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THE

FOREVER WAR

AUTHOR S NOTE

This is the definitive version of The Forever War. There are two ot her versions, and ny publisher
has been kind enough to allowinc to clarify things here.

The one you're holding in your hand is the book as it was originally witten. But it has a pretty
tortuous history

It's ironic, since it later won the Hugo and Nebul a Awards, and has won "Best Novel" awards in

ot her countries, but The F~re~er War was not an easy book to sell back in the early scventies. It
was rejected by eighteen publishers before St. Martin's Press decided to take a chance on it.
"Pretty good book," was the usual reaction, "but nobody wants to read a science fiction nove
about Vietnant'. 'Rventy-live years |later, nobst young readers don't even see the parallels between
The Forever ~l'ar and the seem ngly endl ess one we were involved in at the tine, and that's okay.
It's about Vietnam because that's the war the author was in. But it's mainly about war, about
sol di ers, and about the reasons we think we need them

\'Vhilc the book was being | ooked at by all those publishers, it was al so being serialized

pi eceneal in Anal og magazi ne. The editor, Ben Bova, was a trenendous help, not only in editing,
but also for naking the thing exist at all! He gave it a prom nent place in the magazine, and it
was al so his endorsenent that brought it to the attention of St. Martin's Press, who took a chance
on the hardcover, though they did not publish adult science fiction at that tine.

But Ben rejected the middle section, a novella called "You Can Never Go Back." He liked it as a
pi ece of witing, he said, but thought that it was too downbeat for Analog's audience. So | wote
hima nore positive story and put "You Can Never Go Back" into the drawer; eventually Ted Wite
published it in Amazi ng nagazine, as a coda to The Forever War

At this late date, I'mnot sure why | didn't reinstate the original mddle when the book was
accepted. Perhaps | didn't trust my own taste, or just didn't want to nake |life nore conplicated.
But that first book version is essentially the 4nalog version with "nore adult |anguage and
situations", as they say in Hollywood.

The paperback of that version stayed in print for about~ sixteen years. Then in 1991 | had the
opportunity to reinstate ny original version, which now appears in Britain for the first tine. The
dates in the book are now kind of funny; nost people realize we didn't get into an interstellar
war in 1996. | originally set it in that year so it was barely possible that the officers and NCOs
could be veterans of Vietnam so we decided to leave it that way, in spite of the obvious
anachroni sns. Think of it as a parallel universe.

But maybe it's the real one, and we're in a dream

Joe Hal deman

Canbri dge, Massachusetts

THE

FOREVER WAR

PRI VATE MANDELLA
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"Toni ght we're going to show you eight silent ways to kill a man." The guy who said that was a
sergeant who didn't look five years older than me. So if he'd ever killed a man in conbat,
silently or otherwi se, he'd done it as an infant.

| already knew eighty ways to. kill people, but nost of themwere pretty noisy. | sat up straight
in nmy chair and assuned a | ook of polite attention and fell asleep with nmy eyes open. So did nost
everybody else. We'd learned that they never schedul ed anything inportant for these after-chop

cl asses.

The projector woke ne up and | sat through a short tape showing the "eight silent ways." Some of
the actors nust have been brai nwi pes, since they were actually killed.

After the tape a girl in the front row rai sed her hand. The sergeant nodded at her and she rose to
parade rest. Not bad | ooking, but kind of chunky about the neck and shoul ders. Everybody gets that
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way after carrying a heavy pack around for a couple of nonths.
"Sir"-we had to call sergeants "sir" until graduation- "nopbst of those nethods, really, they

| ooked. . . kind of silly."
"For instance?"
"Like killing a man with a blow to the kidneys, froman entrenching tool. | nean, when would you

actualiy have only an entrenching tool, and no gun or knife? And why not just bash himover the
head with it?"

"He m ght have a helnet on," he said reasonably.

"Besi des, Taurans probably don't even have ki dneys!" He shrugged. "Probably they don't." This was
1997, and nobody had ever seen a Tauran; hadn't even found any pieces of Taurans bigger than a
scorched chronpsone.

"But their body chem stry is simlar to ours, and we have to assune they're simlarly conpl ex
creatures. They nust

3
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have weaknesses, vul nerable spots. You have to find out

where they are.

"That's the inportant thing." He stabbed a finger at the screen. "Those ei ght convicts got caul ked

for your benefit because you've got to find out howto kill Taurans, and be
able to do it whether you have a nmegawatt |aser or an emnery
board. "

She sat back down, not | ooking too convinced.

"Any nore questions?" Nobody raised a hand.

"OK. Tench-hut!" W staggered upright and be | ooked at us expectantly.

"Fuck you, sir," canme the famliar tired chorus.

"Louder!"

"FUCK YOU, SIRI" One of the arnmy's less-inspired noral e devices.

"That's better. Don't forget. pie-dawn maneuvers tonorrow. Chop at 0330, first formation, 0400.
Anybody sacked after 0340 owes one stripe. D smssed."

| zipped up nmy coverall and went across the snow to the I ounge for a cup of soya and a joint. 1'd
al ways been able to get by on five or six hours of sleep, and this was the only time | could be by
mysel f, out of the arny for a while. Looked at the newsfax for a few m nutes. Another ship got
caul ked, out by Al debaran sector. That was four years ago.

~ They were mounting a reprisal fleet, but it'll take four years nmore for themto get out
there. By then, the Taurans woul d have every portal planet sewed up tight.

Back at the billet, everybody el se was sacked and the main Ilights were out. The whol e conpany'd
been draggi ng ever since we got back fromthe two-week | unar training.

| dunped ny clothes in the | ocker, checked the roster and found out | was in bunk 31. CGoddammt,
ri ght under the heater.

| slipped through the curtain as quietly as possible so as not to wake up the person next to mne.

Couldn't see who it was, but | couldn't have cared less. | slipped under the bl anket.
"You're late, Mandella," a voice yawned. It was Rogers.
"Sorry | woke you up," | whispered.
TI LE FOREVER WAR 5
"'saliright."” She snuggl ed over and cl asped nme spoon-fashion. She was warm and reasonably soft.

| patted her hip in what | hoped was a brotherly fashion. "N ght, Rogers."

"G night, Stallion." She returned the gesture nore pointedly.

Why do you always get the tired ones when you' re ready and the randy ones when you're tired?
bowed to the inevitable.

2

"Awight, let's get some goddam back inta that! Stringer teanl Mve it up-nobve your ass up!"”

A warm front had conme in about m dnight and the snow had turned to sleet. The pernaplast stringer
wei ghed five hundred pounds and was a bitch to handl e, even when it wasn't covered with ice. There
were four of us, two at each end, carrying the plastic girder with frozen fingertips. Rogers was
ny partner.

"Steel!" the guy behind nme yelled, nmeaning that he was losing his hold. It wasn't steel, but it
was heavy enough to break your foot. Everybody | et go and hopped away. It splashed slush and mud
all over us.

"Goddamit, Petrov," Rogers said, "why didn't you go out for the Red Cross or sonething? This
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fucken thing's not that fucken heavy." Mst of the girls were a little nore circunmspect in their
speech. Rogers was a little butch

"Awright, get a fucken nobve on, stringers-epoxy teanl Dog' eml Dog' enl™

Qur two epoxy people ran up, swinging their buckets. "Let's go, Mandella. I'mfreezin' ny balls
of f."

"Me, too," the girl said with nmore feeling than | ogic.

"One-two- - heave! " W got the thing up again and staggered toward the bridge. It was about three-
quarters conpl eted. Looked as if the second platoon was going to beat us. | wouldn't give a dam,
but the platoon that got their bridge built first got to fly hone. Four mles of nuck for the rest
of us, and no rest before chop

We got the stringer in place, dropped it with a clank, and fitted the static clanps that held it
to the rise-beans. The fermale half of the epoxy team started slopping glue on it before we even
had it secured. Her partner was waiting for the stringer on the other side. The floor team was
wai ting at the foot of the bridge, each one holding a piece of the
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light, stressed permaplast over his head like an unbrella. They were dry and clean. | wondered

al oud what they had done to deserve it, and Rogers suggested a couple of colorful, but unlikely,
possibilities.

W were going back to stand by the next stringer when the field first (name of Dougeistein, but we
called him

"Awright") blew a whistle and bell owed, "Awight, soldier boys and girls, ten mnutes. Snoke' emif
you got 'em" He reached into his pocket and turned on the control that heated our coveralls.

Rogers and | sat down on our end of the stringer and | took out my weed box. | had lots of joints,
but we were ordered not to snmoke themuntil after night-chop. The only tobacco I had was a cigarro
butt about three inches long. | lit it on the side of the box; it wasn't too bad after the first

couple of puffs. Rogers took a puff, just to be sociable, but made a face and gave it back
"Were you in school when you got drafted?" she asked.

"Yeah. Just got a degree in physics. Was going after a teacher's certificate."

She nodded soberly. "I was in biology . "

"Figures." | ducked a handful of slush. "How far?"

"Si x years, bachelor's and technical" She slid her boot along the ground, turning up a ridge of
mud and sl ush the consistency of freezing ice mlk. "Wiay the fuck did this have to happen?"

| shrugged. It didn't call for an answer, |least of all the answer that the UNEF kept giving us.
Intellectual and physical elite of the planet, going out to guard humanity agai nst the Tairan
menace. Soyashit It was all just a big experinment See whether we could goad the Taurans into
ground

Awright blew the whistle two mnutes early, as expected, but Rogers and | and the other two
stringers got to sit for a minute while the epoxy and fl oor teans finished covering our stringer.
It got cold fast, sitting there with our suits turned off, but we renained inactive on principle.
There really wasn't any sense in having us train in the cold. Typical arny half-logic. Sure, it
was going to be cold where we were going, but not ice-cold or snowcold. Al-
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nmost by definition, a portal planet remained within a degree or two of absolute zero all the tune-
since collapsars don't shine-and the first chill you felt would nean that you were a dead man.
Twel ve years before, when | was ten years old, they had discovered the collapsar junp. Just fling
an object at a collapsar with sufficient speed, and out it pops in sonme other part of the gal axy.
It didn't take long to figure out the formula that predicted where it would cone out: it travels
al ong the sane "line" (actually an Einsteinian geodesic) it would have followed if the coll apsar
hadn't been in the way-until it reaches another collapsar field, whereupon it reappears, repelled
with the same speed at which it approached the original collapsar. Travel tine between the two

col lapsars.. . exactly zero.

It nade a | ot of work for nmathematical physicists, who had to redefine sinmultaneity, then tear
down general relativity and build it back up again. And it nade the politicians very happy,
because now they could send a shipload of colonists to Fonai haut for less than it had once cost to
put a brace of men on the nmoon. There were a | ot of people the politicians would love to see on
Fomal baut, inplenenting a glorious adventure rather than stirring up trouble at hone.
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The ships were al ways acconpani ed by an automated probe that followed a couple of mllion miles
behi nd. W knew about the portal planets, little bits of flotsamthat whirled around the
col | apsars; the purpose of the drone was to conme back and tell us in the event that a ship had
smacked into a portal planet at .999 of the speed of light.
That particular catastrophe never happened, but one day a drone |inmped back alone. Its data were
anal yzed, and it turned out that the colonists' ship had been pursued by another vessel and
destroyed. This happened near Al debaran, in the constellation Taurus, but since "Al debaranian" is
alittle hard to handle, they nanmed the eneny "Tauran."
Col oni zi ng vessel s thenceforth went out protected by an armed guard. Oten the arned guard went
out alone, and finally the Colonization G oup got shortened to UNEF,

THE FOREVER WAR 9

United Nations Exploratory Force. Enphasis on the

Then some bright lad in the General Assenbly decided that we ought to field an arny of
footsoldiers to guard the portal planets of the nearer collapsars. This led to the Elite
Conscription Act of 1996 and the mpbst cutely conscripted arnmy in the history of warfare.

So here we were, fifty nen and fifty wonen, with I Q over 150 and bodi es of unusual health and
strength, slogging cutely through the nud and slush of central M ssouri, reflecting on the

useful ness of our skill in building bridges on worlds where the only fluid is an occasi ona
standi ng pool of liquid helium

3

About a month later, we left for our final training exercise, maneuvers on the planet Charon
Though nearing perihelion, it was still nore than twice as far fromthe sun as Pl uto.

The troopship was a converted "cattl ewagon" made to carry two hundred col onists and assorted
bushes and beasts. Don't think it was roony, though, just because there were half that many of us.
Most of the excess space was taken up with extra reaction nass and ordnance.

The whole trip took three weeks, accelerating at two gees hal fway, decelerating the other half.

Qur top speed, as we roared by the orbit of Pluto, was around one-twentieth of the speed of |ight-
not quite enough for relativity to rear its conplicated head.

Three weeks of carrying around twi ce as nmuch weight as normal.. . it's no picnic. W did sone
cautious exercises three tinmes a day and renai ned horizontal as nuch as possible. Still, we got
several broken bones and serious dislocations. The nen had to wear special supporters to keep from
littering the floor with | oose organs. It was al nost inpossible to sleep; nightmares of choking
and being crushed, rolling over periodically to prevent bl ood pooling and bedsores. One girl got
so fatigued that she al nbost slept through the experience of having a rib push out into the open
air.

I'd been in space several tines before, so when we finally stopped decelerating and went into free
fall, it was nothing but relief. But sone people had never been out, except for our training on
the nmoon, and succunbed to the sudden vertigo and disorientation. The rest of us cleaned up after
them floating through the quarters with sponges and inspirators to suck up the gl obul es of partly-

di gest ed
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"Concentrate, High-protein, Lowresidue, Beef Flavor
(Soya)."

W had a good view of Charon, com ng dowmn fromorbit. There wasn't much to see, though. It was
just a dim off-white sphere with a few snudges on it. W |anded about two hundred neters fromthe
base. A pressurized crawl er cane out and mated with the ferry, so we didn't have to suit up. W

cl anked and squeaked up to the main building, a featureless box of grayish plastic.

Inside, the walls were the sanme drab color. The rest of the conpany was sitting at desks,
chattering away. There was a seat next to Freel and.

"Jeff-feeling better?" He still looked a little pale.

"If the gods had neant for nman to survive in free fall, they would have given hima cast iron
glottis." He sighed heavily. "Alittle better. Dying for a snoke."

"You seenmed to take it all right. Went up in school, didn't you?"

"Seni or thesis in vacuum wel di ng, yeah. Three weeks in Earth orbit." | sat back and reached for ny
weed box for the thousandth time. It still wasn't there. The Life Support Unit didn't want to

handl e ni coti ne and nt.
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"Training was bad enough," Jeff groused, "but this shit-"

"Tench-hut!" We stood up in a raggedy-ass fashion, by twos and threes. The door opened and a full
major canme in. | stiffened a little. He was the highest-ranking officer |I'd ever seen. He had a
row of ribbons stitched into his coveralls, including a purple strip nmeaning he'd been wounded in
conbat, fighting in the old Anerican army. Mist have been that |Indochina thing, but it had fizzled
out bef orel wasborn. Hedi dn' t| ookt hat ol d.

"Sit, sit." He nade a patting nmotion with his hand. Then he put his hands on his hips and scanned
the conpany, a small smile on his face. "Wl come to Charon. You picked a lovely day to land, the
tenperature outside is a sumery ei ght point one flve degrees Absolute. W expect little thange
for the next two centuries or so." Sone of them | aughed haltbeartedly.

Joe Hal deman

12
"Best you enjoy the tropical climte here at Mani Base; enjoy it while you can. W're on the
center of sunside here, and nost of your training will be on darkside. Over there, the tenperature

stays a chilly two point zero eight.

"You mght as well regard all the training you got on Earth and the nbon as just an el enentary
exerci se, designed to give you a fair chance of surviving Charon. You'll have to go through your
whol e repertory here: tools, weapons, maneuvers. And you'll find that, at these tenperatures,
tools don't work the way they shoul d; weapons don't want to fire. And people nove v-e-r-y
cautiously."

He studied the clipboard in his hand. "Ri ght now, you have forty-nine wonen and forty-ei ght men.
Two deaths on Earth, one psychiatric release. Having read an outline of your training program |'m
frankly surprised that so many of you pulled through

"But you might as well know that | won't be displeased if as fewas fifty of you, half, graduate
fromthis final phase. And the only way not to graduate is to die. Here. The only way anybody gets
back to Earth-including ne-is after a combat tour.

"You will conplete your training in one nonth. From here you go to Stargate collapsar, half a
light year away. You will stay at the settlement on Stargate 1, the | argest portal planet, unti
repl acenents arrive. Hopefully, that will be no nore than a nonth; another group is due here as
soon as you | eave.

"When you | eave Stargate, you will go to sone strategically inportant collapsar, set up a nilitary
base there, and fight the eneny, if attacked. Gtherwi se, you will maintain the base until further
orders.

"The | ast two weeks of your training will consist of constructing exactly that kind of a base, on
darksi de. There you will be totally isolated from M am Base: no comuni cation, no nedica
evacuation, no resupply. Sometinme before the two weeks are up, your defense facilities will be
eval uated in an attack by guided drones. They will be armed."

They had spent all that noney on us just to kill us in training?

'[ HE FOREVER WAR
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"Al'l of the pernmanent personnel here on Charon are conbat veterans. Thus, all of us are forty to
fifty years of age. Butlthinkwecankeepupwi t hyou. Twoofuswill be with you at all tinmes and wll
acconpany you at least as far as Stargate. They are Captain Sherman Stott, your conpany conmander
and Sergeant Octavio Corte~ your first sergeant. Gentlenmen?"

Two nmen in the front row stood easily and turned to face us. Captain Stott was a little snaller
than the mgjor, but cut fromthe same nold: face hard and snmooth as porcelain, cynical half-smle,
a precise centineter of beard framng a large chin, looking thirty at the nost. He wore a | arge,
gunpowder -t ype pistol on his hip.

Sergeant Cortez was another story, a horror story. His head was shaved and the w ong shape,
flattened out on one side, where a |arge piece of skull had obviously been taken out. H s face was
very dark and seaned with winkles and scars. Half his left ear was missing, and his eyes were as
expressive as buttons on a nachine. He had a noustache-and-beard conbination that |ooked |ike a
skinny white caterpillar taking a |lap around his nouth. On anybody el se, his school boy snile m ght
| ook pl easant, but he was about the ugliest, neanest-looking creature |I'd ever seen. Still, if you
didn't ook at his head and considered the | ower six feet or so, he could have posed as the
"after" advertisement for a body-building spa. Neither Stott nor Cortez wore any ribbons. Cortez
had a small pocket-Ilaser suspended in a magnetic rig, sideways, under his left arnpit. It had
wooden grips that were worn snoot h.

"Now, before | turn you over to the tender nercies of these two gentlenen, let ne caution you

agai n:

"Two nonths ago there was not a living soul on this planet, just sone |eftover equi pnent fromthe
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expedi tion of 1991. A working force of forty-five nen struggled for a nonth to erect this base.
Twenty-four of them nore than half, died in the construction of it. This is the npbst dangerous
pl anet nen have ever tried to live on, but the places you'll be going will be this bad and worse.
Your cadre will try to keep you alive for the next nonth. Listen to them

and follow their exanple; all of them have survived
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here nuch | onger than you'll have to. Captain?" The captain stood up as the major went out the
door.

"Tench-hut!" The last syllable was |ike an explosion and we all jerked to our feet.

"Now |'monly gonna say this once so you better listen," he growmed. "We are in a conbat situation
here, and in a conbat situation there is only one penalty for disobedi ence or insubordination.” He

jerked the pistol fromhis hip and held it by the barrel, like a club. "This is an Arny nodel 1911
autonmatic pistol, caliber .45 and it is a primtive but effective weapon. The Sergeant and | are
aut horized to use our weapons to kill to enforce discipline. Don't nake us do it because we will.
W will." He put the pistol back. The holster snap nade a loud crack in the dead quiet.

"Sergeant Cortez and | between us have killed nore people than are sitting in this room Both of
us fought in Vietnamon the Anerican side and both of us joined the United Nations Internationa
Guard nore than ten years ago. | took a break in grade frommajor for the privilege of commandi ng
this conmpany, and First Sergeant Cortez took a break from sub-nmajor, because we are both conbat
soldiers and this is the first conbat situation since 1987.

"Keep in mnd what |'ve said while the First Sergeant instructs you note specifically in what your
duties will be under this comand. Take over, Sergeant" He turned on his heel and strode out of
the room The expression on his face hadn't changed one nillineter during the whol e harangue.

The First Sergeant noved |like a heavy machine with lots of ball bearings. Wen the door hissed

shut, he swivel ed ponderously to face us and said, "At ease, siddown,"” in a surprisingly gentle
voice. He sat on a table in the front of the room It creaked, but held.
"Now the captain talks scaly and | ook scary, but we both nean well. You'll be working pretty

closely with nme, so you better get used to this thing |I've got hanging in front of nmy brain. You
probably won't see the captain rmuch, except on maneuvers."

He touched the flat part of his head. "And speaking of brains, | still have Just about all of
mne, in spite of Chinese
i"HJ~ | ~Ult EVER WAR 15

efforts to the contrary. Al of us old vets who nustered into UNEF had to pass the sane criteria
that got you drafted by the Elite Conscription Act So | suspect all of you are smart and tough-but
just keep in nmind that the captain and | are snmart and tough and experienced."”

He flipped through the roster without really looking at it. "Now, as the captain said, there'll be
only one kind of disciplinary action on maneuvers. Capital punishment But normally we won't have

to kill you for disobeying; Charon'll save us the trouble.
"Back in the billeting area, it'll be another story. W don't nuch care what you do inside. Gab
ass all day and fuck all night, nakes no difference... . But once you suit up and go outside,

you' ve gotta have discipline that would shane a Centurian. There will be situations where one
stupid act could kill us all.

"Anyhow, the first thing we've gotta do is get you fitted to your fighting suits. The arnorer's
wai ting at your billet; he'll take you one at a tine. Let's go."

4

"Now I know you got |ectured back on Earth on what a fighting suit can do." The arnorer was a
smal |l man, partially bald, with no insignia of rank on his coveralls. Sergeant Cortez had told us
to call him"sir," since he was a |ieutenant.

"But 1'd like to reinforce a couple of points, maybe add sone things your instructors Earthside
weren't clear about or couldn't know. Your First Sergeant was kind enough to consent to being ny
vi sual aid. Sergeant?"

Coitez slipped out of his coveralls and canme up to the little raised platformwhere a fighting
suit was standi ng, popped open |like a man-shaped clam He backed into it and slipped his arnms into
the rigid sleeves. There was a click and the thing swng shut with a sigh. It was bright green
with CORTEZ stenciled in white letters on the hel net.

"Camouf | age, Sergeant." The green faded to white, then dirty gray. "This is good canoufl age for
Charon and nost of your portal planets,” said Cortez, as if froma deep well. "But there are
several other conbinations available."” The gray dappled and brightened to a conbi nati on of greens
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and browns: "Jungle."
deep flat bl ack:
"Ni ght or space."”
"Very good, Sergeant To ny know edge, this is the only feature of the suit that was perfected
after your trainin& The control is around your left wist and is admttedly awkward. But once you
find the right conbination, it's easy to |lock in.
"Now, you didn't get much in-suit training Earthside. W didn't want you to get used to using the
thing in a friendly environment. The fighting suit is the deadliest personal weapon ever built,
and with no weapon is it easier
16
ThE FUHLVI ~~1t WAl t
[
for the user to kill hinself through carel essness. Turn around, Sergeant.
"Case in point." He tapped a | arge square protuberance between the shoul ders. "Exhaust fins. As
you know, the suit tries to keep you at a confortable tenperature no matter what the weather's
Iike outside. The material of the suit is as near to a perfect insulator as we could get,
consi stent with nmechani cal denands. Therefore, these fins get hot- especially hot, conpared to
darksi de tenperatures-as they bleed off the body's heat.
"Al'l you have to do is |ean up agai nst a boul der of

Then snoothed out to a hard light ochre: "Desert." Dark brown, darker, to a

frozen gas; there's lots of it around. The gas will sublime off faster than it can escape fromthe
fins; in escaping, it will push against the surrounding 'ice' and fracture it... and in about one-
hundredth of a second, you have the equival ent of a hand grenade going off right bel ow your neck
You' |l never feel a thing.

"Variations on this thene have killed el even people in the past two nmonths. And they were just
bui | di ng a bunch of huts.

"l assune you know how easily the wal do capabilities can kill you or your conpani ons. Anybody want
to shake hands with the sergeant?" He paused, then stepped over and cl asped his glove. "He's had
lots of practice. Until you have, be extrenely careful. You mght scratch an itch and w nd up
breaki ng your back. Remenber, sem -logarithmc response: two pounds' pressure exerts five pounds
force; three pounds' gives ten; four pounds', twenty-three; five pounds', forty-seven. Mdst of you
can nmuster up a grip of well over a hundred pounds. Theoretically, you could rip a steel girder in
two with that, anplified. Actually, you' d destroy the material of your gloves and, at |east on
Charon, die very quickly. It'd be a race between deconpression and flash-freezing. You' d die no
matter which won.

"The | eg wal dos are al so dangerous, even though the anplification is |less extrene. Until you're
really skilled, don't try to run, or junp. You're likely to trip, and that neans you're likely to
die "

"Charon' s gravity is three-fourths of Earth normal, so it's not too bad. But on a really smal
worl d, |ike Luna,

18
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you coul d take a running junp and not come down for twenty minutes, just keep sailing over the
hori zon. Maybe bash into a nountain at eighty neters per second. On a snall asteroid, it'd be no
trick at all to run up to escape velocity and be off on an informal tour of intergalactic space.
It's a slow way to travel

"Tonorrow nmorning, we'll start teaching you howto stay alive inside this infernal machine. The
rest of the afternoon and evening, I'll call you one at a tine to be fitted. That's all
Sergeant . "

Cortez went to the door and turned the stopcock that let air into the airlock. A bank of infrared

| anps went on to keep air fromfreezing inside it. Wen the pressures were equalized, he shut the

st opcock, uncl ai nped the door and stepped in, clanmping it shut behind him A punp humred for about
a mnute, evacuating the airlock; then he stepped out and seal ed the outside door

It was pretty nuch |ike the ones on Luna.

"First | want Private Owar Ahnizar. The rest of you can go find your bunks. 1'll call you over the
squawker. "

"Al phabetical order, sir?"

"Yep. About ten mnutes apiece. If your name begins with Z, you might as well get sacked."

That was Rogers. She probably was thinking about get-

ting sacked.

5

The sun was a hard white point directly overhead. It was a ot brighter than | had expected it to
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be; since we were eighty AUs out, it was only one 6400th as bright as it is on Earth. Still, it
was putting out about as nuch light as a powerful streetlanp.
"This is considerably nmore light than you'll have on a portal planet."” Captain Stott's voice

crackled in our collective ear. "Be glad that you'll be able to watch your step."

We were lined up, single-file, on the permapl ast sidewal k that connected the billet and the supply
hut. We'd practiced wal king inside, all nmorning, and this wasn't any different except for the
exotic scenery. Though the light was rather dim you could see all the way to the horizon quite
clearly, with no atnmosphere in the way. A black cliff that |ooked too regular to be natura
stretched fromone horizon to the other, passing within a kilonmeter of us. The ground was obsi di an-
bl ack, nottled with patches of white or bluish ice. Next to the supply hut was a small nountain of
snow in a bin nmarked oxya~ri

The suit was fairly confortable, but it gave you the odd feeling of sinultaneously being a

mari onette and a puppeteer. You apply the inpulse to nove your leg and the suit picks it up and
magni fies it and noves your |leg for you

"Today we're only going to wal k around the conpany area, and nobody will |eave the conpany area."”
The captain wasn't wearing his .45-unless he carried it as a good |uck charm under his suit-but
he had a laser-finger like the rest of us. And his was probably hooked up

Keeping an interval of at |east two neters between each person, we stepped off the pernaplast and
foll owed the captain over snooth rock. W wal ked carefully for about

19

Joe ilalileman

an hour, spiraling out, and finally stopped at the far edge of the perineter.

"Now everybody pay close attention. |'mgoing out to that blue slab of ice"-it was a big one
about twenty nmeters away-' 'and show you sonething that you'd better know if you want to stay
alive."

He wal ked out in a dozen confident steps. "First | have to heat up a rock-filters down." |
squeezed the stud under nmy arnpit and the filter slid into place over ny image converter. The
captain pointed his finger at a black rock the size of a basketball, and gave it a short burst.
The glare rolled a | ong shadow of the captain over us and beyond. The rock shattered into a pile
of hazy splinters.

"I't doesn't take long for these to cool down." He stopped and picked up a piece. "This one is
probably twenty or twenty-five degrees. Watch." He tossed the "warm rock onto the ice slab. It
skittered around in a crazy pattern and shot off the side. He tossed another one, and it did the
sane.

"As you know, you are not quite pe,fecrly insulated. These rocks are about the tenperature of the
sol es of your boots. If you try to stand on a slab of hydrogen, the sane thing will happen to you
Except that the rock is already dead.

"The reason for this behavior is that the rock makes a slick interface with the ice-a little
puddl e of |iquid hydrogen-and rides a few nol ecul es above the liquid on a cushion of hydrogen
vapor. This nmakes the rock or you a frictionless bearing as far as the ice is concerned, and you
can't stand up without any friction under your boots.

"After you have lived in your suit for a nonth or so you should be able to survive falling down,
but right now you just don't know enough. Watch."

The captain flexed and hopped up onto the slab. His feet shot out fromunder himand he tw sted
around in nmidair, [anding on hands and knees. He slipped off and stood on the ground.

"The idea is to keep your exhaust tins from making contact with the frozen gas. Conpared to the
ice they are as
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hot as a blast furnace, and contact with any weight behind it will result in an explosion."

After that denonstration, we wal ked around for another hour or so and returned to the billet. Once
through the airlock~ we had to mll around for a while, letting the suits get up to sonething |ike
room tenperature. Sonebody came up and touched hel mets with ne.

"WIlian?" She had MCCOY stencil ed above her faceplate.

"Hi, Sean. Anything special?"

"I just wondered if you had anyone to sleep with tonight."

That's right; I'd forgotten. There wasn't any sl eeping roster here. Everybody chose his own
partner. "Sure, | mean, uh, no. . . no, | haven't asked anybody. Sure, if you want to. "
"Thanks, WIlliam See you later." | watched her wal k away and thought that if anybody could make a

fighting suit |ook sexy, it'd be Sean. But even she couldn't.
Cortez deci ded we were warm enough and led us to the suit room where we backed the things into
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pl ace and hooked themup to the charging plates. (Each suit had a little chunk of plutoniumthat
woul d power it for several years, but we were supposed to run on fuel cells as nmuch as possible.)
After a lot of shuffling around, everybody finally got plugged in and we were allowed to unsuit-

ni net y- seven naked chi ckens squirm ng out of bright green eggs. It was cold-the air, the floor and
especially the suits-and we made a pretty disorderly exit toward the | ockers.

| slipped on tunic, trousers and sandals and was still cold. | took nmy cup and joined the line for
soya. Everybody was junping up and down to keep warm

"How c-cold, do you think, it is, MMndella?" That was MCoy.

"l don't, even want, to think, about it." | stopped junping and rubbed nyself as briskly as
possi ble, while holding a cup in one hand. "At |least as cold as M SSOUr|l was."
"Ung.. . wish they'd, get sone, fucken, h~ai in, this place.” It always affects the snmall wonen
nore than any-

22 Joe Hal denman

body el se. McCoy was the littlest one in the conpany, a waspwai st doll barely five feet high
"They've got the airco going. It can't be |ong now "

"I wish |, was a big, slab of, nmeat like, you." I was glad she wasn't.

6

We had our first casualty on the third day, |learning how to dig holes.

Wth such | arge amobunts of energy stored in a soldier's weapons, itwouldn't be practica

f or hi mt ohackouta hole in the frozen ground with the conventional pick and shovel. Still, you can

| aunch grenades all day and get nothing but shall ow depressions-so the usual nethod is to bore a
hole in the ground with the hand | aser, drop a tined charge in after it's cooled down and,

ideally, fill the hole with stuff. O course, there's not much | oose rock on Charon, unless you've
al ready bl own a hol e near by.

The only difficult thing about the procedure is in getting away. To be safe, we were told, you' ve
got to either be behind sonething really solid, or be at |east a hundred neters away. You've got
about three mnutes after setting the charge, but you can't just sprint away. Not safely, not on
Char on

The acci dent happened when we were making a really deep hole, the kind you want for a |arge

under ground bunker. For this, we had to blow a hole, then clinb down to the bottom of the crater
and repeat the procedure again and again until the hole was deep enough. Inside the crater we used
charges with a five-mnute delay, but it hardly seened enough tinme-you really had to go it slow,

pi cki ng your way up the crater's edge.

Just about everybody had bl own a doubl e hole; everybody but nme and three others. | guess we were
the only ones paying really close attention when Bovanovitch got into trouble. Al of us were a

good two hundred meters away. Wth my i mage converter turned up to about foily power, | watched

her di sappear over the rimof the crater. After that, | could only listen in on her conversation
with Cortez.

23
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"I"'mon the bottom Sergeant." Nornmal radi o procedure was suspended for maneuvers like this;
nobody but the trainee and Cortez was allowed to broadcast

"Ckay, nove to the center and clear out the rubble. Take your time. No rush until you pull the
pin."

"Sure, Sergeant." W could hear snmall echoes of rocks clattering, sound conduction through her
boots. She didn't say anything for several m nutes.

"Found bottom" She sounded a little out of breath.

"l ce or rock?"

"Ch, it's rock, Sergeant The greenish stuff."”

"Use a |l ow setting, then. One point two, dispersion four."

"God damit, Sergeant, that'll take forever."

"Yeah, but that stuff's got hydrated crystals in it-heat it up too fast and you mi ght nake it
fracture. And we'd Just have to | eave you there, girl. Dead and bl oody."

"Ckay, one point two dee four." The inside edge of the crater flickered red with reflected |aser

I'ight.
"When you get about half a neter deep, squeeze it up to dee two."
"Roger." It took her exactly seventeen minutes, three of themat dispersion two. | could inagine

how tired her shooting arm was.
"Now rest for a few m nutes. Wen the bottom of the hole stops glowi ng, armthe charge and drop it
in. Then wal k out, understand? You'll have plenty of tine."
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"I understand, Sergeant. WAl k out." She sounded nervous. Well, you don't often have to tiptoe away
froma twenty-m croton tachyon bomb. We listened to her reathing for a few m nutes.

"Here goes." Faint slithering sound, the bonb sliding ~Iown.

"Sl ow and easy now. You've got five mnutes."

"Y-yeah. Five." Her footsteps started out slow and regLilar. Then, after she started clinbing the
side, the sounds were less regular, nmaybe a little frantic. And with four mnutes to go- "Shit" A
| oud scraping noise, then clatters and bunps.

"Shit-shit."

THE FOREVER WAR
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"What's wrong, private?”

"Ch, shit." Silence. "Shit!"

"Private, you don't wanna get shot, you tell ne what's wong!"

“I'. . . shit, I'mstuck. Fucken rockslide. . . shit. . . . DO SOVETH NG | can't nove, shit I
can't nmove |, |-"

"Shut up! How deep?"

"Can't nove ny, shit, ny fucken legs. HELP Me-"

"Then goddai nnit use your arns-push! You can nove a ton with each hand." Three m nutes.

She stopped cussing and started to nunble, in Russian, | guess, a | ow nonotone. She was panting,
and you could hear rocks tunbling away.

"I"'mfree." Two m nutes.

"CGo as fast as you can." Cortez's voice was fiat, enpotionless.

At ninety seconds she appeared, crawing over the rim

"Run, girl. . . . You better run." She ran five or six steps

md fell, skidded a few nmeters and got back up, running; fell again, got up again- It |ooked as

t hough she was going pretty fast, but she

had only covered about thirty neters when Cortez said, "All tight, Bovanovitch, get down on your
stomach and lie still." Ten seconds, but she didn't hear or she wanted to get just alittle nore
di stance, and she kept running, careless |leaping strides, and at the high point of one leap there
was a flash and a rumble, and sonething big hit her below the neck, and her headl ess body spun off
end over end through space, trailing a red-black spiral of flash-frozen blood that settled
gracefully to the ground, a path of crystal powder that nobody di sturbed while we gathered rocks
to cover the juiceless thing at the end of it.

That night Cortez didn't lecture us, didn't even show up for night-chop. W were all very polite
to each other and nobody was afraid to talk about it..

| sacked with Rogers-everybody sacked with a good friend-but all she wanted to do was cry, and she
cried so long and so hard that she got me doing it, too.

7

"Fire team A-nove out!" The twel ve of us advanced in a ragged line toward the sinmulated bunker. It
was about a kiloneter away, across a carefully prepared obstacle course. W could nove pretty
fast, since all of the ice had been cleared fromthe field, but even with ten days' experience we
weren't ready to do nore than an easy j og.

| carried a grenade |auncher |oaded with tenth-mcroton practice grenades. Everybody had their

| aser-fingers set at a point oh eight dee one, not nuch nore than a flashlight. This was a

simul ated attack-the bunker and its robot defender cost too much to use once and be thrown away.
"Team B, follow. Team | eaders, take over."

We approached a clunmp of boul ders at about the hal fway mark, and Potter, ny team | eader, said,
"Stop and cover." W clustered behind the rocks and waited for Team B.

Barely visible in their blackened suits, the dozen nmen find wonmen whi spered by us. As soon as they
were clear, they jogged left, out of our line of sight.

"Fire!" Red circles of light danced a hal f-klick downrange, where the bunker was just visible.
Five hundred nmeters was the linmt for these practice grenades; but | mght luck out, so | I|ined
the | auncher up on the inmage of the bunker, held it at a forty-five degree angle and popped off a
sal vo of three

Return fire fromthe bunker started before my grenades even | anded. Its autonmatic | asers were no
nmore powerful than the ones we were using, but a direct hit would deactivate your inmage converter
| eaving you blind. It was setting dowmn a randomfield of fire, not even coning close to the

boul ders we were hidi ng behi nd.

Three nmagnesi urn-bright flashes blinked sinultaneously about thirty neters Short of the bunker
"Mandel al | thought you were supposed to he good with that thing."

26
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"Damm it, Potter-it only throws half a klick. Once we get closer, I'Il lay "emright on top, every
time."

"Sure you will." | didn't say anything. She wouldn't be team | eader forever. Besides, she hadn't
been such a bad girl before the power went to her head.

Since the grenadier is the assistant team|eader, | was slaved into Potter's radio and coul d hear

B teamtalk to her.

"Potter, this is Freeman. Losses?"

"Potter here-no, |looks |like they were concentrating on you."

"Yeah, we lost three. Right now we're in a depression about eighty, a hundred nmeters down from
you. W can give cover whenever you're ready."

"Ckay, start." Soft click: "A team follow ne." She slid out frombehind the rock and turned on
the faint pink beacon beneath her powerpack. | turned on mine and noved out to run al ongsi de of
her, and the rest of the teamfanned out in a trailing wedge. Nobody fired while A teamlaid down
a cover for us.

Al'l 1 could hear was Potter's breathing and the soft crunch-crunch of mnmy boots. Couldn't see much
of anything, SO 1| tongued the inmage converter up to a log two intensification. That nade the inage
kind of blurry but adequately bright. Looked like the bunker had B team pretty well pinned down;
they were getting quite a roasting. All of their return fire was | aser. They nust have lost their
grenadi er.

"Potter, this is Mandella. Shouldn't we take sone of the heat off B tean"

"Soon as | can find us good enough cover. Is that all right with you? Private?" She'd been
pronoted to corporal for the duration of the exercise.

W angled to the right and | ay down behind a slab of rock. Mst of the others found cover nearby,
but a few had to hug the ground.

"Freeman, this is Potter."

"Potter, this is Smthy. Freeman's out; Saruels is out. W only have five nen left. Gve us sone
cover so we can get-"

"Roger, Smithy." Cdick. "Cpen up, Ateam The B's are really hurtin'.
Joe tial deman

| peeked out over the edge of the rock. My rangefinder said that the bunker was about three

hundred fifty meters away, still pretty far. | ained a sm dgeon high and popped three, then down a
coupl e of degrees, three nore. The first ones overshot by about twenty neters; then the second
salvo flared up directly in front of the bunker. | tried to hold on that angle and popped fifteen

the rest of the nmagazine, in the sane direction

| shoul d have ducked down behind the rock to reload, but | wanted to see where the fifteen would
land, so | kept ny eyes on the bunker while | reached back to unclip another nagazine- Wen the
| aser hit ny image converter, there was a red glare so intense it seemed to go right through ny
eyes and bounce off the back of nmy skull. It nust have been only a few nmilliseconds before the
converter overloaded and went blind, but the bright green afterimge hurt ny eyes for severa

ni nut es.

Since | was officially "dead," ny radio automatically cut off, and | had to remain where | was
until the nock battle was over. Wth no sensory input besides the feel of nmy own skin (and it
ached where the i mage converter had shone on it) and the ringing in ny ears, it seenmed |like an
awfully long tine. Finally, a helnet clanked agai nst m ne

"You okay, Mandell a?" Potter's voice.

"Sorry, | died of boredomtwenty minutes ago."

"Stand up and take nmy hand." | did so and we shuffled back to the billet. It must have taken over
an hour. She didn't say anything nore, all the way back-it's a pretty awkward way to conmuni cat e-
but after we'd cycled through the airlock and warned up, she hel ped ne undo ny suit. | got ready

for a mld tongue-Ilashing, but when the suit popped open, before |I could even get ny eyes adjusted
to the light, she grabbed nme around the neck and planted a wet kiss on ny nouth.

"Ni ce shooting, Mandella."

"Huh?"

"Didn't you see? OF course not.. . . The last salvo before you got hit-four direct hits. The
bunker decided it was

ItiL rUFILVI~t~ WAl
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knocked out, and all we bad todo was wal k the rest of the

way. "
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"Great." | scratched ny face under the eyes, and sone

dry skin flaked of f. She giggl ed.

"You shoul d see yourself. You look |ike-"

"Al'l personnel, report to the assenbly area." That was

the captain's voice. Bad news, usually.

She handed me a tunic and sandals. "Let's go." The

assenbly area-chop hail was just down the corridor. There was a row of roll-call buttons at the
door, | pressed the one beside ny nanme. Four of the nanes were covered with black tape. That was
good, only four. W hadn't |ost anybody during today's naneuvers.

The captain was sitting on the raised dais, which at |east neant we didn't have to go through the
tench-hut bulishit. The place filled up in less than a mnute; a soft chinme indicated the roll was
conmpl ete

Captain Stott didn't stand up. "You did fairly well today. Nobody killed, and | expected some to
be. In that respect you exceeded my expectations but in every other respect you did a poor job.
"l amglad you're taking good care of yourselves, because each of you represents an investnment of
over a mllion dollars and one-fourth of a human life.

"But in this sinulated battle against a very stupid robot eneny, thirty-seven of you nanaged to
wal k into laser fire and be killed in a sinulated way, and since dead people require no food you
will require no food, for the next three Jays. Each person who was a casualty in this baffle wll
be allowed only two liters of water and a vitam n ration each Jay."

We knew enough not to groan or anything, but there were sone pretty disgusted | ooks, especially on
the faces that had singed eyebrows and a pink rectangle of sunburn fram ng their eyes.
"Mandel [ a. "

"Sir?"

"You are far and away the worst-burned casualty. Was your inage converter set on nornal ?"

Ch, shit. "No, sir. Log two."

~su
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"I see. Who was your team | eader for the exercises?"

"Acting Corporal Potter, sir."

"Private Potter, did you order himto use image intensification?"

"“Sir, I. . . 1 don't renmenber."
"You don't Well, as a menory exercise you may join the dead people. Is that satisfactory?”
"Yes, sir."

"Good. Dead peopl e get one | ast neal tonight and go on no rations starting tonorrow. Are there any
guestions?" He nust have been kidding. "Al right Disnissed. "

| selected the neal that looked as if it had the nost calories and took ny tray over to sit by
Potter.

