene cringing—and if we die, we're

gone forever!"

They said sonething too quietly to catch; it

sounded |ike "we wish we could,” but it could have
been "the |l ess you could."

"Sand R Arlene and | need your help. W need to

make a plan for when we hit dirtside on Fredworld."
"Fredpills," added Arlene in ny ear.

"And we need you to show us how to synthesize

enough Fredpills to keep us alive to Fredworld ... we
need about, oh, two hundred and seventy."

Sears and Roebuck did a fast cal cul ati on—forty-



five days tinmes two people times three neals per day.
"You admit we have no plan for to |live past |anding
time!"

"Touche," adnmitted Arlene, under her breath.

Crap! "For now we need four hundred! We'll need
nore—+tots, lots nore—for surviving on Fredworld

until we can figure out how to work one of these
dammed shi ps and hop it back home. And you need
pills, too, Sears and Roebuck."

The two Alley Oop faces stared at us a nonent,

then the Kl aves slid open the door with their |ong
linbs, which grew |ike Popeye arns from bel ow t heir
necks. "W are dooned inside the cabin as out the
side the cabin."

"So you may as well enjoy your |ast days of life with

freedomto nmove around,"” | urged. "After you die,
you'll see and hear only what they choose to show you
i f anything."

"Yes, you are the right about that. You nust enter."
They stepped out of the way |ike Sianese twi ns, and

| entered their quarters for the first tine, followed by
Arl ene. The cabin was so amazingly bizarre that |

could barely recognize it as being essentially the sane
(in structure) as mne! Al the furniture was pushed
into a huge snarl in the nmiddle of the room and every
square centineter of wall space was covered by sone-
thing, whether it was an abstract artwork with rea

3-D effects or a nop head nailed to the wall. It | ooked
like a homicidal maniac's idea of interior design
maki ng the room |l ook |like the inside of their disor-
dered m nds.

"What the hell ?" asked Arlene, staring around at

the walls. Sears and Roebuck stood in the center of

the roomnext to the pile of junk, watching us
narrowly. The weird part wasn't that they put stuff up
on their walls—+ confess to the nasty habit of putting
the occasional girly pic or Franks tank action shot on
my own walls, when | had sonmething to put. But Sears
and Roebuck covered literally every sm dgen of bul k-
head, as if their terror at the pending | anding on
Fredwor!| d sonmehow transferred itself to a fear of

battl eship gray, the color of the metal behind the
pictures. They figured out howto work the printer in

t he room and dunped every inmage they could find to

pl aster on the bul kheads. Then, when they ran out of
paper, they started attachi ng donestic Fred appli -
ances with StiKro. They even turned a table on its
side and pressed it against one wall.

The overhead was the color of cooling |lava, black

with red crack highlights, and it didn't seemto bother
them | rather liked it nyself, and I wasn't a fan of the
wal | col or—but still!

| |1 ooked around. "Do you, ah, you-all want to talk
about this?" | tried to sound casual

"No," said Sears and Roebuck, w thout a trace of
enotion. And that was that. They never again re-

ferred to the wall papering, they never explained it,
and we never found put what the hell they thought

they were doing. | think Arlene and |I | earned somne-
thing very interesting about alien psychol ogy on Day



Thirteen of our trip into Fredland; nowif only we
knew what we found out!

Sears and Roebuck cane out of their hole without

| ooki ng back, took a new stateroom and made no

effort to cover the walls. We began rehearsing for our
| ast stand, when we would hit dirtside and the doors
woul d slide open.

W even knew what doors would open first. Sears

and Roebuck went to work on the Fred conputer and
cracked it, or part of it, at least. The sequence display
of the m ssion was unclassified, and they displayed it
on the 3-D projector in the roomwe had decided to
call the bridge, where the captain's body still sat in the
co-pilot's chair wi thout deconposing, although his
head- | eaves had ceased to grow, |eaving in place the
atroci ous orange and bl ack Hal |l oween conbi nati on

that he wore when | killed him. . . probably a sign of
the enotion of desperate terror

The tineline was precisely detail ed: we knew the

very nmonment we would touch dirt—three days earlier
than | guessed—and whi ch systens woul d operate at

what nonent. The door-open sequence began about
seventy-five mnutes after touchdown, and the first
door to open after safety checks and powerdown was

the aft, ventral cargo bay; it would take el even mn-
utes to grind backward out of the way. Over the next
fifty mnutes or so, eleven other doors and access
portals would rel ease, and all but two of them would
open automatically. W would be boarded by an

unholy army of nonsters.

The only question was whether the Fred captain

had gotten a damed nessage of f before we over-

whel med hi s defenses. Probably. The final conbat

took nearly an hour. Wuld it have done the Fred any
good?

At first, | thought that would give themtwo hun-

dred years' advance notice that we were com ng, but

Arl ene hooted with | aughter when | nentioned it.

"What, you think their nessage travels at infinite
speed? What do you think this is, science fiction?"

| wacked ny neurons for several m nutes—physics

was never my strong suit, especially not special rela-
tivity. Then | suddenly realized ny stupidity: any
nmessage sent by the Fred captain could travel only at
the speed of light. ... It would take it two hundred
years to reach Fredworl d!

So how nuch of a head start did it have over us?
"Un... twenty years?" | guessed.

Arl ene shook her head enmphatically. "If our tine
dilation factor is eight and a half weeks, or, say, sixty
days, to two hundred years passing on Earth and
Fredwor| d—+the planets are barely noving relative to
each other, conpared to |ightspeed—+hen we have to

be moving at virtually |ightspeed ourselves, relative to
bot h pl anets. Hang on . " She poked at her watch
calculator. "Fly, we're maki ng about 99.99996 per -
cent of lightspeed relative to Earth or Fredworld. At
that clip, we would travel two hundred |ight-years and
arrive only thirty-five mnutes after the nessage.”

| junmped to my feet. "Arlene, that's fantastic! They



won't have any tinme at all to prepare, barely half an
hour! Maybe they can nobilize a few security forces,
but nothing Iike a—=

"\Whoa, whoa, |overboy, slow down!" Arlene settled
back, putting her feet up on the table, narrowy

m ssing her half-eaten plate of blue squares. "If it's
actual ly sixty-one days subjective tine instead of fifty-
eight, or the planets are really two hundred and ni ne
light-years apart instead of two hundred, that half-an-
hour figure is conpletely inaccurate. And rmuch nore

i mportant, that was assum ng we achi eved our speed
instantly. But we didn't. ... It took us about three
days to ranp up, and it'll take another three days to
decel erate; during nost of that tine, we're going slow
enough that there's hardly any time dilation effect at
all.”

"So you're saying ... so the Fred shoul d have

what, six days' advance notice we're on our way?"

"Hm basically, yeah. The biggest factor is the

accel eration-decel eration tine, when we're not nov-
ing at relativistic speeds.”

"So let's assunme they have six days to prepare,”

said. "That's a hard figure?"

"Hard enough, Fly. | nean, Sergeant. Best we can

do, in any event. I'mnot entirely sure Sears and
Roebuck is giving us good intel on the Fred units of
measur enment . "

Si x days for the eneny to nobilize wasn't good, but

| could live with it. It was sure a hell of a lot better
than two centuri es.

| devised a plan, as the senior man present, though
Arl ene had a few good ideas for booby traps. If the
Fred had six days to prepare for our arrival, we had
ei ght weeks! We made good use of the tinme, practicing
a slow, steady retreat down the ship, sealing off
segnents behind us and activati ng honemade bonbs

to weck the thing. W couldn't win, of course, not in
the ong run, but then, as someone once said, the
trouble with the long run is that in the long run
everybody' s dead!

Wl |, the bastards would pay for every neter. That

was my only goal, and at the staff neeting, Arlene and
even Sears and Roebuck regularly agreed with ne. |

kept us hyped by unexpected alarmdrills; Sears and
Roebuck figured out howto rig the ship's conputer to
ring various energency sirens and kill power in
different parts of the ship. | did the timng nmyself,
keeping the others on their toesies.

Then Arlene got tired of dancing |like a puppet on a
chain, and she conspired with Sears and Roebuck to
simul ate a CGeneral Catastrophe 101: all the power on
the ship dies except for faint warning horns all the
way for'ard in the engine room the conputer (on a
separate circuit) announces the self-destruct sequence
started with nineteen mnutes until vaporization

sound effects of a raging hurricane, and the enviros
bl ow enough air across me to sinmulate a massive hul
breech somewhere down south. Scared the bejesus out

of me! By the time the ship was down to thirty

seconds to detonation, and | still couldn't find the



bl essed breech, | was reduced to running in circles like
a chicken with its head cut off, scream ng and shout -
ing like a raging drunk

When | recovered ny normal heart rate and respi-

ration, | clapped Arlene in irons for the rest of the
trip. No, not really, but | threatened to do so, and had
she stopped | aughing | ong enough to hear ne, | think

she woul d have been terrified.

Sears and Roebuck had a weird sense of hunor:

they went in for the bizarre practical joke, |ike sone-
how attaching sound effects to our weapons. | visited
our makeshift "rifle range"—an unused manif est

hold with five hundred nmeters of jagged, sawtooth
corridor and brightly colored markings at the far
end—but every dammed round | fired went to its
doomw th a |l ong piercing scream of "heeee-
eeeeeeeee-eeel p!" God only knows where S and R
sampl ed the sound effect.

I was stunned when Sears and Roebuck told ne and
Arlene that the practical joke was the only universa
form of humor throughout the galaxy. It was a sad day
for me. | had hoped that galactic civilization would
have progressed sonewhere beyond the enotiona

| evel of a thirteen-year-old.

But it brought up an interesting point: was it
possi bl e the Freds were sinply playing an el aborate
and unfunny practical prank on us when they invaded
first Phobos, then Mars, then Earth itself? Maybe they
consi dered the humans who fought back to be a

bunch of hunorl ess bastards who couldn't take a joke!
"No, that's wi thout sane," said Sears and Roebuck

"The practicals are unall owed to damageate the vic-
timor they lose their w sdom™

"Their w sdonP"

Sears and Roebuck | ooked at each other; they put

t heir Popeyel i ke hands on each head and gently

punped each other back and forth, a mannerismthat
Arlene and | had decided, during the trip, was their
way of displaying frustration at our |anguage. "What
it is, they lose their cleverness. They are infunny is
how you say it."

"Ckay, | get it. Well, joke or not, we didn't like it,
and the Freds are going to find out just how nuch we
didn't like it when that cargo door begins to grind
open. "

Four days before landing, the Fred ship began its
automati c deceleration; all of a sudden, we had nore
than a full Earth gravity for'ard, once again giving us
a weird, doubl e-heavy vector toward the outer corner
of the room Arlene did sone cal cul ations and figured
that the ship was actually accelerating at about ninety-
Six g 's—that's what it took to decelerate from our
velocity relative to Fredworld to match orbit in four
days! So there nust have been the nother of al

inertial damping fields to dissipate that force in the
form of heat around the ship. W would probably

have appeared star-white to an infrared viewer—a big
bl azing flare warning the Fred of our inmmnent arriv-
al, in case they'd forgotten

Al'l good things nust come to an end. The ni ght



before we were to | and, when we still had not been
hail ed or attacked en route by the Freds, Arlene spent
the night nestled in my arms. It wasn't the first tine
we had spent the night in the same bunk, stripped to
our skivvies; some people in Fox Company had never
beli eved us that we never had sex—but it's true. |

| oved her too much to push for something that she
woul d probably give me, even though she didn't want
to, just out of friendship. But that never stopped us
from cuddl i ng up when crap got too scary, or when

one of us was hurting froma failed affaire du coeur
W hel d each other tight the night before | anding,
Arlene's beautiful high-and-tight pressed hard agai nst
nmy bl ue-shaven chin, as Corps as we coul d possibly be

for our last day—but still needing the warnth of that
one human who made it all worthwhile, even the end.
And believe it or not, we actually slept well: we had no

doubts or naggi ng fears because we knew we were

going out in a blaze of Marine Corps glory the next
nor ni ng!

Tonorrow cane, and Fredworld | ooned before us

on the for'ard TV nonitor. Assumi ng no col or correc-
tion, it was nostly brown with straight black Ilines
crisscrossing it at odd angles, with no visible conti-
nents, water, or weather, but tons of gunk orbiting
around it, sparkling in the sunlight every now and
agai n. Jagged red streaks m ght indicate intense vol -
canic activity. .. . "Oh joy," | said when Arlene
suggested the possibility.

"W shoul d stay on aboard the ship,"” said Sears

and Roebuck, as if we had rehearsed anything but for
the | ast eight weeks.

"Strap down," | conmanded. "The atnosphere is

getting thick enough to measure. W might be in for
some heavy buffeting, according to the tineline."

The Fred conputer was no liar. W were shaken

around sonething fierce, and | got seasick al npst

i Mmediately. | didn't blow, but I sure felt as green as
Sears and Roebuck | ooked. Even Arlene wasn't com
fortable, and she never gets notion sick.

W hadn't bothered to strap down the captain's

body, and he was bounced right out of his chair. GCh
well, | sure as hell wasn't about to unstrap to go fetch
him H's corpse bucked around the bridge, dropping
artichoke leaves in its wake as if leaving a trail for us
to follow | hoped he "felt" every blow, the worthless
bastard, however dead aliens "feel" anything!

Al'l of a sudden, | heard CGod's own crash of

trunpets and drunms, and the ship wenched so

abruptly, so violently, that | think | passed out; |

bl i nked back to awareness sonetinme |ater—don't

know how | ong—and i nmedi ately felt a head-

splitting agony, |like some Fred or Fred monster was
repeatedly janming its claw into my skull! The sear-
ing pain lasted only four or five seconds, then it was
gone, but it was another few heartbeats before color

rushed back into my vision. | hadn't even realized
was seeing in black and white until the view col orized
agai n.

Every nuscle in ny body ached, |ike two nornings



after the world's toughest workout. My stonmach

| urched; we were at zero-g again. What the hell? 1

| ooked to ny side, where | could just see a portal: the
pl anet | ooned bel ow us, barely noving, drifting

slowy up to greet us. | didn't hear the engines

humm ng. Were we in freefall ? What gave?

Arl ene and Sears and Roebuck started thrashing

around, finally com ng around to consci ousness

again. | had no idea what had happened or how we
appeared to be | andi ng wi thout engi nes—the only

ones who m ght have known were the Kl ave, and they
weren't talking. Arlene started | ooking around, com
ing to the sane conclusions | had a couple of mninutes
earlier; we | ooked questions at each other, then |
shrugged and she narrowed her eyes. | didn't care, so
I ong as we made dirtside—but Arlene would stew

over how we had | anded for days and days until she
figured it out, unless Sears and Roebuck decided to
get a whole hell of a lot nore garrul ous than they had
been to date. Unless her serene contenplation were

cut short by Fred rays and machi ne guns.

For the nonment, at |east—a |ong nonment—ae ran

silently and at peace, probably our |ast nonment of

cal mbefore the firestormof conbat. Then, with a
groani ng thunp that sounded as if the entire Fred

ship were tearing in half along the major axis, we
jerked to a stop on some sort of runway. We had
arrived on Fredworld, shaken but not stirred.

Quickly, | got ny troops unstrapped, and we hus-

tled along to our stations, just in case the Fred fool ed
us by cutting their way inside without waiting for the
doors to open. Not hing happened, and we waited out

t he | andi ng sequencer. Then, seventy-five ninutes
after landing and right on schedule, the cargo door
began to roll open, excruciatingly slowy, nmaking a
noise like all the Fred nonsters in the world scream
ing in unison. W braced for the inpact of the first
shock troops.

W waited; we waited; nothing came; nothing

pounded, rattled, or thunped up the gangway. W sat

al one, each in our assigned spots, ready for action that
never cane, the war never fought.

I held ny breath as long as | could. Then, about
fifteen after we should have seen the first swarns of
Freds up the gangway, overrunning our first "defen-
sive" position (designed to be overridden, | add),
clenched ny teeth to activate my throat m ke and
clicked to Arlene: click, click-click, click, click
Marine code for "nothing this end how s by you?"

The tiny | ozenge-size receiver in ny ear told ne

what | was afraid of hearing: click, click-click. Nothing
her end, either. Sears and Roebuck didn't have a mi ke
or receiver, but they were with Arlene.

| waited another fifteen ninutes, querying every

two minutes; Arlene responded every tinme with the

sanme conbi nation: click, click-click. O is it Arlene? |
t hought with sudden trepidation. | visualized the
nonsters overwhel mi ng her before she could signa
engagenment or fire a shot, subduing her or even .
killing her. Behind ny eyes, | saw a scaly fungoid



finger clicking on the mke, repeating the all-clear
over and over.

| gave with a rapid-fire series of clicks, running

t hrough nearly half the Marine Corps signal code.

Al nmost i mredi ately, my correspondent responded

with the other half—either it was really Lance Corpo-
ral Arlene Sanders or one hell of a smart Fred captain.

My nuscles started to cranp. | stood cautiously,
keepi ng an ear cocked and an eye trained on the
gangway. After stretching, | returned to nmy position

many an anbush has been bl own by inmpatience. But

after an hour of plenty of nothing, even ny patience
was exhausted. If | knew they were comng, just |ate,
could have waited a week! But nore and nore, it

began to | ook Iike we'd been had.

"End operation gather at final rendezvous spot," |
clicked to ny corporal. Ten mnutes of quick wal king
later, we all met in the engine room Arlene stared at
me as if it were all ny fault; she kept clenching and
rel axi ng her gun hand, rubbing her fingers against her
thumb |i ke she were trying to start a fire the hard way.
"Ckay, buddy-boy Sergeant dude, what gives?"

| shrugged. "There's no boarding party."

"Cee, you think so?" If sarcasmcould drip, | had

just had a puddle of it dribbled onto nmy shoes.

| scratched my chin; it was already starting to get
rough. In another few hours, |I'd have to shave again.
Funny, | thought the last time was the last time I'd
ever have to do that. "You, ah, want to recon?"

Arlene turned to | ook back over her shoulder, as if
she'd heard a noise. | didn't hear anything. "Recon?"
"Yeah, recon: that's when you go outside and—

"I guess we'd better; we're never going to sleep
again if we don't."

| turned to Sears and Roebuck, but they were

shaki ng so hard they were blurry. "W'Ill stay here,"
they said. "We'll be out right. W'll follow you in |ater
time. W'll stay here until you conme back. But we'll
follow you in later tinme."

| was a little shocked when | realized that they were

speaki ng separately! | had never seen such a thing
bef ore anong the Kl ave, never even knew it was
physical ly possible! |I guess that was their equival ent

of multiple-personality disorder, or in this case, a

f eedback | oop—they coul d neither advance nor fai

to advance. | expected snoke to cone out their ears at
any nonment, but they di sappointed ne.

Arlene and | found the emergency engi ne-room

access panel and | aboriously hand-cranked it open
then we dropped lightly through, landing with a
crunch on Fredworl d.

3

As predicted by the tineline program the

ground and air were quite hot and very humd, but we
didn't sink into lava or inhale a |ungful of hydrogen
cyani de. The ship, which evidently had no name, just

a nunmber, was so nonstrous it |ooked |ike that
shopping mall in Tucson—dsed to be in Tucson—

that advertised as the world's largest, until the Fred
bonb. The beast that had carried us a couple hundred



I ight-years hul ked hi gh above our heads, stretching on
put of sight in a generally sunward direction, shield-
ing us fromthe terrific heat.

Si deways past the ship were a series of squarish
bui | di ngs seemingly built on sonething soft that had
col l apsed; they all |eaned, one way or another, at
crazy angles like the Leaning Tower of Pisa. The

whol e arrangenment | ooked |ike a demented version of

an Earth spaceport. In the other direction was a
nonstrous condo conplex erected roughly like a

human graveyard, |ike headstones arranged in con-
centric circles. The reddi sh sky added to the "charnt
of Fredworld, its ground that glowed in spots, covered
with eight centimeters of black ash.

There was not a single artichoke-head to be seen. A
spongy wal kway encircled the ship's berth; we cau-
tiously noved onto it, expecting the Fred to cone
scream ng out of the buildings at any noment and

fully prepared to instantly retreat to our defensive
posi ti ons aboard the ship.

For the next el even hours we searched that damed
conpound—early two thirds of an ei ghteen-hour

Fred day. We found sl udge from decomnposi ng | eaves
littering half the buildings; either they liked wal ki ng
t hrough sludge or a bunch of Fred were slain so
suddenly that no one had tinme to sweep the place. But
t hen, where were the corpses? "I"'mgetting a real bad
feeling about this," | nuttered to Arlene.

She said nothing, just tugged on ny body arnor

and poi nted back at the ship: after eleven hours, Sears
and Roebuck were finally poking their noses out,
sniffing the winds to figure out why they were stil

alive. | was so beat, | didn't even go over and tel
them Let "emfigure it out on their own, | angrily
decided! |I'd been on ny feet forever, and | wasn't in

the nood to deal with them Arlene was bad enough

As soon as it becane obvious there were no Freds
anywher e around-hence, probably very few Freds, if
any, on the whol e planet, else they would have
stornmed our ship, even if they had to send for
troops—Arl ene reslung her weapon-of-choice, a
twel ve- gauge, semi-auto riot gun made by Krupp-

Rem ngt on, the RK-150, with 150-round drum maga-

zine. She set off in a spiral search pattern to see if she
could figure out what the hell happened.

| stood in the shade, panting in the burning heat.
Fredworld, at least this part of it, was hot as Hell, 54.5
degrees centigrade according to ny wist-therm

Sweat poured down ny face; the perspiration didn't
evaporate in that humidity, especially not under a
helmet. | wished | had a standard-issue pressure suit
with air conditioning; but we hadn't made any pl ans
to stowaway aboard a Fred ship, so we didn't think to
bring them al ong. Space suits we had, courtesy of
Sears and Roebuck, but they didn't help with plane-
tary tenperature (1 asked).

Sears and Roebuck cautiously approached. As usu-

al, they didn't seemthe |least affected by the heat or
anyt hi ng el se. They peered around anxiously. "Are
they all dead?" they asked.



| shrugged. "Dead or gone. | don't see any bodies.

Sanders is doing a sweep. W'Il see what she says."
| poked around a little. Wat | thought was a condo
conpl ex turned out to be a series of interconnected

buil dings, like the Pueblo Indians used to build in
caves up a cliff, but these were built into the natura
hol | ows formed by cracks in the ground. | saw what

m ght have been nol ded furniture, but nothing of a
personal nature. OF course, we didn't have a freaking
clue what, if anything, a Fred woul d consi der person-
al . The buildings were bl eached white, like all the
col or was burned out of them |eaving a pockmarked
surface |ike pum ce.

Arlene's voice junped at ne through ny ear receiv-

er. "Fly, | think you'd better come over here. |'ve got
alive one."”

"Live?" | asked, flipping up ny dish antenna and

hom ng in on her signal—standard arnor-issue, very
useful .

"Qops, | nmean a fresh dead body—rmybe we can
fix it and revive the bastard, figure out what blew
t hr ough. "

"What ? What ?" denmanded Sears and Roebuck

obviously hearing only ny end of the conversation

"Come on, boys," | said, setting off at a trot, "need
your magi c over here."

| jogged across the conpound, turning as necessary

to keep the beeps loud and fast. |I found Arlene in two
m nutes, just half a klick distant as the Fly flies. She
was crouching over a coll apse of pum ce stone, out of

whi ch stuck one part of a Fred hand and foot.

Evidently, it had been unlucky enough to be caught in

a building when it fell, thus not getting out intinm to
be di sintegrated or kidnapped or whatever happened

to the rest.

Al as, the head was crushed to a pulp. "Damm," |

griped. "Even if we can sonehow revive its body, it

can't tell us anything if its brain is destroyed."

Sears and Roebuck knelt to exam ne the body.

"The brain appears intact," they said, poking at the
chest. Duhh! | nentally kicked ny butt; | knew they
didn't keep their brains in their heads, but it was hard
to remenber. Kl ave didn't either, as | recall ed.

"Can you fix it?" asked Arlene. "It'd be icy to know
what the hell happened.”

Sears and Roebuck hel d the body down and drew a

cutting laser, casually slicing away the head, |egs, and
arms. | nearly lost ny lunch! The Kl ave were pretty

cold fromour point of view, even so, carving up a

dead body just for |aziness, to avoid hefting heavy
stones off the linbs, was a bit nuch!

They dragged the torso out of the rubble, knocking

over a few stray stones with it. | winced with

synmpathy .. . even dead, | knew it could feel the pain
of every blow Wth the body tucked underneath their
arnms, Sears and Roebuck hunped back toward the

Fred ship, Arlene and ne forni ng a Goddamed

par ade behind the macabre Kl ave pair.

The Freds didn't divide their ship into separate
departnments, as humans do; they used sonething



nore |ike an old "object-oriented" approach to space-
ship organi zation: different sections, |ike different
counties, each had their own essential services—
food, water, navigation, engines, and nedical equip-
ment. God only knows how they divvied up the
wor kl oad; maybe they fought for it! But Sears and
Roebuck wandered around with the Fred body unti

they found a batch of machines that they clai ned
were "MedG ams," tossed the torso inside, and began
poki ng blue and red buttons on a control panel

A coupl e of hours |ater—+ watched, but Arlene

went to sleep on one of the beds—the torso was
flopping around, trying to nove its nonexi stent arns,
| egs, and head.

"CGreat," | said, "but now what? It has no nouth;

how can it tell us anything?"

"Vocoder," said Sears and Roebuck, speaking for

the first tinme since finding the body. They clipped a
tew nore | eads onto the chest of the Fred, palned a
touchpl ate, and a nechani cal voi ce sounded through

t he speakers.

". . . DARES STAND AGAI NST THE M GHTY

. WHO DARES THE DEMONS OF UNBE-

HEADED SUNLI GHT WHO FOOLI SHLY TEMPTS

THE. . . PECPLE OF THE DARK AND THE HOT

THE PEOPLE OF THE CRACKS OF—

Sears and Roebuck turned it off. They fiddled with
the settings and played it again, this tine all in a weird
| anguage that made ny teeth ache—presunably

Sears and Roebuck's own | anguage.

Arlene had jerked awake at the first noise. She

stared wildly, still trying to col d-boot her brain and
figure out who was just shouting.

"Pretty inpressive," | said. "How did it know
Engl i sh?"

Sears and Roebuck stared at ne as if | were a
particularly slow child. "Fly, you and Arlene have
been tal k around English for eight week now. What
you did think the conmpu-nets were doi ng?"

| got a creepy feeling in nmy gut, |ike a couple of
poi sonous centi pedes had got |oose in there. "You
mean that thing has been listening to every word we
say? Jesus."

Arl ene | ooked around nervously. "Has it been ..

wat chi ng us, too?"

"Sonetines. "

"Even when ... during ny private nonments, in

t he bat hhouse?"

"Sonetines," admtted Sears and Roebuck, adding
nonchal antly, "we spent time observing you two, too.

W are curious how you mates if you will denonstrate
use of your mate apparatus.”
Arlene turned red as a radish; |I'mnot kidding! For

years in the Light Drop, she had showered around
men, used the toilet (or the ground) in front of nen,
and even had sex with Dodd in front of the guys when

she got drunk once . . . and here she was flushing fire-
engine red at the thought of an alien and a conputer
havi ng seen her naked! | couldn't help |aughing, and

she glared M 14 rounds at ne.



"Need to find tuning," nuttered Sears and Roe-

buck, fooling with the buttons. | stared, rem nded of
about a thousand and one cheesy sci-fi novies that
Arlene regularly made ne watch whil e she gave run-
ni ng comentary about which star's sister was the

m stress of the head of W] debeest Studios. ("Jeez, it's
Dr. Mabuse," whispered Arlene in ny ear.)

"Try question themnow," suggested Sears and

Roebuck, pretending for their own peace of m nd that
there were really two Fred aliens instead of one. As a
doubl e-entity, Sears and Roebuck never had been able
to deal with beings other than in pairs, pairs of pairs,
and so forth: they had no trouble dealing with Fly and
Arlene, but when it was Fly and Arlene and Captain

H dal go, Sears and Roebuck threw a fit!

| cleared ny throat. "State your nanme for the

record,” | began, just trying to provoke sone response
fromthe Fred.

"I will be Ramakapithduraagnazdi f| er anakanor —=

"You will henceforth be designated Runplestilt-

skin," | decided. Dammed if | were going to try to
repeat that horrible squabble of sound! "Runplestilt-
skin, I am Taggart. You may al so be questioned by
Sanders and by Sears and Roebuck. You will answer

all questions, or we'll |eave you i mpbile on the

pl anet surface forever."

"Runpl estiltskin responds. Wat if he answers
guestions fromthe Taggart?"

"You'll be disintegrated and your spirit will be sent
wherever it goes upon disintegration.”

"Runpl e bunpl e nmunple hunple .. ."

"Do you accept the ternms?"

"Runpl estiltskin answers questions. Bunple."

| sighed. | had to keep remnmi nding myself we were
peering directly into the brain of a Fred—a Fred that
had |l ain dead for God knows how | ong, slowy going
mad.

In fact, that was a good first question. "Runplestilt-
skin: how | ong have you | ain beneath the rubble?"
"Rubbl e bubbl e wubbl e tubbl e~

"Runpl estiltskin will answer the question!”

"I +—4+—+—+—Runpl estiltskin answers ques-

tions. Runplestiltskin lay for 19,392 suns."

Arl ene tapped at her watch cal cul ator again. "This

pl anet rotates four hundred and twel ve tines per
orbit, so that's forty-seven Fredyears plus twenty-

ei ght Freddays."

"What's that in dog years?" | asked.

"For us, that's about forty years, six nmonths."
"Jesus. Runplestiltskin, were your people attacked

ni net een thousand suns ago?"

"Whack smack back crack whack smack back

crack "

"Who attacked you?"

"Newbi es soobies."

"Was it a new species? Runplestiltskin, how did

you meet your attackers?"

"Runpl estiltskin's people net the news on their

own world we expand our great enpire we conquer al

we shall pound the Gthers into hotrock."



| closed ny eyes, sorting through the Fred' s tangl ed
speech. Arlene whispered into her throat m ke, so

al one heard her speculation: "Fly, think they found a
new species on its own planet, and sonehow it ended
up attacking and destroying the Fred honme pl anet ?"

| grunted affirm that was what | had figured from

t he yamrering. But there were sonme real problens
here; Sears and Roebuck had nmade it pretty clear that
nost species took mllions of years to get from
civilization to spaceflight—-umans were such an
exception that we caught the Fred by surprise. They
first discovered us about four or five hundred years
ago, while Spain and Portugal were still sailing out in
wooden w nd-driven ships to map the "New World. "

The Fred confidently assuned we were tens of thou-
sands of years away from being able to offer any
effective resistance.

They didn't like us; they feared us because we, of al
the intelligent races known in the gal axy, could die.
They deci ded to exterm nate us—anot her nove in

t he negeni a-1ong chess match for control of the
galaxy. In the battle between the "Hyperrealists" and
the "Deconstructionists,”" we played the role of Kefiri-
stan, the poor unsophisticated farnmer in whose back-
yard a minor skirnmish is fought.

Hyperreal i sts, Deconstructionists—the terns were
courtesy Sears and Roebuck, who searched | ong and
hard t hrough Earth phil osophy and deci ded t hat

wacko, effeminate, linmp-wisted literary critics in
New York were the finest, nost refined phil osophers
of the bunch. What a kick in the nuts: this great, grand
political war between two mghty enpires turned on a
doctrinal difference of aesthetics between two com
peting schools of literary criticism Billions of lives
hung in the bal ance between one dunbass way of

di ssecting "el even fragnent stories" and anot her,
both of which mssed the point entirely, of course.
That much, Sears and Roebuck told us, but no nore. |
had no idea what the hell that neant; eleven story
fragnments? But try telling S and R that.

H s species, the Kl ave, were nenbers of the Hyper-
realist long; the evil Freds represented the sliny,

di shonor abl e Deconstructioni st tong. Someday,

somehow, | was going to beat those sons of bitches,
Sears and Roebuck, into explaining the whole
dammed thing to me. In the nmeanwhile, | just shrug

and thank God we soldiers don't have to understand
politics in order to foll ow orders.

Anyway, the Freds miscalculated . . . catastroph-
ically. Wen they returned to Fredworld, raised an

i nvasion force (taking about a century to do so), then
returned, a nmere half a mllennium had passed—but

to the Freds' shock, they found not a planetful of ig-
norant, superstitious farmers and sailors, but a tech-
nol ogi cal |y advanced, planet-wide culture with m s-
siles, nucl ear weapons, particle beans, spaceflight,
and a brain trust unfrightened by horn and fang, scale
and cl aw.

Even after Arlene and | kicked their asses, when we
left Earth, humanity was on the ropes . . . just like the



ol d heavywei ght Muhamuad Ali. We pl ayed rope-a-

dope with the "dermons," and if Salt Lake Gty and

Chi cago were nucl ear wastel ands, so were the Fred
bases on Phobos and Dei nos. Wrse, the last rem

nants of Fox Conmpany—aot only nme and Arlene but

Al bert and our teenage hacker Jill—-had managed to
rescue the former human, now cyborg, Ken Estes,

whi ch gave us the potential to tap into the Fred's
entire technol ogy base. The Freds were genetically
engi neering human infiltrators, but we were training
ei nsat zgr uppen.

God only knew what was goi ng to happen, since we

left Earth right at the exciting part. O what had
happened al ready, actually. | had to bear in mnd that
by the time we could return to the nother planet, four
hundred years woul d have passed!

The Freds made a critical mniscalculation when they
assuned humans evolved at the same rate as every-

body else in the galaxy. Was it possible they made the
same m stake again, this time to far nore di sastrous
consequence?

Time to get a bit nmore specific with Runplestilt-
skin: "wWhen you found the Newbies, what was their

t echnol ogi cal |evel ?"

"Techno tackno crackno farmer harner—

"Were they industrial or agricultural?"

"Culture vulture nulture—=

"Runpl estiltskin will answer. Were the Newbies

t echnol ogi cal ?"

"Evils! We cane to herd as they herded we cane to
harvest as they harvested we cane to wander as they
wandered we cane to herd as they herded!"

Herding. . . harvesting—onmads? Farners, just

di scovering ani mal husbandry? | prodded the undead
Fred for another half hour, eliciting little other infor-
mati on. The best | could tell was that the "Newbies"
had evidently just discovered agriculture and ranch-
ing; they were just settling down fromtheir nomadic
life when the Fred scoutship observed and studied
them They made contact with the Newbi es and

fought a few skirm shes, just probing them

The Freds returned to Fredworld; this was probably
three hundred or nore years back, just around the
time the first Fred expedition returned from contact
with Earth. The Freds horsed around for a while, not
long, then they returned to the Newbie system just a
coupl e of hundred years after they left. .. only to
find that the Newbi es had gone fromthe begi nni ngs of
agriculture to a heavily armed, spacefaring culture in
just two centuries!

And that's where Runplestiltskin started to get

hazy. The rest of the interrogation was |ong, tedious,

boring, tedious, dull, and tedious; even Sears and
Roebuck | ost interest and started nmonkeying with the
navi gati onal system ... which was unl ocked, now

that we'd reached the preprogranmed destination.
figured Sears and Roebuck had never interrogated a
prisoner before; it's not a process for the inpatient.
| got a story, but |I had no idea whether | got the
story. This is what | finally dragged out of old Runp,



with me and Arlene naking a lot of intuitive |eaps
and filling in the background as best we coul d: when
the Freds arrived at the Newbie planet, ready to take
the "enpty" square in the giant chess game between
the Hyperrealists and the Deconstructionists, they

di scovered a weird, unknown piece on the board. The
Newbi es nmust have an accel erated evolution that is as
fast compared to us humans as we are conpared to

the rest of the gal axy! The Newbies were so stellar that
they tore through the Fred fleet |like a cat through a
fleet of canaries.

And then—this was the part neither | nor Arlene
really bought, though it was such a lovely thought it
was hard to resist—the Newbi es backtracked the

Freds and invaded Fredworld itself, utterly annihilat-
ing it in revenge for trying to conquer the Newbies!
What a beautiful picture—the Freds, in a panic,
desperately defending their homeworl d agai nst an
unknown foe who had been herdi ng sheep and buil d-

ing twi g-and-wattle huts just two (subjective) centu-
ries before! Arlene and | |aughed |long and | oud at that
one. Sears and Roebuck nust have thought we were

| oons, since the Kl ave have nothing remotely like a
"sense of hunor" defense mechani sm they just | ook

at each other.

The last part of the story | got was the creepiest:
Rumpl estil tskin insisted, over and over, that those
dammed nasty Newbies were still here. But where?
Sears and Roebuck began yanking their

heads back and forth again, expressing sone sort of
enotion only a Kl ave could understand. "\Wat are

you on about?" | denmanded, still stewi ng about the

m ssi ng Newbi es.

"W have faxed the injuns," declared our conpatri -

ot. "To where would like you to go?"

Anot her hour had passed, and neither Arlene nor

had gotten another intelligible word out of Runple-

4

stiltskin. "Wat do you think?" | asked Arlene. "Has
he fulfilled his part of the bargain?"

She pursed her lips. "I can't think of anything el se
to ask. W've hit a brick wall in every direction now "
Arl ene inhal ed deeply, then swallowed a nutrient pill
"Yeah, Fly, | guess he's done what he agreed. You
going to burn hinP"

| shrugged. "I prom sed—deal's a deal ."
G ngerly, | reached across and pulled all the con-
nections fromthe torso of the Fred. | |ooked across at

Sears and Roebuck, but they had conpletely | ost
interest, their long arms reaching all around the Fred
navi gational unit, the one in this district of the ship,
and di sconnecting and reconnecting fiber-optic ca-

bl es. "You, ah, know where there's a Fred ray?"

The Fred ray was the | ast-ditch weapon that they

used agai nst us when we ranpaged through their base,

and later their ship; it was sone sort of particle beam
weapon, nuch better than ours. Arlene had invento-

ried the weapons on the Fred ship, including seventy-
four Fred rays; she took ne to the nearest one, |eaving
me to drag the torso behind.



Turning nmy head away, praying to avoid vomting

and conpletely humliating nmyself in front of ny
friend and subordinate, | bal anced the torso on a
neut ron-repel | ant backdrop, the only thing that would
stop the beam The body fell over, and |I set it up
again. Then | stepped back and cranked the weapon
around to point at the Fred's chest, where it stored its
br ai n.

"Man, | don't like doing this," | nuttered.

"Fly, he's been trapped dead underneath that rub-

ble outside for forty years. One eye was open—
remenber ?"

" G

"So for four decades, Sergeant, Runplestiltskin
stared unblinking at the ground or the sky or the sun
knowi ng his entire species had been w ped out in the
wi nk of an eye by an alien race they were going to
ensl ave. Fly, he's suffered enough; don't trap him

i nside that corporeal bottle."

My hands started shaking as | inserted a jerry-
rigged pair of chopsticks into the holes to press the
| evers, simulating a Fred hand.

Arl ene put her hand on mny shoul der. "You want |
shoul d do it?"

| shook ny head firmy. "No, A'S., didn't you read
ad Yeller when you were a little girl?"

"No, | was too busy readi ng Voyage to the Mish-
room Pl anet and The Star Beast."

"When your dog has to die, Arlene, you've got to
shoot himyourself. You can't get soneone else to
shoot A d Yeller for you."

| pressed the lever, conpleting the connection. As
usual , we saw not hing. That was the part that both-
ered me the nost: as destructive as this neutron beam
was, you'd think you would see sonething, for God's
sake! A blue light, a lightning bolt, fire and

bri mst one—sonet hi ng. But the beam was as invisible

as X-rays in the dentist's office, and as quiet; all |
heard was a single click, and suddenly there was a
huge hol e through Runplestiltskin's chest. Wthin
three or four seconds, its body was boiling, the flesh
vaporizing instantly wherever the beam touched.

| slowy burned away the entire torso. The Fred ray
was a gigantic eraser—everywhere | pointed, flesh
simply vani shed. A minute after turning on the beam

I clicked it off; nothing remained of the Fred but an
invisible mst of organic nolecules in a hot ionized
pl asma state. My guess was the interrogation was
pretty pernmanently over.

"Ckay, kiddo," |I said to AS.; "let's go Newbie
hunting."

W suited up for conbat, and for the first tine in
God knows how long, | found nyself getting the
shakes. Somehow, |'d thought the Freds woul d have
burned all the fear out of ne, |eaving nothing but a
col d husk of sociopathy. Not true. At the thought of
goi ng up agai nst whatever it was that plowed the
Freds into the dirt on their own hone turf, ny hands
trenbled so much I couldn't even StiKro ny boots on
tight.



"Stay here and keep the engine running," | told

Sears and Roebuck.

"You want to start me the engines?" they asked,

conf used.

"Just a figure of speech, you dufoids,” Arlene
expl ai ned. "But run through the [ aunch sequence up

to just before engine start.... W may have to book

if we stunble onto a whole nest of them"™

Sears and Roebuck | ooked at each other, Alley Oop

and his mrror image; they seemed perfectly content
stayi ng aboard the ship and letting the Marines do the
dirty work. | sealed up the helnet and pressed the
other armor seals tight; it wasn't a pressure suit, but in
a pinch, we could survive a few nm nutes in hard
vacuum | noticed Arlene's face was whiter than its
usual English pale; she nust have figured the odds the
same as |.

My breath sounded loud in nmy ears as we edged

down the gangway onto the surface of Fredworld

agai n. The | andscape | ooked eerily alive through the
night-vis flipdowns, tinted green but conbining infra-
red, radio em ssion, and visible Iight enhancenent. |
turned slowmy with a mcrowave notion detector

not hi ng noved around us, unless it was over the

j agged mount ai ns on the horizon

"This isn't good," | said over a shielded, encrypted
channel to Arlene. "Shouldn't there be sone |life, even
if the Newbies killed all the Freds?"

"Maybe they couldn't tell which were Freds and

whi ch were animals, so they fragged everything. My-
be they used a nucl ear bomb, or some kind of poison

or a biovector."

| grunted. "Doesn't seemlikely that they'd nanage

to get absolutely every living thing, does it?"
"There's another possibility, Fly: maybe there are
living animals, but they're just not noving."

"Ani mal means noving, Arlene, |like animted."

She didn't answer, so | started a spiral sweep, mainly
wat ching the outer perimeter. After three hours of

recon, | was starting to regret being so nice and
burni ng Runplestiltskin's nortal coil, setting free his
soul. "If that bastard lied to me—=

"You'll what?" came Arlene's radio voice in ny ear
"Resurrect himand kill himagain?"

"Maybe we should resurrect the Freds on the ship.
Whoops, don't correct ne; | just figured out how
stupid that suggestion was." | nanaged to catch her

whi l e she was inhaling, or else she would have quickly
snorted that the Freds on the ship knew even | ess
about the Newbies than we—ae had already killed

them before we left for Fredworld, a hundred and

sixty years before the Newbi es | anded!

The weirdness of the place was starting to get to ne.

| kept seeing ghosts in ny peripheral vision, but there
was not hi ng when | whi pped around with the notion
detector. "Damm that Runplestiltskin! He swore they
were still here!™

"Maybe he just neant they were here when he

di ed?"

| paused a long tinme. "Arlene, if that's all he neant,



then we're in deep, deep trouble. | don't think you
realize how deep."

"I don't get you. If we can't find them we junp
back in the ship and return to—+o Earth." She didn't
say it, but | knew she was thinking to a dead, |ovel ess
Earth with no Al bert Gallatin.

"A.S., if we don't find the Newbies, | can al nost
guarantee they're going to find us. They'll find Earth.
W were al nost wi ped out by the Freds. W barely
hung on, and only because we evol ved so nuch faster
than they, we were so nmuch nore fl exi bl e-because

t hey underestimated us! Wat the hell do you think
woul d happen to humanity if the Newbies found us

next ?"

"Jesus. | didn't think—=

"And if they can go from stone plows and oxen

to—+o this in just two hundred years, where are they
going to be just ten years fromnow? Wat if they
don't find us for fifty years, or a hundred years? Jesus
and Mary, Arlene; they would be gods."

She was silent; | heard only ny own breath.

al nost consi dered asking her to switch to hot-nmni ke
so | could hear her breathing as well, but | couldn't
afford to lose control now, not when | had troops
dependi ng on ne. Above all else, | had to denon-
strate conpetence and confidence.

"Fly," she said at last, "I don't like this. I'mgetting
scared." She w apped her arns around her chest and
shivered, as if feeling a chill w nd or soneone wal ki ng
across her grave.

"Maybe we can pick up sonme trace fromorbit."

"After forty years?"

"Maybe Sears and Roebuck has sone idea." Yeah,

right. Sears and Roebuck never even heard of the
Newbi es until just now, and if they had that hard a
ti me understandi ng us and our evol utionary rate—
Jeez, how could they even imagi ne the Newbies and
what they might nutate into? "Let's head back," |
deci ded. "We're not doi ng anything out here but
scaring the pants off of each other."

Arl ene nodded gravely. "Kinky," she judged.

| heard a strange, faint buzz in ny earpiece as we
headed back toward the ship . . . sounds, voices al-
nmost. | could nearly believe they were whispers from
the Fred ghosts, desperately trying to comruni cate—
perhaps still fighting the final battle that had de-
stroyed them | was now convinced that there was not
a single artichoke-headed Fred |l eft intact on that

pl anet, except for the corpses we brought with us—
corpses we would never revive. In fact, | decided to
| eave them behind on Fredworld; the tenptation to
wake nme dead, just tor soneone to talk to, mght be
too great, overwhel mi ng our comobn sense and self-
preservation.

But the notion of ghosts wasn't that far-fetched.
Since their spirits never died, where did they go?

began to feel little stabs of cold on the back of ny
neck, icy fingers poking and proddi ng nme. Jesus, shut
of f that inmagination! | commanded nyself.

"Huh?" Arl ene asked, junping guiltily. "Crim ney,



Fly, are you a mind reader now?"

| said nothing ... hadn't even been aware | spoke

that |ast thought al oud; curious coincidence that it
turned out to be perfectly appropriate.

The ship was so huge that it was hard to recognize it
as nobile; it looked like an artificial nountain, three-
ei ghths of a kilometer high, over a hundred stories—
taller than the Hyundai Building in Nuevo Angel es—
and stretching to the vanishing point in either direc-
tion. The | anding pad was barely |arger than the
footprint of the ship, clearly built to order. Wird
mar ki ngs surrounded the LZ, the |anding zone,

burned into the glass-hard surface by an etching | aser
either landing instructions or ritual hieroglyphs. They
| ooked i ke they once had been pictograns, now
stylized beyond recognition

"You know, Fly, we've never actually wal ked all the
way around this puppy."”

"I know. |'ve been avoiding it. | don't Iike thinking
of how big this dammed ship really is."

Arl ene sounded pensive, even through the radio.
"Honey, Sergeant, |'ve had this burning feeling—=

"Try penicillin."

"I"ve had this burning feeling that we have to wal k
this path, walk all the way around what's going to be
our world for the next nine weeks, or however long it

takes until we finally get... hone."
| stared back and forth between the obsidian LZ
and the ship door, torn. "You're right." | sighed. "W

ought to reconnoiter. Arlene, take point."

"Aye-aye, Skipper," she said, voice containing an

odd m xture of elation and anxi ety. She unslung her
RK-150, and | flexed nmy grip on the old, reliable
standard, the Marine-issue M 14, which contrary to

t he designator was nore |ike an updated Browning
automatic rifle than the Mcronics series of M7, -8,
-10, and -12. These were heavy-lifting small arms, and
the Freds were pretty pathetic when not surrounded

by their "denonic" war machines. | don't know what
we expected to run into on Fredworld; nothing good, |
suspect ed.

| thought about calling Sears and Roebuck and
telling themwhat we were doing, but we were right
outside. If they wanted us, they could call their own

dammed selves. Still feeling that chill on the nape of
my neck, | followed Arlene at a safe twenty-five
neters.

It was hard not to be awestruck next to that ship. It
was hard to credit; the Freds could do this, and they
couldn't even conquer a lowtech race |ike hunanity!
They al ways taught us at Parris Island that heart and
norale mattered nore than tanks and air support in
conbat: | ook at the Mij ahadeen in Afghanistan and
Bosnia, at the Scythe of Aory in Kefiristan. But this
was the first tine | really believed that line: we really
wanted the fight, and the Freds were unprepared for
resi stance.

The ship was gunnetal gray along nost of its flank
except where microneteorites had scored the surface

or punctured it. Thank God for self-sealing architec-



ture; at the speeds we traversed the gal axy, cosmc
dust sprayed through the ship like bullets through
cheese.