"That was a quixotic damm thing to do. But thanks."

"Nothing. |I've been wanting to | ose a few pounds anyway." | couldn't see where she was carrying
any extra.
"I know a good exercise," | said. She smiled without |ooking up fromher tray. "Have anybody for
toni ght ?"

"Kind of thought 1'd ask Jeff.. . ."

"Better hurry, then. He's lusting after Macjima." Well, that was nostly true. Everybody did.

"l don't know. Maybe we ought to save our strength.

That third day .

"Cone on." | scratched the back of her hand lightly with a fingernail. "W haven't sacked since
M ssouri. Maybe |'ve | earned sonething new. "

"Maybe you have." She tilted her head up at ne in a sly way. "Ckay."

Actual ly, she was the one with the new trick. The French corkscrew, she called it. She woul dn't
tell me who taught it to her though. 1'd like to shake his hand. Once | got ny strength back

8

The two weeks' training around M ani Base eventually cost us eleven lives. Twelve, if you count
Dahi qui st. | guess having to spend the rest of your life on Charon with a hand and both | egs
nmssing is close enough to dying.

Foster was crushed in a landslide and Freeland had a suit nmal function that froze himsolid before
we could carry himinside. Mdst of the other deaders were people | didn't know all that well. But
they all hurt. And they seened to nake us nore scared rather than nore cautious.

Now dar ksi de. A flyer brought us over in groups of twenty and set us down beside a pile of

buil ding materials thoughtfully inmersed in a pool of heliumH.
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We used grapples to haul the stuff out of the pool. It's not safe to go wading, since the stuff
crawms all over you and it's hard to tell what's underneath; you could walk out onto a slab of
hydrogen and be out of | uck.

I'd suggested that we try to boil away the pool with our lasers, but ten minutes of concentrated
fire didn't drop the heliumlevel appreciably. It didn't boil, either; heliumll is a
"superfluid," so what evaporation there was had to take place evenly, all over the surface. No hot
spots, so no bubbli ng.

We weren't supposed to use lights, to "avoid detection." There was plenty of starlight with your
i mge converter cranked up to log three or four, but each stage of anplification neant sone | oss
of detail. By log four the | andscape | ooked like a crude nonochrone painting, and you coul dn't
read the names on people's helnets unless they were right in front of you

The | andscape wasn't all that interesting, anyhow. There were half a dozen nedi umsized neteor

craters (all with exactly the sane level of heliumlIl in then) and the suggestion of sone puny
mount ai ns just over the horizon. The
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uneven ground was the consistency of frozen spiderwebs; every tinme you put your foot down, you'd
sink half an inch with a squeaking crunch. It could get on your nerves.

It took nost of a day to pull all the stuff out of the pool. W took shifts napping, which you

could do either standing ap, sitting or lying on your stomach. | didn't do well in ~ny of those
positions, so | was anxious to get the bunker built and pressurized.
We couldn't build the thing underground---it'd just fill up with helium1ll-so the first thing to

do was to build an tnsulating platform a permapl ast-vacuum sandwi ch three |ayers thick

I was an acting corporal, with a crew of ten people. W were carrying the permaplast |ayers to the
building site- two people can carry one easily-when one of "ny" nmen slipped and fell on his back.
"Dam it, Singer, watch your step.” W'd had a couple of deaders that way.

"Sony, Corporal. |'m bushed. Just got ny feet tangled up.,’

"Yeah, just watch it." He got back up all right, and he and his partner placed the sheet and went
back to get anot her.

I kept my eye on Singer. In a few mnutes he was practically staggering, not easy to do in that
suit of cybernetic arnor.

"Singer! After you set the plank, | want to see you."

"OK." He | abored through the task and nooched over. "Let ne check your readout." | opened the door
on his chest to expose the nedical nonitor. H's tenperature was two degrees high; blood pressure
and heart rate both elevated. Not up to the red line, though.

"You sick or sonething?"

"Hell, Mandella, | feel OK, just tired. Since | fell | been a little dizzy."

I chinned the nedic's conbination. "Doc, this is Man-della. You wanna conme over here for a

m nut e?”

"Sure, where are you?" | waved and he wal ked over from pool side.

"What's the problen?" | showed him Singer's readout.

irir. r'.iiir.vr.n witn

He knew what all the other little dials and things nmeant, so it took hima while. "As far as | can
tell, Mandella... he's just hot."

"Hell, 1 coulda told you that," said Singer

"Maybe you better have the arnorer take a | ook at his suit.'
course in suit naintenance; they were our "arnorers."

I chinned Sanchez and asked himto conme over with his tool kit.
"Be a couple of minutes, Corporal. Carryin' a plank."

We had two peopl e who'd taken a crash

"Well, put it down and get on over here." | was getting an uneasy feeling. Waiting for him the
medi c and | | ooked over Singer's suit.
"Uh-oh," Doc Jones said. "Look at this." | went around to the back and | ooked where he was

pointing. Two of the fins on the heat exchanger were bent out of shape.
"What's wrong?" Singer asked.

"You fell on your heat exchanger, right?"

"Sure, Corporal-that's it. It rmust not be working

right."

"I don't think it's working at all," said Doc. Sanchez cane over with his diagnostic kit and we
told himwhat had happened. He | ooked at the heat exchanger, then plugged a couple of jacks into
it and got a digital readout froma little nonitor in his kit. | didn't know what it was
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measuring, but it came out zero to eight decinmal places.

Heard a soft click, Sanchez chinning my private frequency. "Corporal, this guy's a deader."

"What? Can't you fix the goddam thi ng?"

"Maybe.. . maybe | could, if |I could take it apart. But there's no way-"

"Hey! Sanchez?" Singer was tal king on the general freak. "Find out what's wong?" He was panting.
Cick. "Keep your pants on, man, we're working on it." Cdick. "He won't last |ong enough for us to
get the bunker pressurized. And | can't work on the heat exchanger from outside of the suit."
"You' ve got a spare suit, haven't you?"

34

Joe Hal deman

"Two of "em the fit-anybody kind. But there's no place ...say..."

"Right. Go get one of the suits warnmed up." | chinned the general freak. "Listen, Singer, we've
gona get you out of that thing. Sanchez has a spare suit, but to nake the switch, we're gonna have
to build a house around you. Understand?"

"Huh-uh."

"Look, we'll make a box with you inside, and hook it up to the life-support unit. That way you can
breat he while you make the switch."

"Soun's pretty conmpis. . . conpil. . . cated t'ne."

"Look, just conme al ong-"

“I''"ll be all right, man, jus' |emre res'

| grabbed his armand led himto the building site. He was really weaving. Doc took his other arm
and between us, we kept himfromfalling over.

"Corporal Ho, this is Corporal Mandella." Ho was in charge of the |life-support unit.

"Go away, Mandella, |'m busy."

"You're going to be busier." | outlined the problemto her. Wile her group hurried to adapt the
LSU-for this purpose, it need only be an air hose and heater-1 got my crew to bring around six

sl abs of permaplast, so we could build a big box around Singer and the extra suit. It would | ook
like a huge coffin, a meter square and six neters |ong.

We set the suit down on the slab that would be the floor of the coffin. "OK Singer, let's go."
No answer.

"Singer, let's go."

No answer.

"Singer!" He was just standing there. Doc Jones checked his readout.

"He's out, man, unconscious."

My mind raced. There mght just be roomfor another person in the box. "Gve ne a hand here."
took Singer's shoul ders and Doc took his feet, and we carefully laid himout at the feet of the
enpty suit.

Then | |ay down nyself, above the suit. "OK, close'er

up. ,,
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"Look, Mandella, if anybody goes in there, it oughta be ne."

"Fuck you, Doc. My job. My man." That sounded all wong. WIIiam Mandel | a, boy hero.

They stood a slab up on edge-it had two openings for the LSU i nput and exhaust-and proceeded to
weld it to the bottomplank with a narrow | aser beam On Earth, we'd just use glue, but here the
only fluid was helium which has lots of interesting properties, but is definitely not sticky.
After about ten minutes we were conpletely walled up. | could feel the LSU humming. | sw tched on
my suit light-the first tinme since we |anded on darksi de-and the gl are nade purpl e bl otches dance
in front of ny eyes.

"Mandel la, this is Ho. Stay in your suit at least two or three mnutes. W're putting hot air in,

but it's comng back just this side of liquid." | watched the purple fade for a while.
"OK, it's still cold, but you can make it." | popped ny suit. It wouldn't open all the way, but I
didn't have too nmuch trouble getting out. The suit was still cold enough to take sonme skin off ny

fingers and butt as | wiggled out.

I had to crawl feet-first down the coffin to get to Singer. It got darker fast, noving away from
ny light. When | popped his suit a rush of hot stink hit me in the face. In the dimlight his skin
was dark red and splotchy. H s breathing was very shallow and | could see his heart palpitating.
First |1 unhooked the relief tubes-an unpleasant business-then the biosensors; and then | had the
probl em of getting his arns out of their sleeves.

It's pretty easy to do for yourself. You twist this way and turn that way and the arm pops out.
Doing it fromthe outside is a different matter: | had to twist his armand then reach under and
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nmove the suit's armto match-it takes nuscle to nmove a suit around from the outside.

Once | had one armout it was pretty easy; | just crawed forward, putting ny feet on the suit's
shoul ders, and pulled on his free ann. He slid out of the suit |ike an oyster slipping out of its
shel | .

| popped the spare suit and after a lot of pulling and
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pushi ng, managed to get his legs in. Hooked up the biosensors and the front relief tube. He'd have
to do the other one hinself; it's too conplicated. For the nth time | was glad not to have been
born female; they have to have two of those dammed plunber's friends, instead of just one and a

si mpl e hose.

I left his arms out of the sleeves. The suit would be useless for any kind of work, anyhow, wal dos
have to be tailored to the individual

H's eyelids fluttered. "Man. . . della. Were. . . the fuck.
| explained, slowy, and he seermed to get nost of it. "Now |I'm gonna cl ose you up and go get into
my suit. I'Il have the crew cut the epd off this thing and I'Il haul you out. Got it?"

He nodded. Strange to see that-when you nod or shrug inside a suit, it doesn't conmunicate
anyt hi ng.

I crawled into nmy suit, hooked up the attachnents and chinned the general freak. "Doc, | think
he's gonna be OK. Get us out of here now. "

"WIl do." Ho's voice. The LSU hum was repl aced by a chatter, then a throb. Evacuating the box to
prevent an expl osi on.

One corner of the seamgrew red, then white, and a bright crinmson beam | anced through, not a foot
away fromny head. | scrunched back as far as | could. The beamslid up the seam and around three
corners, back to where it started

The end of the box fell away slowy, trailing filanents of

melted ' plast.

"Walt for the stuff to harden, Mandella."

"Sanchez, |I'mnot that stupid.”

"Here you go." Sonebody tossed a line to ne. That would be smarter than draggi ng hi mout by
mysel f. | threaded a | ong bight under his arns and tied it behind his neck. Then | scranbl ed out
to help thempull, which was silly-they had a dozen people already lined up to haul

Singer got out all right and was actually sitting up while Doc Jones checked his readout. People
wer e asking ne
THE FOREVER WAR 37

about it and congratul ating me, when suddenly Ho said "Look!" and pointed toward the horizon

It was a black ship, coming in fast. | just had tine to think it wasn't fair, they weren't
supposed to attack until the last few days, and then the ship was right on top of us.

9

W all flopped to the ground instinctively, but the ship didn't attack. It blasted braking rockets
and dropped to land on skids. Then it skied around to cone to a iest beside the building site.
Everybody had it figured out and was standi ng around sheepishly when the two suited figures

st epped out of the shinp.

A fam liar voice crackled over the general freak. "Every one of you saw us coming in and not one
of you responded with laser fire. It wouldn't have done any good but it would have indicated a
certain amount of fighting spirit. You have a week or less before the real thing and since the
sergeant and | will be here | will insist that you showa little nore will to live. Acting
Sergeant Potter."

"Here, sir."

"Get nme a detail of twelve people to unload cargo. W brought a hundred small robot drones for
target practice so that you m ght have at |east a fighting chance when a |live target conmes over.
"Move now. We only have thiity mnutes before the ship returns to Mam.'

| checked, and it was actually nore like forty m nutes.

Havi ng the captain and sergeant there didn't really nake nmuch difference. W were still on our
own; they were just observing.

Once we got the floor down, it only took one day to conplete the bunker. It was a gray obl ong,
featurel ess except for the airlock blister and four wi ndows. On top was a sw vel -nounted gi gawatt
| aser. The operator-you couldn't call hima "gunner"-sat in a chair hol ding deadman switches in
both hands. The laser wouldn't fire as |Iong as he was hol ding one of those switches. If he let go,
it would automatically aimfor any noving aerial object and
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fire at will. Primary detection and aim ng was by neans of a kil oneter-high antenna nounted besi de
t he bunker.

It was the only arrangenent that could really be expected to work, with the horizon so close and
human refl exes so slow. You couldn't have the thing fully automatic, because in theory, friendly
shi ps might al so approach

The aim ng conputer could choose anbng up to twelve targets appearing sinmultaneously (firing at
the largest ones first). And it would get all twelve in the space of half a

second.

The installation was partly protected fromeneny fire by an efficient ablative |ayer that covered
everyt hing except the human operator. But then, they were dead-nan sw tches. One man above
guardi ng eighty inside. The army's good at that kind of arithnetic.

Once the bunker was finished, half of us stayed inside at all times-feeling very nuch like targets-
taking turns operating the laser, while the other half went on maneuvers.

About four klicks fromthe base was a |large "l ake" of frozen hydrogen; one of our nost inportant
maneuvers was to |learn how to get around on the treacherous stuff.

It wasn't too difficult You couldn't stand up on it, so you had to belly down and sl ed.

I f you had sonebody to push you fromthe edge, getting started was no problem Oherw se, you had
to scrabble with your hands and feet, pushing down as hard as was practical, until you started
moving, in a series of little junps. Once started, you' d keep going until you ran out of ice. You
could steer a little bit by digging in, hand and foot, on the appropriate side, but you couldn't
slowto a stop that way. So it was a good idea not to go too fast and wind up positioned in such a
way that your helnmet didn't absorb the shock of stopping.

We went through all the things we'd done on the Mani side: weapons practice, denolition, attack
patterns. W al so | aunched drones at irregular intervals, toward the bunker. Thus, ten or fifteen

times a day, the operators got to denonstrate their skill in letting go of the handl es as soon as
the proximty light went on

I had four hours of that, |ike everybody else. | was ner

Joe tial neman

vous until the first "attack," when | saw how little there was to it. The light went on, | let go,

the gun ai med, and when the drone peeped over the horizon-zzt! N ce touch of color, the nolten
met al spraying through space. Qtherw se not too exciting.

So none of us were worried about the upconing "graduation exercise,
nore of the sane.

M ani Base attacked on the thirteenth day with two Sinmultaneous missiles streaking over opposite
sides of the horizon at sone forty kilonmeters per second. The | aser vaporized the first one with
no trouble, but the second got within eight klicks of the bunker before it was hit.

We were com ng back from maneuvers, about a klick away fromthe bunker. | wouldn't have seen it
happen if | hadn't been |l ooking directly at the bunker the nonent of the attack

The second missile sent a shower of nolten debris straight toward the bunker. El even pieces hit,
and, as we later reconstructed it, this is what happened:

The first casualty was Macjina. so well-1oved Macjima, inside the bunker, who was hit in the back
and the head and died instantly. Wth the drop in pressure, the LSU went into high gear. Friednman
was standing in front of the main airco outlet and was blown into the opposite wall hard enough to
knock hi m unconsci ous; he di ed of deconpression before the others could get himto his suit.
Everybody el se nanaged to stagger through the gale and get into their suits, but Garcia's suit had
been hol ed and didn't do hi many good.

By the time we got there, they had turned off the LSU and were welding up the holes in the wall
One nan was trying to scrape up the unrecogni zabl e ness that had been Macjinma. | could hear him
sobbi ng and retching. They had al ready taken Garcia and Friedman outside for burial. The captain
took over the repair detail from Potter. Sergeant Cortez | ed the sobbing man over to a corner and
canme back to work on cleaning up Macjima's remains, alone. He didn't order anybody to hel p and
nobody vol unt eer ed.

10

As a graduation exercise, we were uncerenoniously stuffed

into a ship-Earth's Hope, the sane one we rode to Charon-and bundl ed off to Stargate at a little
nore than one gee.

The trip seened endl ess, about six nonths subjective tinme, and boring, but not as hard on the
carcass as going to Charon had been. Captain Stott nade us review our training orally, day by day,
and we did exercises every day until we were worn to a collective frazzle.

thinking it would be just
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Stargate 1 was |like Charon's darkside, only nmore so. The base on Stargate 1 was smaller than M am
Base-only a little bigger than the one we constructed on darksi de-and we were due to lay over a
week to help expand the facilities. The crew there was very glad to see us, especially the two
fermal es, who looked a little worn around the edges.

We all crowded into the small dining hail, where Sub-najor WIIlianson, the nan i n charge of
Stargate 1, gave us sone di sconcerting news:

"Everybody get confortable. Get off the tables, though, there's plenty of floor

"I have sone idea of what you just went through, training on Charon. | won't say it's all been
wast ed. But where you're headed, things will be quite different. VWarner."

He paused to let that soak in.

"Al eph Aurigae, the first collapsar ever detected, revolves around the nornmal star Epsilon Aurigae
in a twenty-seven year orbit. The eneny has a base of operations, not on a regular portal planet
of Al eph, but on a planet in orbit around Epsilon. W don't know nuch about the planet, just that
it goes around Epsilon once every 745 days, is about three-fourths the size of Earth, and has an
al bedo of 0.8, neaning it's probably covered with clouds. W can't say precisely how hot it will
be, but judging fromits distance
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fromEpsilon, it's probably rather hotter than Earth. O course, we don't know whether you'll be
working. . . fighting on lightside or darkside, equator or poles. It's highly unlikely that the
at nosphere will be breathable-at any rate, you'll stay inside your suits.

"Now you know exactly as nmuch about where you're going as | do. Questions?"

"Sir," Stein draw ed, "now we know where we're goin'

anybody know what we're goin' to do when we get there?"

Wl lianson shrugged. "That's up to your captain-and your sergeant, and the captain of Earth's
Hope, and Hope's logistic conputer~ W just don't have enough data yet to project a course of
action for you. It nay be a long and bloody battle; it nay be just a case of walking in to pick up
the pieces. Conceivably, the Taurans m ght want to nmake a peace offer,' '-Cortez snorted-"in which
case you would sinmply be part of our nuscle, our bargaining power." He | ooked at Cortez mldly.
"No one can say for sure."

The orgy that night was anusing, but it was like trying to sleep in the m ddle of a raucous beach
party. The only area big enough to sleep all of us was the dining hail; they draped a few
bedsheets here and there for privacy, then unleashed Stargate's ei ghteen sex-starved nen on our
wonen, conpliant and proniscuous by military custom (and | aw), but desiring nothing so nuch as

sl eep on solid ground.

The eighteen nmen acted as if they were conpelled to try as nmany pernutations as possible, and
their performance was inpressive (in a strictly quantitative sense, that is). Those of us who were
keepi ng count | ed a cheering section for sone of the nore gifted menbers. | think that's the right
wor d.

The next norning-and every other norning we were on Stargate 1-we staggered out of bed and into
our suits, to go outside and work on the "new wing." Eventually, Stargate would be tactical and

| ogi stic headquarters for the war, with thousands of pernmanent personnel, guarded by half-a-dozen
heavy cruisers in Hope's class. Wen we
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started, it was two shacks and twenty people; when we left, it was four shacks and twenty peopl e.
The work was hardly work at all, conpared to darkside, since we had plenty of |ight and got

si xteen hours inside for every eight hours

work. And no drone attack for a final exam

When we shuttled back up to the Hope, nobody was too happy about |eaving (though sonme of the nore
popul ar femal es declared it'd be good to get some rest). Stargate was the | ast easy, safe
assignment we'd have before taking up arnms against the Taurans. And as WIIlianson had poi nted out
the first day, there was no way of predicting what that would be Iike.

Most of us didn't feel too enthusiastic about making a collapsar junp, either. W'd been assured
that we woul dn't even feel it happen, just free fall all the way.

I wasn't convinced. As a physics student, |'d had the usual courses in general relativity and
theories of gravitation. W only had a little direct data at that tinme-Stargate was di scovered
when | was in grade school -but the mathenati cal nodel seemed cl ear enough

The col | apsar Stargate was a perfect sphere about three kiloneters in radius. It was suspended
forever in a state of gravitational collapse that should have neant its surface was dropping
toward its center at nearly the speed of |ight.
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Rel ativity propped it up, at least gave it the illusion of being there. . . the way all reality
becomes illusory and observer-oriented when you study general relativity. O Buddhism O get
drafted.

At any rate, there would be a theoretical point in space-tine when one end of our ship was just
above the surface of the collapsar, and the other end was a kiloneter away (in our frane of
reference). In any sane universe, this would set up tidal stresses and tear the ship apart, and we
woul d be just another million kil ograns of degenerate matter on the theoretical surface, rushing
headl ong to nowhere for the rest of eternity or dropping to the center in the next trillionth of a
second. You pays your noney and you takes your franme of reference.
But they were right. W blasted away from Stargate 1,
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made a few course corrections and then just dropped, for about an hour

Then a bell rang and we sank into our cushions under a steady two gravities of deceleration. W
were in eneny territory.

11

We' d been decelerating at two gravities for al nost nine days when the battle began. Lying on our
couches being miserable, all we felt were two soft bunps, missiles being rel eased. Sone ei ght
hours | ater, the squawkbox crackl ed:

"Attention, all crew. This is the captain.” Quinsana, the pilot, was only a lieutenant, but was
allowed to call hinself captain aboard the vessel, where he outranked all of us, even Captain
Stott. "You grunts in the cargo hold can listen, too.

"W just engaged the enenmy with two fifty-gigaton tachyon mnissiles and have destroyed both the
eneny vessel and another object which it had | aunched approximately three m croseconds before.
"The enemy has been trying to overtake us for the past 179 hours, ship tine. At the tinme of the
engagenent, the eneny was noving at a little over half the speed of light, relative to Al eph, and
was only about thirty AUs fromEarth's Hope. It was noving at .47c relative to us, and thus we
woul d have been coincident in space-tine"- rammed!-' 'in a little nore than nine hours. The

m ssiles were |launched at 0719 ship's tine, and destroyed the eneny at 1540, both tachyon bonbs
detonating within a thousand klicks of the eneny objects."

The two missiles were a type whose propul sion systemwas itself only a barely-controlled tachyon
bonmb. They accelerated at a constant rate of 100 gees, and were traveling at a relativistic speed
by the tinme the nearby mass of the eneny ship detonated them

"We expect no further interference fromeneny vessels. Qur velocity with respect to Aleph will be
zero in another five hours; we will then begin the journey back. The return will take twenty-seven
days." GCeneral npans and dejected
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cussing. Everybody knew all that already, of course; but we didn't care to be reminded of it.

So after another nonth of logy calisthenics and drill, at a constant two gravities, we got our
first look at the planet we were going to attack. Invaders from outer space, yes sir.

It was a blinding white crescent waiting for us two AU s out from Epsilon. The captain had pi nned
down the location of the eneny base fromfifty AU s out, and we had jockeyed in on a w de arc,
keepi ng the bul k of the planet between them and us. That didn't nmean we were sneaking up on them
quite the contrary; they launched three abortive attacks-but it put us in a stronger defensive
position. Until we had to go to the surface, that is. Then only the ship and its Star Fleet crew
woul d be reasonably safe.

Since the planet rotated rather slow y-once every ten and one-half days-a "stationary" orbit for
the ship had to be 150,000 klicks out. This made the people in the ship feel quite secure, with
6,000 nmiles of rock and 90,000 niles of space between them and the eneny. But it nmeant a whole
second's time lag in conmuni cati on between us on the ground and the ship's battle conputer. A
person coul d get awful dead while that neutrino pulse crawl ed up and back

Qur vague orders were to attack the base and gain control, while danmaging a m ni mum of eneny

equi pnment. W were to take at | east one eneny alive. W were under no ~ircunstances to allow
ourselves to be taken alive, however. And the decision wasn't up to us; one special pulse fromthe
battl e conmputer, and that speck of plutoniumin your power plant would fiss with all of .01%
efficiency, nd you' d be nothing but a rapidly expandi ng, very hot plasnma

They strapped us into six scoutshi ps-one platoon of twelve people in each-and we bl asted away from
Earth's Fiope at eight gees. Each scoutship was supposed to followits own carefully random path
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to our rendezvous point, 108 klicks fromthe base. Fourteen drone ships were |launched it the sane
time, to confound the eneny's anti-spacecraft ;ystem

The | andi ng went off al nost perfectly. One ship suffered
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nmi nor danage, a near m ss boiling away some of the ablative nmaterial on one side of the hull, but
it'd still be able to make it and return, keeping its speed down while in the atnosphere.

We zigged and zagged and wound up first ship at the rendezvous point. There was only one trouble.
It was under four kiloneters of water

| could al nost hear that nachine, 90,000 nmiles away, grinding its nental gears, adding this new
bit of data. Wt proceeded just as if we were |landing on solid ground: braking rockets, falling,
skids out, hit the water, skip, hit the water, skip, hit the water, sink.

It woul d have nade sense to go ahead and | and on the bottomwe were streamlined, after all, and
wat er just another fluid-but the hull wasn't strong enough to hold up a four kil ometer colum of
water. Sergeant Cortez was in the scoutship with us.

"Sarge, tell that conputer to do sonething! W' re gonna get-"

"Ch, shut up, Mandella. Trust in th' lord." "Lord" was definitely | ower-case when Cortez said it.
There was a | oud bubbly sigh, then another, and a slight increase in pressure on ny back that
meant the ship was rising. "Flotation bags?" Cortez didn't deign to answer, or didn't know.

That was it. W rose to within ten or fifteen meters of the surface and stopped, suspended there
Through the port | could see the surface above, shimering like a mrror of hanmered silver. |
wondered what it would be like to be a fish and have a definite roof over your world.

| watched another ship splash in. It nade a great cloud of bubbles and turbul ence, then fell-
slightly tail-first-for a short distance before | arge bags popped out under each delta wi ng. Then
it bobbed up to about our |evel and stayed.

"This is Captain Stott. Now listen carefully. There is a beach sone twenty-eight klicks from your
present position, in the direction of the eneny. You will be proceeding to this beach by scoutship
and fromthere will nmount your assault on the Tauran position.” That was sone inprovenent; we'd
only have to wal k ei ghty klicks.
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We deflated the bags, blasted to the surface and flew in a slow, spread-out formation to the
beach. It took several mnutes. As the ship scraped to a halt, | could hear punps hummi ng, making
the cabin pressure equal to the air pressure outside. Before it had quite stopped noving, the
escape sl ot beside my couch slid open. | rolled out onto the wing of the craft and junped to the
ground. Ten seconds to find cover-I sprinted across | oose gravel to the "treeline," a tw sty
branbl e of tall sparse bluish-green shrubs. | dove into the briar patch and turned to watch the
ships | eave. The drones that were left rose slowy to about a hundred neters, then took off in al
directions with a bone-jarring roar. The real scoutships slid slowly back into the water. Maybe
that was a good idea

It wasn't a terribly attractive world but certainly would be easier to get around in than the
cryogenic nightmare we were trained for. The sky was a uniformdull silver brightness that merged
with the nmist over the ocean so conpletely it was inpossible to tell where water ended and air
began. Small wavelets |licked at the black gravel shore, much too slow and graceful in the three-
quarters Earth-normal gravity. Even fromfifty nmeters away, the rattle of billions of pebbles
rolling with the tide was loud in mnmy ears.

The air tenperature was 79 degrees Centigrade, not quite hot enough for the sea to boil, even
though the air pressure was | ow conpared to Earth's. Wsps of steamdrifted quickly upward from
the Iine where water nmet land. | wondered how a | one nan woul d survive exposed here without a
suit. Wuld the heat or the | ow oxygen (partial pressure one-eighth Earth normal) kill himfirst?
O was there sone deadly microorgani smthat woul d beat them both...?

"This is Cortez. Everybody cone over and assenble on ne." He was standing on the beach a little to
the left of me, waving his hand in a circle over his head. | wal ked toward hi mthrough the shrubs.
They were brittle, unsubstantial, seenmed paradoxically dried-out in the steany air.

They woul dn't offer much in the way of cover

"We' || be advancing on a heading .05 radians east of north. I want Platoon One to take point. Two
and Three foll ow about twenty nmeters behind, to the left and right.

nr.. rultbLvLil wi ~n

LW

Seven, command platoon, is in the mddle, twenty neters behind Two and Three. Five and Six, bring
up the rear, in a semcircular closed flank. Everybody straight?" Sure, we could do that
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"arrowhead" nmaneuver in our sleep. "OK, let's nove out."

I was in Platoon Seven, the "conmmand group." Captain Stott put me there not because | was expected
to give any conmands, but because of ny training in physics.

The command group was supposedly the safest pl~e, buffered by six platoons: people were assigned
to it because there was sone tactical reason for themto survive at least a little |onger than the
rest. Cortez was there to give orders.

Chavez was there to correct suit nmalfunctions. The senior nmedic, Doe WIlson (the only nedic who
actually had an MD.), was there, and so was Theodopolis, the radio engineer, our link with the
captain, who had elected to stay in orbit.

The rest of us were assigned to the command group by dint of special training or aptitude that

woul dn't nornmally be considered of a "tactical" nature. Facing a totally unknown eneny, there was
no way of telling what night prove inportant. Thus | was there because | was the closest the
conmpany had to a physicist. Rogers was biology. Tate was chemi stry. Ho could crank out a perfect
score on the Rhine extrasensory perception test, every tinme. Bohrs was a pol yglot, able to speak
twenty-one | anguages fluently, idiomatically. Petrov's talent was that he had tested out to have
not one nol ecul e of xenophobia in his psyche. Keating was a skilled acrobat. Debby Hoffister-
"Lucky" Ho!lister-showed a renarkabl e aptitude for naking noney, and also had a consistently high
Rhi ne potenti al .

12

When we first set out, we were using the "jungle" canouflage conbination on our suits. But what
passed for jungle in these anem c tropics was too sparse; we |ooked |ike

a band of conspi cuous harl equins trooping through the

woods. Cortez had us switch to black, but that was just as bad, as the light of Epsilon cane
evenly fromall parts of

the sky, and there were no shadows except ours. W finally settled on the dun-col ored desert
canouf | age.

The nature of the countryside changed slowy as we wal ked north, away fromthe sea. The thorned
stal ks-1 guess you could call themtrees-cane in fewer nunbers but were bigger around and | ess
brittle; at the base of each was a tangled mass of vine with the same bl uegreen col or, which
spread out in a flattened cone sone ten neters in dianeter. There was a delicate green flower the
size of a man's head near the top of each tree

Grass began to grow sonme five klicks fromthe sea. It seened to respect the trees' "property
rights," leaving a strip of bare earth around each cone of vine. At the edge of such a clearing,
it would grow as tinmd bluegreen stubble, then, nmoving away fromthe tree, would get thicker and
taller until it reached shoul derhigh in sone places, where the separati on between two trees was
unusual ly large. The grass was a lighter, greener shade than the trees and vines. W changed the
color of our suits to the bright green we had used for maximumvisibility on Charon

Keeping to the thickest part of the grass, we were fairly inconspicuous.

We covered over twenty klicks each day, buoyant after nonths under two gees. Until the second day,
the only formof animal life we saw was a kind of black worm fingersized, with hundreds of cilium
legs Iike the bristles of a brush. Rogers said that there obviously had to be sone
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| arger creature around, or there would be no reason for the trees to have thorns. So we were
doubly on guard, expecting trouble both fromthe Taurans and the unidentified "large creature."
Potter's second platoon was on point; the general freak was reserved for her, since her platoon
would likely be the first to spot any trouble.

"Sarge, this is Potter,"” we all heard. "Mpvenent ahead."

"CGet down, then!"

"W are. Don't think they see us."

"First platoon, go up to the right of point. Keep down. Fourth, get up to the left. Tell ne when
you get in position. Sixth platoon, stay back and guard the rear. Fifth and third, close with the
command group."

Two dozen peopl e whi spered out of the grass to join us. Cortez nust have heard fromthe fourth
pl at oon.

"Good. How about you, first?. . . OK fine. How nmany are there?"

"Ei ght we can see." Potter's voice.

"CGood. When | give the word, open fire. Shoot to kill."

"Sarge,.. . they're just animals."
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"Potter-if you' ve known all this tinme what a Tauran | ooks |ike, you should ve told us. Shoot to
kill."

"But we need
"W need a prisoner, but we don't need to escort himforty klicks to his hone base and keep an eye
on himwhile we fight. dear?"

"Yes. Sergeant.”

"OK. Seventh, all you brains and weirds, we're going up and watch. Fifth and third, cone along to
guard."

We crawl ed through the nmeter-high grass to where the second platoon had stretched out in a firing
I'ine.

"I don't see anything," Cortez said.

"Ahead and just to the left. Dark green."

They were only a shade darker than the grass. But after you saw the first one, you could see them
all, moving slowy around sonme thirty nmeters ahead.

"Fire!" Cortez tired tirst; then twelve streaks of crinmson | eaped out and the grass wilted bl ack,
di sappeared, and the
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creatures convul sed and died trying to scatter

"Hold fire, hold it!" Cortez stood up. "W want to have sonething |left-second platoon, follow ne."
He strode out toward the snoldering corpses, |aser-finger pointed out front, obscene divining rod
pulling himtoward the carnage

| felt my gorge rising and knew that all the lurid training tapes, all the horrible deaths in

trai ning accidents, hadn't prepared ne for this sudden reality. . . that | had a magic wand that |
could point at a life and nake it a snoking piece of half-raw neat; | wasn't a soldier nor ever
wanted to be one nor ever would want- "OK, seventh, come on up." Wile we were wal ki ng

toward them one of the creatures noved, a tiny shudder, and Cortez flicked the beam of his |aser
over it with an al nost negligent gesture. It nade a hand-deep gash across the creature' s niddle.
It died, like the others, without emtting a sound.

They were not quite as tall as humans, but wider in girth. They were covered with dark green

al nost bl ack, fur- white curls where the |aser had singed. They appeared to have three | egs and an
arm The only ornanent to their shaggy heads was a nouth, wet black orifice filled with flat black
teeth. They were thoroughly repul sive, but their worst feature was not a difference from human
beings, but a simlarity. . . . Wenever the | aser had opened a body cavity, mlk-white glistening
vei ned gl obes and coils of organs spilled out, and their blood was dark clotting red.

"Rogers, take a | ook. Taurans or not?"

Rogers knelt by one of the disenbowel ed creatures and opened a flat plastic box, filled with
glittering dissecting tools. She selected a scalpel. "One way we night be able to find out." Doc
W son wat ched over her shoul der as she nethodically slit the nmenbrane covering several organs.
"Here." She held up a blackish fibrous nass between two fingers, a parody of daintiness through
all that arnor.

" So?"

"I't's grass, Sergeant. |If the Taurans eat the grass and breathe the air, they certainly found a

pl anet remarkably like their honme." She tossed it away. "They're aninals, Sergeant, just fucken
animal s."

I11L 1" URLVLD. Wi R

"I don't know," Doc WIson said. "Just because they wal k around on all fours, threes nmaybe, and
eat grass.

"Well, let's check out the brain." She found one that had been hit in the head and scraped the
superficial black char fromthe wound. "Look at that."

It was al nost solid bone. She tugged and ruffled the hair all over the head of another one. "What
the hell does it use for sensory organs? No eyes, or ears, or. " She stood up

"Nothing in that fucken head but a nouth and ten centineters of skull. To protect nothing, not a
fucken thing."

“I'f I could shrug, |I'd shrug," the doctor said. "It doesn't prove anything-a brain doesn't have to
| ook I'ike a mushy wal nut and it doesn't have to be in the head. Maybe that skull isn't bone, naybe
that's the brain, sone crystal lattice.

"Yeah, but the fucken stonmach's in the right place, and if those aren't intestines I'll eat-"

"Look," Cortez said, "this is real interesting, but all we need to know is whether that thing's
danger ous, then we've gotta nove on; we don't have all-"
"They aren't dangerous," Rogers began. "They don't-"
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"Medi c! DOCl" Sonebody back at the firing Iine was waving his arns. Dcc sprinted back to him the
rest of us foll ow ng.

"What's wong?" He had reached back and unclipped his nmedical kit on the run

"It's Ho. She's out."

Doc swung open the door on Ho's bionedical nonitor. He didn't have to | ook far. "She's dead."
"Dead?" Cortez said. "What the hell-"

"Just a minute." Doc plugged a jack into the nonitor and fiddled with some dials on his kit.

"Everybody's biomed readout is stored for twelve hours. I'mrunning it backwards, should be able
to-there!™

"What ?"

"Four and a half m nutes ago-nust have been when you opened fire-Jesus!"

"Wl | ?"

"Massive cerebral henorrhage. No. . ." He watched the
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dials. "No. . . warning, no indication of anything out of the

ordi nary; blood pressure up, pulse up, but normal under the circunstances. . . nothing to.

i ndi cate-" He reached down and popped her suit. Her fine oriental features were distorted in a

horrible grinmace, both guns showing. Sticky fluid ran fromunder her coll apsed eyelids, and a
trickle of blood still dripped fromeach ear. Doc WIson closed the suit back up

"1"ve never seen anything like it. It's as if a bonb went off in her skull."

"Oh flick," Rogers said, "she was Rhine-sensitive, wasn't she.”

"That's right," Cortez sounded thoughtful. "Al right, everybody |isten up. Platoon | eaders, check
your platoons and see if anybody's nissing, or hurt. Anybody else in seventh?"

"I . . I've got a splitting headache, Sarge," Lucky said.

Four ot hers had bad headaches. One of themaffirmed that he was slightly Rhine-sensitive. The
others didn't know.

"Cortez, | think it's obvious," Doc WIlson said, "that we should give these. . . nopbnsters wide
berth, especially shouldn't harmany nore of them Not with five people susceptible to whatever
apparently killed Ho."

"Of course, God damm it, | don't need anybody to tell ne that. We'd better get noving. | just
filled the captain in on what happened; he agrees that we'd better get as far away fromhere as we
can, before we stop for the night.

"Let's get back in formation and continue on the sane bearing. Fifth platoon, take over point;
second, cone back to the rear. Everybody el se, sanme as before."

"What about Ho?" Lucky asked.

"She'll be taken care of. Fromthe ship."

After we'd gone half a klick, there was a flash and rolling thunder. Where Ho had been cane a
Wi spy | um nous mushroom cl oud boiling up to di sappear agai nst the gray sky.

13

We stopped for the "night"-actually, the sun wouldn't set for another seventy hours-atop a slight
rise sone ten klicks fromwhere we had killed the aliens. But they weren't aliens, | bad to renind
mysel f-we were.

Two pl atoons deployed in a ring around the rest of us, and we fl opped down exhausted. Everybody
was al | owed four hours' sleep and had two hours' guard duty.

Potter cane over and sat next to me. | chinned her frequency.

"Hi, Marygay."

"Ch, WIliam" her voice over the radi o was hoarse and cracking. "God, it's so horrible."

"It's over now"

"I killed one of them the first instant, | shot it right in the, in the
1 put ny hand on her knee. The contact had a plastic click and | jerked it back, visions of
machi nes enbraci ng, copulating. "Don't feel singled out, Marygay; whatever guilt there is, is.

bel ongs evenly to all of us,. . . but a triple portion for Cor-"

"You privates quit jawin' and get sonme sleep. You both pull guard in tw hours."

"OK, Sarge." Her voice was so sad and tired | couldn't bear it. | felt if |I could only touch her
I could drain off the sadness |ike ground wire draining current, but we were each

trapped in our own plastic world- '"Gnight, Wlliam"'

"Night." It's alnopst inpossible to get sexually excited inside a suit, with the relief tube and

all the silver chloride sensors poking you, but sonehow this was ny body's response to the
enot i onal inpotence, maybe renenbering nore pleasant sleeps with Marygay, maybe feeling that in
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the mdst of all this death, personal death could be very
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soon, cranking up the procreative derrick for one last try

lovely thoughts like this. | fell asleep and dreaned that | was a machine, nimcking the functions
of Iife, creaking and clanking ny clunsy way through a world, people too polite to say anything
but giggling behind nmy back, and the little man who sat inside ny head pulling the | evers and
clutches and watching the dials, he was hopel essly nad and was storing up hurts for the day-
"Mandel | a- wake up, goddammit, your shift!"

| shuffled over to ny place on the perineter to watch for god knows what. . . but | was so weary |
couldn't keep ny eyes open. Finally | tongued a stintab, knowing I'd pay for it later

For over an hour | sat there, scanning ny sector left, right, near, far, the scene never changi ng,
not even a breath of wind to stir the grass.

Then suddenly the grass parted and one of the three-legged creatures was right in front of nme. |
raised ny finger but didn't squeeze.

"Movenment !

"Movenment !

"Jesus Chri-there's one right-"

"HOLD YOUR FIRE! F' shit's sake don't shoot!"

"Movenment . "

"Movenent." | looked left and right, and as far as | could see, every perineter guard had one of
the blind, dunb creatures standing right in front of him

Maybe the drug |I'd taken to stay awake nade ne nore sensitive to whatever they did. My scalp
crawed and | felt a formess thing in ny mind, the feeling you get when sonebody has said

sonet hing and you didn't quite hear it, want to respond, but the opportunity to ask himto repeat
it is gone.

The creature sat back on its haunches, |leaning forward on the one front Leg. Big green bear with a
withered arm Its power threaded through nmy mnd, spiderwebs, echo of night terrors, trying to
communi cate, trying to destroy ne, | couldn't know.

"A'l right, everybody on the perineter, fall back, slow
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Don't nake any quick gestures. .. . Anybody got a headache or anything?”
"Sergeant, this is Hollister." Lucky.

"They're trying to say sonmething. . . | can alnost... no, just.. ."

"All | can get is that they think we're, think we're..

well, fimy. They're not afraid."”

"You nmean the one in front of you isn't-"

"No, the feeling cones fromall of them, they're all thinking the sane thing. Don't ask ne how I
know, | just do."

"Maybe they thought it was funny, what they did to Ho."

"Maybe. | don't feel they're dangerous. Just curious about us."

"Sergeant, this is Bohrs."

"The Taurans've been here at |east a year-maybe they've | earned how to comruni cate with these.
overgrown teddy bears. They m ght be spying on us, night be sending back-"

"I don't think they'd show thenselves if that were the case,"” Lucky said. "They can obviously hide
fromus pretty well when they-want to."

"Anyhow," Cortez said, "if they're spies, the damage has been done. Don't think it'd be snmart to

take any action against them | know you'd all like to see '"emdead for what they did to Ho, so
would I, but we'd better be careflil"
| didn't want to see themdead, but 1'd just as soon not have seen themin any condition. | was

wal ki ng backwards slowy, toward the niddle of canp. The creature didn't seem di sposed to follow.
Maybe he just knew we were surrounded. He was pulling up grass with his arm and nunchi ng.

"OK, all of you platoon | eaders, wake everybody up, get a roll count. Let me know if anybody's
been hurt. Tell your people we're moving out in one mnute.”

| don't know what Cortez had expected, but of course the creatures followed right along. They
didn't keep us sur
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rounded; just had twenty or thirty following us all the time. Not the sanme ones, either.

I ndi vi dual s woul d saunter away, and new ones would join the parade. It was pretty obvious that
they weren't going to tire out.

We were each all owed one stintab. Wthout it, no one could have marched an hour. A second pil
woul d have been wel cone after the edge started to wear off, but the mathenmatics of the situation

forbade it; we were still thirty klicks fromthe eneny base, fifteen hours' marching at the | east.
And though you coul d stay awake and energetic for a hundred hours on the tabs, aberrations of
j udgnment and perception snowball ed after the second one, until in extrem s the nost bizarre

hal | uci nati ons woul d be taken at face value, and a person could fidget for hours decidi ng whet her
to have breakfast.

Under artificial stimulation, the conpany traveled with great energy for the first six hours, was
sl owi ng by the seventh, and ground to an exhausted halt after nine hours and nineteen kil ometers.
The teddy bears had never |ost sight of us and, according to Lucky, had never stopped
"broadcasting." Cortez's decision was that we woul d stop for seven hours, each platoon taking one

hour of perimeter guard. | was never so glad to have been in the seventh platoon, as we stood
guard the last shift and thus were able to get six hours of uninterrupted sleep

In the few nonents | |lay awake after finally |ying down, the thought came to ne that the next tine
I closed my eyes could well be the last. And partly because of the drug hangover, nostly because
of the past day's horrors, | found that | really didn't give a shit.

14

Qur first contact with the Taurans cane during ny shift.

The teddy bears were still there when | woke up and replaced Doc Jones on guard. They'd gone back
to their original formation, one in front of each guard position. The one who was waiting for ne
seened a little larger than normal, but otherw se |ooked just like all the others. Al the grass
had been cropped where he was sitting, so he occasionally made forays to the left or right. But he
al ways returned to sit right in front of nme, you would say staring if he had had anything to stare
Wit h.

We had been facing each other for about fifteen ninutes when Cortez's voice runbled:

"Aw i ght everybody, wake up and get hid!"

I followed instinct and flopped to the ground and rolled into a tall stand of grass.

"Eneny vessel overhead." Hi s voice was al npost | aconic.

Strictly speaking, it wasn't really overhead, but rather passing somewhat east of us. It was
nmovi ng sl oWy, maybe a hundred klicks per hour, and |ooked |like a broomstick surrounded by a dirty
soap bubble. The creature riding it was a little nore human-1ooking than the teddy bears, but

still no prize. | cranked ny image anplifier up to forty log two for a closer |ook

He had two arms and two | egs, but his waist was so small you could enconpass it w th both hands.
Under the tiny waist was a | arge horseshoe-shaped pelvic structure nearly a neter wide, fromwhich
dangl ed two | ong skinny | egs with no apparent knee joint. Above that wai st his body swelled out
again, to a chest no smaller than the huge pelvis. H's arnms | ooked surprisingly human, except that
they were too |ong and undernuscied. There were too many fingers on his hands. Shoul derl ess,

neckl ess. His head was a
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nightnarish growth that swelled |like a goiter fromhis nmassive chest. Two eyes that |ooked |Iike
clusters of fish eggs, a bundle of tassles instead of a nose, and a rigidly open hole that m ght
have been a nmouth sitting | ow down where his adam s appl e should have been. Evidently the soap
bubbl e contai ned an anenabl e environment, as he was wearing absolutely nothing except his ridged
hi de, that |ooked |ike skin subnerged too long in hot water, then dyed a pal e orange. "He" had no
external genitalia, but nothing that m ght hint of nmamary gl ands. So we opted for the nale
pronoun by default.

Qobviously, he either didn't see us or thought we were part of the herd of teddy bears. He never

| ooked back at us, but just continued in the same direction we were headed, .05 rad east of north.
"M ght as well go back to sleep now, if you can sleep after |ooking at that thing. W nove out at
0435." Forty minutes.

Because of the planet's opaque cloud cover, there had been no way to tell, from space, what the
eneny base | ooked |ike or how big it was. W only knew its position, the same way we knew t he
position the scoutships were supposed to land on. So it too could easily have been underwater, or
under gr ound.

But sone of the drones were reconnai ssance ships as well as decoys: and in their nmock attacks on
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the base, one nmanaged to get close enough to take a picture. Captain Stott beaned down a di agram
of the place to Cortez-the only one with a visor in his suit-when we were five klicks fromthe
base's "radi 0" position. W stopped and he called all the platoon | eaders in with the seventh

pl atoon to confer. Two teddy bears loped in, too. W tried to ignore them

"OK, the captain sent down sone pictures of our objective. I"'mgoing to draw a map; you pl at oon

| eaders copy." They took pads and styli out of their |eg pockets, while Cortez unrolled a | arge
plastic mat. He gave it a shake to random ze any residual charge, and turned on his stylus.

"Now, we're coming fromthis direction." He put an arrow at the bottom of the sheet. "First thing

we'll hit is this row of huts, probably billets or bunkers, but who the
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hell knows. . . . Qur initial objective is to destroy these buildings-the whole base is on a flat

plain; there's no way we could really sneak by them"

"Potter here. Why can't we junp over then®?"

"Yeah, we could do that, and wind up conpletely surrounded, cut to ribbons. W take the buil dings.
"After we do that. . . all | can say is that we'll have to think on our feet. Fromthe aerial
reconnai ssance, we can figure out the function of only a couple of buildings-and that stinks. W
m ght wind up wasting a |ot of time denolishing the equival ent of an enlisted-nmen's bar, ignoring

a huge logistic conputer because it looks like. . . a garbage dunp or sonething."

"Mandel l a here," | said. "Isn't there a spaceport of some kind-seenms to me we ought to.

"I"ll get to that, damm it. There's a ring of these huts all around the canmp, so we've got to
break through somewhere. This place' Il be closest, |ess chance of giving away our position before
we attack.

"There's nothing in the whole place that actually |ooks |ike a weapon. That doesn't mean anyt hing,
t hough; you could hide a gigawatt |aser in each of those huts.

"Now, about five hundred nmeters fromthe huts, in the niddle of the base, we'll come to this big
fl ower-shaped structure.” Cortez drew a | arge symetrical shape that |ooked like the outline of a
flower with seven petals. "Wiat the hell this is, your guess is as good as mne. There's only one
of them though, so we don't damage it any nore than we have to. Wiich neans.. . we blast it to
splinters if | think it's dangerous.

"Now, as far as your spaceport, Mandella, is concerned-there just isn't one. Nothing.

"That cruiser the Hope caul ked had probably been left in orbit, like ours has to be. If they have
any equival ent of a scoutship, or drone nissiles, they' re either not kept here or they' re well

hi dden. "

"Bohrs here. Then what did they attack with, while we were coning down from orbit?"

"I wish we knew, Private.

"Cbviously, we don't have any way of estimating their

62

Joe Hal deman

nunbers, not directly. Recon pictures failed to show a single Tauran on the grounds of the base.
Meani ng not hi ng, because it is an alien environnent. Indirectly, though... we count the nunber of
broonsti cks, those flying things.

"There are fifty-one huts, and each has at nobst one broonstick. Four don't have any parked

out side, but we located three at various other parts of the base. Maybe this indicates that there
are fifty-one Taurans, one of whom was outside the base when the picture was taken."

"Keating here. O fifty-one officers.”

"That's right-maybe fifty thousand infantrynen stacked in one of these buildings. No way to tell
Maybe ten Taurans, each with five broonsticks, to use according to his nood.

"We've got one thing in our favor, and that's comuni cati ons. They evidently use a frequency
nodul ati on of megahertz el ectromagnetic radiation.”

"Radi o! "

"That's right, whoever you are. ldentify yourself when you speak. So it's quite possible that they
can't detect our phased-neutrino conmunications. Al so, just prior to the attack, the Hope is going
to deliver a nice dirty fission bonb; detonate it in the upper atnosphere right over the base.

That'll restrict themto |ine-of-sight comunications for sone tinme; even those will be full of
static."

"Way don't.. . Tate here. . . why don't they just drop the bonb right in their [aps. Save us a | ot
of -"

"That doesn't even deserve an answer, Private. But the answer is, they mght. And you better hope
they don't. If they caulk the base, it'll be for the safety of the Hope. After we've attacked, and

probably before we're far enough away for it to nmake nuch difference.
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"W keep that from happening by doing a good job. W have to reduce the base to where it can no
| onger function; at the same tinme, |eave as nmuch intact as possible. And take one prisoner."
"Potter here. You nean, at |east one prisoner.”

"I mean what | say. One only. Potter.. . you're relieved of your platoon. Send Chavez up."
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"Al right, Sergeant." The relief in her voice was unni stakable.

Cortez continued with his map and instructions. There was one ot her buil di ng whose function was
pretty obvious; it had a | arge steerable dish antenna on top. W were to destroy it as soon as the
grenadi ers got in range.

The attack plan was very | oose. Qur signal to begin would be the flash of the fission bonb. At the
same tine, several drones would converge on the base, so we could see what their antispacecraft
defenses were. W would try to reduce the effectiveness of those defenses w thout destroying them

conpl etely.
I medi ately after the bonb and the drones, the grenadiers would vaporize a |line of seven huts.
Everybody woul d break through the hole into the base. . . and what would happen after that was

anybody' s guess.

Ideally, we'd sweep fromthat end of the base to the other, destroying certain targets, caul king
all but one Tauran. But that was unlikely to happen, as it depended on the Taurans' offering very
little resistance.

On the other hand, if the Taurans showed obvi ous superiority fromthe begi nning, Cortez would give
the order to scatter. Everybody had a different conpass bearing for retreat-we'd bl ossomout in
all directions, the survivors to rendezvous in a valley sonme forty klicks east of the base. Then
we' d see about a return engagenent, after the Hope softened the base up a bit.

"One last thing," Cortez rasped. "Muybe sonme of you feel the way Potter evidently does, maybe sone
of your nen feel that way.. . that we ought to go easy, not nmake this so nuch of a bl oodbat h.
Mercy is a luxury, a weakness we can't afford to indulge in at this stage of the war. Al we know
about the eneny is that they have killed seven hundred and ni nety-ei ght humans. They haven't shown
any restraint in attacking our cruisers, and it'd be foolish to expect any this time, this first
ground acti on.

"They are responsible for the lives of all of your conrades who died in training, and for Ho, and
for all the others who are surely going to die today. | can't understand any-
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body who wants to spare them But that doesn't nake any difference. You have your orders and, what

the hell, you might as well know, all of you have a post-hypnotic suggestion that | wll trigger
by a phrase, just before the battle. It will make your job easier."
"Sergeant . .

"Shut up. We're short on time; get back to your platoons and brief them W nove out in five

m nutes. "

The platoon | eaders returned to their nen, leaving Cortez and ten of us-plus three teddy bears,
mlling around, getting in the way.

15

We took the last five klicks very carefully, sticking to the highest grass, running across

occasi onal clearings. Wen we were 500 neters from where the base was supposed to be, Cortez took
the third platoon forward to scout, while the rest of us laid | ow

Cortez's voice came over the general freak: "Looks pretty much Iike we expected. Advance in a
file, crawing. Wen you get to the third platoon, follow your squad | eader to the left or right."
We did that and wound up with a string of eighty-three people in a |ine roughly perpendicular to
the direction of attack. W were pretty well hidden, except for the dozen or so teddy bears that
nooched al ong the |ine, munching grass.

There was no sign of life inside the base. Al of the buildings were wi ndow ess and a uni form
shiny white. The huts that were our first objective were large featureless half-buried eggs some
sixty meters apart. Cortez assigned one to each grenadier

We were broken into three fire teans: team A consisted of platoons two, four, and six; team B was
one, three, and five; the comand pl atoon was team C

"Less than a minute nowfilters down!-when | say 'fire,' grenadiers, take out your targets. God
help you if you miss.”

There was a sound like a giant's belch, and a streamof five or six iridescent bubbles floated up
fromthe fl ower-shaped building. They rose with increasing speed until they were al nost out of
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sight, then shot olf to the south, over our heads. The ground was suddenly bright, and for the

first time inalong tinme, | saw ny shadow, a |ong one pointed north. The bonb had gone off
prematurely. | just had tinme to think that it didn't nmake too much difference;
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it'd still make al phabet soup out of their comunications- "Drones!" A ship canme screamng in just

about tree

Il evel, and a bubble was in the air to neet it. Wen they contacted, the bubble popped and the
drone exploded into a mllion tiny fragments. Another one canme fromthe opposite side and suffered
the sane fate.

"FIRE!'" Seven bright glares of 500-nicroton grenades and a sustained concussion that surely would
have killed an unprotected nan.

"Filters up." Gray haze of snmoke and dust. Clods of dirt falling with a sound |ike heavy

rai ndrops.

"Li sten up:

'Scots, wha hae wi' Wallace bled; Scots, wham Bruce has aften |l ed, Wl come to your gory bed, O to
victory!"’

| hardly heard himfor trying to keep track of what was going on in nmy skull. | knew it was just
post - hypnoti ¢ suggestion, even renmenbered the session in Mssouri when they'd inplanted it, but
that didn't nmake it any less conpelling. My mind reeled under the strong pseudo-nmenories:

shaggy hul ks that were Taurans (not at all what we now knew they | ooked |ike) boarding a

col oni sts' vessel, eating babies while nothers watched in screamng terror (the col onists never

t ook babies; they wouldn't stand the acceleration), then raping the women to death with huge

vei ned purple nenbers (ridiculous that they would feel desire for humans), holding the men down
while they plucked flesh fromtheir living bodies and gobbled it (as if they could assimilate the

alien protein).. . a hundred grisly details as sharply remenbered as the events of a ninute ago,
ridicul ously overdone and | ogically absurd. But while my conscioUs m nd was rejecting the
silliness, somewhere nuch deeper, down in that sleeping aninmal where we keep our real notives and
noral s, something was thirsting for alien hlood, secure in the Conviction that the noblest thing a
man could do would be to die killing one of those horrible nonsters.

Ikth FUthVM WAt

b7

I knew it was all purest soyashit, and | hated the nmen who had taken such obscene |iberties with
my mind, but | could even hear ny teeth grinding, feel ny cheeks frozen in a spastic grin, blood-
Lust. . . A teddy bear walked in front of me, |ooking dazed. | started to raise ny |aser-finger
but sonmebody beat nme to it and the creature's head exploded in a cloud of gray splinters and

bl ood.

Lucky groaned, half-whining, "Dirty. .. filthy fucken bastards." Lasers flared and crisscrossed,
and all of the teddy bears fell dead.

"Watch it, goddami nit," Cortez screaned. "Aimthose fuckin things-they aren't toys!

"Team A, nove out-into the craters to cover B."

Sonebody was | aughi ng and sobbing. "Wat the fuck is wong with you, Petrov?" Strange to hear
Cortez cussing.

I twi sted around and saw Petrov, behind and to ny left, Ilying in a shallow hole, digging
frantically with both hands, crying and gurgling.

"Fuck," Cortez said. "Team B! Ten neters past the craters, get down in a line. Team Cinto the
craters with A"

| scrambled up and covered the hundred neters in twelve anplified strides. The craters were
practically | arge enough to hide a scoutship, some ten neters in dianeter. | junped to the
opposite side of the hole and | anded next to a fellow naned Chin. He didn't even | ook around when
| landed, just kept scanning the base for signs of life.

"Team A-ten neters, past teamB, down in line." Just as he finished, the building in front of us
burped, and a salvo of the bubbles fanned out toward our |ines. Mdst people saw it com ng and got
down, but Chin was just getting up to nmake his rush and stepped right into one.

It grazed the top of his hel net and di sappeared with a faint pop. He took one step backwards and
toppl ed over the edge of the crater, trailing an arc of blood and brains. Lifeless, spreadeagl ed,
he slid halfway to the bottom shoveling dirt into the perfectly symmetrical hol e where the bubble
had chewed indiscrimnately through plastic, hair, skin, bone, and brain.
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"Everybody hold it. Platoon |eaders, casualty report... check.. . check, check .. . check, check
check.. . check.
68
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We have three deaders. Wuldn't be any if you'd have kept |low. So everybody grab dirt when you
hear that thing go off. Team A, conplete the rush.”

They conpl eted the maneuver without incident. "OK Team C, rush to where B. . . hold it! Down!"
Everybody was al ready huggi ng the ground. The bubbles slid by in a smooth arc about two neters off
the ground. They went serenely over our heads and, except for one that made toothpicks out of a
tree, disappeared in the distance.

"B, rush past Aten neters. C, take over B's place. You B grenadiers, see if you can reach the

Fl ower . "

Two grenades tore up the ground thirty or forty meters fromthe structure. In a good initation of
panic, it started bel ching out a continuous stream of bubbles-still, none com ng | ower than two
meters off the ground. W kept hunched down and continued to advance.

Suddenly, a seam appeared in the building and wi dened to the size of a |arge door. Taurans cane
swarm ng out.

"Grenadiers, hold your fire. Bteam laser fire to the left and right-keep' mbunched up. A and C,
rush down the center."

One Tauran died trying to run through a | aser beam The others stayed where they were.

In a suit, it's pretty awkward to run and keep your head down at the sane tinme. You have to go
fromside to side, like a skater getting started; otherwi se you'll be airborne. At |east one
person, sonebody in A team bounced too high and suffered the sane fate as Chin.

| was feeling pretty fenced-in and trapped, with a wall of laser fire on each side and a | ow
ceiling that nmeant death to touch. But in spite of nyself, | felt happy, euphoric, finally getting
the chance to kill some of those villainous baby-eaters. Knowing it was soyashit.

They weren't fighting back, except for the rather ineffective bubbles (obviously not designed as
an anti-personnel weapon), and they didn't retreat back into the building, either. They mlled
around, about a hundred of them and watched us get closer. A couple of grenades would caul k them

all, but | guess Cortez was thinking about the pris

oner.

tilL ~UtLVL1( WALt

09

"OK, when | say 'go,' we're going to flank "em B teamw Il hold fire.. . Second and fourth

pl atoons to the right, sixth and seventh to the left. Bteamw |l nove forward in |line to box them
in.

"Go!" W peeled off to the left As soon as the |asers stopped, the Taurans bolted, running in a
group on a collision course with our flank

"A team down and fire! Don't shoot until you're sure of your aimif you nmiss you mght hit a
friendly. ~And fer Chris' sake save ne one!"

It was a horrifying sight, that herd of nonsters bearing down on us. They were running in great

| eaps-the bubbl es avoiding themand they all |ooked Iike the one we saw earlier, riding the
broonsti ck; naked except for an al nost transparent sphere around their whol e bodies, that noved
along with them The right flank started firing, picking off individuals in the rear of the pack.
Suddenly a | aser flared through the Taurans fromthe other side, sonebody nissing his mark. There
was a horrible scream and | | ooked down the line to see sonmeone-1 think it was Perry-writhing on
the ground, right hand over the snoldering stunp of his arm seared off just bel ow the el bow

Bl ood sprayed through his fingers, and the suit, its canouflage circuits scranbled, flickered

bl ack-whi te-j ungl e-desert-green-gray. | don't know how |long | stared- |ong enough for the nedic to
run over and start giving aid-but when | |ooked up the Taurans were al most on top of ne.

My first shot was wild and high, but it grazed the top of the |eading Tauran's protective bubble.
The bubbl e di sappeared and the nonster stunbled and fell to the ground, jerking spasnodically.
Foam gushed out of his nouth-hole, first white, then streaked red. Wth one last jerk he becane
rigid and tw sted backwards, alnost to the shape of a horseshoe. Hi s | ong scream a high-pitched
whi stle, stopped just as his conrades tranpled over him 1 hated myself for smling.

It was slaughter, even though our flank was outnunbered five to one. They kept coning without
faltering, even when they had to clinb over the drift of bodies and parts of

U

joe tlai Al eman

bodi es that piled up high, parallel to our flank~ The ground between us was slick red with Tauran
bl ood-all God's children got henogl obin-and |ike the teddy bears, their guts | ooked pretty much
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like guts to ny untrained eye. My helmet reverberated with hysterical |aughter while we slashed
themto gory chunks, and | alnmpst didn't hear Cortez:

"Hold your fire-1 said HOLD i T, goddanmit! Catch a couple of the bastards, they won't hurt you."

| stopped shooting and eventually so did everybody el se. Wen the next Tauran junped over the
snoking pile of neat in front of nme, | dove to try to tackle himaround those spindly |egs.

It was |ike hugging a big, slippery balloon. Wen | tried to drag hi m down, he popped out of ny
arns and kept running.

We nmanaged to stop one of them by the sinple expedient of piling half-a-dozen people on top of

him By that tine the others had run through our |ine and were headed for the row of |arge
cylindrical tanks that Cortez had said were probably for storage. Alittle door had opened in the
base of each one

"We've got our prisoner," Cortez shouted. "Kill!"

They were fifty meters away and running hard, difficult targets. Lasers slashed around t hem
bobbi ng high and low. One fell, sliced in twd, but the others, about ten of them kept going and
were al nost to the doors when the grenadiers started firing.

They were still |oaded with 500-m ke bonbs, but a near mss wasn't enough-the concussi on woul d
just send them flying, unhurt in their bubbles.

"The buil dings! Get the fucken buildings!" The grenadiers raised their aimand let fly, but the
bonmbs only seenmed to scorch the white outside of the structures until, by chance, one landed in a
door. That split the building just as if it had a seam the two hal ves popped away and a cl oud of
machinery flewinto the air, acconpanied by a huge pale flame that rolled up and di sappeared in an
instant. Then the others all concentrated on the doors, except for potshots at sone of the
Taurans, not so much to get themas to bl ow
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them away before they could get inside. They seened awful |y eager

Al this time, we were trying to get the Taurans with |laser fire, while they weaved and bounced
around trying to get into the structures. W noved in as close to themas we could w thout putting
oursel ves in danger fromthe grenade bl asts, yet too far away for good aim

Still, we were getting them one by one and nanaged to destroy four of the seven buil dings. Then
when there were only two aliens left, a nearby grenade blast flung one of themto within a few
meters of a door. He dove in and several grenadiers fired salvos after him but they all fel

short or detonated harm essly on the side. Bonbs were falling all around, making an awful racket,
but the sound was suddenly drowned out by a great sigh, like a giant's intake of breath, and where
the buil ding had been was a thick cylindrical cloud of snpbke, solid-Iooking, dw ndling away into
the stratosphere, straight as if laid down by a ruler. The other Tauran had been right at the base
of the cylinder | could see pieces of himflying. A second later, a shock wave hit us and | rolled
hel pl essly, pinwheeling, to smash into the pile of Tauran bodies and roll beyond.

1 picked mysel f up and pani cked for a second when | saw there was bl ood all over my suit-when
realized it was only alien blood, | relaxed but felt unclean

"4Catch the bastard! Catch him" In the confusion, the Tauran had gotten free and was running for
the grass. One platoon was chasing after him |osing ground, but then all of B teamran over and
cut himoff. | jogged over to join in the fun.

There were four people on top of him and a ring around them of about fifty people, watching the
struggl e.

"Spread out, danmt! There might be a thousand nore of themwaiting to get us in one place." W

di spersed, grunbling. By unspoken agreenment we were all sure that there were no nore |ive Taurans
on the face of the planet.

Cortez was wal king toward the prisoner while | backed away. Suddenly the four nmen collapsed in a

pile on top of the creature. . . Even fromny distance | could see the foam spouting from his
mout h- hol e. Hi s bubbl e had popped. Suicide.
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"Dam!" Co,tez was right there. "Get off that bastard." The four nen got off and Cortez used his
laser In slice the nonster into a dozen quivering chunks. Heart-warm ng sight.

"That's all right, though, we'll find another one-everybody! Back in the arrowhead formation
Conbat assault, on the Flower."

Vell, we assaulted the Flower, which had evidently run out of anmunition (it was still belching,
but no bubbles), and it was enpty. W scurried up ranps and through corridors, fingers at the
ready, like kids playing soldier. There was nobody hone.
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The sane | ack of response at the antenna installation, the

"Salam ," and twenty other mmjor buildings, as well as the forty-four perimeter huts still intact.
So we had "captured" dozens of buildings, nostly of inconprehensible purpose, but failed in our
mai n nission, capturing a Tauran for the xenol ogists to experinent with. Ch well, they could have

all the bits and pieces they'd ever want. That was sonet hi ng.

After we'd conbed every |last square centinmeter of the base, a scoutship cane in with the rea
exploration ciew, the scientists. Cortez said, "All right, snap out of it," and the hypnotic
conmpul sion fell away.

At first it was pretty grim Al ot of the people, like Lucky and Marygay, al nost went crazy with
the nmenories of bloody nurder multiplied a hundred tines. Cortez ordered everybody to take a sed-
tab, two for the ones nobst upset. | took two without being specifically ordered to do so.

Because it was nurder, unadorned butchery-once we had the anti-spacecraft weapon doped out, we
hadn't been in any danger. The Taurans hadn't seened to have any conception of person-to-person
fighting. W had just herded them up and sl aughtered them the first encounter between manki nd and
anot her intelligent species. Maybe it was the second encounter, counting the teddy bears. What

m ght have happened if we had sat down and tried to comuni cate? But they got the sane treatnent.
| spent a long tinme after that telling nyself over and over
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that it hadn't been ne who so gleefully carved up those frightened, stanpeding creatures. Back in

the twentieth centuly, they had established to everybody's satisfaction that "I was just follow ng
orders"” was an inadequate excuse for inhuman conduct. . . but what can you do when the orders cone

fromdeep down in that puppet master of the unconscious?

Wrst of all was the feeling that perhaps ny actions weren't all that inhuman. Ancestors only a
few generations back woul d have done the same thing, even to their fellow nmen, wthout any
hypnoti c conditioni ng.

I was disgusted with the human race, disgusted with the arny and honified at the prospect of
living with nyself for another century or so. . . . Wll, there was al ways brai n-w pe.

A ship with a | one Tauran survivor had escaped and had gotten away cl ean, the bulk of the planet
shielding it fromEarth's Hope while it dropped into Al eph's collapsar field.

Escaped hone, | guessed, wherever that was, to report what twenty nen w th hand-weapons coul d do
to a hundred fl eeing on foot, unarned.

| suspected that the next time humans net Taurans in ground conbat, we would be nore evenly

mat ched. And | was right.

SERG EANT MANDELLA

2007- 2024 A.D.

1

I was scared enough.

Sub-maj or Stott was pacing back and forth behind the snall podiumin the assenbly rooni chop

hal I / gymmasi um of the Anniversary. W had just made our final collapsar junp, from Tet-38 to Yod-
4. W were decelerating at 11/2 gravities and our velocity relative to that collapsar was a
respectable .9(k. W were being chased.

"l wish you people would relax for a while and just trust the ship's conputer. The Tauran vesse
at any rate will not be within strike range for another two weeks. Mandella!"

He was al ways very careful to call nme "Sergeant" Mandella in front of the conpany. But everybody
at this particular briefing was either a sergeant or a corporal: squad | eaders. "Yes, sit"

"You' re responsi ble for the psychol ogi cal as well as the physical well-being of the men and wonen
in your squad. Assunming that you are aware that there is a noral e problem aboard this vessel, what
have you done about it?"

"AS far as ny squad is concerned, sir?"

"Of course."

"W talk it out, sir."

"And have you arrived at any cogent concl usion?"

"Meani ng no disrespect, sir, | think the major problemis obvious. My peopl e have been cooped up
in this ship for fourteen-"

"Ri di cul ous! Every one of us has been adequately conditioned against the pressures of living in
close quarters and the enlisted people have the privilege of confraternity." That was a delicate
way of putting it. "Oficers must remain celibate, and yet we have no norale problem"

if he thought his officers were celibate, he should sit down and have a long talk w th Lieutenant
Har nrony. Maybe he just meant line officers, though. That woul d be
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just himand Cortez. Probably 50 percent right. Cortez was awfully friendly wi th Corpora
Kanmehaneha.

"Sir, perhaps it was the detoxification back at Stargate; nmaybe-"

"No. The therapists only worked to erase the hate conditiomg-everybody knows how | feel about
that-and they may be m sguided but they are skilled.

"Corporal Potter." He always called her by her rank to rem nd her why she hadn't been pronoted as
high as the rest of us. Too soft. "Have you 'talked it out' with your people, too?"

"We've discussed it, sir."

The sub-major could "glare nmildly" at people. He glared nildly at Marygay until she el aborated.
"I don't believe it's the fault of the conditioning. My

peopl e are inpatient, just tired of doing the same thing day after day."

"They' re anxious for conbat, then?" No sarcasmin his voice.

"They want to get off the ship, sir."

"They will get off the ship," he said, allowing hinself a microscopic snle. "And then they'l
probably be just as inpatient to get back on."

It went back and forth like that for a long while. Nobody wanted to come right out and say that
their squad was scared: scared of the Tauran cruiser closing on us, scared of the |landing on the
portal planet. Sub-major Stott had a bad record of dealing with people who adnitted fear

I fingered the fresh T/Qhey had given us. It |ooked like tills:

THE FOREVER WAR

TA&( OF ORGANI ZATI ON
5tr~ce A~
Yod- 4 Campa~b

Ftrst Pl atoon

I L~
U-J (~)
HEWM 0~
Z. TW-~ M D.
6(0*~ ~
~1 PW- cjletr~
~ Pvt L~i
Pvt P~~dsr Pvt |W Pvtkur~
Pvt P1*~ Pu P~r~*y P~ ~
Pvt PsuUu~ Pu ~I
Pvt R~  Pvt ~~ P~3VWV

5Pf CSM $T$: | LT$B~fCK) . LtvIsS~ECPR) .P~iIP~1, Wer~ru. 111(D) ;21. TsPWmiiyl Pl (D) ,Pri~fl(~T3 -
~TsS—I1 (MII . TP-~oHs(R-l ; (506*~L~i; P3eYsO.Nu~fPww) . ~ (3~El.

li uUNS1~T( TN~SDNnOXB-%’4- 1300/ 201" 2007 *
e YMNH$7FXM-. Vi ~r

01%?: P~ Aft j~urisiu~1 I PLT6TFALPI ~

3W- Aft aaAel STFALPI ~ 6(0*i W-~s

file:/lIF|/rah/Joe%20Haldeman/Haldeman,%20Joe%20-%20Forever%20War,%20The.txt (31 of 107) [1/15/03 7:21:55 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Joe%20Hal deman/Hal deman, %20J0e%620-%20Forever%20War,%20T he.txt
m: ~ NTKl ~
pWNV | St NPl ~i t ~0~111

rc* 71* onirw *~

~d~LW-k. 161$ W11

2011w2007 ~

Tw, 005nb74, 1 300, | 00~

Joe Hal deman

I knew nost of the people fromthe raid on Aleph, the first face-to-face contact between hunans
and Taurans. The only new people in ny platoon were Luthuli and Heyrovsky. In the conpany as a
whol e (excuse ne, the "strike force"), we had twenty replacenents for the nineteen people we |ost
fromthe Al eph raid: one anputation, four dead-era, fourteen psychotics.

| couldn't get over the "20 Mar 2007" at the bottomof the 1/0. |I'd been in the anny ten years,
though it felt Ilike less than two. Time dilation, of course; even with the collapsar junps,
traveling fromstar to star eats up the cal endar.

After this raid, | would probably be eligible for retirenent, with full pay. If | lived through
the raid, and if they didn't change the rules on us. Me a twenty-year nan, and only twenty-five
years ol d.

Stott was sunmming up when there was a knock on the door, a single loud rap. "Enter," he said.

An ensign | knew vaguely wal ked in casually and handed Stott a slip of paper, w thout saying a
word. He stood there while Stoit read it, slunping with just the right degree of insolence.
Technically, Stou was out of his chain of command; everybody in the navy disliked himanyhow
Stott handed the paper back to the ensign and | ooked through him

"You will alert your squads that prelimnary evasive maneuvers w |l comrence at 2010, fifty-eight
m nutes fromnow. " He hadn't |ooked at his watch. "All personnel will be in acceleration shells by
2000. Tench . . . hut!"

W rose and, without enthusiasm chorused, "Fuck you, sir." ldiotic custom

Stott strode out of the roomand the ensign followed, smrking.

I turned ny ring to ny assistant squad |l eader's position and talked into it: "Tate, this is
Mandel | a." Everyone el se in the momwas doi ng the sane.

A tinny voice canme out of the ring. "Tate here. Wat's up?"

"Cet ahold of the men and tell themwe have to be in the shells by 2000. Evasive naneuvers."
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"Crap. They told us it would be days."

"l guess sonething new came up. O maybe the Commobdore has a bright idea."

"The Conmobdore can stuff it. You up in the | ounge?"

"Bring ne back a cup when you cone, okay? Little sugar?"

"Roger. Be down in about half an hour."

"Thanks. I'Il get onit."

There was a general nmovenent toward the coffee machine. | got in line behind Corporal Potter
"What do you think, Mrygay?"

"Maybe the Commodore just wants us to try out the shells once nore.”

"Before the real thing."

"Maybe." She picked up a cup and blewinto it. She | ooked worried. "Or maybe the Taurans had a
ship way out, waiting for us. |'ve wondered why they don't do it.

We do, at Stargate."

"Stargate's a different thing. It takes seven cruisers, noving all the tine, to cover all the
possi ble exit angles. W can't afford to do it for nmore than one collapsar, and neither could
they."

She didn't say anything while she filled her cup. "Maybe we've stunbled on their version of
Stargate. O naybe they have nore ships than we do by now. "

I filled and sugared two cups, sealed one. "No way to tell." W wal ked back to a table, carefu
with the cups in the high gravity.

"Maybe Singhe knows sonething," she said. "Maybe he does. But |'d have to get himthrough Rogers
and Cortez. Cortez would junp down ny throat if | tried to bother himnow "

"Ch, | can get himdirectly. We. . ." She dinpled a little bit. "W've been friends."

| sipped sone scalding coffee and tried to sound nonchalant. "So that's where you' ve been

di sappearing to."
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"You di sapprove?" she said, |ooking innocent. "Well. . . dam it, no, of course not. But-but he's
an officer! A navy officer!™
82 Joe Hal denman

"He's attached to us and that makes himpart arnmy." She twisted her ring and said, "Directory." To
me: "What about you and Little M ss Harnmony?"

"That's not the same thing." She was whispering a directory code into the ring.

"Yes, it is. You just wanted to do it with an officer. Pervert." The ring bleated tw ce. Busy.
"How was she?"

"Adequate." | was recovering.

"Besi des, Ensign Singhe is a perfect gentleman. And not the least bit jealous."

"Neither aml," | said. "If he ever hurts you, tell nme and I'll break his ass.”

She | ooked at me across her cup. "If Lieutenant Harnony ever hurts you, tell me and I'Il break her
ass. "

"I't's a deal." W shook on it solemly.

2

The accel eration shells were sonething new, installed while we rested and resupplied at Stargate.
They enabled us to use the ship at closer to its theoretical efficiency, the tachyon drive
boosting it to as much as 25 gravities.

Tate was waiting for me in the shell area. The rest of the squad was mlling around, talking. I
gave himhis coffee

"Thanks. Find out anything?"

"Afraid not. Except the swabbies don't seemto be scared, and it's their show Probably just

anot her practice run."

He slurped sonme coffee. "What the hell. It's all the sane to us, anyhow Just sit there and get
squeezed half to death. CGod, | hate those things."

"Maybe they' |l eventually nake us obsol ete, and we can go hone."

"Sure thing." The nedic cane by and gave ne ny shot. | waited until 1950 and hollered to the
squad, "Let's go. Strip down and zip up."

The shell is like a flexible spacesuit; at least the fittings on the inside are pretty sinilar

But instead of a life support package, there's a hose going into the top of the helmet and two
com ng out of the heels, as well as two relief tubes per suit. They're cramed in shoul der-to-
shoul der on |ight accel eration couches; getting to your shell is Iike picking your way through a
giant plate of olive drab spaghetti.

When the lights in ny hel net showed that everybody was suited up, | pushed the button that fl ooded
the room No way to see, of course, but | could inmagine the pale blue solution-ethylene glycol and
sonet hi ng el se-foam ng up around and over us. The suit material, cool and dry, collapsed in to

touch ny skin at every point. | knew that ny internal body pressure was increasing rapidly to
mat ch the increasing fluid pressure outside. That's what the shot was

83
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for; keep your cells fromgetting squi shed between the devil and the deep blue sea. You could

still feel it, though. By the time ny neter said "2" (external pressure equivalent to a colum of
water two nautical mles deep), | felt that | was at the sane tine being crushed and bl oated. By
2005 it was at 2.7 and hol ding steady. Wen the maneuvers began at 2010, you couldn't feel the
difference. | thought | saw the needle fluctuate a tiny bit, though

The maj or drawback to the systemis that, of course, anybody caught outside of his shell when the
Anni versary hit 25 G S would be just so much strawberry jam So the guiding and the fighting have
to be done by the ship's tactical conputer-which does nost of it anyway, but it's nice to have a
human over seer.

Another snall problemis that if the ship gets damaged and the pressure drops, you'll explode |ike
a dropped nelon. If it's the internal pressure, you get crushed to death in a m crosecond.

And it takes ten mnutes, nore or less, to get depressurized and another two or three to get

unt angl ed and dressed. So it's not exactly something you can hop out of and come up fighting.

The accel erating was over at 2038. A green light went on and | chinned the button to depressurize.
Marygay and | were getting dressed outside.

"How d t hat happen?" | pointed to an angry purple welt that ran fromthe bottom of her right
breast to her hipbone.

"That's the second tine," she said, mad. "The first one was on mny back-1 think that shell doesn't
fit right, gets creases."”
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"Maybe you' ve | ost weight."

"Wse guy." Qur caloric intake had been rigorously nonitored ever since we left Stargate the first
time. You can't use a fighting suit unless it fits you like a second skin.

A wal | speaker drowned out the rest of her comment. "Attention all personnel. Attention. Al arny
personnel echel on six and above and all navy personnel echelon four and above will report to the
briefing roomat 2130."

It repeated the nmessage twice. | went off to Ilie down for

1t1L ~U 1J~V1i~U WAl t

"is

a few mnutes while Marygay showed her bruise to the nedic and the arnmorer. | didn't feel a bit
j eal ous.

The Conmodore began the briefing. "There's not much to tell, and what there is is not good news.

"Si x days ago, the Tauran vessel that is pursuing us released a drone mssile. Its initial

accel eration was on the order of 80 gravities.

"After blasting for approximately a day, its accel eration suddenly junmped to 148 gravities."

Col | ecti ve gasp.

"Yesterday, it junmped to 203 gravities. | shouldn't need to renind anyone here that this is tw ce
the accelerative capability of the eneny's drones in our |ast encounter

"We |l aunched a salvo of drones, four of them intersecting what the conputer predicted to be the
four nost probable future trajectories of the eneny drone. One of thempaid off, while we were
doi ng evasive maneuvers. W contacted and destroyed the Tauran weapon about ten million kiloneters
fromhere."

That was practically next door. "The only encouraging thing we | earned fromthe encounter was from
spectral analysis of the blast. It was no nore powerful an explosion than ones we have observed in
the past, so at least their progress in propulsion hasn't been matched by progress in expl osives.
"This is the first manifestation of a very inportant effect that has heretofore been of interest
only to theorists. Tell me, soldier." He pointed at Negul esco. "How | ong has it been since we
first fought the Taurans, at Al eph?"

"That depends on your frame of reference, Commpdore,"” she answered dutifully. "To me, it's been
about eight nonths."

"Exactly. You've | ost about nine years, though, to tine dilation, while we nmaneuvered between
col l apsar junps. In an engineering sense, as we haven't done any inportant research and

devel opnent aboard ship.. . that eneny vessel cones fromour future!" He paused to let that sink
in.

"As the war progresses, this can only becone nore and nore pronounced. The Taurans don't have any
cure for
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relativity, of course, so it will be to our benefit as often as to theirs.

"For the present, though, it is we who are operating with a handicap. As the Tauran pursuit vesse
draws closer, this handicap will becone nore severe. They can sinply outshoot us.

"We're going to have to do sone fancy dodgi ng. When we get within five hundred nmillion kilonmeters
of the eneny ship, everybody gets in his shell and we just have to trust the logistic conputer. It
will put us through a rapid series of randomchanges in direction and velocity.

"I''ll be blunt. As |long as they have one nore drone than we, they can finish us off. They haven't

| aunched any nore since that first one. Perhaps they are holding their fire... or maybe they only
had one. In that case, it's we who have them
"At any rate, all personnel will be required to be in their shells with no nore than ten m nutes

notice. Wien we get within a thousand mllion kilonmeters of the eneny, you are to stand by your
shells. By the time we are within five hundred mllion kiloneters, you will be in them and al
shel | conpounds fl ooded and pressurized. W cannot wait for anyone.

"That's all | have to say. Sub-nmajor?"

"I'I'l speak to ny people later, Commopbdore. Thank you."

"Di smssed."” And none of this "fuck you, sir" nonsense. The navy thought that was just a little
beneath their dignity. W stood at attention-all except Stott-until he had left the room Then
sonme ot her swabbie said "dismssed" again, and we |left.

My squad had clean-up detail, so | told everybody who was to do what, put Tate in charge, and
left. Went up to the NCO room for some conpany and maybe sone infornmation

There wasn't much happening but idle speculation, so | took Rogers and went off to bed. Marygay
had di sappeared again, hopefully trying to wheedl e sonet hi ng out of Singhe.
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We had our promi sed get-together with the sub-major the next norning, when he nore or |ess
repeated what the commopdore had said, in infantry terns and in his staccato nonotone. He
enphasi zed the fact that all we knew about the Tauran ground forces was that if their nava
capability was inproved, it was likely they would be able to handle us better than last tine.
But that brings up an interesting point. Eight nonths or nine years before, we'd had a trenmendous
advant age: they had seened not quite to understand what was going on. As belligerent as they had
been in space, we'd expected themto be real Huns on the ground. Instead, they practically |ined
thensel ves up for slaughter. One escaped and presunably described the idea of ol d-fashioned in-
fighting to his fellows.
But that, of course, didn't nean that the word had necessarily gotten to this particular bunch
t he Taurans guarding Yod-4. The only way we know of to communicate faster than the speed of I|ight
is to physically carry a nmessage through successive collapsar junps. And there was no way of
telling how many junps there were between Yod4 and the Tauran hone base-so these night be just as
passive as the | ast bunch, or m ght have been practicing infantry tactics for nost of a decade. W
woul d find out when we got there
The arnorer and | were hel ping ny squad pull naintenance on their fighting suits when we passed
the thousand million kilometer mark and had to go up to the shells.
We had about five hours to kill before we had to get into our cocoons. | played a game of chess
with Rabi and lost. Then Rogers | ed the platoon in sone vigorous calisthenics, probably for no
other reason than to get their mnds off the prospect of having to lie half-crushed in the shells
for at
88
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| east four hours. The | ongest we'd gone before was half that.
Ten m nutes before the five hundred mllion kil oneter mark, we squad | eaders took over and
supervi sed buttoni ng everybody up. In eight mnutes we were zi pped and fl ooded and at the nercy of -
or safe in the arns of-the | ogistic conputer
While | was lying there being squeezed, a silly thought took hold of my brain and went round and
round like a charge in a superconductor: according to military formalism the conduct of war
divides neatly into two categories, tactics and | ogistics. Logistics has to do with noving troops
and feeding them and just about everything except the actual fighting, which is tactics. And now
we're fighting, but we don't have a tactical conputer to guide us through attack and defense, just
a huge, super-efficient pacifistic cybernetic grocery clerk of a logistic, mark that word,
| ogi stic computer.
The ot her side of my brain, perhaps not quite as pinched, would argue that it doesn't natter what
nane you give to a conputer, it's a pile of nenory crystals, |ogic banks, nuts and bolts. . . If
you programit to be CGhengis Khan, it is a tactical conputer, even if its usual function is to
moni tor the stock market or control sewage conversion
But the other voice was obdurate and said by that kind of reasoning, a man is only a hank of hair
and a piece of bone and sone stringy neat; and no matter what kind of a man he is, if you teach
himwell, you can take a Zen nmonk and turn himinto a slaverng bl codthirsty warrior
Then what the hell are you, we, aml, answered the other side. A peace-loving, vacuum wel di ng
speci al i st cum physi cs teacher snatched up by the Elite Conscription Act and reprogramred to be a
killing machine. You, | have killed and liked it.
But that was hypnotism notivational conditioning, | argued back at nyself. They don't do that
anynore.
And the only reason, | said, they don't do it is that they think you'll kill better w thout it.
That's | ogic.
Speaki ng of logic, the original question was, why do they
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send a logistic conputer to do a man's job? O sonmething like that. . . and we were off again.