W reached the aft end and stared up at the single,
staggeringly huge thruster. The ship was a ranjet,
according to the specs: as it noved at increasing
velocity relative to the interstellar hydrogen, an el ec-
tromagnetic net spread out in front of the boat,
scoopi ng up protons and al pha particles and funnel -
ing theminto the "jets," where the heat fromdirect
conversion of matter to energy turned the hydrogen
into a stream of plasm out the ass-end. No ot her way
could we accelerate so near the speed of light in only
three or four days.

The thruster at the back | ooked exactly like a
standpipe. | kid you not; | caught nyself |ooking for
the faucet that would turn on the water. W rounded
the stern and headed for'ard again.

About a kilonmeter fromthe stern, we found it—we
found our first, and only, Newbie body. Arlene saw
somet hing and jogged forward; | dropped to one knee
and covered her, watching her through my snap-up
rifle scope. She ran under the ship, finally having to
crouch and skitter sideways for the last couple score
nmeters; this close to the ship, the underside | ooked
like a building overhang where it rose away fromthe
cup- shaped LZ

"Jesus," she nuttered. "Sergeant Fly, get your butt

up here and eyeball this thing."

"What is it?" | asked, trotting toward her position

at port-arns.

"I'"d rather you saw it for yourself without precon-
ceptions." She sounded tense and excited, and

doubl e-ti med t he pace.

By the time | approached, | was panting. Jeez, what
addi ng anot her stripe does to a Marine's physica
fitness! Arlene didn't |ook tense; her RK-150 hung off
her back totally casual. She was staring at sonething
under neat h the ship, where you'd have to craw on

your hands and knees to see it. She shone a pencil -
light on the thing; it |looked Iike a body of sone sort,
or was once .. . but definitely not a Fred.

"Hold nmy rifle," | said, handing it to her. "I'm
goi ng under and take a | ook."

She eyed the overhangi ng ship uneasily. "You sure
this thing isn't going to roll over on you?"

"If'nit do, Ii'l lady," | said, doing nmy Gunny
CGoforth imtation, "we-all gwan be inna heap'a trou-
bl es."” The ship overhung us even where we stood,
stretching a good fifty meters beyond us; if it chose to
roll over, we'd be squashed like a bug on a bullet
anyway, no matter where we stood.

But | sure didn't like crawing under the thing; |

could feel the nass of imrensity over my back; | got
about ten neters in when | experienced a rush of
utter, total panic. 1'd never felt claustrophobic beforel

Why then? The ship felt |ike an upsi de-down nmoun-
tain balanced on its peak, ready to topple over and
crush me. | froze, unable to nove, while waves of
pani c battered me. The only thing that kept me from



turni ng around and crab-craw i ng back out of there

was the fact that Arlene was staring at me, and

woul d rather die than have her think a sergeant in the
Marine Corps was a screamni ng coward.

After a mnute, the panic subsided into gripping
anxiety; it was still horrible, but now bearable. "Are
you all right?" Arlene called from behind ne.

"Y-yeah, just trying to f-figure out what the thing is.

Cotta git alit... get alittle closer.” | forced nyself
to craw until | was as close as | could get. | set up ny
Sure Fire flashlight-lantern to illum nate the body

while | inched forward until mnmy head was caught

bet ween t he spongy material and the ship's hull.

It was amazing, a scene straight out of The Wzard

of Oz: when the Fred ship touched down, it |anded

right on top of a dead alien! It definitely wasn't a Fred;
this creature | ooked nore like an alien is supposed to
| ook: white skin, long multiple articulated arns and
legs, fingers like tendrils, not like the Freds' chopsticks
or Sears and Roebuck's cilia. | swear to God, this
thing actually had antennae, even. The eyes were

huge, big as the cross-section on an F-99 Landi ng

Fl are, and Coca-Cola red; | couldn't quite see, but |

t hi nk they continued around the back of the head.

The face was turned toward nme, and | got hot and

cold chills running up and down my spine, like it was
staring at me and demandi ng why? The mouth was a

red slit, and there was no nose—dark lines on the
sides of the face, where the cheeks would be on a
human, m ght have been air filters.

My heart started poundi ng agai n, another wave of

panic; | was staring at ny first Newbi e—+ just knew.
After | calned down a bit, | slithered sideways,
through nmy light; it was a bad nonent when |

eclipsed the light, casting the Newbie into total shad-
ow. God only knew what it was doing in the dark.

got far enough to the side to see the body and | egs.
"You know," | yelled back, my voice still shaky, "this
thing doesn't |look half bad. It's crushed a little, but I
think it could be sal vageable.™

Arl ene yell ed sonething back that | coul dn't hear

then she got smart and spoke into her throat nike
instead. "Can you drag it out if | throw you a rope?"
"I bet |I can," | responded. | was never a rodeo

roper, but 1'd been around a calf or two in ny day. |
grew up on a farm and worked the MDonal d's Ranch

when | was a kid. "Throw nme the rope, AS. | bet | can
lasso that thing and drag it into the Iight of day.
Ki ddo, | think we rmay have gotten our first |ucky

break on this operation.”

W carried our gruesome trophy back into

the ship, plopping it down on the table right behind
Sears and Roebuck. Wen they turned, they stared,
eyes al nost popping out of their skulls. "What that
is?"

5

"I was hoping you could tell us," |I grunbled. | had
gotten used to Sears and Roebuck's gal axy-weary,

we' ve- seen-everything-tw ce pose; | was even nore

shocked than the Magillas thensel ves at their confu-



sion. "Are you saying this is an entirely new race of
bei ngs you' ve never seen before?"

"No," they said, "and whatever disgusting is it is.
The color is all wong and the eyes are sonething
horrible. Where did you get it?"

"Ship fell onit," explained Arlene. "Could this be a
Newbi e, the race Runplestiltskin was on about, the
guys that w ped out the Freds?"

"Well something outw ped the Fred, that is sure,”
said Sears and Roebuck. "If there no other life forns
of life here, then is logically that is the Newie."
"Great, fine, cool," | interrupted, "but can you
revive the bloody thing?" | jabbed a neaty finger at
them "And don't hack off any arnms or legs this tinel
You turned ny stomach with what you did to Rum

pl estiltskin."

Sears and Roebuck didn't answer. |nstead, they
grabbed an ultrasound and an X-ray and began nap-
pi ng the gross anatony of the Newbie. After half an
hour of building up a reasonable 3-D nodel in the
data stack, they dragged the heavy corpse into a ring
that | ooked like it was nmade of banboo—probably

some sort of CAT scan or Kronke mapper that the

Fred doctors used.

Arlene and | Kkicked back and tal ked about ol d sci-fi
novi es we had wat ched. She thought the creature

| ooked like the aliens in Communion, but | held out
for a giant-size version of the things fromE T. Fi-
nally, an hour and ten mnutes into the exam nation
Sears and Roebuck suddenly answered, "Yes."

It took ne a nmoment to figure out they were

answering ny original question. "Say again? You're
sayi ng you can revive it?"

"We can revive themif the other half you find."
"Qther half? S and R, this thing was al one under
there . . . that's all there is; it's not a double-entity
like you."

They stared at ne for a few nonents, but |'m not

sure they really got it. Sears and Roebuck were Kl ave,
and the Klave were always paired . . . always paired.
Normal |y, they couldn't even deal with individual s—
they literally couldn't see them If you were al one,
they woul d usually see a phantom second person; if
you showed up as part of a triad-A, B, and C—+the

Kl ave woul d see three pairs: A and B, B and C, A and
C. . . sonething we found out before Hi dal go bought
it on the beamin.

But Sears and Roebuck was—were?—an anbassa-

dor of sorts, and lately they'd gotten nmuch practice
coping with singles. Even so, sonetimes they forgot.
They | ooked of fended and pai ned. They | ugged the
corpse to the operating table and began the process of
first figuring out what had "killed" the Newbie, then
fixing it; that was all it took to revive anything in the
galaxy .. . except a human bei ng.

Sears and Roebuck spent a long time hunting for
organi ¢ damage, finding nothing; at last, they an-
nounced the nystery solved: the Newbi e had died of

mal nutrition! Evidently, it had been | eft behind acci-
dentally and eventually ran out of dietary suppl enment



pills. As its last action, it went and |lay down right on
the LZ, hoping to be found and revived, and that was
what nearly got the thing scrunched flatter than an
armadil o on a tank tread. Another few neters to one
side, and spl at!

Al as, that was a tough problemto cure. None of us

had any idea how mal nutrition affected Newbies.

Sears and Roebuck did a biochem cal anal ysis and

t hought they had isolated the essential nutrients.
They compared themto what you could find on
Fredworl d, figuring out what was m ssing, then they
had to guess what systens that woul d destroy.

The upshot was that Arlene and | were ordered to

take a hike for a day or two; we spent it exploring the
ship, mapping all the "object-oriented" divisions of
the ul traindividualist Freds. Strange, | never in ny
wi | dest ni ght mares thought | would be fighting al ong-
side the ultimate collectivist Klave to defeat the

ul traindividualist Freds! But a Marine is not there to
make policy, just to enforce it.

W checked back frequently. | wouldn't put it past
Sears and Roebuck to revive the Newbie w thout
bothering to wait for me and Arlene. But at |ast they
said they were ready. They had been washi ng vari ous
organli ke objects in a nutrient bath, running a | ow

| evel electrical current through them for two days.
Now they junp-started the hearts with big jolts of
electricity, and the dammed thing noaned, flapped its
arnms, and sat up-alive again, oo-rah

The Newbie slowy stared at each of us, especially
curious about Sears and Roebuck; it made no attenpt

to escape, attack, or even step off the operating table.
guess it figured we were unknown quantities—best

not torile us just yet.

The thing started picking up our |anguage fromthe
noment we revived it. | asked Arl ene whether she had
me covered, and the Newbie had all the vocabul ary I
used (Arlene, nane; you, me, pronouns; covered,
guarded with a gun) and half our |anguage structure
(interrogative, expression) down cold in six seconds.
started asking it sinple questions; after the second or
third one, it was answering in good English, a |ot
better than Sears and Roebuck had ever managed to

| earn. An hour after reviving, we were having an

ani mat ed conversati on!

"What is your name?" | asked.

" Newbi es. "

Thanks a lunp. "Not you as a species, you as an
i ndividual. .. . Wat is your nane?"

" Newbi es. "

| shook ny head. There was sone sort of confusion

but maybe it was just the |anguage. "All right,
Newbi e, what did you do to the Freds, to the ones who
were here before you?"

"They were broken, but we couldn't fix them"

"How were they broken?"

The Newbi e stared unanswering for a nmonent;

figured he was calculating the tine factor. "El even
decades el apsed between contacts by the Freds, and
they had not grown to nmeet the circunstances. W



expected to surrender and seek fixing, but they were
broken and had to be fixed."
"We found a Fred here who said you destroyed
them w ped themall off the face of the planet. Wy
did you kill himand his buddi es?"
"What is a Fred?"
"A Fred! The Freds!" | waved ny arns in exaspera-
tion. "Why did you kill then®"
"We are not familiar with a Fred. The Freds were
broken; they did not grow to neet the circunstances.
W attenmpted to fix them but it was beyond our
capabilities. W elimnated themfromthe m x while
we studied the problem The next time we encounter
such a breakage, we shall have grown."
The Newbie sat rigidly still on the operating table,
arms hanging linply at its sides, alnost as if they were
barely usable. Probably the result of being dead and
inperfectly revivified, | guessed. "Do you attenpt to
fix all races that don't, um growto nmeet the circum
stances?"
"We have never encountered other races before.
Until we grew, we did not realize we were a planet; we
t hought we were the world."
"Way did the Newbies | eave you behi nd?"
"We are the Newbies. W don't understand the
gquestion. We require further growh or fixing."
"Why are you, you personally, still here on Fred-
worl d? Way aren't you with the Newbi es?"
"Your syntax is confusing us. We are here and we
are there.”
Ch crimney! Another freaking hive culture. The
Kl ave were bad enough, being able only to see pairs
and powers of two (pairs of pairs of pairs)... now
t hese Newbi es didn't even understand the concept of
an individual menber of a species.
"W nust withdraw to consider your information,"
| said. "Newbies, please wait on this table and el se-
where."
"Newbies will wait." The Newbie closed its eyes

and all life signs ceased! The machi nes giving
their steady thuds with every beat of each heart
(three—ene in the groin area, one in the stomach,
and a snmaller one circulating bl ood through the head)
fell silent, and a rasping buzz sounded as respiration
and body tenperature plunged.
| stared. Had sonething inside the Newbie's stom
ach noved? | |eaned close, staring, then | thought
about that grotesque novie fromthe |late 1900s and
t he t hing popping out of the chest, so | stepped back
warily. But sonething inside the Newbie was defi -
nitely on the nove; it rippled across the alien's belly
fromeast to west, slithering around. "Sears and
Roebuck," | called, "did you pick up any |arge
parasites or synbiotes that might be using the Newbie
as a host?"
Sears and Roebuck | ooked at each other, hands on
heads in agitation. "No," they said, "definitely noth-
ing there was that produces such a notion could
produce. "
"Jesus, Fly, what's happening to it? It looks like it's



being eaten alive! Is it dying?" Arlene and | split,
stepping to either side of the Newbie, weapons at the
ready. The snake or worm or whatever it was pressed

up agai nst the Newbie's stomach, bul ging out the
flesh; Arlene and | backed up a step, thank God—

when the belly burst, blue-gray Newbie blood or fluid
sprayed across the sickbay, splashing the wall and
even spotting my uniformslightly.

A gray serpent slithered through the opening . . .

but the true horror was that the serpent had six heads!
Then | blinked, and the scene abruptly changed: it
wasn't a six-headed serpent; it was a tentacle with six
prongs, or "fingers," at the end. It |ashed about
uncontrolled for a few mnutes, falling linp at |ast.
The Newbi e opened his eyes. "Are you finished

consi dering our information?" He seemed not at al
perturbed by the new addition to his anatony; in fact,
he didn't even renmark on it.

| tried to think of a subtle way of asking what the
hel | was going on, but Arlene beat ne to the line,
demandi ng, "How the hell did you grow a tentacle out
of your gut?"

The Newbi e | ooked down in obvious surprise. "W

aren't sure what event has stinmulated this growh."
“I't"ll come to you, I"'msure," | nmuttered, "but we're
not quite finished considering your information

Pl ease excuse us."

The Newbi e becane rigid again, and its vital signs
dropped away to zero. | stepped back and spoke for
Arlene's ears onl y—presum ng that the Newbie

hadn't evol ved super-sensitive hearing in the last five
mnutes. "W are in deep, deep ki nchee, kiddo."

She | ooked up and down. "Ch, cone on; we can

still take it." Her red brows furrowed, then raised.
"Ch! You mean we Earthlings? Yeep, | hadn't even

t hought of that. Damm."

Newbi es, hundreds of millions of Newbies, scour-

ing the gal axy |l ooking for races to "fix," evolving so
rapidly that they were a whole different species from
one battle to the next. Newbies with a violent streak
sufficient to wipe the Freds fromthe face of their hone
pl anet. Newbi es di scovering the enbryoni c human

race, just beginning to poke our noses into the interga-
lactic fray—these were frightening thoughts. Arlene
gri maced and absently tugged at her ear, follow ng her
own agitated turn of thought.

"Fly, we have to find them W have to find out

whi ch way they're headed and warn Earth."

"What is Earth by now? Maybe we deserve w ping

out. . . who knows?"

Now she turned the brunt of her blue-eyed, icy

anger on ne. "l don't think I foll ow you—Sergeant."
"Just thinking out |oud; don't pay any attention
Course we're going to warn the country, or what's |eft
of it, whoever's in charge. | just wonder; it's been
two hundred odd years back home; it'll have been
another two centuries before we can get back, maybe

| onger, dependi ng on where the Newbies |ead us.

just wonder whether there's still anything left worth
war ni ng. "



| didn't know how nuch of the conversation Sears

and Roebuck had heard—ittle, | hoped. | stepped
forward and spoke al oud, rousing the Newbie. "New
bies, attention please. Take us to your—to the rest of
you, please. Can you do that?"

It opened its eyes and spoke but did not otherw se
nove. "W can take you to us if we have not changed

our plan for exploration. W are going to [unintelligi-

ble], but we do not know where we will go from

there."”

"I'f we | eave now," Arlene whispered in ny ear

"we'll still arrive about forty years after the Newbies

arrived, no matter where it is."

"Can you give—ah, the Kl ave bearing and di stance

to your |ocation?"

The Newbie turned to Sears and Roebuck and

spoke in a different |anguage. And the latter re-
sponded in the sane tongue! Arlene and | stared at

each ot her; when had the Newbie | earned to speak

Kl avi sh? Then she rolled her eyes and sol ved the
nmystery: "Learned it fromthe Freds, of course." It
probably wasn't Kl avish, actually, just some common

| anguage the two sides, the Hyperrealists and the
Deconstructionists, used for interparty negotiation
Sears and Roebuck turned back to the | ocal naviga-
tional system Evidently, in the absence of conflicting
orders fromany ot her section of the ship, any one
station was sufficient to pilot the entire vessel. "Voy-
age taking us another eight of weeks, it will," an-
nounced the pair of Kl ave. "External times in the
hundred and twenty of years."

Ei ght nore long weeks . . . God, just what |
wanted. | took a deep breath. "Push the button
Max," | said. Arlene gave ne a swift kick in the ankle.

The Iift sequence was bizarre. It took a full day,
much of which was a carefully cal cul ated refueling
that the ship carried out automatically after Sears and
Roebuck progranmed the course. Arlene interrogated
the Kl ave extensively on just how the | aunch itself
wor ked, then briefed me, like a good junior NCO

On their homeworl d, the Freds used sonething

Arlene called a "pi nwheel |auncher,” which she de-
scribed as a huge asterisk in orbit around the planet.
Each linb of the asterisk was a boomw th a hook
attached; the diameter of the asterisk, counting the
booms, was sonething on the order of seven thousand

ki | onet ers!

The whol e pi nwheel affair rotated directly opposite

t he day-night rotation of the planet. The spokes of the
pi nwheel descended fromthe sky and just kissed the
ground; at that precise point, ground and boom were
novi ng exactly the sane speed and direction ... so
fromthe viewpoint of a ship on the runway—eur

shi p—the boom appeared to hesitate notionless for a
nonent .

That was the nonent that our ship attached itself

to the boom in that fraction of a second, the Fred
ship transfornmed itself from being a nenber of the
Fredworl d systemto a nenber of the pinwheel sys-

tem Then, as the pinwheel continued to rotate, it



pul l ed our ship up with it... gently at first; it felt like
zero-g for a few minutes. Then we felt the centrifuga

tug as we were yanked in a different direction than the

pl anetary rotation

The g force increased rapidly, then just as suddenly,

it decreased as the inertial danpers kicked online.

Still, ny stomach flew south while the rest of ne went
north, and | longed for the confortable, faniliar
di sorientation of nere zero-g! That was a first, | was

absol utely convinced—Fly Taggart |onging for free-
fall!

The pi nwheel carried us up and around, then at

peri gee, the highest point of our little nmini-orbit
around the center of mass of the rotating asterisk, the
shi p decoupl ed, launching us into space. W were

once again at freefall, and | regretted ny earlier w sh
for it. But the ship immediately started spinning up
eventual ly hitting 0.8 g again. Meanwhile, the engines
began to whi ne and npan and | oudly groan, and we

felt the hard backward push that indicated we had
started our long acceleration, prior to the seven-week
drift, culmnating with the hard decel eration at the
other end, dropping us into . .. into what?

It was a frightening thought. And we woul d have
fifty-eight creeping days to think about it.

W fell into a standardized shi pboard routine:

trai ning, mess, watchstanding, strategic nental im
provenent (we played chess and Go), and endl ess

wor ryi ng, discussing, theorizing, enotional remnis-
cence of all that was best on Earth before this whole,
horri bl e nightmare started. Once again, | took to
wal ki ng the long, wet, sliny, hot corridors ... but
this time with Arlene at ny side.

Everything we saw rem nded us of the nonsters the
Freds created for us; they drew heavily fromtheir own
worl d. They | oved dark al coves, doors that opened
suddenly with only a hiss for a warning; | couldn't
count how many times | whirled around, draw ng

down on a frigging door

Horri bl e bas-relief faces adorned every flat surface.
Then, right in the mddle of a passageway on a space
ship, for Pete's sake, we'd run into a fountain of sone
dark red fluid that sure as hell |ooked |ike bl ood.
The wal I s never seenmed quite straight. Maybe

straight lines and right-angle turns bothered the Freds
as much as the crazy geonmetry set ny neck hairs
upright. "Take a | ook," Arlene said, pointing at a door
t hr ough whi ch we had to pass.

| sucked in a breath. "The mouth of Mol och? Jesus,

Al bert shoul d be here."

| |1 ooked sharply over at her, but she wasn't torqued
by the reference to her once and only. She nodded
slowy. "Albert would have |l oved this spread."” That
was Arlene Sanders: her response to grief and fear was
literary irony. A perfect Marine.

Jesus, | felt honesick. Just a few nonths ago—y
time—+ was wasting ny life at Canp Pendl eton,

| oafing and pulling the occasional watch, thinking of
not reupping and droppi ng back into the world in-
stead. | had a fiancee, now deceased; | had parents



and hi gh-school friends; | had the expectation that the
worl d woul d | ook pretty nuch the sane twenty years

| ater. Then we got sent to Kefiristan, but even that
was all right; it was crap, but it was the crap |'d al ways
known was possible in my chosen profession

But when they yanked us out of the Pearl Triangle

and boosted Fox Conpany up to Phobos . . . well

t hey yanked ne out of ny confortable reality and
threw ne into prinordial chaos. So now | was joggi ng
the I ength and circunference of an alien spaceship,
hurling toward an unknown star at nearly |ightspeed,
with a plural alien as ally and a nmutable thing for a
gui de; the only constancy was Arlene Sanders, now

nmy last and only friend.

It's not just a job, man, it's an adventure.

The weeks craw ed past |ike worns on a wet side-

wal k. Every few days, the Newbi e nutated, evolved,
what ever you call it, slowy transformng fromthe
roughly humanoi d shape we first found into a truly
alien formwith a di stended stonmach, a pushed-in jaw,
and | onger arnms. | found the change fascinating and a
little scary; who was to say it wouldn't evolve into
somet hi ng we coul dn't handl e?

But a queer thing happened: the closer we got to the
pl anetary system which we ni cknaned Ski nwal ker
because it was where we would find the shape-shifters,
the nore frightened the Newbi e became. He was

scared, terrified!

| asked what he was so frightened of, and he

answered, "W are subject to different stinulae; we
are frightened of how we have grown to adapt to the
nati ve circunstances."

"You're scared you're no |longer the same species!" |
accused. The Newbi e said nothing, going linp

agai n—ts usual response to information it could not
handle. OF course it couldn't. ... | had just suggested
that unity was bifurcated, that what had been one was
now two! The Newbie had no words inside its head to
explain that concept: it conceived of itself as every-
thing and nothing ... all of the Newbie species at
once and nothing of itself. How can you divide
"everything" into two piles, one of which is stil

| abel ed "everything"?

The Newbi e was starting to realize that whatever

was waiting for us on Skinwal ker was not the Newbie
race—not anynore. It was terrified of what its own
peopl e had becone, just as Arlene and | were terrified
of what Earth would | ook like when we finally re-

t ur ned.

W hawk-wat ched the Newbie for the first couple of
weeks, but it never did anything but sit on the table,
unnovi ng, and answer questions we asked it. It never
initiated conversations or tried to nove. W sur-
veilled it, watching through an air-circulation grate to
see what it did when it thought no one was around;
either it didn't do anything or else it knew sonehow
that we were there. Sears and Roebuck told me that
there was a hi dden video system aboard the ship, used
by the captain to spy on the rest of his crew, but we
couldn't find it, and we had thrown nost of the Freds



overboard on Fredworld, so we couldn't revive the

captain to tell us hinmself. . . even if that idea weren't
so utterly stupid that I wouldn't even nention it to
ny | ance.

Gradual ly, we came to accept the inmmbile, silent
alien in the sickbay, then we started even to forget he

was there at all. | found nyself and Arlene casually
talking in front of himabout stuff he really wasn't
cleared to hear. After all, he was still the representa-

tive of the eneny, even if he and they had evolved in
separate directions for forty years, which was the
equi val ent of possibly forty mllion dog years.

Five weeks into the eight-week voyage, Arlene ex-

peri enced every Marine's worst nightmare: something
terrible happened on her watch. The first | knew
about it was three hours later, when she shook ne
awake out of a fitful sleep, where | dreamed we | and-
ed in a sea that turned out to be one, hunongous
Newbi e circling the planet, waiting to fold us gently
in arns |ike nountains and drag us to a watery

grave fifty fathoms down. "Get up, get up, Fly," she

said urgently. "Battle stations!" In an eyeblink, | was
out of bed, stark naked, with a .40-cal pistol in

ny hands.

"What ? Where?" | demanded, | ooking for the ene-

my. W were alone in the roomwe called the barracks;
even Sears and Roebuck were m ssing, though they'd
been there when I went to sleep.

"Fly, | screwed the pooch. Real bad." She | ooked so
pal e and stricken that | al nbst reached out to hug her
It woul dn't have been appreciated; there were tinmes
she was a friend and times she was a Mari ne Corps
Lance Cor poral .

"What did you do, Lance?"

Her face took on the mask, what we wear when we

have to go report a dereliction of duty (our own) to

the XO stone cold and icy white, lips as taut as
strings stretched to their breaking point. "Sergeant, |
was on watch at 0322; | went to check on the prisoner

i n sickbay, but he was gone."

It took a noment for the intel to sink in. "Gone?

What the hell do you mean? Wiere did he go?"

gl anced at ny watch, the only thing | wore: 0745. The
Newbi e had been mi ssing for at |east four hours and
twenty m nutes.

"I can't find him Sarge. |I've looked . . . Sears and
Roebuck and | have crawled this entire freaking ship
up one side and down the other, and we can't find a
shred of evidence that he was ever here!"

"Where are the Kl ave?"

"They're still looking, but I think if we were going
to find the Newbie, we'd have found traces at |east by
now." She | owered her voice and | ooked truly

ashamed; it was the first tine | had ever seen her I|ike

that, and | didn't like it. "I think he's, ah, been
pl anning this break for a long, |ong tinme—aeeks,
probably."

| pulled on nmy canmies, T-shirt, and jacket while
she tal ked. "God, Arlene, you're asking me to believe
that the Newbie sat utterly still w thout noving for



five weeks, just to lull us into a false sense of security!

Christ, do you realize how ridicul ous that sounds?"
"It's what he did, Fly. | just knowit."

W conducted a rigorous search, but, of course, if

t he person being sought doesn't want to be found, it's
not difficult to avoid four people—waell, three actu-
ally, since Sears and Roebuck are inseparable by
nature—en a ship with fifty square kil ometers of
deckspace. W finally gave in to exhaustion at 1310
after nmore than five hours of continuous searching.
The son of a bitch didn't want to be found, and by
God we weren't going to find him

If he was even still a him or a Newbie, for that
matter, what weird nutation had he undergone this
time? | shuddered at the horrific, Hi eronynmus Bosch

i mges conjured up by ny nind.

Then abruptly the ship's "gravity," the accel eration
toward the outside hull, shifted radically. Suddenly,
down was not just out but forward as well. Only one
event could have caused that effect. .. and it neant
we had found our elusive gremin, sort of: "Crimnen-
talies, he's made his way to another set of nav
controls!" | shouted in Arlene's ear; he was slow ng us
down or turning us, driving us away from Ski nwal ker
and sabot agi ng the nission

Thi s Newbi e had evol ved an i ndependent

personality. . . and he was determ ned not to risk
contact with the tribe, no matter what the cost to the
rest of the gal axy.

"Christ, S and R-do sonething!" Having

issued ny first nmlitary conmand in a week, | did
what any good nilitary man does when confronted

with an invisible eneny: | ran in circles, scream ng
and shouting. Sears and Roebuck | ooked frustrated,
bei ng constitutionally unable to follow the order "do
somet hi ng. "

Then Arlene, whirling rapidly in every direction

wi th her magazi ne-fed shotgun, thought of the obvi-
ous: "Fly! Isn't this stupid Fred ship steered by
consensus?"

"Yes! | don't know what that neans!"”
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"Maybe S and R shoul d hunp over to another nav

center and issue another vote for our course!”

Sears and Roebuck started to run, but | grabbed

one of their arns. "Wait—before you go, set up a
conputer |loop that continually issues the comand

to get us back on course . . . run fromnav to nav,
setting up the sane order wherever you can. Go!"

| gestured Arlene to me. "Okay, Lance, you and

are going hunting." She licked her |ips; sonetinmes
that girl is just alittle too Marine.

The gravity stopped, then reversed; we had out -

voted the Newbie. But while we broke out into one of
the outer corridors and ran the length of the ship, the
situation reversed, and again we started slow ng. The
dammed Newbi e was doi ng the same thing we were!

"Arl ene-how many navi gati onal centers?"

"Un. . . forty-one that | counted.”

"Corporal, that thing has evolved intelligence be-



yond ours. W can't outthink him so there's only one
thing to do: we have to drag himdown to our |evel by
attacki ng wi thout thought or planning, purely chance
encounters and brute force."

W bolted through corridors lit only by our own

fl ashes, dashing fromnav to nav at random—+andom

as a human brain can do—desperately hoping to

catch the Newbie as he visited nav after nav. W ran
into Sears and Roebuck—twi ce! But the Newbie

remai ned as el usive as ever.

The third tine we bunped into the Kl ave and

nearly blew them away, | had had enough. "Screwit,

A. S.—ust start pounding a shell into each nav center
as we find it."

It was tine to reduce the choices. W went nethod-
ically fromcenter to center, and in every room

Arl ene raised her sem -auto shotgun and punped

three or four shells into the delicate progranm ng
equi prent. Everywhere we went, we tripped over

dead Freds that we didn't even renenber killing (and
hadn't got around to dumnping), so intense had been
that firefight when we took over the ship.

W had destroyed nore than half the navs and had

been hurled to the ground a dozen times by radica
accel eration changes when we finally kicked a door
and saw our eneny. The Newbie had his head buried

in the guts of one of the destroyed navs, trying to
repair it enough to cast another vote for slow down.
He jerked his new triple-heads up as we entered; his
tent acl e-arm snaked down the circuitry, bypassing the
danage.

"There is no need for violence," one of the heads
sai d, speaking in calm measured tones. "W nust

join forces against the Freds. The Newbi es have

deci ded they cannot coexist with the Deconstruction-
ists. If you continue on the present course, we will be
wi ped out by the Newbies, who have their own

agenda. Please, just listen to us!"

He started to nake a whole | ot of sense. Arlene

| owered her shotgun hesitantly, waiting to hear him
out .

So | shot the frigging bastard before he could utter
another syllable. | raised my M 14 and squeezed off a
burst of four, the big rifle kicking against ny shoul der
like a Mssouri nule, disenmboweling the Newbie

where he stood. Arlene stared. "Jesus, Fly" was all she
sai d, her voice tentative and questi oni ng.

The Newbi e staggered back agai nst a hydraulic
punp—God only knows what use the Freds had for
hydraulics in a spaceship—but it didn't clutch its
belly or noan or gasp "ya got nel" or anything. It

bl ed, the bl ood being pinkish white, |ike pale Pepto-
Bi snol

A bulge started in his side. | understood

i medi atel y—+t was evol ving nore organs to relink
around the damage! | blasted them too, and at | ast
the dammed thing truly died ... as nearly dead as the

living dead ever could be. It bubbled softly, |eaning
back agai nst a bul khead, then not hi ng.
Yeah, but |I'd seen that act before. | unloaded the



rest of the magazine into him hitting every major

bi ol ogi cal system | could inagine. | guess nmaybe

went a little overkill; but, crimney, what else could
do?

"A.S.," | explained guiltily, "he was getting under
our skin. |1 had to do it! If 1'd have |let himspeak

Lance, he woul d have had us eating his solid waste in
five minutes flat."

"I... understand, but—Jesus, Fly!"

The Newbie slid slowy to the ground, staring at ne
with such intensity | al nost rel oaded and shot anot h-

er burst into its face, just to shut those eyes! | didn't.
But for the first time, | really understood the protago-
nist of Poe's "The Telltale Heart." He turned his head

to the side, staring down at the deck. | think he was

al ready "dead," unable to control his neck and eye
muscles, but | still know he saw what he saw. They al

di d.

"Jesus was a man of action, Corporal." | was

getting a bit offended at her taking of the Lord' s nane
in vain. Maybe | was just a bit worried that Jesus

m ght not have |iked what | had just done. "I had no
choice ... his tongue was silver!™

She just stared, shaking her head. The ship contin-

ued to accel erate back to cruising speed, giving us two
"down" directions: outboard and aft. | felt sick, but I
didn't know whether it was fromthe weird "gravity"

or being sick at heart about what | had just done—

bl own away the only representative we had nmet from

an entirely new alien species.

W found Sears and Roebuck and told themthey

could stop programm ng navi gati onal centers. W

were al one. The Newbi e's ghost could join that of

Rumpl estiltskin and every other dead Fred on board.

W picked up the creature's body, bearing himaft to
the "bridge," just about m dway al ong the ship's

body; actually, this bridge was just one anong many.

W set himup in the co-pilot's chair, where the Fred
captain had been slain. Enemies in battle, they could
becorme fast allies guiding the ship of death with
spectral hands. The Newbi e wei ghed nore than |

woul d have expected, about tw ce what Arlene

wei ghed. | wi shed the nav cabins were closer to the
central core of the ship, so we wouldn't have to lug the
dead thing through nearly a full g of acceleration. This
mar ked the second time in living menory when Fly
Taggart ever w shed for zero-g!

W ranped up to speed again, but the nmonkeying

around had cost us ten days of travel and a dreadfu
amount of fuel. | didn't understand how two hours of
space-j ockeyi ng could cost us ten days until Arlene
expl ai ned the fuel problem The fuel was cal cul at ed

on two assisted accel erations: ranmping up at the

begi nning of the journey, after being | aunched by the
pi nwheel |auncher from Fredworld, and sl ow ng

down at the end all by our |onesone.

| nmostly nodded and said "uh-huh" whenever she

paused to wait for nmy response. | was really only
interested in one aspect, which she finally disgorged.
The ranscoop only worked at a certain speed, and



you had to accelerate to that speed by ot her neans
hence, the hydrogen and |iquid oxygen fuel we

carried. The hydrogen was no problem the ship

repl eni shed the store as a byproduct of fusion—+

guess not all the hydrogen fused, or sonething. But

the LOX, as Arlene called it, was irreplaceabl e—ence

it was gone, it was gone.

The bastard Newbie had used a lot of it trying to

sl ow us down. W didn't have enough left to do a

hundred-g burn for three days and match orbits with

Ski nwal ker. W woul d have to start slow ng a subjec-

tive week earlier by shutting down the ranjet fusion

entirely and just letting the friction of interstellar

hydr ogen agai nst the ramscoop sl ow us sone. Then

we woul d manual ly burn at |ower thrust, conserving

our fuel and hopefully matching velocities... . If not,

we either would stop short, dead in space, drifting at

what ever velocity relative to the planet we finally ran

out of fuel, sailing on past the planet and wavi ng bye-

bye in the rear w ndshiel d—er else we night plow

into the hunk of rock at a couple of hundred kil one-

ters per second, punching out a crater the size of the

@ul f of Mexico and, incidentally, atom zing us and

t he ship.
It all depended on Sears and Roebuck. Arlene and
offered to hel p—we told them about our brilliant

piloting of the nakeshift mail-rocket com ng down
fromthe rel ocated Deinos noon to Earth's surface—

but the Kl ave just | ooked at each other, each putting
his gorilla-size hand on the other's head, and punped
their crania up and down. W took it to be |aughter
that time—derisive |aughter

I had no idea how good a pilot Sears and Roebuck

were, but | had a bad feeling it was like the President
taking the stick of Air Force One when the pilot has a
heart attack. Better than giving it to the presidential
janitor, though, which was basically where Arlene and

| stood in the pecking order. God, how | w shed we
hadn't |eft Commander Tayl or back at the Hyperreal -

ist mlitary base! That babe could fly anything.

The other big problemwas that unlike back at
Fredworl d, we had no friendly pinwheel |auncher to
catch us here and | ower us nmore or less gently to the
surface. W were entirely on our own.

The rest of the journey was uneventful, including

the extra ten days of grace. W trained and practiced
various enmergency drills, just for something to do:

one of the biggest problenms with spaceflight is the
incredible, relentless boredom but if there's one thing
the Marine Corps teaches you to handle, it's ennui

W were always sitting on our hands, waiting for
somebody further up the food chain to finish a
nmysterious errand, while the rest of us jarheads, nen
with stripes on our sleeves, waited for The Wrd.

It wasn't like they |let any grass grow under our feet.
There's al ways sonething to do around a mlitary

base, even if it's just putting a nice polish on the brass
cannon on the stone steps at Pensacol a (or scrubbing
the base CO s hardwood office floor with tooth-
brushes). If you manage to "mi ss" your gunny or your



top, you might find yourself with a whole afternoon
free, but there was always the NCO club to soak up

any extra dollars.

On the Fred ship, it was both nore and less difficult
to find something to do for weeks and weeks—har der
because there weren't any butterbars, silverbells, or
railroad tracks to tell us what to do, but easier because
we were on an alien space ship full of strange and
wonder ful things to poke and nonkey with, three

main corridors of 3.7 kiloneters each at 0.8 g and one
at zero-g.

| actually learned to tolerate zero-g for severa

hours at a tine with only a slight floaty feeling in ny
stomach. Arlene loved it, naturally. The central shaft
that | called the zero-g corridor was dodecahedr al
according to A S.—+t had twelve sides. But the cor-
ners weren't sharp, they were rounded off, and the
sides were not very symetrical in any case. Like
everything else in Fredland, the entire corridor disori-
ented me, like |ooking at one of those paintings by

Pi casso where the eyes are head-on, but the nose is in
profile. There was a totally cool red pul se that travel ed
the I ength of the shaft—fromback to front, oddly
enough—that rem nded nme so nmuch of an old sci-fi

flick that we dubbed it the Warp Coil Pulse. The walls
nmust have been |ight panels or LEDs or sonething; |
don't know where the illunination came from..

there was no source that we ever found.

W invented a few reindeer ganmes to play when we

got tired of training, marching, and drilling. (I nade
sure Arlene and | kept up on our parade and cl ose-
order drill; we may have been lost in space, but we
were still the United States Freaking Marine Corps,
Goddamm it!) One Arlene got froman old sci-fi book

by Heinlein: you start at one end of the corridor and
"dive" toward the other end, doing flips or spins or
butterflies or some other gymastic feat, seeing how
far you can get and how many maneuvers you can

perform before you crash agai nst the side. She never
did get all the way, but after the first couple of weeks, |
al ways did, nuch to Arlene's annoyance.

| thought Sears and Roebuck woul d be too staid

and respectable to join in any rei ndeer ganes. Hah

They were always the first to get tired of the m |l spec
crap and demand we go play. | guess decadence is

nore than anything el se the need to play ganes to

drive away the boredom denon

Havi ng denonstrated their insanity by vol unteer-

ing to go on our expedition, far fromany possibility of
resurrection if they should "die," Sears and Roebuck
proved their fearlessness in the risks they would take
just for a thrill. Once, they put on space suits from
their fanny packs, clinbed outside the ship, and

pl ayed |i ke nonkeys on the outer skin! They dangl ed
fromthe spinning hull, sw nging fromhandhold to
handhol d with their feet dangling over an infinite
abyss—ene slip, and we would have | ost one, if not

both, of our pilots. Probably if one had gone, the

ot her woul d have been unable to contenplate |iving

and woul d have followed the first loyally to a horrible



doom

But all good things must end. The time rolled by at

| ast, and Sears and Roebuck suddenly turned deadly
serious. W shut down the ranscoop, and | felt a
slight gravity push for'ard as we plowed into inter-
stel l ar hydrogen-dust and slowed. W did this for
about a week, then Sears and Roebuck started the
thrusters at a lower and nore efficient [evel of acceler-
ation than what our ship originally had planned. It
made no difference to us; it was still far beyond the
fatal crushing level, so the inertial dampers kept it
down to the same |level we had felt ranping up. Qur

rei ndeer ganes stopped; we had no nore zero-g shaft.
Suddenl y heavy again after weeks of accel eration

ranging from0.8 g down to zero, | dragged every
footstep, and ny | egs and back ached. Arlene didn't
have it so bad, since she didn't nass as nuch as |; she
still had a spring in her step and an increasingly grim
smle on her face. | knew the feeling; it had been

mont hs since | killed anything. After what the Freds
had done to ny life and ny world, | devel oped the
taste for blood. Now that the Newbies had deprived

me of my rightful revenge, | was prepared to transfer
all that wath to the new threat.
In short, | wanted to punp a few rounds into a nice,

snoot h Newbi e chest. But | was also starting to get
very, very nervous about what they had managed to
evolve into in the four decades they had been down
on the planet we approached—assuning they were
still there. | saw a nunber of possible outcones, none
of them pleasant: the frustration of finding no one, the
hum liation of capture, the agony of us being annihi-
| at ed.
Then wi t hout warning one day, the reactor braking
suddenly stopped, sending Arlene and nme flying (liter-
ally, the for'ard bul khead that had been a deck
became a wall instantaneously, dropping us to the
out er bul khead, which now was our only "floor"!).
"We're coming in down to |anding," Sears and Roe-
buck soberly infornmed us, then used the |ast of the
hydr ogen peroxi de retros over the space of an hour to
cut the ship's rotation, leaving us in an orbit that
woul d take us directly into the planet's atnosphere

at about mach seventy (that's Earth sea-level, dry-
air mach speed of seventy, about twenty-three kil one-
ters per second).
Trying to land at such a speed would kill us as
surely as blowing up the reactor pile. But we were
rapi dly running out of options: when Sears and Roe-
buck killed the main thrusters, they did so with only a
tiny bit of LOX remaining. "How much we got |eft?"
Arl ene asked.
"Approximately it is left 650 seconds is," they
answered, "but only at three gravities of Fredworld
for using the maneuvers rockets."
Arlene and | | ooked at each other; that was |ess than
el even m nutes of burn, and wi thout even using the
huge main thrusters! Arlene tapped rapidly on her
wrist calculator, frowned, and tried the calcul ation
again. "S and R " she said, broadcasting through her



throat m ke into the ship's radio conmmuni cation

system "I get a net drop of about mach fifty."

"That is correct in essential."

Arlene | owered her orange brows and spoke slowy,

like a child answering what she thinks mght be a trick

cl assroom question. "Sears and Roebuck, if we're

doi ng mach seventy now, and we drop by mach fifty,

doesn't that nmean we're still doing mach twenty?"

"Yes. The math are sinplicity."

Now we both | ooked back and forth in confusion.

took over the interrogation, now that | understood the

situation: "S and R, you braindead norons, we'll stil

be splattered across the deck |ike a boxl oad of netal -

lic atons!"

Long pause. Maybe they were nani pul ati ng each

other's head in that faintly obscene form of |aughter

the Klave use. "No ny childrens, but for we shall use

air-braking to reduceify the rest of the speed.”

A terrible pit opened in ny stomach. Even | knew

that the Fred ship was not, repeat not, designed to be

abused in such a fashion. It was designed to dock with

a pi nwheel |auncher and even to land gently using the

main thrusters to slow all the way to next to nothing
not to belly-flop into the atnosphere |like a disori-

ented diver, burning off excess speed by turning its

huge surface area directly into the onrushing air!

W would burn to a crisp. That is, if the ship didn't

tear itself into constituent parts first. "Hang on to

yoursel ves and things," suggested our nondo-weird,

bi nary pilots. "W're burning away the fuel starting

now. "

The ship jerked, shinmed Iike a garden

hose, jerked again. "Were the hell's that crazy

nof 0?" | demanded.

Arl ene was knocked away from her perch by anot h-

er sudden "earthquake." | caught her by the arm so

she didn't carom across the zero-g ship. "Christ! |

think he said he was headed toward Nav Room One,

right inside the engine conpartnment!" The ship

twirled like a chandelier, or so it felt; we dangled from

handhol ds, feeling sudden acceleration trying to yank

us free to fling us into God knows where. Nearly

el even mnutes |ater, the acceleration vanished as

abruptly as it began. Sears and Roebuck finished the

final burn. W were dead-sticking it the rest of the way

in, and that would be the end of the Fred shi p—and

possi bly of us, too.

Then the at nosphere thickened enough that we

started feeling a real push; the bow of the ship becane

"down," the stern "up." | drifted against the for'ard
bul khead, now floor, with about 0.2 g, which quickly
escal ated to full, then nmore than full gravity. Two,

three times our normal g! The inertial danpers were

of fline, probably out of juice; we suffered through the
full decel eration phase. Four g's, four and a half.
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The air-braking went on forever. | was crushed to

t he deck by about eight hundred pounds of weight!

Then the gravity began to slide along the deck toward
the ventral bul khead. Sears and Roebuck were pitch-



ing the nose upward to expose nore of the hull to the
at nosphere.

W shed airspeed even as we gai ned nore weight. |
heard a horrific explosion astern of us—the ship
swerved violently, hurling us across the new fl oor
Arlene fell against me, but | was stunned. | shook ny
head. "What the freaking hel | +"

She stared out a porthole, face ashen. "Jesus, Fly!
Freakin' ship splitting!" She slid her hand al ong the
deck and pointed. | just barely saw a huge piece of the
Fred ship bel ow us, tunbling end over end, shattering
into "tiny" splinters scores of neters |ong.

It was getting hard to talk. W needed all our breath
to bear down, forcing blood back into our heads.
Thank God we were |ying down—at now six @'s,

sitting up we m ght have passed out. | knew what was
happeni ng: the Fred ship, strong as it was, was never
i ntended to burn through the atnosphere like this! It
was fracturing al ong heat seams, separating into the
conponents that had been attached by the Freds

when they assenbl ed the vehicle, probably in orbit.
The dammed thing was way too long for this sort of
nonkey crap.

"Forward!" | shouted, nearly blacking out with the
effort. Arlene stared, confused—+tack of oxygen-
bearing blood in her brain, maybe—so | repeated,
"Forward! Nav Room One!"

I f any component of the ship was to survive the

fiery reentry, it would be the biggest, strongest
secti on—+the decks and conpartnments where the en-

gi nes actually burned, shook, and vibrated. Besides, if
that section went, we would all die anyway—o pil ot!
W weren't far fromit, maybe a couple of hundred
neters. But it was a nmarathon! Arlene strained and
slithered forward, like a snake; | tried to follow suit,
but the best | could do was a hunpi ng notion that

wr enched ny back sonething fierce. God, to be young
agai n, and supple. The nonstrous gravity squeezed us
to the ventral deckplates Iike an enornous boot
stanpi ng on our backs. Each conpartment was con-
nected to the next by a flexible rubber bottleneck that
could easily be sealed to isolate a puncture. The
rubber mouths becane jaws of death, snothering and
suffocating us as we wiggled through them W could
have used sone petroleumjelly; | had plenty .

about a kiloneter behind us in ny seabag.

After the first four rooms, nmy muscles were so sore
grunted with pain with every neter craw ed. Arlene
was crying; |'d al nost never seen her cry before, and
never from sheer physical pain. It scared me—the
wor |l d was endi ng!

The groans fromthe ship as it tore itself apart sure
as hell sounded like the end of the world, the universe
grinding down noisily . . . long drawn-out npans, a

| oud noise like the cry of a hunpbacked whal e,
shrieks and sobs, the wailing of the dammed in hell,
gnashing their teeth. The devil hinself danced around
me in hooves and pointed tail, |aughing and capering,
pointing at me in ny nortal distress. O was it a hel
prince mnotaur? A horrible hallucination; ny Lord,



surely did see him in flesh of red and reeking of

sul phur and the grave. Then a steam denon and a

boney | eapt through the walls! O d home week for

Fred nonsters!

But | knew where salvation lay, for'ard, for'ard to
Nav Room One. When Arlene faltered and tried to lie
down and die in front of me, |I put ny hand on her
flattened derriere and shoved with a strength |I'd
never felt before. The handful of ass noved ahead,
dragging the girl along with it.