The light blinked green and | chinned the switch autonmatically. The pressure was down to 1.3
before | realized that it meant we were alive, we had won the first skirmnish

I was only partly right.

4

| was belting on ny tunic when nmy ring tingled and | held it up to listen. It was Rogers.
"Mandel I a, go check squad bay 3. Something went wong; Dalton had to depressurize it from
Control .

Bay 3-that was Marygay's squad! | rushed down the corridor in bare feet and got there just as they
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opened the door frominside the pressure chanber and began straggling out.

The first out was Bergman. | grabbed his ann. "What the hell is going on, Bergnan?"'

"Huh?" He peered at me, still dazed, as everyone is when they cone out of the chanber. "Ch, s'you
Mandel I a. | dunno. Wad'ya nean?"

I squinted in through the door, still holding on to him "You were |ate, nman, you depressurized

| ate. What happened?"

He shook his head, trying to clear it. "Late? Whad' late. Unh, how | ate?"

1 looked at my watch for the first time. "Not too-" Jesus Christ. "Uh, we zipped in at 0520,
didn't we?"

“"Yeah, | think that's it."

Still no Marygay anobng the dimfigures picking their way through the ranked couches and junbl ed
tubing. "Un, you were only a couple of mnutes late. . . but we were only supposed to be under
for four hours, maybe less. It's

1050. "

"Un" He shook his head again. | let go of himand stood back to let Stiller and Deny through the
door.

"Everybody's late, then," Bergnan said. "So we aren't in any trouble."

"Uh-" Non sequiturs. "Right, right-Hey, Stiller!

You seen-"

Frominside: "Medic! MEDIC"
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Sonebody who wasn't Marygay was coining out. | pushed her roughly out of ny way and dove through
the door, |anded on sonebody el se and cl anbered over to where Struve, Marygay's assistant, was
standi ng over a pod and tal king very loud and fast into his ring.

"-and bl ood God yes we need-"

It was Marygay still lying in her suit she was

"-got the word fromDalton-"

covered every square inch of her with a uniformbright sheen of bl ood

"-when she didn't cone out-"

it started as an angry welt up by her collarbone and was just a welt as it travel ed between her
breasts until it passed the sternum s support

"-1 came over and popped the-"

and opened up into a cut that got deeper as it ran down over her belly and where it stopped
"-yeah, she's still-"

a few centineters above the pubis a nmenbraned | oop of gut was protruding..

"-OK, left hip. Mandella-"

She was still alive, her heart palpitating, but her blood-streaked head lolled Iinply, eyes rolled
back to white slits, bubbles of red froth appearing and popping at the corner of her nouth each
time she exhal ed shallowy.

"-tattooed on her left hip. Mandella! Snap out of it! Reach under her and find out what her bl ood-
"TYPE O RH NEGATIVE GOD damm. . . it. Sony- Oh negative." Hadn't | seen that tattoo ten thousand
times?

Struve passed this information on and | suddenly renenbered the first-aid kit on ny belt, snapped
it off and funbled through it.

Stop the bl eedi ng-protect the wound-treat for shock

that's what the book said. Forgot one, forgot one. . . clear

air passages.

She was breathing, if that's what they neant. How do you stop the bl eeding or protect the wound
with one neasly pressure bandage when the wound is nearly a neter |long? Treat for shock, that |

could do. | fished out the green anpoule, laid it against her arm and pushed the button
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Then | laid the sterile side of the bandage gently on top of the exposed intestine and passed the

elastic strip under the small of her back, adjusted it for nearly zero tension and fastened it.
"Anyt hi ng el se you can do?" Struve asked.

| stood back and felt helpless. "I don't know. Can you think of anything?"

"I"'mno nore of a nedic than you are." Looking up at the door, he kneaded a fist, biceps
straining. "Were the hell are they? You have norph-plex in that kit?"

"Yeah, but sonmebody told nme not to use it for internal-"
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"WIIlianP"

Her eyes were open and she was trying to lift her head. | rushed over and held her. "It'll be all
right, Marygay. The nmedic's comng."

"What. . . all right? I"'mthirsty. Water."

"No, honey, you can't have any water. Not for a while, anyhow. " Not if she was headed for surgery.
"Way is all the blood?" she said in a small voice. Her head rolled back. "Been a bad girl."

"I't nust have been the suit," | said rapidly. "Renenber earlier, the creases?"

She shook her head. "Suit?" She turned suddenly paler and retched weakly. "Water. . . WIIliam

pl ease. "

Aut horitative voice behind ne: "Get a sponge or a cloth soaked in water." | | ooked around and saw

Doe Wlson with two stretcher bearers.

"First half-liter fenoral," he said to no one in particular as he carefully peeked under the
pressure bandage. "Follow that relief tube down a couple of neters and pinch it off. Find out if
she's passed any bl ood."

One of the nedics ran a ten-centineter needle into Mary-gay's thigh and started giving her whole
bl ood froma plastic bag.

"Sorry I'"'mlate," Doe Wlson said tiredly. "Business is boom ng. Wuat'd you say about the suit?"
"She had two minor injuries before. Suit doesn't fit quite right, creases up under pressure."

He nodded absently, checking her bl ood pressure. "You, anybody, give-" Sonmebody handed hi m a paper
t ownel
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dri pping water. "Uh, give her any nedication?"

"One anpoul e of No-shock."

He wadded the paper towel up loosely and put it in Marygay's hand. "What's her name?" | told him
"Marygay, we can't give you a drink of water but you can suck on this. Now |I'mgoing to shine a
bright light in your eye." \Wile he was |ooking through her pupil with a nmetal tube, he said,
"Tenperature?" and one of the nmedics read a nunber froma digital readout box and withdrew a
probe. "Passed bl ood?"

"Yes. Some."

He put his hand lightly on the pressure bandage. "Mary-gay, can you roll over a little on your
right side?"

"Yes," she said slowy, and put her el bow down for |everage. "No," she said and started crying.
"Now, now," he said absently and pushed up on her hip just enough to be able to see her back
"Only the one wound," he nuttered. "Hell of a Iot of blood."

He pressed the side of his ring twice and shook it by his ear. "Anybody up in the shop?"
"Harrison, unless he's on a call."

A worman wal ked up, and at first | didn't recognize her, pale and di shevel ed, bl oodstai ned tunic.
It was Estelle Harnony.

Doe W son | ooked up. "Any new custoners, Doctor Harnony?"

"No," she said dully. "The nmmi ntenance man was a double traumatic anputation. Only lived a few
m nutes. We're keeping himrunning for transplants."

"Al'l those others?"

"Expl osi ve deconpression." She sniffed. "Anything | can do here?"

"Yeah., just a minute." He tried his ring again. "God dam it. You don't know where Harrison is?"
"No.. . well, maybe, he might be in Surgery Bif there was trouble with the cadaver mai ntenance.
Think |I set it up all right, though."

"Yeah, well, hell you know how.

"Mark!" said the medic with the bl ood bag.

"One nore hilf-liter fenoral," Doe WIson said. "Es-
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telle, you mind taking over for one of the nmedics here, prepare this gal for surgery?"

"No, keep ne busy."

" Good- Hopki ns, go up to the shop and bring down a roller and a liter, uh, two liters isotonic
fluorocarb with the primary spectrum |f they're Merck they'll say 'abdomi nal spectrum'" He found
a part of his sleeve with no blood on it and wi ped his forehead. "If you find Harrison, send him
over to surgery A and have him set up the anesthetic sequence for abdom nal."

"And bring her up to A?"

"Right. If you can't find Harrison, get sonebody-" he stabbed a finger in ny direction, "-this
guy, to roll the patient up to A, you run ahead and start the sequence."
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He picked up his bag and | ooked through it. "W could start the sequence here," he nuttered. "But
hell, not wi th paranet hadone- Marygay? How do you feel ?"

She was still crying. "I'm . . hurt.”

"I know," he said gently. He thought for a second and said to Estelle, "No way to tell really how
much bl ood she | ost. She may have been passing it under pressure. Also there's some pooling in the
abdomi nal cavity. Since she's still alive | don't think she could' ve bled under pressure for very
| ong. Hope no brain damage yet."

He touched the digital readout attached to Marygay's arm "Monitor the blood pressure, and if you

think it's indicated, give her five cc's vasoconstrictor. |'ve gotta go scrub down."
He cl osed his bag. "You have any vasoconstrictor besides the pneunatic anpoul e?"
Estell e checked her own bag. "No, just the energency pneumatic.. . uh. . . yes, |'ve got

control |l ed dosage on the 'dilator, though."

"OK, if you have to use the 'constrictor and her pressure goes up too fast-"

“I'"ll give her vasodilator two cc's at a tine."

"Check. Hell of a way to run things, but. . . well. If you're not too tired, 1'd Iike you to stand
by nme upstairs.”

"Sure." Doe WIson nodded and left.

Estel |l e began spongi ng Marygay's belly w th isopropyl
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al cohol. It snelled cold and clean. "Sonebody gave her No-shock?"

"Yes," | said, "about ten mnutes ago."

"Ah. That's why the Doe was worried-no, you did the right thing. But No-shock's got sone
vasoconstrictor. Five cc's nore mght run up an overdose." She continued silently scrubbing, her
eyes coning up every few seconds to check the bl ood pressure nonitor

"Wllian?" It was the first time she'd shown any sign of knowing ne. "This worn-, uh, Mrygay,
she's your |over? Your regular |over?"

"That's right."

"She's very pretty." A renarkabl e observation, her body torn and caked with crusting bl ood, her
face sneared where | had tried to wi pe away the tears. | suppose a doctor or a wonan or a |over
can | ook beneath that and see beauty.

"Yes, she is." She had stopped crying and had her eyes squeezed shut, sucking the last bit of
nmoi sture fromthe paper wad.

"Can she have some nore water?"

"COK, sane as before. Not too nuch."

I went out to the locker alcove and into the head for a paper towel. Now that the funes fromthe
pressurizing fluid had cleared, | could snell the air. It smelled wong. Light machine oil and
burnt nmetal, like the snmell of a nmetalworking shop. | wondered whether they had overl oaded the
airco. That had happened once before, after the first time we'd used the accel erati on chanbers.
Marygay took the water without opening her eyes.

"Do you plan to stay together when you get back to Earth?"

"Probably," | said. "If we get back to Earth. Still one nore battle."

"There won't be any nore battles," she said flatly. "You nean you haven't heard?"

"What ?"

"Don't you know the ship was hit?"

"Hit!" Then how could any of us be alive?

"That's right." She went back to her scrubbing. "Four squad bays. Al so the arnor bay. There isn't
a fighting suit
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left on the ship.. . and we can't fight in our underwear."

"What - squad bays, what happened to the peopl e?"

"No survivors."

Thirty people. "Wio was it?"

"Al'l of the third platoon. First squad of the second platoon."

Al - Sadat, Busia, Maxwell, Negulesco. "My CGod."

"Thirty deaders, and they don't have the slightest notion of what caused it. Don't know but that
it may happen again any minute.”

"I't wasn't a drone?"

"No, we got all of their drones. Got the eneny vessel, too. Nothing showed up on any of the
sensors, just blam and a third of We ship was torn to hell. W were lucky it wasn't the drive or
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the life support system™ | was hardly hearing her. Penworth, LaBatt, Smithers. Christine and
Frida. Al dead. | was nunb.

She took a bl ade-type razor and a tube of gel out of her bag. "Be a gentleman and | ook the other
way, " she said. "Ch, here." She soaked a square of gauze in al cohol and handed it to ne. "Be
useful. Do her face."

| started and, w thout opening her eyes, Miygay said, "That feels good. What are you doi ng?"
"Being a gentlenman. And useful, too-"

"Al'l personnel, attention, all personnel." There wasn't a squawk-box in the pressure chanber, but
I could hear it clearly through the door to the | ocker alcove. "All personnel echelon 6 and above,
unl ess directly involved in nedical or nmintenance energencies, report inmrediately to the assenbly
area. "

"l've got to go, Marygay."

She didn't say anything. | didn't know whether she bad heard the announcenent.
"Estelle,” | addressed her directly, gentleman be damed. "WII you-"

"Yes. I'Il let you know as soon as we can tell."

vl

"It's going to be all right." But her expression was grim
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and worried. "Now get going," she said, softly.

By the time | picked my way out into the corridor, the 'box was repeating the nessage for the
fourth time. There was a new snell in the air, that | didn't want to identify.

5

Hal fway to the assenbly area | realized what a ness | was, and ducked into the head by the NCO
| ounge. Corporal Kanehaneha was hurnedly brushing her hair

"WIllianl What happened to you?"

"Nothing." | turned on a tap and | ooked at nyself in the mrror. Dried blood sneared all over ny
face and tunic. "It was Marygay, Corporal Potter, her suit.. . well, evidently it got a crease,
ub.. ."

" Dead?"

"No, just badly, uh, she's going into surgery-"

"Don't use hot water. You'll just set the stain.”

"Ch. Right." | used the hot to wash ny face and hand, dabbed at the tunic with cold. "Your squad's
just two bays down fromA 's isn't it?"

"Yes."

"Did you see what happened?"

"No. Yes. Not when it happened." For the first time | noticed that she was crying, big tears
rolling dowmn her cheeks and of f her chin. Her voice was even, controlled. She pulled at her hair
savagely. "It's a ness."

| stepped over and put my hand on her shoulder. "DON T touch ne!" she flared and knocked ny hand
off with the brush. "Sorry. Let's go."

At the door to the head she touched ne lightly on the arm "WIIiam She | ooked at ne
defiantly. "I"'mjust glad it wasn't nme. You understand? That's the only way you can look at it."
| understood, but | didn't know that | believed her

"I can sumit up very briefly,
little.

"Sone ten seconds after we destroyed the eneny vessel, two objects, very small objects, struck the
Anni ver sary
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am dshi ps. By inference, since they were not detected and we know the linits of our detection
appar atus, we know that they were noving in excess of nine-tenths of the speed of light. That is
to say, nore precisely, their velocity vector normal to the axis of the Anniversary was greater
than nine-tenths of the speed of light. They slipped in behind the repeller fields."

When the Anniversary is noving at relativistic speeds, it is designed to generate two powerfu

el ectromagnetic fields, one centered about five thousand kilonmeters fromthe ship and the other
about ten thousand klicks away, both in ine with the direction of notion of the ship. These
fields are maintained by a "ramjet" effect, energy picked up frominterstellar gas as we npsey

al ong.

Anyt hi ng big enough to worry about hitting (that is, anything big enough to see with a strong

the commodore said in a tight voice, "if only because we know so
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magni fyi ng gl ass) goes through the first field and comes out with a very strong negative charge
all over its surface. As it enters the second field, it's repelled away fromthe path of the ship
If the object is too big to be pushed around this way, we can sense it at a greater distance and
maneuver out of its way.

"I shouldn't have to enphasi ze ~ow forni dabl e a weapon this is. Wen the Anniversary was struck
our rate of speed with respect to the enenmy was such that we travel ed our own length every ten-

t housandth of a second. Further, we were jerking around erratically with a constantly changi ng and
purely random | ateral acceleration. Thus the objects that struck us nust have been gui ded, not

ai med.

And t he gui dance system was sel f-contained, since there were no Taurans alive at the tinme they
struck us. Al of this in a package no larger than a snmall pebble.

"Most of you are too young to renenber the termfuture shock. Back in the seventies, sone people
felt that technol ogical progress was so rapid that people, normal people, couldn't cope with it;
that they wouldn't have tinme to get used to the present before the future was upon them A man
named Toffier coined the termfuture shock to describe this situation.” The commbdore coul d get
pretty acadenic.

"We're caught up in a physical situation that resenbles this scholarly concept. The result has
been di saster. Trag
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edy. And, as we discussed in our last nmeeting, there is no way to counter it. Relativity traps us
in the enenmy's past; relativity brings themfromour future. W can only hope that next tinme, the
situation will be reversed. And all we can do to help bring that about is try to get back to
Stargate, and then to Earth, where specialists may be able to deduce sonething, sone sort of
count erweapon, fromthe nature of the danage.

"Now we could attack the Tauran's portal planet from space and perhaps destroy the base w t hout
usi ng you infantry. Butlthi nkt her ewoul dbeaverygreatri ski nvol ved. W m ght be. . . shot down by
what ever hit us today, and never return to Stargate with what | consider to be vital infornation.
We could send a drone with a nmessage detailing our assunptions about this new eneny weapon

but that might be inadequate. And the Force would be that nuch further behind., technol ogically.
"Accordingly, we have set a course that will take us around Yod-4, keeping the collapsar as nuch
as possi bl e between us and the Tauran base. W will avoid contact with the eneny and return to
Stargate as quickly as possible.”

Incredi bly, the conmpbdore sat down and kneaded his tenples. "All of you are at |east squad or
section | eaders. Mdst of you have good conbat records. And | hope that sone of you will be
rejoining the Force after your two years are up. Those of you who do will probably be nade
lieutenants, and face your first real comand.

"It is to these people | would like to speak for a few nonments, not as your. . . as one of your
commanders, but just as a senior officer and advisor.

"One cannot make command deci sions sinply by assessing the tactical situation and going ahead with
what ever course of action will do the nost harmto the eneny with a mninumof death and danmage to
your own nen and nateriel. Moddern warfare has becone very conplex, especially during the |ast
century. Wars are won not by a sinple series of battles won, but by a conplex interrelationship
anong mlitary victory, econom c pressures, |ogistic maneuvering, access to the eneny's

i nformation, political postures-dozens, literally dozens of factors."
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| was hearing this, but the only thing that was getting through to nmy brain was that a third of
our Mends' lives had been snuffed out |ess than an hour before, and he was sitting up there giving

us a lecture on nmilitary theory.

"So sometinmes you have to throw away a battle in order to help win the war. This is exactly what
we are going to do.

"This was not an easy decision. In fact, it was probably the hardest decision of ny mlitary
career. Because, on the surface at least, it may. | ook |ike cowardice.

"The | ogistic conmputer cal cul ates that we have about a 62 percent chance of success, should we
attenpt to destroy the eneny base. Unfortunately, we would have only a 30 percent chance of
survival -as sone of the scenarios |eading to success involve ramrming the portal planet with the
Anni versary at |ight speed." Jesus Christ.

"I hope none of you ever has to face such a decision

When we get back to Stargate, | will in all probability be court-nmartialed for cowardi ce under
fire. But | honestly believe that the informati on that may be gained from anal ysis of the danage
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to the Anniversary is nore inportant than the destruction of this one Tauran base." He sat up
straight.

"More inportant than one soldier's career."”

| had to stifle an inpulse to |augh. Surely "cowardice"

had nothing to do with his decision. Surely he had nothing so primtive and unnulitary as a wll
to live.

The mai ntenance crew nmanaged to patch up the huge rip in the side of the Anniversary and to
repressurize that section. W spent the rest of the day cleaning up the area; w thout, of course,
di sturbing any of the precious evidence for which the commodore was wiffing to sacrifice his

Car eer.

The hardest part was jettisoning the bodies. It wasn't so bad except for the ones whose suits had
bur st .

| went to Estelle's cabin the next day, as soon as she was off duty.

"I't wouldn't serve any good purpose for you to see her now " Estelle sipped her drink, a mxture
of ethyl al cohol,
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citric acid and water, with a drop of sone ester that approximated the aronma of orange rind.

"I's she out of danger?"

"Not for a couple of weeks. Let ne explain." She set down her drink and rested her chin on
interlaced fingers. "This sort of injury would be fairly routine under normal circunstances.
Havi ng replaced the | ost blood, we'd sinply sprinkle some nagi c powder into her abdoninal cavity
and paste her back up. Have her hobbling around in a couple of days.

"But there are conplications. Nobody's ever been injured in a pressure suit before. So far
not hi ng real |l y unusual has cropped up. But we want to nonitor her innards very closely for the
next few days.

"Al so, we were very concerned about peritonitis. You know what peritonitis is?"

"Yes." Well, vaguely.

"Because a part of her intestine had ruptured under pressure. W didn't want to settle for nornal
prophyl axi s be-cause a lot of the, uh, contam nation had inpacted on the peritoneum under
pressure. To play it safe, we conpletely sterilized the whol e shebang, the abdom nal cavity and
her entire digestive systemfromthe duodenum south. Then, of course, we had to replace all of her
normal intestinal flora, now dead, with a commercially prepared culture. Still standard procedure,
but not normally called for unless the damage is nore severe.”

"I see." And it was making me a little queasy. Doctors don't seemto realize that nost of us are
perfectly content not having to visualize ourselves as ani mated bags of skin filled with obscene
gl op.

"This in itself is enough reason not to see her for a couple of days. The changeover of intestina
flora has a pretty violent effect on the digestive systemnot dangerous, since she's under
constant observation. But tiring and, well, enbarrassing.

"Wth all of this, she would be conpletely out of danger if this were a normal clinical situation
But we're decelerating at a constant |1-1/2 gees, and her internal organs have gone through a | ot
of jumbling around. You might as well
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know that if we do any bl asting, anything over about two gees, she's going to die."

"But. . . but we're bound to go over two on the fina

approach! What-"

"I know, | know. But that won't be for a couple of weeks. Hopefully, she will have nmended by then

"Wlliam face it. It's a mracle she survived to get into surgery. So there's a big chance she
won't nmake it back to Earth. It's sad; she's a special person, the special person to you, maybe.
But we've had so nmuch death.. . you ought to be getting used to it, come to terms with it."

I took a long pull at ny drink, identical to hers except for the citric acid. "You' re getting
pretty hard-boiled."

"Maybe. . . no. Just realistic. | have a feeling we're headed for a | ot nore death and sorrow. "
"Not nme. As soon as we get to Stargate, I'ma civilian."

"Don't be so sure." The old familiar argument. "Those cl owns who signed us up for two years can
just as easily make it four or-"

"Or six or twenty or the duration. But they won't. It would be mutiny."
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"I don't know. If they could condition us to kill on cue, they can condition us to do al nost
anything. Re-enlist.”

That was a chiller.

Later on we tried to make | ove, but both of us had too nmuch to think about.

| got to see Marygay for the first time about a week later. She was wan, had lost a | ot of weight
and seened very confused. Doc WIlson assured ne that it was just the nedication; they hadn't seen
any evi dence of brain damage.

She was still in bed, still being fed through a tube. | began to get very nervous about the
cal endar. Every day there seened to be sone inprovenent, but if she was still in bed when we hit
that col | apsar push, she wouldn't have a chance. | couldn't get any encouragenment from Doc WI son

or Estelle; they said it depended on Marygay's resilience.
The day before the push, they transferred her frombed to Estelle's accel eration couch in the
infirmary. She was
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lucid and was taking food orally, but she still couldn't nove

under her own power, not at |-1/2 gees.

I went to see her. "Heard about the course change? W have to go through Al eph-9 to get back to
Tet-38. Four nore nonths on this dam hul k. But another six years' conbat pay when we get back to
Earth."

"That's good."
"Ah, just think of the great things we'll-"
"WIlliam™"

I let it trail off. Never could lie.

"Don't try to jolly me. Tell ne about vacuum wel di ng, about your chil dhood, anything. Just don't
bulishit nme about getting back to Earth." She turned her face to the wall.

"I heard the doctors talking out in the corridor, one norning when they thought | was asl eep. But
it just confirmed what | already knew, the way everybody'd been noping around.

"So tell nme, you were born in New Mexico in 1975. What then? Did you stay in New Mexi co? Wre you
bright in school? Have any friends, or were you too bright |like me? How old were you when you
first got sacked?"

We talked in this vein for a while, unconfortable. An idea cane to ne while we were ranbling, and
when | left Marygay | went straight to Dr. WIson.

"We're giving her a fifty-fifty chance, but that's pretty arbitrary. None of the published data on
this sort of thing really fits."

"But it is safe to say that her chances of survival are better, the | ess acceleration she has to
endure. "

"Certainly. For what it's worth. The commpdore's going to take it as gently as possible, but
that' Il still be four or five gees. Three m ght even be too nuch; we won't know until it's over."

I nodded inpatiently. "Yes, but | think there's a way to expose her to |l ess acceleration than the
rest of us."

"If you've devel oped an acceleration shield," he said snmling, "you better hurry and file a

patent. You could sell it for a considerable-"
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"No, Doc, it wouldn't be worth nmuch under nornmal conditions; our shells work better and they
evolved fromthe sane principles.”

"Expl ain away."

"W put Marygay into a shell and flood-"

"WAit, wait. Absolutely not. A poorly-fitting shell was what caused this in the first place. And
this time, she'd have to use sonebody el se's."

"I know, Doc, let ne explain. It doesn't have to fit her exactly as long as the |ife support
hookups can function

The shell won't be pressurized on the inside; it won't have to be because she won't be subjected
to those thousands of kil ograns-per-square-centinmeter pressure fromthe fluid outside."

"I'"'mnot sure | follow"

"I't's just an adaptation of-you' ve studi ed physics, haven't you?"

"Alittle bit, in nedical school. My worst courses, after Latin."

"Do you renmenber the principle of equival ence?”
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"I remenber there was sonething by that name. Sonmething to do with relativity, right?"

"Uh-huh. It neans that.. . there's no difference being in a gravitational field and being in an
equi val ent accelerated frame of-it nmeans that when the Anniversary is blasting five gees, the
effect on us is the sane as if it were sitting onits tail on a big planet, on one with five gees
surface gravity."

" Seenms obvi ous. "

"Maybe it is. It nmeans that there's no experinent you could performon the ship that could tel
you whet her you were blasting or just sitting on a big planet."

"Sure there is. You could turn off the engines, and if-"

"Or you could | ook outside, sure; | nean isolated, physics-lab type experinents."

"All right. I'lIl accept that. So?"

"You know Archi nedes' Law?"

"Sure, the fake crown-that's what always got ne about physics, they nake a big to-do about obvious
things, and when it gets to the rough parts-"
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"Archi medes' Law says that when you imrerse sonmething in a fluid, it's buoyed up by a force equa
to the weight of the fluid it displaces."

"That's reasonable.”

"And that holds, no matter what kind of gravitation or acceleration you're in-In a ship blasting
at five gees, the water displaced, if it's water, weighs five tinmes as much as regul ar water, at
one gee."

"Sure."

"So if you float sonebody in the middle of a tank of water, so that she's weightless, she'll stil
be wei ghtl ess when the ship is doing five gees."

"Hold on, son. You had ne going there, but it won't work."

"Way not?" | was tenpted to tell himto stick to his pills and stethoscopes and let ne handle the
physics, but it was a good thing I didn't.

"What happens when you drop a wench in a submarine?”

" Submari ne?"

"That's right. They work by Archinedes'-"

"Quch! You're right. Jesus. Hadn't thought it through."

"That wench fails right to the floor just as if the submarine weren't weightless." He | ooked off
into space, tapping a pencil on the desk. "Wat you describe is simlar to the way we treat
patients with severe skin danmage, like burns, on Earth. But it doesn't give any support to the
internal organs, the way the accel eration shells do, so it wouldn't do Marygay any good. . "

| stood up to go. "Sorry | wasted-"

"Hold on there, though, just a minute. We nmight be able to use your idea part-way."

"How do you nean?"

"l wasn't thinking it through, either. The way we nornmally use the shells is out of the question
for Marygay, of course." | didn't like to think about it. Takes a | ot of hypno-conditioning to lie
there and have oxygenated fluorocarbon forced into every natural body orifice and one artificia
one. | fingered the valve fitting i nbedded above ny hi pbone.
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"Yeah, that's obvious, it'd tear her-say.. . you nean, |ow pressure-"

"That's right. W wouldn't need thousands of atnospheres to protect her against five gees'
straight-line acceleration; that's only for all the swerving and dodgi ng-1'm going to cal

Mai nt enance. Get down to your squad bay; that's the one we'll use. Dalton'll neet you there."

Five mnutes before injection into the collapsar field, and

| started the flooding sequence. Marygay and | were the

only ones in shells; my presence wasn't really vital since

the flooding and enptying coul d be done by Control. But

it was safer to have redundancy in the system and besi des,

| wanted to be there.

It wasn't nearly as bad as the nonnal routine; none of the crushing-bloating sensation. You were
just suddenly filled with the plastic-snelling stuff (you never perceived the first nonents, when
it rushed in to replace the air in your lungs), and then there was a slight acceleration, and then
you were breathing air again, waiting for the shell to pop; then unpluggi ng and unzi ppi ng and
climbing out- Marygay's shell was enpty. | wal ked over to it and saw
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bl ood.

"She henorrhaged." Doc WIson's voice echoed sepul chrally. | turned, eyes stinging, and saw him
Il eaning in the door to the | ocker alcove. He was unaccountably, horribly, smling.

"Whi ch was expected. Doctor Harmony's taking care of

it. She' Il be just fine."

6

Marygay was wal ki ng i n another week, "Confraternzing"” in two, and pronounced conpletely healed in
si X.

Ten long nmonths in space and it was arny, arny, arny all the way. Calisthenics, neaningl ess work
details, conpulsory lectures-there was even talk that they were going to reinstate the sleeping
roster we'd had in basic, but they never did, probably out of fear of mutiny. A random partner
every night wouldn't have set too well with those of us who'd established nore-or-1ess pernmanent
pairs.

Al'l this crap, this insistence on nilitary discipline, bothered ne mainly because | was afraid it
meant they weren't going to let us out. Marygay said | was being paranoid; they only did it
because there was no other way to maintain order for ten nonths.

Most of the talk, besides the usual bitching about the army, was specul ati on about how nuch Earth
woul d have changed and what we woul d do when we got out. W'd be fairly rich: twenty-six years
salary all at once. Conmpound interest, too; the $500 we'd been paid for our first nonth in the
arny had grown to over $1500.

W arrived at Stargate in |ate 2023, Greenw ch date

The base had grown astonishingly in the nearly seventeen years we had been on the Yod-4 canpaign.
It was one building the size of Tycho City, housing nearly ten thousand. There were seventy-eight
cruisers, the size of Anniversary or larger, involved in raids on Tauran-held portal planets.
Anot her ten guarded Stargate itself, and two were in orbit waiting for their infantry and crew to
be out processed. One other ship, the Earth's Hope Il, had returned fromfighting and had been
waiting at Stargate for another cruiser to return
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They had lost two-thirds of their crew, and it was just not economcal to send a cruiser back to
Earth with only thirty-ni ne people aboard. Thirty-nine confirmed civilians.

W went planetside in two scoutships.

7

General Botsford (who had only been a full major the first time we met him when Stargate was two
huts and twenty-four graves) received us in an el egantly appointed sem nar room He was pacing
back and forth at the end of the room in front of a huge hol ographi c operations chart.

"You know," he said, too loud, and then, nore conversationally, "you know that we coul d di sperse
you into other strike forces and send you right out again. The Elite Conscription Act has been
changed now, five years' subjective in service instead of two.

"And | don't see why sone of you don't want to stay in! Another couple of years and conpound

i nterest woul d nmake you i ndependently wealthy for life. Sure, you took heavy | osses-but that was
i nevitable, you were the first. Things are going to be easier now. The fighting suits have been

i mproved, we know nore about the Taurans' tactics, our weapons are nore effective. . . there's no
need to be afraid."”

He sat down at the head of the table and | ooked at nobody in particular

"My own menories of conbat are over a half-century old. To ne it was exhilarating, strengthening
I must be a different kind of person than all of you."

O have a very selective nenory, | thought.

"But that's neither here nor there. | have one alternative to offer you, one that doesn't involve
di rect conbat.

"We're very short of qualified instructors. The Force will offer any one of you a |lieutenancy if

you will accept a training position. It can be on Earth; on the Moon at double pay; on Charon at
triple pay; or here at Stargate for quadruple pay. Furthernore, you don't have to make up your
mnd now. You're all getting a free trip back to Earth-I envy you, | haven't been back in fifteen
years,

THE FOREVER WAR

111

wi Il probably never go back-and you can get the feel of being a civilian again. If you don't Iike
it, just walk into any UNEF installation and you' |l walk out an officer. Your choice of

assi gnment .
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"Some of you are snmiling. | think you ought to reserve judgnent. Earth is not the sane place you
left."

He pulled a little card out of his tunic and |looked at it, smling. "Mst of you have sonething on
the order of four hundred thousand dollars conmng to you, accunul ated pay and interest. But Earth
is on a war footing and, of course, it is the citizens of Earth who are supporting the war. Your
income puts you in a ninety-two-percent income-tax bracket: thirty-two thousand might |ast you
about three years if you're careful

"Eventual ly you're going to have to get a job, and this is one job for which you are uniquely

trained. There are not that nany jobs avail able. The population of Earth is nearly nine billion
with five or six billion unenployed.

"Also keep in mind that your friends and sweethearts of two years ago are now going to be twenty-
one years ol der than you. Many of your relatives will have passed away. | think you'll find it a
very | onely world.

"But to tell you something about this world, I'"'mgoing to turn you over to Captain Sin, who just
arrived fromEarth. Captain?"

"Thank you, General." It |looked as if there was sonmething wong with his skin, his face; and then

| realized he was wearing powder and lipstick. His nails were snooth white al nonds.
"l don't know where to begin." He sucked in his upper lip and | ooked at us, frowning. "Things have
changed so very much since | was a boy.

"I"'mtwenty-three, so | was still in diapers when you people left for Aleph. . . to begin wth,
how many of you are honmpbsexual ?" Nobody. "That doesn't really surprise ne. | am of course. |
guess about a third of everybody in Europe and Anerica is.

"Most governnents encourage honpbsexuality-the United Nations is neutral, leaves it up to the
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countries-they encourage honmolife mainly because it's the

one sure nethod of birth control."

That seened specious to ne. Qur nmethod of birth control in the arny is pretty fool proof: all nen
maki ng a deposit

in the sperm bank, and then vasectony.

"As the General said, the population of the world is nine billion. It's nore than doubl ed since
you were drafted. And nearly two-thirds of those people get out of school only to go on relief.
"Speaki ng of school, how many years of public schooling did the governnent give you?"

He was | ooking at me, so | answered. "Fourteen."

He nodded. "It's eighteen now. More, if you don't pass your exami nations. And you're required by
| aw to pass your exans before you're eligible for any job or Cass One relief. And brother-boy,
anyt hing besides Class One is hard to live on. Yes?" Hofstadter had his hand up

"Sir, is it eighteen years public school in every country? Were do they find enough school s?"
"Ch, nost people take the last five or six years at home or in a conmunity center, via hol oscreen
The UN has forty or fifty information channels, giving instruction twenty-four hours a day.

"But nost of you won't have to concern yourselves with that. If you're in the Force, you're
already too smart by hal f."

He brushed hair fromhis eyes in a thoroughly fem nine gesture, pouting a little. "Let ne do sone
history to you.

I guess the first really inportant thing that happened after

you |l eft was the Ration War.

"That was 2007. A lot of things happened at once. Locust plague in North America, rice blight from
Burna to the South China Sea, red tides all along the west coast of South Anerica: suddenly there
just wasn't enough food to go around. The UN stepped in and took over food distribution. Every
man, woman, and child got a ration booklet, allowing thimto consune so many cal ories per nonth.
If tha went over ther nonthly allotnment, tha just went hungry until the first of the next nonth."
Sone of the new people we'd picked up after Al eph used
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"tha, ther, thini" instead of "he, his, him" for the collective pronoun. I wondered whether it
had become uni versa

"Of course, an illegal nmarket devel oped, and soon there was great inequality in the amount of food

people in various strata of society consuned. A vengeance group in Ecuador, the Inparciales,
systematically began to assassi nate people who appeared to be well-fed. The idea caught on pretty
quickly, and in a few nonths there was a full-scale, undeclared class war going on all over the
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worl d. The United Nations nmanaged to get things back under control in a year or so, by which tine
the popul ati on was down to four billion, crops were nore or |less recovered, and the food crisis
was over. They kept the rationing, but it's never been really severe again.

"Incidentally, the General translated the noney coming to you into dollars just for your own
conveni ence. The world has only one currency now, calories. Your thirty-two thousand dollars cones
to about three thousand nmillion calories. O three nillion K'S, kilocalories.

"Ever since the Ration War, the UN has encouraged subsistence farnm ng wherever it's practical

Food you grow yourself, of course, isn't rationed... . It got people out of the cities, onto UN
farm ng reservations, which hel ped alleviate some urban probl ens. But subsistence farm ng seens to
encourage large fanilies, so the population of the world has nore than doubl ed since the Ration
Var .

"Al so, we no | onger have the abundance of electrical power | remenber from boyhood. . . probably a
good deal |ess than you renenber. There are only a few places in the world where you can have
power all day and night. They keep saying it's a tenporary situation, but it's been going on for
over a decade."

He went on like that for a long tinme. Well, bell, it wasn't really surprising, much of it. W'd
probably spent nore time in the past two years tal ki ng about what hone was going to be |ike than
about anything else. Unfortunately, nost of the bad things we'd prognosticated seenmed to have cone
true, and not nany of the good things.

The worst thing for ne, | guess, was that they'd taken over nost of the good parkiand and
subdivided it into little
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farnms. If you wanted to find sone w | derness, you had to go sonmepl ace where they coul dn't possibly
make a plant grow

He said that the rel ati ons between peopl e who chose honmolife and the ones he called "breeders”
were quite snmooth, but | wondered. | never had nuch troubl e accepti ng honosexual s nysel f, but then
I"d never had to cope with such an abundance of them

He al so said, in answer to an inpolite question, that his powder and paint had nothing to do with
his sexual orientation. It was just stylish. | decided I'd be an anachroni sm and just wear ny
face.

I don't guess it should have surprised ne that | anguage had changed considerably in twenty years.
My parents were always saying things were "cool," joints were "grass,"” and so on

W had to wait several weeks before we could get a ride back to Earth. W' d be going back on the
Anni versary, but first she had to be taken apart and put back together again.

Meanwhil e, we were put in cozy little two-man billets and released fromall nilitary
responsibilities. Myst of us spent our days down at the library, trying to catch up on twenty-two
years of current events. Evenings, we'd get to-

gether at the Flowing Bow, an NCO club. The privates, of course, weren't supposed to be there,

but we found that nobody argues with a person who has two of the fluorescent battle ribbons.

I was surprised that they served heroin fixes at the bar. The waiter said that you get a
conpensating shot to keep you fromgetting addicted to it. | got really stoned and tried one.

Never agai n.

Sub-maj or Stott stayed at Stargate, where they were assenbling a new Strike Force Al pha. The rest
of us boarded the Anniversary and had a fairly pleasant six-nmonth journey. Cortez didn't insist on
everything being capital-Mnmilitary, so it was a lot better than the trip from Yod- 4.

8

| hadn't given it too nuch thought, but of course we were celebrities on Earth: the first vets
home fromthe war. The Secretary Ceneral greeted us at Kennedy and we had a week-1ong whirl of
banquets, receptions, interviews, and all that. It was enjoyabl e enough, and profitable-1 nade a
mllion K's fromTine-Lifel/ Fax-but we really saw little of Earth until after the novelty wore off
and we were nore or less allowed to go our own way.

| picked up the Washington nonorail at Grand Central Station and headed hone. My nother had nmet ne
at Kennedy, suddenly and sadly old, and told ne ny father was dead. Flyer accident. | was going to
stay with her until | could get a job.

She was living in Colunmbia, a satellite of Washington. She had noved back into the city after the
Rati on War- having noved out in 1980-and then failing services and rising crine had forced her out
agai n.

She was waiting for nme at the nonorail station. Beside her stood a blond giant in a heavy bl ack
vinyl unifonn, with a big gunpowder pistol on his hip and spi ked brass knuckles on his right hand.
"Wlliam this is Carl, ny bodyguard and very dear friend." Carl slipped off the knuckles |ong
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enough to shake hands with surprising gentleness. "Pleasaneecha M sser Mandella."

We got into a groundcar that had "Jefferson” witten on it in bright orange letters. | thought
that was an odd thing to nanme a car, but then found out that it was the nane of the high-rise
Mot her and Carl lived in. The groundcar was one of several that belonged to the comunity, and she

paid | OK per kiloneter for the use of it.

| had to admit that Colunbia was rather pretty: formal gardens and lots of trees and grass. Even
t he high-rises,
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roughly conical junbles of granite with trees growi ng out at odd places, |ooked nore |ike
nmount ai ns than bui |l di ngs.

We drove into the base of one of these mountains, down a well-lit corridor to where a nunber of
other cars were parked. Carl carried ny solitary bag to the elevator and set it down.

"Mz Mandella, if is amight witcha, | gots to go pick up Mz Freeman in |like five. She over West
Branch. "

"Sure, Carl, WIlliamcan take care of me. He's a soldier, you know. " That's right, | renenber

| earning eight silent ways to kill a man. Maybe if things got really tight, |I could get a job |like
Carl's.

"Ri ghty-oh, yeah, you tol' nme. Wassit |ike, nan?"

"Mostly boring," | said automatically. "Wen you aren't bored, you're scared.”

He nodded wi sely. "Thass what | heard. Mz Mandella, | be 'vailable anytinme after six. R glny-oh?"
"That's fine, Carl."

The el evator canme and a tall skinny boy stepped out, an unlit joint dangling fromhis |lips. Car
ran his fingers over the spikes on his knuckles, and the boy wal ked rapidly away.

"Cots ta watch out fer themriders. T care a yerseif, Mz Mndella."

We got on the el evator and Mdther punched 47. "Wat's a rider?"

"Ch, they're just young toughs who ride up and down the el evators | ooking for defensel ess people
wi t hout bodyguards. They aren't too nuch of a problem here.”

The forty-seventh floor was a huge nmall filled with shops and offices. W went to a food store.
"Have you gotten your ration book yet, WllianP" | told her | hadn't, but the Force had given ne
travel tickets worth a hundred thousand "calories" and |I'd used up only half of them

It was a little confusing, but they'd explained it to us.

When the world went on a single currency, they'd tried to coordinate it with the food rationing in
some way, hoping to eventually elimnate the ration hooks, so they'd nade the new currency K S
kil ocal ories, because that's the unit
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for measuring the energy equival ent of food. But a person who eats 2,000 kil ocal ones of steak a
day obviously has to pay nore than a person eating the sane anount of bread.

So they instituted a sliding "ration factor,” so conplicated that nobody could understand it.
After a few weeks they were using the books again, but calling food kil ocalories "calories" in an
attenpt to nake things | ess confusing.

Seened to ne they'd save a lot of trouble all around if they'd just call noney dollars again, or
rubles or sisterces or whatever. . . anything but kil ocal ories.

Food prices were astonishing, except for grains and | egunmes. | insisted on splurging on sonme good
red neat: 1500 calories worth of ground beef, costing 1730K. The sane anount of fakesteak, nade
from soy beans, would have cost 80K

| also got a head of lettuce for 140K and a little bottle of olive oil for 175ic Mdther said she
had some vinegar.

Started to buy some nmushroons but she said she had a nei ghbor who grew them and coul d trade
sonet hi ng from her bal cony garden

At her apartnent on the ninety-second floor, she apol ogi zed for the smallness of the place. It
didn't seemso little to ne, but then she'd never lived on a spaceship

Even this high up, there were bars on the wi ndows. The door had four separate | ocks, one of which
didn't work because sonebody had used a crowbar on it.

Mot her went off to turn the ground beef into a nmeatloaf and | settled down with the evening 'fax.
She pulled sone carrots fromher little garden and called the nushroom | ady, whose son canme over
to make the trade. He had a riot gun slung under his ann

"Mot her, where's the rest of the Star?" | called into the kitchen

"As far as | know, it's all there. What were you | ooking for?"

"Well .. . | found the classified section, but no 'Help Wanted.'"
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She | aughed. "Son, there hasn't been a 'Help Wanted' ad in ten years. The governnment takes care of
jobs . . . well, nost of them™
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"Everybody works for the government?"