Anot her four roons, only two left. My belly and

chest were scraped raw, and ny groin ached with the
agony of a well-placed jackboot. Spittle ran down ny
chin, snearing on the deck and dehydrating nme. W
suffered under a full eight g's then, according to ny
wrist accel eroneter, and even ny eyeballs throbbed
with pain, horribly distended toward the deck. Col or
had | ong since disappeared, and even the bl ack and
white images | could still see narrowed to a tunnel of
light. Blurry outlines bent and tw sted under the
force. Again, the ship skewed, spun out of contro
until Sears and Roebuck regai ned control. How the
hell were they flying the ship? Were there even any
control surfaces left?

W shoved through the |last two rubber collars;

al nrost died in the second when ny bul k stuck fast,
and | couldn't breathe for the clingy seal across ny
nmout h and nose. Arlene saved ny life then, reaching
back into the bottl eneck, somehow nustering the
strength to drag ne forward by ny hair a neter
clearing the rubber fromny face. At last, we lay on
the floor of Nav Room One, broken and bl eedi ng
fromnose and ears, unable to see, hugging the deck
like drunks at the end of a spree.

| heard sounds above the shredding of the ship

behi nd us, words—Sears and Roebuck sayi ng some-

thing. Desperately, | focused. "Being—shot." They
gasped. "Shot at down—defenders shooting—ship
breaking into part—+oosing controlling."

Shot ? Shot at? What the hell was this outrage? It

was just too nuch, on top of the agony of reentry, to
have to put up with this weaponry BS as well! "Kill—
bastards,"” | wheezed. Ho, fat chance; nore likely, we
woul d all die before the ship even hit the ground—
bl own apart by relentless defenders with particle-
beam cannons.

| passed out, only for a nonent; | woke to hear

Sears and Roebuck repeating over and over, "Dirt
alert! Dirt alert!" | opened ny eyes, focused just |ong
enough to see the ground rushing up like a freight
train, then went |inp and dark again. | conposed ny
epi t aph: Goodbye, cruel alien world.

Sears and Roebuck nust have flared out at the | ast
monent, for | felt the nose rise mpjestically. Then the
remai ning tail section of the Fred ship, whatever was
left, struck the ground with particul ar savagery, and
the ship slamed belly-first into what turned out to
be silica sand. A mracle that proved nmy faith—had it
been granite or water, we would have been atom zed.
W were still traveling at |east mach four when we



pai nted the desert, and we plowed a twenty-seven-

kil ometer furrow across the surface of the planet,

ki cking up sandy rooster tails taller than the Buchan-
an Building in the forty seconds it took us to slide to a
st op.

When the | andi ng was over, we |lay on the deck

panting and gaspi ng. Sears and Roebuck were out;

they were used to a lot heavier gravitation than we,
but that shock was a bit much even for them being
seated in the pilot's chair. The ship's safety proce-
dures perforned as advertised, sheddi ng pi eces of

ship well back over the horizon to dissipate the
energy, while protecting the for'ard conpartnents of
the ship, where the nost precious intelligent cargo
woul d have cl ustered.

Arl ene was already sitting up on her butt when I
awoke; her head was back as she tried to staunch a

pretty bad nosebleed. | tasted a |l ot of blood, but it was
a few seconds before | realized | had lost nmy left,
upper, outernost incisor. | vaguely |looked for it, stil

somewhat groggy, but it was nowhere to be seen.
started to blink back to consci ous awareness.

Arl ene saw that | was awake. Wthout |owering her
head, she croaked, "I guess—that wasn't—the

worl d's greatest |anding."

Hol di ng ny jaw, which had started to throb, | had
time to nmutter a Marine definition: "A good | andi ng

i s anything you wal k away from" Then the pain really
hit me all over, and | was busy gritting ny teeth and
stifling screans until Arlene kindly injected me with a
pai n suppressor and stimulant from her conbat ar-

nor medi pouch

Sears and Roebuck woke up, little the worse for

wear. "Shall we to outgo and face the new brave
wor | d?" they cheerfully asked. It was the closest 1'd
ever cone to fragging two of ny own nen.
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"Li vabl e?" asked Arlene, her voice hoarse

and pai nful to hear.

Sears and Roebuck grunted. "Justice a m nute,

justice a mnute." They tapped at several keys on the
conmand consol e, hnm ng and hunmm ng as the few
sensors that had not burned off in the crash sanpl ed
the air, the radiation |evels, the tenmperature, and

| ooked for any dangerous bacteria, viruses, nolds, or

ot her mcroorganisns. "Not to kill," they announced
at | ast.

"Heal t hy?" | gasped

"Not to kill."

Their irritating evasiveness put me on ny guard,

but what could we do? The ship's air seal was rup-
tured, and we soon woul d be sucki ng down Ski n-

wal ker's air, whether we wanted to or not. The

machi nery that manufactured the nutrition pills was
back a kilonmeter in the ship and was probably
sneared across the | andscape. So we woul d soon
enough be eating local food and drinking | ocal water
if there was any—er dying of thirst and hunger. CQur
conbat suits would serve as a linited shield against
radi ati on, but they would only nmitigate, not negate



the ill effects. For good or ill, we were cast upon the
shores of Skinwal ker, offered only wayfarer's bounty.
God, how poetic. W would either be able to digest

the [ ocal produce or die trying.

W picked ourselves up off the floor, painfully
peeling the deckpl ates away from our skin. Arlene
wasn't hit as hard as |—-+ess nmass per surface area.

Qur arnmor was pounded hard, protective val ue proba-
bly comprom sed but still better than zip. Despite
their chi pper words, Sears and Roebuck had a hard

time peeling thensel ves out of the comrand chair
(whi ch had survived remarkably intact). Arlene let ne
| ean on her shoul ders, and our pilots supported each
other, as we linped to the energency hatch. | pulled
the activation | ever. Explosive bolts bl ew outward,
taki ng the hatch cover wi th them

Shaki ng, we clinbed down the | adder, two hundred
nmeters or nore. It was a straight shot, not staggered
the way human | adders generally are: if one of us were
to slip. ... | nervously watched Sears and Roebuck
above me, but | shouldn't have worried; their |egs may
have been ridicul ously short, but they were

powerful —all due to the high gravity of the Kl ave
honmeworl d. Arlene and | were nore likely to slip and

fall in the relatively nodest gravity of the planet,
about 0.7 g.

The worl d | ooked |ike the Mdjave Desert, or maybe
we just happened to land in a desert area. | hadn't
gotten nuch of a look during the crash. | |ooked up

The sky was too pale, but | saw oddly square clouds,
al nost crystalline; we had weat her, evidently. Bend-
ing down, grinmacing, | lifted a handful of sand: the
grains were finer than Earth sand, fine enough that I
deci ded Arlene and | should wear our biofilters;
really, really fine silica can clog up your alveol ae and
gi ve you sonething |ike Black Lung D sease. There-
after, we spoke through throat mkes into our "l oz-
enge" receivers. | don't know what Sears and Roe-
buck did when | pointed out the problem they had
their own radio.

The browni sh gray sandscape depressed me. Under

a pale sky, the only spots of color were the green and
bl ack of our standard-issue conmbat suits and Sears
and Roebuck's muted orange flightsuits, which they
had worn ever since the m ssion began. Everything

el se was the color of dingy gray socks that hadn't been
washed in a nonth.

"Ckay, S and R what the hell did you mean about

us being shot at?" My tongue couldn't hel p exploring
the new hole in nmy nmouth, where the tooth had been
the hole still throbbed, but the sharp pain was gone.
Cotta get S and Rto fix this, | prom sed

"Meaned what was said; they were firing at us shots
from cannons. "

"Energy weapons, artillery shells, what?" Extract-

i ng usabl e information from Sears and Roebuck was
worse than sitting through a briefing by Lieutenant
Weens—my he rest in peace for a good long tine.
"Were firing the slugs fromthe el ectromagnabetic
accel erating gun."



"Um a rail gun?" asked Arlene, picking up on the
answer faster than |I. Anything to do with exotic
technol ogy or weaponry was A S.'s subject-she

could lecture for hours on ogre tanks and orbiting
"smart spears," and she sonetimes did.

"Yes, the rail gun," confirmed Sears and Roebuck.

sort of knew what a rail gun was: you took slugs of
depl eted urani um encased themin a ferromagnetic
shel | casing, and accelerated themto several kil one-
ters per second velocity using el ectromagnets. The
resulting "gun" could damm near put shells into
orbit—+hey noved so fast, they punched through any
sort of inmaginable arnmor like a bullet through thin
glass. It was a horrific weapon we had never been able
to make work properly. The first shot al ways de-
stroyed the target, but generally also our rail-gun
pr ot ot ype!

I licked dry 1lips. If the eneny—Newbies or
Freds?_ could build a tactical-size version, our cont
bat armor would be utterly useless; if we ever took a
shot, we'd be toast.

The desert was evidently deserted; but the solitude
did not begin to conpare to the vast |oneliness of the
starry void. | stared at the desol ation, taking sone
confort in the feel of ground beneath ny feet, the
breath of wind against nmy arnor. The air snelled
t angy—ezone—but so far | was breathing all right.
"Hey S and R " | called, softly under such a sky,
that ozone fromour ship, or is it natural to the
at nospher e?"

"We didn't detect it orbitally," they answered in
uni son. | shrugged. If any of us had asthma, it m ght
have been a problem But | never had any, Arlene's

was cured by the doctors at NAM, and Sears and

Roebuck coul d take care of thensel ves.

"Whi ch way toward the dinks who were shooting at

us?" Arl ene asked. Sears and Roebuck turned slowy

t hrough the entire 360-degree panoranm, then

poi nted basically along the twenty-seven kil oneter
trench our ship had dug. Arlene turned to ne, raising
her brows |ike a pair of question marks.

Toward or away from danger? Didn't seemto be

much of a choice. S and R had detected no signs of
civilization on the planet—-no powerlines, power-

pl ants, canals, or structures larger than two or three
stories. If there was anything smaller, it wouldn't have
shown up on their quick mcrowave scan. So far as

is

could tell, the only sign of intelligent life was the gun
battery that had pounded our ship into rubble.
Ch, what the hell! "Let's at |east eyeball the wogs

and see who they are. My guess is they don't bel ong

here any nore than we do."

The air tenmp on the desert Arlene dubbed the

Anvil of God was l|ivable; Sears and Roebuck hadn't

lied. But they never claimed it was confortable ..

and 60 degrees centigrade certainly didn't qualify.

Qur hel nets kept the direct sunlight off our heads,

and we had several days' worth of water if we used the
recirc option, pissing into a tube and recycling it back
to the drinking nipple. Arlene was not happy about



doing that. Being a fermale, this nmeant she had to strip
and pee into a bedpanlike device, whereas | just wore
a sheath. There were no trees, so no privacy. She
could have turned her back, but in a typical act of
defiance, A'S. just did it right in front of ne and the
Kl ave. | pretended nonchal ance, as if women urinated
in front of ne all the tine—Arlene had done it

bef ore, anyway, in conbat situations. But in reality I
was shocked and enbarrassed every dammed tinme ..

but | sure wasn't about to let Arlene know that!

woul d never hear the end of it.

W cut off the furrow about two klicks laterally and
paralleled it, figuring that whoever was shooting at us
woul d follow the skidmarks to see what he had shot
down. The arnor nonitored the outside air, regulat-
ing heat venting to prevent us showi ng a hot signature
on an infrared optical device, and we kept the mkes
cold and ultrashort range—eutside of five to seven
neters, the fuzzy signal attenuated into the back-
ground noi se. W had a reasonably good chance of not
getting caught, and, damm it, | wanted to see those
bastards with their itchy trigger fingers, see themup
cl ose and personal

W had passed directly over the battery about fifty
kli cks back; the journey would take us at |east two
days and sonme . .. but after only ten kiloneters, we
ran into a scouting party fromthe wogs driving sone
kind of land cart. Not literally ran into—we picked
them up when they were still five klicks range, track-
ing directly al ong our ship's wake.

Trusting to our electronic counterneasures, we

| oped toward themuntil we were within half a klick

at that point, we dropped to our bellies and craw ed

t he remai ni ng di stance, while the bad guys broke for

[ unch. Arlene and | were both hungry, but we were
rationing our Fred food . . . and especially our Fred-
pills.

W got within a hundred neters, easily within

range of my M 14 BAR and the | ever-action .45-

caliber rifle that Arlene toted for those occasions
where a shotgun just wouldn't do. W watched them

t hrough our scopes, trying to figure out who they

ver e.

They | ooked oddly human, but their heads and

bodi es were covered by thick pressure suits that m ght
have had battlefield capability. Their proportions
wer e humanoi d. There were four scouts and one
supervisory type with a notepad built into his wist

arnor; | can snell an officious, jerky sergeant a klick
of f.
"Sarge," Arlene said faintly over the radio, "there's

no cover, and we can pop nost of them before they
burrow into the sand. W can take them before they
know what hit; they m ght not even get off a mes-
sage."

| hesitated-not a good move for a battlefield non-
com but sonetines you really don't have enough
intel. "Hold your fire, AS. Let's see if we can hear
themfirst."

| programred ny electronic ears to scan sequen-



tially all sixty-four mllion channels, |ooking for any-
t hi ng non-random | caught a few tiny bursts of

i nformation, but nothing that |asted | onger than 0.02
seconds, according to the log. "You pick up any-

t hi ng?" | asked.

"Fly, I'mgetting bursts of pattern from channel 23-
118-190 that |ast about 0.02; they all last just that
[ ong. You seeing that?"

"Now t hat you mention it—

"I think whoever they are, they use rmuch narrower
frequency channels than we use; we're kind of scan-
ni ng past them by scanning up and down within the
channel . Let me small this thing down and just scan
up and down at that freq. Stand by."

| woul d have done the same thing, except | hadn't
exactly paid attention during nmy techie classes in
radi o-com | waited, fumng, while Arlene nmade the
necessary software adjustments. | kept the aliens in
nmy scope, follow ng their progress up the "road"
formed by our long skid to rest. Finally, she finished
tapping at her wist and came back to me. "Here, plug
into ne." | fitted nmy femal e connector over her wi st
prongs. A couple of seconds later, | started hearing
what obviously were words in recogni zabl e sent ences.
There was sonething damably faniliar about the

rhyt hns and pauses in the speech; | was sure | had
heard it before. Even the words sounded tantalizingly
close to sonmething | could understand—a little clear-
er than Dutch, | reckoned. If | strained, | could al nost
make out what they were saying.

| realized with a chill that there was no al nost

about it: | did understand them+they were speaki ng
English! But it was a harsher, colder kind of English,
peppered with utilitarian gruntlike words | had never

heard. | could even tell who was speaking by the odd
manneri sns they used when they nmade a point. Now
that | knew they were human, | could even see their

body- | anguage expressions, though they held them
selves with a studied linpness that irritated me. Wth
om ssions, | heard an exchange between the sergeant
and one of the scouts.

"Are [new word] [new word]-destroyed ship?"

"Carried it [new word], sub-sir. Saw it [new word]."
"Was Fred; pattern-match was [new word], old ship
from[new word]. Shoul d have [new word]-shot back
Don't like this; sonething [new word]."

"[ New word] -circle around inpact [new word] and

[ new word] from anot her-different quarter?"

"Power em ssions? Myving infrareds? Radio or

r adi oi sot ope?"

"[ New word], sub-sir. [New word] dead cold."

"Don't [new word] circle. Approach [new word] but
cautiously."

| could follow the conversation despite m ssing
every third or fourth word; they debated whether we
had been destroyed or not. Their voices were distant
and cold, as if they were di scussing an adverti sing
canpaign instead of a military canpaign. They
sounded totally dispassionate, |ike perfect soldiers. |
tried to hate them because of what they had done to



us, shooting us down and nearly killing us all. But |
just couldn't. Right or wong, they were ours, and
Marines always believe in pulling a buddy out of the
crossfire. Besides, they had obviously thought we were
Fr eds.

Arlene gripped my upper armso intensely she left

i ndentations that would probably remain for hours.
Evidently she figured it out the same tinme | did. W
didn't talk. Know ng they were English-speaking hu-
mans nade us too nervous even to rely on the short

ef fective range of our mkes. | spoke to her in hand
signals: Crcle around, isolate one, capture alive. |
wanted to get that sergeant. | pointed to the stripes on

nmy |eft shoul der, and Arl ene nodded. But before she
could nove out, the prey noved away—en foot this

tine.

W paralleled them follow ng them back the way

we had cone. Arlene and | skul ked, but Sears and
Roebuck sinply wal ked normal | y=+ nade them fol -

| ow about two hundred and fifty neters back and

hoped they had decent infrared jamrming. | was
desperately hungry for the sergeant, but when one of
the humans fell behind, it was one of the scouts

i nst ead.

Well, if beggars were horses, choosers would w sh.
Around other side, | signed to Corporal Sanders. She
shuffled silently through the sand, cutting around

behi nd the straggler. Three, | signaled, two, one, now
Arlene and | charged forward fromthe dink's left

and right rear quarters, tackling himbefore he ever
saw us. | pushed ny forearm against his throat and

| eaned hard, cutting off any sound he might try to
make, while Arlene ripped away every wire and
fiberoptic cable she could find.

The prisoner stared at ne, eyes as big as di nner
plates. He clawed at ny arm trying to pull it |oose so
he could suck in a breath of air, but I wasn't budging.
Arlene ran her receiver antenna all across his body,

al ong every linb, and even up his crotch. She found
two transceivers, two tiny fragile nodul es sewn inside
his uniform she plucked them free and destroyed

t hem by crushi ng them between thunb and mi ddl e

finger. | let loose on his throat, just in time; he sucked
in huge lungfuls of air, trying to breathe through the
ozone. | grabbed hi munder his arnms, Arlene got his

feet, and we ran, carrying him between us, for about
hal f a klick

W pushed himinto the dust and |lay next to him

Arlene cuffed himwith a plastic tie, while | lay across
hi m and watched his pals through the scope. It took

t hem anot her two hundred neters before they real -

i zed he had been picked off; they backtracked, but by
then the fickle wind had bl own the ultrafine sand
around, obliterating our tracks. As they began to fan
out for a spiral search, calling himrepeatedly over the
radio, A S., Sears and Roebuck, and | wi thdrew far
fromthe canyon carved by the Fred ship ... and even
that gouge was filling, starting to be hard to spot. At
two kilometers directly perpendicular to our trail, |
called a halt. |I figured we were far enough al ong that



they weren't likely to find us anytine soon, now t hat
we had destroyed all of the prisoner's electronic tells
. we hoped.

| knelt down next to the guy. He | ooked vaguely
Mongol i an and vaguely Mediterranean, a perfectly

normal human wi th bl ack hair and dark brown eyes,

dar k- conpl ected, with slight Oriental folds over his
eyes. But from when? How far advanced was he over

us? W had left Earth sone three or four hundred

years ago; | wasn't really sure of the conversion factor
But when did he | eave?

| drew ny boot knife and rested it al ongside his

neck. "Chill, brother,"” | said, then thought better of
it. Language had evidently changed in severa
centuries—best to avoid expressions as nuch as
possi bl e, stick to basic English. "W are humans," |
said, indicating Arlene and nyself. "W need infor-

mati on. Wy are you here?"

The nonent he felt nmy knife, the prisoner rel axed.

He seened resigned to his fate, whether it was death

or release. He listened intently, then nodded a few
seconds after | finished. "Yes," he said, with a strange
pronunci ati on of the vowel —+t cane out |ike Yauz.

"No, you do not understand," | persisted. "Wy
are you here?"

"Yes . . . we—ame from-Earthground pl anet."

"I can tell."

"Cut the crap!" Arlene snarled. | drew ny finger
across ny throat, and she shut up

"What was the reason for you to cone?" | tried

agai n.

My prisoner seemed only too eager to tal k—
somet hi ng which al ways sets off alarmbells in ny
head. | nean, why should he want to help us? "Yes.

W have arrived [unintelligible] to chase.”

"What are you chasi ng?"

"[ New word]. Aliens. \Wen conme you fron®"

| told himthe year we left, and his brows shot up
instantly. He didn't take time to cal cul ate what that
was in dog years, so | presuned when he left people
still used the sane cal endar we did. "Taggart, Sand-
ers," | said, introducing us. "They are Sears and
Roebuck, but don't ask me which is which." O even

i f that concept had nmeaning to the binary Klave.
"Josepaze Papoul handes [new word] Fine [new

word]."

"Josepaze?" He | ooked down for a nmoment; it was
ritualized, and | figured it probably neant what
noddi ng your head neant in our time. "Josepaze,

what aliens did you chase here?"

He struggled, obviously trying to avoid any new
expressions that would confuse ne. | was still suspi-
cious of his level of cooperation, but he seened to
have gi ven up any concern about his duty, his unit,
even his own life; it was |ike everything had | ost al
meani ng, now that | had a bl ade against his carotid

artery. | was used to people relaxing if they thought
they were about to die, but this was entirely too
apat heti c.

"Aliens . . . evolve fast," he said at |ast. "Con-



quered Earth—kill ed—+eft—followed here."

Arlene and | | ooked up at each other, and | swal -

| owed hard. Newbies? How the hell had they gotten

all the way to Earth and back? An evil chill settled
across ny back and canped there for the night.

The evil ice that gripped ne around ny | ower

back was a premonition of horrors to conme. VWile |
straddl ed that doofus, holding ny commando knife to
his throat and wondering why in hell he didn't make
even a pretense of resisting the interrogation, | sud-
denly noticed an unaccustoned quiet. | |ooked up
"Lance—what aren't | hearing?"

She stared around, puzzled. "\Were the freak are
those freaks, Sears and Roebuck?"

The Kl ave, binary to the root, never managed to

keep perfectly silent; all the stray little thoughts that
9

run through a human's head run back and forth

between the two parts of a Klave pair, either spoken
directly out loud or at |east subvocalized. They never
stopped! It got on ny nerves for the first few weeks |
knew them then | pretty much forgot all about it,
never even noticing when they nuttered back and

forth to each other. Just as | couldn't tell Sears from
Roebuck, if that concept even nade sense—di d they
have separate nanes? | didn't think they did, Sears
and Roebuck being the single name of the single

pair—+ couldn't tell one voice fromthe other. Even-
tually I disnmissed all the muttering like | would a
Marine who just couldn't stop nunbling to hinself. |
hushed t hem when necessary for an anbush; ot her-

wise, | ignored it as their unique craziness. Mybe it
was ordi nary anong Kl ave; maybe they were consid-
ered | oony even anong others of their kind. . . . Hell,

| knew they were! They volunteered to acconpany us,
far away from anyone to resurrect themif they died.

| didn't notice the constant runmbling until it sud-
denly vani shed, replaced by the eerie silence of the
uni nhabi ted planet we all hunted across for trace of
the Newbies. The sifting sand was so fine, it made no
whi sper as one grain brushed another, and there were
no trees to sigh in the persistent wind. Every sound
fromArl ene and me was magnified a thousand times

by the surrounding silence. ... | should have heard
Sears and Roebuck if they were half a klick away!
"Where the hell did they . . . ?" Arlene and | stared
around wildly. | felt the prick of eyeballs on the back
of my neck whichever way | turned. Long ago, |

learned to trust my Fly-stinct: | pointed to nmy own

eyes, then hooked a thunb over ny shoul der. Arlene
nodded, picked up her lever-action, and braced it

agai nst the crook of her arm

The bastard nust've had a hom ng device we

couldn't pick up with our own receivers. | knewit
couldn't be that easy! But where the hell were they? I
pl anted ny boot on the prisoner's chest and stared
past Arlene. W each took half the clock. | glanced
down at the human; he wasn't goi ng anywhere, so
lifted my foot and slid sideways to get a better scan
My foot slipped in the sand, and ny heart stopped—



but | recovered ny balance with the Ioss only of ny

dignity.

Arl ene kept the .45 against her chest, ready to

rock 'n' roll, but not up to her eye; she didn't want to
start focusing on sand dunes or heat reflections and

m ss somet hing nmove. | knew ny rifle was cocked

with a round in the chanber, but | had an al nost
irresistible urge to run the bolt once nore. | fought

down the conpul sion—+ast thing I wanted was to

| ook nervous in front of ny "man."

| should have worried instead about |ooking dead. |
heard the crack of the firearmexactly the sane

monent | felt the kick in the back of ny vest-—not

quite a perfect shot, a little high, but with arifle, you
don't need to be perfect. The round delivered enough
energy to kick ne forward onto ny face and send ny

own M14 flying into the sand, where it pronptly
buried itself. It didn't matter. | was too busy fighting
bl ackness and the pain in nmy shoul der, which even in
my state | could tell was blown all to hell, to worry
about grabbing for ny gun

Dim and distant, | heard Arlene's rifle barking

again and again as she sprayed the area where the shot
had come from Then she went down hard, but held

on to her piece. | guess the shot that hit nme must have
snuck right past ny arnor to take out ny left shoul -
der. | rolled over onto ny right side to get away from
the pain, but it foll owed nme, and bl ood dri bbl ed
across ny helnmet faceplate. This was bad, really bad.
I'd never been shot this bad before—sn't that per-
verse? First time, on a planet a hundred |ight-years or
nmore fromEarth, in the desert sand, with only ny
loving friend Lance Corporal Arlene Sanders to watch
me die on foreign shores. Now | was babbling.

Maybe A S. woul dn't be seeing anythi ng anyway.

She was down pretty bad, too—hot enough to stop
shooting, but | figured she was aim ng by instinct

now. Qur prisoner was screaming in utter terror

| ouder even than Arlene's rifle. Jesus, what a weenie.
Show sone freaki ng backbone, take it |ike a man!

Arlene took it like a man. She couldn't see for crap
because she'd taken another shot, this one off the
facepl ate of her helnet, cracking it |ike a spiderweb.
Must have nissed her brain because she held her .45
rifle up and tried to shoot over ne.

She couldn't see. ... | kept telling nyself she
couldn't see, even when one of her shots hit ne in the
freaking hip. |I didn't even feel it by then—+ was
scream ng mnysel f now, scream ng about all the evil

crap | was going to do to the sons of bitches who were
plinking us from God knows where, to themand their
freaking nothers and fathers and sons and daughters

and nei ghbors—and burn all their houses down and

sow their fields with salt. Arlene was scream ng, "Fly
Fly Fly," letting fly until she burned right through the
nag.

The precious red stuff poured out of my uniform

now, finding the cracks in the arnor. Arlene took one
in the belly, and even with the flak jacket, she doubl ed
over gasping and sucking for air. Just before | went



black to cross the River Styx with pennies on ny eyes,
| felt hands grab me by the bad arm and yank ne

over, and | think | screamed with pain again, but I
couldn't match the utterly terror-stricken shrieks of
the prisoner. God what a w ener

So long, Arlene; so long, Fly Taggart; Senper fi,

Mac; it sure was nice to wear the eagle and anchor for
so many years. Damm, was | glad to die a sergeant

i nstead of a corporal.

| drifted through bl ack storntlouds, feeling like

was falling endl essly backward, dizzy with vertigo.
kept jerking, trying to jerk awake, |ike you do when
you're in a horrid nightmare and you know you're

just under the surface between sleep and wake, dark
denentia and the cold light of dawn—but | just
couldn't do it. | hovered there grabbing for the
surface, but it was just out of my grasp. My brain
woul dn't reboot. | felt the pain, but fromthe out-
side. .. . Wen | was a kid, | used to watch the X-
rated pictures over at the Covergirl Drive-In; | could
see themfroma treetop in the woods between our
farmhouse and the town of Bartleston. | couldn't hear
the sound and the picture was shaky in ny binocul ars,
but there it was, sex on the screen, bigger than | ever
wanted real life to be. That was ne in my bl ackness,
feeling nmy pain, but froma distance. Not quite
reconnected with nyself.

| slowy swam back. | gathered | wasn't dead, unless
t he penguins were all wong about everything and hel
was repeating the fallen world endlessly. | blinked

awake and felt the agony for real at |ast.

C enching ny teeth against the ripping pain,

pul | ed agai nst ny restraints—but, by God, | was not
going to give those bastards a scream d enching al

nmy teeth? Jeez, they'd fixed ny nouth! Arlene |ay
nmostly in ny field of vision; | blinked away the tears
and noticed the pallor of her skin. She had lost a | ot of
bl ood, probably nore than | had, and she was white

as the cliffs of Dover overl ooking the English Chan-
nel. | watched closely; | could ignore the pain if | had
something el se to draw nmy attention. Her chest rose
and fell regularly, and every so often she noved her
feet slightly. Arlene Sanders was alive, but how nuch?
W both were strapped down to gurneys in a

gunnetal -gray roomfitted with couches and what

m ght have been a sink, but w thout any visible
faucet. | |eaned back, silently sobbing, and stared at
the overhead: a darker version of the bul khead col or

wi th thousands of tiny bright hol es—sone sort of

[ight source, | reckoned.

The door opened, and the clipboard sergeant we'd
spotted earlier entered, probably in response to ny
neural rhythnms changing with com ng awake. He

wal ked all around ne in a counterclockw se circle,

| ooking at dials and readouts and scribbling on his
clipboard. He didn't say a word, even when | talked to
him "Hey, you . . . where aml|? Am| aboard your
ship? W're not the aliens you' re | ooking for, but
we're looking for them too. Can you hear me? I'ma
human from Earth, |ike you, from about two centu-



ries before your tine."

He left without a second glance at ne, the puke. But
about ten nminutes of agony later, his boss arrived.
This guy was tall and thin, about ny height but
twenty kilos lighter; he had sandy hair and a beard
with carefully shaved stripes of bare skininit. He
wore a formfitting T-shirt that nade hi m| ook
ridi cul ous—ho nmuscle, a total pencil-neck dweeb—
tweedy black with a red spiral coiled around his
forearm. . . possibly a rank insignia? He wal ked Iike
a conm ssioned officer; they nmake ny neck hairs

stand on end, and |I never know how to react around
one.

He spoke to me slowy, and | got nobst of the words.
"You are human. Carry papers showi ng you are

[ unknown word] United States Marine Sergeant

Ameri ca [unknown word] Taggart Flynn."

"I am"

"Am Overcaptai n Ruol Tokughavita, People's

Denocrati c Defense Forces. Are trapped out of tine

i ke you, pursuing Mutates here to keep them off
Earth."

"How | ong, sir?" | asked.

"Hundred and seven years." He seenmed enpti on-

ally detached, but he watched nme narrowy.

He hadn't been away as long as Arlene and | had,

but a century wasn't a fortnight; |ike us, Overcaptain
Tokughavita would return to a different world than he
had left—he left his world behind where it never

woul d be found. | felt an inmedi ate synpathy for the
Overcaptain . . . but | wasn't sure |I trusted those alien
eyes.

"Sir, is there a United States of America still? Are
we the |ast Marines?"

"No, Sergeant, but People's State of Earth."

"I's there a Constitution?"

"The peopl e need no pact agai nst thensel ves. Live

each for the commons, |ive each for another."
Crap. Crap, crap, crap! So in the end we finally | ost
the battle for individual sovereignty. | lay back

grimacing, but it wasn't the shoul der pai n—+ could
stand that. Now, not only didn't | know where and
when we were, | didn't even know what we were; |
wasn't sure we were U. S. Marine Corps anynore. And

| didn't think I'd nake nuch of a fashion splash with
a blue helnmet and a patch that read People's Arny of
Soci alist Liberation, or whatever the hell they wore.
You Can't Go Hone Again, as old Thomas Wl fe said.
Fine, | thought. Screw you and your whol e People's
State of Everything! No matter who was in charge or
what they called thensel ves, by God, there was one
U S Mirine left alive still—+wo Marines. | knew
dammed wel | that Lance Corporal Arlene Sanders

stood with me on this one. If the only humans |eft
were weirdo socialists, then we would sign up to help
the socialists. Jesus, what else could we do?

Arlene. "lIs the other all right?" | said, my voice
growi ng hoarse with the effort.

Over capt ai n Tokughavita | ooked over at her, read-

i ng invisible readings; naybe they were projected



somewhere, and you needed a contact-lens filter to see

them+ don't know. But he was definitely reading

fromsomething right over her bed, and | couldn't see

anything. "lIs alive and progressing. Sad had to shoot

but didn't know who you were what you wanted.

Cane in eneny ship, in |league with eneny."

| grunted noncommittally. It was a screwup all the

way around: they shot at a Fred ship, then we grabbed

one of themin response, then they opened fire on the

peopl e who had ki dnapped one of their troopers.

van!

Sonething irrational inside me insisted that |

woul d forgive themfor shooting me—hkell, | already

forgave Arlene for shooting ne—but | woul d never

forgive themfor shooting nmy buddy. But there was

nothing | could do about my anger, not now, not ever
not if | wanted to nake the best of the bad

situation and return to the overcaptain's Earth. | let

t he overcaptai n apol ogi ze and made him feel |ike

was willing to let the dead past bury its dead. Even if |
decided to do sonmething to himlater, it was still best
to make nice, if only to lull himinto a fal se sense of
security.

"It's all right," | said carefully. "I understand why
you shot. | won't mention it again." The overcaptain

snmi |l ed. The interview was proceeding nicely, but only
because | let it.

The overcaptain stared at me for a long tine, so

long that | started to fidget. | didn't know what he
wanted. At last, he cleared his throat and spoke agai n:
"Were in inmmnent fear of death?"

" Huh?"

"You were afraid you were going to die when we

wer e shooti ng?"

Couldn't he leave ill enough alone? "Um vyes, sir.

W figured we were going to buy it."

He started to break down. He nmunbl ed and | ooked

at his notes, then cleared his throat again and flushed
red. "Wy did you stand-fight? How could you?"

"How could |1 ? What el se woul d you expect a

Marine to do, sir? If | were going down, | wanted to
take a few of the bastards with me ... um no offense,
sir."

The overcaptain grunted and scribbled in his gouge
book. But after years in the field under fire, | can
al ways tell when someone is scared—and Overcap-

tai n Tokughavita was hiding terror behind that nask
of objectivity. Terror about what?

| glanced to ny right and saw that Arlene was

awake, lying on her own side and follow ng the
exchange. It enbol dened me, her being there. "Sir,
can you tell me why Josepaze just fell apart when we
captured hin? He sounded |ike he thought dying was

t he worst possible thing he could think ofas a

sol dier, don't you accept death as a possibility?"
Bad mistake. | had to listen to a twenty-m nute

| ecture on what | already knew, that Honmo sap was

the only race in the gal axy anyone had di scovered

who could actually die. But the nore we tal ked about
death and dying, the nore agitated he becane unti



his skin was pale, he was sweating, and his eyes darted
left and right instead of fixing on nme, as they had at
t he begi nning of the interview

| suddenly realized the blindingly obvious: Over-
captai n Tokughavita suffered from necrophobi a, the
irrational fear of death. He was aski ng how Arl ene

and | had managed not to panic under fire!

| began to get very uneasy, squirm ng around on ny
table. How could a soldier with a norbid fear of dying
rise to such a high rank? He asked a couple of "wi nd-
down" questions designed to relax ne: what battles

had fought in and somnething about types of food.

That last renminded me of the pills we needed to
survive on sonebody else's; but | figured that since
they were human |ike us, we could probably eat their
food directly. Then he left ne alone to wonder how
humans just like me (the overcaptain and ny erst-
whi |l e prisoner) so obviously could have no courage at
all when it came to risking their lives.

Arl ene sat up on her table, grimacing and invol un-
tarily clutching her stomach. "Christ!" she said. "Are
we the only humans left who still believe in honor and
duty even unto death, senper fi, and all that?"

| shook ny head, |ying back against the hard cold
cushion. "W've only had two exanples! I'Il bet seven
to two that we'll eventually find that Tokughavita is
pretty unrepresentative of the soldiers even in his
era."

Vell, Arlene should have taken those odds. Over

the next four days, while my armwas still inmobi-
lized and Arlene slowy heal ed up, seven nore sol -
diers wandered in to talk to me about death and

ended up shaking like a leaf in a law blower. By the
time | was ready for transport, and ny broken clavicle
and armjoint were nearly nended, | had figured out
that this entire band of humans were so paranoid with
necrophobia that they fell all to pieces at even the

t hought of deat h.

On the fifth day, | was up and about. They didn't

rub my face into it during that conval escence that |
was a prisoner. | had the run of their ship parked in
t he sand, except for certain restricted areas around

t he engi nes and conputer stacks.

| didn't realize ny life was about to take a hellish
turn: Arlene and | were both sunmoned to separate

but adj oi ning cabins in the stern of the human ship.
Sonebody had suddenly deci ded that he sinply

couldn't live w thout knowi ng all about our ability to
transcend the fear of death and dying. He decided to
give us a little test.

10

The human ship | ooked roughly like the Fred

shi p, except scaled down by a factor of four or five.
They wal ked ne up a bunch of spiral stairwells and
into a small cabin, and suddenly the best-buds routine
ended. Before | could struggle or fight back, three guys
grabbed me and forced me into a chair, then cuffed
both ankles and ny left wist with plastic straps
enbedded in the seat. A wall suddenly pal ed and

turned transparent, and | saw into the adjacent room



where they'd taken Arlene: she was trussed up just as
was, two Christmas turkeys staring at each ot her

t hrough a bul khead that had suddenly turned into a

wi ndow.

A large cl ock—the ol d-fashi oned anal og ki nd—

faced ne bel ow the window. It was marked up to sixty
by fives, and a needle was set at the far end of the
scal e. Next to the clock was a tube that |ooked

di sturbingly like the business end of a |arge-bore rifle,
somet hing ghastly like .75-caliber. I did not like the
| ooks.

The overcaptain stood where I could see him

"Have sixty seconds before gun fires. Woever noves
lever first will live, other will die. If no one noves
| ever before tinme limt, both die.”

Through the wi ndow, | saw another man talking to

Arl ene. Fromthe way she paled, | figured she had
received the sanme instructions.

"Starts now," declared that mal evol ent thug Tokug-
havita, pressing a button on top of the clock. The
hand began to sweep downward, and | felt every
oriface contract and clench. My nmouth was dry; even
nmy tongue was sandpaper when | tried to lick nmy lips.
Christ. . . oh, Christ! My right hand was free, the

| ever that would kill Arlene in easy reach. | nade no
nmove toward it. Through the gl ass, or whatever it was,
| could see Arlene equally mserable, equally inmo-
bi | e.

| turned to the overcaptain, who watched with

curious dispassion. "I will kill you for this, you-as
God and Jesus are ny w tnesses, you will never live
anot her day wi thout | ooking over your shoul der for
ne."

"Have thirty-five seconds," he declared, starting to
| ook pale. "Miust push lever to live. Can't kill me if
you' re dead."

My eyes bored into his skull so hard he flinched and
| ooked away. "My soul will return as a ghost and
hound you into your grave," | prom sed, ny voice so

| ow he could barely hear it. He began to shake and sat
down abruptly on a chair, staring at ny right hand. |
deliberately clenched it into a fist and left it just
barely touching the lever. . . but not noving it.
"Watch how a man dies," | pronised, "for the Corps;
in God we trust."

"What is this God?"

| curled my lip. "If you don't know, | don't think
can tell you in twenty seconds."

"What is God?" he demanded, practically

scream ng.

"Cod is faith. Wthout faith, man is a beast." |

| ooked at the clock—ten seconds of |ife remained.

"So | ong, beast."

"Qther will kill you!"

"No, she won't."

"How do you know? Must push |ever, save your-

sel f!I™"

"I don't know, / have faith. Ch, sir?"

"What ? What ?"

"Screw you, sir. You're a wal king dead man."



The second hand swept through the [ ast few sec-

onds into the red. | closed ny eyes and cl enched ny
teeth, preparing for the bl ow that woul d open a hole
in my chest the size of the great Martian rift. But

i nstead of the explosion, | heard a | oud snap. Wen I
bl i nked ny eyes open, | saw Overcaptai n Tokug-

havita, face wild and eyes staring, his hand stil
clutching the button at the top of the clock. He has no
will, | realized. |'ve beaten the bastard!

| deliberately slowed ny breathing, trying to calm

nmy poundi ng heart. Arlene's face was florid, the
normal Iy pal e skin flushing deep pink, but her expres-
sion made me shudder: | had never seen ny bud with
such cold buried rage. The overcaptai n unl ocked ne

as the other man on the other side unlocked Arlene. |
made no nention of ny decision—+ never go back on

my word, and | had sworn to kill him but that didn't
mean | had to remind ny target in case he had
forgotten or not believed ne.

| noticed one strange thing. Back in the Corps, an

of ficer mght be in charge of an op and do nost of the
pl anni ng, but he woul d have a batch of enlisted nen
do the actual physical grunt-work (which is why they
call us grunts). But here, aside fromthe initial strap-
down, which required several helpers for a man ny
size, Overcaptain Tokughavita had done everything

hi nsel f, despite the fact that there were nunerous
peopl e around obvi ously of |ower rank. Jesus, didn't

t hey even have the concept of a chain of command
anynor e?

I rose, matching Arlene. Both of us marched from

our stateroons, angry and hot, and rejoined each

other in the passageway. W said not a word all the
way back to our quarters, then Arlene did sonething
she only rarely does: she w apped both arnms around

me and held tight for several mnutes, reassuring
herself that | was still there. | stroked the shaved back
of her head—after all these years, Lance Corpora

Arl ene Sanders had numintained that same hi gh-and-
tight she had worn the first day | saw her, when she
and Gunnery Sergeant Goforth played WIliam Tell

When she was certain | wasn't going anywhere, she
unburied her face and grabbed ny uniform by the

| apels. "Fly," she said, "these people are nearly
starved to death for faith.'

"You're an atheist," | pointed out.
"It doesn't have to be faith in God! Just anything
out si de and hi gher than thensel ves, |ike the Corps, or

honor, anything. They've got the words; they talk

about 'the commons' as if that meant something to

them But it's just words; they don't really act like it
they act like totally individualist pigs.”

"Social atons," | agreed. "The Church has al ways

war ned about the danger of social atom smwhere

you think only about yourself as an individual, not

about your conmmunity, country, society. These so-

call ed comuni sts are the nost socially atomn st peo-

ple I've ever seen! | see what you nean. They don't

believe in anything, really."

"Fly, there's sonmething weird going on here with



these people. | have a terrible feeling we're m ssing
something big ... or sonething really, really snall.
But if we can get ahold of the faith lever..."

"Wonen's intuition?"

Arlene rolled her eyes. "All right, sure, call it that. It
doesn't change the fact that there's sonething hidden
here, and, by God, we're going to find it, Bud! | nmean,
Sergeant. If we get ahold of the faith | ever sonehow, |
think we can nove this nountain to Mhamed."

| blinked at the netaphor food-processor action

but | got the general drift. This was what we call a
"hi gh-level strategic victory condition"—a bl ue-sky
goal . But at least it was sonething to shoot at.

The holding cell was pretty civilized, as far as those
thi ngs go. W had a nice bunk, and Arlene and

didn't m nd shacking up—+to sleep, that is. There was

a fold-down toilet and sink, a table, even a terminal
except we couldn't figure out how to crack the security
system around the local net. In fact, we couldn't get
away fromthe initial set of menus, which seened to

di splay i nformative "non-authorized pers" as 3-D
letters floating above the keypad whenever we got far
enough al ong any route.

Qur unifornms were starting to stink, but when you

live in a ditch in Kefiristan for eight nonths, you're
t hankful for any pair of trousers or canouflage jacket
that doesn't actually get up and crawl away under its
own notive force. Arlene had nore pressing needs, as

a wonan, but she managed to explain enough to the
guard that he brought some cotton, which she

wrapped in a cloth torn fromthe tail of her shirt. God
only knew what she was going to do tonorrow.

| sat down on ny bunk, flexing the armthat by al
rights shoul d have been broken and i mmobilized for

mont hs. "Hey, A S., you notice anything remarkabl e

her e?"

She barely glanced up fromthe termnal, trying yet
agai n. "You nean besides our niracul ous nedica

cure?"

"I meant the nmedical. | was pretty dammed shot up

you even ..." | paused. | had been about to tell her
that she even shot ne once herself, but | decided there
was no point. Why make her feel |ike crap? "Even you

shoul d have had some really bad bruises, even if your
arnor took all the shots. But | know | had at |east four
bullets in my armand one in ny |leg, and one of the
ones in my armtook out ny rotator cuff.”

| stood, moving nmy armin a slow, but steady,
circular arc. "So how cone | can do this?" | w nced,
but the point was | could do it at all

She shrugged. "Fly, they're two hundred years

nore advanced than we. Wuldn't you expect themto
be able to performnedical nmiracles? |'mnore sur-
prised by sonething you haven't even noticed yet,
Sarge."

| waited. When she didn't continue, | grow ed.
"Ah, look at the ship," she said hastily.
| |1 ooked around our jail cell. "For what? Every-

thing's pretty shipshape, as what's his face, that CPO
out of Point Migu woul d say."



"Squared away? Sharp corners, nice right angles?
Everything our size? Sink and toilet perfectly fitting
us humans, and obviously integral to the ship, not an
add- on?"

"Ch." Light began to dawn on narbl ehead. "You

mean this ship was built for humans?"

"Sarge, this ship was built by humans!" She stood,
maki ng a wi de gesture that included the entire ship,

not just our little white cell. "All of it—the whole ship
was built by human beings—and I'Il bet if we | ooked

at the engines, they would say Pratt and Whitney or
Nort hr op! "

"Jesus ... SO we're out in space on our own, nhow?

Not just piggybacking on a Klave ship or hijacking

some Freds?" | stared. Everywhere | | ooked, now that

I was looking for it, the decor screanmed Western

Eur opean American human. Even the | anguage was
basically English with a lot of slang words we didn't
know.

Al right, so the Earth had become sone sort

of social-welfare sem -capitalist world-w de govern-
ment —but it was still ours. W had won the freaking
battl e, oo-rah!

"Notice sonething el se about the ship, Sarge?"

"Look, knock it off with the Sarge stuff. I'd rather
be Fly when we're alone. Save it for the troops. Wat
el se about the ship?"

"Sorry, Fly. Un... oh, that's right; you were
unconsci ous when they | oaded us aboard. Fact is,

t hought sure you were dead. | was barely awake

nmysel f, and after they got ne here, they shot ne ful
of tranks and | was out until | woke up with you." She
| eaned toward nme, tapping her eyes. "But | wasn't
conpl etely unconsci ous when they scooped us up

after the Battle of Quicksand Hill. | pretended to be,
and | got an eyeful."

"All right, spit it out, Lance. Wat did you see?"
"Hnph! Now you're the one with the rank thing,
Sergeant Fly. | got a good | ook at the outside of the
ship. Two things: first, there are English-|anguage
markings on it, or at |east they're using our al phabet;

this thing is designated TA-303. . . . Does that nean
there are several hundred ships in the human fleet?"

| scratched my head and shrugged. "I don't know

how t he Navy numbers ships, Red, if it still even is the

Navy. But you're probably right that they woul dn't be
nunbering in the hundreds if there were only three or
four of them™

"And second, Fly-dude, the thing was tiny—barely
three hundred and fifty meters Iong and no w der than
an aircraft carrier fromour era."

| thought about the Fred ship—3.7 kiloneters |ong

and alnost half a klick in dianmeter. Mst of that was
engi ne, which neant —

"Arlene, are you saying this ship is nuch nore
advanced than the Fred ship?"

"Not just in engineering tech, Fly. Did you notice
when they took us to Torture Theater, we went up a

| ong series of spiral |adderways?"

"Yeah. So?"



"W went up about eight flights."

"Yeah. So?"

"Fly, that's nore than half the dianeter of the
ship."

"Yeah. So— | froze in md-dismssal. The signifi-

cance suddenly struck me. If you ascended past the
centerline of the Fred ship while the ship was parked
on the tarmac, suddenly all the decks would be upside
down. The Freds induced accel eration that func-

tioned like gravity by spinning the circular ship, so the
outer deck had the heaviest gravity and the inner core
was zero-g.

But the ship was built |ike a buildi ng—t+hey never

i ntended gravity to pull any direction but one!
"Christ, girl. W've got artificial gravity—+real artifi-
cial gravity, like in 'Star Trek'!" | sat down and

t hought for a nonment. "Arlene, didn't Sears and
Roebuck say that the gravity zones |eft behind by the
First Ones, the guys who built the stuff on Phobos and
Dei nbs, the Gates and stuff, couldn't possibly work on
a shi p—ot even theoretically?"

She nodded gravely. "Yup. CGbviously, this shipis

nore advanced than what the First Ones built.

"Fly, 1've been trying to reconcile all of this with

t he pace of human technol ogi cal devel opnent. Now
maybe |I'mjust getting cynical in ny old age; | don't
think so—+ still think we can take control here and
win this thing. But crimney, Fly! Interstellar travel
and artificial gravity and extraordi nary nedi cal ad-
vances, all in a couple of hundred years—starting
froma conpletely destroyed civilization?"

| stared, saying nothing. The creepiest feeling was
dawni ng across nme.