"No, that's not it." She came in, w ping her hands on a frayed towel. "The governnent, they tel
us, handles the distribution of all natural resources. And there aren't nany resources nore

val uabl e than enpty jobs."

"Well, 1'l'l go talk to themtonorrow. "
"Don't bother, son. How nuch retirenment pay you say you're getting fromthe Force?"
"Twenty thousand K a nonth. Doesn't look like it'll go far."

"No, it won't. But your father's pension gave ne less than half that, and they wouldn't give ne a
job. Jobs are assigned on a basis of need. And you've got to be living on rice and water before

t he Enpl oyment Board consi ders you needy."

"Well, hell, it's a bureaucracy-there nust be sonebody | can pay off, slip ne into a good-"

"No. Sorry, that's one part of the UN that's absolutely incorruptible. The whol e shebang is
cybernetic, untouched by human souls. You can't-"

"But you said you had a job!"

"I was getting to that. If you want a job badly enough, you can go to a deal er and sonetinmes get a
hand- ne- down. "

"Hand- me- down? Deal er ?"

"Take ny job as an exanple, son. A wonan naned Halley Wllianms has a job in a hospital, running a
machi ne that anal yzes bl ood, a chronmatography nmachi ne. She works six nights a week, for 12,000K a
week. She gets tired of working, so she contacts a dealer and | ets himknow that her job is
avai | abl e.

"Some time before this, 1'd given the dealer his initial fee of 50,000K to get on his list. He
comes by and describes the job to ne and | say fine, I'Il take it. He knew | would and al ready has
fake identification and a uniform He distributes small bribes to the various supervisors who

m ght know M ss WIlians by sight.

"Mss WIlianms shows me how to run the machine and quits. She still gets the weekly 12, 000K
credited to her account, but she pays nme half. | pay the dealer ten percent
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and wi nd up with 5400K per week. This, added to the nine grand | get nonthly fromyour father's
pensi on, nmakes nme quite confortable.

"Then it gets conplicated. Finding nyself with plenty of noney and too little tine, | contact the
deal er again, offering to sublet half my job. The next day a girl shows up who al so has 'Halley
WIllians' identification. I show her howto run the machine, and she takes over Monday- Wednesday-

Friday. Half of ny real salary is 2700K, so she gets half that, 1350K, and pays the dealer 135."
She got a pad an4 a stylus and did sone figuring. "So the real Hailey WIlianms gets 6000K weekly
for doing nothing. | work three days a week for 4050K. My assistant works three days for 1115K
The deal er gets 100,000K in fees and 735K per week. Lopsided, isn't it?"

"Hm . . 1'll say. Quite illegal, too, | suppose.”

"For the deal er. Everybody el se nmight |ose their job and have to start over, if the Enpl oynent
Board finds out. But the deal er gets brai nwi ped."

"Quess | better find a dealer, while | can still afford the fifty-grand bite." Actually, 1 stil
had over three mllion, but planned to run through nost of it in a short tine. Hell, 1'd earned
it.

I was getting ready to go the next norning when Mot her came in with a shoebox. Inside, there was a
smal | pistol in a clip-on holster

"This bel onged to your father," she explained. "Better wear it if you're planning to go downtown
wi t hout a bodyguard. "

It was a gunpowder pistol with ridiculously thin bullets. | hefted it in nmy hand. "D d Dad ever
use it?"

"Several tines. . . just to scare away riders and hitters, though. He never actually shot
anybody. "

"You're probably right that | need a gun," | said, putting it back. "But |I'd have to have
sonething with nore heft to it. Can | buy one legally?"

"Sure, there's a gun store down in the Mall. As long as you don't have a police record, you can

buy anythi ng that
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suits you." Good, |I'd get a little pocket laser. | could hardly hit the wall with a gunpowder

pi st ol

"But.. . Wlliam 1'd feel a lot better if you'd hire a bodyguard, at |east until you know your
way around." We'd gone all around that |last night. Being an official Trained Killer, | thought I

was tougher than any clown | might hire for the job.

"I''"ll check into it, Mother. Don't worry-1'm not even goi ng downtown today, just into
Hyattsville."

"That's just as bad."

When the el evator cane, it was already occupied. He | ooked at nme blandly as | got in, a nman a
little older than ne, clean-shaven and well dressed. He stepped back to let ne at the row of

buttons. | punched 47 and then, realizing his notive mght not have been politeness, turned to see
himstruggling to get at a netal pipe stuck in his waistband. It had been hi dden by his cape.
"Cone on, fella," | said, reaching for a nonexi stent weapon. "You wanna get caul ked?"

He had the pipe free but let it hang | oosely at his side. "Caul ked?"

"Killed. Anny term" | took one step toward him trying to renenber. Kick just under the knee,
then either groin or kidney. | decided on the groin.

"No." He put the pipe back in his waistband. "I don't want to get 'caul ked.'" The door opened at

47 and | backed out.

The gun shop was all bright white plastic and gl eany black nmetal. A little bald nan bobbed over to
wait on ne. He had a pistol in a shoulder rig.

"And a fine norning to you, sir," he said and giggled. "Wat will it be today?"

"Li ghtwei ght pocket laser," | said. "Carbon dioxide."

He | ooked at ne quizzically and then brightened. "Conming right up, sir
throw in a handful of tachyon grenades."

"Fine." They'd be handy.

He | ooked at nme expectantly. "So? Wat's the popper?"

"Huh?"
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"The punch, man; you set me up, now knock me down. Laser." He giggl ed.
I was beginning to understand. "You nean | can't buy a |aser."

"Of course not, sweetie,"” he said and sobered. "You didn't know that?"
"I've been out of the country for a long tine."

"The worl d, you nmean. You've been out O the world a long tinme." He put his left hand on a chubby
hip in a gesture that incidentally nade his gun easier to get. He scratched the center of his
chest.

G ggle. "Special today,

| stood very still. "That's right. | just got out of the Force."
Hi s jaw dropped. "Hey, no bully-bull? You been out shootin' 'emup, out in space?"
"That's right."

"Hey, all that crap about you not gettin' older, there's nothin' to that, is there?"
"Ch, it's true. | was born in 1975."

"Well, god . . . damm. You're alnpst as old as | am"

He giggled. "I thought that was just sonething the governnment rmade up."

"Anyhow. . . you say | can't buy a laser-"

"Ch, no. No no no. | run a legal shop here."

"What can | buy?"

"Ch, pistol, rifle, shotgun, knife, body armor. . . just no lasers or explosives or fully

automati c weapons."

"Let me see a pistol. The biggest you have."

"Ah, 1've got just the thing." He notioned ne over to a display case and opened the back, taking
out a huge revol ver

"Four -ten-gauge si x-shooter." He cradled it in both hands. "D nosaur-stopper. Authentic Od Wst
styling. Slugs or flechettes."

"Fl echettes?"

"Sure-uh, they're like a bunch of tiny darts. You shoot and they spread out in a pattern. Hard to
m ss that way."

Sounded |i ke ny speed. "Anyplace | can try it out?"

"' Course, of course, we have a range in back. Let nme get ny assistant.'
caine out to

He rang a bell and a boy
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watch the store while we went in back. He picked up a red-and-green box of shotgun shells on the
way.

The range was in two sections, a little anteroomwith a plastic transparent door and a |ong
corridor on the other side of the door with a table at one end and targets at the other. Behind
the targets was a sheet of netal that evidently deflected the bullets down into a pool of water.
He | oaded the pistol and set it on the table. "Please don't pick it up until the door's closed."
He went into the anteroom closed the door, and picked up a mcrophone. "Ckay. First tinme, you

better hold on to it with both hands.”" | did so, raising it upinline with the center target, a
square of paper | ooking about the size of your thunbnail at armis | ength. Doubted I'd even cone
near it. | pulled the trigger and it went back easily enough, but nothi ng happened.

"No, no," he said over the microphone with a tinny giggle. "Authentic Od West styling. You've got
to pull the hamrer back."

Sure, just like in the flicks. | hauled the hammer back, lined it up again, and squeezed the
trigger.

The noise was so loud it nmade nmy face sting. The gun bucked up and al nmost hit ne on the forehead
But the three center targets were gone: just tiny tatters of paper drifting in the air.

"Il take it."'

He sold ne a hip holster, twenty shells, a chest-and-back shield, and a dagger in a boot sheath. |
felt nmore heavily arned than | had in a fighting suit. But no waldos to help me cart it around.
The nonorail had two guards for each car. | was beginning to feel that all ny heavy artillery was
superfluous, until | got off at the Hyattsville station

Everyone who got off at Hyattsville was either heavily armed or had a bodyguard. The people
loitering around the station were all arnmed. The police carried |asers.

| pushed a "cab call" button, and the readout told nme mine would be No. 3856. | asked a policenan
and he told ne to wait for it down on the street; it would cruise around the bl ock twice.
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During the five mnutes | waited, | tw ce heard staccato argunents of gunfire, both of themrather
far amay. | was glad |I'd bought the shield.

Eventually the cab came. It swerved to the curb when | waved at it, the door sliding open as it
stopped. Looked as if it worked the same way as the autocabs | renenbered. The door stayed open
while it checked the thunbprint to verify that I was the one who had called, then slamed shut. It
was thick steel. The view through the wi ndows was di mand distorted; probably thick bull etproof
plastic. Not quite the sane as | remenbered

| had to leaf through a griny book to find the code for the address of the bar in Hyattsville
where | was supposed to nmeet the dealer. | punched it out and sat back to watch the city go by.
This part of town was nostly residential: grayed-brick warrens built around the m ddle of the |ast
century conpeting for space with nore nodern nodul ar setups and, occasionally, individual houses
behind tall brick or concrete walls with jagged broken glass and barbed wire at the top. A few
peopl e seened to be goi ng sonewhere, wal ki ng very qui ckly down the sidewal ks, hands on weapons.
Most of the people | saw were either sitting in doorways, snoking, or loitering around shopfronts
in groups of no fewer than six. Everything was dirty and cluttered. The gutters were clotted with
garbage, and shoals of waste paper drifted with the wind of the light traffic.

It was understandabl e, though; street-sweeping was probably a very high-risk profession

The cab pulled up in front of Tom& Jerry's Bar and Gill and let ne out after | paid 430K
stepped to the sidewal k with ny hand on the shotgun-pistol, but there was nobody around. | hustled
into the bar.

It was surprisingly clean on the inside, dimy lit and furnished in fake | eather and fake pine.
went to the bar and got sonme fake bourbon and, presumably, real water for 120K. The water cost
20K. A waitress came over with a tray.

"Pop one, brother-boy?" The tray had a rack of ol df ashi oned hypoderm ¢ needl es.
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"Not today, thanks." If | was going to "pop one," |'d use an aerosol. The needl es | ooked
unsanitary and pai nful .

She set the dope down on the bar and eased onto the stool next to nme. She sat with her chin cupped
in her palmand stared at her reflection in the mrror behind the bar

"God. Tuesdays."

| munbl ed sonet hi ng.
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"You wanna go in back fer a quickie?"

| looked at her with what | hoped was a neutral expression. She was wearing only a short skirt of
some gossaner material, and it plunged in a shallow V in the front, exposing her hipbones and a
few bl eached pubic hairs. | wondered what could possibly keep it up. She wasn't bad | ooki ng, could
have been anywhere fromher late twenties to her early forties. No telling what they could do with
cosmetic surgery and nakeup nowadays, though. Maybe she was ol der than my nother.

"Thanks anyhow. "

"Not today?"

"That's right."

"I can get you a nice boy, if-"

"No. No thanks." Wat a world.

She pouted into the mirror, an expression that was probably ol der than Hoi no sapiens. "You don't

i ke me."

"I like you fine. That's just not what | caine here for."

"Well. . . different funs for different ones." She shrugged. "Hey, Jerry. Get ne a short beer."
He brought it.
"Ch, damm, ny purse is |ocked up. Mster, can you spare forty calories?" | had enough ration

tickets to take care of a whole banquet. Tore off a fifty and gave it to the bartender

"Jesus." She stared. "How d you get a full book at the end of the nmonth?"

I told her in as few words as possible who | was and how | managed to have so many cal ories. There
had been two nonths' worth of books waiting in nmy mail, and | hadn't even used up the ones the
Force had given ne. She offered to buy a book fromnme for ten grand, but | didn't
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want to get involved in nore than one illegal enterprise at a tine.

Two nmen came in, one unarned and the other with both a pistol and a riot gun. The bodyguard sat by
the door and the other cane over to ne.

"M . Mandel | a?"

"That's right."

"Shall we take a booth?" He didn't offer his nane.

He had a cup of coffee, and | sipped a nug of beer. "I don't keep any witten records, but | have
an excellent nmenory. Tell ne what sort of a job you're interested in, what your qualifications
are, what salary you'll accept, and so on."

I told himl'd prefer to wait for a job where |I could use ny physics-teaching or research, even
engineering. | wouldn't need a job for two or three nonths, since | planned to travel and spend

money for a while. Wanted at | east 20, 000K nonthly, but how nuch I'd accept woul d depend on the
nature of the job.

He didn't say a word until 1'd finished. "Righty-oh. Now, I'mafraid. . . you' d have a hard tine,
getting a job in physics. Teaching is out; | can't supply jobs where the person is constantly
exposed to the public. Research, well, your degree is alnost a quarter of a century old. You'd
have to go back to school, naybe five or six years."

"M ght do that," | said.

"The one really marketabl e feature you have is your conbat experience. | could probably place you

in a supervisory job at a bodyguard agency for even nore than twenty grand. You coul d nake al nost
that much, being a bodyguard yourself."
"Thanks, but | wouldn't want to take chances for sonebody el se's hide."

"Righty-oh. Can't say | blame you." He finished his coffee in a long slurp. "Well, |'ve got to
run, got a thousand things to do. |I'Il keep you in mind and talk to sone people."
"Good. 1'lIl see you in a few nonths."
"Ri ghty-oh. Don't need to make an appointnent. | cone
126 Joe Hal deman
in here every day at el even for coffee. Just show up."
| finished ny beer and called a cab to take ne home. | wanted to wal k around the city, but Mther
was right. I'd get a bodyguard first.

9

I cane honme and the phone was blinking pale blue. Didn't know what to do so | punched "Operator."
A pretty young girl's head nmaterialized in the cube. "Jefferson operator," she said. "May | help
you?"

"Yes. . . what does it nean when the cube is blinking blue?"

"Huh?"
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"What does it mean when the phone-"

"Are you serious?" | was getting alittle tired of this kind of thing.
"It's a long story. Honest, | don't know. "

"When it blinks blue you' re supposed to call the operator."”

"Ckay, here | am"

"No, not me, the real operator. Punch nine. Then punch zero."

| did that and an ol d harridan appeared. "Cb-a-ray-duh."

"This is WIliam Mandel |l a at 301-52-574-3975. | was supposed to call you."
"Juzza segun." She reached outside the field of view and typed sonething. "You god.da call from
605- 19- 556- 2027. "

| scribbled it down on the pad by the phone. "Where's that?"

"Juzza segun. South Dakota."

"Thanks." | didn't know anybody in South Dakot a.
A pl easant -1 ooki ng ol d woman answered the phone. "Yes?"
"I had a call fromthis nunber. . . uh... I'm"

"Ch. Sergeant Mandella! Just a second.”

| watched the diagonal bar of the holding pattern for a second, then fifty or so nore. Then a head
cane into focus

Marygay. "WIlliam | had a heck of a tinme finding you."

Lz~j

Joe |1l al deman

"Darling, me too. What are you doing in South Dakota?"

"My parents live here, in alittle commune. That's why it took me so long to get to the phone."
She held up two griny hands. "Digging potatoes."

"But when | checked.. . the records said-the records in Tucson said your parents were both dead."
"No, they're just dropouts-you know about dropouts?- new nane, new life. | got the word through a
cousin. "

"Well-well, how ve you been? Like the country |ife?"

"That's one reason |'ve been wanting to get you. Wlly, I"'mbored. It's all very healthy and nice,

but | want to do sonething dissipated and wicked. Naturally | thought of you.,
"I"'mflattered. Pick you up at eight?"

She checked a cl ock above the phone. "No, |ook, let's get a good night's sleep. Besides, |'ve got
to get in the rest of the potatoes. Meet nme at. . . the Ellis Island jetport at ten tonorrow
morning. Mm . . Trans-World i nformation desk."”

"Ckay. Make reservations for where?" She shrugged. "Pick a place."
"London used to be pretty wi cked."
"Sounds good. First class?"

"What else? I'lIl get us a suite on one of the dirigibles."

"Good. Decadent. How I ong shall | pack for?"

"We'll buy clothes along the way. Travel light. Just one stuffed wallet apiece."
She giggled. "Wonderful. Tonorrow at ten.”

"Fine-ub. . . Marygay, do you have a gun?"

"It's that bad?"
"Here around Washington it is."

"Well, 1'lIl get one. Dad has a couple over the fireplace. Guess they're left over from Tucson."
"We'll hope we won't need them™
"WIlly, you know it'll just be for decoration. | couldn't even kill a Tauran."

"OfF course." W just |ooked at each other for a second. "Tonorrow at ten, then."
"Right. Love you."

THE FOREVER WAR

129

""1Jh . .

She gi ggled again and hung up

That was just too many things to think about all at once.

I got us two round-the-world dirigible tickets; unlimted stops as |ong as you kept going east. It
took me a little over two hours to get to Ellis by autocab and nonorail. | was early, but so was
Mar ygay.

She was talking to the girl at the desk and didn't see ne comng. Her outfit was really arresting,
a tight coverall of plastic in a pattern of interlocking hands; as your angle of sight changed,
vari ous strategi c hands becane transparent. She had a ruddy sun-glow all over her body. | don't
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know whet her the feeling that rushed over nme was sinple honest lust or something nore conplicated.
I hurried up behind her.

Wi spering: "Wiat are we going to do for three hours?" She turned and gave nme a quick hug and
thanked the girl at the desk, then grabbed nmy hand and pulled nme along to a slidewal k

"Un. . where are we headed?"

"Don't ask questions, Sergeant. Just follow nme."

We stepped onto a roundabout and transferred to an eastbound slidewal k.

"Do you want sonething to eat or drink?" she asked innocently.

| tried to leer. "Any alternatives?"

She | aughed gaily. Several people stared. "Just a second here!" W junped off. It was a corridor
mar ked

"Roonettes." She handed nme a key.

That dammed plastic coverall was held on by static electricity. Since the roonmette was not hi ng but
a big waterbed, | al nost broke ny neck the first tine it shocked ne.

| recovered.

We were |lying on our stonmachs, |ooking through the one-way glass wall at the people rushing around
down on the concourse. Marygay passed ne a joint.

"WIlliam have you used that thing yet?"

"What t hing?"

"That hawg-1eg. The pistol."
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"Only shot it once, in the store where | bought it."

"Do you really think you could point it at soneone and bl ow hi m apart ?"

I took a shallow puff and passed it back. "Hadn't given it much thought, really. Until we tal ked

| ast night."

"Wl | ?"

"I. . . |1 don't really know. The only tinme 1've killed was on Al eph, under hypnotic conpul sion
But | don't think it would. . . bother nme, not that nuch, not if the person was trying to kill ne
inthe first place. Wiy should it?"

"Life," she said plaintively, "lifeis. . ."

"Life is a bunch of cells wal king around with a comon purpose. |If that common purpose is to get
my ass-"

"Ch,WIlliam You sound like old Cortez."

"Cortez kept us alive."

"Not many of us," she snapped.

I rolled over and studied the ceiling tiles. She traced little designs on ny chest, pushing the
sweat around with her fingertip. "I'msorry, Wlliam | guess we're both just trying to adjust."
"That's okay. You're right, anyhow. "

W talked for a long time. The only urban center Mary-gay had been to since our publicity rounds
(whi ch were very sheltered) was Sioux Falls. She had gone with her parents and the conmune
bodyguard. It sounded |ike a scal ed-down version of Washington: the sanme probl ens, but not as
acut e.

We ticked off the things that bothered us: violence, high cost of living, too nany people
everywhere. |'d have added honolife, but Marygay said | just didn't appreciate the social dynamc
that had led to it; it had been inevitable. The only thing she said she had against it was that it
took so many of the prettiest men out of circulation

And the main thing that was wong was that everything seenmed to have gotten just a little worse,
or at best remained the sanme. You would have predicted that at |east a few facets of everyday life
woul d i mprove markedly in twenty-two years. Her father contended the War was behind it all: any
person who showed a shred of talent was sucked
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up by UNEF; the very best fell to the Elite Conscription Act and wound up bei ng cannon fodder

It was hard not to agree with him Wars in the past often accelerated social reform provided
technol ogi cal benefits, even sparked artistic activity. This one, however, seened tailor-nade to
provi de none of these positive by-products. Such inprovenments as had been nade on | ate-twentieth-
century technol ogy were-like tachyon bonbs and warships two kiloneters | ong-at best, interesting
devel opnents of things that only required the synergy of nobney and existing engi neering

techni ques. Social reforn? The world was technically under nartial law. As for art, |I'mnot sure
know good from bad. But artists to sonme extent have to reflect the tenper of the times. Paintings
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and scul pture were full of torture and dark broodi ng; novies seemed static and plotless; music was
dom nated by nostalgic revivals of earlier forms; architecture was mainly concerned with finding
sonmepl ace to put everybody; literature was damm near inconprehensible. Mst people seened to spend
nost of their tine trying to find ways to outwit the government, trying to scrounge a few extra
K's or ration tickets without putting their lives in too much danger

And in the past, people whose country was at war were constantly in contact with the war. The
newspapers woul d be full of reports, veterans would return fromthe front sonetinmes the front
woul d nove right into town, invaders marching down Main Street or bombs whistling through the

ni ght air-but always the sense of either working toward victory or at |east delaying defeat. The
eneny was a tangible thing, a propagandi st's nonster whom you coul d understand, whom you could

hat e.

But this war. . . the eneny was a curious organi smonly vaguely understood, nore often the subject
of cartoons than nightrmares. The nmain effect of the war on the home front was econonic
unenoti onal -nore taxes but nore jobs as well. After twenty-two years, only twenty-seven returned

vet erans; not enough to nake a decent parade. The nobst inportant fact about the war to nost people
was that if it ended suddenly, Earth's econony woul d col | apse.
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* * %

You approached the dirigible by neans of a small propeller-driven aircraft that drifted up to

mat ch trajectories and docked al ongside. A clerk took our baggage and we checked our weapons with
the purser, then went outside.

Just about everybody on the flight was standing out on the pronenade deck, watchi ng Manhattan
creep toward the horizon. It was an eerie sight. The day was very still, so the bottomthirty or
forty stories of the buildings were buried in snog. It |ooked like a city built on a cloud, a

t hunder head floating. W watched it for a while and then went inside to eat.

The nmeal was el egantly served and sinple: filet of beef, two vegetables, wi ne. Cheese and fruit
and nore wine for dessert. No fiddling with ration tickets; a |loophole in the rationing | aws
inmplied that they were not required for neals consumed en route, on intercontnental transport.

We spent a |lazy, confortable three days crossing the Atlantic. The dirigibles had been a new thing
when we first left Earth, and now they had turned out to be one of the few successful new
financial ventures of the late twentieth century.. . the conpany that built them had bought up a
few obsol et e nucl ear weapons; one bonb-sized hunk of plutoniumwould keep the whole fleet in the
air for years. And, once |aunched, they never did come down. Floating hotels, supplied and

mai nt ai ned by regul ar shuttles, they were one |ast vestige of luxury in a world where nine billion
peopl e had sonething to eat, and al nost nobody had enough

London was not as dismal fromthe air as New York City had been; the air was clean even if the
Thanes was poi son. W packed our handbags, clainmed our weapons, and | anded on a VTO pad atop the
London Hilton. W rented a couple of tricycles at the hotel and, maps in hand, set off for Regent
Street, planning on dinner at the venerabl e Cafe Royal

The tricycles were little arnored vehicles, stabilized gyroscopically so they couldn't be tipped
over. Seened overly cautious for the part of London we travel ed through, but I
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supposed there were probably sections as rough as Washi ngt on

I got a dish of marinated veni son and Marygay got sal non; both very good but astoundingly
expensive. At first | was a bit overawed by the huge room filled with plush and mrrors and faded
gilding, very quiet even with a dozen tables occupied, and we tal ked in whispers until we realized
that was foolish.

Over coffee | asked Marygay what the deal was with her parents.

"Ch, it happens often enough," she said. "Dad got mixed up in sonme ration ticket thing. He'd
gotten sone black nmarket tickets that turned out to be counterfeit. Cost himhis job and he
probably woul d have gone to jail, but while he was waiting for trial a bodysnatcher got him"

" Bodysnat cher ?"

"That's right. Al the comune organi zations have them They've got to get reliable farm|abor
peopl e who aren't eligible for relief. . . people who can't just lay down their tools and wal k of f
when it gets rough. Al nost everybody can get enough assistance to stay alive, though; everyone who
isn't on the governnent's fecal roster.”

"So he skipped out before his trial came up?”
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She nodded. "It was a case of choosing between commune |ife, which he knew wasn't easy, and going
on the dole after a few years' working on a prison farny exconvicts can't get legitimte jobs.
They had to forfeit their condom nium which they'd put up for bail, but the government woul d' ve

gotten that anyhow, once he was in jail.

"So the bodysnatcher offered himand Mdther new identities, transportation to the commune, a
cottage, and a plot of land. They took it."

"Arid what did the bodysnatcher get?"

"He himself probably didn't get anything. The commune got their ration tickets; they were all owed
to keep their noney, although they didn't have very nuch-"

"What happens if they get caught?"

"Not a chance." She | aughed. "The comunes provide over half the country's produce-they're really

just an unofficial armof the governnment. |'m sure the CBI knows
Joe Hal deman

134

exactly where they are.. . . Dad grunbles that it's just a

fancy way of being in jail anyhow. "

"What a weird setup.”

"Well, it keeps the land farnmed." She pushed her enpty dessert plate a synbolic centineter away
fromher. "And they're eating better than nost people, better than they ever had in the city. Mm
knows a hundred ways to fix chicken and pot atoes. "

After dinner we went to a nusical show. The hotel had gotten us tickets to a "cultura

transl ation” of the old rock opera Hair. The program expl ai ned that they had taken sone |iberties
with the original choreography, because back in those days they didn't allow actual coition on
stage. The nusic was pleasantly ol d-fashioned, but neither of us was quite old enough to work up
any bluriy-eyed nostal gia over

it. Still, it was nmuch nore enjoyable than the movies I'd seen, and sonme of the physical feats
perfonned were quite inspiring. W slept late the next norning.

We dutifully watched the changi ng of the guard at Bucki ngham Pal ace, wal ked t hrough the British
Museum ate fish and chips, ran up to Stratford-on-Avon and caught the A d Vic doing an

i nconpr ehensi bl e play about a mad king, and didn't get into any trouble until the day before we
were to | eave for Lisbon.

It was about 2 AM and we were tooling our tricycles down a nearly deserted thoroughfare. Turned
a corner and there was a gang of boys beating the hell out of sonmeone. | screeched to the curb and
| eaped out of my vehicle, firing the shotgun-pistol over their heads.

It was a girl they were attacking; it was rape. Mst of them scattered, but one pulled a pisto
out of his coat and | shot him | renmenber trying to aimfor his arm The blast hit his shoul der
and ripped off his armand what seened to be half of his chest; it flung himtwo neters to the
side of a building and he nust have been dead before he hit the ground.

The others ran, one of themshooting at ne with a little pistol as he went. | watched himtrying
to kill me for the longest time before it occurred to me to shoot back. | sent
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one bl ast way high and he dove into an alley and di sappear ed.

The girl | ooked dazedly around, saw the nutil ated body of her attacker, and staggered to her feet
and ran of f scream ng, naked fromthe waist down. | knew | should

have tried to stop her, but | couldn't find my voice and ny

feet seened nailed to the sidewalk. A tricycle door

sl aitmmed and Marygay was besi de ne.

"What hap-" She gasped, seeing the dead man. "Wwhat was he doi ng?"

| just stood there stupefied. I'd certainly seen enough death these past two years, but this was a
di fferent thing

e . . there was nothing noble in being crushed to death by the failure of sone el ectronic
conmponent, or in having your suit fail and freeze you solid; or even dying in a shoot-out with the
i nconprehensi bl e enenny. . . but death seened natural in that setting. Not on a quaint little
street in old-fashioned London, not for trying to steal what nost people would give freely.
Marygay was pulling ny arm "W've got to get out of here. They'|ll brainw pe you!"

She was tight. | turned and took one step and fell to the concrete. | |ooked down at the |leg that
had betrayed ne and bright red bl ood was pul sing out of a small hole in nmy calf. Marygay tore a
strip of cloth fromher blouse and started to bind it. | renenber thinking it wasn't a big enough

wound to go into shock over, but ny ears started to ring and | got |ightheaded and everythi ng went
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red and fuzzy. Before | went under, | heard a siren wailing in the distance.

Fortunately, the police also picked up the girl, who was wanderi ng down the street a few bl ocks
away. They conpared her version of the thing with mine, both of us under hypnosis. They let ne go
with a stern adnonition to | eave | aw enforcement up to professional |aw enforcers.

| wanted to get out of the cities: just put a pack on nmy back and wander through the woods for a
while, get nmy mind straightened out. So did Marygay. But we tried to nmake arrangenments and found
that the country was worse
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than the cities. Farns were practically arned canps, the areas between rul ed by nomad gangs who
survived by making lightning raids into villages and farns, murdering and plundering for a few

m nutes, and then fading back into the forest, before help could arrive.

Still, Britishers called their island "the nost civilized country in Europe."” Fromwhat we'd heard
about France and Spain and Gernany, especially Germany, they were probably right.

| talked it over with Marygay, and we decided to cut short our tour and go back to the States.~We
could finish the tour after we'd becone acclimted to the twenty-first century. It was just too
much foreignness to take in one dose.

The dirigible line refunded nost of our nmobney and we took a conventional suborbital flight back
home. The high altitude made ny | eg throb, though it was nearly heal ed.

They'd made great strides in the treatnent of gunshot wounds, in the past twenty years. Lots of

practi ce.

We split up at Ellis. Her description of commune life appealed to me nore than the city; | made
arrangenents to join her after a week or so, and went back to Washi ngton.

10

I rang the bell and a strange wonan answered the door, opening it a couple of centineters and
peering through.

"Pardon nme," | said, "isn't this Ms. Mandella's residence?"

"Ch, you nust be WIlliam" She closed the door and unfastened the chains and opened it w de.
"Beth, |ook who's here!"

My nother came into the living roomfromthe kitchen, drying her hands on a towel. "WIly.. . what
are you doi ng back so soon?"

"Well, it's-it's a long story."

"Sit down, sit down," the other wonan said. "Let nme get you a drink, don't start till | get back."
"Wait," my nother said. "l haven't even introduced you two. Wlliam this is Rhonda WI der.

Rhonda, WIlliam"
"I'"ve been so | ooking forward to neeting you," she said. "Beth has told me all about you-one cold
beer, right?"

"Right." She was |ikable enough, a trim ni ddl e-aged wonan. | wondered why | hadn't nmet her before.
| asked ny nother whether she was a nei ghbor

"Uh. . . really nore than that, WIlliam She's been nmy roommate for a couple of years. That's why
| had an extra room when you came hone-a single person isn't allowed two bedroons.”

"But why-"

"l didn't tell you because | didn't want you to feel that you were putting her out of her room
whil e you stayed here. And you weren't, actually; she has-"

"That's right." Rhonda cane in with the beer. "I've got relatives in Pennsylvania, out in the
country. | can stay with themany tine."
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"Thanks." | took the beer. "Actually, | won't be here long. I"'mkind of en route to South Dakot a.
I could find another place to flop."

"Ch, no," Rhonda said. "I can take the couch." | was too ol d-fashi oned nal e-chauv to allow that;

we discussed it for a minute and | wound up with the couch

| filled Rhonda in on who Marygay was and told them about our disturbing experiences in Engl and,
how we came back to get our bearings. | had expected ny nother to be horrified that | had killed a
man, but she accepted it w thout comrent. Rhonda clucked a little bit about our being out in a
city after mdnight, especially wthout a bodyguard.

We tal ked on these and other topics until late at night, when Mdther called her bodyguard and went
of f to work.

Sonet hi ng had been nagging at ne all night, the way Mother and Rhonda acted toward each other. |
decided to bring it out into the open, once Mther was gone.
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"Rhonda-" | settled down in the chair across fromher. | didn't know exactly how to put it. "Wat,
ub, what exactly is your relationship with ny nother?"

She took a long drink. "Good friends." She stared at ne with a m xture of defiance and
resignation. "Very good friends. Sonetines |overs."

| felt very hollow and | ost. My nother?

"Listen," she continued. "You had better stop trying to live in the nineties. This may not be the
best of all possible worlds, but you re stuck with it."

She crossed and took ny hand, al nost kneeling in front of me. Her voice was softer. "WIIliam

Il ook, I'"'monly two years older than you are-that is, | was born two years before-what | nean is,
can understand how you feel. B-your nother understands too. It, our. . . relationship, wuldn't be
a secret to anybody else. It's perfectly normal. A lot has changed, these twenty years. You' ve got
to change too."

| didn't say anything.

She stood up and said firmy, "You think, because your nmother is sixty, she's outgrown her need
for love? She needs it nore than you do. Even now. Especially now"

Accusation in her eyes. "Especially flONW th you com
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i ng back fromthe dead past. Reminding her of howold she is. Howold | am twenty years younger."
Her voi ce quavered and cracked, and she ran to her room

| wote Mdther a note saying that Marygay had call ed; an energency had conme up and | had to go

i medi ately to South Dakota. | called a bodyguard and |eft.

A whi ni ng, ozone-|eaking, battered old bus let me out at the intersection of a bad road and a
worse one. It had taken nme an hour to go the 2000 kilometers to Sioux Falls, two hours to get a
chopper to Geddes, 150 kiloneters away, and three hours waiting and jouncing on the dil api dated
bus to go the last 12 kiloneters to Freehold, an organi zati on of comunes where the Potters had
their acreage. | wondered if the progression was going to continue and | would be four hours
wal ki ng down this dirt road to the farm

It was a hal f-hour before | even came to a building. My bag was getting intol erably heavy and the
bul ky pistol was chafing my hip. | wal ked up a stone path to the door of a sinple plastic donme and
pulled a string that caused a bell to tinkle inside. A peephol e darkened.

"Who is it?" Voice nmuffled by thick wood.

"Stranger asking directions."

"Ask." | couldn't tell whether it was a woman or a child.

"I'mlooking for the Potters' farm"

"Just a second." Footsteps went away and cane back

"Down the road one point nine klicks. Lots of potatoes and green beans on your right. You'l
probably snell the chickens."

"Thanks. "

"I'f you want a drink we got a punp out back. Can't let you in without ny husband's at hone."

"1 understand. Thank you." The water was netallic-tasting but wonderfully cool

I wouldn't know a potato or green bean plant if it stood up and took a bite out of my ankle, but I
knew how to wal k a hal f-nmeter step. So | resolved to count to 3800 arid take a deep breath. |
supposed | could tell the difference between the snell of chicken manure and the absence thereof.
140
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At 3650 there was a rutted path leading to a conpl ex of

pl astic dones and rectangul ar buil dings apparently made of sod. There was a pen encl osing a snal
popul ati on expl osi on of chickens. They had a snmell but it wasn't strong.

Hal fway down the path, a door opened and Marygay cane running out, wearing one tiny w sp of cloth.
After a slippery but gratifying greeting, she asked what | was doing here so early.

"Ch, nmy nother had friends staying with her. I didn't want to put themout. Suppose | should have
called."

"I ndeed you should have. . . save you a long dusty wal k-but we've got plenty of room don't worry
about that."

She took ne inside to nmeet her parents, who greeted nme warmy and rmade ne feel definitely
overdressed. Their faces showed their age but their bodies had no sag and few wi nkl es.

Si nce di nner was an occasion, they let the chickens live and i nstead opened a can of beef,
steanming it along with a cabbage and sonme potatoes. To ny plain tastes it was equal to nost of the
gournet fare we'd had on the dirigible and in London
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Over coffee and goat cheese (they apol ogi zed for not having wi ne; the comune woul d have a new
vintage out in a couple of weeks), | asked what kind of work |I could do.

"WIIl," M. Potter said, "I don't mind telling you that your comng here is a godsend. W' ve got
five acres that are just sitting out there, fallow, because we don't have enough hands to work
them You can take the plow tonmorrow and start breaking up an acre at a tine."

"More potatoes, Daddy?" Marygay asked.

"No, no.. . not this season. Soybeans-cash crop and good for the soil. And WIIl, at night we all
take turns standing guard. Wth four of us, we ought to be able to do a |ot nore sleeping." He
took a big slurp of coffee. "Now, what else. . ."

"Richard," Ms. Potter said, "tell himabout the greenhouse."

"That's right, yes, the greenhouse. The comune has a
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two- acre greenhouse down about a click fromhere, by the recreation center. Mstly grapes and

t omat oes. Everybody spends one norning or one afternoon a week there.

"Way don't you children go down there tonight.. show WIl the night Iife in fabul ous Freehol d?
Sonetinmes you can get a real exciting gane of checkers going."

"Ch, Daddy. It's not that bad."

"Actually, it isn't. They've got a fair library and a coin-op termnal to the Library of Congress.
Marygay tells nme you're a reader. That's good."

"Sounds fascinating." It did. "But what about guard?"

"No problem Ms. Potter-April-and I'll take the first four hours-oh," he said, standing, "let ne
show you the setup."

W went out back to "the tower,'
in the middle of the hut.
"Alittle crowded in here, with two," Richard said.

"Have a seat." There was an old piano stool beside the hole in the floor. | sat onit. "It's handy
to be able to see all the field without getting a crick in your neck. Just don't keep turning in
the sane direction all the tinme."

He opened a wooden crate and uncovered a sleek rifle,

wrapped in oily rags. "Recognize this?"

"Sure." 1'd had to sleep with one in basic training.

"Arnmy standard issue T-sixteen. Sem -automatic, twelve-caliber tunblers-where the hell did you get
it?"

"Commune went to a governnent auction. It's an antique now, son." He handed it to me and | snapped
it apart.

Clean, too clean

"Has it ever been used?"

"Not in alnpbst a year. Amo costs too much for target practice. Take a couple of practice shots,

t hough, convince yourself that it works."

I turned on the scope and just got a washed-out bright green. Set for nighttine. Cicked it back
to log zero, set the magnification at ten, reassenbled it.

"Marygay didn't want to try it out. Said she'd had her fill of that. | didn't press her, but a
person's got to have confidence in ther tools."

I clicked off the safety and found a clod of dirt that the range-finder said was between 100 and
120 neters away.

Set it at 110, rested the barrel of the rifle on the sandbags, centered the clod in the
crosshairs, and squeezed. The round hissed out and kicked up dirt about five centineters |ow.
"Fine." | reset it for night use and safetied it and handed it back. "What happened a year ago?"
He wrapped it up carefully, keeping the rags away fromthe eyepi ece. "Had sonme junpers cone in.
Fired a few rounds and scared 'em away."

"All right, what's a junper?"

"Yeah, you wouldn't know." He shook out a tobacco cigarette and passed nme the box. "I don't know
why they don't just call '"emthieves, that's what they ar~' Murderers, too, sonetines.

"They know that a |ot of the comune nenbers are pretty well off. If you raise cash crops you get
to keep half the cash; besides, a ot of our nenbers were prosperous when they joined.

"Anyhow, the junpers take advantage of our relative isolation. They cone out fromthe city and try
to sneak in, usually hit one place, and run. Mdst of the tinme, they don't get this far in, but the
farns closer to the road.. . we hear gunfire every couple of weeks. Usually just scaring off Kkids.
If it keeps up, a siren goes off and the comune goes on alert."

"Doesn't sound fair to the people living close to the road."

a sandbag hut on stilts. Cinbed up a rope | adder through a hole
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"There're conpensations. They only have to donate half as much of their crop as the rest of us do.
And they're issued heavier weapons."

Marygay and | took the fanmily's two bicycles and pedal ed down to the recreation center. | only
fell off twi ce, negotiating the bunpy road in the dark

It was a little livelier than Richard had described it. A young nude girl was danci ng sensuously
to an assortnent of honmenmade drums near the far side of the dome. Turned out she was still in
school; it was a project for a "cultural relativity" class.

I, ~

Joe || al deman
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Most of the people there, in fact, were young and therefore still in school. They considered it a
j oke, though. After you had learned to read and wite and could pass the Class | literacy test,

you only had to take one course per year, and sone of those you could pass just by signing up. So
much for the "eighteen years' conpul sory education" they had startled us with at Stargate.

O her people were playing board ganes, reading, watching the girl gyrate, or just talking. There
was a bar that served soya, coffee, or thin homenade beer. Not a ration ticket to be seen; al

made by the commune or purchased outside with comune tickets.

We got into a discussion about the war, with a bunch of people who knew Marygay and | were
veterans. It's hard to describe their attitude, which was pretty uniform They were angry in an
abstract way that it took so nuch tax nmoney to support; they were convinced that the Taurans woul d
never be any danger to Earth; but they all knew that nearly half the jobs in the world were
associated with the war, and if it stopped, everything would fall apart.

I thought everything was in shanbles already, but then I hadn't grown up in this world. And they
had never known "peacetine."

We went hone about m dnight and Maiygay and 1 each stood two hours' guard. By the middle of the
next morning, | was wishing | had gotten a little nore sleep

The plow was a big blade on wheels with two handles for steering, atom c powered. Not very much
power, though; enough to move it forward at a slow crawl if the blade was in soft earth. Needl ess
to say, there was little soft earth in the unused five acres. The plow would go a few centineters,

get stuck, freewheel until | put sone back into it, then nove a few nore centineters. | finished a
tenth of an acre the first day and eventually got it up to a fifth of an acre a day.

It was hard, hardening work, but pleasant. | had an ear-clip that piped nusic to nme, old tapes
fromRichard' s collection, and the sun browned ne all over. | was beginning to think I could live

that way forever, when suddenly it was finished.

j oe nai aeman

Marygay and | were reading up at the recreation center one evening when we heard faint gunfire
down by the road. W decided it'd be smart to get back to the house. W were | ess than hal fway
there when firing broke out all along our left, on a line that seened to extend fromthe road to
far past the recreation center: a coordinated attack. W had to abandon the bi kes and crawl on
hands and knees in the drainage ditch by the side of the road, bullets hissing over our heads. A
heavy vehicle runbled by, shooting left and right. It took a good twenty minutes to crawl horme. W
passed two farmhouses that were burning brightly. I was glad ours didn't have any wood.

I noticed there was no return fire comng fromour tower, but didn't say anything. There were two
dead strangers in front of the house as we rushed inside.

April was lying on the floor, still alive but bleeding froma hundred tiny fragment wounds. The
living roomwas rubble and dust; someone nust have thrown a bonb through a door or wi ndow. | left
Marygay with her nother and ran out back to the tower. The | adder was pulled up, so | had to
shinny up one of the stilts.

Ri chard was sitting slunped over the rifle. In the pale green glow fromthe scope | could see a
perfectly round bol e above his left eye. Alittle blood had trickled down the bridge of his nose
and dri ed.

I laid his body on the floor and covered his head with ny shirt. | filled ny pockets with clips
and took the rifle back to the house.

Marygay had tried to make her nother confortable. They were talking quietly. She was hol ding ny
shot gun- pi stol and had another gun on the floor beside her. When | cane in she | ooked up and
nodded soberly, not crying.

April whispered sonething and Maiygay asked, "Mther wants to know whether.. . Daddy had a hard
time of it She knows he's dead."

"No. I'msure he didn't feel anything."
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"That's good."

"It's something." | should keep ny nmouth shut. "It is good, yes."
I checked the doors and wi ndows for an effective vantage
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point. | couldn't find anyplace that wouldn't allow a whole platoon to sneak up behind ne.
"I'mgoing to go outside and get on top of the house."” Couldn't go back to the tower. "Don't you
shoot unl ess sonebody gets inside. . . maybe they'll think the place is deserted.”

By the time | had clanmbered up to the sod roof, the heavy truck was coni ng back down the road.
Through the scope | could see that there were five nen on it, four in the cab and one who was on
the open bed, cradling a machi ne gun, surrounded by |oot. He was crouched between two
refrigerators, but | had a clear shot at him Held ny fire, not wanting to draw attention. The
truck stopped in front of the house, sat for a nminute, and turned in. The w ndow was probably

bul l et proof, but | sighted on the driver's face and squeezed off a round. He junped as it

ri cocheted, whining, |eaving an opaque star on the plastic, and the man in back opened up. A
steady stream of bullets hunmed over ny head; | could hear themthunping into the sandbags of the
tower. He didn't see ne.

The truck wasn't ten neters away when the shooting stopped. He was evidently rel oadi ng, hidden
behind the refrigerator. | took careful aimand when he popped up to fire | shot himin the
throat. The bullet being a tunmbler, it exited through the top of his skull

The driver pulled the truck around in a long arc so that, when it stopped, the door to the cab was
flush with the door of the house. This protected themfromthe tower and al so from ne, t hough |

doubt ed they yet knew where | was; a T-16 nakes no flash and very little noise. | kicked off ny
shoes and stepped cautiously onto the top of the cab, hoping the driver would get out on his side.
Once the door opened | could fill the cab with ricocheting bullets.

No good. The far door, hidden fromme by the roof's overhang, opened first. | waited for the
driver and hoped that Marygay was well hidden. | shouldn't have worried.

There was a deafening roar, then another and another. The heavy truck rocked with the inpact of
thousands of tiny fiechettes. One short screamthat the second shot ended.

U

j oe nai aeman

| junmped fromthe truck and ran around to the back door. Marygay had her nother's head on her |ap
and someone was crying softly. I went to them and Marygay's cheeks were dry under my pal ns.

"Good work, dear."

She didn't say anything. There was a steady heavy dripping sound fromthe door and the air was
acrid with snoke and the snmell of fresh nmeat. W huddl ed together until dawn.

| had thought April was sleeping, but in the dimlight her eyes were w de open and filmed. Her
breath came in shallow rasps. Her skin was gray parchment and dried blood. She didn't answer when
we tal ked to her

A vehicle was comng up the road, so | took the rifle and went outside. It was a dunp truck with j
white sheet draped over one side and a nan standing in The back with a nmegaphone repeating,
"Whunded. . . wounded." | waved and the truck cane in. They took April out on a nmakeshift litter
and told us which hospital they were going to. W wanted to go along but there was sinply no room
the bed of the truck was covered with people in various stages of disrepair.

Marygay didn't want to go back inside because it was getting |ight enough to see the nen she had
killed so conpletely. I went back in to get some cigarettes and forced nyself to look. It was
messy enough, but just didn't disturb ne that nuch. That bothered ne, to be confronted with a pile
of human hanburger and mainly notice the flies and ants and snell. Death is so nuch neater in
space.

We buried her father behind the house, and when the truck came back with April's small body
wrapped in a shroud, we buried her beside him The conmune's sanitation truck came by a little

| ater, and gas-nmasked men took care of the junpers' bodies.

We sat in the baking sun, and finally Marygay wept, for a long time, silently.

11

We got off the plane at Dulles and found a nonorail to Col unbi a.

It was a pleasingly diverse junble of various kinds of buildings, arranged around a | ake,
surrounded by trees. Al of the buildings were connected by slidewalk to the |largest place, a
fullerdome with stores and schools and offices.

We coul d have taken the enclosed slidewalk to Momis place, but instead wal ked al ongside it in the
good cold air that snelled of fallen | eaves. People slid by on the other side of the plastic,
careful ly not staring.
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Mom di dn't answer her door, but she'd given ne an entry card. Momwas asleep in the bedroom so
Marygay and | settled in the living roomand read for a while.

W were startled suddenly by a loud fit of coughing fromthe bedroom | raced over and knocked on
t he door.

"Wllian? | didn't-" coughing "-cone in, | didn't know you were..."

She was propped up in bed, the light on, surrounded by various nostrumnms. She | ooked ghastly, pale
and | i ned.

She lit a joint and it seemed to quell the coughing. "Wen did you get in? | didn't know. .."
"Just a few minutes ago. .. . How long has this. . . have you been..."

"Ch, it's just a bug | picked up after Rhonda went to see her kids. 1'll be fine in a couple of
days." She started coughing again, drank sone thick red liquid froma bottle. Al of her nedicines
seened to be the commercial, patent variety.

"Have you seen a doctor?"

"Doctor? Heavens no, WIly. They don't have.. . it's not serious . . . don't-"

"' Not serious?" At eighty-four. "For Chrissake, noth-
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er." | went to the phone in the kitchen and with sone difficulty nanaged to get the hospital

A plain girl in her twenties formed in the cube. "Nurse Donal son, general services." She had a
fixed smle, professional sincerity. But then everybody sml ed.

"My nother needs to be | ooked at by a doctor. She has a-"

"Narme and nunber, please."

"Beth Mandella." | spelled it. "Wat nunber?"

"Medi cal services nunber, of course,” she snil ed.

| called into Mom and asked her what her number was. "She says she can't remenber.”

"That's all right, sir, I"'msure | can find her records."”

She turned her smle to a keyboard besi de her and punched out a code.

"Bet h Mandel | a?" she said, her sml|e wning quizzical

"You' re her son? She nust be in her eighties.”

"Please. It's a long story. She really has to see a doctor."

"I's this some kind of joke?"

"What do you nean?" Strangl ed coughing fromthe other room the worst yet. "Really-this mght be
very serious, you've got to-"

"But sir, Ms. Mandella got a zero priority rating way back in 2010."

"What the hell is that supposed to ne"

"S-i-r..." The snile was hardening in place.

"Look. Pretend that | cane from another planet. What is a 'zero priority rating ?"

" Anot her-oh! | know you!" She | ooked off to the left. "Sonya-conme over here a second. You'd never
guess who..." Another face crowded the cube, a vapid blonde girl whose smile was twin to the other

nurse's. "Renenber? On the stat this norning?"

"Ch, yeah," she said. "One of the soldiers-hey, that's really nax, really nmax." The head wi t hdrew.
"Ch, M. Mandella," she said, effusive. "No wonder you're confused. It's really very sinple."
"Wl 2"

"It's part of the Universal Medical Security System Ev
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erybody gets a rating on their seventieth birthday. It comes in automatically from Geneva."

"What does it rate? What does it nmean?" But the ugly truth was obvi ous.

"Well, it tells howinportant a person is and what |evel of treatnent he's allowed. Cass three is
the sane as anybody else's; class two is the same except for certain |ife-extending-"

"And class zero is no treatnment at all."

"That's correct, M. Mandella." And in her smle was not a glinmer of pity or understandi ng.
"Thank you." | disconnected. Marygay was standi ng behind ne, crying soundlessly with her nmouth

wi de open.

I found nopuntai neer's oxygen at a sporting goods store and even nanaged to get sone bl ack- nmarket
antibiotics through a character in a bar downtown in Washi ngton. But Mom was beyond being able to
respond to amateur treatnent. She lived four days. The people fromthe crenmatonum had the sane
fixed smle.

| tried to get through to nmy brother, Mke, on the Mon, but the phone conpany wouldn't let me
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place the call until | had signed a contract and posted a $25,000 bond. | had to get a credit
transfer from Geneva. The paperwork took half a day.

I finally got through to him Wthout preanble:

"Mot her's dead."

For a fraction of a second, the radio waves wandered up to the noon, and in another fraction, cane
back. He started and then nodded his head slowy. "No surprise. Every time |'ve cone down to Earth
the past ten years, |'ve wondered whether she'd still be there. Neither of us had enough noney to
keep in very close touch." He had told us in Geneva that a letter fromLuna to Earth cost $100
post age- pl us $5,000 tax. It discouraged comunication with what the UN considered to be a bunch of
regrettably necessary anarchists.

We conmiserated for a while and then M ke said,

"WIlly, Earth is no place for you and Marygay; you know that by now. Come to Luna. \Where you can
still be an

150

Joe Hal deman

i ndi vidual. Wiere we don't throw people out the airlock on their seventieth birthday."

"We'd have to rejoin UNEF."

"True, but you wouldn't have to fight. They say they need you nore for training. You could study
in your spare tine, bring your physics up to date-maybe wind up eventually in research.”

W tal ked sone nore, a total of three mnutes. | got $1000 back

Marygay and | tal ked about it through the night. Maybe our decision would have been different if
we hadn't been staying there, surrounded by Mother's life and death, but when the dawn cane the
proud, anbitious, careful beauty of Colunbia had turned sinister and forebodi ng.

We packed our bags and had our noney transferred to the Tycho Credit Union and took a nonorail to
t he Cape.

"In case you're interested, you aren't the first conbat veterans to cone back." The recruiting

officer was a nmuscul ar |ieutenant of indetermnate sex. | flipped a coin nen-tally and it cane up
tails.

"Last | heard, there had been nine others," she said in her husky tenor. "All of them opted for
the nmoon... maybe you'll find some of your friends there."” She slid two sinple fornms across the

desk. "Sign these and you're in again. Second |ieutenants.”

The formwas a sinple request to be assigned to active duty; we had never really gotten out of the
Force, since they extended the draft |law, but had just been on inactive status. | scrutinized the
paper .

"There's nothing on this about the guarantees we were given at Stargate."”

"That won't be necessary. The Force will-"

"l think it is necessary, Lieutenant." | handed back the form So did Marygay.

"Let nme check." She left the desk and di sappeared into an office. After a while we heard a printer
rattle.

She brought back the same two sheets, with an addition typed under our nanes: GUARANTEED LOCATI ON
OF CHO CE
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[ LUNA] AND ASSI GNVENT OF CHO CE [ col ~i aAT TRAI NI NG
SPEC! ALI ST] .

We got a thorough physical checkup and were fitted for new fighting suits, nade our financial
arrangenents, and caught the next morning's shuttle. W laid over at Earth-port, enjoying zero
gravity for a few hours, and then caught a ride to Luna, setting down at the Ginmal di base.

On the door to the Transient Oficers' Billet, sone wag had scraped "abandon hope all ye who
enter." We found our two-nman cubicle and began changi ng for chow.

Two raps on the door. "Mail call, sirs."
| opened the door and the sergeant standing there saluted. | just |ooked at himfor a second and
then remenbered | was an officer and returned the salute. He handed nme two identical faxes. | gave

one to Marygay and we both gasped at the sane tine:
* * ORDERS* * ORDERS* * ORDERS

THE FOLLOW NG NAMED PERSONNEL:
Mandel I a, WIlliam 2LT [11 575 278] COCOWM D Co
GRI TRABN
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AND

Potter, Marygay 2LT [17 386 907] COCOWM B Co

GRI TRABN ARE HEREBY REASSI GNED TO

LT Mandel | a. PLCOW 2 PL STFFHETA STARGATE

Lr Potter: PLCOW 3 PL STF~HETA STARGATE
DESCRI PTI ON OF DUTI ES:

Command infantry platoon in Tet-2 Canpaign.

THE ABOVE NAMED PERSONNEL W LL REPORT | MVEDI ATELY
TO GRI MALDI TRANSPORTATI ON BATTALI ON TO BE MAN | FESTED TO STARGATE.
| SSUED STARGATE TACBD/| 298-8684-1450/20 Aug 2019
SO

BY AUTHO STFCOM Commander

** CRDERS* * ORDERS* * CRDERS

"They didn't waste any tinme, did they?" Marygay said bitterly.
152 Joe Hal deman

"Must be a standing order. Strike Force Comuand's |ight-weeks away; they can't even know we've re-
upped yet."

"\What about our. ." She let it trail off.

"The guarantee. Well, we were given our assignnment of choice. Nobody guaranteed we'd have the
assignment for nore than an hour."

"It's so dirty."

| shrugged. "It's so armny."

But | couldn't shake the feeling that we were going hone.

LI EUTENANT MANDELLA
2024- 2389 A D

"Quick and dirty." 1 was |ooking at ny platoon sergeant, Santesteban, but talking to myself. And
anybody el se who was |i stening.

"Yeah," he said. "Gotta do it in the first coupla mnutes or we're screwed tight.
of -fact, laconic. Drugged.

Private Collins cane up with Halliday. They were hol di ng hands unsel f-consciously. "Lieutenant
Mandel | a?" Her voice btoke a little. "Can we have just a m nute?"

"One mnute," | said, too abruptly. "W have to |leave in five, I"'msorry."

Hard to watch those two together now. Neither one had any conbat experience. But they knew what
everybody did; how slimtheir chances were of ever being together again. They slunped in a corner
and munbl ed words and traded nechani cal caresses, no passion or even confort. Collins's eyes shone
but she wasn't weeping. Halliday just |ooked grim nunb. She was nornally by far the prettier of
the two, but the sparkle had gone out of her and left a well-forned dull shell.

I'd gotten used to open femal e honbsex in the nmonths since we'd left Earth. Even stopped resenting
the loss of potential partners. The nen together still gave ne a chill, though

| stripped and backed into the clanshelled suit. The new ones were a hell of a lot nore
conplicated, with all the new bionetrics and trauma mai ntenance. But well worth the trouble of
hooki ng up, in case you got blown apart just a little bit. Go hone to a confortable pension with
heroi c prosthesis. They were even tal king about the possibility of regeneration, at |least for

m ssing arns and | egs. Better get it soon, before Heaven filled up with fractional people. Heaven
was the new hospital/rest-and-recreation planet.
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| finished the set-up sequence and the suit closed by itself. Gitted ny teeth against the pain
that never cane, when the internal sensors and fluid tubes poked into your body. Conditi oned
neural bypass, so you felt only a slight puzzling dislocation. Rather than the death of a thousand
cuts.

Collins and Halliday were getting into their suits now and the other dozen were al nost set, so

He was natter-
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stepped over to the third platoon's staging area. Say goodbye again to Mrygay.

She was suited and heading ny way. W touched hel nets instead of using the radio. Privacy.
"Feeling OK, honey?"

"All right," she said. "Took ny pill."

"Yeah, happy tines." 1'd taken mi ne too, supposed to make you feel optim stic without interfering

with your sense of judgnent. | knew nost of us would probably die, but | didn't feel too bad about
it. "Sack with me tonight?"
"If we're both here,"” she said neutrally. "Have to take a pill for that, too." She tried to |augh.

"Sleep, | mean. How re the new people taking it? You have ten?"

"Ten, yeah, they're OK Doped up, quarter-dose."

"I did that, too; try to keep them | oose."

In fact, Santesteban was the only other conbat veteran in ny platoon; the four corporals had been
in UNEF for a while but hadn't ever fought.

The speaker in my cheekbone crackl ed and Commander Cortez said, "Two m nutes. Get your people
lined up."

We had our goodbye and | went back to check ny flock. Everybody seened to have gotten suited up
wi t hout any problens, so | put themon line. W waited for what seened like a long tine.

"All right, load "emup." Wth the word "up," the bay door in front of me opened-the staging area
havi ng al ready been bled of air-and | led my nmen and wonen through to the assault ship.

These new ships were ugly as hell. Just an open framework with clanps to hold you in place,
swiveled |l asers fore and aft, small tachyon powerplants bel ow the | asers. Everything automated;
the machine would | and us as quickly as

Ifir rultLvliln W~flI

possi ble and then zip off to harass the eneny. It was a one-use, throwaway drone. The vehicle that
woul d corme pick us up if we survived was cradled next to it, nuch prettier

We clanped in and the assault ship cast off fromthe Sangre y Victoria with twin spurts fromthe
yaw jets. Then the voice of the machi ne gave us a short countdown and we sped off at four gees
accel eration, straight down.

The planet, which we hadn't bothered to nane, was a chunk of black rock wi thout any normal star

cl ose enough to give it heat. At first it was visible only by the absence of stars where its bulk
cut off their light, but as we dropped closer we could see subtle variations in the bl ackness of
its surface. W were coming down on the hemni sphere opposite the Taurans' outpost.

Qur recon had shown that their canp sat in the mddle of a flat |lava plain several hundred
kilometers in dianeter. It was pretty primtive conpared to other Tauran bases UNEF had
encountered, but there wouldn't be any sneaking up on it. W were going to careen over the horizon
sone fifteen klicks fromthe place, four ships converging simultaneously fromdifferent
directions, all of us decelerating |ike nad, hopefully to drop right in their |aps and conme up
shooting. There woul d be nothing to hide behind.

I wasn't worried, of course. Abstractedly, | wished | hadn't taken the pill

W | evel ed off about a kilonmeter fromthe surface and sped al ong much faster than the rock's
escape velocity, constantly correcting to keep fromflying away. The surface rolled belowus in a
dark gray blur; we shed a little light fromthe pseudo-cerenkov gl ow made by our tachyon exhaust,
scooting away fromour reality into its own.

The ungainly contrapti on skimed and junped al ong for sone ten minutes; then suddenly the front
jet glowed and we were snapped forward inside our suits, eyeballs trying to escape fromtheir
sockets in the rapid deceleration

"Prepare for ejection," the machine's fenal e-nechanical voice said. "Five, four
The ship's lasers started firing, nmillisecond flashes freezing the Iand below in jerky
stroboscopic nmotion. It was a twi sted, pock-marked junble of fissures and random bl ack
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rocks, a few neters bel ow our feet. W were dropping, slow ng.

"Three-" It never got any farther. There was a too-bright flash and | saw the horizon drop away as
the ship's tail pitched down-then clipped the ground, and we were rolling, horribly, pieces of
peopl e and ship scattering. Then we slid pinwheeling to a bunpy halt, and | tried to pull free but
ny | eg was pinned under the ship's bulk: excruciating pain and a dry crunch as the girder crushed

my leg; shrill whistle of air escaping ny breached suit; then the trauma mai nt enance turned on
snick, nore pain, then no pain and | was rolling free, short stunp of a leg trailing blood that
froze shiny black on the dull black rock. | tasted brass and a red haze cl osed everything out,
then deepened to the brown of river clay, then loamand | passed out, with the pill thinking this

is not so bad.
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The suit is set up to save as much of your body as possible. If you | ose part of an armor a |eg,
one of sixteen razor-sharp irises closes around your linb with the force of a hydraulic press,
snipping it off neatly and sealing the suit before you can die of explosive deconpression. Then
"trauma mai ntenance" cauterizes the stunp, replaces lost blood, and fills you full of happy-juice

and No-shock. So you will either die happy or, if your conrades go on to win the battle,
eventually be carried back up to the ship's aid station

We'd won that round, while | slept swaddled in dark cotton. | woke up in the infinnary. It was
crowded. | was in the nmiddle of a long row of cots, each one hol di ng soneone who had been three-

fourths (or less) saved by his suit's trauna nai ntenance feature. W were being ignored by the
ship's two doctors, who stood in bright |ight at operating tables, absorbed in blood rituals. |
wat ched themfor a long tinme. Squinting into the bright light, the blood on their green tunics
coul d have been grease, the swathed bodi es, odd soft machines that they were fixing. But the
machi nes woul d cry out in their sleep, and the nechanics nuttered reassurances while they plied

their greasy tools. | watched and sl ept and woke up in different places.
Irl ErunEvLjt wttit
[

Finally I woke up in a regular bay.l was strapped down and being fed through a tube, biosensor

el ectrodes attached |l ere and there, but no nedics around. The only other peron in the little room
was Marygay, sleeping on the bunk next to ne. Her right armwas anputated just above the el bow.

I didn't wake her up, just |looked at her for a long tine and tried to sort out nmy feelings. Tried
to filter out the effect of the nmpod drugs. Looking at her stunp, | could feel neither enpathy nor
revulsion. | tried to force one reaction, and then the other, but nothing real happened. It was as
i f she had al ways been that way. Was it drugs, conditioning, |ove? Have to wait to see.

Her eyes opened suddenly and | knew she had been awake for sone tine, had been giving nme tine to
think "Hello, broken toy," she said.

"How how do you feel ?" Bright question

She put a finger to her lips and kissed it, a famliar gesture, reflection. "Stupid, nunb. d ad
not to be a soldier anynore." She sniled. "Did they tell you? We're going to Heaven."

"No. | knew it would be either there or Earth."
"Heaven will be better." Anything would. "I w sh we were there now "
"How I ong?" | asked. "How |l ong before we get there?"

She rolled over and | ooked at the ceiling. "No telling. You haven't tal ked to anybody?"

"Just woke up."

"There's a new directive they didn't bother to tell us about before. The Sangre y Victoria got
orders for four nissions. W have to keep on fighting until we've done all four. O until we've
sustai ned so many casualties that it wouldn't be practical to go on."

"How nmany is that?"

"I wonder. We lost a good third already. But we're headed for Aleph-7. Panty raid." New slang term
for the type of operation whose nmin object was to gather Tauran artifacts, and prisoners if

possible. | tried to find out where the termcane from but the one explanation | got was really
idiotic.

U .,

j oe nar nenan

One knock on the door and Dr. Foster barged in. He fluttered his hands. "Still in separate beds?
Marygay, | thought you were nore recovered than that." Foster was all right A flam ng nmariposa,

but he had an anused tol erance for heterosexuality.

He exami ned Marygay's stunp and then nmine. He stuck thermoneters in our nouths so we couldn't
tal k. When he spoke, he was serious and bl unt.

"lI"'mnot going to sugarcoat anything for you. You' re both on happyjuice up to your ears, and the

| oss you' ve sustained isn't going to bother you until | take you off the stuff. For ny own

conveni ence |'m keepi ng you drugged until you get to Heaven. | have twenty-one anputees to take
care of. W can't handl e twenty-one psychiatric cases.

"Enj oy your peace of mind while you still have it. You two especially, since you'll probably want
to stay together. The prosthetics you get on Heaven will work just fine, but every tinme you | ook
at his nechanical leg or you |l ook at her arm you're going to think of how |l ucky the other one is.
You're going to constantly trigger nenories of pain and |loss for each other... . You nay be at

each other's throats in a week. O you may share a sullen kind of |Iove for the rest of your lives.
"Or you may be able to transcend it. G ve each other strength. Just don't kid yourselves if it
doesn't work out."

He checked the readout on each thernoneter and made a notation in his notebook. "Doctor knows
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best, even if heis alittle weird by your own ol d-fashi oned standards. Keep it in mnd." He took
the thernmometer out of ny nmouth and gave ne a little pat on the shoulder. Inpartially, he did the
same to Marygay. At the door, he said, "W've got collapsar insertion in about six hours. One of
the nurses will take you to the tanks."

We went into the tanks-so much nore confortable and safer than the ol d individual acceleration
shel | s-and dropped into the Tet-2 collapsar field already starting the crazy fifty-gee evasive
maneuvers that would protect us from eneny cruisers when we popped out by Al eph-7, a nicrosecond
| ater.

THE FOREVER WAR
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Predi ctably, the Al eph-7 canpaign was a dismal failure, and we |inped away fromit with a two-
canpai gn total of fifty-four dead and thirty-nine cripples bound for Heaven. Only twel ve soldiers
were still able to fight, but they weren't exactly straining at the |eash.

It took three collapsar junps to get to Heaven. No ship ever went there directly froma battle,
even though the delay sonetinmes cost extra lives. It was the one place besides Earth that the
Taurans could not be allowed to find.

Heaven was a |l ovely, unspoiled Earth-1ike world; what Earth mi ght have been like if nmen had
treated her with conmpassion instead of lust. Virgin forests, white beaches, pristine deserts. The
few dozen cities there either blended perfectly with the environment (one was totally underground)
or were brazen statenments of human ingenuity; Oceanus, in a coral reef with six fathons of water
over its transparent roof; Boreas, perched on a sheared-off mountaintop in the pol ar wast el and;
and the fabul ous Skye, a huge resort city that floated fromcontinent to continent on the trade
wi nds.

We | anded, as everyone does, at the jungle city, Threshold. Three-fourths hospital, it's by far
the planet's largest city, but you couldn't tell that fromthe air, flying down fromorbit. The
only sign of civilization was a short runway that suddenly appeared, a small white patch dwarfed
to insignificance by the stately rain forest that crowded in fromthe east and an i mmense ocean
that dom nated the other horizon

Once under the arboreal cover, the city was very nuch in evidence. Low buildings of native stone
and wood rested anmong ten-neter-thick tree trunks. They were connected by unobtrusive stone paths,
with one wi de pronenade neandering off to the beach. Sunlight filtered down in patches, and the
air held a mixture of forest sweetness and salt tang.

| later learned that the city spraw ed out over 200 square kiloneters, that you could take a
subway to anyplace that was too far to wal k. The ecol ogy of Threshold was very carefully bal anced
and naintained so as to resenble the jungle outside, with all the dangerous and unconfortable

el ements elimnated. A powerful pressor field kept out |arge

j 0e naweman

predators and such insect Iife as was not necessary for the health of the plants inside.

We wal ked, linped and rolled into the nearest building, which was the hospital's reception area.
The rest of the hospital was underneath, thirty subterranean stories. Each person was examn ned and
assigned his own room | tried to get a double with Marygay, but they weren't set up for that
"Earth-year" was 2189. So | was 215 years old, God, |ook at that old codger. Sonebody pass the hat-
no, not necessary. The doctor who exami ned ne said that my accunul ated pay would be transferred

fromEarth to Heaven. Wth conpound interest, | was just shy of being a billionaire. He remarked
that 1'd find lots of ways to spend ny billion on Heaven

They took the nost severely wounded first, so it was several days before | went into surgery.
Afterwards, | woke up in ny roomand found that they had grafted a prosthesis onto ny stunp, an
articulated structure of shiny netal that to ny untrained eye | ooked exactly |ike the skel eton of
a leg and foot. It |ooked creepy as hell, lying there in a transparent bag of fluid, wres running
out of it to a nachine at the end of the bed.

An aide came in. "How you feelin', sir?" | alnpst told himto forget the "sir" bullshit, | was out

of the arny and staying out this tine. But it mght be nice for the guy to keep feeling that |
outranked him
"I don't know. Hurts a little."

"CGonna hurt like a sonuvabitch. Wait'll the nerves start to grow "
"Nerves?"
"Sure." He was fiddling with the machine, reading dials on the other side. "How you gonna have a

leg without nerves? It'd just sit there."

"Nerves? Like regular nerves? You nean | can just think 'nove' and the thing noves?"
"' Course you can." He | ooked at ne quizzically, then went back to his adjustnents.
What a wonder. "Prosthetics has sure conme a | ong
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way. "
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"Pross-what-ics?"

"You know, artificial-"

"Ch yeah, like in books. Woden | egs, hooks and stuff." How d he ever get a job? "Yeah
prosthetics. Like this thing on the end of ny stunp."”

"Look, sir." He set down the clipboard he'd been scribbling on. "You' ve been away a |long tine.
That's gonna be a leg, just like the other |leg except it can't break."

"They do it with arns, too?"

"Sure, any linb." He went back to his witing. "Livers, kidneys, stonachs, all kinds of things.
Still working on hearts and |ungs, have to use nechani cal substitutes."

"Fantastic." Marygay woul d be whol e again, too.

He shrugged. "QGuess so. They've been doing it since before | was born. How old are you, sir?"

I told him and he whistled. "God damm. You nusta been in it fromthe beginning." H's accent was
very strange. All the words were right but all the sounds were wong.

"Yeah. 1 was in the Epsilon attack. Al eph-null." They'd started nanming collapsars after letters of
t he Hebrew al phabet, in order of discovery, then ran out of letters when the damm things started
cropping up all over the place. So they added nunbers after the letters; last | heard, they were
up to Yod-42

"Wbw, ancient history. What was it |ike back then?"

"l don't know. Less crowded, nicer. Went back to Earth a year ago-hell, a century ago. Depends on
how you look at it. It was so bad | re-enlisted, you know? Bunch of zonbies. No of fense."

He shrugged. "Never been there, nyself. People who cone fromthere seemto niss it. Maybe it got
better."

"What, you were born on another planet? Heaven?' No wonder | couldn't place his accent.

"Born, raised and drafted.” He put the pen back in his pocket and fol ded the clipboard up to a
wal | et -si zed package. "Yes, sir. Third-generation angel. Best dammed planet in all UNEF." He
spelled it out, didn't say "youneff" the way I'd always heard it.

"Look, I've gotta run, lieutenant. Two other nonitors to
Joe Hal deman
164

check, this hour." He backed out the door. "You need anything, there's a buzzer on the table
there.”

Third-generation angel. H's grandparents cane from Earth, probably when | was a young punk of a
hundred. | wondered how nany ot her worlds they'd col onized while ny back was turned. Lose an arm
grow a new one?

It was going to be good to settle down and |live a whole year for every year that went by.

The guy wasn't kidding about the pain. And it wasn't just the new | eg, though that hurt |ike
boiling oil. For the new tissues to "take," they'd had to subvert my body's resistance to alien
cells; cancer broke out in a hal f-dozen places and had to be treated separately, painfully.

| was feeling pretty used up, but it was still kind of fas- cinating to watch the leg grow. Wite
threads turned into bl ood vessels and nerves, first hanging a little slack, then nmoving into place
as the nuscul ature grew up around the netal bone.

| got used to seeing it grow, so the sight never repelled ne. But when Marygay came to visit, it
was a jolt-she was anbul atory before the skin on her new armhad started to grow, |ooked like a
wal ki ng anatony denonstration. | got over the shock, though, and she eventually cane in for a few
hours every day to play ganmes or trade gossip or just sit and read, her armslowy grow ng inside
the plastic cast.

I'd had skin for a week before they uncased the new | eg and trundl ed the nachine away. It was ugly
as hell, hairless and dead white, stiff as a netal rod. But it worked, after a fashion. | could
stand up and shuffle al ong.

They transferred ne to orthopedics, for "range and notion repatterning"-a fancy nane for slow
torture. They strap you into a nachine that bends both the old and new | egs sinultaneously. The
new one resists.

Marygay was in a nearby section, having her armtw sted methodically. It nust have been even worse
on her; she | ooked gray and haggard every afternoon, when we nmet to go upstairs and sunbathe in

t he broken shade.

As the days went by, the therapy becane less like torture and nore |ike strenuous exercise. W
bot h began swi nming for an hour or so every clear day, in the calm pressor
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guarded water off the beach. | still linped on land, but in the water | could get around pretty
wel | .

The only real excitenent we had on Heaven-excitenent to our conbat-blunted sensibilities-was in
that carefully guarded water.

They have to turn off the pressor field for a split second every tine a ship |lands; otherwise it
woul d just ricochet off over the ocean. Every now and then an animal slips in, but the dangerous
I and animals are too slow to get through. Not so in the sea.

The undi sputed nmaster of Heaven's oceans is an ugly customer that the angels, in a fit of
originality, naned the "shark." It could eat a stack of earth sharks for breakfast, though

The one that got in was an average-sized white shark who had been bunpi ng around the edge of the
pressor field for days, tornented by all that protein splashing around inside. Fortunately,
there's a warning siren two mnutes before the pressor is shut down, so nobody was in the water
when he came streaking through. And streak through he did, alnost beaching hinmself in the fury of
his fruitless attack

He was twelve neters of flexible nuscle with a razor-sharp tail at one end and a collection of arm
| ength fangs at the other. Hs eyes, big yell ow globes, were set on stalks nore than a neter out
fromhis head. H's mouth was so wide that, open, a man could confortably stand in it. Mke an

i mpressive photo for his heirs.

They couldn't just turn off the pressor field and wait for the thing to swimaway. So the
Recreation Comittee organi zed a hunting party.

I wasn't too enthusiastic about offering nyself up as an hors d oeuvre to a giant fish, but
Marygay had spearfished a lot as a kid growing up in Florida and was really excited by the
prospect. | went along with the gag when | found out how they were doing it; seemed safe enough
These "sharks" supposedly never attack people in boats. Two people who had nore faith in
fishernen's stories than | had gone out to the edge of the pressor field in a rowboat,
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armed only with a side of beef. They kicked the neat overboard and the shark was there in a flash
This was the cue for us to step in and have our fun. There were twenty-three of us fools waiting
on the beach with flippers, masks, breathers and one spear each. The spears were pretty

form dabl e, though, jet-propelled and with high-expl osive heads.

We splashed in and swamin phal anx, underwater, toward the feeding creature. Wen it saw us at
first, it didn't attack. It tried to hide its neal, presumably so that some of us wouldn't be able
to sneak around and nunch on it while the shark was dealing with the others. But every tine he
tried for the deep water, he'd bunp into the pressor field. He was obviously getting pissed off.
Finally, he just let go of the beef, whipped around and charged. Great sport. He was the size of
your finger one second, way down there at the other end of the field, then suddenly as big as the
guy next to you and closing fast.

Maybe ten of the spears hit himmnmne didn't-and they tore himto shreds. But even after an expert,
or lucky, brain shot that took off the top of his head and one eye, even with half his flesh and
entrails scattered in a bloody path behind him he slamed into our Iine and clanped his jaws
around a woran, grinding off both of her |legs before it occurred to himto die.

We carried her, barely alive, back to the beach, where an anmbul ance was waiting. They poured her
full of blood surrogate and No-shock and rushed her to the hospital, where she survived to
eventual ly go through the agony of growing new legs. | decided that | would | eave the hunting of
fish to other fish.

Most of our stay at Threshold, once the therapy becane bearable, was pl easant enough. No nilitary
discipline, lots of reading and things to potter around with. But there was a pall over it, since
it was obvious that we weren't out of the arny; just pieces of broken equi prent that they were
fixing up to throw back into the fray. Marygay and | each had another three years to serve in our
| i eut enanci es.

But we did have six nonths of rest and recreation com ng once our new |inbs were pronounced in
good wor ki ng
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order. Marygay was released two days before | was but waited around for nme.

My back pay canme to $892,746,012. Not in the formof bales of currency, fortunately; on Heaven
they used an electronic credit exchange, so | carried nmy fortune around in a little machine with a
digital readout. To buy sonething you punched in the vendor's credit nunber and the anmpunt of
purchase; the sumwas automatically shuffled fromyour account to his. The nmachi ne was the size of
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a slender wallet and coded to your thunbprint.

Heaven's econony was governed by the continual presence of thousands of resting, recreating
mllionaire soldiers. A nodest snack would cost a hundred bucks, a roomfor a night at |east ten
tinmes that. Since UNEF built and owned Heaven, this runaway inflation was pretty transparently a
sinmple way of getting our accunul ated pay back into the econom ¢ nai nstream

We had fun, desperate fun. W rented a flyer and canping gear and went off for weeks, exploring
the planet. There were icy rivers to swmand lush jungles to craw through; meadows and nountai ns
and pol ar wastes and deserts.

We could be totally protected fromthe environnent by adjusting our individual pressor fields-

sl eep naked in a blizzard-or we could take nature straight. At Marygay's suggestion, the |ast
thing we did before coming back to civilization was to clinb a pinnacle in the desert, fasting for
several days to heighten our sensibilities (or warp our perceptions, |I'mstill not sure), and sit
back-to-back in the searing heat, contenplating the languid flux of life.

Then off to the fleshpots. W toured every city on the planet, and each had its own particul ar
charm but we finally returned to Skye to spend the rest of our |eave tine.

The rest of the planet was bargai n-basenent conpared to Skye. In the four weeks we were using the
ai rborne pleasure done as our hone base, Marygay and | each went through a good half-billion
dollars. We ganbl ed-sonetinmes losing a mllion dollars or nmore in a night-ate and drank the finest
the planet had to offer, and sanpl ed every service and product that wasn't too bizarre for our
admttedly archaic tastes. W each had a personal servant whose
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salary was rather nore than that of a nmjor general

Desperate fun, as | said. Unless the war changed radically, our chances of surviving the next
three years were mcroscopic. W were remarkably healthy victins of a terninal disease, trying to
crama lifetime of sensation into a half of a year.

We did have the consolation, not small, that however

short the remai nder of our lives would be, we would at |east be together. For some reason it never
occurred to me that even that could be taken from us.

We were enjoying a light lunch in the transparent "first floor" of Skye, watching the ocean glide
by underneath us, when a nessenger bustled in and gave us two envel opes:

our orders.

Marygay had been bumped to captain, and 1 to major, on the basis of our nilitary records and tests

we had taken at Threshold. | was a conmpany conmander and she was a conpany's executive officer
But they weren't the same conpany.

She was going to muster with a new conpany being formed right here on Heaven. | was going back to
Stargate for "indoctrination and education” before taki ng command.

For a long tinme we couldn't say anything. "I'mgoing to protest,” | said finally, weakly. "They
can't nmake ne a commander. Into a comander."

She was still struck dunmb. This was not just a separation. Even if the war was over and we | eft

for Earth only a few m nutes apart, in different ships, the geonetry of the collapsar junp would
pile up years between us. \When the second one arrived on Earth, his partner would probably be a
hal f-century ol der; nore probably dead.

We sat there for some tine, not touching the exquisite food, ignoring the beauty around us and
beneat h us, only conscious of each other and the two sheets of paper that separated us with a gulf
as wi de and real as death.

We went back to Threshold. | protested but my argunents were shrugged off. | tried to get Marygay
assigned to ny conpany, as mny exec. They said ny personnel had
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all been allotted. | pointed out That nost of them probably hadn't even been born yet.
Nevert hel ess, allotted, they said.

It would be alnbst a century, | said, before | even get to Stargate. They replied that Strike

Force Conmmand plans in ternms of centuries.

Not in terms of people.

W had a day and a night together. The | ess said about

that, the better. It wasn't just losing a |over. Marygay and

| were each other's only Iink to real life, the Earth of the

1980s and 90s. Not the perverse grotesquerie we were supposedly fighting to preserve. Wen her
shuttle took off it
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was |ike a casket rattling down into a grave.

I commandeered conputer time and found out the orbital elenents of her ship and its departure
time; found out | could watch her |eave from"our" desert.

I landed on the pinnacle where we had starved together and, a few hours before dawn, watched a new

star appear over the western horizon, flare to brilliance and fade as it noved away, becom ng just
anot her star, then a dimstar, and then nothing. | wal ked to the edge and | ooked down the sheer
rock face to the dimfrozen rippling of dunes half a kilometer below. | sat with ny feet dangling
over the edge, thinking nothing, until the sun's oblique rays illum nated the dunes in a soft,

tenpting chiaroscuro of lowrelief. Twice | shifted ny weight as if to junp. Wien | didn't, it was
not for fear of pain or |loss. The pain would be only a bright spark and the | oss would be only the
arnmy's. And it would be their ultimate victory over ne- having ruled nmy life for so long, to force
an end to it.

That nuch, | owed to the eneny.
MAJOR

MANDELLA

2458- 3143 A D.

1

What was that old experinment they told us about in high school biology? Take a flatworm and teach
it howto swimthrough a maze. Then mash it up and feed it to a stupid flatworm and |o! the
stupid flatwormwoul d be able to swimthe maze, too.

| had a bad taste of mmjor general in ny nouth.

Actual 'y, | supposed they had refined the techni ques

since nmy high school days. Wth tine dilation, that was

about 450 years for research and devel opnent.

At Stargate, nmy orders said, | was to undergo "indoctrination and education” prior to taking
command of ny very own Strike Force. Wiich was what they still called a conpany.

For my education on Stargate, they didn't mnce up najor generals and serve themto nme with

hol | andai se. They didn't feed ne anything except glucose for three weeks.

d ucose and electricity.

They shaved every hair off ny body, gave me a shot that turned me into a dishrag, attached dozens
of electrodes to ny head and body, imersed nme in a tank of oxygenated fluorocarbon, and hooked mne
up to an ALSC. That's an "accelerated |ife situation conputer.” It kept me busy.

I guess it took the machi ne about ten minutes to review

everything | had | earned previously about the martial (excuse the expression) arts. Then it
started in on the new stuff.

| learned the best way to use every weapon froma rock to a nova bonmb. Not just intellectually;
that's what all those el ectrodes were for. Cybernetically-controlled negative feedback

ki nesthesia; | felt the weapons in ny hands and watched nmy performance with them And did it over
and over until | did it right. The illusion of reality was total. | used a spear-thrower with a
band of Masai warriors on a village raid, and when | | ooked down at ny body it was
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I ong and bl ack. | relearned epee froma cruel -looking man in foppish clothes, in an ei ghteenth-
century French courtyard. | sat quietly in a tree with a Sharps rifle and sniped at bl ue-uniforned

men as they crawl ed across a nuddy field toward Vicksburg. In three weeks | killed severa

regi ments of electronic ghosts. It seened nore like a year to nme, but the ALSC does strange things
to your sense of tinme.

Learning to use usel ess exotic weapons was only a small part of the training. In fact, it was the
rel axi ng part. Because when | wasn't in kinesthesia, the nmachine kept ny body totally inert and
zapped ny brain with four mllennia's worth of mlitary facts and theories. And | couldn't forget
any of it! Not while | was in the tank

Wwant to know who Scipio Aemilianus was? | don't. Bright light of the Third Punic War. War is the
provi nce of danger and therefore courage above all things is the first quality of a warrior, von
Clausewitz maintained. And I'll never forget the poetry of "the advance party mnus normally noves
in a colum formation with the platoon headquarters | eading, followed by a | aser squad, the heavy
weapons squad, and the renmaining |aser squad; the columm relies on observation for its flank
security except when the terrain and visibility dictate the need for snmall security detachnents to
the flanks, in which case the advance party c~ommander will detail one platoon sergeant. " and
so on.
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That's from Stri ke Force Command Small Unit Leader's Handbook, as if you could call sonething a
handbook when it takes up two whole mcrofiche cards, 2,000 pages.

If you want to become a thoroughly eclectic expert in a subject that repels you, join UNEF and
sign up for officer training.

One hundred ni neteen people, and | was responsible for 118 of them Counting nyself but not
counting the Conmodore, who could presumably take care of herself.

| hadn't net any of ny conpany during the two weeks of physical rehabilitation that followed the
ALSC session. Before our first nuster | was supposed to report to the Tenporal Oientation
Oficer. | called for an appointrment and his clerk said the Colonel would neet nme at the Level Six
Oficers' Cub after dinner.

I 11L r" JnLVLn W-t[t
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TABLE OF ORGANI ZATI ON
Stri ke Force Ganma

Sade- 138 Campai gn
| ECHN:
MAJ Mondel | a

COWM Anwpol
2ECHN:
CAPT Mbore

3ECHN:
I LT Hill eboe

4ECHN:

2LT Rl and

2LT Rusk

2LT ALvever MD

5ECHN:

2LT Borgstedz 2LT Brill
2LT Gai nor

2LT Hei noff

6ECHN:

SSgr Webster SSgt Gllies
SSgr Abram

SSgt Dol e

7ECHN:

Sgt Dolins Sgz Bell Cpl Celler Cpl Kahn
Sgt Ander son

Cpl Kal vm

Sgt Noyes Cpl Spraggs
8ECHN:

Pvt Boas CpJ Wi ner
Pvt Li ngeman Pvt Ikle
Pvt Rosevear Pvt Schon

Pvt Wife, R Pvt Shubi k
Pvt Lin Pvt Duhl

Pvt Si mmons Pvt Perl of f
Pvt W nograd Pvt Moyni han
Pvt Brown Pvt Frank
Pvt Bl oongui st Pvt G aubard
Pvt Wong Pvt Ol ans
Pvt Louria Pvt Mayr

Pvt G oss Pvt Quarton
Pvt Asadi Pvt H n

file:/lIF|/rah/Joe%20Haldeman/Haldeman,%20Joe%20-%20Forever%20War,%20The.txt (71 of 107) [1/15/03 7:21:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Joe%20Hal deman/Hal deman, %20J0e%620-%20Forever%20War,%20T he.txt

Pvt Hor man Pvt St endahi
Pvt Fox Pvt Erikson Pvt Born
Pvt MIler
Pvt Rei sman
Pvt Coupling
Pvt Rosi ow
Pvt Huntington
Pvt Dc Sol a
Pvt Poo
Pvt Nepal a
Pvt Schuba
Pvt U anov
Pvt Shel |l ey
Pvt Lynn
Pvt Sl aer
Pvt Schenk
Pvt Deel stre
Pvt Levy
Pvt Conr oy
Pvt Yakata
Pvt Burns
Pvt Cohen
Pvt G aham
Pvt Schoeliple
Pvt Wlfe, E.
Pvt Kar koshka
Pvt Maj er
Pvt Di ouj ova
Pvt Armai ng
Pvt Baul ez
Pvt Johnson
Pvt QG trecht
Pvt Kayi banth
Pvt Tschud
Supporting: ILT WIliams (NAy), 2LTs Jarvil (MED), Laasonen (MED)
W ber (PSY), Szydl owska (MAI NT), Gaptchcnko (ORD), CGedo (COW,
G m (COW); 1SGIs Evans (MED), Rodriguez (MED), Kosti dinov
(MED), Rwabwogo (PSY), Blazynski (MAINT), Turpin (ORD); SSGIS
Carreras (MED), Kousnetzov (MED), Waruinge (MED). Rojas (MED), Botos (MAINT), Oban (CK), Mugua
(COW); SGTIs Perez (MED), Seal es
(MAINT), Anghelov (01W, Vugin (COW); CPLs Daborg (MED), Correa
(MED), Kajdi (SEX), Valdez (SEX), Muranga (01W; PVTs Kottysch
(MAINT), Rudkoski (CK), Mnter (ORE)).