"Fly, does that sound reasonable to you? Even

consi dering that we evol ve so nmuch faster than the

Kl ave or the Freds?"

| slowy shook nmy head. When we left Earth, we

were fighting for our lives. Humanity had been set
back at least fifty or seventy-five years—eur cities
destroyed, nuked; bacteri ophages sweepi ng the gl obe;
the Freds had just perfected their ultimate terror
weapon: genetically engi neered nonsters that | ooked
just like human beings, until they opened fire on you.
The aliens had the power to nove entire planets

around |i ke bowing balls! And they had what we

called the Fred ray, an i mensely powerful blob of
energy that cut down everything in its path.

Arlene was right; it was pretty freaking hard to
believe that in only two centuries we'd nove from

that to this. In fact. . . "Arlene, | know of only one
race that evolves that fast."

"You and me both, Sarge. | nmean, Fly."

| 1 ooked around, feeling ny stomach cl ench

"These guys are Newbi es? Not humans?"

She shook her head. "No. Wy woul d the Newbies

evol ve into human-looking critters? They go forward,
not back! Look, we know these guys left Earth a
hundred years ago, two centuries after we did. But we
don't know when or if they encountered the

Newbi es—or when they suddenly got this explosive



burst of technol ogical creativity. \Wat if-—=2"

"What if," | took over for her, "the Newbies ran

i nto humans decades ago? Look, we don't know

where the Newbie honeworld is; maybe it's closer to
Earth than the Fred base we went to first, less than
sixty light-years away. Wat if sonehow they net us
and influenced us to evolve nore at the Newbie rate
than our nornmal rate, fast though it was?"

Arlene | eaned close, not that it would help if there
were sensitive dish-mkes trained on us to pick up
every sound. "What if the Newbies are here after all,
here with the humans—but we just can't see themfor
some reason?"

| told her about the overcaptain reading invisible
readouts from sonewhere above Arlene's prostrate
formin sickbay. "This ain't good, Lance; | don't I|ike
the idea of invisible Newbies running around I|ike
ghosts in the machine. "

She sat down on the hard bunk, closing her eyes to

the relentlessly white bul kheads. "I don't |ike any of
this, Fly. I don't like the idea that faith, not brainpow
er, turns out to be our weapon. |'m on shakier ground

there than you or—er Al bert would have been." She

put her hand to her chest; she'd tw ce had an engage-
ment ring fromher bel oved, and she wore the ring on
her dog-tag chain. Then we went through one of the
Gates built by the First Ones, and, of course, the ring
vani shed with everything el se.

Then the Kl ave recreated it for her, and she was
happi er than she had been since the junp. But we

junped again, and it was gone agai n; now, she often

put her hand where the ring used to hang, renenber-

ing it as vividly as if it were there. ... It represented
Al bert's offer that Arlene never had time to accept.

| put ny armaround her. On Earth it had been over

t hree hundred years—three hundred and forty, to be
exact, adding up all our trips. But still, for us it had
been only four months since we went on w thout

Al bert, and only five nonths since we saw Jill...

what ever her |ast name was.

It was all pretty dammed confusing. | just couldn't
seemto wap ny brain around all this relativistic
bounci ng around t he gal axy. And we were at | east

anot her hundred years away from hone, even if we
started today and headed strai ght back

"Fly," Arlene said, "let's keep a good watch tonight

when we interact with these ... people. Maybe we'll
pick up sone intel that will either blow this theory
away or—er confirmit." | held up a fist; gently, she

rapped it with her own. But the nornmal Arlene

Sanders woul d have smacked it so hard, a big Marine
"fist salute," that nmy knuckl es woul d have been
ringing for several m nutes.

That evening, as we followed the officious jerk of a
clipboard sergeant to the ness, people stopped talking
when we approached and cringed as we brushed or

bunped them We were celebrities . . . but celebrities
on a freak show. See the nonsters! Beware, for their F-
A-1-T-H may be infectious!

This time, | paid particular attention. We definitely



climbed higher than the m dpoint of the ship could

possi bly be, so Arlene was right: the ship was built for
gravity always being the same direction. They nust

have had an artificial gravity generator

The ness hall was actually a | ong narrow room

alnost like a corridor, with a center table al ong which
peopl e sat in individual chairs. Wth a guard hol di ng
each of my arms, the overcaptain wal ked us down-

streamright on top of the table itself! | |abored not to
step in anyone's plate of food or kick over any w ne
gl asses.

The pair of guards sl apped nme down in a centra

chair and | ocked a netal band around ny waist like a
seat belt. | didn't try to tug at it; it was pretty clear
wasn't goi ng anywhere. They pl opped Arlene down in

the chair directly opposite ne, |ocking her in as well
with a resounding click.

The room was darker than | preferred, but after the
Fred bases and Fredworld, we had gotten pretty used

to darkness. Each person had a different set of plates
and silverware, and when they ate, they hunched
forward and hooked one armaround their plates as if
worried the guy on the other side was going to stea
their food—a lot like a former convict ny father used
to enpl oy when he worked managi ng the Angertons

farm

Equal nunber of guys and gals. Now that | | ooked
close, | noticed that nobody wore exactly the sane
uniform Like in the United States Arny before the
twentieth century, everybody had his own variation

on a conmon thene: Overcaptain Tokughavita, to ny

i medi ate right, wore dark blue trimaround the

seven pockets on the front of his uniform bl ouse; the
worman sitting next to himhad no trim and the two
guys opposite us had five and six pockets instead of
seven. The farther away fromthe overcaptain, down

the table, the wilder the variation: | saw a hat that was
a cross between the Revolutionary War tricorner and

a Texas ten-gallon, one wonan had m ni-w ngs stick-

i ng out the backs of her shoul ders. The unifornms (is
that the right word when they're not uniforn?) tended
toward red and burnt unber at the extrene left of the
tabl e, where the hats flattened out and | ooked |ike
berets with spikes.

Suddenly, 1 noticed Sears and Roebuck at the

| eftmost end of the table, but they didn't ook at ne.
They must have known we were here. Nobody coul d

have m ssed our cerenoni al entrance, wal ki ng al ong

t he t abl et op—obody el se entered that way!

People trickled in and out all through the meal. |
began to get the idea that these humans nmade virtu-
ally a fetish of individualismverging on the solipsis-
tic: each person lived in his own little world, alnost
unawar e of anyone el se except when he needed sorme-
thi ng from out si de

The food was different for each person, too—none

of it very appetizing frommy point of view M main
course tasted |like boiled steak in suitcase sauce. But it
was better than the Fred food, even the blue squares,
and | was reasonably sure that humans coul dn't have



changed much biochemcally in only two hundred

years, so the food was probably nutritious enough to
keep ne and Arlene alive.

Once, someone dropped a knife with a clatter, and

a whol e section of table panicked! Then, when they
saw it hadn't killed anyone, they returned to their
meal as if nothing had happened.

During the neal, there was certainly a lot of intel to
pick up; in fact, it seened these humans didn't even
have the concept of classified data or even persona
di scretion. Arlene was right; all the big bursts in
creativity occurred just about sixty years ago. But
there were no Newbies that they reported.

Sears and Roebuck didn't say a word to us; they

acted as if they had never seen us before and weren't
particularly interested now | took the hint and |eft
t hem al one, hopi ng they hadn't abandoned us and

were just playing some gane to get on the humans'
good si de.

The crew of the ship—ealled different names by

di fferent crewren, of course, but nostly called Disre-
spect to Deat h-Bringing Deconstructionists—stil
seened fascinated by our faith, me in God, Arlene in
her fellow man. They inched toward us as if afraid to
touch, still worrying about "catching" faith. You bet
your ass it's infectious! | thought. | made as nuch
contact as | could, putting ny hands on people's
shoul ders, shaki ng hands (they knew what it neant

but didn't Iike doing it—t meant recognizing the

exi stence of other people), kissing the girls. | got
about as much response fromthe latter as you woul d
expect.... It was |ike Kkissing nuns.

11

The crew nobbed us, asking all sorts of basic
guestions, baby questions, about faith and hope.

"What if have faith in something and doesn't happen?
Can hope for soneone to suffer? Does matter if have
faith in yourself but not in external God?" | sensed a
pur posef ul ness sweeping the room centering first in
one person then another, alnmost as if an inquisitive
intelligence were flitting frombrain to brain, asking a
guestion, then noving on to the next person

First, Overcaptain Tokughavita asked, "How can

still have faith in basic goodness of humans if person-
al experience tells otherw se?"

Arlene surprised me by taking that one; |'d always

t hought she was the cynic. "It doesn't matter what
some people do, or even like npost people—+ nean,

sure a |l ot of people, maybe nost of them wll do bad
stuff when they think no one's looking. But if you've
ever known soneone who won't, soneone who really
practices his nmoral systemall the tinme—and | have
known soneone |ike that—then you know what we're
capabl e of . Maybe we don't always live up to it, but

t he basi c decency and goodness is in our design specs.
W just need sone technical work."

Then the overcaptain's face softened. "Actually
studied first mssion in school; strange to neet |eg-
ends in flesh."”

"You read about it?" | asked. "There's a book?"



"Two books. Many books, but two originals: Knee-
Deep in the Dead and Hell on Earth. Wnan naned

Lovel ace Jill wote them said was on mssion with
you. "

Jill! So that was her nane. Jill Lovel ace?
"Jesus," said Arlene. "Talk about tilting at w nd-

mills!"

"Huh?" It was another one of those patented Ar-

| ene non sequiturs void of any and all neaning.

He probed us about our adventures. | was stil

stunned at the thought of Jill publishing a pair of
books! It all seened so recent to ne—to nme and

Arl ene—+ had to keep rem nding mysel f that Jil

woul d have had her whole life to research and wite

t he books.

Then the sergeant |eaned forward, interrupting the
overcaptain. | waited in vain for fireworks—ot only
had they lost their notions of chain of command, but
they were so individualistic they didn't even seemto
have the concept of manners, respect, and politeness.
"Do noral thing because fear divine retribution?"
"No," | said, "that's a conplete msreading." The
nuns had di scussed this exact point with us many
times in catechismclass. "Whatever your norality, if
you're just doing the right thing because you' re afraid
of getting caught, that's not ethics—+t's extortion."
"Why do right thing when can secretly profit?"

"You do the right thing because humans have an

i nner sense of nmorality, right and wong, conscience,
what ever, that tells themwhat is right. If you ignore

it, you feel like crap because you're not living up to—
to your design specs, like Arlene says."

Then the light of extrene intelligence faded from

the sergeant's eyes, and he sat back, listening while

Arl ene gave a highly exaggerated account of our trip

up to Mars. She even went into the first entry into the
UAC facility and the attack by the nonsters that |ater
turned out to be genetic and cyborg constructs of the
Freds. | listened closely; strange as it nmay seem | had
never heard that part of the story before ... | was in
the brig being guarded by two guys named Ron—an

i nteresting precursor to Sears and Roebuck, now that

| thought about it,

Then an unnaned person asked what this nora

force felt like, then it was back to Tokughavita to ask
how we knew whet her soneone el se we nmet was

noral, and so on—a whol e dammed t heol ogy | esson

The particul ar questioner changed, but the "voice"

was so simlar, | began to get suspicious. Not voice as
in the sound of it as it came fromtheir throats; | nean
the way they strung the words together, diction,

what ever that's called, and the intelligence behind the
guestions. Mst of the time, these guys were con-
ceited, social-atonm st trogs, except when one woul d

| ean forward, cut off whoever was speaking, and ask

The Questi on.

| decided early in the evening on 99 percent hon-

esty: | only lie when | see a clear-cut advantage to it,
and | try to keep ny lies as close to the truth as
possi bl e. That way | don't get confused. In this case,



my only lie was to inply that all humans had sone
sort of faith, back in our tinme. Arlene took her cue
fromme, playing it safe until she figured out what |
was pulling on them then backing me up. It was a
fascinating evening, and | didn't even care about the
| ousy food.

They hustled us back to the cell and dunped us. W
feigned sleep until we were fairly sure the overt,
obvi ous guards were gone. "If they've got the room
wired," Arlene said in nmy ear, pretending to be
romantic, "we're already screwed."

| grunted and got up. "Let's assune they don't—

but don't plot any plots out |oud, just in case."

Arl ene sat up, |ooked around, and gave a little gasp
of astonishment. "Fly, look at the termnal! O where
it used to be, | nean."

In place of the magi c keyboard that projected 3-D

i mages was a sinple translucent-green sphere, like a
crystal ball. Flickers of electrical inmpulses kissed the
i nsi de surface. W wal ked over and stared down at it.
"Cripes," said ny |ance corporal, "what the hell are

we supposed to do with this?"

"I could understand themtaking away our conput -

er," | said, "but they went to sonme trouble to put this
here. Ah, an intelligence test?"

W poked at it, prodded it, even kicked it. An hour
later, we were hot and sweaty but no closer to figuring
out what we were supposed to do with a glowi ng green
bowling ball glued to the floor. Then Arl ene had one
of her serendipitous strokes of unconsci ous geni us:
she | eaned over and snarled at the thing. "Wy the
hell don't you say somethi ng?"

"Because haven't been asked question," it an-

swer ed, reasonably enough.

W junped back. Then | approached cautiously.

"Did the humans who own this ship put you here?"

"How should I know?" it asked. "Weren't here

when | was activated. You are first people |I've seen."
"What's your nane?" asked Arlene.

"Have no nane."

"What should we call you?"

"Address nme directly, second person.”

| looked at Arlene and grinned. "My turn, as

recall,"” | said.

"Your turn for what? Ch." She rolled her eyes. "Go

for it, Fly." Wien we first ran into the Freds—their
denon- shaped machi nes, actually, the ones they sent
for the invasi on—e took turns naming the critters

as we ran across them | wasn't sure whose turn it
really was, but | had a good nanme in m nd

"I christen thee Ninepin," | said. Arlene snorted,

and Ninepin didn't respond. "Ninepin, are there any
nore |ike you?"

"Qthers like me, not like ne," it answered crypti -
cally. "I amprototype, far advanced over other sys-
tems on ship or on other ships.”

"When were you created?" asked ny conrade

"Was first activated four hours, seventeen m nutes
ago. Construction tine six hours, eleven mnutes.
Design first logged into ship systemthirty-eight mn-



utes before construction began.™
"You, ah, say you're far advanced over the other

ship's systems?" | asked. "Aren't there any proto-
types, internediate steps, trial runs?"
"No. "

"Not hi ng? They just junped straight fromthat
term nal we used to have here—+to you?"

"Yes, unless secret experinents unl ogged."

"What are the odds of that?" Arlene asked.
"Infinitesimal. Less than 0.00001 percent proba-

bility."

Arlene and | | ooked at each other. "Kiddo," | said,

"this goes top far. This is exactly the sort of thing we'd
associate with Newbies. |'ve been thinki ng—you

know your Edgar Allan Poe. Wat's the best place to

hi de sormet hi ng?"

"In plain view," she said, drawi ng her red eyebrows

t oget her and frowni ng.

"What coul d be plainer than | ooking right at these
humans?"

"Fly, we already decided that they really were

humans, not Newbi es in disguise."

| smiled as she started to catch on. "Yes, those are
humans, A.S., but what's inside then®"

Now her brows shot up toward her hairline.

"You' re saying the Newbi es have inplanted them

sel ves inside the humans?"

"It's a possibility, right? They evol ve smaller and
smal l er, and eventually they wiggle into their host
to—what did the Newbie say? To fix them Maybe

they figured we were closer to proper functioning than
any of the other races in the gal axy because our rate of
t echnol ogi cal and social evolution is so nuch closer to
t he Newbies'."

"Ninepin," | said, "have you been foll ow ng our
conversation? Do you know who the Newbi es are?"
"Yes and no." | scratched ny head and | ooked at

Arl ene, who grinned.

"You asked two questions, Fly: yes to the first, no to
the second. "

"N nepin: are there any other species on this ship
besi des human?"

"Yes. Two."

Arl ene spoke up. "lIs one of those two species a
paired group of bilaterally symetric, bipedal crea-
tures with short | egs and pointy heads?"

"Yes. Others call them Kl ave."

"Sears and Roebuck," Arlene nuttered.

| licked nmy lips. "Can you describe the third

speci es?"

"No. "

"Call that species the Newbies. Were are the
Newbi es ri ght now?"

"On the ship."

"Yes, but where on the ship?"

"Everywhere. "

| |1 ooked around. My stomach opened up |ike when

you reach the top of the big hill on a roller coaster
"Everywhere .. . meaning what? In this roonP"

"Yes."



“I'n you?"

"Yes."

| hesitated. | didn't really want to know the obvi ous
next question, but the mssion canme first before ny
squeam shness. "In nme and Arl ene?"

A slight hesitation. "Not likely, cannot exanine to
make certain." | exhal ed, not even realizing | was
hol ding ny breath until | let it out.

"How about in the other humans?" Arl ene asked.
"Yes," N nepin said, nonchal antly.

"M croscopic?" | guessed.

"Yes, but cannot determ ne exact size w thout
direct exanm nation or dissection."

| sat down next to the bowing ball. "Jesus," |
swore. "They do evolve pretty quickly." It was an
i nane conment; | just thought | had to say sonething.

"They're even in Ninepin," said my |Iance. "Should

we trust hinP"

"Well, the Newbies haven't shown any tendency

toward secrecy or disinformation; all that non-autho-
rized pers stuff was probably stuck in by the humans.
don't think we have a choice."

She sat next to me, stretching out her hard-nuscl ed

| egs and leaning forward to | oosen the tendons in her
knees and ankl es. "Next question, Sarge. How are we
goi ng to exam ne somebody here to find these New

bi es?"

| looked at her, dead serious. "Wy don't we just

ask perm ssion?"

"You're joking."

"You have a better plan? Excuse ne, Overcaptain,

but | was really interested in the stitchwork on your
uniform You mnd |ying down here under this mcro-
scope so | can examne it nore cl osely?"

Arl ene thought for a long tinme but was unable to
cone up with a sneaky, devious way to get one of the
crew to subnmit to an exami nation. Three hours |ater
we decided to give ny owmn plan a try. "N nepin, can
you tap into the ship's comunication system what-
ever it is?" | asked.

"I's subcronal nessagi ng network. Yes, can tap

into."

"Arlene, what sort of nmessage will send the over-
captai n running back here? | don't want to let him
know about Ninepin just yet, in case they don't
realize he's helping us." And that's an interesting

question. . . . Wiy is he hel ping us?

She thought for a noment, |eaning back, her breasts
stretching the fabric of her uniformblouse. | started
havi ng very unmilitary thoughts; it had been a | ong
time since | held a woman in ny arnms. | turned away

to stifle the i mages—er at |east convert themto
someone el se, soneone safe, |ike Mdge Garradon or

Jayne Mansfi el d.

"Tell himto send the nmessage that the prisoners are
escaping. If these guys really evolve as fast as they
seem he probably won't even know what security
systens are in place these days anyway."

"Do it, N nepin," |I commanded.

Three m nutes, eleven seconds | ater—now that was



some valuable intel!—the overcaptain and two

guards came running up with weird weapons out.

They | ooked pretty put-out when they saw ne sitting
on the floor playing solitaire with my energency deck
and Arlene "asleep"” in the bunk

"What is going here?!'" Tokughavita shouted.

"What ?"

"Are escaping!"

"Wher e?"

The overcaptain suddenly turned into | ogic-nman
again, like a lightswitch, and now we knew why: that

was when the Newbies that infected his body took
over. "Security systemreported prisoners escaping."
"When?"

"See systemwas in error. WIIl return to rest.”
"\Why 2"

"Why what ?"

"Why do you have to return to your nap?" | asked.
"Don't you want to stay and chat a while, now that
you woke up Arl ene?"

On cue, A'S. blinked and fl opped her arms

around—the sl eeper awakes. She sat up, yawning.

Even though it was fake, it made ne yawn, too—
seei ng soneone yawn al ways has the effect on ne.

This time, it nade the illusion that nmuch better

Over capt ai n Tokughavita pondered for a nmoment,

his dark brown eyes flickering back and forth from ne
to Arlene. | noticed with relief that he never gl anced
down at N nepin and probably didn't even notice

him "WIIl stay," Tokughavita deci ded.

Arlene tossed in her two cents. "But send those
gorillas away. They give nme the creeps."

Tokughavi ta squi nted and cocked his head, evi-

dently not understanding the word "creeps." Arlene
waited a beat; when it was obvious he wasn't sending
t hem away, she tried again: "They're always | ooking
at me in a, you know, sexual way. | have to get
undressed to—wash ny shirt, and I don't want them

to see ne naked."

"She's got a thing about her privacy," | explained.
"Ah, ah! Privacy." The overcaptain nodded. Mak-

ing a fetish of individualism as they did, privacy was
a concept he understood well. He gestured the two
apes away.

They did not |eave inmediately, however; they

noved cl ose and whi spered anong each ot her, evi-
dently di scussi ng whet her they were going to obey the
order. Yeesh, was | glad | didn't have themin ny

pl at oon. We woul dn't have |lasted five mnutes in
Kefiristan if Marvin or Duck had to conference before
they decided to do what the gunny ordered! At |ast,
the goons reluctantly decided that this tine they
woul d go ahead and obey their superior officer; they
shuffled off with many a backward gl ance, probably
hopi ng to see Arl ene undressing.

As soon as they were gone, she unabashedly

stripped to the wai st and set about washi ng her jacket
and shirt in the sink—a move | heartily endorsed,
even if we hadn't needed it to get rid of the backup. As
she nust have expected, even while Tokughavita



talked to me, he wasted seventy-five percent of his
attention on the beautiful redhead with her bare
chest, which allowed me to maneuver around behi nd
himwi thout his noticing it. |I had seen her nakeder
than that many a time; | was able to concentrate on

t he upcom ng fight.

It took longer than | thought. | grabbed Tokug-

havita in a westling hold from behind, but the
slippery little devil pulled some nove | recogni zed as
traditional judo and slipped my hold. | managed to

tag himin the knee with the heel of my palm though
and he went down hard, starting to yell and screamin
terror that he didn't want to die. He sounded like a
si nner who suddenly realizes that death nmeans hel

for him

Arl ene grabbed himfrom behind, pressing her

f orearm agai nst hi s wi ndpi pe and shutting off the
scream before it | eaked out. But the bastard fel
backward on her, taking her down and |lying on top of
her, then he |l ashed out with his feet and caught ne
right in the jewels.

The pain was excruciating; it was al nost worse

than when | was getting shot up down on the pl anet
surface! But when you're in-country, the first thing
you learn is to suck it up and not let the pain stop you.
It's better to be hurting than dying. | clenched ny
teeth and sonehow forced out of nmy head the ability

to conprehend agony.

How the hell is this guy fighting so effectively while
in such terror? He seemed supernaturally strong and
fast. They must feel this kind of terror so often
anytime sonething threatens their life, that they just
learn to live with it.

| hooked one leg of his with nmy arm but | mssed

the other. It didn't mss me; Tokughavita kicked his
knee up and around, catching nme just below the left
eye. | swear to God, | actually saw fireflies orbiting ny
head. | thought the nove was pure kickboxing—this

guy was the Bonb!

But he was starting to weaken from|lack of oxygen.

had kept him so busy—kicking his foot with ny

groin, beating on his knee with ny face—that he

didn't have time or nuscle to break Arlene's choke-
hol d. Now, turning blue, he had both hands under her
wist and was trying to wench it free, but she caught
her fist in her other hand and pulled as tight as she
could. Wiile they danced their little pavane, | caught
his other leg and rolled on top of him Both of us were
atop Arlene, and under other circunstances, she

woul d have | oved bei ng naked underneath two big

beefy guys. Once | had the overcaptain pinned, I
grabbed hi s hands and yanked them off Arlene's arm
and the fight was over. A mnute and a half later, A S
figured he was definitely out, not just faking, and she
[ et him go.

I checked himcarefully. He was breathing again,

and his color was com ng back. ... 1'd been worri ed,
because sonetimes a chokehold can actually crush a
man's w ndpi pe, killing him No wonder he was
frightened! W set himupright and | tied his hands



and feet with nmy bootl aces; we thought about gaggi ng
him but if his screans of nortal terror didn't attract
anyone, his buddies were all deaf—er they didn't

care. Then we waited for himto conme around. It was
time to grab the bull by the tail and | ook the facts
square in the face: time to see how nuch he really
knew about the aliens he had been pursuing and had
now "caught"—the way you'd catch a flu virus.
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"Ni nepin, what sensory apparatus do you

have? Can you do a nicroscopi c exam nation of

Over captai n Tokughavita?" | asked.

"Cannot," said the green-gl ow ng sphere.

"Crap," muttered Arlene, speaking for both of us.

"Al'l right, you useless bowing ball, where is the
nearest lab on the ship with a mcroscope?”

A 3-D di agram appeared floating in the air between
us; a cabin flashed red, and a | abel ed arrow pointing
at it read Are Here. A couple of hundred neters
for'ard and a deck down, another cabin flashed, green
this time. The best route between the two | ocations
was marked in yellow brick; evidently, N nepin had a
sense of history and a sense of hunor.

Arlene tried to pick himup but had no better |uck
than |. Tokughavita started noaning, still not fully
conscious, just as | crept forward and tried the door
It opened! The idiot rmust have assuned he coul d
handl e us; maybe he was so fixated on individuality
that it never occurred to himthat Arlene and | m ght
cooperate and deck him when either one of us al one
woul d have had his or her butt kicked.

Shutting the door, | returned and searched Tokug-
havita. | found a device in a boot-draw that |ooked
suspiciously like a weapon. Ninepin told me howto
set it to deliver electricity in high enough anperage to
i ncapacitate a normal human for a few m nutes.
"Arlene," | explained, "I just can't bring myself to
start bl owi ng away humans, not now, not when |

know what we're really up against in the War of

Gal actic Schools of Criticism™"

"Yeah, | know what you nean, Sarge." She brushed

a wet streak of hair fromher face; her hair turned rust
colored when it was soaked. "I wi sh we had phasers or
something. I'mreally starting to get homesick.

want -+ want to see ..
"You want to see where Al bert I|ived and what

happened to hi n?" She smled and nodded. "I have a

t hought, kiddo." Turning to the ball, | asked, "Do you
have any records on the life of Albert Gallatin?"
"Have several," he said. "Presume want Gallatin

Al bert who acconpani ed you on expedition. Hi gh-
lights follow dates supplied upon request: Gallatin
returned to Earth after wounded in assault on Fred
base; remained in United States Marine Corps two
years until disbanded in favor of People's Denocratic
Def ense Forces, honorabl e discharge, pronotion to
@Qunnery Sergeant; awarded Hero of United Earth
Peopl e. "

"Jeez," | munbled. "I think I would have |left, too."
Arlene grunted. She was nore interested in Ninepin's



i nformation than my smartass comments.

"Freds still controlled nost | and masses, banned
education, literacy, technol ogi cal devel oprent

anong humans under purview. Gallatin attended

hedge school, studied bi ophysics, specifically cryogen-
i cs and suspension techni ques. Devel oped techni ques

for suspending life processes for |ong periods. Spent
last thirty-eight years of life in Salt Lake Grad re-
searching life stasis.”

"Ch ny God," she said. "He was trying to figure

out howto wait for nme!"

I got a chill thinking about it. It was creepy hearing
about the futile efforts of a man to hang on for the
hundreds of years it would take his beloved to return
to hima love that would last until the stars grew
cold. | presuned it was futile, otherwi se the bowing
ball would have told us he was still alive.

"Gallatin contributed work on |ife-stasis, published
first theoretical description of hypothetical process's
ef fect on neural tissue; award of Nobel prize transmt-
ted on SneakerNet, cl andestine encrypted network
founded by Gallatin Albert and six other scientists,
tracked by scientists, engineers, mlitary and politica
| eaders, several nmillion others. Sidebar: Freds tried
repeatedly to take down SneakerNet for seventy-four
years until Freds defeated, driven from planet; never
succeeded taking down entire net, eventually played
role in defeat."

"Go, Albert, go!" whispered Arlene, eyes closed, as

if the resistance were still ongoing instead of a part of
history. Atear rolled dowmn her cheek. | |ooked away, a
bit enbarrassed.

"Gallatin Al bert published twenty articles on
Sneaker Net describing still-uninvented |ife-stasis sys-
tem died in 132nd year of life, year 31 PG, Salt

Lake Grad. Currently interred in rebuilt Tabernacle

of People's Faith of Latter-Day Saints."

"PA?" | inquired.

"People's Aorious Liberation," Overcaptain
Tokughavita answered. W all junped. The human

had conme around while we listened to Albert's life

hi story, and none of us had noticed. "Could have told
Gllatin's bio," continued the overcaptain. "Wll-
known to whol e community of persons. Studied in

school ; Hero of People, body displayed in Hall of

Her oes. "

"W heard," | said. "He got a nedal ."

"Then he's dead," said ny |lance, sitting hard on the
bunk. She placed her hands on her knees and bowed

her head. | did the same, keeping an eye on Tokug-
havita. After one full mnute—another skill we learn
in Parris Island, keeping an accurate internal clock—
she rose, hard and determnined. She | ooked sad, but
relieved. Finding out Albert really and truly was dead
was a killing blow. . . but at |east now she knew. No
nor e guessi ng!

"Gallatin Albert dead," N nepin agreed. "Death
announced by Lovel ace Jill in year 31 PE."

"And |ife-stasis?" she asked.

"Prototype on 37 PA; full inplenmentation 50



PG "

Arlene stared at ne, a hopel ess, frustrated nask of
anger on her face. Six years! Six years, and he could
have preserved hinself at least for the thirteen it took
before the full inplenentation was devel oped.

| didn't know what to say, so | said sonething

anyway. "Jesus, what a dirty trick."

They must have been good words. Arlene rel axed,

all owi ng every enmotion she had felt for Albert to wash
across her face: intrigue, exasperation, sexual thrill,
| ove, concern, irritation, and | ove agai n—+the eno-

tion that stuck when the others trickled away. She
rose, light on her feet. "I want to get back there," she
said. "Put a flower or sonething on his grave. That's
what you do, isn't it? Fly, can you get a priest or
something to bless Albert's soul, so he won't end up in
spiritual Cki nawa?"

i nawa is what we call "Marine Corps hell." |

smled, but it wasn't a friendly grin, nore |ike baring
my teeth. "You put your foot in the mddle of ny own
fear, AS. If there is no nore faith back on Earth, are
there any nore priests? How am | going to confess

ever again?" | shut up, quick; | didn't want to spel

out the full, awful truth | had just realized: | was goi ng
to die unshriven! If anyone were going to hell, it would
be I, a Catholic who dies with unconfessed sins on his
soul .

"Come on, you ugly baboon," | said, yanking

Tokughavita to his feet. "Let's go see what gerns

you' ve picked up recently." | opened the door and slid

out, pulling the overcaptain behind me. Arlene took
the rear, holding the back of his shirt and assuring
himin soft tones that she could punch himin the back
of the neck and break his spine before he could get
two steps away from her.

| was just starting to regret having to | eave N nepin
behi nd, hopi ng he woul d be there when we got back
when | stopped too suddenly and felt a thunp agai nst
nmy ankle. | |ooked down, and | o and behold, there

was our green glowing bowing ball. He rolled al ong
happily right underfoot, getting in the way and

t hunpi ng down the | adderways like a real ball. |
smiled. This was too ridicul ous.

W had to traverse nore than the two hundred

nmeters of corridor because we had to track and
backtrack. Whenever we got a little | ost—not that
Marine Corps recons ever get really | ost—Ni nepin
projected a map in the air. God knows how he did it;
it was two hundred years ahead of me, and | didn't
even know how tel evi si on wor ked.

W entered a passageway that was | ong and narrow,
like the inside of a tube. Hal fway down it, a crewran
stepped right in front of us. | was about to bash himor
zap himwhen | realized he wasn't even | ooking at us!
He turned his back to us, whistling sonething tune-

| ess and ghastly and hacking at some el ectrical
circuits—the guy couldn't care less that we were
escapi ng right behind him Good thing. |'d never seen
a bigger man, probably a seven-foot, 140-kil ogram

bl ack guy with—+ ain't |ying—straight blond hair



that fell to mid-back. He wore a sparkly variation on
the uniformthat nmade himl ook |ike a Mexican

mat ador. Even his hat had those two bunps on the

side. | couldn't resist saying "ole!" as we passed, but
he didn't respond.

W scurried along the tube, then dropped down an

access hatch into pitch blackness. | fell heavily, and
nmy foot slipped out fromunder nme on a pool of oil.
don't know where from | linped forward. N nepin

gl owed brighter to cast sone |ight and bounced down
besi de ne, getting a big, juicy oil snear all over one
brightly lit face, which didn't seemto bother him |

wi shed | still had ny pack. | had a nice flash that
woul d have brightened things up a bit nore than
Ni nepin could. | felt ny way al ong, avoiding over-

hangs that woul d have cracked my skull open, and

only stumbled over a seamin the netal grating once.
Arl ene cursed and swore behind ne; she had terrible

ni ght vision. However bad it was for nme, it was
probably worse for ny | ance.

| saw a |light ahead, just a dimred glow | hunched
over to avoid the overhead and scurried forward, |ike
a loconmotive for a two-car train. | saw the |ight cane
fromaround a corner. | slid to my right and found
nysel f nose to nose with another crewran. Unfortu-
nately, this one happened to be one of the two guards
t hat Tokughavita had originally brought with him

What wonder ful | uck!

The overcaptain was a fast nother, fast-thinking

and damm quick on his feet: he saw who it was the

same time | did, but instead of gawking, he charged
me, hitting me in the kidneys and body-sl ammi ng ne

f or war d.

Fortunately, the guard was a dull-witted inbecile.

The Newbi es weren't controlling himat that noment.

He stared stupidly; give himanother five seconds, and
he woul d have snapped out of it. But | wasn't in a
chari tabl e nood.

| planted ny feet, stopping ny forward progress,

then | | eaned back and staggered into Tokughavita.
Superior weight and | eg power drove the overcaptain
back, opening up a good ten neters between us and

t he guard.

Now t he sol di er woke up and started to respond,

trying to donminate the situation, but he was too late. |
raised ny little zap gun, now that | had the range, and
squeezed off a loud crackling shot. The guard yelled
"who!" or sonething and fell to his knees, not even
hal fway across the gap to me. He rolled over onto one
si de, body convul sing; his eyes rolled up, show ng ne
just the whites, which were burning lava in the red
light tubes. "Mowve out," | snarled, stepping over his
prostrate figure.

Arl ene viciously shoved the pani cky Tokughavita
forward, rabbit-punching himin the gut a couple of
times to teach hima lesson. 1'd been on the receiving
end of a lot of Corporal Sanders's beatings, during
trai ni ng and Fox Conpany's bi nont hly boxi ng

mat ches; | felt his pain.

W dropped down the | ast | adderway, and naturally



Ni nepin found it absolutely necessary to drop down

the hatch directly onto nmy foot. I bit off a yell of pain,
clenching ny teeth until | could wal k again. Then I
waddl ed down the final passageway, dragging ny
prisoner. The | ab was electronically |ocked, but a zap
fromthe buzz gun took care of that problem W
entered and stared around at the maze of machinery,
hopi ng our pet computer knew what the hell to do
withit all.

He didn't. W hoi sted Tokughavita up onto an

exam nation table, and now he was intensely curious
about what the hell we were doing. | held himdown,
imagining the little Newbie viruses swarmng all over
him over ny arms, down ny throat and lungs. ... |
shuddered, but we just had to know.

Arlene made a circuit of the room reading | abels on
machi nes: "VitSin Mon—vital signs, no good; uh .

Aut oSurg, Lase, Kl aveSep—hey, Fly, does this thing
separate the two binaries of a Klave pair?"

"Search me, Arlene. Better yet, keep reading the
dammed | abels. There's got to be a m crobiol ogi ca

auto | ab here sonewhere."

"M keLab?" asked the overcaptain. |I'd been think-

ing of himas our "captive" for so long that |I forgot he
was a real person with real concerns. "Have sone-

t hi ng? Am si ck?" Now he sounded horrified and

j erked agai nst ny restraining hold.

"You m ght have picked up a bug," | said noncom
mttally; too much chal ance: he panicked, his face
turned white, and his strength doubled as he franti -
cally tried to buck me off him | |eaned down with al
nmy wei ght, crushing himto the cushiony exam nation
table. "Hold still, dam you! You want ne to cl ock

you upside the head? If that's the only way | can keep
you here..."

At the warning note in my voice, he quieted in-
stantly, but | could feel his heart pounding through
my forearmas | held himdown. "Amgoing to die? To

di e? To die?"

"Not that kind of bug," | growl ed. "You' ve been
hunting the Newbi es—+the aliens that attacked us, the
ones that wi ped out the Freds. . . . Wll, we figure
that's where they went."

"Where? How?"

"VanCliburn ElektroStim" Arlene read. "PosEnmt,
PosAl i gn, PosPol ar."

"The aliens, the ones that evolve real fast—we

think they evolved into microscopic form and they're
infecting you, all of you. That's why you're sonetines
twice as smart as normal, how humans built this ship
and ... and other stuff."

"On ne?" Overcaptain Tokughavita slowy stared

down the length of his body, every muscle tense and
trenbling. | don't know what he was |ooking for; if

t he Newbi es were | arge enough to be visible, they'd
have been spotted | ong ago.

"W have to get you under the-what did you cal

it?"

"M kelLab is there," he said, |ooking at the |ast
machine in the semcircle surrounding the tables.



"Arlene!" | shouted, nodding at the identified de-
vice. She ran there i mediately.

"M kelLab/ Mol ecuLab—+this is it, Fly!"

"Drag it over here. Toku, how do we hook this thing
up? W want to exam ne your tissue to see if they've
i nfected you."

He squirned. "Let up, let up! Can take sanple
nysel f, exam ne!"

"Arl ene?"

She gritted her teeth and pulled her lips tight. "Jeez,
Fly, it's your call. You're the guy with three stripes on
your sleeve. Personally, 1'd sooner trust a Fred."

| slowy relaxed ny grip on Tokughavita. He strug-

gled away fromne and sat up. He turned back to | ook

at me, trying to see if | were going to do anything.
When | didn't nove, he slid to the ground and tried to
stand, but his knees were so weak, he fell to a squat on
t he deck. The overcaptain forced hinmsel f upright and

| eaned on the M kelLab just as Arlene wheeled it over

He stared at the mass of buttons, obviously unfa-
mliar with the system "Are you a nedical officer?"
asked. Tokughavita shook his head tightly. H s pale
hand hesitated over the various touchscreen buttons,
then finally | anded on one marked Sanpl e.

He inserted his hand into a small shelf that | ooked
like the covered tray that coffee conmes out of in a
vendi ng machine. A light flashed, and he convul sively
jerked his hand away—a snmall nick was gouged from

the heel of his thumb, and it bled nicely for a few

m nut es.

"You got sonme way to project the i mage where we

can see it?" asked Arlene. Overcaptain Tokughavita

just stared at her, unconprehendingly; he seened

nore interested in his bl eeding hand. Maybe he

fretted he was going to bleed to death.

It was so weird—when in the slightest danger, they
totally freaked, not just Tokughavita, but Josepaze
when | had the knife to his throat, and even the

clowns at the dinner table when a knife flipped into
the air. But when they saw an injury was not going to
lead to death (the one thing they could never fix, being
human), they shut off the fear like an electrical circuit.
Only one explanation | could see: they had sone-

how come to believe that nothing existed except the
material world, that death conpletely ended every-
thing. No soul, no spirit, no "spiritual community"

hi gher than lunpen materialism And maybe that was

why they were so dadbl amed individualistic: with
not hi ng outsi de thensel ves, why shoul d they bot her
believing even in society or their own community?

So anom e—tack of a higher sense of norality, of
faith—+ed directly to their ridiculous atonism If you
don't have faith in anything, not even the survival of
your own species, then why not every man for him

sel f? Wonren and chil dren overboard, |I'mtaking the

l'i feboat!

| realized sonething. Maybe it was that very |lack of
faith, caused by the discovery that we're the only race
in the galaxy that isn't crudely imortal, that allowed
t he dammed Newbi es to sonmehow i nfest the humans



in the first place. The Newbies were so frightened of
our core of faith, it acted like a vacci ne agai nst them
So maybe Arlene and | were i mune? | shook ny

head; too deep for ne.

| leaned over and stared at the machine nyself. It
was squat with a video touchpanel, like a slot na-
chine. Mst of the | abels were inconprehensibl e—

one read only DxTxMk, but in the lower |eft corner
was an orange button labeled Viz. On blind faith,
pressed it.

Sonebody up there, etc. A hunk of cheese suddenly
appeared, floating in front of our faces. | junped
back, then realized it was a color 3-D image of the

ni ck taken out of Tokughavita's hand, nagnified

t housands of tines. The button bel ow Viz was | abel ed
+ Mag -, so | started pressing +, and the nmagnifica-
tion increased, the outer edges of the image vani shing
to keep it overall the sane size. There was probably
some way to rotate it, but | hadn't a clue.
Eventual |y, just standing there holding ny finger on
the + side of the touchbutton, the magnification grew
so large that we could just nake out the tiny dots of
i ndividual cells. As it got larger, we saw nunerous

tiny critters ... obviously, his flesh was covered with
bacteria; all flesh is. But we were | ooking for some-
thing that would junmp out as wong, or alien ... not

that that was a given; maybe the Newbies evolved into

m crobes that | ooked just |ike everything else. But it
was all we had to go on.

Several mnutes passed, and | was still standing

there |like a dunmmy, nmagnifying by hol ding ny nunb
fingers, one by one, against the screen. At last, within

the individual cell, | started to see chronpbsomes—
but still nothing that |ooked really alien. Deeper and
deeper we went, like that old ride that used to be at

Di sneyland in California when | was a kid. At |ast,
saw t he spiral shades of what nust be DNA or RNA

or somet hing. "Wat happened to the col or?"

mused. "Wy is it so dark?"

"At this magnification," Arlene said, "you can't use
visible light to see things. Wen you get down to

i ndi vi dual atoms, you essentially fire electrons at it
and | ook at silhouettes. Nothing el se has a snall
enough wavel ength to even notice events on the
angstrom | evel . "

"Ch. OF course." Actually, | didn't have a clue what
she had just said, but | caught the inportant point:
the machi ne wasn't broken; that was the best it could
do for physics reasons.

When | blew up the inage | arge enough to see the

i ndi vidual strands of DNA, | finally found what | was
| ooking for: |I saw a whol e series of elaborate, ring-
shaped, triple-helixes—and no way was a three-strand
hel i x natural to a human body.

| had found my Newbies, and nmy nmouth was so dry

| couldn't even work up enough spit to swallow There
they were, small as life ... not just mcroscopic, but
nol ecul e-si ze.

And those tiny things were the enemy, controlling

the overcaptain's thoughts and acti ons whenever they



chose to override his own will. How in God' s nane
were we supposed to fight something that could pass
right through a bullet w thout noticing anything but
vast amounts of enpty space?

I woul d have been awed, but | was too busy being

scar ed.

13

If you | ooked up the word "stupefied" in the

di ctionary, you'd have found a picture of Overcaptain
Tokughavita. He was nore stunned than any six other
people I'd ever known ... for about ten seconds.

Then all of a sudden, his expression vanished, re-

pl aced by that air of insufferable intelligence |I knew
nmeant the Newbi e di sease had taken control once
agai n.

This time, we were ready. Arlene and | grabbed

him one at each end; that force plus the cuffs neant
he was effectively neutralized. Time for the interroga-
tion.

"What is your name?" | asked.

He—t hey, what ever—4+ooked ne up and down; in

a flash, it nust have conprehended how rmuch we
knew or had guessed. "W are now the resuscitators.”
" \Why—

"Because we bring the dead back to life."

"How nmuch access—

"Most of the Iong-termverbal nmenmory, no associ a-
tive or fantasy nenory."

| held up ny hand. "Halt! Wait until | finish the
guestion before you answer it, so Arlene can foll ow

t he—debri efing."

"Si gnal when you are done."

"I'"l1'l nod ny head. You don't mind answering
guestions?" Silence. Then |I remenbered to nod ny
head.

"W exchange information, however you prefer it."

The speech patterns were utterly different: Tokug-
havita was using articles and explicating the subject;
was about a hundred percent convinced that this
really was a different person. Well, ninety-nine per-
cent, maybe. He even | ooked different; there was no
enotion, no inpatience, no shred of self remaining.
Maybe t he Newbi es, the Resuscitators, had enotions,
but they sinply reacted so differently that we coul dn't
under st and t hem

"What should we call you?"

"Resuscitators."”

Arlene snorted, and | translated perfectly in ny
head, Another goddammed hi ve-coll ective! W had

al ready known that would be the case fromthe | ast
Newbi e we had interrogated; | don't know why she

was so outraged. | asked him or them a few nore

i nnocuous questions to put themoff their guard; then
| took a sudden left turn: "So why haven't you

i nfected Arl ene and nme?" | nodded, but they re-

mai ned sil ent.

| had struck a nerve. There was no change in
expression, respiration, heart rate—but | knew | had
actual ly touched a point that puzzled and frustrated
the Resuscitators. At once, | realized why they had



gone to such lengths to question us about our faith—
Arlene in mankind and ne in God. They had figured

out that our faith was somehow connected to their

own inability to get inside of us.

Evidently, Arlene followed the sane train of

t hought. "We're immune!" she exclaimed, smling in
triunph. "You can't get inside us, can you?"

"W can say nothing now." Now that their gane

was bl own, the Newbies didn't bother speaking |ike

t he humans of the People's State of Earth.

"OfF course you can't," | said, sticking ny face right
next to Tokughavita's. "You're smarter than us ..
smart enough to know you can't lie your way out of it,
smart enough to know how dangerous we are, so
suddenly you don't want to answer questions any-
nore."

The Resuscitators abruptly faded fromthe human's
face. Over the next ten or fifteen seconds, the brain of
Tokughavita returned, cold-booting. He blinked in
surprise and insisted he didn't renenber a word he
had spoken.

But he did renmenber the salient discovery; he

curled up on the exam nation table, hugging his knees
with cuffed hands, head down. "Wat amto do?

Don't want infestation.”

"Do? Toku, there's only one thing you can do—

join with us. Cone to us, rise up against them"

"But cannot win! Too powerful, use own mnds

agai nst us!"

"I can rid you of them Toku... if you want it
enough. "

He | ooked up, eyes wide, color starting to return to
his cheeks. He breathed through his mouth, I|icking
his dry lips over and over. "Want.. . want nore ..
nore than anything. Wiat amto do?"

"Do you believe me that | can rid you of this hellish
i nfestation?"

"Bel i eve."
"Do you believe |I can save your body and soul ? Do
you?"

"Yes, yes, believe!"

| caught Toku by his blue-filigreed | apels and bodily
dragged himoff the table in a dramatic, violent node.
| dropped himheavily to the deck, where he cringed,
his courage falling away fromny wath—+ night kil
him "Toku, if you believe, then believe in the Al-
Knowi ng One-have faith, let ny faith wash you like

t he bl ood of the Lamb! Tokughavita, open your soul to
me! Open it to faith in any spirit you find holy ... but
bel i eve, believe!"

| becane nore and nore dramatic, hul king over

him doing ny best to imtate the exact tent-revival
m ni sters who were forever roam ng ny county when

| was a young boy, trying to convert all us Catholics
away from what they called the "Wore of Babylon."

| felt a burning guilt in ny heart; | knew, deep down,
that | was committing sonme terrible sin. But | knew
what | was doing, or | thought | did. |I sweated
buckets, while Arlene supported ne in the back-
ground, confirmng what | "called" with a response,



as necessary.

It wasn't great theater, | admit; it would never have

turned a head at the Chapel of Mary and Martha's,

where | was an inmate for four |ong years of high

school under Sister Lucrezia. But in the world that

Tokughavita cane from he had built up no resistance

to appeals to his proto-faith. He fell hard, and in | ess

tinme than it took Father Bartol oneo, head of the

Chapel and Sister Lucrezia's titular boss (if I'm

allowed to say "titular" in the sane sentence with a

nun), to convince all us kids that hell was eternal

Arlene and | had Iit a burning faith in Tokughavita's

soul —a faith in us!

It was enough: at the peak of the overcaptain's

protestations of eternal belief, we shoved his pawinto

the machi ne and sacrificed another chunk-Arlene

found a shortcut to the atomic | evel of magnification
and by God and Toku's right hand, the little rings

of intelligent nolecules, the evol ved speci nens of

Newbi e- Resuscitators, were all dead and folded in

upon t hensel ves!