APPROVED STFCOM STARGATE 12 Mar 2458. FOR ThE

COVIVANDER:

O ga Tori scheva BGEN STFCOM

I iO

j oe nai aeman

I went down to Six early, thinking to eat dinner there, but they had nothing but snacks. Sol
munched on a fungus thing that vaguely resenbl ed escargots and took the rest of nmy calories in the
form of al cohol .

"Maj or Mandeil a?" 1'd been busily engaged in ny seventh beer and hadn't seen the Col onel approach.
| started to rise but he notioned for me to stay seated and dropped heavily into the chair
opposite ne.

"' min your debt," he said. "You saved ne fromat least half of a boring evening." He offered his
hand. "Jack Kynock, at your service."

" Col onel -"
"Don't Colonel ne and | won't Major you. We old fossits have to. - - keep our perspective.
WIilliam"

"All right with nme."
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He ordered a kind of drink I'd never heard of. "Were to start? Last time you were on Earth was
2007, according to the records."

"That's right."

"Didn't like it much, did you?"

"No." Zonbi es, happy robots.

"Well, it got better. Then it got worse, thank you." A private brought his drink, a bubbling
concoction that was green at the bottom of the glass and lightened to chartreuse at the top. He
si pped. "Then they got better again, then worse, then. . . | don't know Cycles."

"What's it |ike now?"

"Well - . - I'"'mnot really sure. Stacks of reports and such, but it's hard to filter out the
propaganda. | haven't been back in alnmost two hundred years; it was pretty bad then. Dependi ng on

what you like."

"What do you nean?"

"Ch, let nme see. There was |l ots of excitement. Ever hear of the Pacifist novenent?"

"I don't think so."

"Hm, the nane's deceptive. Actually, it was a war, a guerrilla war."

"I thought | could give you nane, rank and serial nunber of every war from Troy on up." He sml ed.
"They nust have nissed one."
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"For good reason. It was run by veterans-survivors of Yod-38 and Al eph-40, | hear; they got

di scharged toget her and decided they could take on all of UNEF, Earthside. They got |ots of
support fromthe population."

"But didn't win."

"We're still here." He swirled his drink and the colors shifted. "Actually, all | know is hearsay.
Last time | got to Earth, the war was over, except for some sporadic sabotage. And it wasn't
exactly a safe topic of conversation.”

"It surprises ne a little,” | said, "well, nore than a little. That Earth's popul ati on woul d do
anything at all.. - against the governnent's wi shes."

He made a nonconmittal sound.

"Least of all, revolution. Wien we were there, you couldn't get anybody to say a damed thing

agai nst the UNEF-or any of the |local governnents, for that matter. They were conditi oned from ear
to ear to accept things as they were."

"Ah. That's a cyclic thing, too." He settled back in his chair. "It's not a matter of technique.
if they wanted to, Earth's government could have total control over. . . every nontrivial thought
and action of each citizen, fromcradle to grave.

"They don't do it because it would be fatal. Because there's a war on. Take your own case: did you
get any notivational conditioning while you were in the can?"

| thought for a nmonment. "if | did, | wouldn't necessarily know about it."

"That's true. Partially true. But take my word for it, they left that part of your brain al one.
Any change in your attitude toward UNEF or the war, or war in general, conmes only from new

know edge. Nobody's fiddled with your basic notivations. And you shoul d know why."

Names, dates, figures rattled down through the maze of new know edge. "Tet-17, Sed-2l, Al eph-14.
The Lazl o

' The Lazl o Emergency Commi ssion Report.' June, 2106."

"Right. And by extension, your own experience on Al eph-I. Robots don't nake good soldiers."”
"They would," | said. "Up to the twenty-first century.

BehaVi Oral conditioning woul d have been the answer to a
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general's dream Make up an army with all the best features of the SS, the Praetorian Guard, the
Gol den Horde. Mosby's Raiders, the Green Berets."”

He | aughed over his glass. "Then put that arny up against a squad of nen in nodemfighting suits.
It'd be over in a couple of mnutes."

"So long as each man in the squad kept his head about him And just fought like hell to stay
alive." The generation of soldiers that had precipitated the Lazl o Reports had been conditioned
frombirth to conformto sonebody's vision of the ideal fighting man. They worked beautifully as a
team totally bloodthirsty, placing no great inportance on personal survival-and the Taurans cut
themto ribbons.

The Taurans al so fought with no regard for self. But they were better at it, and there were al ways
nore of them
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Kynock took a drink and watched the colors. "I've seen your psych profile," he said. "Both before
you got here and after your session in the can. It's essentially the same, before and after."
"That's reassuring.” | signaled for another beer

"Maybe it shouldn't be."

"What, it says | won't nake a good officer? | told themthat fromthe beginning. |I'mno | eader."

"Right in a way, wong in a way. Want to know what that profile says?"

| shrugged. "Cdassified, isn't it?"

"Yes," he said. "But you're a mgjor now. You can pull the profile of anybody in your conmand."

"l don't suppose it has any big surprises.” But | was a little curious. What animal isn't
fascinated by a mrror?

"No. It says you're a pacifist. Afailed one at that, which gives you a mld neurosis. Wich you
handl e by transferring the burden of guilt to the arny."

The fresh beer was so cold it hurt ny teeth. "No surprises yet."

"And as far as being a | eader, you do have a certain potential. But it would be along the Iines of
a teacher or a nminister; you would have to | ead from enpat hy, conpassion. You have the desire to

i npose your ideas on other people, but not your will. Wich neans, you're right, you'll
THE FOREVER WAR
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make one hell of a bad officer unless you shape up."

| had to | augh. "UNEF nust have known all of this when they ordered me to officer training."
"There are other paraneters,” he said. "For instance, you're adaptable, reasonably intelligent,
analytical. And you' re one of the el even people who's lived through the whole war."

"Surviving is a virtue in a private." Couldn't resist it. "But an officer should provide gallant
exanple. Go down with the ship. Stride the parapet as if unafraid."

He harrunphed at that. "Not when you're a thousand |ight years fromyour replacenment."

"It doesn't add up, though. Why would they haul ne all the way from Heaven to take a chance on ny
' shapi ng up,' when probably a third of the people here on Stargate are better officer material?
God, the mlitary mnd!"

"l suspect the bureaucratic mind, at |east, had sonmething to do with it. You have an enbarrassing
anount of seniority to be a footsoldier."

"That's all time dilation. |'ve only been in three canpaigns."

"Immaterial. Besides, that's two-and-a-half nore than the average sol dier survives. The propaganda
boys will probably nake you into sone kind of a folk hero."

"Folk hero." | sipped at the beer. "Wiere is John Wayne now that we really need hinP"

"John Wayne?" He shook his head. "I never went in the can, you know. |'mno expert at mlitary
history."

"Forget it."

Kynock finished his drink and asked the private to get himl swear to God-a "rum Antares."
"Well, 1'msupposed to be your Tenmporal Oientation Oficer. Wat do you want to know about the
present ? What passes for the present.”

Still on nmy mind: "You' ve never been in the can?"

"No, conbat officers only. The conputer facilities and energy you go through in three weeks woul d
keep the Earth running for several days. Too expensive for us deskwarners."

"Your decorations say you're comnbat."

180
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"Honorary. | was." The rum Antares was a tall slender glass with a little ice floating at the top
filled with pale anber liquid. At the bottomwas a bright red globule about the size of a
thunmbnai | ; crinson filanents waved up from

it.

"What's that red stuff?"

"Ci nnamon. Oh, sone ester with cinnanon in it. Quite good. . . want a taste?"

"No, I'Il stick to beer, thanks."

"Down at |evel one, the library machine has a tenporal orientation file, that ny staff updates
every day. You can go to it for specific questions. Mainly | want to.. . prepare you for neeting

your Strike Force."
"What, they're all cyborgs? C ones?"

He laughed. "No, it's illegal to clone humans. The main problemis with, uh, you' re heterosexual."
"Ch, that's no problem |I'mtolerant.”

"Yes, your profile shows that you.. . think you're tolerant, but that's not the problem exactly."
"Ch," | knew what he was going to say. Not the details, but the substance.
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"Only enptionally stable people are drafted into UNEF.

I know this is hard for you to accept, but heterosexuality is considered an enotional dysfunction
Rel atively easy to cure.”

"If they think they're going to cure ne-"

"Relax, you're too old." He took a delicate sip. "It won't be as hard to get along with them as
you m ght-"
"Wait. You nean nobody.. . everybody in ny conpany is honbsexual ? But ne?"

"WIlliam everybody on Earth is honosexual. Except for a thousand or so; veterans and incurables.”
"AK" What could | say? "Seens like a drastic way to solve the popul ati on problem™

"Perhaps. It does work, though; Earth's population is stable at just under a billion. \Wen one
person dies or goes of fplanet, another is quickened."
"Not 'born.""

"Born, yes, but not the ol d-fashioned way. Your old

THE FOREVER WAR
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termfor it was 'test-tube babies,' but of course they don't use a test-tube."

"Well, that's sonething."

"Part of every creche is an artificial wonb that takes care of a person the first eight or ten
mont hs after qui ckening. What you would call birth takes place over a period of days; it isn't the
sudden, drastic event that it used to be."

O brave new world, | thought. "No birth trauma. A billion perfectly adjusted honbsexual s."
"Perfectly adjusted by present-day Earth standards. You and | might find thema little odd."
"That's an understatenent." | drank off the rest of ny beer. "Yourself, you, uh.. . are you
honmosexual ?"

"Ch, no," he said. | relaxed. "Actually, though, |I'mnot hetero anynore, either." He slapped his

hip and it made an odd sound. "Got wounded and it turned out that | had a rare disorder of the

| ynphatic system can't regenerate. Nothing but nmetal and plastic fromthe wai st down. To use your
word, I'ma cyborg."”

Far out, as ny nother used to say. "Ch, Private," | called to the waiter, "bring nme one of those
Antares things." Sitting here in a bar with an asexual cyborg who is probably the only other
normal person on the whol e goddamed pl anet.

"Make it a double, please."

2

They | ooked normal enough, filing into the |l ecture hail where we held our first nuster, the next
day. Rather young and a little stiff.

Most of them had only been out of the creche for seven or eight years. The creche was a
controlled, isolated environment to which only a few specialists-pediatricians and teachers,
nmost | y- had access. When a person | eaves the creche at age twelve or thirteen, he chooses a first
nane (his |ast name having been taken fromthe donor-parent with the higher genetic rating) and is
legally a probationary adult, with schooling about equivalent to what | had after nmy first year of
coll ege. Mbst of themgo on to nore specialized education, but sone are assigned a job and go
right to work.

They' re observed very closely and anyone who shows any signs of sociopathy, such as heterosexua

| eanings, is sent away to a correctional facility. He's either cured or kept there for the rest of
his life.

Everyone is drafted into UNEF at the age of twenty. Most people work at a desk for five years and
are di scharged. A few lucky souls, about one in eight thousand, are invited to volunteer for
conbat training. Refusing is "sociopathic," even though it neans signing up for an extra five
years. And your chance of surviving the ten years is so snmall as to be negligible; nobody ever
had. Your best chance is to have the war end before your ten (subjective) years of service are up
Hope that time dilation puts many years between each of your battles.

Since you can figure on going into battle roughly once every subjective year, and since an average
of 34 percent survive each battle, it's easy to conpute your chances of being able to fight it out
for ten years. It cones to about ~wo one-thousandths of one percent. O, to put it another
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way, get an ol d-fashioned six-shooter and play Russian Roulette with four of the six chanbers
| oaded. If you can do it ten tinmes in a row w thout decorating the opposite wall, congratul ations!

You're a civilian
There being sone sixty thousand conbat soldiers in UNEF, you could expect about 1.2 of themto

file:/lIF|/rah/Joe%20Haldeman/Haldeman,%20Joe%20-%20Forever%20War,%20The.txt (75 of 107) [1/15/03 7:21:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Joe%20Hal deman/Hal deman, %20J0e%620-%20Forever%20War,%20T he.txt

survive for ten years. | didn't seriously plan on being the |ucky one, even though | was hal fway
t here.

How nany of these young soldiers filing into the auditoriumknew they were dooned? | tried to

mat ch faces up with the dossiers |I'd been scanning all norning, but it was hard. They'd all been
sel ected through the sane battery of stringent paraneters, and they | ooked remarkably alike: tall
but not too tall, muscular but not heavy, intelligent but not in a brooding way. . . and Earth was
much nore racially honbgenous than it had been in ny century. Mst of them | ooked vaguely

Pol ynesian. Only two of them Kayibanda and Lin, seened pure representatives of racial types. |
wonder ed whet her the others gave thema hard tine.

Most of the wonen were achingly handsone, but | was in no position to be critical. 1'd been
celibate for over a year, ever since saying goodbye to Marygay, back on Heaven

I wondered if one of them nmight have a trace of atavism or might hunor her commander's
eccentricity. It is absolately forbidden for an officer to formsexual liaison with his

subordi nates. Such a warmway of putting it. Violation of this regulation is punishable by
attachment of all funds and reduction to the rank of private or, ~f the relationship iiue~feres
with a unit's conbat efficiency, summary execution. |If all of UNEF s regul ations could be broken
SO Casual ly and consistently as that one was, it would be a very easygoi ng arny.

But not one of the boys appealed to ne. How they'd | ook after another year, | wasn't sure.
"Tench-hut!" That was Lieutenant Hilleboe. It was a credit to ny new reflexes that | didn't junp
to ny feet. Everybody in the auditorium snapped to.

"My name is Lieutenant Hilleboe and | am your Second Field Oficer." That used to be "Field First
Sergeant." A

Joe tial deman

good sign that an anny has been around too long is that it starts getting top-heavy with officers.
H |l eboe cane on like a real hard-ass professional soldier. Probably shouted orders at the mirror
every norning, while she was shaving. But |I'd seen her profile and knew that she'd only been in
action once, and only for a couple of mnutes at that. Lost an armand a | eg and was conmi ssi oned,
same as nme, as a result of the tests they give at the regeneration clinic.

Hel I, maybe she had been a very pl easant person before going through that trauma; it was bad
enough just having one |inmb regrown.

She was giving themthe usual first-sergeant peptalk, stern-but-fair: don't waste ny tine with
little things, use the chain of comand, nobst problens can be solved at the fifth echel on

It made ne wish I'd had nore tinme to talk with her earlier. Strike Force Conmand had really rushed
us into this first nuster-we were scheduled to board ship the next day-and I'd only had a few
words with ny officers.

Not enough, because it was becom ng clear that Hi |l eboe and | had rather disparate philosophies

about how to run a conpany. It was true that running it was her job; | only comanded. But she was
setting up a potential "good guy-bad guy" situation, using the chain of command to so isolate
herself fromthe men and wonen under her. | had planned not to be quite so al oof, setting aside an

hour every other day when any soldier could come to nme directly with grievances or suggestions,

wi t hout perm ssion fromhis superiors.

We had both been given the same information during our three weeks in the can. It was interesting
that we'd arrived at such different concl usions about |eadership. This Open Door policy, for

i nstance, had shown good results in "nodern" armies in Australia and Arerica. And it seened
especially appropriate to our situation, in which everybody woul d be cooped up for nonths or even
years at a tinme. W'd used the systemon the Sangre y Victoria, the last starship to which I'd
been attached, and it had seened to keep tensions down.

irii~ruttbvt~tt WAI't

She had them at ease while delivering this organizational harangue; pretty soon she'd call themto
attention and introduce nme. What would | talk about? I'd planned just to say a few predictable
words and explain my Qpen Door policy, then turn themover to Conmpbdore Antopol, who would say
somet hi ng about the Masaryk I1. But |'d better put off my explanation until after I'd had a | ong
talk with Hilleboe; in fact, it would be best if she were the one to introduce the policy to the
men and wonen, so it wouldn't ook |ike the two of us were at | oggerheads.

My executive officer, Captain More, saved ne. He cane rushing through a side door-he was al ways
rushing, a pudgy neteor-threw a quick salute and handed ne an envel ope that contai ned our conbat
orders. | had a quick whispered conference with the Conmodore, and she agreed that it wouldn't do
any harmto tell them where we were going, even though the rank and file technically didn't have
the "need to know. "

One thing we didn't have to worry about in this war was eneny agents. Wth a good coat of paint, a
Tauran might be able to disguise hinself as an anbul atory nushroom Bound to rai se suspi cions.
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H |l eboe had called themto attention and was dutifully telling themwhat a good comrander | was
going to be; that 1'd been in the war fromthe beginning, and if they intended to survive through
their enlistnent they had better follow ny exanple. She didn't nmention that | was a nediocre
soldier with a talent for getting mssed. Nor that I'd resigned fromthe arny at the earliest
opportunity and only got back in because conditions on Earth were so intol erable.

"Thank you, Lieutenant." | took her place at the podium "At ease." | unfolded the single sheet
that had our orders, and held it up. "I have sone good news and sone bad news." \Wat had been a
joke five centuries before was now just a statement of fact.

"These are our conbat orders for the Sade-138 canpai gn. The good news is that we probably won't be
fighting, not inmmediately. The bad news is that we're going to be a target."

They stirred a little bit at that, but nobody said anything

I on
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or took his eyes off ne. CGood discipline. O maybe just fatalism | didn't know how realistic a
picture they had of their future. Their lack of a future, that is.

"What we are ordered to do.. . is to find the largest portal planet orbiting the Sade-138

col l apsar and build a base there. Then stay at the base until we are relieved. That will be two or
three years, probably.

"During that tine we will alnost certainly be attacked. As nost of you probably know, Strike Force
Conmand has uncovered a pattern in the eneny's nmovenents from coll apsar to coll apsar. They hope
eventually to trace this conplex pattern back through tune and space and find the Taurans' hone

pl anet. For the present, they can only send out intercepting forces, to hanper the eneny's

expansi on.
"In a | arge perspective, this is what we're ordered to do. W'll be one of several dozen strike
forces enployed in these bl ocki ng maneuvers, on the eneny's frontier. | won't be able to stress

of ten enough or hard enough how i nmportant this mssion is-if UNEF can keep the enemy from
expandi ng, we nmay be able to envelop him And win the war."

Preferably before we're all dead neat. "One thing | want to be clear we nay be attacked the day we
| and, or we may sinply occupy the planet for ten years and come on hone." Fat chance. "Whatever
happens, every one of us will stay in the best fighting trimall the tine. In transit, we wl

mai ntain a regular programof calisthenics as well as a review of our training. Especially
construction techniques-we have to set up the base and its defense facilities in the shortest
possible time."

God, | was beginning to sound like an officer. "Any questions?" There were none. "Then I'd like to
i ntroduce Commodore Antopol. Conmodore?"

The conmodore didn't try to hide her boredomas she outlined, to this roomfull of ground-

pounders, the characteristics and capabilities of Masaryk li. | had | earned nost of what she was
sayi ng through the can's forcefeeding, but the last thing she said caught ny attention

"Sade-138 will be the nost distant collapsar nen have gone to. It isn't even in the gal axy proper,
hut rather is part
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of the Large Magellanic doud, sone 150,000 |ight years distant.

"Qur voyage will require four collapsar junmps and will |ast sone four nonths, subjective.
Maneuvering into collapsar insertion will put us about three hundred years behind Stargate's

cal endar by the time we reach Sade-138."

And anot her seven hundred years gone, if | lived to return. Not that it would nake that nuch

di fference; Marygay was as good as dead and there wasn't another person alive who neant anything
to me.

"As the major said, you nustn't let these figures lull you into conplacency. The eneny is also
headed for Sade-138; we may all get there the same day. The nmathematics of the situation is
conplicated, but take our word for it; it's going to be a close race.

"Maj or, do you have anything nore for thenf"

| started to rise. "Vell. "

"Tench-hut!" Hill eboe shouted. Had to learn to expect

t hat

"Only that 1'd like to neet with nmy senior officers, echelon 4 and above, for a few m nutes.

Pl at oon sergeants, you're responsible for getting your troops to Staging Area 67 at 0400 tonorrow
nmorni ng. Your tine's your own until then. Dismssed.”

I invited the five officers up to my billet and brought out a bottle of real French brandy. It had
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cost two nonths' pay, but what else could | do with the noney? Invest it?

| passed around gl asses but Al sever, the doctor, demurred. Instead she broke a little capsule
under her nose and inhal ed deeply. Then tried wi thout too much success to mask her euphoric
expressi on.

"First let's get down to one basic personnel problem" | said, pouring. "Do all of you know that
"' m not honpbsexual ?"

M xed chorus of yes sirs and no sirs.

"Do you think this is going to. . . conplicate ny situation as conmander? As far as the rank and
tile?"

"Sir, | don't-" Moore began

"No need for honorifics," | said, "not in this closed

100
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circle; 1 was a private four years ago, in ny ow time frame. Wen there aren't any troops around,
I"mjust Man-della, or Wlliam" | had a feeling that was a nm stake even as | was saying it. "Go
on."

"Well, WIlliam" he continued, "it mght have been a problem a hundred years ago. You know how
people felt then."

“"Actually, | don't. Al | know about the period fromthe twenty-first century to the present is
mlitary history."

"Ch. Well, it was, uh, it was, howto say it?" H's hands fluttered.

"It was a crine," Alsever said laconically. "That was when the Eugenics Council was first getting
peopl e used to the idea of universal honpbsex."

"Eugeni cs Counci | ?"

"Part of UNEF. Only has authority on Earth." She took a deep sniff at the enpty capsule. "The idea
was to keep people from maki ng babi es the biol ogi cal way. Because, A, people showed a regrettable
| ack of sense in choosing their genetic partner. And B, the Council saw that racial differences
had an unnecessarily divisive effect on humanity; with total control over births, they could nake
everybody the sane race in a few generations."

I didn't know they had gone quite that far. But | suppose it was logical. "You approve? As a
doctor."

"As a doctor? |I'mnot sure." She took another capsule from her pocket and rolled it between thunb
and forefinger, staring at nothing. O sonmething the rest of us couldn't see.

"In a way, it makes ny job sinpler. A lot of diseases sinply no longer exist. But | don't think
they know as nuch about genetics as they think they do. It's not an exact science; they could be
doi ng sonet hing very wong, and the results wouldn't show up for centuries."

She cracked the capsul e under her nose and took two deep breaths. "As a wonan, though, I'mall in
favor of it." Hilleboe and Rusk nodded vi gorously.

"Not having to go through childbirth?"

"That's part of it." She crossed her eyes comically, |ooking at the capsule, gave it a fina
sniff. "Mostly,
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though, it's not.. . having to. . . have a man. Inside nme. You understand. It's disgusting."
Moore | aughed. "If you haven't tried it, Diana, don't-"

"Ch, shut up." She threw the enpty capsule at him playfully.

"But it's perfectly natural," | protested.

"So is swinging through trees. Digging for roots with a blunt stick. Progress, ny good ngjor,
progress."

"Anyway," Moore said, "it was only a crine for a short period. Then it was considered a, oh
curable.. ."

"Dysfunction," Al sever said.

"Thank you. And now, well, it's so rare. .. | doubt that any of the nmen and wonen have any strong
feelings about it, one way or the other."

"Just an eccentricity," Diana said, nmagnaninously. "Not as if you ate babies."

"That's right, Mandella," Hilleboe said. "I don't feel any differently toward you because of it."
"I-1"mglad."” That was just great. It was dawning on me that | had not the slightest idea of how
to conduct nyself socially. So much of mnmy "nornmal" behavior was based

on a conpl ex unspoken code of sexual etiquette. Was | suppose to treat the nen |i ke wonen, and
vice versa? O treat everybody |ike brothers and sisters? It was all very confusing.

I finished off my glass and set it down. "Well, thanks for your reassurances. That was nainly what
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I wanted to ask you about. . . I'msure you all have things to do, goodbyes and such. Don't let ne
hol d you prisoner."

They all wandered off except for Charlie More. He and

| decided to go on a nmonunental binge, trying to hit every

bar and officer's club in the sector. W nanaged twel ve

and probably could have hit themall, but | decided to get

a few hours' sleep before the next day's nuster.

The one time Charlie made a pass at ne, he was very polite about it. | hoped ny refusal was al so
polite-but figured I'd be getting |lots of practice.
3

UNEF' s first starships had been possessed of a kind of spidery, delicate beauty. But with various
technol ogi cal inprovenents, structural strength became nore inportant than conserving nass (one of
the ol d ships would have folded up like an accordion if you'd tried a twenty-five-gee maneuver),
and that was reflected in the design: stolid, heavy, functional-Ilooking. The only decoration was
the nane MASARYK ii, stenciled in dull blue letters across the.

obsi dian hull.

Qur shuttle drifted over the nane on its way to the | oading bay, and there was a crew of tiny nen
and wonen doi ng nai ntenance on the hull. Wth themas a reference, we could see that the letters
were a good hundred meters tall. The ship was over a kilometer long (1036.5 neters, ny |atent
menory said), and about a third that wi de (319.4 neters).

That didn't nean there was going to be plenty of elbowoom In its belly, the ship held six |arge
tachyondrive fighters and fifty robot drones. The infantry was tucked off in a corner. War is the

province of friction, Chuck von Clausewitz said; | had a feeling we were going to put himto the
test.
We had about six hours before going into the acceleration tank. | dropped nmy kit in the tiny

billet that would be ny home for the next twenty nonths and went off to explore.

Charlie had beaten ne to the |ounge and to the privilege of being first to evaluate the quality of
Masaryk if's coffee.

"Rhi noceros bile," he said.

"At least it isn't soya," | said, taking a first cautious sip. Decided |I mght be Ionging for soya
in a week.

The officers' |ounge was a cubicle about three neters by four, netal floor and walls, with a

cof fee machine and a

190
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library readout. Six hard chairs and a table with a typer on

it.

"Jolly place, isn't it?" He idly punched up a general index on the library machine. "Lots of
mlitary theory.™

"That's good. Refresh our nenories."

"Sign up for officer training?"

"Me? No. Orders.”

"At | east you have an excuse." He sl apped the on-off button and watched the green spot dwindle. "I
signed up. They didn't tell me it'd feel like this."

"Yeah." He wasn't tal king about any subtl e problem

burden of responsibility or anything. "They say it wears off, a little at a tinme." Al of that
infornation they force into you; a constant silent whispering.

"Ah, there you are." Hileboe canme through the door and exchanged greetings with us. She gave the

rooma quick survey, and it was obvious that the Spartan arrangenents met with her approval. "WII
you be wanting to address the company before we go into the accel eration tanks?"

"No, | don't see why that would be. . . necessary." | alnost said "desirable." The art of
chastising subordinates is a delicate art. | could see that |I'd have to keep reninding H |l eboe

that she wasn't in charge

O | could just switch insignia with her. Let her experience the joys of command.

"You coul d, please, round up all platoon |eaders and go over the imersion sequence with them
Eventually we'll be doing speed drills. But for now, | think the troops could use a few hours
rest.” If they were as hungover as their comrander

"Yes, sir." She turned and left. Alittle mffed, because what |'d asked her to do should properly
have been a job for R land or Rusk.

Charlie eased his pudgy self into one of the hard chairs and sighed. "Twenty nonths on this greasy
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machi ne. Wth her. Shit."

"Well, if you're nice tonme, | won't billet the two of you together."

"All right. I'myour slave forever. Starting, oh, next Fri
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day." He peered into his cup and deci ded agai nst drinking the dregs. "Seriously, she's going to be
a problem What are you going to do with her?"

"I don't know." Charlie was being insubordinate, too, of course. But he was ny XO and out of the

chain of command. Besides, | had to have one friend. "Maybe she'll nellow, once we're under
wei gh. "
"Sure." Technically, we were already under weigh, crawming toward the Stargate col |l apsar at one

gee. But that was only for the convenience of the crew, it's hard to batten down the hatches in
free fall. The trip wouldn't really start until we were in the tanks.

The | ounge was too depressing, so Charlie and | used the remaining hours of nobility to explore
t he ship.

The bridge | ooked |ike any other computer facility; they had di spensed with the |uxury of

vi ewscreens. W stood at a respectful distance while Antopol and her officers went through a | ast
series of checks before clinbing into the tanks and | eaving our destiny to the nachines.
Actually, there was a porthole, a thick plastic bubble, in the navigation room forward. Lieutenant
WIllians wasn't busy, the pre-insertion part of his job being fully automated, so he was glad to
show us around.

He tapped the porthole with a fingernail. "Hope we don't have to use this, this trip.”

"How so?" Charlie said

"W only use it if we get lost" If the insertion angle was off by a thousandth of a radian, we
were liable to wind up on the other side of the galaxy. "W can get a rough idea of our position
by anal yzing the spectra of the brightest stars. Thunbprints. ldentify three and we can

triangul ate. "

"Then find the nearest collapsar and get back on the rack," | said.

"That's the problem Sade-138 is the only collapsar we know of in the Mgellanic C ouds. W know
of it only because of captured eneny data. Even if we could find another collapsar, assum ng we
got lost in the cloud, we wouldn't know how to insert."

"That's great."

"I't's not as though we'd be actually lost," he said with
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a rather wi cked expression. "W could zip up in the tanks, aimfor Earth and bl ast away at ful
power. We'd get there in about three nonths, ship tine."

"Sure," | said. "But 150,000 years in the future." At twenty-five gees, you get to nine-tenths the
speed of light in less than a nonth. Fromthen on, you're in the arns of Saint Al bert.
"Well, that is a drawback,"” he said. "But at |least we'd find out who'd won the war."

It made you wonder how many sol diers had gotten out of the war in just that way. There were forty-
two strike forces | ost sonewhere and unaccounted for. It was possible that all of themwere
crawl i ng through normal space at near-lightspeed and would show up at Earth or Stargate one-by-one
over the centuries.

A convenient way to go AWOL, since once you were out of the chain of collapsar junps you' d be
practically inpossible to track down. Unfortunately, your junp sequence was pre-programred by

Stri ke Force Conmand; the human navigator only cane into the picture if a mscalculation slipped
you into the wong "wornhol e,"” and you popped out in sone random part of space.

Charlie and | went on to inspect the gym which was big enough for about a dozen people at a tine.
| asked himto nmake up a roster so that everyone could work out for an hour each day when we were
out of the tanks.

The nmess area was only a little larger than the gym even with four staggered shifts, the neals
woul d be shoul der-to-shoul der affairs-and the enlisted nmen and wonen' s | ounge was even nore
depressing than the officers'. | was going to have a real norale problemon ny hands | ong before
the twenty nonths were up

The arnorer's bay was as large as the gym ness hail and both | ounges put together. It had to be,
because of the great variety of infantry weapons that had evol ved over the centuries. The basic
weapon was still the fighting suit, though it was nuch nore sophisticated than that first nodel |
had been squeezed into, just before the Al eph-Null canpaign

Li eutenant Riland, the arnory officer, was supervising

i
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his four subordi nates, one from each platoon, who were doing a |ast-m nute check of weapons
storage. Probably the nost inportant job on the whol e ship, when you contenpl ate what coul d happen
to all those tons of explosives and radi oactives under twenty-five gees.

I returned his perfunctory salute. "Everything going all right, Lieutenant?"

"Yessir, except for those damed swords." For use in the stasis field. "No way we can orient them
that they won't be bent. Just hope they don't break."

I couldn't begin to understand the principles behind the stasis field; the gap between present-day
physics and nmy master's degree in the sane subject was as long as the time that separated Galil eo
and Einstein. But | knew the effects.

Not hi ng could nove at greater than 16.3 neters per second inside the field, which was a

hem spherical (in space, spherical) volune about fifty neters in radius. Inside, there was no such
thing as el ectromagnetic radiation; no electricity, no magnetism no light. Frominside your suit,
you coul d see your surroundings in ghostly nmonochrome- which phenonenon was glibly explained to nme
as being due to "phase transference of quasi-energy |eaking through from an adjacent tachyon
reality,” so nuch phlogiston to mne.

The result of it, though, was to make all conventional weapons of warfare usel ess. Even a nova
bonb was just an inert lunp inside the field. And any creature, Terran or Tauran, caught inside
the field without the proper insulation would die in a fraction of a second.

At first it |ooked as though we had conme upon the ultimate weapon. There were five engagenents
wher e whol e Tauran bases were wi ped out w thout any human ground casualties. Al you had to do was
carry the field to the eneny (four husky soldiers could handle it in Earth-gravity) and watch them

die as they slipped in through the field s opaque wall. The people carrying the generator were
i nvul nerabl e except for the short periods when they nmight have to turn the thing off to get their
beari ngs.

The sixth tinme the field was used, though, the Taurans were ready for it. They wore protective
suits and were armed with sharp spears, with which they could breach the
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suits of the generator-carriers. Fromthen on the carriers were arned.

Only three other such battles had been reported, although a dozen strike forces had gone out with

the stasis field. The others were still fighting, or still en route, or had been totally defeated.
There was no way to tell unless they caine back. And they weren't encouraged to come back if
Taurans were still in control of "their" real estate-supposedly that constituted "desertion under

fire," which nmeant execution for all officers (although runor had it that they were sinply
brai nwi ped, inprinted and sent back into the fray).
"WIIl we be using the stasis field, sir?" Riland asked.

"Probably. Not at first, not unless the Taurans are already there. | don't relish the thought of
living in a suit, day in and day out." Neither did I relish the thought of using sword, spear
throwi ng knife; no matter how many electronic illusions 1'd sent to Valhalla with them

Checked my watch. "Well, we'd better get on down to the tanks, Captain. Make sure everything' s
squared away." W had about two hours before the insertion sequence would start.

The roomthe tanks were in resenbled a huge chem cal factory; the floor was a good hundred neters
in diameter and jamed with bul ky apparatus painted a uniform dull gray. The eight tanks were
arranged al nost symmetrically around the central elevator, the symretry spoiled by the fact that
one of the tanks was twi ce the size of the others. That would be the comrand tank, for all the
senior officers and supporting specialists.

Sergeant Bl azynski stepped out from behind one of the tanks and saluted. | didn't return his

sal ute.

"What the hell is that?" In all that universe of gray, there was one spot of color

"It's a cat, sir."

"Do tell." A big one, too, and bright calico. It |ooked ridiculous, draped over the sergeant's
shoul der. "Let ne rephrase the question: what the hell is a cat doing here?"

"I't's the maintenance squad's nmamscot, sir." The cat raised its head enough to hiss half-heartedly
at me, then returned to its flaccid repose.

.J oc Hal derman

I looked at Charlie and he shrugged back. "It seems ki Ad of cruel,” he said. To the sergeant: "You
won't get much use of it. After twenty-five gees, it'll be just so nuch fur and guts."

"Ch no, sir! Sirs." He ruffed back the fur between the

creature's shoulders. It had a fluorocarbon fitting inbedded there, just |ike the one above ny

hi pbone. "W bought it at a store on Stargate, already nodified. Lots of ships have them now, sir
The Commodore signed the forns for us."
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Well, that was her right; maintenance was under both of us equally. And it was her ship. "You
couldn't have gotten a dog?" God, | hated cats. Al ways sneaking around.

"No, sir, they don't adapt. Can't take free fall."

"Did you have to make any special adaptations? In the tank?" Charlie asked.

"No sir. W had an extra couch.” Great; that neant |'d be sharing a tank with the animal. "W only
had to shorten the straps.

"It takes a different kind of drug for the cell-wall strengthening, but that was included in the
price."

Charlie scratched it behind an ear. It purred softly but didn't nove. "Seens kind of stupid. The
animal, | nean."

"W drugged hi mahead of tine." No wonder it was so inert; the drug slows your netabolismdown to
a rate barely adequate to sustain |life. "Makes it easier to strap himin."

"Cuess it's all right," |I said. Maybe good for norale.

"But if it starts getting in the way, |1'Il personally recycle

it."

"Yes, sir!" he said, visibly relieved, thinking that | couldn't really do anything like that to
such a cute bundle of fur. Try me, buddy.

So we had seen it all. The only thing left, this side of

t he engi nes, was the huge hold where the fighters and drones waited, clanped in their nassive
cradl es against the coming acceleration. Charlie and | went down to take a | ook, but there were no

wi hdows on our side of the airlock. | knew there'd be one on the inside, but the chanber was
evacuated, and it wasn't worth going through the fill-andwarmcycle nerely to satisfy our
curiosity.

| was starting to feel really supernunerary. Called Hi
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| eboe and she said everything was under control. Wth an
hour to kill, we went back to the | ounge and had the conputer nedi ate a ganme of Kriegspieler

whi ch was just starting to get interesting when the ten-m nute warni ng sounded.

The acceleration tanks had a "half-life-to-failure" of five weeks; there was a fifty-fifty chance
that you could stay i mersed for five weeks before sonme val ve or tube popped and you were squashed
like a bug underfoot. In practice, it had to be one hell of an energency to justify using the
tanks for nore than two weeks' acceleration. We were only going under for ten days, this first |leg
of our journey.

Fi ve weeks or five hours, though, it was all the same as far as the tankee was concerned. Once the
pressure got up to an operational |evel, you had no sense of the passage of tinme. Your body and
brain were concrete. None of your senses provided any input, and you could anuse yourself for
several hours just trying to spell your own nane.

So | wasn't really surprised that no tine seenmed to have passed when | was suddenly dry, ny body
tingling with the return of sensation. The place sounded |ike an asthmatics' convention in the
nmiddle of a hay field: thirty-nine people and one cat all coughing and sneezing to get rid of the
| ast residues of fluorocarbon. Wiile | was funbling with ny straps, the side door opened, flooding
the tank with painfully bright light. The cat was the first one out, with a general scranble right

behind him For the sake of dignity, | waited until [|ast.
Over a hundred people were nilling around outside, stretching and nmassagi ng out cranps. Dignity!
Surrounded by acres of young female flesh, | stared into their faces and desperately tried to

solve a third-order differential equation

in my head, to circunvent the gallant reflex. A tenmporary expedient, but it got ne to the

el evat or.

Hi | | eboe was shouting orders, getting people lined up, and as the doors closed | noticed that all
of one platoon had a uniformlight bruise, fromhead to foot. Twenty pairs of black eyes. |I'd have
to see both Miintenance and Medical about that.

After | got dressed.

4

We stayed at one gee for three weeks, with occasional pariods of free fall for navigation check
while the Masaiyk 11 made a | ong, narrow | oop away fromthe coll apsar Reshl0, and back again. That
period went all right, the people adjusting pretty well to ship routine. | gave them a m ni nrum of
busy-work and a nmaxi mum of training review and exercise-for their own good, though |I wasn't naive
enough to think they'd see it that way.

After about a week of one gee, Private Rudkoski (the cook's assistant) had a still, producing some
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eight liters a day of 95 percent ethyl alcohol. | didn't want to stop him |ife was cheerless
enough; | didn't mind as |long as people showed up for duty sober-but | was damed curious both how
he managed to divert the raw materials out of our seal ed-tight ecol ogy, and how the people paid
for their booze. So | used the chain of conunand in reverse, asking Al sever to find out. She asked
Jarvil, who asked Carreras, who sat down with Orban, the cook. Turned out that Sergeant O ban had
set the whole thing up, letting Rudkoski do the dirty work, and was aching to brag about it to a
trustworthy person.

If | had ever taken neals with the enlisted nen and wonen, | nmight have figured out that sonething
odd was going on. But the schenme didn't extend up to officers' country.

Thr ough Rudkoski, Orban had juryrigged a ship-w de econony based on alcohol. It went like this:
Each neal was prepared with one very sugary dessert- jelly, custard or flan-which you were free to
eat if you could stand the cloying taste. But if it was still on your tray when you presented it
at the recycling wi ndow, Rudkoski would give you a Len-cent chit and scrape the sugary stuff into
a fermentation vat. He had two twenty-liter vats, one
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"wor ki ng" while the other was being filled.

The ten-cent chit was at the bottomof a systemthat allowed you to buy a half-liter of straight
ethyl (with your choice of flavoring) for five dollars. A squad of five people who skipped all of
their desserts could buy about a liter a week, enough for a party but not enough to constitute a
public health probl em

When Di ana brought me this information, she also brought a bottle of Rudkoski's Worst-literally;

it was a flavor that just hadn't worked. It cane up through the chain of conmmand with only a few
centinmeters nissing.

Its taste was a ghastly conbination of strawberry and caraway seed. Wth a perversity not unconmon
to people who rarely drink, Diana loved it. | had sone ice water brought up, and she got totally
bl asted within an hour. For nyself, | made one drink and didn't finish it.

When she was nore than hal fway to oblivion, munbling a reassuring soliloquy to her liver, she
suddenly tilted her head up to stare at ne with childlike directness.

"You have a real problem Mjor WIlliam"

"Not half the problemyou'll have in the norning, Lieutenant Doctor Diana."

"Ch not really."” She waved a drunken hand in front of her face. "Some vitan ns, sone glu.

cose, an eensy cc of adren. . . aline if all else fails. You.. . you. . . have... a real.
probl em "

"Look, Diana, don't you want ne to-"

"What you need.. . is to get an appointment with that nice Corporal Valdez." Valdez was the male

sex counselor. "He has enpathy. Itsiz job. He'd nake you-"
"W tal ked about this before, renenber? | want to stay the way I am"™

"Don't we all." She wi ped away a tear that was probably one percent al cohol. "You know they cal
you the Od Creer. No they don't."

She | ooked at the floor and then at the wall. "The 01' Queer, that's what."

| had expected nanes worse than that. But not so soon. "I don't care. The commander al ways gets
nanes. "

"I know but." She stood up suddenly and wobbl ed a

"U .,
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little bit. "Too nmuch t' drink. Lie down." She turned her back to ne and stretched so hard that a
joint popped. Then a seam whi spered open and she shrugged off her tunic, stepped out of it and
tiptoed to ny bed. She sat down and patted the mattress. "Conme on, Wlliam Only chance."

"For Christ's sake, Diana. It wouldn't be fair."

"All's fair," she giggled. "And 'sides, |I'ma doctor. | can be cin'cal; won't bother ne a bit.
Help nme with this." After five hundred years, they were still putting brassiere clasps in the
back.

One kind of gentlenan woul d have hel ped her get undressed and then made a quiet exit. Another kind
of gentleman mi ght have bolted for the door. Being neither kind, | closed in for the kill

Per haps fortunately, she passed out before we had nade any headway. | admired the sight and touch
of her for along time before, feeling Iike a cad, | nmanaged to gather everything up and dress
her.

I lifted her out of the bed, sweet burden, and then realized that if anyone saw ne canyi ng her
down to her billet, she'd be the butt of runors for the rest of the canpaign. | called up Charlie,
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told himwe'd had sone booze and Di ana was rather the worse for it, and asked hi m whether he'd
come up for a drink and hel p ne haul the good doctor honme.