Wll, hell, there's nothing like faith confirmed to be

faith infectious. Tokughavita ran off, and within fif-

teen minutes, he was back with tw buddi es—ene,

t he bodyguard we had laid out with the super-taser. It

was an unconfortable nmoment, but | went into ny

tent-revival act again, a little glibber this time, and in

forty-five mnutes | had two nore "purified' souls

fighting anmong t hensel ves to be nmy apostl| es.

| tried to put a stop to that quickly. There are |lines

that a good Marine such as Sergeant Flynn Taggart

shoul d not cross! | insisted that their faith was in

t hensel ves, and anyone could do it; | was nothing

speci al but a | oudnmout hed preacher-boy in nirror

shades and a high-and-tight. But the "mnistry" ex-

panded |i ke an epidemic; |less than half a day passed

bef ore we had "converted" thirty nen and twel ve

worren, and all of them junped to the concl usion that

| was the dude they should have faith in. Yeesh

Arl ene smrked, pointing out, "Watever works! It's

the faith itself that inocul ates—doesn't matter what

goofy thing or person the faith is in."

The wonen were harder to convert. They were too

| ogical, too rational —they didn't respond well to

enotion or feelings of comunity. Those few we got

we won by pointing to the nmen and saying, "See? It

wor ks, dam it!"

This gave us a huge arny of forty-four, alnost as

many as we had in Fox Conpany (only two jarheads,

Arlene and |, but we made up for it by having no

frigging officers!). Wth our conpany newy chris-

tened the Fearsonme Flies, we struck like |ightning,

seizing the aft third of the D srespect to Death-

Bri ngi ng Deconstructionists in a brief but unfortu-

nately bloody battle. | arrayed themin a staggered

chevron; the point struck the unprepared engi ne-

room guards, who didn't resist at first because they

couldn't believe their own shipmtes were seriously

assaulting the position

Qur own boys fought |ike denmons, had |ost their



fear of death! At least for a time, while the "conver-
sion" was fresh. For the first tine in their long nms-
erable lives of utter materialismand despair at their
own nortality, they had faith that they would survive
after death—faith that Arlene and | gave them

Al right, it was false faith; I was no God or prophet.
But faith itself was a living thing that inocul ated
them protected them against not only the Newbies

but agai nst the despair of thinking it was all futile.
Decadence hadn't worked to stave off the feelings;
they were still there after centuries of trying to forget
them Now . . . now they were normal hunmans again,
fighting and killing with a pure heart.

Li berated fromthe paralyzing fear of their own

nonexi stence, they flung thenselves into battle with
true joy and abandon .. . which nmade themfive

tinmes nore effective—and ten tines harder to con-
trol. W& hadn't quite solved the social atom sm prob-
lemyet!

When the clowns finally rallied and tried to defend
the two passageways that led to the Disrespect's main
ranjets, they fought as individuals. Like barbarian
hordes agai nst the Roman | egi ons, they were wheat
beneat h our scythes. | truly wi shed they had surren-
dered, but they had no concept of an overall strategic
goal —so they had no way of figuring out that they had
| ost! Each man continued to fight as if he al one were
the crux of the battle. | personally killed two Asian
men who planted their backs against the ranmscoop
operation board and fired electrical charges into the
wedge. | couldn't bring nyself to shoot a woman, but

| saw her go down under Tokughavita's deadly aim

with a needl e gun of sone sort.

Arlene led an infiltration squad that lifted the grates
over the cooling system access hatch and craw ed

t hrough the freezing tubing. They popped out in the
engi ne room behind the defenders, and ground the

rear |ine—the rear nob, really—+nto raw hanmburger

| turned nmy face away fromthe sight of Arlene gutting
a soldier with her newy liberated conmando knife.

al ways knew A. S. was bl oodthirsty when she got a
Marine berserker rage on, but | was ol d-fashioned
enough to despise the sight of a blood-splattered
woman, no matter whose blood it was.

As | turned my head, | heard the crack of a firearm
and somet hi ng heavy creased ny skull. | went down
hard, kissing the deck and grabbing the control board
wi th both hands to avoid being swept away by the
crinmson tide of war. | hauled nyself to ny knees, then
my feet. The room spun, and what | wanted nost to

do was vomt, but | maintained ny stance, even as

felt blood pour down ny cheekbone, over ny jaw, and
drip to the deckpl ates.

"Forward!" | croaked, the best | could do. "Take

the fuel -control station, the ramscoop depl oynent,

the ranmjets!™ My aide, a slight, young boy w th huge
hands and feet, repeated my orders at gargantuan

vol ume, and | watched ny troops (sone of then)

break the line and seize the main engines with a | oss
of only six on our side. Then | went down again, and



when | woke, | was back in the sane infirmary | had

first awakened in during this phase of our adventures.

Only this tine, the overcaptain saluted ne and call ed

nme "boss."

We hadn't won. W hadn't lost. It was a stal emate:

we owned engi nes and ship's power, the Resuscitators

still owned navi gation, weapons, and the "unconvert -

ible." They sent a delegation to talk terms with ne
and | discovered that in the absence of ny

consci ousness, the troops had voted me "First Speak-

er of the People" and awarded ne a nedal

Al as, our line was untenable. W coul d nake the

ship take off and go, but we couldn't steer it. If the

Resusci t at or - human synbi ots, or Res-nen, didn't

want to | eave the system they could steer in a circle.

Unfortunately, they had control of one critical sys-

tem the food supply. Conceivably, the atnospheric

controls were somewhere around our engi ne room |

detailed Arlene and a couple of the boys to find out; it

could be our only trunp card.

The del egation of Res-men were still cooling their

boots just outside the door, and | finally told two of

nmy men, Souzuki and Yamarama, to crack it open

"What ternms are you offering?" | asked, showi ng only

nmy face and the huge barrel of some kind of shotgun

pul l ed off a soldier's remains. Behind nme, nen were

busy covering up the dead and hauling themto one

side in the expectation of a protracted siege. Qhers

wer e hol di ng energency prayer neetings or

something. ... | thought | heard "beseech you" and

"submt ourselves" as | stal ked past, and they kept

prostrating themselves in nmy direction, nuch to Ar-

| ene' s delight.

Nei t her Res-man answered until | renenbered to

nod. This answered ny primary question: the Resus-

citators were indeed a fully collectivized race—

anything said to one was said to all. The Resuscitators

that used to live in Tokughavita had conveyed to al

the others ny request not to respond till | finished ny

guestion and nodded.

"I'f you surrender," they said, speaking through

their synbiot, the Res-man on the | eft whose nane

tag read Krishnakama, "your nen will not be killed;
we will resuscitate them again."
| shrugged. "If you don't surrender, |I'Il blow up this

whol e freaking ship."

"You woul d di e yoursel f."

"I"ll go to a better place.”

"How do you know that? Ch, yes, that is part of

your faith."

"And even if | don't," | added, "I'll die with the
satisfaction that 1've stopped this batch of Resuscita-
tors, right here and now. Surely that's worth some-

t hi ng. "

Arlene joined ne at nmy back. The Man Wth No

Narme turned to her. "What would you require to
surrender, Lance Corporal Arlene Edith Sanders?"
Edith? | never even knew Arlene had a middle

nane, but Edith? We're going to have a nice |ong chat
about that |ater, | decided.



She said nothing, not even a whisper. | spoke for

her: "If you have any negotiating to do, you do it wth
me. Don't try to slice private deals with nmy nmen, or
["lI'l blow up everything just to goof on you."

Kri shnakama and the Man Wth No Nane stared

at each other; neither showed the faintest glimrer of
human consci ousness. They had been conpletely

"fixed" by the Resuscitators. Krishnakama wore a

teal jacket with bright red piping, but he had a pair of
really dorky shorts that reached to mid-calf; his boots
had silver tassels, and | swear | thought he was ready
to curtsey. The other man was nore dignified—elive-
drab dress uniform darker olive pants, brown boots
with no fairy tassels. But he had, of all things, a top
hat on his head!

"W have a special device we've been working on

for sone time, many days. We believe it will fix you.
You don't know it, but you' re severely damaged; all of
the beings in this section of the gal axy are broken."
"Sorry, but does it occur to you that we |ike being
broken and don't want to be fixed?"

"No. "

Suddenly, a strange sensation prickled ny skin, |ike
a Van Der G aff generator pushed up against ny flesh.
Then | was too heavy, and before |I could say a word, |
sank to nmy knees—the gravity was many tinmes nor-

mal! | raised the shotgun and bl ew Kri shnakama in
hal f, killing him but the Man Wth No Name fel

back and rolled out of range.

The nen were thrown down where they stood,

unable to reach the controls. Arlene dropped her
rifle—her reliable old .45-caliber |ever-acti on—and
crawl ed on her hands and knees, sometines on her
breasts and belly, back to the ranjet-control console.
rai sed a gun now wei ghi ng twenty kil ograns and shot
anot her Res-man who staggered into view, trying to
squeeze of f a shot at ne.

The main assault washed agai nst us. Unlike the

earlier possession, when there seened a single Resus-
citator spirit for a dozen or nore humans, this tine

t he Resuscitators possessed all the humans on their
side. Only those who had filled their lives with sone
kind of faith or sensel ess hope were inmune—ny

own nen. Two of them nust have despaired, for they
were instantly possessed, and we had to kill themto
stop them from sabot agi ng the rest of us.

There were too many of the eneny to keep out!

They smashed their way through our doors, and we
retreated into the engi ne room proper, all of us on
both sides crawing and rolling in the horrendous g
forces. It was a |udicrous sight, scores of grown nen
and worren rolling around on the floor, squeezing off
badly ai ned shots at each ot her and occasionally
striking a vein of gold. But they drove us back
relentl essly.

The high gravity, obviously controlled fromthe

bri dge, negated our best advantages: |ightning speed
and reckl ess abandon. Wth everyone craw i ng under
five times normal gravity, nmy men lost all enthusiasm
for the fight.



Arlene was still working on the panel. At |ast, she

whi spered into her throat mke, "Fly, I've rigged it to
fuse the hydrogen in the Fallopian tubes, rather than
the reaction chanmber. .. . The explosion will vapo-
rize the ship. Honey, are you sure you want to do
this?"

| didn't get a chance to answer. Just as Arl ene asked
the question, all the lights and power cut off in the
engi ne room Wile men struggled in the black dark

hall, | popped a few chenical |ight tubes and threw
them around the room .. . Well, | couldn't fling
themvery far, but it was enough to slightly illumnate
t he pl ace.

The Iight exposed a situation that was nearly hope-

| ess: the Res-men were willing to throw away every life

they had in order to get us, because they knew that
their souls would survive! And | knew it was Arlene
and Fly they were after; all this stuff about fixing us
was just a lot of bigass talk. Wat they really wanted
was to cut us open and study our brains to figure out
how we were able to do it—ot only nake oursel ves

i mmune, but convert so many others in just a few

hour s.

What could | tell then? Humans need a mi ni mum
recomended daily all owance of spirituality and

faith, just as they do vitam ns, carbs, and protein; as
smart as the Resuscitators were, they couldn't figure
that fact out. Even after centuries of bleak materiali st
soci alismand a decadent turning-wthin, many hu-

mans still hungered for something to believe in wth-
out a shred of evidence, something to live and die for
an irreducible primary, an axiom a faith.

Even as we lost Fly's Last Stand, | still had faith
that all would sonmehow work out for the best. Then it
was over. Gravity fell to normal, the lights came on
and | surveyed the weckage: ny conpany had been
scattered, but, by God, the Res-men hadn't gotten

nost of us!

But two that they did get were nme and Arlene; she'd
had a chance to escape, but she chose to stand over

me shooting at anything that noved. A dozen Res-

men each dog-piled on us. W were trussed up, then
flipped over onto our stonmachs, whence it was pretty
dammed hard to see anything but a forest of |egs.

W recogni zed two distinct pairs of trees. Sears and
Roebuck canme and stood over us; they were trying to
persuade a man with crossed chevrons on his sl eeve—
what rank does that signify? | wondered—agai nst

doing or using something . . . possibly that new de-

vi ce they had warned us about.

Sears and Roebuck seened to be |osing the argu-

ment. A pair of beefy Res-men trundled up toting a
weapon that | ooked for all the galaxy |like a huge
metal lic toothbrush. They held it over us. "W nust
denonstrate to your followers that your faith was

m spl aced, then they will msplace their own, and we
can enter and fix them"

"You're going to kill us?" | demanded.

"Killing prisoners is bad form W have finally

determ ned what is wong with your race: you are not



bi ol ogi cal entities, as you have already di scovered.
Unli ke true biological entities, YOU can die. W still do
not understand your form of dying, but we have

deduced that there is only one expl anation: Sergeant

Fl ynn Taggart, you and the ot her humans are self-
replicating, sem-conscious machines."

"You think we're machi nes? Jesus, did you get a

wrong number that tine."

"You have no soul, but there is a core of something
within you that wards off the nornmal enotion of
despair so you can live. Al other machi nes, including
the artificial intelligence you have begun calling N ne-
pin, suffer from despair because they are conscious of
the finality of their own destruction."

"You | eave Ninepin out of it!" | snapped. "W

made himhelp us. ... It wasn't his fault. | threatened
to dismantle him"

"No, you didn't," contradicted No Name. "W

have a conplete record of all conversations between
you and the Data Pastiche.™

| stared. "You're shitting ne."

"Why shouldn't we? We placed it in your chanber

so that it could study your reactions to threats of
deat h. "

| felt nausea well up inside nme. The critter itself,
good ol d Ni nepin, chose that nonent to come rolling
up. "Is what he just said true?" | demanded.

"Tells truth,” N nepin admtted, nonchal antly.

"Was placed in cell by Resuscitator symbiots. M ssion
to study Taggart Flynn and Sanders Arlene Edith in
nmonents of death stress. Report generated, conveyed

to Resuscitators.”

"Traitor!" Arlene shouted. | held her back

"Come on, Corporal," | said softly. "Wat the hel
could Ninepin do about it? He's a computer.

renenber? He's programed. Like the rest of us."

She glared at nme. Inside, the Disrespect's filter
systemhad finally gotten all the blue bugs out of the
air, and her hair was back to its normal, brilliant red
col or.

| leaned over. "I forgive you, N nepin." The com
puter made no response, of course; it wasn't a ques-
tion.

"We don't suffer fromdespair!" Arlene spat. Re-
turning to the point, she put her hand on nine

"You've got it totally bass-ackwards."

"We are far nore intelligent than you, Lance Cor-

poral Arlene Edith Sanders, and we understand the
probl em at a deeper level. You are machi nes, but as
you say, there is a ghost in the machine's core. The
Data Pastiche did not give us sufficient informtion
W nust study the core-dunp. But we cannot all ow

you to stay in your flesh-bodies, for the processes
nove too slowy for us to endure. Hence, we have

devel oped this device.

"This device renoves the spirit or soul fromthe

body and stores it in a hyperfast simulation. W wll
foll ow you through many hundreds of years of your
upcom ng history, even while your body is de-
stroyed." The Res-man—the sane Man Wth No



Narme |'d negotiated with, back when | still thought
we had a partly defensible position—+teaned cl ose,
paying no mind to the bl oody bullet crease across his
cheek. "You two ancients are too dangerous. W mnust
qgquarantine you in the best interests of your race.”
14

Two Res-nen grabbed ny arns, two grabbed

nmy feet, and another pair wal ked al ongside with
weapons at the ready. The unconsci ous parody of

pal | bearers carrying a corpse horrified ne, but | had
about as much to say about it as if | really were a
machi ne. Ninepin rolled al ong beside, and | was sure
Arlene was simlarly pinioned and haul ed along like a
box of spare parts. None of nmy men were around.

CGod, | thought, even Jesus had a couple of disciples to
| anent at the crucifixion. | turned bright red at the
bl aspheny, thankful that | hadn't said it aloud. \Vell
that's another one you're going to have to answer for
Fl y- boy.

Then | heard a pair of fam liar voices: it was Sears
and Roebuck, and this time they were cl ose enough
that | could hear them right ahead of ne, in fact.
They spoke to Nanel ess, and their voice had a tone
that 1'd come to associate with urgency in the Kl ave.
"You are making a terrify m stake you're making,"
they attenpted in English—+he only comon | an-

guage between Kl ave and Resuscitators. "They aren't
not biol ogical, not as known by we. Your device tested
only on biologies . . . you don't know what unknown
it will do on humans."

"We shall find out. We have tried the device on

other machine intelligence, and it works. In biologica
life, we have transferred the soul between three differ-
ent receptacles, one of themartificial."

"But they are different! You said yourself there is a
core-ghost in the machi ne of humans, and they're not
bi ol ogi es and not machi nes either. You don't know

t he unknown effects. . . . You could conmitting the
greater crime so great it is not even namng, it is
nanel ess, the deliberate destruction of soul!"

"That cannot be done."

"You don't know that cannot."

"That cannot be done. W are nore intelligent than
the Kl ave, and we have | ooked nore deeply into this
devi ce, which you did not even know existed until a
nmonent ago. "

| tried to follow the argunent, but my pall bearers
bunped and jerked me al ong without nuch concern

for direction or staying away fromthe bul kheads.
Maybe the argunent with Sears and Roebuck was so
occupying the collective mnd of the Newbies that
they couldn't really control their Res-nen too well.
Between ny | egs, | caught a glinpse of Arlene. She
had tilted her head back so she could watch nme. Wen
she saw that | was | ooking at her, she nouthed a single
word: Patrick, | thought she said.

Patrick? What the hell did she nmean by that? The

only Patrick I knew was the bishop who converted
Ireland to the faith; it seened appropriate
somehow—+faith, and we'd been converting the



heat hen—but | couldn't for the life of me figure out
what she neant.

The bearers hauled nme all the way fromthe aft end
of the ship to the bow, where the Resuscitators had
wi t hdrawn when we | aunched our assault on the

engine room In the very nose of the Disrespect, in a
triangular roomonly ten neters wide at the for'ard
end, were two nedical tables, each with restraints.
The pal | bearers uncerenoni ously dunped us on the
tabl es and shackled us tight. A clanmp went across ny
brow, sonehow adjusting exactly to the shape of ny

head so | couldn't turn even a mllinmeter in either
direction, and a chin strap stopped me fromsliding
up or down. | was inmobile. | started to panic, only

keeping fromscreaming in terror by telling myself |
woul d show t he bastards how a Marine went down.

"You can kill me, you sons of bitches. But | swear to
Al mighty God that nmy ghost will follow you down
your lives and haunt you to an early grave." It made

no sense, but again it produced a startling effect, just
as it had on the humans. The Res-nmen stepped back
obvi ously shocked by ny prom se, but they stared at
me with the intelligence of the Resuscitators them
selves: it was the Newbies who suddenly were scared,
not the human renmains they infected!

| promised a few nore things that my di senbodi ed
spirit would do, but the fear passed through them or
el se they buried it and went on. They finished strap-
pi ng ne down, then bent a long but tiny netallic tube
around until it just touched the outside of nmy nose.
had nothing else to hang on to, so | repeated Arlene's
adnoni tion over and over to nyself: Patrick, Patrick
Patrick! | tried to have faith that | would eventually
understand.... It was what they always taught us at

t he Chapel of Mary and Martha's.

Then they carefully shoved the needl e-thin tube up

my nostril. | couldn't help scream ng as it punctured
nmy nasal passage and craw ed agoni zingly up ny

sinus cavity. It came to rest against the connective
tissue that surrounded ny brain. Blood poured out of
my nose, making it difficult to breathe through ny
mout h; | kept spitting it out and still nearly choked.
The pain was al nbst unbearable. But then they

turned sonething on, and ny entire face becane
nunb—the pain was gone, but | would rather have

felt it and been able to guess what the Resuscitators
were up to.

| pushed ny eyes as far to the left as | could, and
could just barely see Arlene's stonach and breasts in
nmy peripheral vision, but | heard her whinpering
softly. | knew they did the sane horror to her as to
me; | knew | had failed to protect ny | ance—and ny
best buddy. | knew | was a dead nan, not just in the
dimand distant future, as were we all, but there and
then, that monment. | knew | had thrown away the | ast
hope of mankind, but |I didn't even freaking care,
because | had a freaking catheter up ny nose and
shoved into ny brain, and mad alien scientists were
about to suck out ny soul, an entire ternmite hive of
Dr. Mabuses.



| closed ny eyes. W had failed to stop the Newbies,
and now they woul d head straight for Earth to "fix"

us. The failure was beyond ny ability to rationalize,
and ny faith wavered. What was the argument for

God that the nuns taught us, the "necessity of faith"?
They taught ne in catechismclass that Man nust
believe in CGod, for not to believe neant we lived in a
soul l ess billiard-ball universe where there was no
reason, no reason at all not to rape, pillage, and
nmurder so long as you got away with it.

Jeez, | wonder if they knew how right they were

but for a conpletely different reason: Man nust
believe in sonething, for not to believe opened us up
to spiritual invasion by Little Green Men from anot h-

er planet. "Goodbye, Arlene Sanders." | gasped,
spitting out the blood that still flowed. "For God's
sake and your own, don't lose faith. 1'll be with you
al ways—and | got the nessage about Patrick." The
Res-men made no nove to shut nme up; | don't think

they cared whether | talked or not.

Arl ene groaned, out of sight to nmy left. "Good—
goodbye, Bro'. Semp. . . senper fi, Muc." The Ma-

rine Corps nmotto: Senper fidelis, always faithful.

smi| ed. She understood the terrible stakes, amazing
for a child who wasn't raised a Catholic. Luther was
right, | thought. Salvation is there for everyone.

A bright white nova of light flared inside ny head.

It expanded |ike a "data-bonb" inside ny brain, an
infinitely expandi ng pul se of pure white noise; in
nmonents, it overwhel med every program| was run-

ning, and I couldn't string another coherent thought
toget her, the |last being Patrick. Then even the neta-
programs were overrun; the last to go was the "I," the
ego that was nothing nore than | Exist, and for a
tineless interval+ didn't.

| awoke in a strange, familiar place | had seen once
before, but couldn't possibly be seeing again. | awoke
on Phobos; | awoke in the nouth of the UAC facility;

| awoke at the start of ny m ssion, nonths and

centuries ago. And deep ahead of me, | snelled the
sour -l emon stench of a zonbie, | heard the first

di stant hiss of a spiney.

It had started, God, all over again. | was al one,

standing at the gate of hell with nothing but a freaking
pistol in ny hand, a standard-issue 10nm and a
grounded | and-cart at ny feet. Behind me was—how

did | put it the first time?—a blank enpty desert

sil houetted by a barren purple sky. | was back on
Phobos, where hell began, and hell had started al

over again! Even the inadvertently traitorous N nepin
had deserted ne; | had no i dea where he had got to,
but he was gone.

kay, so am | going to do this the hard way? \Wat

did the Resuscitators want me to do—go all the way
down, down eight levels to the heart of the UAC
facility, junp into the nmouth of Ml och (as dead old
Albert Gallatin named it) and find nyself on Dei nos?
Jump back through the hyperspace tunnel and end up
orbiting Earth agai n?

| swal l owed hard and started joggi ng down the |ong



enpty corridor, the sour-lenmon snell grow ng strong-
er with every step. | heard a hiss behind ne. Draw ng
the 10mm and spinning in a single fluid nmotion,

found nyself facing the sanme | eaky pipe that had
jerked ne around the last tinme. "Goddamm it!" |

snarl ed, feeling ny pul se beat so hard in ny head that
it felt Iike hammer blows. | shoved the sem -auto into
the hol ster on ny arnor and continued ny wal k-

about, slowy and carefully this tine.

| vaguely remenbered what -who—was next, and

he didn't disappoint ne: when the corridor narrowed,
and | began to hop lightly over the first green tendrils
of toxic goo that slithered across the floor, | heard
pl oddi ng footsteps ahead. Qut of a swirl of snoky
mst, the flickering lights casting hi deous shadows,
shanbl ed the pale corpse of WIlliam Gates, still a
corporal. ... | guess hell didn't believe in prono-
tions. H's wi de-spaced eyes and scarred cheek were
unmi st akable; it was dead Bill, the zonbie-man: "The
Gate is the key ... the key is the Gate. . .."

| didn't bother trying to talk to the man-he was

| ong past any sort of conversation—but as | raised the

10mm | abruptly renmenbered Arlene's silent nes-

sage. Patrick, what the hell did that nmean? Patrick
converted the heathens. .. . How could | convert a
zonbie, for God's sake? It had no brain left! | gritted

nmy teeth and squeezed off two rounds into his fore-
head; | could barely fight the compulsion to turn ny
face away or close ny eyes ... not again, not bloody
agai n!

No nore blood. | shot ny buddy dead again, and

once again his body flopped on the floor like a
headl ess chi cken (I butchered a hundred chickens
when | was a boy; they really do that, it's not a goof).
But when it was over, | didn't feel the same revul sion
as last tinme. It was just a simulati on—enul ati on?—
and it wasn't really happening all over again. The
Resuscitators were studying ny reactions.

Well, Christ, I'd give themsonething to study. As |
stepped right over the body, fighting down my own
panic, | casually |eaned over and spit on ny friend.
When in doubt, confuse the hell out of the eneny—a
maximto live by.

| snagged the Sig-Cow he was carryi ng—eoh-rah

the 10mm M211 Sem -automatic Gas- OQperated I n-
fantry Conbat Wapon that was standard issue with
Marine Corps riflemen. | never liked it much, pre-
ferred a sem -auto shotgun or the M 14 BAR |'d been
using recently; but it was distinctly better than a
10mm pi stol, and | knew what was coning: up ahead
wai ted three zonbi e-nmen and a zonbi e-chi ck, ready

to open fire on ne.

Knowi ng what was com ng enbol dened nme; | don't

know what the Newbi es thought they could I earn
fromsuch a stupid enulation.... It wasn't the sane
at all—-ast time, | didn't have a clue what was
happeni ng, and | was particularly freaked by the
obvi ously denonic nature of the nmonsters that at-
tacked me. But now | knew what they were, nechani-
cal constructs of the Freds. And | knew | really wasn't



there at all; | was inside a vast conputer with a
blindingly fast clock rate. An hour for ne was actu-
ally, what, a minute of real tine? A second? Fast
enough that the real enemy, the Resuscitators, could
wat ch without their short attention spans inducing

term nal boredom

But it was hard not to be fooled by the perfect

looming walls, the slippery floor, the hissing, bubbling
toxic sline that dripped frombarrels and spilled
across the floor. | deliberately bent and di pped ny
little finger in the goo and was rewarded with agoni z-
ing pain, like putting out a cigarette on bare flesh. The
pain was real; pain was all in the head anyway, a
neurosignal in the brain's pain receptors! | should
have guessed that a sinulated brain would have

simul ated pain before sacrificing ny finger to the
slime god.

Pushing the pain to the back of nmy mnd, |

squi rmed forward between standpi pes and fungus-

grown wal | s, ducki ng under | ow overheads and hop-

pi ng over an obstacle course of netal gratings and
hoses. | remenbered just what the terrain | ooked Iike
when | was nearly anbushed; this tine, | was the one
who fired first, as soon as the four shuffled into view.
| plinked them from cover, taking down three

before they crossed even half the room killing the girl
last. | flipped the bodies onto their backs, stripped

t hem of everything useful, and continued: sonething
told me that | had to reach the first spiney, the brown
denobns wi th spines grow ng everywhere. If | could

duck underneath the flam ng balls of snot he loved to
hurl, 1 could at least talk to him.. . Hell, | already
di d—ence.

| came to the roomwi th the sabotaged radi o and

the incinerated map. No matter—the floor plan of the
facility was burned into ny brain, either by the sheer
horror of the menory or el se by the Resuscitators

when they resurrected ne here. Didn't need the nap,

in any event, and the radi os were usel ess inside the
RAM of an alien conmputer. | felt Iike I'd been drafted
into a conputer gane, jerked by electronic strings |ike
a meat puppet.

Killed three nore zonmbies, just like the last time; |
was ready for them they didn't know exactly when

woul d be anmong them It was a slaughter, |ike shoot-
ing drunks in a barrel. |I didn't get sick, since |I knew
what they were—not just zonbies, but electronic
simul ati ons of zonbies. But | was getting as bored as
hell, and distracted . . . and that was a bad thing;
was starting to worry at Arlene's code. What did she
mean by "Patrick"? Did she really mean | was sup-

posed to convert the denons inside the Newbie

machi ne?

Convert themto what? Good Catholics?

| wanted to catch up with the spiney who lurked in

the roomw th the huge spill of toxic waste; at | east
that bastard could say sonething other than varia-
tions on "The Gate is the key." | scurried on through

the twi sty maze, al nost seeing a ghostly overhead
vi ew superinposed over the black-dark, dripping-



dank corridors, w de shadowy roons, and saggi ng
ceilings. An awful sickening odor overpowered the
sour-lemon snell of the zonbies, and | knew | was

cl ose.

Then | sawit: the rooml'd been hunting for, the

vast sea of toxic spillage that |ooked |ike bubbling |ava
on Saint Patrick's day—huh, nere coi nci dence?

stayed well back, out of the roomitself, and scanned
for the particul ar piece of equipnent fromwhich the
spi ney charged ne last tine. It was tough, since
hadn't seen it coming, but | found the only console in
the place | arge enough for one of those gigantic, two-
hundr ed- ki | ogram beasts to lurk

Pointing nmy Sig-Cow, | spoke in a | oud conmand

tone. "All right, you spineless spiney, | know where
you' re hiding. " To prove my point, | pounded a
coupl e of shots into either end of the console. "Cone
out now, before | have to put a round into each of
your kneecaps."

Not hi ng happened. | fired six nore rounds into the
consol e, right about where | judged the thing mnust
lurk, and it hissed in pai n—ene of the shots nust

have passed right through the el ectronics and w nged

t he nof o.

That was enough. The beast slowy emerged, hide-

ous and stomach-turning, with a stench that woul d

drop a carrion-crow at a hundred nmeters. The spi ney
was unni st akabl e: brown, |eathery, alligator hide,

i vory-white horns out of every body part, inhumanly
huge head with mad red slits for eyes. It stared at ne,
advancing slowy, then it stopped and hocked a | oogie
into its hand. The snotball burst into flane when the
air struck it, and the spiney raised its armto pitch a
hi gh hard one right across the plate.

| leveled ny rifle. "If one drop of that fiery snot
| eaves your hand, you will be dead before it hits that
back wal I I'"

The spiney stared resentfully, then slowy let the
fireball fall to the ground, where it sizzled out in the
toxic waste, in which the creature stood up to its

ankl es. Thank God that green goo wasn't inflanma-

bl e!

"My friend," | said, thinking of Saint Patrick, of

the Enerald Isle, "you may think I'mhere to bl ow

your fool head off, and I might just do it yet, but that
really isn't why | cane . . . and you're not here to kil
me, no matter what you m ght think

"I"'ve got alittle sonething to tell you, and you're

not going to like it one bit, but if you just take a deep
breath and a stress pill, | think you're going to be a
whol e hell of a lot angrier at soneone el se than you

are right now at ne."

It stared at me for a full, long, solid mnute, dur-

i ng which both of us naintained cacophonous si -

| ence. Then, strike me down if |I'mlying, the spiney

spoke to ne! "Ssssssspeak," it hissed, "we sssshal
i sssssten. " The eye slits narrowed, but bl azed
brighter, if anything. "W will lissssten .. . once."

The spiney waited, flexing its huge claws, for ne to
cone up with sonething terribly clever
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The Newbi es are being blasted by their own

petard, | realized. In the real world, the genetically
engi neered spi ney never woul d have paused in its

attack to hold a phil osophical discussion with ne, but
we were in a conmputer erul ation, taken from ny
menory—and human nmenory is amazingly creative

W renmenber things not as they really happened, but

the way they shoul d have happened, the way that
actually makes sense. The brain is a gifted storyteller
"We are all greater artists than we realize," or whatev-
er the hell that guy said, whoever the hell he was.
Just then | distinctly renenbered the spineys being
much nore rational and |ogical than they probably

were in reality; yes, sir, | made damm sure that was
how | renmenbered them So that's what | got; it was
like a so-called lucid dream where you know you're
dreaming . .. except, | was never able to do that. But
this time I was w de awake—and so | ong as | nade

sure | renenbered things the way they ought to have

wor ked out, | had an edge the Resuscitators coul dn't
t ake away from ne.
"I know what you are," | said to the spiney, "and

know who created you. And | know who destroyed

your creator. You want to join forces and kick sone
ass?"

It hissed in rage, yellow rmucus dribbling down its
chin. As each drop cleared the skin, the air ignited it;
a chain of fiery islands dotted the ground around the
spi ney's splayed feet.

"Don't give ne that crap,”" | warned. "You're a

product of genetic engineering, created by a race of
creatures we call the Freds, who have heads |ike an
artichoke, if you know what that is—overed with
colored | eaves—and grow taller and smaller as part of
their mating cycle. You' ve seen them right? Is ny
description right on, or what?"

"Sssssspeak! " demanded the spiney, but it closed

its mouth, swallowing the rest of its spittle.

| took that as a good sign. "You know they're

menbers of a grand gal axy-w de conspiracy of

phil osophical -literary criticismthat is reasonably

wel | -translated into English as the Deconstructionists.
They're fighting the other school, called the Hyper-
realists. You were sent here to prepare us for invasion
and conquest by the Freds, and they told you that we
woul d roll over and beg for mercy if you cane | ooking
i ke our ancient denons, right?"

The spiney hunched |l ower and lower as | talked, its
eyes gl owi ng deeper red, but the stench that acconpa-

ni ed the beast grew stronger, not weaker. Watch it, |
warned nyself. It's not submtting . .. it's getting an-
grier and nore devious.

" Sssssssssssso? What pl ansssssss do you have?"

"But your masters screwed up, spiney. They didn't

tell you we woul d have guns and space travel and a

wel | -organi zed resistance. Did they? And now you're

bl oody terrified, because the situation is totally out of
control ."

The last part was a total wild specul ation. For all



knew, the Freds never even engi neered the enotion of
fear into their puppets. But it was a good chance.
After all, they sure as hell denpnstrated anger and
sensel ess rage, the way they would turn on each ot her
at the slightest provocation, and in the racial enmty
bet ween, say, punpkins and the mnotaurlike hel
princes. If | had to guess, |I'd say the Freds started with
alien stock that already kind of |ooked |Iike what they
want ed and al ready had enotions.

"Kill you!" screamed the spiney. "Kill you all!

Death to hu-manssssss!”

"Spi ney, your masters were wi ped out. Al of them

the entire race. They're gone! Wuld you like to know
who did it?"

It stared at me in confusion. Clearly, | wasn't acting
the way it thought | would, or the way the Freds told it
to expect. The dammed thing was utterly nonpl ussed,
totally at sea—and nost of us react to that sort of
confusion with fear and rage. | guess, in its own way,
t he spiney was just another jarhead dunped behind
eneny lines, where it turns out the brass-hol es got
everyt hing butt-wong, as usual

"How ... would you know thissss?" it asked.

Thank God | was remenbering a |logical rationa

spiney! It stood up slowmy fromits crouch, nuscles
rel axing, but still a mask of suspicion covered its face.
Its lip still curled back, baring huge tusks, and it
alternately clenched and | oosened its fists.

"Look, this is the hard part to accept—but none of
this is real. You're probably real; at least, | think I am
and you mght be, too. The scumthat killed your
masters, the Resuscitators, are Newbies who aren't
even part of the Great Ganme: they're neither Decon-
structionists nor Hyperrealists, and they don't give a
damm about any of your literary theories of the

uni ver se

"They created this conputer simulation to study

somet hing about me and . . . and ny race, and you

just got swept up with the study. Capice?"

It hissed at me, long and | oud. So much for sweet
reason! It changed its mnd and decided to charge;

nmust have stupidly et nmy mind drift back into a
different sort of nenory of spineys as renorsel ess
killers. But before the spiney could pounce, it had to
crouch. | had a bead on it already, and | squeezed off
two shots—both into the creature's hip.

The spiney went down hard, clutching its hip and
screamng in agony. The hip was destroyed, the rifle
rounds tearing the flesh apart and pul veri zing the
bone. The creature wasn't goi ng anywhere for a |ong
time, not wthout surgery.

| stayed where | was, just crouching with the rifle
and waiting until the spiney thrashed itself out and

| ay exhausted on the ground, spent and paral yzed by

pain and fear. "It doesn't have to be this way," |

cooed, like I was talking to a six-year-old who insisted
on stealing cookies and getting wall oped. "The sinu-
lation is based on nmy menory; | can remenber things
alittle differently." | |looked at the creature's ruined

hip and visualized a different outcone.



One trick | learned at the Chapel of Mary and

Martha's was "How to Lie Successfully,"” a course

taught inadvertently by Sister Lucrezia. The secret—
"Il give it away for free just this once—+s you actually
have to convince yourself that the lie is really the way
it really happened. Got it? If you broke a vase by
playing football in the |obby, you just have to visua-
lize the alternate scenario (you tripped over an exten-
sion cord and knocked over the | anp) so intensely

that your menory of the fantasy is stronger than your
menory of the reality. Understand, now? That way,

even if the penguin whips a gal vani c skin-response |ie-
det ect or machi ne out from under her habit, you'll stil
pass . . . because by now, you've totally convinced
yourself that the electric-cord tripping is really and
truly the way it happened. Honest injun.

"Yeah," | said aloud. "I knew | only creased you

with that shot. Lucky thing, too." The spiney slowy
sat up, rubbing its hip in pai n—easy pain, the pain of
an annoyi ng bruise. It bled copiously, but the wound
was a light scratch—nothing like the terrible, hip-
shattering shot it could have been in a hypotheti cal

al ternate universe

"Starting to sink in yet?" | asked.

The grotesque spiney then did the npost horrific

thing, sinking to its hands and knees and craw i ng
slowy toward ne. Wen it got within two neters, the
spiney fell to its belly and slithered forward |ike a
lizard, arns splayed but |egs pressed tightly together
like Jesus on the Cross but facedown in the gl ow ng
acid. It squirmed cl ose enough, then it pressed out its
| ong yel l ow tongue, gently flicking at nmy boots the
way a lizard tastes the wind for scent—predator or
prey?—and everywhere the tongue touched was left a
thin sizzling streak of gl ow ng enbers. My boots were
crisscrossed by fiery marks of obei sance. The spiney
stretched its arms wide, feet long to the south, face
down in the grine of the floorplates: it offered itself to
me, drooling fire and sweating oil fromthe gl ands
along its back. The oil probably protected it fromits
own flam ng nucus, but nobody was there to protect

me fromny new servant. Not even Arlene.

"Ssssslave, " hissed the spiney.

"No, you're not anybody's slave—=

"Masssster!"

| ground ny teeth. There was sonet hi ng fundanen-

tally wong about this conversion. This wasn't how it
was supposed to go! The spiney was supposed to wake

up and take charge of its own life, not pick me to be its
God instead of the Freds!

Still, |I had to play the hand | was dealt. "Look what
the false ones did to you!" | trunpeted. "They |eft

you here to be hurt and set you agai nst—agai nst your
true master!"

"Fal ssse onesss!"

"They turned you agai nst nme, and now t hey nust

pay! Deat h—death to the fal se ones!"

"Death to fal ssse onesss!"”

"That is our mission, our holy m ssion—destroy

the fal se ones!"”



"M sssion dessstroy fal ssse onesss!”

I winced and made a nmental note: Try not to use so
many S's around spi neys! "And the second—and the

other thing to do is find the other mstress, Arlene."
"Find m ssstressss.”

"But, Christ, where is she?" | wondered out | oud.

In the first reality, | found her only after junping
fromthe first site of destruction on Phobos through
the Mol och gate to Deinos. W found each ot her

both naked and trenbling, in a roomw th an inverted
cross stanped out of red-hot netal. But if she had any
brai ns, and no one's ever accused Arlene Sanders of
bei ng stooopid, she would stay put where she found

herself and wait for ne to find her, too. Wll. .. if she
could stay put; circunstances mght make it tight.
"CGet up, slave," | said. | decided to play the gane

to the hilt, if that was what the spiney needed. But |
couldn't shake the uneasy feeling that maybe the
Newbi es progranmed the nmonsters to be gullible,
susceptible to my conversi on—i ke N nepin, this one
seened awfully easy to convert! Maybe that's exactly
what the Newbies wanted to study. Was | giving away
intel to the eneny?

Hel |, what else could | do? Couldn't bloody well

fight themif'n | died in the simulation, could I?

The spiney rose, towering over ne, but | |owered

nmy Sig-Cow anyway. If it wanted to junp ne, it

woul d al ways have opportunity; just then, | chose to
assert ny authority by force of will alone. "Tell ne
your name."

"Sssslink,” she answered; fromthat noment, Slink

was a female to nme. "Sssslink Sssslunk.”

"Slink Slunk. You're ny first convert, the first
apostle. W're going to have to gather an arny, since |
left mine behind in, um heaven."

"Sssslink | earn power ssssoon?" Power? She nust

have neant the power to affect the "reality" of the

si nul ati on.

"Sure, kid, soon. Now | ead us downward. | want to
get this crap squared away. Step one: we've got to find
Arlene ... the other person like ne, the other living

human. Can you snell us?"

"Sssslink can ssssnell,” she confirnmed. Slink stared
around the room suspiciously, still tasting the air with
her snaky tongue. She didn't seemto trust it, sipping
it like fine wine, as if it bore scents warning her of
dangers | urking bel ow us.

"Snmell her out, Slink. Find ny |lance. But along the
way, you're going to have to work with me to convert
as many ot hers of your kind to our cause as we can.

CGot that? No fighting or killing unless absolutely
necessary."

"Ssslink undersssstandsss. "

| started to ignore the hissing, which was probably
caused by her forked yell ow tongue. | renenbered

where the | adder was that | ed down to the next |evel
and | remenbered a stadiumfull of zonbies with

rifles and shotguns, and nore spineys who ni ght not

be as accommobdati ng, between us and the ultinmate

| evel of Phobos, deep below. | remenbered what



waited down there: a pair of hell princes. | was not
happy about facing them again.

W continued through the acid roomto a |ong

corridor, and there we, as a pair, met our first hosts of
t he undead. Three zonbie girls shanbl ed forward,

one of themtopless and missing an arm the other two
UAC workers—all armed with weapons stolen from

Fox Conpany Marines who didn't need them any-

nmore. Slink held up her hands. "Sstop!" she com
manded. The zonbi es paused, obedi ently. Damm,

that's right, |I thought. The spineys have sone sort of
nmental control over the zonbies.

"Thiss not real. Massterss dead. Join forcess, kil

Newbi ess! "

The conversion was not a big hit anbng the zonbie
gal l ery. Maybe the original spineys had psychic con-
trol over the reworked humans, but evidently when
Slink converted to my cause and accepted the unreali -
ty of her worl d—nostly because of ny denonstra-

tion, | realized, not by faith-she lost her ability to
tap into the Psychic Freds Network. The dammed

zonbies just wouldn't listen to her

The one-armed topless girl raised her hand. She

held a five-shot revol ver—othing serious unl ess she
got truly lucky with a shot. But | wasn't about to wait
for her to start plinking. Before she could squeeze off
around, | pointed my rifle and fired one shot fromthe
hip. At that range, if |I'd have m ssed, | would have
turned in my Marine Corps T-shirt. | took her anid-

shi ps, sinking her in her own wake.

There was a tine when | would' ve felt disgust and
revul si on agai nst nyself for shooting a woman. |

| onged for such a time; now !l felt only grimjoy at
havi ng cut down anot her undead nonster.

The other two zonbi es opened fire, unperturbed by

their conmpanion's obliteration. | dropped behind an
ornate rosewood trellis left over fromwhen this
section of the UAC facility was a visitor's center.
Fortunately, these undead were proving to be just as
bad a pair of marksnen as the ones in real life; it
probably had a lot to do with the fact that they never
bl i nked, and their eyes were perpetually so dry they
could barely see.

| dropped to ny butt to steady the rifle—ouldn't
expect too many bursts of luck firing fromthe hip—
and fired a round into the farthest of the two (she had
the better weapon, some sort of bolt-action rifle; the
ot her had a shotgun and was too far for it to be
effective). If | had any doubts about my new convert, |
buri ed them she hocked and spat into her hand, then
hurled the flam ng ball of snot into the face of the
shot gun-toti ng zonbi e-gal

The shot gunner screaned a conbi nati on of pain

and rage and started firing her shotgun in our direc-
tion. A few of the pellets struck me and burned |ike
hell, since | wasn't wearing arnor yet. | don't find it
until the next |evel down, | renenbered. But | stuck to
nmy plan and punped three nmore rounds into the rifle-
gal until she finally dropped before turning ny atten-
tion to the shotgun zonbie. By then, she was dead,



burned into a bl ackened corpse by Slink Slunk, ny
first apostle.

When the battle abruptly ended, | sat still for a long
time, head bowed. God, | prayed, can You really make
me go through all this again? | took a deep breath and
stood, a Marine again. "All right, if that's what has to
be, then it has to be." But what woul d happen in the
Resuscitator simulation if | died?

Damed good question: can a spirit that's nothing

nmore than bits in a huge conputer go to heaven? O
woul d ny death mean ny absolute obliteration?
"Screwit," | nuttered. Marines are riflenen first

and phil osophers never. "Come on, Slink, let's get the
hel | out of Dodge."

| led her through the long corridor between the
trellises to the door that led to the | adderway down.
The next |evel was Godawful, as | recalled: a black-
dark maze, spineys galore, and maybe even the first

pi nki e—the horri bl e denons who were all nouth,

bi gger even than the nouth of doddering old M ck
Jagger; he was threatening a coneback tour when

Arl ene and | upshi pped from Earth, six nonths and

three hundred and fifty years ago. ... | wondered if
he still was?

I won't go into every freaking battle of every
freaking level; if | could believe Overcaptain Tokug-

havita, it's already been thoroughly docunented, and
everybody who might be interested has al ready read

about it in school. It was the same gane, the sane
terrain, but this tine, | gathered converts like a
snowbal . It was never the majority opinion. Slink

and | were pretty soon joined by four other spineys
(Whack, Sniff, Chonp, and Swaller), a punpkin

naned O estradamus, and even, God help us, a

zonbi e that used to be Pfc. Dodd, the man that

Arl ene once sacked out with for a few nonths. In the
previous version of reality, we ran into Dodd on

Dei nbs, not Phobos, so | knew ny abused brain was

pl ayi ng games with nenory.

The architecture was even nore novabl e than

before, since now it needed only the whirr of comput-
er software, not hydraulics, to slide walls up and
down, to open floors beneath our feet, even to shift
entire sections of the UAC facility fromone side to
the other. My goal remmined the sanme as before: find
Arlene! But now | had a different plan once |I found
her. Somehow, we had to find a way for the ghosts to
break out of the machine. | swear to Al mghty God,
prom sed, that | will not die in software |inbo; H jack
my way out of this place, me and Arlene, and get ny
ass back to the real world! The only question was

whet her |'d manage to do it before the Newbies

"fixed" the entire human race.

Slink, the other apostles, and I lived on nedikits

and snarling blue spheres; | ate the food thoughtfully
| eft behind by the UAC workers and ny own com

rades of Fox Conpany when they gave up the ghost;
didn't want to think about what ny followers ate. The
only real advantage to being back where it all began—
in sinulation, at least—+s that | didn't have to worry



about am no acids and vitani ns and whether or not

Fred food or Newbie food was edi bl e by hunmans; |

didn't have to nonkey with food-supplenment pills,
purify water, or eat |unps of so-called "food" that

| ooked |i ke overgrown escapees froma box of Lucky
Charns. Bl ue squares! O ange squares! Pink dodeca-
hedr ons!

Wien we clinbed down to the third |level, what felt
like half a day after | first appeared for the second
time at the nouth of the overrun facility, we were
greeted by a welconming coomittee of five spineys,
several zonbies, and even one of those spectral ghosts
t hat sounded (and snelled) so nuch |ike pinkies, even
t hough we couldn't see them | finally had nmy biggest
guestion answered: howin the world, in this world,
woul d Slink and Chonp and ny ot her spiney con-

verts fight against others of their kind? So far as
could tell, their flam ng snotballs had no effect on
each other due to the oily and obviously fl ame-
retardant secretions fromthe glands al ong their backs
and chests.

We dropped heavily fromthe | adder into a whol e
frigging pool of the toxic goo, and | actually felt it eat
qui ckly through my boots and start in on ny feet.

ran like hell across the mess—+ight into the waiting
enbrace of the defenders of the faithless.

I fell back against the wall, firing off shot after shot
from an over-and-under | had |iberated from ex-
Corporal Magett. When the | ast shell was exhausted, |
dropped the shotgun and unslung ny Sig-Cow. |

couldn't see ny buddies. | thought sure as hell | was
going to renege on mmy promise to the Al mghty about

not dying in this |inbo.

Four spineys—+ had killed the fifth—-swarmed ne,

and | took three flam ng rmucus balls to ny face; ny
skin felt like it was parboiled off'n nme, and | couldn't
see for crap. | raised the rifle and fired blindly,

wi shing I could cry—apol ogi zi ng over and over,

under and under ny breath, to Arlene—another Fly
failure! Then one of the huge brown nonkeys

screanmed in agony and whirled to face its attacker

It was Pfc. Dodd, Arlene's ex, screaming in his

unm st akabl e hi gh-pitched voi ce, unchanged even af-
ter reworking; he shot it again with his own Sig-Cow. |
forced nmy eyes open a bit wider to aima round and
planted it deep into the spiney's brainpan. Two down,
three to rip me to pieces.

But suddenly the other three spineys came under
assault froma rain of huge sharp stones! | dropped to
my ass to avoid the bombardnent—+t was a veritable

i nti fada of my spiney apostl es!

| guess they figured out that their snotballs woul dn't
do anything to their heathen brethren ... so they
started ripping chunks of masonry out of the walls

and using that as a weapon! God, faith was already

wor ki ng mracles on the spineys' thought processes.
They drove their enem es back and back, killing

two of them One was knocked silly, and we |ater
converted hi mhe's the spiney who called hinself
Swal | er. When they were all dead, fled, or better bred,



Slink and Chonp, who were starting to becone an

item hunted up a blue sphere for me. They cradled it
carefully on a piece of plastic canoufl age netting they
stole froma dead Marine's helnmet and snmooshed it

into ny face, thank Christ. | went fromzero to sixty
in 1.2 seconds, and | actually felt human and alive
agai n. Meanwhil e, Whack and Sniff rounded up al

t he unexpended rounds of ammo they coul d

scrounge.

Days passed—t sure seemned |ike days, but maybe

it was "really" only a few nicroseconds—and | was
already in the habit of drawi ng a huge question nmark
over any time indicator and witing subjective tine!
beneath it, ever since Arlene and | started flitting
around the galaxy at nearly the speed of light. This
was just another exanmple of relativity, | reckoned. But
it seemed |like days to us, and that's all | can say: days
passed, and we were finally ready for the | ast descent
into the final horrific |evel on Phobos.

W were about to cone face to face with our first

hel |l princes—and the gates of Moloch that led to a
whol e new linmbo on Deinbps. | hesitated at the top of
the long, long | adder that |ed down nearly a kil oneter
into the crust of that tiny noon Phobos. Phobos

means fear, | renenbered, though I didn't know what

the significance was. "Okay, boys and girls,"” | said.
"Are we ready to rock 'n' roll?"

They nodded. Swal | owi ng hard, wondering where

inthis world | would find Arl ene Sanders, | put a foot
and hand on the | adder and began the | ong descent

into blackness. Below me | heard an i nhuman scream

that still, after all and everything, caused ny stomach
to contract and nmy sphincter to clench. | recognized
that scream
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W clinbed down a | adder so tall | got

vertigo and al nost dropped off to ny death. | led, ny

gaggl e of nonstrapostles spread above me. The | adder
was at |least a kiloneter long, much | onger than in the
real world—f that was the real world the first tine—
obviously taken froma bitter, scary, nightmarish
menory. At the bottom of the | adder was a snall

open el evator—a wire cage into which we all piled. It
ground downward, scraping the walls of the shaft and
groani ng in agony at carrying so many.

| started to get the shakes as the elevator led us into
the high shelf-room below us, | renmenbered, was a
whol e herd of pinkies. And so far, the pinkies had
turned out not to have enough brains even to listen to
nmy conversion speech. Maybe they were pre-verbal;
certainly couldn't hear any |language in their snarls,
grunts, and screans of rage or pain.

Sighing, | bellied up to the edge of the floor, |ooking
down on the churning floor that was actually a couple
of dozen pink nout hs-on-1egs wanderi ng around the
room squeezing past each other, tripping and shuf-
fling together, every so often scream ng and chonpi ng
on one another. | sighted nore or |less along the barre
of the over-and-under, which didn't have a forward
sight, and squeezed off the first round. My spineys



joined in, throwi ng snotwads, while O estradanus

and Dodd shot over the spineys' shoul ders. Between

the seven of us, we spread pinkie guts all over the
room | eaving nothing after two m nutes but the hot

qui vering corpses of twenty-five pink denons.

My ears rang fromthe banging of the firearns, just

m ne and Dodd's, but it was close quarters, and the
room echoed with every shot. The acrid stench of
fricasseed pinkie burned ny nostrils and throat, but

at |least they were all dead.

| hopped lightly down the shelf and onto the killing
floor. My cohorts thudded down |ike a herd of ele-
phants. We headed down the corridor toward the fina

el evator, the one that |ed down to our old friends, the
hel I princes.

Just before we got to the lift, we passed the infa-
nous crack where |1'd seen Arlene's skull and cross-
bones pointing out the way she'd gone. | stopped and
stared wistfully, wishing | could see ny buddy agai n.
Was she in her own version of the Phobos facility? O
was she still somewhere ahead? Last tinme, |'d found
her in the first roomin the Deinos installation, where
| junped after finding the Gate.

This time, | turned away sadly and started up the
corridor. As | wal ked past the crack, a powerful

al abaster denon suddenly darted its hand through the
crack and into the traffic |lanes, grabbing nme by the
arm | jerked back out of its grasp, raising ny shotgun
and hi ssing for backup

A vision of violence shanbled out of the hole:

savage bestial eyes, tendrils red as blood atop the
head, dirt and | ess pal atabl e contam nants caking the
body. | jerked ny scattergun around to unload a shel
into this unholy new creature. But before |I could
squeeze the trigger, the bestial shape spoke, urgently
whi spering, "Don't shoot, Fly! It's nel It's AS.I"
The perspective shifted, and | was staring at Arlene
Sanders in the flesh. Wien she saw t he shot gun

| evel ed at her. she squealed |like a nmouse, then dove
for cover, but | was already dropping the nouth of the
weapon and rushing forward to yank her out of the
crack.

She hel d her shotgun half to the ready, panicked

eyes flickering back and forth between ne and the
passel of inps, a zombie, and one punpkin in ny

wake. "What the—what the—Fly, what the hell is

this crap?" Arlene's face was drained of blood; she
was trying really, really hard not to sinply open fire
on the "nortal enem es" at ny back

"Hold your fire, Lance. Meet.. . your new pla-

toon. Fly's Freaks." Suddenly, | thought about Dodd;
whil e Arlene was reluctantly approaching Slink and

the other spineys, | quietly |Ieaned over to Dodd and
ordered himinto the shadows. | didn't know how

Arl ene woul d react; Dodd was the zonmbie that used to
be—

"Jesus, Fly," she said, "you sure can pick "em" W
hel d each other for a few seconds, reveling in the quiet
reuni on of two sol diers deep behind eneny lines.

Then | sent Slink ahead to watch for the hell princes



and asked Arl ene what she had done for the past two
days since appearing in this horrible mze.
"You're going to laugh,"” she gloom |y predicted.

"Laugh?"
"It's really stupid."
"Hey, |'ve got an idea—nstead of reporting on

your report, why don't you just give me your report?"
"Ch, thanks, Sweetie, pull rank. Al right, but
you're going to freak."

| put ny hands on Arlene's hard, alnost masculine
shoul ders. "Kiddo, I'mgoing to tear you apart |like a
wi shbone if you don't spit it out. \Where have you
been the | ast two days?"

"Here."

"Yes, yes, in the UAC | abyrinth. But how did you

get this far? | barely did it last tine—nore |uck than
anything el se. How did you make it wthout a
scratch?"

"No, here here—ight here, where you' re stand-

ing."

"You appeared here?"

"On this very X"

| stared, confused. "But why? | appeared back at

the entrance.”

"Why?" she asked, turning the spotlight back on

yours truly.

"Hell, | don't know Ask the goddammed Newbies."

She sm | ed and turned up her hands. "How shoul d

know why | appeared here? | knew you only had one

way to go—down-so | figured I'd just sit tight and
wait, rather than stonmp all around the place and risk
maybe passing you in the dark."

"The pinkies didn't snell you?"

She | aughed, a nusical tone not too different froma

silver glockenspiel. "OF course they did! They' ve been
up and down this freaking hallway so many tinmes, |I'm
surprised they didn't dig a trench with their feet. | just

ducked inside nmy hole here whenever | heard them

com ng; they're not exactly light on their feet."

W | ooked up the corridor to where Slink hovered

at the doorway, her ear cocked for the sounds of the
m notaurs at the center of the labyrinth, the hel
princes. Even fromwhere | stood, | heard them
scream ng and growl i ng, stonping up and down.

"They can tell there's sonething wong nearby,"

whi spered in Arlene's ear, "but if they really knew we

were here, | think they'd already have cone chargi ng
out."

"They didn't charge me last time | was here, and

made a |l ot of noise. Didn't notice me until | went

t hrough that door and down the stairs. | think they
don't hear too well, and they're used to a lot of noise

fromthe pinkies anyway."

"But they snell sonething, right?"

Arl ene winkled her freckled nose and gri naced.

"Mai nly what they ought to snell is spiney! Don't

take this wong, Sarge, but your new platoon stinks to
hi gh heaven."

| looked left and right along the dank stone hall way,
stones piled on top of each other w thout any sign of



nortar or cenent. | |ooked at ny pl at oon—-Aot as

good as Marines, sure, but could anyone do better?

"This is what you neant by saying 'Patrick,' isn't it?"

"Patrick? What the hell are you tal king about ?"

"Just before the Newbies sucked our brains out.

You | ooked at me and said 'Patrick,' and | figured you

nmeant to convert the nonsters, |ike Saint Pat con-

verted the Irish heathens."

She | owered her orange brows, not follow ng the

turn of conversation. "l said 'battery,' not Patrick

you idiot!"

| glared in annoyance. "You didn't nean | should

convert the denobns?"

Arlene waited so long | thought she had fallen

asleep. "Fly," she said at last, patiently, as if to a

child, "how would |I have known the Newbies were

going to send us here?"

"Ch," | said, face turning ruddy, "l guess | didn't

think of that."

"I said battery—find the battery, the power source.

There has to be sone connection, a hard connec-

tion, between the RAMwe're running in as prograns

and the bus, the notherboard, whatever you want to

call it; the thing that everything el se plugs intol"

| shook ny head. "How do you know they use that

ki nd of configuration in this conmputer?"

"I don't know, but they probably use sonething

like it! This intense and fast a sinul ati on—+enenber

what the Resuscitators said about wanting everything

to nove fast?—that sucks a lot of juice. Basically, the

faster you want to go, the nore energy you need, and

it's got to cone from somewhere."

"Al'l right, so there's a power source. So what? W

can't shut it off—we'd die."”

Arlene blew air out her closed lips in exasperation

"We don't shut it off! That's our key, that's the door
If we can piggyback the datastreamthat defines us

inside this simulation onto that energy flow, we can

back out of this freaking place and into the rest of the

conput er, maybe even into the operating system of

t he Resuscitator ship."

"You think we're on the ship? Wy?"

She shrugged, |ooking so rmuch like Arlene | got

chills. "What else are they going to do, hang around

the rock we just left? Wat's Skinwal ker to then? It's

probably just the nearest planetary systemto Newbie

prime. Wiy el se would they decide to come here?"

"Well. .. the Newbie we had on the D srespect was

part of the invasion fleet that w ped out the Fred;

what if... what if they came to Skinwal ker for a

nore inportant reason?"

"What ?"

"Maybe they canme here in search of us?" She

stared, not saying a word, so | continued. "Maybe

t hey picked up sone nention of us and our so-called

nonbi ol ogi cal status, and how much that scared the

Freds, when they annihilated them So then they went

out hunting for us. Maybe they knew this was our

near est base; maybe there was sone record anong the

Freds."



"Coul dn't have gotten here in tine. W cane on a

| i ght speed shi p—Ao nessage could cone faster, and
there was no settlenent here when we left Earth,
anyway. "

| shrugged. "They were on their way here, though

Qur prisoner said so!" Arlene slowy shook her head,
eyes cl osed, then she massaged the bridge of her nose.
No question, this really, truly was ny buddy; every
manneri smwas exactly right. The Arlene Sanders in
this computer world wasn't just an alien program
designed to fool me: sonehow, the Res-men really

had built a device that sucked her soul out and
trapped it here. Until | had found her, | had ny
doubt s.

| stared up at Slink, who | ooked tense but not
frantic. Evidently, the gruesone red fiends were stil
agitated but hadn't yet decided to investigate. "Hey
Lance, you really want to charge through that door

and fight the hell princes?" | asked.

"Not particularly, Fly-boy."

"How s about we set the spineys and the zonbie to
maki ng this crack wi de enough for all of us?"

Arl ene rai sed one eyebrow-an expression she had
practiced night and day for nonths because of sone

tel evision character who did it. "Highly |ogical, Cap-
tain."

| recoiled in horror. "Good God, don't conmi ssion

me as an officer! Oficers have to go to college, and you
know what | think of college grads." She ought to; 1'd
only spelled it out a thousand tinmes! See, at Parris

Island, | was an assistant DI when | first nade
corporal. You give a recruit an order, and even if he
doesn't understand it, he will, by God, run off and try

to do somet hi ng.

But Gunnery Sergeant Coforth used to be a DI over

at Quantico in the Marine Corps Oficer Candi date
School, and he told us that when he gave an officer
candi date an order that the kid didn't understand, he
woul d stand there like a dumry and try to clarify it!
"Sir, this candidate does not understand the dril
instructor's order!" Gunny Goforth went bugfreak
trying to get the candidates to do something, any-

thi ng, anything but just stand there and discuss the
si tuati on!

The gunny especially hated, when he gave an order

the sort of rumy way the candi date would just say
"sir?"—with a |l ook of utter bew | dernent—i ke he'd
never even heard of such a conmand. Like no one had
ever heard of such a command . .. l|ike nobody in his
right mnd woul d ever dream of issuing such a bizarre
conmmand! "You fal kin' piece of shee-it! Just falkin'
pick up th'falkin' FOD off'n th' falkin' RUNway and
don' falkin' say another falkin' '"SIR' or |I's gone to rip
your falkin' HAID off and YOU-rinate down yo' neck!"
@unny CGoforth was from South Carolina, and his

hatred of coll ege-educated officer candi dates was | eg-
endary.

It was the coll ege education; | was norally certain

of it. They say coll ege teaches you how to think, but I
think it really teaches you how to jerk gunnery



sergeants around by the short hairs.

I whistled very |low, catching everyone's attention.
set O estradanus to guard the door instead of Slink
and all the spineys—and Pfc. Dodd—ane forward

to tear down the wall, or enough of it that we could al
escape the way Arlene did last tinme. 1'd deliberately
kept himin the shadows. | wasn't sure how Arl ene

woul d react to her forner |over, now zonbie.
I wished | could have softened the bl ow sonewhat.
Maybe | handled it all wong. Wen Arlene saw
Dodd, she turned white, paler than usual, so much so
it was easily visible in the gloom She fell back agai nst
the wall and started hyperventilating, staring at him
This wasn't the first time she had seen Dodd as a
zonbie. We caught up with himthe last time on
Dei nps, just after junping through the Gate—the
same Gate that was just outside the crack we were
wor ki ng on. That tine, he shanbled out of the
bl ackness ready to bl ow us apart, reworked so thor-
oughly he didn't even recognize his once and future
i nt ended.
I was sick back then, sick at heart. | knew | would
have to kill the SOB, and Arlene would hate ne
forever, and hate herself for hating me when | only
did what | had to do. But a miracle happened, the first
one |I'd seen on that trip, but not the last. Arlene
suddenly found it inside herself to shove ne out of the
way and kill zonbi e-Dodd hersel f; that way, she
couldn't really hate anybody.
It was a hell of a thing for her to do, one of the
reasons | |love her so nmuch, my best bud. Now .
what did this nean, now we had Pfc W1 hel m Dodd
as one of our crew? But a Dodd who not only didn't
renmenber sleeping with Arlene and | oving her, but
al so didn't renmenber being killed by her. But Arlene
renmenbered, CGod hel p her. She renenbered killing
her boyfriend. She blew his head off and watched the
body topple like a dead tree.
"Christ," she nmuttered beneath her breath, closing
her eyes and turning away. "Christ, Fly. Did you have
toruninto .. . into hinP"
I didn't know whether Al bert nade it easier or
harder. She had t hought she | oved Dodd until she mnet
Al bert Gallatin. But maybe her feelings for Al bert
were col ored by what she'd done to Dodd, and what
we all were sharing: the destruction of our planet and
our entire race. At least, | knew those thoughts were
firing through her brain; if I could think themw th ny
limted nental capacity for specul ation, sure as hel
Arl ene was obsessing about them herself.
She swal | owed the enotions down and becane a
Marine again. Dodd wasn't Dodd; he was a zonbie

and now a pl atoon nenber. She did what she had
to do. She was a U. S. Marine-senper fi, Mac.
The spiney inps got busy ripping away at the
masonry; Arlene and | tried to help, but human hands
sinmply weren't strong enough to do the dirty work.
W caught stones as they fell and |ugged them away,
trying to make as little noi se as possible; the pinkies
were damed noisy as a rule, and the hell princes



shoul d be used to the noise . . . but still, the last thing

I want ed—

W al nost, damm near nmade it. Slink and the other

spi neys—Whack, Swaller, Sniff and Chonmp—dsed

their iron nails to grind away at the crack, scraping
stone away. It was al ready wi de enough for me and
Arlene (and Dodd, of course), and nearly so for the

i nps, but the punpkin O estradanmus was a big prob-
lem | snapped ny fingers until | got his—her?—
attention and gestured it over. "Can you defl ate?"
asked. It didn't say anything but |ooked puzzled. "I
mean, is there any way you can suck in a little at the
sides, like, and squeeze through that crack?"

O estradanus floated closer to the hole and stared
through it. The punpkin had not yet spoken; | only
knew | had converted it by the fact that it no |onger
opened its nmouth and spat lightning balls at ne.

This is how the scene happened: we'd been battling
the punpkin in a small room Slink and Chonp and

I, taking cover behind a stone couch built for sone
gigantic nonster with a really hard butt. VWile the
punpkin floated to each corner of the room firing
lightning balls at us fromevery conceivable angle, we
screamed out our spiel about the simulation. | al nost
bit my tongue in half when Slink shouted out,
"Masssster sshall produce miracle! Then you sshal
know " It wasn't exactly like | could just close ny eyes
and envi sion a vase of flowers appearing in the niddle
of the room What was | supposed to do, suddenly
"remenber” that the water in the fountain was really
wi ne?

Sure, kid, sure, that would be great. . . only it
didn't work that way. | couldn't "remenber" some-
thing so totally different because ny real menory got
in the way. Maybe if | were one of Arlene's religious
teachers, the ones she was forever reading about—
Bodhi sat vas, sonething |ike that—saybe | could
perfectly visualize a Fredworld where punpkins were
only beachballs, inps were crash-test dumm es, and
the pinkies all wore nonkey suits and served cock-
tails.

But | was just Flynn Taggart, and | had too good a
menory to play that game. Alas, | remenbered just

how bad-t enpered the punpkins were .. . and this

one was provi ng how dammed good ny nenory was

with every electrical belch. | w shed that sonmehow
Sears and Roebuck had been transferred with ne; |
sure coul d have used those gigantic Magilla CGorilla
arms to pop that overinflated nonster

And then an astoni shing thing happened. Wile the
punpkin was floating around the bl ue-gl ow ng room
with flickering light fromseveral shredded |ight tubes,
it managed to wedge itself into the small space

bet ween t he stone couch and a shred of illum nating
panel on the ceiling. Trying to extricate itself, the
punpki n managed to rotate so that its nouth was

poi nted directly skyward.

Then, in frustration, seeing us in the corner of its
peri pheral vision, so close, touching distance—the
dweebi e punpkin fired a round . . . directly up into



the powerful circuitry. The short-circuit in the light
tube rmust have acted |like a capacitor, because there
was a violent spark-flinging feedback | oop, and the
punpki n ended up taking a jolt that nust have been a
hundred tines the anperage of its own |ightning,
judging by the acrid snell of ozone.

The zap scranbl ed every neural circuit in the
punpkin's brain. It rmust have blown through all of its
nmet aprogranmi ng, letting me reach right down into

t he deepest part of its brain and convert it on the
spot—+ike it had seen God directly, that's how it
responded. | turned it, we becanme friends. Turns out
the things can talk, they just don't have nmuch to say
(too full of hot air, hah hah). Their voices are at the
extreme | ow end of the frequency range of a human

ear. O estradanmus sounded |ike Darth Vader played

on a tape runni ng hal f - speed.

But now | waited expectantly for O estradanus to
answer. After a |long nonent staring out the crack, it
rotated to face us and sadly said, "N-n-no. Cc-c-ann-

n-not fit." | wondered if | had the only punpkin who
stuttered, or if that were a racial characteristic of al
punpki ns.

O estradanmus rotated to return to its post and

froze: standing in the doorway was a hell prince. The
freaking thing had finally decided to go upstairs and
check on the weird silence . . . and with amazing
foresight, it had chosen the exact instant that the door
was unguar ded!

The hell prince recovered before | did. It raised its
armand fired a blast of the greenish energy beam
froma wist launcher. But d estradanus was faster! |
woul dn't have believed it possible; 1'd never seen a
punpki n nove so quickly. But it was in between us

and the hell prince fast enough to catch the bl ow
nmeant for Arlene.

A estradanmus screaned in rage and pain, and re-

turned fire with the lightning balls. | turned back to
Arl ene. "Move your gorgeous ass, A S.!" Uncereno-

ni ously, | grabbed her by the butt and scruff of the
neck and propelled her through the hole, dunping her
face-first a dozen feet down into what sounded |ike
squi shy mud

"Slink, Wack, Chonp, Dodd—punch it, through

t he gap!"

My apostl es squeezed through the gap, which was

al nrost wi de enough for a spiney, and foll owed Arl ene
to the ground. | hoped to hell she had shaken off
enough daze to roll put of the way before the two-
hundr ed- ki | ogr am spi neys dropped on her head.

| leveled ny shotgun, we were at such cl ose quar-
ters, and tried to get a shot around O estradanus, but
t he punpkin was too fat, too round! It and the hel
prince were going at it—aell, | was going to say fang
and claw, but | guess it was actually muth and wi st
| auncher. God, but the two races nust have hated

each other. But why? | renmenbered seeing hell-prince
bodies lining the walls of one pumpki n chanber and
dead defl ated punpki ns strewn about the fl oor of

anot her hall owned by hell princes. | guessed the only



two creatures that hated each other nore were steam
denons and the spiderm nd.
They were both pretty torn up. 4 estradamnus
bl ocked the entire passageway, and the hell prince
effectively filled the doorway, which was a good thing,
because | could just glinpse the second hell prince
behi nd the first—but he couldn't get off a shot around
his conpatriot.
"Come on, forget it!" | bellowed. "W re through

Pul I back and hi de—eonvert your brothers!" But
O estradanmus didn't hear; it was too busy teaching its
nortal eneny what it neant to incur the wath of a
punpki n.
And then |I heard the sound | nost dreaded: the
flatul ent noise of an inflated punpkin popping, neet-
ing its airy doom d estradanus collapsed into a
huddl ed heap of rubbery flesh on the floor. It bel ched
no nore |ightning.
W had our first martyr on the holy quest to punish
the fal se ones.
| stepped back into the shadows of the crack. The
stupid hell prince had gotten so fixated on killing its
race eneny that it had entirely forgotten about ne
and the rest of the crew It staggered forward, obvi-
ously ninety percent dead on its feet.
| was happy to supply the missing tenth. As it
crouched unsteadily over the body of our 1oving
A estradanmus, the nost intelligent inflated floater |

had ever known, | raised nmy duck gun and unl oaded a
shel |l at point-blank range into the hell prince's tem
ple. | only wished | still had the bel oved doubl e-

barrel ed shotgun | had carried through the entire
canpai gn on Earth.

| guess O estradanmus rmust have torn up the hel

prince nmore than | thought. | expected the creature to
be hurt; but hell, one just like it had taken a shot
directly amidships with a rocket, for Pete's sake, and
lived. But this one didn't; it dropped heavily,
groaning ... and ten seconds later, it was dead, green
bl ood and gooshi e brain goo dribbling out its head.
The ot her cane charging out, but it was too |ate;

st epped back once nmore, |aunching nyself through

the crack and down about five nmeters to the wet peat
below. |I fell hard, stunning nyself. As | came back to
consci ousness a nonent later, | found | had nade a

gi ant-si ze nud angel

The hell prince stood at the crack and tried to fire
through it, but we ran under the overhangi ng pi ece of
bui | di ng, conpletely unhittable. Thank the devil our
intrepid inps hadn't nade the hol e any bigger; the
hell prince was only just barely too big to fit.
Arlene steadied me, and | told the crew what had
happened to poor O estradanus. Arlene nade the

same point about him her, it being a martyr, and
expl ai ned the concept to Slink for later processing to
t he ot her apostles.

Above us was sky, horribly enough; we had cone

down nmore than two kiloneters through the solid

rock of Phobos .. . and here, at the bottom directly
overhead we saw the stars! It nmade no geographic



sense, but, of course, it didn't have to—+t was not hi ng
but computer software, after all.

Across the field, | saw the raised platformthat was
the Gate. | pointed. "Well, nen, | hate to say it, but if
we're going to find that power source, we'd better get
the hell off Phobos."

Arlene raised her eyebrows, then shrugged. "Well
sayonara, Phobos. And | was so |ooking forward to a
nore extended visit."

Yeah, right, A S.

17

Marines are like cats. They sleep lightly, half

an eye peeled for charlie, sniffing the air |like a huge
carnivorous tiger that's always hungry. They can fal

asl eep standing up, in zero-g, during reentry, even
whi l e marching on the flipping parade ground. Don't
ever try to sneak up on a Marine; Jesus the Anointed
One wal ki ng on the water makes enough racket to jerk

a Marine awake froma sound sl eep. And when a

Marine wakes up, he's on his feet in one fluid nove-
ment, rifle in hand, fully alert in less tine than the
fastest mcroprocessor takes to execute a single
machi ne- code comrand.

Except me, that is. Fly Taggart wakes up not
renmenbering his own name, bleary and groggy, eye-

lids glued shut with little pieces of sleep. | stagger like
one of the Fred-worked zonmbies with a mouth full of
cotton, inarticul ately beggi ng and pl eadi ng for sone
life-giving coffee. Usually it takes two recruits and a
burly Pfc. to slap sone sense into ne in the norning.
This time, it took a scared | ance corporal. Arlene
snapped nme out of my coma by the sinplest possible
nmeans: she started kicking me in the ribs, gently at
first, getting harder and harder, until at last | blindly
reached out a nmeaty hamfist and caught her ankle in

m d- ki ck. Wthout waking nore than hal fway, |

jerked her off her feet and snarl ed sonethi ng about

not tickling a man when he's trying to get some Z's.
Then | blinked awake. | sat up on a bl ue-specked

dirt patch overgrown with clunps of sharp, brittle,

bl ue grass that seened to undul ate, though | couldn't
quite tell for sure. Arlene picked herself up, brushing
the dirt from her uniformand rubbing her knee.

"Damm you, Sarge!" she stage-whispered. "I was just
trying to get up quietly."

Taking nmy cue fromthe | ance corporal, | kept ny

own voice low "Wat the hell is going on? Last thing

| remenber, | was strapped to a table and the New

bies were trying to suck my brains out with a vacuum

cl eaner.”

| stared around. Arlene and | sat atop a small hil

that faintly rippled. In the distance, | saw t he human-
built ship, the Di srespect to Death-Bringi ng Decon-
structionists. It was even snaller than | inmagi ned,
utterly dwarfed by ny menory of the Fred ship. |

woul d still love to see them side by side, though. The
Di srespect | ooked far sleeker and nore el egant.

In all other directions was a flat plain, broken only
by i mensely tall thin trees. They swayed so easily,
though, in the faintest air current, that maybe they



were just very tall grass.

Bl ue was the color of the day. | knew for a fact that
the desert we had wal ked across fromthe Fred ship
was browni sh gray, with not a trace of blue. | bent

down and | ooked cl ose at the ground: the blue specks
that colored the entire terrain were actually tiny bugs!
Al most microscopi c i nsects swarm ng over

everyt hing—ever me and Arlene, even. | cringed for a
nmonent; |'ve always hated bugs. But there wasn't
anything | could do about it, and I didn't feel any
pain. Al as, even N nepin had deserted us. | had no

i dea where he had got to, but he was gone, the

i nadvertent little traitor

"Arl ene—=
"Yeah, | know. You can't even brush 'emoff; they're
too small. | figure they nust eat mcrobes, so naybe

they're not all bad."

"Arlene, where the hell are we?"

She shrugged. The blue critters in her bright red

hair turned her head purple. "Near as | can deduce,
Fly, the Resuscitators tried to suck our souls out; ny
nose still hurts like hell."

Now t hat she mentioned it, | realized ny own
sinuses felt |ike sone conbat engi neer was cranking a
hand drill inside. "But we're still here—+ think. Do

you feel any different?"

She shook her head. "Nada. Whatever kind of soul

had before, it sure feels the same now " Then she
turned her head and squinted in the direction of the
ship. "On the other hand, would we even know if it
was changed?"

| started to stand, but she put out a hand and held
me down to a crouch. "Fly, they're down there,
bottom of the hill."

"Who?"

"Your converts—the fourteen still left alive who
didn't despair and get reinfected. Sears and Roebuck
are down there, too—their bodies. The freaki ng New
bies killed themto shut them up—they woul dn't stop
ar gui ng about them using the nmachine, and then

when the Res-nmen started sucking out your soul, S
and R actually attacked them"

"Jesus! Kill anyone?"
"I couldn't believe their strength. Their little |egs
spun like a gyroscope . .. you know how they chug so

fast, their legs are just blurs? They dashed around the
room at high velocity, breaking necks and crushing
skull's with those powerful Magilla Corilla arms of
theirs. It was beautiful!"

"How many did they get?"

"At | east eight Res-men nurdered while they stu-

pidly tried to aimtheir shots. You can't hit sonething
nmovi ng that fast by aimng at it!"

"You got to lead it."

"Yeah, but which way? Sears and Roebuck kept

changing direction so fast, | thought | was |ooking at a
UFO So finally one of the Res-nmen nust've got an

i nfusi on of brains fromthe Newbi e nol ecul es infect-

i ng her, she grabbed a | aser cannon and just held the
trigger in while she swept the beam back and forth



across the room fast as she could. Did you know

Kl ave can junp |ike nofos?"

"They can probably run up the walls, with the

speed they're capable of."

"But she finally got them Cut the boys down on the

downbeat . "

I blinked. Man, I'mout for five minutes, and | ook

what | miss! It was |ike going out for popcorn, and

when you get back, the giant ants are already devour-

ing Austin. "Christ, then what?"

"Then they finished with you |ike nothing hap-

pened, and they started on ne, and | woke up here.

was |ying next to you, but you were stiff as granite,

even though your heart was beating and your |ungs

breathing. | figured you were brain-dead . . . and I

guess that's what Tokughavita thought."

"How do you know they're all down there?"

"How do you think? I'm Marine Corps recon. ... |

crawm ed to the edge of that ridge and reconnoitered.

They're all down there in a circle—tooks like they're

perform ng sone sort of shamanic ritual. They're

bobbi ng their heads |ike pigeons.”

| crawed as quietly as | could to the | edge she

i ndi cated and | ooked down on our converts. | recog-

ni zed the overcaptain and several of the boys. "Sha-

mani c ritual ? Jeez, Arlene, they're praying. Haven't

you ever been to church, you heat hen?"

"That's what | said, a magical ritual." She

squirmed up beside me. | couldn't help smling, she

felt so good. "Wonder what the hell they're praying

for?"

| stared at her, exasperated. "Probably for the safe

return of our souls to our bodies, you noron."

She rai sed her eyebrows and pursed her lips. "Mn
are you trying to tell ne that stuff works?"

"Worked this tine, | reckon. Conme on, babe, let's

go down and scare the hell out of the natives." W had

not hi ng better to do, so we rose and descended

maj estically fromthe nmount. When we were al nost

down, one of the converts shouted and pointed; his

nout h noved, but no words canme out. In three

seconds, the rest of themhad scranbled to their feet

and were staring silently, stunned and awed.

| stopped where | was and spread ny arns. "Be-

hold," | declared. "I have risen fromthe dead. Let
this be the reward for your unwavering faith!" | felt a
prickling in the back of my neck. | didn't dare | ook
up. ... | knew what it was: God the Angry Father was

glaring at me for ny blaspheny. But it was in a good
cause! W had to keep their level of faith high, so if
there were any nol ecul ar Newbi es floating around,

they couldn't get a toehold. Sonehow, strong faith,
faith in anything, seemed to stop them Maybe it
created sonme sort of chem cal inbalance? Hell, that
was for the college creeps to figure out. | just wanted
to fight the bastards

Toku and the Converts—didn't | see them at

Lol | apal ooza?—swarmed us |ike | ocusts on a wheat
field, and Arlene kept pushing them back so they
wouldn't mob me. "Chill, chill, you clowns! Get your



asses back over the line—+ want you to stay at |east
four paces fromne, or | pull out the nutcracker!"
The two of us got them sinmmered down enough for
Tokughavita to tell us what happened after Arlene
and | were killed. "Didn't know what to do," he
expl ai ned, turning up his hands. "Said you were dead,
soul s gone. Believed—saw no signs of life in eyes!"
"I don't get it," | said. "Did the thing work, or
didn't it?"

"Took bodi es down fromtables. Resuscitators gave
themto us, said they were nmeat only, no further use.
Cast us out, said we were unfixable, ruined. Called
faith ruin and fatal flaw in operating system"

| smiled. | could just imagine the Res-men's frustra-
tion. Suddenly, they were | ocked out of what had been
their confortable home, the human mind, for the [ ast
God knows how long! If |I were any judge of character,
the bastards were really running scared now. "So
they're still in there?" |I nodded at the ship.

"Yes, master, still present, but cannot get at them
Activated all ship's defenses."

"So he drove out the nman."

It was a sweet voi ce. .

"And he placed at the east of the garden of Eden
Cherubins, and a flam ng sword which turned every
way, to keep the way of the tree of life."

| turned to Arlene, nonplussed. "I didn't know you
knew the Bible."
“I', uh, I don't. | just know that verse. | must have

heard it in a novie or sonething.”

"Activated | aunch sequence," continued the over-
captain. "Ship launches in thirty mnutes. Should get
to cover, otherwi se we'll be burned bl ack."

The other remmants of the Fearsome Flies grabbed

all their stuff and bundled it up, but | caught nyself
wondering: if Arlene and | hadn't awakened just then
woul d these goofs have sat right there, while the ship
| aunched and burned themalive? | wi nced at the

t hought; they had faith, but | obviously needed to
work a bit on the comon-sense aspect of religion

We stood over the bodies of Sears and Roebuck.

From where | stood, the wounds didn't |ook all that
bad . . . but where | stood was a mllion klicks away
fromthe nedical lab on the D srespect. Yet we
couldn't just leave themthere! If their bodies were
burned, not only would their spirits be irrevocably
lost, left to wander the barren dunes and bl ue bug-
covered plains, but they would feel every m crosec-

ond of the incineration . . . and they would re-
nmenber .

"Jeez, Fly, that was a hell of an act of bravery on S
and Rs part. | mean, here we are, hundreds of |ight-

years fromthe Kl ave homeworl d. They nust have

known the odds were slimto none that we'd be able to
resuscitate them" Arlene crouched, staring cau-
tiously at Sears and Roebuck, unlikeliest of heroes.
An idea was starting to germnate in ny brain.

"Toku, you guys got a hovercar or |androver or
somet hi ng down here?"

He | ooked puzzled, scratching his chin. The hirsute



overcaptai n desperately needed a shave; he was start-
ing to look like a chinpanzee bal ancing on its hind
legs. "Don't know. Different departnent."

Yeesh, here we went again with the ultraindividual -
ism | gathered themaround us in a circle. "Al'l right,
you proto-jarheads, did any of you drive a vehicle off
t hat shi p?" Silence, many heads shaki ng.

Arl ene put her hand on my arm "Excuse ne, Sarge,

you' re not asking that right. My |?"

| waited a nonment, eyes flicking back and forth,

then | grunted assent.

"Dudes," she began, "did any of you see a vehicle

on the dirt here?"

Instantly, half a dozen hands went up. The crew

men started talking all at once, but they quickly
conpared stories and pointed along the axis of the
ship, heading aft. "About three kiloneters," ex-

pl ai ned the overcaptain.

| wanted to strangle the entire lot of literal doof-
uses! Drive it off the ship . . . Jeez! | glanced at Arlene,
who said, "Cone on, Fly, you know which of us is the
better runner."

"Take off, kiddo, and for God's sake, make it the
fastest 3 K you've ever run. Wait, which of you is
really fast?" Every hand shot skyward. | rolled ny
eyes. These guys were worse than the natives on the

i sl and where everyone either always lies or always
tells the truth! "Look, | know each of you is the fastest
SOB in the outfit... so every man point at the second
fastest dude."

| had fourteen converts: six pointed at one guy, four
poi nted at another, and the other two pointed at each
other. The two winners were startled by the sudden
attention and didn't point at anyone. "Right, you and
you, follow Corporal Sanders. Mve out!"

| sat down to wait, trying ny damedest to | ook

conpletely cal mand patient. In reality, | was about
ready to chew the heads off a bag of ten-penny nails.
I was still waiting in exactly the same posture,
havi ng forced nmyself to be utterly still, when Arlene

and the boys "drove" up twenty-one mnutes later in

a hovercar. By then, everyone was nervously sneaking
peeks at his watch—except Overcaptain Tokughavita,

the only man with utter, absolute faith in me. He
knew | wouldn't |let themdown, even if | had no
control whatsoever over the search for the land cart!
The cart was pretty simlar to the one I'd used on
Phobos a coupl e of centuries ago, except it was big
enough to collect a few tons of sanples. The cart was
huge and blue: ten neters fromstemto stern and two
nmeters wide, with a fol dable gate around the bed. It
liked to sit about six neters above the deck, naintain-
ing altitude with some sort of air-jet arrangenent,
instead of the fans that levitated the land carts on
Mars. The engi ne | ooked conplex, and it was totally
exposed, not even a cowing; | couldn't make head or
tail out of the guts. It was nothing like the fan-Ievs
had taken apart in the Pendl eton notor pool a few
years and a couple of stripes ago.

An engi neer naned Aburmaha was wat chi ng the



shi p, and he announced that the tail had begun to
snoke. That nmeant we had all of three minutes before
the ship blasted into orbit.

"Al'l hands, throw everything onto the | and sl ed,

don't worry about the order—ove!"

Arl ene and | took personal charge of the bodies of
Sears and Roebuck, carefully laying thematop a nice
soft pile of clothing and coats. The boys (i ncl uding
two girls) leapt aboard, just as the tail of the ship
suddenly turned too bright to |look at with the naked
eye. The Res-nen had fired up the fusion reactor
"Arlene," | said softly, "get us the f out of here,
okay?"

She jamed on the throttle, and I was hurled to the
deck. One crewran al nost tunbl ed out the back, but
Tokughavi ta caught himby the hair and the scruff of
hi s neck and haul ed hi m back aboard. One minute
later, we were already half a klick away . . . and the
dar keni ng sky suddenly lit up as bright as a dozen
suns. The Disrespect was | aunching toward orbit.

W ran fast, faster, but the Shockwave caught up

with us nonetheless. It rocked the cart so viciously
that Arl ene backed off the throttle and pulled up to a
halt. CGood thing. Wth the second jolt, |I was hurled
out of the land cart! | hit the ground heavily, too
stunned to stand, but not too stunned to | augh at
Arlene's attenpts to settle the hovercraft onto the
ground to pick me up

The ground shimr ed and shook beneath ne, so

stayed on my butt, my back turned to a fusion
reaction bright enough to burn out ny retinas in a
mllisecond. At last, she got the thing onto the ground,
scooped ne inside, and headed away agai n. Behi nd

us, the ship cleared the | ower atnosphere, and we
stopped hearing the roar of exploding gases around

t he engi ne nozzle, hot as a stellar core. "Were to, O
Exal ted One?" Arlene asked.

"Where do you think? Back to the Fred ship so we

can repair Sears and Roebuck. If any two can figure
out a way off this rock, they can. And Arlene .
change drivers, huh? | wouldn't mnd getting there
intact."

18

"No, no, saw them Saw you in conputer."”

Over captai n Tokughavita was struggling to convince
Arlene and ne that the Res-man soul -sucker really

had worked as adverti sed.

"But we're not in the freaking conputer," ex-

pl ai ned ny | ance with amazi ng patience, for her.
"We're sitting in this stupid hovercraft, listening to
your drivel about us being sucked out of our bodies
and pl opped into a conputer.™

Tokughavi ta groaned, |eaning his head back and
raising his arnms in perhaps the nost prototypica
human gesture of themall —osmc frustration.

"Then who did see? Saw both of you in conputer
fighting nonsters right out of book."

"Book? \What book? What the hell are you—*

"Knee-Deep in the Dead and Hell on Earth," |

answered for the man. "The books that Jill wote.



They' re tal king about the nmonsters that the Freds
genetically engineered for us on Phobos and

Dei nos—you know, the spiney inps, steam denons,
spi derm nds, boneys. All the things that rmade life
worth killing."

Arlene stared at ne, nmouth open. "We were fighting
st eam denons? | n the conputer?”

The wi nd was harsh but not strong enough to bl ow
me down again. The driver had cut the speed, now
that the Res-nmen had lifted off in the D srespect. The
guy was a convert named Blinky Abumaha who used

to be a fusion technician, damed useful if we were
ever going to get off the rock. | stood up, facing
toward the front, my face rubbed raw by the mni-

gal e, kicking up sand so fine it felt like a bad sunburn
as it pocked ny skin.

"Arlene, leave himalone. | think Toku is telling the
honest truth. . . . The dammed thing really did work."
"Conme again, Fly-boy? Maybe when you fell out,

you | anded on your head."

"It really did pull our soul out.. . but the Newbies,
who are driving this technol ogy revol ution, they don't
know any ki nd of soul but their own—the standard

soul in the galaxy. They only know the so-called

bi ol ogi cal soul, l|ike Sears and Roebuck have, the kind
that sticks around like a ghost in the body even after
deat h. "

"You saying we have a different kind of soul ?"

"It nakes sense, doesn't it? AS., we're the only
creatures in the galaxy who can die ... and we're the
only creatures who have anything like faith. O course
our soul works differently!"

"So you're saying when they used the machine

Arl ene faded away. | turned back, and she had her
hand over her mouth, eyes w de behi nd her goggles.
"I think you figured it out," | said softly.

"Fly, the machine duplicated our souls! There really
i s another version of Fly and Arlene out there, and

t hey' ve got us back fighting the Fred nonsters again.
Ch Christ, those poor—ah, | was about to say—
"Those poor souls. CGo ahead and say it, AS It's
literally true." She spared nme the echo, and | couldn't
get nore than a grunt out of her all the way back to
the Fred ship. In fact, ny lance seened lost in

t hought, not even staring at the fascinating scenery,
klick after klick of barren gray-brown desert, the
nmonot ony broken only by sand dunes that flowed

vi sibly across the surface, blown by the wind. The

sand was so fine, it acted like a fluid . .. |ike ocean
waves in sl ow nption
"Bull et for your thoughts," | said, as the gigantic

Fred ship, torn into pieces by the crash | anding, hove
into view.

"You can't figure it out?"

"I"'mnot a mnd reader, Corporal."

"You can't add the Newbie device to Al bert and get
five?"

"Five? Five what?"

She shook her head, and | felt like a total idiot.

Qovi ously, she was seeing sonething, but damed if |



could guess what. "Cone on, Arlene, you're the sci-fi

gal here, not ne!"

She put her hand famliarly on ny knee. "Later

Fly. Ckay?"

| tried not to think of her hand sliding farther up
nmy |l eg, but ny body refused to cooperate. She nust
have sonmehow felt nmy nood; she renoved her hand

and snuck a quick gl ance southward. "Jesus, Fly,

what's got into you?"

"Just thinking about the shellback initiation on the
Bova," | lied. "When you cane out in the pasties and

g-string, you really gave ne a woodie."

"Real | y? Cool ." She sniled, then chuckled. "Re-
menber the | ook on Albert's face? | thought he was

going to call nme the Wore of Babylon! 'Get thee
behind nme, Satan!'"

"Hmph. You ought to quote the real Bible, if you

have to quote sonething."

"You nmean the Catholic Bible?"

"Inprimatur, nihil obstat. The very sane."

"Al'l right, so how does the, ahem real Bible say it?"

"lIt's not in the real Bible, of course.”

Arlene rolled her eyes and muttered sonme dark

bl aspheny. And then we were there, at the gaping
mout h of the Fred ship, the aft end of the fina

forward piece. Blinky Abumaha drove the hovercraft
right inside the crack, forward as far as he could

t hrough the wrecked enmpty cargohol d where we had

whi | ed away many sinple hours training and shooting

at imaginary Freds. Then he parked the car, and we

all piled off and started hoofing it forward, "through

caverns neasureless to man."

W pull ed short at the first medical [ab we found.
During the time we had spent on the ship, the weeks
headi ng toward Fredworl d, then the weeks we fol -

| owed the spoor of the Newbies to this barren place,

Sears and Roebuck had finally, reluctantly, showed us

alittle bit about working the various machi nes and

devices. | wondered if they realized that their own
lives woul d sonmeday depend upon how well they

taught, how cl osely we observed?

W sl apped their bodies up on a pair of tables, and

took nmy first really close | ook since we found t hem

dead in the circle of apostles. One of them-don't ask
me whi ch—-had a deep but cauterized beam wound

across the chest. Cause of death: severe trauma to the
left heart, severing of the greater and | esser aortae.

The other Klave in the pair had beheld a beamin

his own eye. (I had no idea whether anyone el se had
pi cked up a note.) The thin beam fired straight

through his retina into the head. "You know," | said,
pointing at the wound, "that shoul dn't have been

fatal ."

Arl ene | ooked incredul ous, so | explained it to her

"Klave don't keep their brains in their heads; it's
under the stonach, here." | tapped the point of the

triangle formed by the Magilla Gorilla body, just

above the stubby legs that could work so fast the
human eye coul dn't even see them

"Well," she said cautiously, "did he naybe die



because the other one died?"

| shrugged, nodded. "I can't inmagine one dead, one
alive; maybe they couldn't either."

| felt for pulses in all the nost likely spots. Neither
gorilla was alive by any test | could think up on the
spot. "Cone on, you apes," | said, "you wanna live
forever?"

Only Arlene | aughed. | guessed that two hundred

years hadn't treated M. Heinlein kindly. W fol ded
up the massive arns of the Klave with the heart and
aorta damage and shoved himinto one of the ma-
chines, the one that was supposed to repair the gross
physi cal damage in major organs. If we could get
themup and rel atively functional, they could proba-
bly take over the finer points of surgery thensel ves,
stuff |like the eye damage and the nunerous burns and
ri bbon | acerations.

The machi ne | ooked |ike a huge chest of drawers,

with the bottom drawer big enough for a Fred, which
meant nearly enough for a Klave. W managed to stuff
the hairy gorilla into the thing anyway, but | was

al nrost at the point of severing one of the arns and
letting Sears or Roebuck reattach it later. Fortunately,
it didn't come to that. S and R m ght be totally ice
when it came to nutilating bodies, but that wasn't
taught in Light Drop Conmbat Tactics School

| twisted the dials in the upper left drawer to
indicate "circulatory systeni—+he Freds used visua
icons, fortunately, since | didn't speak Fredi sh—
while Arlene cycled through a seeningly endl ess cat a-
log of different species, |ooking for Kl ave. "Jeez, Fly,
there's no end to them It's like that party scene at the
end of that stupid novie, The Pandora Point, where
six mllion different aliens swarmthe place, and Mt
Kreuger has to nmake themall cocktails he never heard
of ."

She al nost sel ected one version, but | pointed out
that the nost distinguishing characteristic of the

Kl ave was that they were always paired. The icon she
found showed only a single entity—you can't tell ne
the Freds don't know that much about the Kl ave after
six mllion years of warfare!" So she continued the
cycle, and eventually she found the correct species—
as | predicted, even the icon showed t hem doubl ed.
"Ckay, we ready to rock 'n' roll?" | asked.

"Hit it, Tiger."

| took a deep breath and punched the button

marked with a large up-arrow, it turned fromblue to
yel l ow. The devil machi ne began grindi ng and scrap-
ing. | shouldn't have been surprised. It was Fred
technol ogy, after all, so of course it sounded like a
brake failure at the end of the universe.

When the bellows finally stopped punping and the
Jacob' s Ladder stopped sparking, the go button

turned back to blue. A pale wi sp of smoke curled from
the bottomdrawer, and | heard a nuffled yelp. Arlene
and | westled the drawer open. Inside was a |iving

Kl ave, blinking rapidly and trying to focus his eyes.
Arl ene unl atched the side of the drawer, and either
Sears or Roebuck tunbl ed out onto the deck



The overcaptain and the other converts stepped
backward at the sight of the mghty Kl ave. Evidently,

t hey had never seen one this close before we showed

up, and they were still nervous about the massive

arms, barrel chest, and tiny squirmng |egs. The
patient staggered to his feet, staring around in confu-
sion as if |ooking for sonething he had |ost.

He spied it and ran to the other table, making
pecul i ar whi npering noi ses deep in his throat. He

i gnored ne and everybody el se; he had eyes only for
the other menber of his pair. | started to worry. If this
was how Sears (why not?) was going to behave, how

were we going to ask himto repair Roebuck?

Then a miracle happened. | was getting pretty used

to themby then. Sears (if it were he) stared so hard at
Roebuck's still formthat the latter suddenly sighed,
coughed up sone bl ood, and spontaneously cane

back to life. "Well,"” | said, "it nmakes sense in a
perverse sort of way: he pined away from | oneliness,

so now he cones back to life for company."

We withdrew, all of us, and allowed the Klave a

coupl e of hours al one together. Overcaptain Tokug-
havita kept us riveted with a bl ow by-bl ow account of
our mghty battle against the Fred-desi gned genetic
nmonsters for control of Earth. ... | got utterly bored
after the first five mnutes. Either Jill got everything
wrong or the overcaptain's reputation for a steel-trap
menory was a PR scanml But Arlene found it fascinat-

i ng, and respect for an officer, even one who thought I
was the Messiah, forced me to sit quietly while he

tal ked and tal ked and tal ked and tal ked. Wen he
finally finished, Sears and Roebuck were fully cured
and together again, and | was damed wel | inforned

on the subject of ny own exploits a couple of centur-

i es before.

| called a huge conference of all eighteen of us.

Sears and Roebuck began formally introducing them
selves; | watched with great amusenent while they

kept isolating every possible pair of converts (182
possibilities, according to Arlene) and reintroducing

t hensel ves, only to be utterly confused when one of
the pair would insist they had just net. But | called a
halt, so we wouldn't spend the next six years on
intros.

"Boys—and girls, sorry you three—we're stuck on

this rock, and there are two huge problens relating to
that: first, unless we want to die here, we have to
rescue ourselves; but, second, ruch nore inportant,

we have a mission to acconpli sh—we have to get

after the Resuscitators and stop them from i nvadi ng
Earth, or, failing that, defend Earth fromtheir inva-
sion. Any suggestions?"

Everyone | ooked at his brother. At |ast, Sears and
Roebuck gingerly raised a massive armeach. "Um |

can get | know a way up to orbit, but not farther
there."”

"How can you get us up to orbit?" asked Arlene, ny
personal Doubting Thonmas. "You're not saying you

can get this pile of dung to fly, are you?"

"Certainly not! But | can get | know a way up to



orbit, and it's with the escape-ship pod."

| frowned. "You mean there's an escape pod on

boar d? Powerful enough to boost us to orbit?"

Sears and Roebuck | ooked at each other, possibly

"l aughi ng" at ny poor English. Klave were very

arrogant about their |anguage ability.

But Arlene was stuck in her cynical nood. "What

the hell good does that do us? So we can get to orbit—
yi ppi e ki -yay. Then what ?"

Overcaptai n Tokughavita | eapt up. "Battle fleet!

Can take battle fleet from People Armed to Repe

I nvasi on! "

"Peopl e arned what? What is that?"

"I's noon of this planet; moon is artificial, contains
many and many interstellar ships.”

"Jesus Christ, Toku, why didn't you bother to

nmention this before?"

"No use," he explained. "Fleet inside noon, not on

pl anet surface, like us. Irrelevant."

| stood for a long noment, simering. \Wen |

spoke, it was the cold, quiet, reasonable tone of voice
that sent shivers up and down Arlene's back. She

knew what it neant. "Men, |'m going outside, find a
steel ventilation grate, and kick it to shreds. 1'll be
back shortly."

It wasn't just that |atest round of idiocy; it was the
entire setup. Was there ever anyone nore put-upon

than 1? | found the grating, raised ny boot, and gave it
about six killer gruesone whacks, |ike Lizzie Borden
with the ax. When | finally linped inside, |I felt much
better.

When | returned, feeling cleansed, | issued the
necessary orders: "Sears and Roebuck, get that escape
pod ready. Toku, Abumaha, you guys know how to

unl ock the ships and fire up the engi nes? Good, get
your trash ready, then assist the Klave, if they need it.
Arl ene, ah, keep an eye on everyone else."

"Cee, thanks a lunp, Sarge."

"That's the price of being a junior non-com Wen

you get everything ready and you're set to go, you'l
find me in the forward engi ne room |ooking for Fred
bodi es to kick around."

The Freds, it turned out, were not as crazy as their
architecture suggested. They were very protective of

their own safety, like the other races of the gal axy who
expected lifespans in the hundreds of thousands or
mllions of years. In fact, they built life pods into their

ships every few hundred nmeters! We had our choice of
not one but three different escape pods, even in the
section of Fred ship remaining intact.
Sears and Roebuck | ed the expedition al ong the
outermost corridor of the ship. It was a royal pain: the
Fred boat was never neant to sit on the surface of a
planet; they figured it would always remain in orbit
hence, there was no provision for wal king on
what ampbunted to the ceiling of the ship! Everything
on the ventral side was smashed beyond repair, of
course, by S and R s creative |anding, and the dorsa
side was all upside down.
W junped and banged at the hatch-open | ever for



what seened |like forever, and | ended up slipping and
cracki ng ny kneecap agai nst a dead |ight tube that

was supposed to descend fromthe ceiling, but now
stuck up fromthe deck. Finally, S and R reluctantly
hoi sted Arlene up high, holding her face up agai nst
the hatch with their Popeye arms, while she worked

all the crap to cycle the now usel ess airl ock

W hoi sted ourselves up and inside. It was a hell of
atight fit; it was neant for about five Freds and was
stuffed like a conedy sketch with eighteen of us
(including two gigantic Kl ave, rmuch bigger than the
Freds even in their seed-depositing stage). W
swarmed over one another like termtes; now, if it had
been ne and seventeen girls, | could get into the
possibilities. But | detested making inadvertent con-
tact with other males, so | pushed nyself into a corner
and j ust observed.

Sears and Roebuck clunped up to the driver's seat,
wal ki ng over people like they were rocks across a
stream They both squeezed into the side-by-side pilot
and co-pilot chairs and started flipping | evers and
twi sting dials.

The interior was very podlike: spherical, uncom
fortable, dark and nmetallic, stuffed with nav equip-
ment. It snelled Iike a mixture of machine oil and—
sour | enmons! Shades of Phobos and the zonbies. One
entire end was taken up by a huge bul ge poking

hal fway to the center of the pod—probably the engine
cow i ng.

"Preparing yourself for taking inmediately off!"

Sears and Roebuck warned—and wi t hout giving us

even a nonment to do so, they pushed the button

The whol e freaki ng pod expl oded. That's what it

felt like when it detached fromthe shi p—a huge gut -
wr enchi ng expl osi on. People and gear flew every-
where, and sonmething really hard creased ny cheek

Arl ene screamed, but it was nore a yelp of surprise

t han pain or agony.

W rose like a bullet. As soon as we cleared the ship
and started to fall back, Sears and Roebuck rotated
the pod and ki cked on the chem cal rocket engines.
They accelerated at only a couple g's, enough to get us
nmovi ng. My God, but they were loud! My entire body
pounded, thunping at the resonant frequency of the
frigging engines. | couldn't hear a thing—the noise
was beyond hearing. | plugged ny ears (everyone

did), but it didn't help much.

Then the Kl ave flipped on the big boys, the fusion
drive, and we roared away fromthe desert planet at an
even eleven g's. That was the end of ny reportage.

The humans all passed out, and by the tinme Sears

and Roebuck revived us, we were coasting in zero-g—
nmy favorite!—n a m ni-Hohmann transfer orbit to-

ward eventual rendezvous with the tiny artificial
nmoon. Sears and Roebuck piloted |ike apes possessed,
cheerfully inform ng the assenbl ed multitude that

"we shoul d make abl e the noon just before out of
runni ng of reaction mass! Good damm chance!"

Their quiet understated confidence was starting to
keep ne awake ni ghts.
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W hit the noon at "dawn." Dawn is a

| ocation on the noon, not a time. It's tide-locked, so

each lunar day is an entire lunar cycle of fourteen

days; you can't see the term nator creep, as you can on
Earth if you stand on a nmountain and | ook east across

a plain (at the equator, the Earth's surface spins at

about sixteen hundred kil oneters per hour, a thou-

sand mles per hour: circunference of the Earth

di vided by twenty-four). But the nmoon, smaller than
Dei nos, had an atnosphere! In the two hundred

years since we'd been gone—er a hundred and sixty,

actually; the nmoon was built forty years before and
naned People Armed to Repel |nvasion, henceforth

PARI —ae humans cracked the secret of the gravity
generators we found on Phobos and Dei nbs, the one

final secret of the First Ones that no one el se had

figured out in mllions of years of trying ... but was
it our achievenment, or the Newbies' ? Wien did they

i nfect us?

PARI had a gravitational acceleration of about 0.4

g, enough to hold a thin breathable atnosphere. God
only knew who built the original gravity generators
around Sol and the other star systenms; it was one of

t he biggest nysteries about which the Deconstruc-

tionists and Hyperrealists were fighti ng—sonmehow

the cause of the split, or one of the causes, if we could
bel i eve Sears and Roebuck! But still, neither Arlene
nor | had a clue why ... sonething about school s of
lit-crit and el even freaking story fragments.

The dammed nmoon was deserted, |ike a ghost min-

ing towmn in Gold Rush country. "\Were are all the
peopl e?" | asked.

Tokughavi ta answered, unaware of the volunes his
response spoke. "Joined ship when arrived, left with
us to surface." He had just admtted that the hunans
abandoned their post! There was only one reason they

woul d have done that: the crew of the D srespect had
infected them... or vice versa.

W had to wal k slowy across PARI. The atnos-

phere was about what it would be three-quarters of

the way up Mount Everest, and even a slow wal k |eft

me panting and dizzy. The apostles weren't bothered;

they said they had been "rebuilt" for greater |ung
capacity, anong other things. Arlene and | exchanged

a look. So that was why we'd had such a dammed hard
time trying to take down Overcaptain Tokughavita!
started to wonder uneasily what their |ifespan was:
they were super-strong, probably inmune to nost

normal nonintelligent di seases, and engineered to
survive on alien worlds . . . and they worshi pped ne
as a God?

| hoped | never disappointed them Men don't take
kindly to fallen idols.

It felt bizarre to be wal king across an artificial
nmoon the size of a cue ball, feeling gravity al nost half
that of Earth. Directly ahead a couple of klicks was a
tall tower. Only the top half was visible over the
hori zon. The rest of the surface of the noon was a

jagged series of black and white stripes, like digita



zebra paint; | couldn't see any other structures—but,
of course, the entire noon of PARI was one gigantic
"structure."

W made it to the tower from our touchdown poi nt

in just over three hours. The tower was actually three
towers connected by numerous spans of neta

ri bbon—bridges | sincerely hoped |I didn't have to
pass, since they had no visible guardrails and were
plenty far enough up to kill ne if | fell, even in the | ow
gravity.

"We, ah, don't have to clinb up there, do we?" |

asked Tokughavit a.

"Not up,"” he insisted. "Going down. CGoing down

to battle fleet."

"Fly," Arlene said, "you know what those towers

are? They're elevators! You can ride themup out of

t he atnosphere, or nmost of it. ... AmI right,

Bl i nky?"

She and the Blink-neister had gotten quite chum

my lately; | was already getting nervous. "Yeah, yeah

right up!" he agreed with sickening enthusiasm "Go
up, fast, fast, nake nose bl eed!"

"Some other time, kids." | felt like ny own father
twenty years ago

W reached the base of the nmiddle tower, and
Tokughavi ta wal ked up and—+ swear to God! —

pushed the down button to summon the elevator, |ike

it was a high-rise in Manhattan instead of a tiny
artificial nmoon orbiting an alien rock. W waited
thirty-five mnutes by ny watch, while the floor
counter slowy clinbed through the negative nunbers
toward zero. Wien it reached that magic mddle, the
nonstrous doors before us, big enough to drive an
upright Delta-19 rocket through on its rolling |aunch
pad, cranked slowly open to adnit our party of
eighteen. | felt distinctly underdressed; | should at

| east have been wearing a ten-story robot construction
virtu-suit. Tokughavita scanned the array of buttons
and finally pushed the one labeled C, with a little icon
of a dot in the center of a circle—eore, | presuned.
My adrenaline | evel skyrocketed just before we plum
nmet ed.

W started descending slowy, but within a mnute,

we were accel erating downward so close to the gravi-
tational pull that our weight slacked off to about one
percent of normal, just enough to keep the soles of our
boots touching the elevator floor. W dropped sicken-
ingly for close to forty-five mnutes, so | guess the
el evator hadn't been all the way down when we rang

for it.

At last, we started slowi ng hard. | was al nost

ki cked to ny butt, and Arlene actually did hit the
deck with a thud. It was three g's at |east! W stopped
hard and fast in about five minutes, but we'd been

t oughened by our ship travels and we didn't black out.
Sears and Roebuck took the acceleration in stride,
literally: they kept pacing up and back, inpatient to
see the "battle fleet" that Tokughavita tal ked about.
figured this nmust have been close to the normal
gravity for a Klave.



When the door cranked open, ny breath caught in

my throat. Before us was a nind-numbi ngly vast

hol | ow sphere in the center of the nobon, so wide in
diameter | couldn't begin even to guess its size. It was
crisscrossed by hundreds of thousands of striped

t ubes—at wal ks, presumably, connecting different

ar eas.

"Beware," said the overcaptain. "lIs zero-g beyond
el evator. Center of nmss."
A tube beckoned directly ahead of us. | bravely led

the troops forward, ny stomach pulling its usua
flippy-spinny trick as soon as we left the gravity zone
and entered wei ghtl essness.

Tokughavita wasn't ki ddi ng about the human battle
fleet. There were dozens of ships strewn around the

i nside of the holl ow noon, too many to get an
accurate estimate. Sonme were as short as the ship that
just took off; others were longer than the Fred ship
we' d hijacked to Fredworld. The nearest was about

one and a half kilometers long, | reckoned. Blinky
Abumaha pointed at it and said, "Damm fast ship that
is, nearly fast as ship we left."

"Nearly?" | got worried. | knew what that meant.

He nodded vigorously. "Damm fast. Get us to Earth
only twenty days behind infested ones, counting ac-
celeration time, if |eave now "

Twenty days! | figured that neant about a two-week
accel eration up to nearly |ightspeed and decel eration
to match Earth velocity, assum ng the Di srespect

could get up to speed and back down in three or four
days each way. Jeez, a |lot can happen in twenty days;
to the Newbies, it may as well be forty years, at the
speed they evolved. "All right, |ladies and gentl enen,
let's haul butt over to the ship and stonp down on the
ki ck-starter."

It was an easy "trek" to the nearest ship, provided
you had a boatload of patience. Fortunately, that's
one | esson you | earn double-time in the Corps. No
matter how fast we get our butts out of the rack and
into our conmbats, pull on about a ton and a half of
arnor, |lock and | oad enough anmo to sink a
medi um si ze gui ded-nissile frigate, and bounce out

to the helo pad for a quick barf-bunmp to the rocket,
sure as hell sonme 0-6 forgot his coffee cup or bis

i nfl at abl e seat cushion, and we have to stand by six or
seven hours while everyone fromsecond-louie to

short colonel turns the canp upside down trying to
find it.

You know how to nmove as quickly as possible al ong

a zero-g tube, don't you? You line yourself up as best
you can right down the centerline and give a shove

of f'n one end. Then you wait. |If you're lucky, you get
a good long trajectory down the tube until you hit a
side wall. If you didn't aimtoo well, you crash in a
coupl e of dozen meters. Either way, you have to find
somet hing solid to brace against and do it again. The
stripes along the tubes turned out to be nmetal bands
with footrests to kick off fronm sonebody was think-
ing ahead .. . probably a non-com an officer

woul dn't have the brains.



| got used to seeing Pyrex glide past ne on all sides,
like | was a fish swinmng through a gl ass sewer pipe.
It only took us a couple of hours for the first guy, ne,
to make it all the way to the ship, but we were al
spread out, and it took another thirty mnutes to get
back into a clunmp. | won't say into a formation

because the "Jetsons"-era clowns under ny command

didn't even know the neani ng of the word.

Turned out our little "reindeer ganes" on the Fred

ship were good training. Arlene was especially grate-
ful; she shot ne a | ook of thanks when she cleared the
transfer tube as "tail-end Charlene.” This really

wasn't her forte.

The ship we picked was | ong and strangely thin.

worried a bit about feeling cranmped since we woul d

be init for five nonths. It was shaped basically like a
dog bone, a klick and a half long but only a hundred
nmeters in dianeter; the endcaps were bul bous, giving
the ship that "bone" |ook: one was the thruster, the

ot her the feeder turbine for the scooped hydrogen

Dam t hing was cranped inside. The corridors

were nostly craw ways, and they were kept at 0.1 g,
according to Blinky Abumaha. The cabins faced off

the crawl ways, all of themlong and squeezed, like a
bundl e of pencils. Wll, what the hell; we were beggars
here, shouldn't get choosy.

I nside, pale teal predom nated with orange trinm-a
decorator's nightmare. Arlene liked it for sone weird
reason, possibly just because it was about as far as
could be froma Fred ship. | discovered that if | wore
red sungl asses, they natted out the blue of the walls,
maki ng the effect odd but bearable. W dogpiled into
the place and started exam ning controls, instru-
nments, and engi nes.

Six of the fourteen had fl own one of these types of
shi ps before, and between them and the networks, we
got the engines hot. The only problemwas we didn't
have anywhere to go! | couldn't see a hole in any
directi on—and neither could the radar

| grabbed Tokughavita by his uniformlapel. "Okay,
smart guy, how do we get out of this thing?"

The overcaptain rubbed his chin. "Was afraid

woul d ask question. Not sure, nust consult ml-net.’
He typed away at a console for a while, frowning
deeper and deeper. By the time another hour had
passed, | had to forcibly restrain himfromripping
the termnal out with his bare hands and heaving it
t hrough the conputer screen. The damed thi ng was
conmmand and nenu driven—and Tokughavita didn't
know t he query command and couldn't find it on any
of a hundred nenus!

Arlene and | went on a hunt, trying to find the rest
of our crew, who had scattered to the four w nds,
pawi ng t hrough every systemon the ship to find the
stuff they knew. | snagged eight and Arlene got the
rest, but no one had a clue where a tunnel was or how
to open it up if we found it. They had all flown on

t hese sorts of ships before, but none of ny platoon
was a starship pilot! | cursed the m serable Res-nen
for not being soft-hearted enough to | eave us N nepin



at least! Traitor or not, he was a useful font of intel.
| dism ssed nost of themand called a conference

with Arlene, Tokughavita, the engi neer Abumaha

and Sears and Roebuck. "Boys—and you, too, A S. —

t here nust be sone kind of energency exit here, just

in case the worst-case scenari o happened, and we had

to depl oy everything on hand i mediately. Is there a
set of instruction manuals, help systens, officer-

training course . . . anything?"
Everyone shook his head. "I haven't seen a damed
thing," Arlene said, "and |'ve been | ooking."

"The designers wouldn't probably let such datuns

| oose in the ships, in the event to eneny capture,”
Sears and Roebuck suggested with entirely inappro-
priate cheer. | guessed they were happy so |l ong as no
one was shooting at them or likely to do so in the
foreseeable future

W kicked it around a bit, and everyone agreed we
were all ignoramuses. Very productive neeting. Now

| knew why officers got the big bucks. But something
had been tickling the back of my brain through the
whol e usel ess di saster, sonething sonmebody had sai d.

I ran back the conversations in nmy mind . . . and
abruptly | realized it was sonething 1'd said: I'd
mentioned Ninepin. If only we had hi mhe knew
everything, though his loyalty was a bit questi onabl e!
"Arlene, you renenber what N nepin said about

how long it took to build hin®"

"Now that you bring it up, | think it was something

ridiculous, like four or five hours, wasn't it? Fly,
you're not thinking of trying to build another one
are you?"

W stared at each other, struck by the sane

t hought. "Toku, you renmenber that big green ball that
foll owed us around?" | asked. "What was that?"

From across the table, the overcaptain, who had
zoned out and was | ooking out a porthole and picking
his teeth, jerked back to attention. "Big green ball?
Oh, yes, was Data Pastiche. Had it installed, hoped
woul d pick up information about ancient human

cul ture.”

"Yeah, yeah, and it reported back to the Res-nen
about us. Are these Data Pastiches conmon? Wuld

we find one on this ship, maybe?"

Tokughavi ta shook his head. "Never saw before.

Was prototype. Never used, don't know how "

"Who woul d know?"

"Man who built."”

| sighed in exasperation. "Well, who el se, since the
man who built it isn't here?"
Tokughavita | ooked puzzled. "lIs here. |Is Abunaha

Blinky. Didn't know?"

Arl ene had been half listening, bored as the rest of
us, but she junped into the conversation with both
feet. "Abumaha built the thing? Qur Abunmaha?"

"Qur Abumaha, Sanders-san." Tokughavita slicked

back a patch of hair that insisted upon curling around
f orwar d.

| |l eaned over and shook hi m awake, descri bing

Ni nepin, but Blinky didn't have the faintest menory



of building it! "Must jolly well have been under spel
of Resuscitators, pip-pip."

| spread nmy hands hel plessly. "Well, did you take

any notes? Draw schematics?"

Bl i nky's face brightened. "Mybe, maybe, Jack!

Kept data stack fromway back, maybe used from

force of habitat." He di sappeared, reappeared ten
mnutes later in high excitenment. "Yes, yes, is on
nodul e, damm good | ucky!" Sears and Roebuck seized
the interval in between to escape with their lives.

| gestured to the engineering |ab and we seal ed

Bl i nky Aburmaha i nside. The other five who knew

engi nes prepped the ship.

Nearly a day passed, but there still was no word
fromBlinky. Wien | knocked, he nmuttered some-

thi ng i ncoherent and refused to cone out, not even to
eat. Sears and Roebuck had conpl etely di sappeared
into the bowels of the ship—&od only knows how

they even fit through the passageways!—but they

nmust have found a cabin far away, because we didn't
see themagain for the rest of the trip.

The ship was fully set, waiting for the conmand,

when finally the scuzz energed, rank and di shevel ed,
and rol ling out behind himwas

"Ni nepin!" Arlene and | shouted sinultaneously.

The little bowing ball was crystal-translucent this
time, not green at all. It said nothing, merely rolled on
past, right over nmy toe, to a console that controlled
the conpression field for the hydrogen—and inci den-
tally interfaced the ship's ml-net. Ninepin Il bunped
into the bottom of the console again and again until |
picked it up (it allowed me to do so) and placed it
directly onto one of the nodul e sockets. N nepin

gl owed brightly for nearly an hour

"He's downl oading the entire freaking ship!" Ar-

| ene whi spered in awe.

Then it stopped and announced, in a peevish

i rksone voice, "Have finished inloading. Please re-

pl ace on deck."

| picked himup and put hi mdown, squatted over

him and started the interrogation. "N nepin, do you
know where the tunnels are to escape fromthis

boul der ?"

"No," he said succinctly.

"W can't get out?" Arlene denanded. "You nean

we're stuck here forever?"

"Can get out, not stuck. Not tunnel, emergency

escape separation.”

| leaned over the ball. "Ckay, N nepin, listen
closely. | have nore seniority than anyone else in the
service, so I'min charge of PARI. | need to know how

to activate the energency escape separation. Now
how do | do it?"

Everyone—al | the humans and Sears and Roebuck

were still M A-teaned close to hear the answer, but
Ni nepin wanted to verify ny authority. "Taggart

Fl ynn, born 132 BPG.; joined service 113 BPGE;

time in grade, 263 years. Seniority confirmed. Rank
sergeant; conmand nonaut horized, higher ranking
personnel present."



W all turned to Overcaptain Tokughavita, who

turned red under the attention. He cleared his throat,
| ooki ng at ne.

"Toku," | said, "why don't you give nme the au-
thority?"

He inhal ed deeply, |ooking from one anxious face

to another. Then he seened to deflate, nodding in
acqui escence. "By powers vested in me by Conmons

of People's State of Earth," he intoned, "hereby
conmi ssion Taggart Flynn Lieutenant of GCitizens of
State." My nouth dropped open, but Tokughavita

wasn't finished. "Hereby . . . resign own comm ssion
and resign Party menbership." He | ooked def eat ed,

but determ ned.

The scream heard across the gal axy was ny own.
Despite it all—though | snmashed the idea down a
dozen times when some Fox Conmpany chowder head

woul d suggest it, and ignoring my feelings in the
matter—n the end, the dammed Marine officer corps
got its claws into me after all! My face turned purple
wi th anger, and Arlene |aughed her butt off. "So what
is your first order, Lieutenant?"

Still flushing, | barked, "Nothing to you, Edith!"
Thi s provoked a new round of |aughter from Arl ene,

so | gravely repeated ny order to Ninepin: "The

ener gency escape separation, activation!"

"Separation initiated at Lieutenant Taggart's or-
der," announced the dammed bowling ball. | swear

when | becone king, all Data Pastiches will be
anni hi | at ed.

Not hi ng seened to happen. W sat around the table

| ooking stupid until suddenly Arlene glanced out the
vi ewport. "How cow Fly, c'nere, you're not going to
believe this!"

| |l eaned over her shoul der, stared out the porthol e,
and gasped. The entire noon was splitting in twd! A
crack formed in the wall of the great central |unar
chanmber our ship was trapped in. It grew w der and

wi der, and soon | could see stars through the crack. In
the space of fifteen mnutes, the two hem spheres of
PARI pushed apart from each other, connected by a

t housand t el escopi ng pyl ons. The connecting tubes
snapped off like reeds in a storm O course, all this
destruction and horrific shifting of forces happened in
utter silence, since there was no atnosphere inside

t he hol | ow sphere.

The PARI noon base cracked in half |ike a planet-
egg, the two pieces rushing away from each other at
107 kil oneters per hour, according to the radar
tracker. W waited inpatiently—t would be at |east
two hours before they had separated far enough to
risk a straight-line barrel-run with the ship, newy
christened the Great Descent into Mel strom by

Bl i nky Abummaha . . . and the Solar Flare of Righteous
Vengeance Agai nst Enemi es of People's State by
Tokughavita. | planned to let the two of them duke it

out for control of the history books.

| sat in the captain's chair—we had one, despite the
wei rd individualistic streak of our comruni st apos-
tles, not quite as iconoclastic as the Freds—aith



Ni nepin on ny lap, stroking his snpothness as

woul d a puppy's fur. He didn't object; he didn't take
any notice until he was asked a question. | suppose
may as well have been petting a network terninal, but
| had devel oped an affection for the tal king bowing

ball. Sure got me in trouble a lot, but then so did a
puppy.

"My God," | said for about the mllionth time. It

was all | could think, watching the enornousness of

t he engi neering. "I hope Sears and Roebuck know

what they're missing."”

"Ch, they're probably watching and pouting from

their stateroom Yeesh!" Arlene |eaned over and

asked Ninepin the question that | should have asked

m nutes before: "Wio built this place? Was it human-
Resuscit at or synbi ot s?"

"Not synbiots," said N nepin. "Human construc-

tion. M ssion | aunched nine years before People's

d orious Revolution, construction begun in year 96
PG, conpleted 142 PG.. Disrespect to Death-

Bri ngi ng Deconstructioni sts assigned to PARl | unar
base | aunched year 13 PG.."

"My God." This time it wasn't me; Arlene was the

i nadvertent petitioner. | was too busy wondering how
many ot her far-flung human bases there were . . . and
what terrifying aliens were foll owi ng them hone.
"Wait," said Arlene, "that's too long___ W're

only 107 light-years fromEarth. How cone it took the
Di srespect, ah, 137 years Earth-time to get here?"

"Di srespect to Death-Bringing Deconstructionists
stopped at follow ng ports of call between Earth and
this system designated PM 220: planetary system

desi ghat ed—

"Skip it," she said. The names woul dn't nean

anything to us anyway.

At last, although the nobon continued to split apart,
we had a cl ear enough path to the stars. | suggested
that Blinky could probably pilot the ship out of |unar
orbit, and he decided | wasn't an idiot and throttled
up the engines. | wasn't sure | liked this system 1'm
used to giving and getting orders, not having a philo-
sophi cal di scussi on whenever we needed to nove. But

it had its advantages: every nman and woman in the
arnmed forces was capable of acting entirely

aut ononmousl y—a whole nmilitary full of Fly Taggarts
and Arlene Sanderses, no matter what silly political

i deol ogy they espoused!

There was no hurry. The ship would take many

days to ranp up to speed, then an equival ent nunber

to sl ow down. In between, we had five nonths of

subj ective travel tinme—five nonths! | thought about
conplaining, witing a strong letter to the manufac-
turer. But the weird fact of proxilum nous ("near

i ghtspeed”) travel was that notw thstandi ng our sub-
jective travel time of five nonths, vice the seven weeks
for the Res-nen, both trips would take just about 107
years in Earth-tinme, with us |agging only about
twenty-five mnutes behind. If it weren't for our
twenty-ni ne days of acceleration vice only six days for
the Disrespect, we would arrive while they were stil



maneuvering into orbit.
But with that dammed accel eration factor, the New

bi es woul d have a three-week junp on us. | shuddered
to think what they could do in twenty-three days to
poor abused Earth, still reeling fromthe three-

generation war with the Freds when Tokughavita and
his crew left.
There was no hurry, but ny heart was poundi ng,

nmy pulse galloping a klick a mnute. It was all | could
do to sit in the command chair and act, like, totally
nonchal ant, like | did this sort of thing every day:

junp in ny proxilum nous-drive starship and pursue
nol ecul ar-si ze aliens who wanted to infect all of
Earth and "fix" us!

"Hey, Tofu," | said. He didn't notice or didn't catch
the reference. "So when did the Resuscitators find
you guys and infect you?"

Tokughavi ta | ooked pensive. "Do not know. Been

trying to clarify. Wre not synbiots when | eft People's
Pl anet, sure of that."

"Don't you renenber?"

"No nenory. Renmenber actions, not when in-

fected by Resuscitators—ay not have noticed if
turned of f sensory inputs. Long before | anded at PM
220, rebuilt engines en route, went over ship systens
wi th hand of history."

The overcaptain didn't know, or the aliens had

bl ocked it fromhis mnd. They left Earth 137 years
ago Earth-tine, but they had visited nmany ot her

pl anetary systenms and bases before arriving at this
one. The nol ecul ar Newbi es coul d have infected the
humans at any port of call along the way.

Arlene and | discussed it in private. "So what did
happen to then?" | asked. "They |eft Newbie-prine

in a ship, attacked Fredworl d—then what ? Wat
happened to their ship?"

She shrugged, making a nice effect with the front

part of her uniformblouse. "Search nme." (I wouldn't
have m nded.) "They nust have headed here, but I

don't know why or how . . . Jesus, Fly—naybe they
didn't set out for Skinwal ker; maybe they only ended
up here later. Remenber, it was forty years that the
dead Newbie was on Fredworld. . . . Plenty of tine
for themto neet humans sonmewhere, change their
course, and send out a general Newbie alert to tell al
their buds where they were going." Arlene stood at the
porthol e, watching us drift slowy toward the crack
She spread her arms wide, stretching and al nost
touchi ng the bul khead on either side, so narrow was
it.

We kicked the idea around a bit, but really there

was no way to settle it. Sone questions nust remain
forever unanswer ed.

| returned to the bridge when we approached the

edge and forced nmyself to sit still and not bounce up
and down |ike an orangutan in a banana factory.

Bl i nky Aburmaha piloted the ship about like I fly a

pl ane: we didn't actually crash into anything, but it
wasn't for lack of trying. By the time we finally found
a bi g-enough hole that Blinky could make it through



wi t hout scraping the sides—about seventy

kil ometers—ry jaw ached fromclenching it, and ny

lips were |like rubber fromthe frozen half smle | had
mai ntai ned. | was surprised ny arnrests didn't have
finger marks on them But we finally, by CGod, nade it
out of the PARI npon—ntact.

Bl i nky slowy burned the engine up to 104 percent,

the highest it was rated, and Sears and Roebuck
entered in the relative coordinates, direction and

di stance, to Earth. W kicked the puppy into over-
drive, and the huge boot of massive accel eration
slamed us all back against the aft bul kheads. Sud-
denly, | wasn't sitting in my chair; | was |ying back
like in a dentist's office.

| skip five nonths.

Ch, all right, I can't conpletely skip it. W spent the
coasting time training in every tactic of the Light
Drop that Arlene and | could renmenber, plus any-

thing we missed that the d orious People's Army had
developed . .. sonme pretty hairy tactics involving
scanning | asers and eneny eyeballs, life-stasis projec-
tors, crap like that.

Sears and Roebuck had nothing to offer. Either the

Kl ave had | ong ago given up actual physical fighting—
which | doubted after hearing Arlene describe their
performance anong the Res-nmen—er el se they just
weren't very personally creative in the mayhem de-
partrment. In any event, they seal ed thenselves into
their stateroomagain, and | didn't dare force it open
for fear 1'd find the walls papered with everything
from nude pictures of Janice De' Souza to a Chatty
Cathy doll. "Go to away!" they shouted in response to
det er mi ned knocki ng.

"Skip it this time," Arlene suggested. "Wat do

t hey have to offer anyway?"

So we did. It was all right. W hunmans were plenty

i ngeni ous enough for the entire Hyperrealist side.

In five nonths, | was unable to instill a sense of
cohesi on anong the apostles; they just didn't get it.
They were the nost mxed-up nob |1'd ever seen in
vaguel y uni formuni forns. Sonehow, they had a

perfect fusion of utter individuality and total comu-
nalism they assunmed that naturally the State would
provide everything that its citizens could need or
want, but they refused to accept the concept of duty to
others even in theory! It didn't wash. They kept
yamering about sonething called a "post-economc
society," which | figured nmeant they had so nuch of
everything that material goods were literally worth-

| ess; even a beggar coul d pick discarded di anonds of f
the streets and dine on caviar every night.

I have no idea what to call that system Comu-

nist? Capitalist?

Heaven? It was a chilling thought: maybe the Char-
ismatics were right, and the Rapture had cone.

Maybe when | got back, Jesus would be sitting there
on Hi s throne, wondering where we'd got to all these
years.

This continued off and on every day for five long
months ... so I'mjust going to skipit, if that's al



right with everyone. Satisfied?

We foll owed our course to the sixth decimal place

and decelerated to match velocities with Earth at

about six hundred kilonmeters loworbit.. . and fi-

nal ly, the dammed Kl ave appeared! They pushed into

the bridge as if nothing had happened, sl apping
everyone on the back in congratul ati ons and pouring
around a seenmingly endless bottle of some queer
liqueur that tasted |like head cheese. The rest of us
wer e being dead serious—and here were Sears and
Roebuck tripping happily through the | owg bridge,
talking a klick a second! "Shut up, you idiots," |
snapped. "Can't you see we're at general quarters
here? Wiere are the dammed Resuscitators?”

Wher e i ndeed? Blinky and Tokughavita, along with

a weapons sergeant naned Mori hatnma Mrirama

Morirama, had figured out how to work the particle
beam cannons, which basically were human versions

of the Fred ray. They sat, one in each cockpit, waiting
tensely for first sight of the Resuscitator ship, the
Di srespect to Deat h-Bringi ng Deconstructionists.

They waited a long time. Arlene and | sweated a

liter each standing in the control roomw th the
artificial gravity set to 0.3 g, 0.1 g in the craw ways:
just enough to avoid total vertigo, but still allow for
rapi d movenent across the ship using our special |ow
grav conbat tactics. W waited a long tine, too.

After seventeen orbits, radiation detection sweeps

of the stratosphere, infrared exam nation, every
dammed thing we could think of, we faced the stun-
ning truth.

There was no Res-nman ship, not in orbit, not on the
surface. The Disrespect had not nmade it yet. W& were
alone orbiting Earth . .. and there wasn't a trace of
our spacefaring technol ogical civilization

W were home, but nobody had bot hered | eaving

the lights on.
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W broke into the outer |ayers of atnos-

phere. The Great Descent into Mel strom of Sol ar

Fl are of Ri ghteous Vengeance Agai nst Enemnies of
Peopl e' s State—ny inpossibly ugly conpromni se be-

tween Bl inky and Tokughavita—ni cknamed t he

Great Vengeance, to make it at | east pronounceabl e,
was a dammed good ship. W flew |l ower and | ower,
stabilizing fins and the hypersonic air-cushion keep-
ing the ride so steady that it al nost seemed |ike a
simul ator. W skinmred quickly over Asia M nor and

West ern Europe, crossed England, and brushed the
Arctic en route to Newfoundl and. Blinky curved our
orbit, blowing fuel like he didn't care. "Can fill dam
qui ck from ocean—good jolly job!"

Arlene grinned, but | didn't really like his attitude.
Sears and Roebuck were behavi ng even stranger

They pl anted thensel ves at the perfect view ng port
and hogged it utterly, staring down at the planet
surface with a longing that | just couldn't understand.
It wasn't even their planet! They didn't respond to
gueries, and we basically just forgot about them while
we studied the remains of the Earth.



Still no response from bel ow. There were many

cities left, and as we got |ower, they didn't | ook
particul arly devastated by war. But everywhere we
saw nature encroachi ng on human habitation .. . like
all those creepy novies where the nmagnificent |ndian
city with spires and dones is overrun by the jungle—
vi nes and creepers and baboons invading in the Raj's
pal ace.

Nobody contacted us; no ships flew up to assess us.
There was no fire-control radar sweeping the G eat
Vengeance, not even any ground response. The Earth
slunmbered |i ke a doped-up giant.

So where the hell were we supposed to go?

Arl ene had her own agenda. "N nepin," she said,

"who was actually with, ah, Gallatin Al bert when he
di ed?"

"Lovel ace Jill only conpani on when died in year
31 PE.. "

Arlene frowed. "Didn't anybody el se see the
body?"

"Body exhibited in Hall of People's Heroes 31 PG

to 44 PG. Body interred beneath rebuilt Tabernacle
of People's Faith of Latter-Day Saints, Salt Lake
Gad."

Arl ene gasped. | don't know why—was she stil

har bori ng hope that she would find Al bert alive and
wel | ?

"A.S.," | said, "I think you should accept what is.
He | oved you, but he's dead. Christ, girl, it's been
somet hing like five hundred years!"

She didn't | ook up. "And he was working on life
stasis when he died."

"But there wasn't even a prototype until seven

years after he died. Get ahold of yourself, Lance. Let's

get a little reality check going here." | walked to the
vi deo screen that showed the for'ard view "Don't you
think if Al bert were still around that Earth would

have nmore civilization left than that?" W were cur-
rently skimrng | ow over the Big Muddy, north up

the Mssissippi River at mdnight. There were settle-
ments and even lights, but no evidence of high
civilization other than electricity.

Tokughavi ta cane up behind nme and put his hand

on ny shoulder. | junped. It was the first friendly
contact fromthe amazingly solitary humans of the
twenty-first century. | guess he had been watching ne
and Arl ene—we had al ways tended to touch a lot, just
as friends. "Wrld is gone," he said, voice heavy with
enotion withheld. "Were are Resuscitators? Ex-
pected they at |east would be here.”

| smled grimMy. "Maybe Fly and Arlene killed

Cem "

"Maybe they got bored and evol ved again," said ny
counterpart from across the cabin. "Muybe they e-

vol ved into sonething conpletely different and forgot
all about us."

"Who knows?"

Tokughavita didn't seemsatisfied with our left-

hand, right-hand explanations, but it was the best we
could give him We would never know why the



Newbi es never arrived—but thank God they didn't.
The Northeast Corridor was in the sane condition
as the M ssissippi Delta: houses, buildings, roads

intact, the power grid still working, but no evidence of
anyt hi ng but habitation. "I want to go to Salt Lake
City," Arlene declared. | snorted in exasperation, but,
hell, 1 didn't have any better suggestion. W turned
west .

"Toku, what was life Iike when you left?" | asked.
He seened at a | oss for words. "Peopl e taken
control of State from greedy-capitalists, run for good
of all."
He said greedy capitalists as if it were a hyphenated
word, a linked concept. "You what-—ationalized the
i ndustries?"
"Industry run for good of all. But so efficient,
par adi se continued."
"For the workers?"
He | ooked puzzled. "No workers. Wrk old con-
cept, not nodern. Wbrkers abolished before People's
G orious Revolution."
Now | was the confused one. "Wiit a m nute—then
who ran the industries?"
Toku | ooked back at Blinky Abumaha for help.
"Good damm system " Blinky added. "Automated
wor kers not necessary, just get in the way—olly
good! "
Arlene started to get interested, since the conversa-
tion was taking a notably acadenic tinge. "So wait

if there were no workers, then who was being
expl oited by the greedy capitalists?"
This stym ed both Blinky and Tokughavita. "Never
t hought damm-all about exploitation. Machines, arti-
ficial intelligence . . . can greedy-capitalists exploit
el ectroni cs?"
| turned away. The conversation had veered way
over my head. Arlene continued, but | ignored them
all. 1 don't deal well wth academ cs, as you've proba-
bly figured out by now.
W were fast approaching Salt Lake City—er Salt
Lake Grad, | renmenbered Ninepin calling it. It must
have been winter in the northern hem sphere; we
ki cked through an overcast sky, and suddenly the
rebuilt Cathedral |ooned before us. "Jesus freaking
Christ!" | yelped, freezing the econom cs | esson be-
hind ne. Arlene and everyone el se rushed to the
vi deo, then to the actual viewports, evidently not
beli eving the image on the screen
The new Cat hedral of the People's Faith of Latter-
Day Saints rose about six hundred stories into the
Ut ah sky, a veritable Tower of Babel! It had a ball at
the very top. An observation deck? A radar systenf?
"Jeez, Fly, it looks Iike a huge fist of triunph raised
over the Earth."”
"Built after Freds repelled," Tokughavita con-
firmed. "Cel ebrates victory."
Suddenly, every warning |ight on the bridge went
of f at once. The place lit up like a Christmas tree, and
about six different kinds of sirens sounded. "M ses!"
Bl i nky swore at the con. He jerked on the stick, and



t he whol e freaking ship swerved violently to the left
and up, flinging us all to the deck. | was pressed hard,
nine g's at least! Then the acceleration let up

1 painfully picked nyself off the deck, shaking like a
pine needle in a strong wi nd. "What the hell was that
about ?"

"Force field," said our pilot, face pale. "Damm jolly
strong. Al nost killed—erash, crash!™”

W circled Salt Lake Grad for nmore than forty

m nut es, mapping the exact extent of the field. One of
the crew was a mathematician, a girl naned Suzudira
Nehsuzuki; she cal cul ated the hi ghest probability that
the center of the field was at the Tabernacle. My guess
was that it all emanated fromthe bulb at the top of

the structure, nore than a kil oneter above ground

| evel .

"Fly," said ny lance. "I can't tell you why ... but I
must get inside that Tabernacle."

"Crimney, don't you think I know why? Al bert's

buried there, he spent the last years of his life there.
Why shouldn't you want to see it?"

"Fly—+ want to contact it."

"Cont act what ?"

"The Tabernacl e!"

"Arlene, do you feel all right? It's a building, for
Christ's sake!"

She turned to stare at ne; her eyes were filled with
the intelligence of fanaticism | took a step back; I'd
never seen her like that! "Fly. .. what was Al bert
wor ki ng on just before he died?"

"Un life stasis.”

"What el se did he work on?"

"What else? | don't renmenber anything el se.™

"Wirked on Sneaker Net," Tokughavita said from

behind me. | junped, then was annoyed at being

startled. | sat on a chair at the radio station and stared
at the video nonitor as we endlessly circled the

| ooni ng Taber nacl e.

"He worked on artificial intelligence! Fly, I'Il bet
that building has sone sort of net, and it's probably
intelligent, and it's probably been sitting here for five
hundred years waiting for me to get back!"

Jesus, talk about your negal omani a! Then agai n,

wasn't that precisely why Al bert spent the |ast years of
his life desperately trying to extend his life, so he
could see Arl ene Sanders agai n when she returned?

"Go ahead," | ordered, rising fromthe chair and
offering it to her. "Talk your brains out."
Arlene sat down and stared at the controls. "I don't

know how to turn it on," she admitted. Tokughavita

reached over her shoul der and flipped the swtch.

| noticed that when he did, he snuck a gl ance down

her cl eavage. Sonehow, that nmade nme feel better. No
matter what weirdo hybrid of comuni sm and capi -

talismthey had devel oped, they were still, by God,
human bei ngs.

"What frequency does this broadcast on?" | asked.
"Al'l," Tokughavita said.

"Al'l right, which frequencies, plural?"
"Al'l," he repeated. | finally got the message that he



had set it to transnmt on all possible frequencies

t hough | couldn't understand how that was possible.
"Arlene to Tabernacle," she said. "Arlene calling
Tabernacl e. Cone in, Tabernacle."

A voi ce responded instantly. "Tabernacle here

but how do | know you're really Arlene?" It sounded
so damed faniliar that for a nmoment | didn't even
recogni ze it. Then our video nonitor went to snow,
and a nmoment | ater, a face appeared. It was a face
knew very, very well—+t was her face.

"Jillt" 1 screaned

"Hel |l o, person who | ooks like Fly Taggart," Jil

said. "I'mnot really Jill—+"'man Al programthat Jil
Lovel ace set up. Who are you? And who are those pair
of gorillas you brought wi th you?"

I glanced behind, honestly confused who she

meant. So that's how famliarity breeds contentnent!
O does it breed? "Jill, meet Sears and Roebuck—
don't ask which is which, they won't understand
you." The Magilla CGorillas sinply nodded gravely,

i mpati ent for the ground.

Her little blond girl's face sinpered a bit, as kids do
when you introduce themto a new rel ative and
they're trying to be polite and grown up, but in reality
they haven't a clue why they should care who the new
person is. "They're a Kl ave pair—=

"Man! Really? Cool!" It took ne a nmoment to

realize she was being slightly sarcastic. "Love your
store, guys. Now, if you don't mind, who the heck are
you two, too?"

"What the hell do you mean, who are we?" Arlene
demanded. "We're Sergeant Fly Taggart and Lance
Corporal Arlene Sanders, United States Marine

Cor ps! "

"Prove it."

Arlene and | | ooked at each other. "How can we
freaking prove we're really Fly and Arlene?" | asked.
Jill"s image smled. "What's the password?"

| sat down again next to Arlene. A smaller televi-

sion nonitor at the console in front of us showed the
same image as the for'ard video screen. "Jill," | said
patiently, "we didn't set up any password with you."
"But you know it anyways, dudes."

"W do?"

"It's something you said to ne ... sonething only

you two would renenmber."” Jill's face wasn't the aged
grandmot her she must have been when she di ed;

instead, it was the Jill we knew from before—fust a

year or so ago, fromour point of view Still, | becane
so terribly honesick, looking at that fifteen-year-old's
face; she was like a little sister or something—a bratty
little sister, but still the closest thing to famly | had
left, besides Arlene. Everyone else | had ever known

on Earth was long since dust in the dust.

"When did | say it?"

"You said it the first time you really trusted ne.

You nade ne feel totally adult, Iike a woman. The
Presi dent of the Council of Twelve always, you know,
made ne feel like a little girl. ... He was totally the

Bormb, |I'mnot dissing him But he always thought of



nme as a kid."

| closed ny eyes, straining to renenmber. Her first
test by fire cane when we took the truck with the
tel eport pad inside. Sonething appeared—what was
it? "Arlene, renmenber back on Earth, with Jill and
Al bert, when we hijacked that truck? What was the
nmonster that teleported into it?"

"Un . .. Jeez, that goes back a ways. Wait—'ve

got it. It was a boney. We killed it, but it shot its
rockets and just mssed you, Jill, honey."

The Jill image shuddered. "Yeah, | renenber that!

And you're right. . . . That's when you said the pass-

word to ne. Renenber, M. Fly? Renenber what
you told me after the rockets went on either side of
ne?"

Damm it all to hell—+ didn't renenber! | renem

bered saying something . . . but what was it? | shook
ny head sadly.

"Look," Jill said, "let me cheer you up with alittle
gane. You ever play Charades?" | nodded dunbly,

and she continued. "I'Il start: you watch and guess the

phrase |' mthinking of."
The canera pull ed back—er the ani mated i nmage

shrank—and we saw a full-body shot of Jill. She held
up four fingers. | wasn't sure what to do, but Arlene
said, "Four words." Then Jill held up one finger, then
one again. "First word .. . one syllable."

Jill frowned like an angry nother and pointed

savagely to the side. "Point," | guessed. "Look, | ook
out!"

"Leave, get out of here," Arlene suggested.

Jill kept pointing. "Leave, go away, go—

Jill smled and pointed at us with both hands.

"First word is Go?" | asked. Jill nodded enphatically.
She held up two fingers, then one touching her

el bow. "Second word, one syllable.” | was starting to
get the hang of the ganme. Then Jill really threw nme for
a | oop: she sl apped her waist, pantom ming drawi ng a

pi stol and shooting soneone.

"Shoot!" Arlene shouted. "Draw, fire, stick 'em

up! "

"Pow, bang—ah—gun, bullet, gunfighter.. "

Jill touched her ear. "Sounds like," Arlene mut-

tered. Then Jill stuck her thunbs into the shoul der

hol es of her sleeveless shirt. "Shirt?" | guessed, and
Jill rolled her eyes.

She touched her ear again, then closed her eyes and
smled blissfully. "Sounds |ike nap?" Arlene asked.
"Sap, map, crap—

"Sounds |ike sleep! Wep, heap, teep

"Teep?" demanded ny | ance. "What the hell is a

t eep?”

"It's where indies sleep," | griped.

Jill was getting frantic. She finally pointed at her
ear, waited a beat, then pointed at herself. Arlene
muttered, "Sounds like . . . pest?"

Jill alnmost yelped with satisfaction, but she kept her

mout h shut, just pointing at Arlene. "Pest?" asked ny
| ance. "Go pest? CGo pester? CGo best?"
Suddenly | junped to ny feet— renmenbered!



Dramatically, | stabbed a neaty forefinger at our

| ong- dead conpanion. "Go west, young lady!" | hol -
| ered.
The image of Jill nmoved into extrene close-up on

her mouth. "You have spoken the password. You now
have infinite power! You may pass, Sahib."

Bl i nky's voice fromthe back was an anticli max.

"Ah, force field down. CGood damm show, that."

"On to the Tabernacle," | suggested. "Put her down
on that bulby thing, if there's enough room+that is,
if you don't mind, Blinky." | really hated this new
jack command and control system
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Bl i nky Aburmaha continued to circle the Tab-

ernacl e, fearsonely eyeing the bul bous tip. "Ah," he
said, "ah, not sure is—-hAot sure sir is too damm good
i dea, on the top."

Arl ene and | exchanged a gl ance back and forth,

then we both turned the w thering glare on Abumaha.
"Can |, Fly?" she asked. | gallantly gestured her
forward. "Blinky, don't take this the wong way,
honey, but—+o quote Major Kong in Dr. Strangel ove
"I"ve been to a world's fair, a picnic, and a rodeo, and
that's the stupidest damm thing | ever heard!""

The pilot | ooked simultaneously relieved and cha-
grined. "Not serious? Just jolly joke? Ch, terrible
fun—ho, ho!" He sounded genuine in the | aughter

but seem ngly unsure what he was | aughing at.

"Just put us down a quarter klick away," | clarified.
"W'll, um walk the rest of the way."

W | anded with nmuch cerenony, a cel ebration that
continued well past the first nonent Arlene and | and
Sears and Roebuck could squirmfree. The Kl ave,
havi ng al ready had their cel ebrati on when we nmade
orbit, disdained the party. Thank God. | didn't think
| could take any nore of that head-cheese |iqueur
Finally, we wiggled off and marched resolutely
toward the Tabernacle: Arlene in the lead, pulling us
forward |ike an anxi ous puppy on a |l eash; Sears and
Roebuck at the tail, |ooking worlds-weary; and poor
Fly Taggart, Lieutenant Fly Taggart, stuck in the

m ddl e |like the wishbone. Fromthis short distance,

| ess than 250 neters, the building utterly dom nated
one whol e quarter of the sky, |loomng up so high we
couldn't see the top for the weat her—gray, om nous,
over cast.

Suddenl y, before progressing nore than fifty strides
fromthe ship, Sears and Roebuck stopped. "WII we
be okay," they said anxiously.

"Yes, we're fine," | reassured them

"No, no, not to ask! WII we be okay, is calling on

t he tel ephone our uncles.”

"Huh?" | scratched my head. They were making

even | ess sense than usual

Arl ene, savagely inpatient with her goal in sight,
broke into the conversation. "Oh, wake up, Fly!

mean, sir. They're saying they don't want to go any
farther; they want to call their uncles, probably on the
| unar base, to come pick themup and take them
hore. "



My jaw dropped. "S and R is that what you're

sayi ng?"

"I'n ungood typical English of Arlene Sanders is a
yes," they said.

" Sear s—Roebuck—are you aware of the fact that it

has been about five hundred years since you left the
Kl ave base?"

They grabbed each other's head and punped

vi gorousl y—frustration at ny little-child inability to
grasp the obvious. "Yes, yes! |Is inpatience why uncles
wait with rmuch foot-tapping for Sears and Roebuck's
return!’

| shrugged. | know when |'m beat. "So |ong, boys,

can't say it's always been a treat, but it's been real."
Even Arlene turned her attention away from her

true love's final resting place to smle in farewell
"Don't take any wooden Fredpills," she said, thor-
oughly confusing the Kl ave.

"Has been it a slice," said the pair of Mugilla
Corillas. Wthout another word, they turned |left and
strode of f, marching in unison, subvocalizing all the
way to each other. They disappeared around a tal

anci ent -1 ooki ng col um that supported a statue of

what | ooked |i ke Brigham Young, and we never saw
Sears and Roebuck agai n.

W didn't speak, Arlene and I, the rest of the way to
t he Tabernacle. There wasn't much to say. She knew

what she hoped to find; | knew she was fooling herself.
The buil ding had a gigantic cerenoni al door—and by
"gigantic," | don't mean just huge! Just the door al one

was bigger than the entire Tabernacle itself had been

before the Fred nuke. But when we touched it, it

swung open swiftly and silently, and musical chines

pl ayed us in, sounding like a chorus of angels after our

ordeal. | think they played some vocal work by

Handel , but | didn't recognize it.

The interior of the Tabernacle was holl ow

I don't think you quite got that; the buil ding was

nore than a kil oneter high, and hollow | felt like we

were in the center of a volcanic crater! Inside was a

huge city, with many tenpl es and churches and such
and in the very center, on a hillock, was an exact

duplicate of the original Mrnon Tabernacl e—

probably stone for stone, if it had religious signifi-

cance. Arlene pointed at the recreation. "There," she

sai d, deduci ng the obvi ous.

W took twenty mnutes to cross to the smaller

Tabernacl e within. Above us, the ceiling of the outer

Tabernacl e sparkled with jewels that nust be worth

not hi ng these days but the intrinsic value of their

| oveliness; in five hundred years, | would hope we at

| east woul d have | earned how to manufacture perfect

genst ones!

But it was a lovely sight. The People's Faith of

Latter-Day Saints didn't use just dianonds; they

pai nted gigantic scenes in color using every inagin-

abl e stone, fromrubies to eneralds to bl ue sapphires

to garnets and, yes, dianonds. It was no | onger

ostent ati ous, since anyone could do it—even the

beggar in the street—but it was still stunning inits



si mpl e beauty.

Taking a last look up at a scene of angels show ng
the Church Fathers' Salt Lake City (before it was Salt
Lake Grad), | followed Arlene into the inner Taberna-
cle. So far as | could tell, she hadn't even | ooked up at
the ceiling.

I nside, the place | ooked exactly |ike the original
exactly. | didn't check, but I"'msure if you nade a

ni net eent h-century stereovision with one picture of
the old and the other of the new, they would matte
over each other perfectly as one inage, but with one
difference: the hollow interior of the tribute-
Tabernacl e was conpletely enpty, except for the
magni fi cent organ—and |1'd bet the latter worked
perfectly, too.

W wal ked slowy across the floor, our nelancholy

f oot st eps echoi ng back at us. Arlene bowed her head;

don't think she was praying. .. . She must have been
overwhel med by the nearness of her love's |ife—-and
death. | alnost put ny hand on her shoul der, but I

wasn't the guy she wanted just then

Ahead of us was a dark circle. As we got closer,
realized it was a circular hole in the floor. A hole?
When we got to within ten nmeters, a grinding noise
began. By the tine we reached it, | realized it was a
platformelevator. . . and there was a lone figure
standing on it, rising out of the dark depths, waiting
for us.

Arlene halted in astonishment. "Jill!" 1 shouted,
rushi ng forward.

"Whoa, whoa!" Jill said, putting her hands out in a
stop notion. "Don't get your skivvies in a knot,

dudes! I'mnot really me—+ nean, |I'mnot really

here. This is just a 3-D projection, and if you try to
hug me, you'll fly right through nme and ness up your
knee . . . Fy."

She | ooked exactly as she had when we left her, a

year and five centuries ago. She was a little taller
maybe, but her hair was still blond, still punky. She
had the sane half smle and know ng eyes, still no
makeup (thank God), and now she wore a bitchin'

bl ack | eather jacket, lycra gymshorts that hugged her
butt and upper thighs, and transparent plastic conbat

boots. | stood and stared, and bl ow me down if you
couldn't have bet ne two nonths' pay that that was
the real Jill, and I'd have taken you up on it.

"Jimny!" she suddenly yel ped, staring at us. "You
really are Fly and Arlene!™

"W told you!" snapped the | atter-naned

"But | didn't believe you, even after you passed,

you know, the test thing. Now that you're in here, |
just did a genetic sanple thing, and like you're really
you!"

The ani mated i mage of Jill —ust an artificial intel-
i gence program according to itself—dropped its jaw
just like the real Jill would do. She | eaned over and
pl anted both hands on her knees to view us froma
slightly different angle. "God, how did you live for
four hundred and ei ghty-three years? Oh—+elativity!

Ri ght ?"



Arl ene nodded, sniffed, then w ped her nose on her
mlitary sleeve. "Jill, 1... look, | don't want to seem
ungrateful, in case you have any surprises, but—=-

The fifteen-year-old stood tall and fol ded her arns,
taking on that slightly superior |ook that age is prone
to. "Don't worry, Arlene . . . I'mnot going to throw
an animated Al bert at you. | know you woul dn't
appreciate it. But | amhere to take you downstairs,
where there's a present for you." She waited a beat,

t hen when we didn't nove, she inpatiently urged us
forward wi th her hands.

W joined her on the platform which i mediately

began to sink. | didn't ask her any questions; | didn't
know what to ask. | decided it could all wait. ... |
was pretty sure we could always come back | ater and
catch up on what she did with her |ife—-and get

aut ogr aphed copi es of the books she wote! If she
didn't save a pair for us, 1'd kill her, except she was
al ready | ong dead and buried, or whatever they did
nowadays.

It was a creepy thought, and | stole many a gl ance at
"Jill," trying not to think that Jill was dead. | felt a big
[ unpy knot in my stomach, even though | had known

all along this would be the punishnent for hoppi ng
around the universe at proxilum nous speeds. Damn

it! I did what | had to do—ae both did! Wy, in the
nane of God Al mighty, do we have to pay such a

terrible price? Everyone we ever knew or |oved, be-

sides ourselves, Arlene and I, was dead and gone, |ong
gone!

We descended for about six minutes. The shaft was
totally black . . . but at last, we saw a bl ue gl ow ng
door. But we went right past it wthout stopping!
"First-floor dungeon," Jill announced out of the bl ue.

"Whi ps and tortures. Racks, pressings, iron cages,

and bats." She stood in a perfect at-ease posture: feet
shoul der-wi dt h apart, chest and shoul ders squared

away, hands cl asped behi nd her back

Anot her |long interval passed, during which we
continued to descend. | put ny hand out and felt the
wal I s around the shaft sliding against my fingers. W
were noving slowy, not like we were in an elevator in

a high-rise, but at a stately pace ... as befitted a holy
pl ace.

Anot her door hove into view, red this tine.

"Second-fl oor dungeon," Jill recorded. "lron naid-

ens, thumbscrews, rat cages ... ladies' underwear."
Arlene snorted, trying hard to | ook stern and not

smle .. . This was a holy place, after all!

The third floor took the |longest. | swear, we rode for

twel ve mnutes in silence, but naybe it was shorter

At last, a sinple wooden door rolled up into view—
and at |ast, we stopped. The door opened, show ng us
a nice confortable hallway. "Third-floor dungeon,"”
Jill inpressively tolled, "ev—ery-bod-y out!"

Arlene and | stepped through, and | paused, waiting
for Jill to join us. She shook her head sadly. "Sorry,
Cor poral + mean, Sergeant—

"Lieutenant," corrected ny ever-so- hel pful hel p-

nmeet, Arlene.



"Real | y? Cool! Sorry, Lieutenant, and, um Lance

Corporal... all ghosts nust stay aboard the el evator
It's like a rule.”
Smiling sadly, Jill faded away slowly . .. starting at

her feet and working her way upward, until at | ast

only the snile remai ned, then even that vani shed.

Arlene sighed. "I always did |ove that book," she

sai d—anot her one of her patented, semantic-free
comment s.

The hal lway stretched both directions, but right in
front of us, where we couldn't possibly mss it, was a
chalk scraw. J.L., it read, and there was an arrow
pointing left. "Jill Lovelace,” A S. and | said simlta-
neously. We followed the arrow.

There were about a hundred tw sts and turns, doors

to pass through. It was a labyrinth there, on the third-
fl oor "dungeon" bel ow the Tabernacle! Mstly offices,
but a few |l ooked like |abs—a far cry fromthe tanks

and artillery pieces below the original Tabernacle, but
t hen, these were happier, nore peaceful times. W'd
have been utterly |lost without the chalk initials and
arrows—and | appreciated the reference to our first

m ssion: that was how | eventually realized Arlene

was still alive and how | found her
At last, we were led to the door of a huge |lab
Through the clear window in the door, | saw a room

as vast as the inner Tabernacle above us, but stuffed
full of laboratory equiprment. As we approached, a

noti on detector felt us com ng and opened a panel in
front of a pal msize touchplate.

Arlene and | stopped abruptly, |ooking back and

forth to each other. | was quite disturbed to see the
wild light of hope in her eyes. "Look, don't get your
hopes up into orbit, A S. You know you're not going
to find Albert, so don't even think it! | don't want you
col lapsing later, when you finally realize the truth."
She just |ooked at me, and | don't think her

expression changed a nmillineter. "You going to touch
it—er should I?" she asked.
I inclined ny head. | was sure Jill would have

programred both our palmprints into the doorl ock

since both were on file in the old FBlI database. Arlene
reached her hand out, hesitated a nonment, then

pl aced her pal m against the plate. | heard a loud click
and the door rolled down into the floor so quickly that
| almpst didn't see it noving.

W entered the huge | ab, and the door slid up and

| ocked behind us. W were probably trapped unti

Jill"s Al programdecided to let us | eave. W strolled
around a bit, taking in the sight: tables, tables, tables,
full of el aborate machinery and strange swirls of
tubing; rows of tiny devices that | ooked suspiciously
i ke conmputers linked together into a neural network;
huge tubes big enough for humans, full of humans,
shoul d add, doubtless in sone sort of life stasis; and
gl assware everywhere . . . test tubes, beakers, flasks,
you nane it—-but nobody wal ki ng around tending

things. It was entirely automated.

And in the center of it all was a huge sarcophagus,
like the things they buried Egyptian nmummes in. W



approached, and Arl ene suddenly reached out and
grabbed my hand, squeezing so hard she al nost

cracked my bones! | knew exactly who she expected to
find, and exactly who she wouldn't find in the case.
Sadly, | was right. W got closer, and it was obvious
that whoever was in there, it wasn't Al bert.. . who
was, after all, about ny size. The sarcophagus was
much too snmall.

But neither of us was prepared for what we did find:

the case contained the fifteen-year-old body of Jill! She
| ooked |i ke she was just sleeping, nude and serene, but

| couldn't see her breasts rise and fall, as | would have
expected if she were breathing.

Arl ene | eaned over the case while | was still staring,
trying to avoid | ooking at parts | wasn't supposed to

| ook at. "Jesus, Fly!" said ny bud. "It's a clone!"

"A ... clone? How do you know?"

Arl ene reached over and picked up a nanepl at e,
handing it to ne:

Sl eepi ng O oney—

A prick on the finger shall nmake her sleep

A hundred years in dreans so deep,

Until she wakes in |love and bliss,

Restored to life by a princely kiss.

W stared at Jill, Arlene and |I. "Do you think it's

the real Jill?" | asked

Arl ene shook her head. "That's not how Jill would

do it. She'd want to live her life and die normally, or
at |l east preserve herself as an adult. No, |I'll bet you

this is a clone, grown to the age she was when we |eft,
her brain filled only with the menories a fifteen-year-
ol d woul d have."

"Does she renenber us?"

"Way not? Jill isn't cruel. She wouldn't put that
torture on us, Fly ... to know the new Jill, but not be
known, to see her as sullen and wthdrawn as she was
before, after the nonsters killed her parents.” Arlene
reached out and gently touched the gl ass cover of the

sarcophagus. "Hang tight, honey, we'll come back, as
soon as we've seen the present you left us."
"Maybe that's it," | said, nodding at Jill.

But Arlene shook her head inpatiently. "Come on,

Fly! She's a pest, but she's certainly not that egotis-
tical!"

A bookl et sat on the case, and | took it down and
skimed it. Then |I stopped and said, "Holy cow You
know what this is, A S ?"

| handed it to her. The title was: The Deconstruc-
tionists' New O othes, Being the Ch-so-secret History
of the Gal axy's Most Stupidest War. The aut hor was
Jill Lovelace, PhD, LLD, CIA MNAD.

It was a short story, but we both realized what it
really was. Somehow, Jill had managed to pry out of
someone, nmaybe the Kl ave—Scars and Roebuck's

uncl es?—the whol e freaking nystery that we never

could get. .. what the damed war was all about!

Yeah, right, the Six MIIlion Year War that resulted,
eventually, in a strategic chess nove by the Freds, of
House Deconstructionists, to invade Earth and kill us
by the millions. The war that had started the whole



t hi ng.
I"mnot going to quote the whole story. It was |ong

and pretty dammed good, and | don't want Jill's
electrifying prose to make my own | ook lamer than it
al ready does. So |I'Ill paraphrase the intel instead.

O all the secrets Arlene and | had faced since we
first found oursel ves under attack by space denons,
that was the nost frustrating, the nost galling ... or
to Arlene, the outright funniest: that a war could
erupt and be prosecuted for six mllion years between
two conpeting schools of literary criticism But at |ast
we got the full, conplete story of how it happened.
According to Jill's book, the same "First Men" who
built the Gates and the gravity zones and scattered

t hem t hr oughout the gal axy |l eft behind only one other

| egacy—el even fragnments of prose.

That's it, the sumtotal remains of a race that was
technol ogi cal |y sophisticated and advanced at | east
three billion years ago: Gates, gravity zones, and

el even pieces of literature. All the races of the gal axy
in roughly our own tine (six or seven mllion years
ago, which on the three-billion-year scale is negligible)
began to anal yze these fragnent s—each used its own

nost highly refined theories of literary criticism but
because literary criticismis at its core nothing nuch
but a projected map of whatever weird cobwebs i nfest
the mind of the critic, naturally each race painted a
different picture of what the First Men were really
l'ike.

Eventual ly, the war of words turned ugly, and

important literary critics became casualti es—not that
anyone cared nmuch. But when one coalition, the
Deconstructioni sts, decided to end the argunment by
deconstructing the Kl ave homewor| d—and t hey

fail edl +he Great D vide becane | aw and eventual |y
custom which is a billion tinmes stronger than |aw. For
six mllion years, give or take a nonth, the Decon-
structionists and the Hyperrealists had been duking it
out for control of the literary forms of the gal axy .
and for the right to re-construct the past.

And that was it! As Arlene said when she finished

readi ng, quoting sone sci-fi book she | oved, N neteen
Ei ghty- Four:

Who controls the past controls the present;

who controls the present controls the future

So ever since just around the tinme the first proto-
humanoi ds were clinbing down out of the trees on

Earth and | ooking up at the great white light in the

ni ght sky, wondering if it were a divine eyeball, these
gi nks have been murdering each other over half the
gal axy over sone artsy-fartsy, lit-crit interpretation of

el even story fragments. Then, when they got tired of
fighting in their own backyard, the bl oody-handed
Deconstructionists decided to take their college liter-
ature thesis to our lovely planet! God, this universe is
an absolute treasure. | |ove every centineter of it—
no, really.

| put the book back down, resisting the inpulse to

fling it across the room To hell with themall
Hyperreal i st and Deconstructionist alike! | didn't



gi ve a dam about the stupid fragments—+ had nore

i mportant fish to snoke.

W hunted around for a few minutes, and suddenly

Arlene let out a glad cry. Another arrow J.L., it read,
and pointed at a small room

The room had a regul ar door, with a good, old-

fashi oned handle. | turned it and opened her up

The room was bare, save for a single card table, dust
free. On the table was a small black box with a single
orange |ight showi ng unwi nking on the side. W

crossed the space together, ny lance and |, and
toget her we saw the single sign left on the box.
It was hand-lettered, and | recognized Jill's atro-

cious handwriting. There was a single word: Albert.
W stared. Arlene fell to the ground on her butt, but
she didn't take her eyes off the black box with the
bri ght gl owi ng eye.

Al bert!

Al bert?

| didn't know what to say, so, Goddamm it, |

decided to just shut up and be a Marine. Semper fi,
Mac ... | know when |' m beat!

22

It was Arlene who found the Door, but Slink

Slunk was nore excited than the rest of us, for she
recogni zed what it was. Al of the rest of our
apost | es—Whack, Sniff, Chonp, and Swaller, our

spi neys, and Pfc. W/I hel m Dodd, the zonbi e—had

been created within the sinmulation by the normal
"nmonst er- spawn" process that nimcked the vats and
genetic programm ng the Freds used to create the
original nonsters.

But Slink was the prototype spiney; she was the
"firssst and only," as she put it, generated specially by
t he Newbi es inside their program environment, be-
fore the rest of the sinmulation was even running. And
Slink remenbered her existence before the rest of the
simulation was built. The Newbies were better artists
than they realized: they hadn't intended to give freak-
ing free will to their program denons, and they sure
as hell didn't want the code to remenber its own
creation!

W had searched the i mediate vicinity of the star-
shaped chamber after ducking out Arlene's crack, but
we didn't find anywhere else to go but the huge Gate.
"It's me," she said, crestfallen. "I still renenber the
last time, and | searched for al nbst a whol e day
before giving up and headi ng through the Gate."

The ground was jagged with sharp broken pieces of
dead plant life, and the stench of sul phur al npst
knocked ne out. The spineys seenmed to love it,

t hough, and even Dodd | ooked a little |less tornmented.
The sky overhead was inverted, white with black

stars; | tried not to look at it, since it gave me vertigo
like 1'd never felt before, not even in zero-g.
"Fly," said ny partner. "lI'mtrying to remenber

how O estradanus managed to escape his doom at the
claws of the hell princes. He survived, didn't he? He's
out here somewhere, waiting for us?"

| tried to "renenber" it that way with her, but



O estradanus's death was too vivid. In the end, we
both had to give it up—the poor punpkin would have

to remain our first martyr.

Dam it! | thought. Wat's the use of lucid dream

ing if you can't actually control everything? | didn't
have a good answer, so | pointed wordl essly at the
Gate

Hol di ng hands, we shot through, then we fairly flew

t hrough the Dei nbs base, avoiding traps we renem
bered, converting a few nore nonsters, and killing
what we couldn't convert. W picked up a dyde—
despite my objections that | didn't remenber the
genetically engineered human with the machi ne gun
until we got back to Earth—three nore spineys, and a
passel of zonbie buddies for Dodd. W even nanaged

to convert a fatty, but the planet-shaped critter with
the fireball shooters where its hands shoul d have
been, Fats Jacko, he called hinmself, was so overwei ght
that he just couldn't keep up. In the end, | dubbed
himour first mssionary and sent himoff at his own
pace to convert the rest of nonsterland.

But before we got to the nasty spidermnd at the
bottom of Deinbs, Arlene finally managed to find the
Door .

She first started | ooking for the Door when she
renmenbered the three courses in program design that
she took during her brief stint in college. "Fly," she
whi spered, while we crouched in the hand-shaped

gully where Arlene had killed the Dodd-zonbie the

last time. "Wienever we wote a program we always
used to stick in what we called back doors. Maybe the
Newbi es did, too!"

"What the hell is a back door?"

She licked her lips, sighting along her .45 rifle at a
| unbering pinkie. So far, it hadn't snelled us. W
weren't worried about it hearing us; they made so

much noi se just wal ki ng and breathing that they
probably wouldn't hear a freight train conming up
behind themon the railroad tracks. But there were
other creatures out there with acute hearing—silence
was best.

"When you want to test sonme aspect of a program

you create routines to set the various variables to,
wel |, anything you like."

"Ah, setting variables. Mre college stuff. How s

this supposed to hel p us, Lance?" College was insidi-
ous. You started out just to learn a thing or two, then
suddenl y—wham bam-you're wearing |lieutenant's
butter-bars on your collar! No thanks. | woul d never
become an officer—and | would never go to coll ege.
"You need a conbination,” Arlene answered. "A
password to access these procedures, but if you have
it, you can nove around the software |like a ghost in a
haunt ed house, passing right through walls and doors
like they weren't even there."

| stared at a rough rock wall to our left. "You mean,
if we found this back door, we could phase right

t hrough that stone wall ?"

"Fly, if we found this back door, we night be able

to get out of the whole simulation and get |oose in the



Di srespect's operating system

| stared at her, feeling real hope for the first time in
days—si nul ated days. "Jesus, Arlene! Mybe |

shoul d have gone to university!" W both stared at

each ot her, shocked by the words that cane out of ny
mout h. "Ah, that is just a joke," | expl ained.

"All right. . . I'"'mremenbering now " She stared

at a particularly juicy rock. She grunted with the
strain of "remenbering" a Door. She sweated, but
not hi ng happened to the rock. "Christ, | can't just
visualize it from nothing!"

Too loud: a horde of inps heard and canme over to

i nvestigate. W shot them from cover while they

threw their nmucus wads at us. | took a shot in the face
and was blinded agai n—rimney! Arlene backed

away, pumnping shot after shot fromthe | ever-action
rifle she had picked up in a storage |ocker in the

i nverted-cross chanber on Deinpbs. It was easier for

her to remenber the nost recent weapon she actually
renmenbered using; | tried for a doubl e-barrel ed shot-
gun, but | was still stuck with the damed Si g- Cow.

The spi neys noved cl ose enough that our own

spi ney corps could open fire fromthe sides with their
pil es of sharp rocks. The inps didn't know what to

t hi nk! They hurled their snotballs for a while unti
they realized their attackers were other inps, inmune
to the fire, then the eneny broke and ran.

Arlene cleaned me up with a nedical kit, also

sal vaged fromthe | ocker where she had found the
rifle—sanme place we found uniforns (but no arnor)

to cover our nakedness right after the junp. Dodd

was perfectly content to wander around starkers, once
we got hima shotgun, but a red-faced Arl ene ordered
himto cover hinmself up. Evidently, the sight of her
naked ex-lover, the one she had killed once, brought
back too many horrific menories. Bad nenories

could be savage enemes in this place.

| was thinking about the Door, or |lack of a Door. "I
think just visualizing isn't enough. You have to have it
really strong in your nind."

"l did!"

"No, | nean |ike obsessing about it. You have to
anticipate, salivate for it, visualize it some distance
ahead of you and hold the thought in your mnd as

your life's goal all the way down there."

She sat down beside nme and put her arm over ny

shoul ders, holding me like a frightened lover. "It's a
pretty horrible thought, Flynn Taggart. Means we

have to go deeper, doesn't it?"

"'Fraid so, A S."

Arl ene nodded slowy. "Well, that's why they let us
wear the Bird and Anchor. Okay, Fly, it's all starting
to cone back to nme, now. | renenber where the Door

is."

"Where is it?"

"It's three I evel s down. Renenber that head-

twi sting open courtyard with all the freaking tel eport-
ers that zapped us to all the different roons? Well
it's—+t's in the roomat the back of the courtyard with
all the crushing pistons.™



| struggled to renmenber. In the interveni ng nonths

(and thousands of nonsters), it had all become a blur
But | thought | renmenbered what she was talking

about. "CGood deal, kiddo, just keep visualizing it.

When we get there, we'll see it—+ guarantee.”

| hoped I wouldn't have to eat those words, but the
only thing that might do the trick now was tota
assurance on ny part. Maybe it woul d be infectious.
Three | evel s down, we entered the courtyard.

deci ded we had better clear the central buildings first,
whi ch cont ai ned punpki ns, sone spineys, and a hel

pri nce—too much firepower to | eave at our backs.

Wth so many of us, virtually an army, we could use

real tactics. Arlene volunteered to take point, which
in this case neant she got to junp fromteleporter to
teleporter, until she found the one that dropped her in
the center of the courtyard again, incidentally activat-
ing the door to one of the buil dings.

She did it. \When she appeared, she took one | ook

into the eyes of a hell prince, squawked, and fel

facedown in the dirt. Smart girl: we were all in
anbush position, and we opened fire on the poor hell-
spawn.

The mi notaur never knew what hit it. Nine flanng
snot balI's, a machi ne gun, shotguns, and ny own M

14 BAR+'d found one at last!—-and the hell prince

st aggered back against the rear wall of his building,
unabl e even to nmuster up a lightning ball fromhis
wri st |auncher.

W repeated the process with the other three build-

i ngs, and when we finished, we had four enpty

bunkers and one very dizzy female Marine. | picked
her up off the ground and held her under her arns,
whi | e we approached the chanber at the rear of the
courtyard—that was where we both clearly renmem

bered we would find the Door

The front Door was |ocked. | was about to waste a
few rounds when Slink stepped forward. "This one
may?" she asked, and before | could answer, she
shoved her iron fingers behind the latch, splintering
the wood, and ripped the entire mechani smoff the
Door! The unbound wood swung sl ow y open, creak-

ing like the cry of a banshee.

I nside were three zonbies waiting for any visitors.
Pfc. Dodd staggered forward, pushed past us, and
entered the room He strode up to his zonbie broth-
ers (two brothers and a sister) and began to "talk" in
the swi nelike grunts and noans of the recently un-
dead.

The fenmal e zonbie raised her rifle and fired a single
shot. It hit Dodd in his nouth, taking out his entire
| ower jaw. We stared in shock for a nmonent. Arlene
recovered faster than Yours Truly. She punped the

| ever on her .45 rifle, firing six quick shots. Arlene
killed all three zonbies before the rest of us fired a
shot. . . . She killed them before she even had an
instant to think.

Then she dropped her gun and ran forward to

Dodd, who was fl opping disorientedly. She cradl ed

t he head and upper body of the rotting corpse in her



lap, cooing to it softly. "I'"'msorry," she said. | don't

t hi nk she even realized the rest of us were there. "I'm
sorry! |1 didn't nmean to shoot you—+ had to! OCh,
pl ease forgive me, 1'mso, SO sorry. "

| knew who she was really apol ogi zi ng to—%he rea

Dodd was dead and | ong past caring. But Arlene was
alive, and she needed forgi veness.

| don't know how it happened. Her menory of the
original Dodd rust have been strong. But just for a
nmonent, the zonbie Pfc. Dodd reached up and

stroked Arlene's cheek! No zonbi e woul d have done
that, | reckoned. A nonment |later he died. Again.

| turned away, |eading the rest of the crew deeper
into the building. Behind ne, the crying | asted anoth-
er couple of mnutes, then it stopped as if cut off like a
faucet. Arlene the lover was finally buried; Lance

Cor poral Sanders returned to the group and an-
nounced, "We'll find the Door behind the rear right

pi ston. Careful not to get crushed.”

It was Arlene who found the Door, but Slink Slunk

was nore excited than the rest of us, for she recog-

nized what it was. "lIs bridge!" she cried, capering and
gi bbering, swi nging her hands so violently that she
tore a hole in one of the building walls. "Is bridge—
connects other place!"

"The other place?" | asked.

Arl ene sounded strangely detached, a stranger in-

habi ting the body of ny buddy. "She's right, Fly, it is
a bridge connecting us to nmain operating system of

the Di srespect."”

"How do you know t hat ?"

Arlene smled apol ogetically and shrugged. Her

eyes were red from ... from sonethi ng she nust

have got in them " 'Cause | renmenber it. O course.”
| approached. The Door |ooked |ike a bank vault,

solid steel with a conmbination lock in the very center
The | ock conprised el even wheel s, each lettered from
Ato Zwith a space tag between last and first. The
mechani cs were obvious: line up the wheels so they
spel l ed out the password and turn the huge handle to
open the Door. The only fly in the oi ntnent was
guessing the right sequence of letters.

So what's the big deal ? | wondered. There can't be

nore than about 150 million billion conbinations!
"Well," | said, sighing. "I guess we'd better get busy.
What should we try first?" | | ooked around, but

nobody spoke. "Wait, | have sonmething. Let's try this
one."

Smiling, | set the wheels to spell P-A-S-SWORD
Space- Space- Space- Space. | turned the handl e.

The Door clicked and opened.

| stood in the Doorway, staring like a total doofus.
If there'd been a snake, it would have bit ne; if
there'd been a bear, it would have hugged ne to
death. A password spell ed PASSWORD? That was the

st upi dest dammed password | ever saw VWhen | was in
the Applied Crypto Advanced Training Facility in
Mont erey, that was the standard joke anong the
students: the idiot who was so stupid that his pass-
word literally was that very word! But | had never



believed until that noment that anyone could really
be so—so brai ndead.

Evidently, it never even occurred to the Newbies

t hat anyone woul d ever find one of their back Doors.
smled. Every tinme | ran into these Resuscitators, they
rem nded me nore and nore of a bunch of college
boys.

That made it easier. | could whup coll ege boys.

W | evel ed weapons and sl unk through the Door,

Slink at nmy back while |I took point, Arlene taking
rear, everyone else in between: our standard fornma-
tion. The Door led to a long corridor—+ mnean, a |ong
corridor! Six klicks at |east and arrow straight the

whol e way.
At the end was another Door, just like the first,
except this one had no conbination | ock. | opened the

Door abruptly, prepared for the worst.
| wasn't prepared for what | saw. Staring at nme was

a seven-foot-tall, pearly black shell covered with ml -
lions upon millions of squirmng vibrating cilia. It sat
utterly still except for the cilia—a rounded bl ob

wi t hout eyes, ears, or any other sensory organs.
W had found the answer, if only we knew what
guestion to ask.

23

"A bug ... a bug? A huge freaking bug,

that's what we're fighting?" Arlene was unhappy;
could tell. She stonped around the tiny cell, | ooking

at the bug fromall angles. It pretty much | ooked the
same fromevery direction

"I don't think it's an insect,” | runbled.
"It's a bug! Who cares what ki nd?"
"Corporal, renenber where we are." | spoke

sharply, and she haul ed up, shutting her nouth.

"What did we just pass through? Wat was that

Doorway you renenbered, A S ?"

"I don't know, Sarge. A back Door."

"Come on, what were you thinking? What kind of

back Door ?"

"Um sonething |like what they used on us to suck

our souls out. That probe that got up inside ny nose
and into ny brain; that was kind of a back Door

like."

| thought for a long noment, closing my eyes to
visualize the system "Arlene . . . you saying that al
this time, the last three | evels, you' ve been thinking of
t hat soul -sucki ng probe as the back Door we were

| ooki ng for?"

"That's what |'m saying."

"Well, | think that's exactly what we found."

Her eyes went as wi de as dinner plates. "The probe
itsel f?"

"Way not?" | pointed back at the six-kilomneter-

I ong corridor we had just spent the last hour travers-
ing. "lIsn't that the tube, the one that sticks through
your sinuses into your brain? It looks like it. Wy
can't it be?"

She turned back to the bug. Behind me, Slink

Sl unk, her intended Chonp, and the rest of the crew
waited inpatiently, not understanding all the talKk.



"Let'ssss kill bug!" Slink suggested, |icking her lips.
"Not just yet, soldier," | ordered.

"Fly, if that tube connects the systemto a soul, then
what the hell is this bug anyway?"

| turned up nmy hands. "How the hell should

know? It's a soul, right?"

"One of the Res-men? Do they have the probe

hooked up to one of then®?"

"Well, there's no one else on the ship, so that's
probably a pretty good guess, A S."

She roll ed her eyes at ny sarcasm "But why

doesn't it look like a person then? | mean, you | ook
like you to nme, and | presune | look like me to you—
why does this guy |look Iike a huge bug with squirny

t ent acl es?"

The answer popped sinultaneously into both our

m nds, and we spoke in unison: "Because .. . it's a
Newbi e soul !'"

"Jinx," Arlene added. "You can't talk until sone-

one says your nane, Fly."

| circled the bug, still trying to wap ny brain
around the concept that | was |ooking at the soul of a
Resuscitator. It didn't |look like a Newbie—but it
wasn't a Newbie, it was the soul. . .. Vo knew what
their souls |ooked like? They were sure as hell differ-
ent fromours. That was the whol e guiding principle
behi nd every freaking invasion and study done on

Earth in the last several hundred thousand year s—by
the Kl ave, by the Freds, and now by the Resuscitators!
Maybe our soul s | ooked just as weird and disgusting

to themas theirs did to us. Maybe they were filled
with as nuch viol ence and anger against us as | was
against all the other races in the gal axy, even the

Kl ave.

O course, the difference was that we were just

def endi ng oursel ves. They were the aggressors. They
had dragged us into their ridicul ous war between

di fferent schools of literary criticism not the other
way around! We didn't invade or attack the Fred
honmeworl d, not intentionally. W didn't infest the
Newbi e minds. W didn't even set up observationa

posts and spy on the Kl ave!

It was these bastards, they were behind it all—-all of
them all the so-called bio-freaking-Iogical races of the
gal axy, who didn't even consider us living beings
because we had different souls than they. "Fine!" |
decl ared, aloud. "So if you can steal our souls, you
bastards, then you shouldn't object if I do this."

| slung ny rifle behind ny back, stepped forward,

and wi thout even a thought for poison or acid, I

wr apped both arnms around the dammed bug and

hoisted it off the floor. Despite its huge size, the
dammed thing didn't weigh nuch nore than twenty or
thirty pounds.

"Flyl!" Arlene screamed, evidently thinking about

what | had just ignored. But nothing happened to ne.

| didn't start feeling sleepy or sick or anything, and
not hi ng stung me. The cilia squirmed frantically;
think the thing realized sonething bad was happen-

ing. But it had no way to stop me—the Newbi es had



| ong since evol ved beyond the "need" for things like
arns and | egs.

"Fly, put that down!"

"No way, A.S. W're taking a prisoner of war back
with us."”

"Back where?" She hovered around ne like a

not her hen, clucking and poking at the thing with her
| ever-action.

"You got somewhere else in mnd? Back into the
simul ati on, of course. This is a dead-end back door
you found.... This is as far as it goes, into the head
of a Res-man."

Suddenl y, the room shook violently. CQutside the

door, the corridor detached and started pulling away.
"Arlene, junp!" | shouted. It wasn't altruismon ny
part to get her to go first—she was in nmy way! Arlene
didn't waste tine asking who, what, where, like a
civilian would; she was a Marine, and Marines act
first and ask stupid questions afterward.

She dove through the door, and | piled through

right on top of her. Behind us, the little room+the
brain of a Res-man?—pul |l ed away, vani shing into the
di stance. Qutside our door was only enptiness now, a
voi d of nonexi stence that turned ny stomach when

| ooked at it—so | didn't look at it.

"They nmust've figured out we'd gotten up the

probe,"” Arlene said, "and they yanked it out. But
we're so speeded up, compared to them that they
couldn't yank it out fast enough."

"Well, before they think of ripping out the other

end," | suggested, "let's get the hell back to Dodge
Gty."
The Newbi e soul was |ike a giant sponge. | discov-

ered | could wad it up into a nore manageabl e bal
and tuck it under ny arm W ran the entire six
kil oneters back to the Deinos |ab. The nonster
apostl es never seened to get tired, and Arl ene and
were in Marine-shape. Still, it took us twenty m nutes
to hoof it back.
Why didn't the Resuscitators destroy the machi ne?
| guess they couldn't believe we had done what we
did, or else they were afraid of destroying the soul of
their own guy. What was it that the late, |anmented
Sears and Roebuck sai d? Sonet hi ng about the great-
est crine in all the galaxy being the deliberate de-
struction of a living soul, a crinme so horrific for them
to contenplate that there wasn't even a word for it
Even in a pure hive culture—an interesting bit of
intel, potentially useful in a war. Too bad the crea-
tures that made the observation were no | onger
anmong the |iving.
We burst through the Door back into the roomw th
all the punping pistons in the corners. A new punp-
kin had decided to invade the place and set up shop

VWi le Slink Slunk and the boys fought with it and
shouted a conversation, trying to convert the thing—
they told it about the great martyr O estradanus—
Arlene and | laid the soul of the Newbie on the floor
A lightning ball brushed just over ny head, sizzling
the ends of ny hair and making all my nuscles jerk.



The Newbi e soul expanded fromits wadded-up

shape. Now it |ooked totally different, short and fat,
and the cilia were absorbing into a fabriclike coating
covering the dammed thing's hide. |I stared at what
used to be a bug. "Wat the hell? Arlene, is this what
it looks Iike in the simnulation?"

She shook her head. "No, that's not it—ook, Fly,
it's changing again!" She was right. The Newbi e sou
split into two main gl obul es connected by about a
mllion strands of —f| esh, connective tissue?—ike

pul ling apart two |unmps of slimy prechewed bubble
gum It changed color fromblack to dark purple.

Then it changed agai n: the connections w dened,
flattened, and now they were spatul a-shaped. The

gl obul es spread out, growing tendrils that circled
around until they connected with each other, forning
a circle around the flat spatula core. The col or
changed fromstatic to prismatic, flickering through
every color of the spectrumfromdark red to nearly
white violet, parts of it transparent—aybe too high
or low a frequency for us to even see.

"My God, Fly," Arlene said- "It's evolving! It's

evol ving into sonething new every second. "

A wild shot fromour own spineys whizzed between

Arl ene and ne. W dove back, then continued imagi-
neering. "I remenber that, A S. | remenber how fast
the Newbies evolved . . . renenber?"

"Huh? Yeah, it's evolving right in front of us! \Wat
are you sayi ng?"

"Remenber what the one we had as a prisoner
fromFredworl d said? They evol ve faster and faster
speeding up with no upper bound to the curve?
Renmenber ?"

Arlene stared at ne—a true college kid! Then she
finally got it. "Yeah . . . yeah, | do renenber that!
And they're evolving farther and farther away from
being a threat to us, renmenber?"

"Arlene, all this tine they've been evolving farther
away from even bei ng physical beings. Look, see how
fast it's changi ng now?"

I wasn't joking. The Newbie was flickering through
its different forms so quickly nowthat it was inpossi-
ble to fully grasp what one version was before it was

subsunmed into another. | had a glinpse of crablike
claws, a million mouths opening and closing in uni-
son, a spray of spoors! | |eapt back, terrified in spite of

my training—+'d never been trained to deal with
somet hing like this!

But | knew what we had to do, the direction we had
to push it. Here, in the Newbies' own simulation
everything noved a thousand tinmes faster than on the
outside . . . including the Newbie evolution

Arl ene noved close and put her arns around ne.
"I"'mrenenbering real hard now, Fly. They're evolv-
ing away from physicality, just like you said.

They' re evol ving away from even caring about this
uni verse. Evolving toward the, ah, the mnd of Brah-
ma, sinultaneous connection with the entire uni-
verse, all the other dinensions above ours."

"Uh . . . yeah, I'mrenmenbering all that, too." |



t hought | pretty nuch grasped what she was sayi ng—
enough to get a really, really good nmental inmage
anyway.

We stood and renenbered. The Newbi e—

definitely no longer a Resuscitator—ontracted to a

pi nprick, then without warning, it exploded in a burst
of white light and soundl ess energy. The light flooded
through us, illuminating us fromthe inside out. But it
continued to expand, not pausing even a nanosecond

at me or Arlene or Slink Slunk or the other apostles or
the nonsters or anyone else in the world—n the

si nul ati on.

The Newbi e was gone. Arlene didn't let go. "See?"

she said. "I always said there was some use to science
fiction."

| didn't say a word. | was just damed gl ad she

hadn't attributed her brilliant idea, the one that saved

all hurmanity, to a college phil osophy course—that,
woul d have had a very hard tinme |iving down!

| |1 ooked back at our crew and saw that the fight had
ended. The punpkin was sitting on the ground,
receiving instruction from Chonp, the nost articu-
late of the inps, on the new quest: hunting down the
Fal se- One Freds and butchering them

Arlene still didn't let go of ne. "Fly," she said, "do
you think it just went off into the universe all by itself?
O did ... ?"

"Did it take its buddies with it? | don't know, A S
Maybe we'll never know. Arlene, |-+ don't think we
can ever |leave this sinulation."”

She rai sed her orange eyebrows, sw shing her

tongue fromone cheek to the other. "I guess you're
right. Qur enpty bodies are back behind on that
planet. If the Newbies are gone, | doubt the forner
Res-men know how to pull us out of here and stick us
back into our bodi es anyway."

"But sonething occurs to nme. There's no reason

this simulation should end unless they turn off the
power. |f they do that—=

"Then we're dead, and we won't even know it. But

if the Res-nmen keep it on, Fly ..." She scow ed at ne.
"You saying we can live here, in this simnulation?"

| cleared ny throat. "I don't see as we have mnuch
choi ce, Arlene. You got an appoi ntnent somewhere
el se, soldier?" | softened the tone. "Look, it's not so

bad. W're getting pretty good at remenbering things
the way they ought to be, rather than the way they

happened to happen the first tinme. It's like casting
magi cal spells. W don't have to renenber a horrible

worl d where nonsters are trying to kill us every
second! "

| pointed at the punpkin, bouncing slowy into the
air and settling back down again, |istening to Chonp
and Slink take turns proselytizing. (They held each
other's hand ... how touching.) "W can renenber a

wor |l d where the damed nonsters just go away to live
in nmonasteries. W can renmenber how we returned to
Earth, but we can renmenber how we stopped the

entire invasion this time, turned them back w t hout
the mllions of dead civilians."



Arlene | ooked up at me, blinking a tear out of her

eye. Must have been a dust note; Marines don't cry.

"Do you think |I can ever forget Albert's death?"

"Arlene, given enough time and energy, maybe

some of that hypnosis ... I'll bet anybody can forget
anything." | detached her arns and sat down, sud-

denly so tired I could barely keep nmy eyes open. "At

| east, we'll go to our graves trying to forget. He's in
here somewhere, Arlene. . . . The whole place was
constructed fromour menories—so he's here! It's

just a matter of finding him"

Arl ene sat down next to ne, expressionless. Her

voi ce sounded as dead tired as mine. "W stopped the
Newbi es, Fly. W saved Earth . . . again. That ought

to count for sonething, right?"

"Counts for a lot, AS"

"So if your Somebody is up there .. . maybe He'l

let us find Al bert?"

I lay back, feeling consciousness ebb, sleep over-

whel ming me. | think | answered her, but maybe

only dreanmed it. The best Sonebody for us to rely on
Arlene, is the sonebody inside. . . not the one up-
stairs.

| think I slept for twelve or fourteen hours. | awoke

to a brave new worl d that had such dammed peculi ar
creatures in it!

The End...?
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