By the time Charlie knocked, she was draped innocently in a chair, snoring softly.

He smiled at her. "Physician, heal thyself." | off~red himthe bottle, with a warning. He sniffed
it and nade a face.

"What is this, varnish?"

"Just somet hing the cooks whipped up. Vacuumstill."

He set it down carefully, as if it might explode if jarred. "I predict a coning shortage of
custoners. Epidem c of death by poisoning-she actually drank that vile stuff?"

"Well, the cooks admitted it was an experinent that didn't pan out; their other flavors are
evidently potable. Yeah, she loved it."

"Well. . ." He laughed. "Damm! What, you take her legs and | take her arns?"

THE FOREVER WAR

201

"No, | ook, we each take an arm Maybe we can get her to do part of the wal king."

She moaned a little when we lifted her out of the chair, opened one eye and said, "Hello,
Charlee." Then she closed the eye and | et us drag her down to the billet. No one saw us on the
way, but her bunkmate, Laasonen, was sitting up reading.

"She really drank the stuff, eh?" She regarded her friend with wy affection. "Here, let ne help."
The three of us westled her into bed. Laasonen snoothed the hair Qut of her eyes. "She said it
was in the nature of an experinment."

"More devotion to science than | have,"” Charlie said. "A stronger stonach, too.
We all w shed he hadn't said that.

Di ana sheepishly adm tted that she hadn't renenbered anything after the first drink, and talking
to her, | deduced that she thought Charlie had been there all along. Wich was all for the best,

of course. But oh! Diana, ny lovely |atent heterosexual, |let nme buy you a bottle of good scotch
the next time we cone into port. Seven hundred years from now.

We got back into the tanks for the hop from Resh-10 to Kaph-35. That was two weeks at twenty-five
gees; then we had another four weeks of routine at one gravity.

I had announced ny open door policy, but practically no one ever took advantage of it. | saw very
little of the troops and those occasi ons were al nost al ways negative: testing themon their
training review, handing out reprinmnds, and occasionally lecturing classes. And they rarely spoke
intelligibly, except in response to a direct question

Most of themeither had English as their native tongue or as a second | anguage, but it had changed
so drastically over 450 years that | could barely understand it, not at all if it was spoken
rapidly. Fortunately, they had all been taught early twenty-first century English during their
basic training; that |anguage, or dialect, served as a tenporal un -gua franca through which a
twenty-fifth century soldier could conmuni cate with soneone who had been a contem

,~ ui 1 ~W1uCl H~. 11

porary of his nineteen-tines-great-grandparents. |If there had still been such a thing as

grandpar ents.

I thought of nmy first conmbat commander, Captain Stott- whom | had hated just as cordially as the
rest of the conpany did-and tried to imagi ne how | would have felt if he had been a sexual deviate
and |'d been forced to |l earn a new | anguage for his conveni ence.

So we had discipline problens, sure. But the wonder was that we had any discipline at all

Hi | | eboe was responsible for that; as little as | |iked her personally, | had to give her credit
for keeping the troops in I|ine.

Most of the shipboard graffiti concerned inprobabl e sexual geonetries between the Second Field

O ficer and her conmander.

From Kapb-35 we junped to Sank-78, fromthere to Ayin-129 and finally to Sade-138. Mst of the
junps were no nore than a few hundred |ight years, but the |ast one was 140, 000- supposedly the

| ongest col |l apsar junp ever made by a nanned craft.

The tinme spent scooting down the wornmhole fromone coll apsar to the next was al ways the sane,

i ndependent of the distance. When |'d studi ed physics, they thought the duration of a collapsar
junp was exactly zero. But a couple of centuries later, they did a conplicated wave-gui de
experinment that proved the junp actually lasted sone snall fraction of a nanosecond. Doesn't seem
i ke nmuch, but they'd had to rebuild physics fromthe foundati on up when the collapsar junmp was
first discovered; they had to rear the whol e damed thi ng down again when they found out it took
time to get fromA to B. Physicists were still arguing about it.
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But we had nore pressing problens as we flashed out of Sade-1 38's collapsar field at three-
quarters of the speed of light. There was no way to tell imediately whether the Taurans had beat
us there. We | aunched a pre-programmed drone that woul d decel erate at 300 gees and take a
prelimnary |look around. It would warn us if it detected any other ships in the system or

evi dence of Tauran activity on any of the collapsar's planets.
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The drone | aunched, we zipped up in the tanks and the conputers put us through a three-week
evasi ve maneuver while the ship sl owed down. No problenms except that three weeks is a hell of a
long tine to stay frozen in the tank; for a couple of days afterward everybody crept around |ike
aged cri ppl es.

if the drone had sent back word that the Taurans were already in the system we would i mediately
have stepped down to one gee and started deploying fighters and drones arned with nova bonbs. O
we m ght not have lived that |ong: sonetimes the Taurans could get to a ship only hours after it
entered the system Dying in the tank m ght not be the nbst pleasant way to go.

It took us a nonth to get back to within a couple of AUs of Sade-138, where the drone had found a
pl anet that net our requirenents.

It was an odd planet, slightly smaller than Earth but nore dense. It wasn't quite the cryogenic
deepfreeze that nost portal planets were, both because of heat fromits core and because S

Dor adus, the brightest star in the cloud, was only a third of a Iight year away.

The strangest feature of the planet was its |ack of geography. Fromspace it |ooked like a
slightly danmaged billiard ball. Qur resident physicist, Lieutenant Gm explained its relatively
pristine condition by pointing out that its anomal ous, alnbst conetary orbit probably neant that
it had spent nost of its |life as a "rogue planet,"” drifting alone through interstellar space. The
chances were good that it had never been struck by a large neteor until it wandered into Sade-
138's bailiw ck and was captured-forced to share space with all the other flotsamthe coll apsar
dragged around with it.

W left the Masaryk Ii in orbit (it was capable of landing, but that would restrict its visibility
and getaway tinme) and shuttled building naterials down to the surface with the six fighters.

It was good to get out of the ship, even though the planet wasn't exactly hospitable. The

at nrosphere was a thin cold wind of hydrogen and helium it being too cold even at noon for any

ot her substance to exist as a gas.
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"Noon" was when S Doradus was overhead, a tiny, painfully bright spark. The tenperature slowy
dropped at night, going fromtwenty-five degrees Kelvin down to seventeen degrees-whi ch caused
probl enms, because just be-fore dawn the hydrogen would start to condense out of the air, making
everything so slippery that it was useless to do anything other than sit down and wait it out. At
dawn a faint pastel rainbow provided the only relief fromthe bl ack-and-white nonotony of the

| andscape.

The ground was treacherous, covered with little granular chunks of frozen gas that shifted slowy,
incessantly in the anem c breeze. You had to walk in a slow waddle to stay on your feet; of the
four people who would die during the base's construction, three would be the victins of sinple
falls.

The troops weren't happy with nmy decision to construct the anti-spacecraft and perineter defenses
before putting up living quarters. That was by the book, though, and they got two days of

shi pboard rest for every "day" planetside- which wasn't overly generous, | admt, since ship days
were 24 hours long, and a day on the planet was 38.5 hours fromdawn to dawn.

The base was conpleted in just less than four weeks, and it was a form dable structure indeed. The
perineter, a circle one kilonmeter in dianmeter, was guarded by twenty-five gigawatt |asers that
woul d automatically aimand fire within a thousandth of a second. They would react to the notion
of any significantly |arge object between the perineter and the horizon. Sonetines when the w nd
was right and the ground danp with hydrogen, the little ice granules would stick together into a
| oose snowbal |l and begin to roll. They wouldn't roll far

For early protection, before the eneny came over our horizon, the base was in the center of a huge
m ne field. The buried mnes would detonate upon sufficient distortion of their Iocal
gravitational fields: a single Tauran would set one off if he came within twenty neters of it; a
snmal | spacecraft a kil oneter overhead would al so detonate it. There were 2800 of them nostly | OO
m croton nucl ear bonbs. Fifty of them were devastatingly powerful tachyon devices.

THE FOREVER WAR

205

file:/lIF|/rah/Joe%20Haldeman/Haldeman,%20Joe%20-%20Forever%20War,%20The.txt (85 of 107) [1/15/03 7:21:56 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Joe%20Hal deman/Hal deman, %20J0e%620-%20Forever%20War,%20T he.txt

They were all scattered at randomin a ring that extended fromthe Iinit of the lasers

ef fecti veness, out another five kiloneters.

I nside the base, we relied on individual |asers, mcroton

grenades, and a tachyon-powered repeating rocket |auncher that had never been tried in conbat, one
per platoon. As a

| ast resort, the stasis field was set up beside the living quarters. Inside its opaque gray done,
as well as enough pal eolithic weaponry to hold off the Golden Horde, we'd stashed a small cruiser
just in case we nanaged to lose all our spacecraft in the process of winning a battle. Twel ve
peopl e woul d be able to get back to Stargale.

It didn't do to dwell on the fact that the other survivors would have to sit on their hands until
relieved by reinforcenents or death.

The living quarters and administration facilities were all underground, to protect themfromline-
of -si ght weapons. It didn't do too nuch for norale, though; there were waiting lists for every
outside detail, no matter how strenuous or risky. | hadn't wanted the troops to go up to the
surface in their free time, both because of the danger involved and the adm nistrative headache of
constantly checking equipnent in and out and keeping track of who was where.

Finally I had to relent and allow people to go up for a few hours every week. There was nothing to
see except the featureless plain and the sky (which was dominated by S Doradus during the day, and
the huge di moval of the galaxy at night), but that was an inprovenent over staring at the nelted-
rock walls and ceiling.

A favorite sport was to walk out to the perimeter and throw snowballs in front of the |aser; see
how smal |l a snowball you could throw and still set the weapon off. It seened to nme that the
entertai nnent value of this pastinme was about equal to watching a faucet drip, but there was no
real harmin it, since the weapons would only fire outward and we had power to spare

For five nonths things went pretty smoothly. Such adnministrative problems as we had were sinilar

to those we'd encountered on the Masaryk Il. And we were in | ess danger as passive troglodytes
than we had been scooting from co
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| apsar to collapsar, at least until the eneny showed up.

| |1 ooked the other way when Rudkoski reassenbled his still. Anything that broke the nonotony of
garrison duty was wel cone, and the chits not only provided booze for the troops but gave them
sonmething to ganble with. | only interfered in two ways: nobody could go outside unless they were

totally sober, and nobody could sell sexual favors. Maybe that was the Puritan in ne, but it was,
again, by the book. The opinion of the supporting specialists was split. Lieutenant Wl ber, the
psychiatric officer, agreed with me; the sex counselors Kajdi and Valdez didn't. But then, they
wer e probably coi ning noney, being the resident "professionals."

Fi ve nonths of confortably boring routine, and then along cane Private G aubard.

For obvi ous reasons, no weapons were allowed in the living quarters. The way these people were
trained, even a fistfight could be a duel to the death, and tenpers were short. A hundred nerely
normal peopl e woul d probably have been at each other's throats after a week in our caves, but
these sol di ers had been hand-picked for their ability to get along in close confinenent.

Still there were fights. G aubard had al nost killed his ex-lover Schon when that worthy nmade a
face at himin the chow line. He had a week of solitary detention (so did Schon, for having
precipitated it) and then psychiatric counseling and punitive details. Then | transferred himto
the fourth platoon, so he woul dn't be seeing Schon every day.

The first time they passed in the halls, Gaubard greeted Schon with a karate kick to the throat.
Di ana had to build hima new trachea. Graubard got a nore intensive round of detention, counseling
and details-hell, | couldn't transfer himto another conpany-and then he was a good boy for two
weeks. | fiddled their work and chow schedul es so the two would never be in the same room
together. But they met in a corridor again, and this tinme it came out nore even: Schon got two
broken ribs, but Graubard got a ruptured testicle and |ost four teeth.
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If it kept up, I was going to have at |east one |less nouth to feed.

By the Universal Code of Mlitary Justice | could have ordered G aubard executed, since we were
technically in a state of conbat. Perhaps | should have, then and there. But Charlie suggested a
nmore humanitarian solution, and | accepted it.

We didn't have enough roomto keep Graubard in soiltaiy detention forever, which seened to be the
only humane yet practical thing to do, but they had plenty of room aboard the Msaiyk |1, hovering
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overhead in a stationary orbit. | called Antopol and she agreed to take care of him | gave her
permi ssion to space the bastard if he gave her any trouble.

W called a general assenbly to explain things, so that the | esson of G aubard wouldn't be | ost on
anybody. | was just starting to talk, standing on the rock dais with the conpany sitting in front
of me, and the officers and Graubard behind ne-when the crazy fool decided to kill nme.

Li ke everybody el se, Graubard was assigned five hours per week of training inside the stasis
field. Under close supervision, the soldiers would practice using their swords and spears and

what not on dummy Taurans. Sonehow Graubard had managed to snuggl e out a weapon, an |Indian chakra,
which is a circle of nmetal with a razor-keen outer edge. It's a tricky weapon, but once you know
how to use it, it can be nmuch nore effective than a regular throw ng knife. (3raubard was an
expert.

Al in a fraction of a second, G aubard di sabled the peopie on either side of himhitting Charlie
in the temple with an el bow while he broke Hilleboe's kneecap with a kick-and slid the chakra out
of his tunic and spun it toward ne in one snooth action. It had covered half the distance to ny
throat before | reacted.

Instinctively | slapped out to deflect it and came within a centineter of losing four fingers. The
razor edge sl ashed open the top of ny palm but | succeeded in knocking the thing off course. And
G aubard was rushing ne, teeth bared in an expression | hope | never see again.

Maybe he didn't realize that the old queer was really
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only five years older than he; that the old queer had combat reflexes and three weeks of negative
f eedback kinesthesia training. At any rate, it was so easy | alnost felt sorry for him

H's right toe was turning in; |I knew he would take one nore step and go into a savat~ leap. |

adj usted the distance between us with a short ballestra and, just as both his feet left the
ground, gave himan ungentle side-kick to the solar plexus. He was unconscious before he hit the
ground. But not dead.

If 1'd nmerely killed himin self-defense, my troubles would have been over instead of suddenly
being nmultiplied.

A sinple psychotic troubl emaker a commander can |ock up and forget about. But not a failed
assassin. And | didn't have to take a poll to know that executing himwas not going to inprove ny
relationship with the troops

I realized that Diana was on her knees beside nme, trying to pry open ny fingers. "Check H |l eboe
and Moore," | nmunbled, and to the troops: "Disnissed."

5

"Don't be an ass," Charlie said. He was holding a danp rag to the bruise on the side of his head.
"You don't think I have to execute hinP"

"Stop twitching!" Diana was trying to get the lips of my wound to line up together so she could
paint themshut. Fromthe wist down, the hand felt Iike a lunp of ice.

"Not by your own hand, you don't. You can detail soneone. At random"

"Charlie's right," Diana said. "Have everybody draw a slip of paper out of a bow."

I was glad H Il eboe was sound asl eep on the other cot.

I didn't need her opinion. "And if the person so chosen

ref uses?"

"Puni sh himand get another," Charlie said. "Didn't you learn anything in the can? You can't
abrogate your authority by publicly doing a job.. . that obviously should be detailed."

"Any other job, sure. But for this. . . nobody in the conpany has ever killed. It would |l ook Iike

| was getting sonebody else to do my noral dirty work."

"If it's so damed conplicated,” Diana said, "why not just get up in front of the troops and tel
them how conplicated it is. Then have them draw straws. They aren't children.™

There had been an arny in which that sort of thing was done, a strong quasi-nmenory told nme. The
Marxist POUMmilitia in the Spanish Cvil War, early twentieth. You obeyed an order only after it
had been explained in detail; you could refuse if it didn't nake sense. O ficers and men got drunk
toget her and never saluted or used titles. They lost the war. But the other side didn't have any
fun.

"Finished." Diana set the linp hand in ny lap. "Don't
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try to use it for a half-hour. Wen it starts to hurt, you can use it."

| inspected the wound cl osely. "The lines don't match up. Not that |'m conpl aini ng."
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"You shouldn't. By all rights, you ought to have just a stunp. And no regeneration facilities this
side of Stargate."

"Stunmp ought to be at the top of your neck,"” Charlie said. "I don't see why you have any qual ns.
You shoul d have killed the bastard outright."

"I know that, goddai nm d" Both Charlie and Diana junped at ny outburst. "Sorry, shit. Look, just
let me do the worrying."

"Why don't you both tal k about sonething else for a while." Diana got up and checked the contents
of her nedical bag. "lI've got another patient to check. Try to keep fromexciting each other."

"G aubard?" Charlie asked

"That's right. To nake sure he can nount the scaffold w thout assistance."

"What if Hilleboe-"

"She'll be out for another half-hour. 1'lIl send Jarvil down, just in case." She hurried out the
door.
"The scaffold.. ." | hadn't given that any thought. "How the hell are we going to execute hin? W

can't do it indoors: norale. Firing squad woul d be pretty grisly."

"Chuck himout the airlock. You don't owe him any cerenony."

"You're probably right. | wasn't thinking about him" | wondered whether Charlie had ever seen the
body of a person who'd died that way. "Maybe we ought to just stuff himinto the recycler. He'd
wind up there eventually."

Charlie laughed. "That's the spirit."

"We'd have to trimhimup a little bit. Door's not very wide." Charlie had a few suggestions as to
how to get around that. Jarvil cane in and nore-or-|ess ignored us.

Suddenly the inl mnary door banged open. A patient on a cart; Diana rushing al ongside pressing on
the man's chest, while a private pushed. Two other privates were follow ng, but hung back at the

door. "Over by the wall," she ordered.
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It was Graubard. "Tried to kill hinself," D ana said, but that was pretty obvious. "Heart
stopped."” He'd nade a noose out of his belt; it was still banging |linply around his neck

There were two big electrodes with rubber handl es hanging on the wall. Diana snatched themwith

one hand while she ripped his tunic open with the other. "Get your hands off the cart!" She held
the el ectrodes apart, kicked a switch, and pressed them down onto his chest. They made a | ow hum
while his body trenmbled and fl opped. Snell of burning flesh.

Di ana was shaki ng her head. "Get ready to crack him™

she said to Jarvil. "Get Doris down here." The body was

gurgling, but it was a nechanical sound, |ike plunbing.

She kicked off the power and let the electrodes drop, pulled a ring off her finger and crossed to
stick her arns in the sterilizer. Jarvil started to rub an evil-snelling fluid over the man's
chest .

There was a small red mark between the two el ectrode burns. It took ne a nonment to recogni ze what
it was. Jarvil wiped it away. | stepped closer and checked G aubard' s neck

"Get out of the way, WIlliam you aren't sterile." Diana felt his collarbone, neasured down a
little ways and nade an incision straight down to the bottom of his breastbone. Bl ood welled out
and Jarvil handed her an instrument that |ooked |ike big chrome-plated bolt-cutters. | |ooked away
but couldn't help hearing the thing crunch through his ribs. She asked for retractors and sponges
and so on while | wandered back to where |I'd been sitting. Wth the corner of ny eye | saw her
wor ki ng away inside his thorax, massaging his heart directly.

Charlie | ooked the way | felt. He called out weakly, "Hey, don't knock yourself out, Diana." She
didn't answer. Jarvil had wheeled up the artificial heart and was hol ding out two tubes. Diana

pi cked up a scal pel and | | ooked away agai n.

He was still dead a half-hour later. They turned off the
machi ne and threw a sheet over him D ana washed the
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bl ood of f her arns and said, "Got to change. Back in a mnute."

| got up and wal ked to her billet, next door. Had to know.

I raised my hand to knock but it was suddenly hurting like there was a line of fire drawn across
it. I rapped with my left and she opened the door inmediately.

"Wat - oh, you want sonmething for your hand." She was hal f-dressed, unseif-conscious. "Ask Jarvil."
"No, that's not it. What happened, D ana?"

"Ch. Well," she pulled a tunic over her head and her voice was nuffled. "It was nmy fault, | guess.
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| left himalone for a mnute."
"And he tried to hang hinself."

"That's right." She sat on the bed and offered ne the chair. "I went off to the head and he was
dead by the tine | got back. 1'd already sent Jarvil away because | didn't want Hilleboe to be
unsupervi sed for too long."

"But, Diana. . . there's no mark on his neck. No bruise, nothing."

She shrugged. "The hanging didn't kill him He had a heart attack."

"Sonmebody gave hima shot. Right over his heart.”

She | ooked at nme curiously. "I did that, WIlliam Adrenaline. Standard procedure.”

You get that red dot of expressed blood if you jerk away fromthe projector while you' re getting a
shot. Ot herw se the nedicine goes right through the pores, doesn't |eave a mark. "He was dead when
you gave himthe shot?"

"That woul d be ny professional opinion." Deadpan. "No heartbeat, pulse, respiration. Very few

ot her disorders show t hese synptomns."

"Yeah. | see.”

"I's something. . . what's the matter, WIIianP"

Either |1'd been inprobably lucky or Diana was a very good actress. "Nothing. Yeah, | better get
sonmething for this hand." | opened the door. "Saved nme a |ot of trouble."

She | ooked straight into nmy eyes. "That's true."

Actually, 1'd traded one kind of trouble for another. Despite the fact that there were severa

di sinterested witnesses
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to Graubard's demise, there was a persistent runor that 1'd had Doc Al sever sinply exterm nate him
since |I'd botched the job nyself and didn't want to go through a troubl esone court-nmarti al

The fact was that, under the Universal Code of Mlitary "Justice," G aubard hadn't deserved any
kind of trial at all. All 1 had to do was say "You, you and you. Take this man out and kill him

pl ease."” And woe betide the private who refused to carry out the order

My relationship with the troops did inprove, in a sense. At |east outwardly, they showed nore
deference to nme. But | suspected it was at |east partly the cheap kind of respect you might offer
any ruffian who had proved hinself to be dangerous and volatile.

So Killer was nmy new nane. Just when |'d gotten used to AOd Queer

The base quickly settled back into its routine of training and waiting. | was al nost inpatient for
the Taurans to show up, just to get it over with one way or the other

The troops had adjusted to the situation rmuch better than | had, for obvious reasons. They had
specific duties to performand anple free time for the usual soldierly anodynes to boredom M
duties were nore varied but offered little satisfaction, since the problens that percolated up to
me were of the "the buck stops here" type; those with pleasing, unanbi guous solutions were taken
care of in the | ower echel ons.

I'd never cared nuch for sports or ganmes, but found nyself turning to themnore and nore as a kind
of safety valve. For the first tine inny life, in these tense, claustrophobic surroundi ngs,
couldn't escape into reading or study. So | fenced, quarterstaff and saber, with the other

of ficers, worked nyself to exhaustion on the exercise machi nes and even kept a junp-rope in ny
office. Most of the other officers played chess, but they could usually beat ne-whenever | won it
gave nme the feeling | was being hunored. Wrd ganes were difficuit because ny | anguage was an
archai c dialect that they had trouble mani pulating. And |I lacked the time and talent to nmaster
"moder n" English.

Joe tial deman

hi')

For a while | let D ana feed ne nood-altering drugs, but the cunulative effect of themwas
frightening-1 was getting addicted in a way that was at first too subtle to bother ne-so | stopped
short. Then 1 tried sone systematic psychoanal ysis with Lieutenant Wlber. It was inpossible.

Al t hough he knew all about ny problemin an acadenic kind of way, we didn't speak the sane

cul tural |anguage; his counseling ne about [ove and sex was like ne telling a fourteenth-century
serf how best to get along with his priest and | andl ord.

And that, after all, was the root of my problem | was sure | could have handl ed the pressures and
frustrations of command; of being cooped up in a cave with these people who at tines seened
scarcely less alien than the eneny; even the near-certainty that it could lead only to painfu
death in a worthless cause-if only | could have had Mary-gay with me. And the feeling got nore

i ntense as the nmonths crept by.
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He got very stern with me at this point and accused ne of romanticizing nmy position. He knew what
| ove was, he said; he had been in love hinself. And the sexual polarity of the couple made no

difference-all right, | could accept that; that idea had been a cliché in ny parents' generation
(though it had run into sone predictable resistance in nmy own). But |ove, he said, |ove was a
fragile blossom |ove was a delicate crystal; |ove was an unstable reaction with a half-life of
about eight nonths. Bullshit, | said, and accused him of wearing cultural blinders; thirty

centuries of prewar society taught that |ove was one thing that could |ast to the grave and even
beyond and if he had been born instead of hatched he would know that w thout being told!
Wher eupon he woul d assunme a wy, tolerant expression and reiterate that | was nerely a victim of
sel f-i mposed sexual frustration and romantic del usion
In retrospect, | guess we had a good tine arguing with each other. Cure ne, he didn't.
| did have a new friend who sat in ny lap all the tine. It was the cat, who had the usual talent
for hiding frompeople who like cats and cleaving unto those who have sinus trouble or just don't
like sneaky little animals. W
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did have sonething in comon, though, since to ny know edge be was the only other heterosexua

mal e mammal within any reasonabl e distance, He'd been castrated, of course, but that didn't make
much di fference under the circunstances.

6

It was exactly 400 days since the day we had begun construction. | was sitting at ny desk not
checking out Hilleboe's new duty roster. The cat was on ny lap, purring loudly even though I
refused to pet it. Charlie was stretched out in a chair reading sonmething on the viewer. The phone
buzzed and it was the Conmodore.

"They're here."

"I said they're here. A Tauran ship just exited the collapsar field. Velocity .80c. Decel eration
thirty gees. Gve or take."

Charlie was | eaning over nmy desk. "Wat?" | dunped the cat.

"How | ong? Before you can pursue?" | asked

"Soon as you get off the phone." | switched off and went over to the logistic conputer, which was
atwin to the one on Masaryk ii and had a direct data link to it. Wile | tried to get nunbers out

of the thing, Charlie fiddled with the visual display.

The di splay was a hol ogram about a neter square by half a neter thick and was programred to show
the positions of Sade-138, our planet, and a few other chunks of rock in the system There were
green and red dots to show the positions of our vessels and the Taurans'

The conputer said that the mininumtime it could take the Taurans to decel erate and get back to
this planet would be a little over eleven days. O course, that would be strai ght nmaxi num

accel eration and deceleration all the way; we could pick themoff like flies on a wall. So, like
us, they'd mx up their direction of flight and degree of acceleration in a random way. Based on
several hundred past records of eneny behavior, the conputer was able to give us a probability
tabl e:
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Days to
Contact Probability
11 . 000001
15 . 001514
20 . 032164
25 . 103287
30 . 676324
35 . 820584
40 . 982685
45 . 993576
50 . 999369
MEDL~N
28. 9554 . 500000
Unl ess, of course, Antopol and her gang of merry pirates managed to make a kill. The chances of

that | had learned in the can, were slightly less than fifty-fifty.
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But whether it took 28.9554 days or two weeks, those of us on the ground had to just sit on our
hands and wat ch.

I f Antopol was successful, then we wouldn't have to fight until the regular garrison troops

repl aced us here and we noved on to the next coll apsar

"Haven't left yet." Charlie had the display cranked down to mninum scal e; the planet was a white
ball the size of a large nmelon and Masaryk Il was a green dot off to the right sonme eight nelons
away; you couldn't get both on the screen at the sane tine.

VWhile we were watching a small green dot popped out of the ship's dot and drifted away fromit. A
ghostly nunber 2 drifted beside it, and a key projected on the display's | ower |eft-hand corner
identified it as 2-Pursuit Drone. O her nunibers in the key identified the Masaryk Il, a planetary
defense fighter and fourteen planetary defense drones. Those sixteen ships were not yet far enough
away from one another to have separate dots.

The cat was rubbing against ny ankle; | picked it up and stroked it. "Tell Hilleboe to call a
general assenbly. Mght as well break it to everyone at once."
~. 10
j oe riai aeman
* * *
The nmen and wonen didn't take it very well, and | couldn't blame them W had all expected the

Taurans to

attack nuch sooner-and when they persisted in not conmng, the feeling grew that Strike Force
Command had nade a nistake and that they'd never show up at all

| wanted the conmpany to start weapons training in earnest; they hadn't used any hi gh-powered
weapons in alnost two years. So | activated their |aser-fingers and passed out the grenade and
rocket |aunchers. W couldn't practice inside the base for fear of damagi ng the external sensors
and defensive laser ring. So we turned off half the circle of gigawatt |asers and went out about a
klick beyond the parineter, one platoon at a time, acconpanied by either me or Charlie. Rusk kept
a close watch on the early-warning screens. |f anything approached, she would send up a flare, and
the pl atoon woul d have to get back inside the ring before the unknown came over the horizon, at
which time the defensive |asers would come on automatically. Besides knocking out the unknown,
they would fry the platoon in |l ess than .02 second.

We couldn't spare anything fromthe base to use as a target, but that turned out to be no problem
The first tachyon rocket we fired scooped out a hole twenty neters long by ten wide by five deep;
the rubble gave us a nmultitude of targets fromtw ce-nan-sized on down.

The soldiers were good, a lot better than they had been with the prinmitive weapons in the stasis
field. The best laser practice turned out to be rather |ike skeetshooting: pair up the people and
have one stand behind the other, throwi ng rocks at randomintervals. The one who was shooti ng had
to gauge the rock's trajectory and zap it before it hit the ground. Their eye-hand coordination
was i npressive (maybe the Eugenics Council had done sonething right).

Shooti ng at rocks down to pebbl e-size, nost of themcould do better than nine out of ten. A d non-
bi oengi neered nme could hit naybe seven out of ten, and I'd had a good deal nore practice than they
had.

They were equally facile at estimating trajectories with the grenade | auncher, which was a nore
versatil e weapon than it had been in the past. |Instead of shooting one-
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m croton bonmbs with a standard propul sive charge, it had four different charges and a choice of
one-, two-, three- or

four-mcroton bonbs. And for really close in-fighting, where it was dangerous to use the | asers,
the barrel of the | auncher woul d unsnap, and you could load it with a nagazi ne of "shotgun”
rounds. Each shot woul d send out an expanding cloud of a thousand tiny fiechettes that were
instant death out to five neters and turned to hanni ess vapor

at six.

The tachyon- rocket |auncher required no skill whatsoever. Al you had to do was to be careful no
one was standi ng behind you when you fired it; the backwash fromthe

rocket was dangerous for several neters behind the | aunching tube. Qtherw se, you just |ined your
target up in the crosshairs and pushed the button. You didn't have to worry about trajectory; the
rocket traveled in a straight Iine for all practical purposes. It reached escape velocity in |ess
than a second

It inproved the troops' norale to get out and chew up the | andscape with their new toys. But the

| andscape wasn't fighting back. No matter how physically inpressive the weapons were, their
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effecti veness woul d depend on what the Taurans could throw back. A G eek phal anx nust have | ooked
pretty inpressive, but it wouldn't do too well against a single man with a fl amet hrower.

And as with any engagenent, because of tinme dilation, there was no way to tell what sort of
weaponry they would have. They m ght have never heard of the stasis field. O they might be able
to say a nagic word and neke us di sappear

| was out with the fourth platoon, burning rocks, when Charlie called and asked me to cone back
in, urgent. | left Heinmoff in charge.

"Anot her one?" The scal e of the hol ograph display was such that our planet was pea-sized, about
five centineters fromthe X that marked the position of Sade-138. There were forty-one red and
green dots scattered around the field; the key identified nunber 41 as Tauran Cruiser (2).

"You cal |l ed Antopol ?"

"Yeah." He anticipated the next question. "It'll take
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al nrost a day for the signal to get there and back."

"I't's never happened before," but of course Charlie

knew t hat

"Maybe this coliapsar is especially inportant to them™

"Likely." So it was alnost certain we'd be fighting on the ground. Even if Antopol nanaged to get
the first cruiser, she wouldn't have a fifty-fifty chance on the second one. Low on drones and
fighters. "I wouldn't |like to be Antopol now. "

"She'll just get it earlier."

"I don't know. We're in pretty good shape."

"Save it for the troops, Wlliam" He turned down the display's scale to where it showed only two
obj ects: Sadel38 and the new red dot, slowy noving.

W spent the next two weeks watching dots blink out. And if you knew when and where to | ook, you
could go outside and see the real thing happening, a hard bright speck of white light that faded

i n about a second.

In that second, a nova bonb had put out over a nmillion times the power of a gigawatt |aser. It
made a miniature star half a klick in diameter and as hot as the interior of the sun. Anything it
touched it would consune. The radiation froma near miss could botch up a ship's el ectronics
beyond repair-two fighters, one of ours and one of theirs, had evidently suffered that fate,
silently drifting out of the systemat a constant velocity, w thout power.

We had used nore powerful nova bonmbs earlier in the war, but the degenerate nmatter used to fue
them was unstable in large quantities. The bonbs had a tendency to expl ode while they were stil

i nside the ship. Evidently the Taurans had the sane problemor they had copied the process fromus
in the first place-because they had al so scal ed down to nova bonbs that used | ess than a hundred
kil ograns of degenerate matter. And they depl oyed them nuch the same way we did, the warhead
separating into dozens of pieces as it approached the target, only one of which was the nova bonb.
They woul d probably have a few bonbs |eft over after they finished off Masaryk Il and her retinue
of fighters and
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drones. So it was likely that we were wasting tinme and energy in weapons practice.

The thought did slip by ny conscience that | could gather up el even people and board the fighter
we had hi dden safe behind the stasis field. It was pre-progranmed to take us back to Stargate.

I even went to the extrene of naking a nental list of the eleven, trying to think of eleven people
who neant nore to nme than the rest. Turned out |I'd be picking six at random

| put the thought away, though. W did have a chance, maybe a dammed good one, even against a
fully-armed cruiser. It wouldn't be easy to get a nova bonmb cl ose enough to include us inside its
kill-radius.

Besi des, they'd space ne for desertion. So why bother?

Spirits rose when one of Antopol's drones knocked out the first Tauran cruiser. Not counting the
ships left behind for planetary defense, she still had ei ghteen drones and two fighters. They
wheel ed around to intercept the second cruiser, by then a few |light-hours away, still being
harassed by fifteen eneny drones.

One of the Tauran drones got her. Her ancillary crafts continued the attack, but it was a rout.
One fighter and three drones fled the battle at maxi mum accel erati on, |ooping up over the plane of
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the ecliptic, and were not pursued. W watched themw th norbid interest while the eneny cruiser
i nched back to do battle with us. The fighter was headed back for Sade-138, to escape. Nobody

bl aned them In fact, we sent thema farewell-good |uck nmessage; they didn't respond, naturally,
being zipped up in the tanks. But it would be recorded.

It took the eneny five days to get back to the planet and be confortably ensconced in a stationary
orbit on the other side. W settled in for the inevitable first phase of the attack, which would
be aerial and totally automated: their drones against our lasers. | put a force of fifty men and
worren inside the stasis field, in case one of the drones got through. An enpty gesture, really;
the eneny coul d just

Joe Hal deman

stand by and wait for themto turn off the field, fry themthe second it flickered out.

Charlie had a weird idea that | al nost went for.

"W coul d boobytrap the place."

"What do you nmean?" | said. "This place is booby-trapped, out to twenty-five klicks."
"No, not the nmines and such. | nean the base itself, here, underground."
"Go on."

"There are two nova bonbs in that fighter." He pointed at the stasis field through a couple of
hundred neters of rock. "W can roll them down here, boobytrap them then bide everybody in the
stasis field and wait."

In away it was tenpting. It would relieve me fromany responsibility for decision-nmaking, |eave

everything up to chance. "I don't think it would work, Charlie.”
He seenmed hurt. "Sure it would."
"No, look. For it to work, you have to get every single Tauran inside the kill-radius before it

goes of f-but they wouldn't all conme charging in here once they breached our defenses. Least of al
if the place seened deserted. They'd suspect sonething, send in an advance party. And after the
advance party set off the bonbs-"

"We'd be back where we started, yeah. M nus the base.

Sorry."

I shrugged. "It was an idea. Keep thinking, Charlie.”" | turned ny attention back to the displ ay,
where the | opsided space war was in progress. Logically enough, the eneny wanted to knock out that
one fighter overhead before he started to work on us. About all we could do was watch the red dots
craw around the planet and try to score. So far the pilot had managed to knock out all the
drones; the eneny hadn't sent any fighters after himyet.

I"d given the pilot control over five of the lasers in our defensive ring. They couldn't do nuch
good, though. A gigawatt |aser punps out a billion kilowatts per second at a range of a hundred
meters. A thousand klicks up, though, the beamwas attenuated to ten kilowatts. M ght do sone
damage if it hit an optical sensor. At |east confuse things.

"We could use another fighter. O six."
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"Use up the drones,"” | said. W did have a fighter, of course, and a swabbie attached to us who
could pilot it. It might turn out to be our only hope, if they got us cornered in the stasis
field.

"How far away is the other guy?" Charlie asked, nmeaning the fighter pilot who had turned tail. |
cranked down the scale, and the green dot appeared at the right of the display. "About six light-
hours.” He had two drones left, too near to himto show as separate dots, having expended one in
covering his getaway. "He's not accelerating any nore, but he's doing point nine gee."

"Couldn't do us any good if he wanted to." Need al nost a nonth to sl ow down.

At that low point, the Iight that stood for our own defensive fighter faded out. "Shit."

"Now the fun starts. Should I tell the troops to get ready, stand by to go topside?"

"No . . . have themsuit up, in case we lose air. But | expect it'll be alittle while before we
have a ground attack." | turned the scale up again. Four red dots were already creeping around the
gl obe toward us.

| got suited up and cane back to Administration to watch the fireworks on the nonitors.

The | asers worked perfectly. Al four drones converged on us sinmultaneously; were targeted and
destroyed. All but one of the nova bonbs went off bel ow our horizon (the visual horizon was about
ten kilonmeters away, but the | asers were nmounted high and could target sonething at tw ce that

di stance). The bonb that detonated on our horizon had nelted out a semicircular chunk that gl owed
brilliantly white for several minutes. An hour later, it was still glow ng dull orange, and the
ground tenperature outside had risen to fifty degrees Absolute, nelting nost of our snow, exposing
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an irregul ar dark gray surface.

The next attack was al so over in a fraction of a second, but this time there had been ei ght

drones, and four of themgot within ten klicks. Radiation fromthe glowing craters raised the
tenperature to nearly 300 degrees. That was above the nelting point of water, and | was starting
to get

j oe riai aeman

worried. The fighting suits were good to over a thousand

degrees, but the automatic |asers depended on | ow

tenperature superconductors for their speed.

| asked the conputer what the |asers' tenperature limt

was, and it printed out TR 398-734-009-265, "Sone Aspects Concerning the Adaptability of Cryogenic
Ordnance to Use in Relatively Hi gh-Tenperature Environnents,"

whi ch had | ots of handy advice about how we could insulate the weapons if we had access to a fully-
equi pped arnorer's shop. It did note that the response tine of

automati c-ai m ng devices increased as the tenperature increased, and that above sonme "critica
tenperature," the

weapons would not aimat all. But there was no way to

predict any individual weapon's behavior, other than to note that the highest critical tenperature
recorded was 790 degrees and the | owest was 420 degrees.

Charlie was watching the display. His voice was flat over the suit's radio. "Sixteen this tinme."
"Surprised?’ One of the few things we knew about Tauran psychol ogy was a certain conpul siveness
about nunbers, especially prines and powers of two.

"Let's just hope they don't have 32 left." | queried the conputer on this; all it could say was
that the cruiser had thus far launched a total of 44 drones and that sone cruisers had been known
to carry as many as 128.

We had nmore than a hal f-hour before the drones would strike. |I could evacuate everybody to the
stasis field, and they would be tenporarily safe if one of the nova bonbs got through. Safe, but
trapped. How long would it take the crater to cool down, if three or four-let al one sixteen-of the
bonbs nade it through? You couldn't live forever in a fighting suit, even though it recycled
everything with renorsel ess efficiency. One week was enough to nmake you thoroughly mserable. Two
weeks, suicidal. Nobody had ever gone three weeks, under field conditions.

Besi des, as a defensive position, the stasis field could be a death-trap. The enemny has all the
options since the donme is opaque; the only way you can find out what they're up to is to stick
your head out. They didn't have to wade in with primtive weapons unl ess they were inpatient. They
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could keep the dome saturated with laser fire and wait for you to turn off the generator

Meanwhi | e harassing you by throwi ng spears, rocks, arrows into the dome-.you could return fire,

but it was pretty futile.

O course, if one man stayed inside the base, the others could wait out the next half-hour in the

stasis field. If he didn't cone get them they'd know the outside was hot. | chinned the

conbi nati on that would give me a frequency available to everybody echelon 5 and above.

"This is Major Mandella." That still sounded |ike a bad joke.

I outlined the situation to them and asked themto tell their troops that everyone in the conpany
was free to nove into the stasis field. | would stay behind and cone retrieve themif things went
wel | -not out of nobility, of course; | preferred taking the chance of being vaporized in a
nanosecond, rather than al nost certain slow death under the gray done.

I chinned Charlie's frequency. "You can go, too. |I'll take care of things here."

"No, thanks," be said slowy. "I'd just as soon. . . Hey, look at this."

The crui ser had | aunched anot her red dot, a couple of ninutes behind the others. The display's key
identified it as being another drone. "That's curious."

"Superstitious bastards,” he said without feeling.

It turned out that only el even people chose to join the fifty who had been ordered into the done.
That shouldn't have surprised nme, but it did.

As the drones approached, Charlie and | stared at the nonitors, carefully not |ooking at the

hol ograph di splay, tacitly agreeing that it would be better not to know when they were one mnute
away, thirty seconds. . . And then, like the other tines, it was over before we knew it had
started. The screens glared white and there was a yow of static, and we were still alive.

But this tine there were fifteen new holes on the horizon-or closer!-and the tenperature was
rising so fast that the last digit in the readout was an anorphous bl ur

j ~ua.iti~ulwW
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The nunber peaked in the high 800s and began to slide back down.

We had never seen any of the drones, not during that tiny fraction of a second it took the |asers
to aimand fire.

But then the seventeenth one flashed over the horizon, zigzagging crazily, and stopped directly
overhead. For an instant it seened to hover, and then it began to fall. Half the | asers had
detected it, and they were firing steadily, but none of themcould aim they were all stuck in
their last firing position

It glittered as it droppecLthe mirror polish of its sleek hull reflecting the white glow fromthe
craters and the eerie flickering of the constant, inpotent laser fire. | beard Charlie take one
deep breath, and the drone fell so close you could see spidery Tauran nunerals etched on the hul
and a transparent porthole near the tip-then its engne flared and it was suddenly gone.

"What the hell?" Charlie said, quietly.

The porthol e. "Maybe reconnai ssance. "

"l guess. So we can't touch them and they knowit."

"Unless the lasers recover.” Didn't seemlikely. "W better get everybody under the done. Us,
too."

He said a word whose vowel had changed over the centuries, but whose neaning was clear. "No hurry.
Let's see what they do."

We waited for several hours. The tenperature outside stabilized at 690 degrees-just under the
melting point of zinc, | renenbered to no purpose-and | tried the manual controls for the |asers,
but they were still frozen

"Here they cone,"” Charlie said. "Eight again."

| started for the display. "Guess we'l|l-"

"Wait! They aren't drones." The key identified all eight with the | egend Troop Carrier.

"Cuess they want to take the base," he said. "Intact." That, and maybe try out new weapons and

t echni ques.

"I't's not much of a risk for them They can always retreat and drop a nova bonmb in our laps.”

| called Brill and had her go get everybody who was in the stasis field, set themup with the
remai nder of her platoon as a defensive line circling around the northeast and
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nort hwest quadrants. |'d put the rest of the people on the other half-circle.

"I wonder," Charlie said. "Maybe we shouldn't put everyone topside at once. Until we know how many
Taurans there are.™

That was a point. Keep a reserve, let the eneny underestimate our strength. "It's an idea.

There mght be just 64 of themin eight carriers.” O 128 or 256. | w shed our spy satellites had
a finer sense of discrimnation. But you can only cram so much into a machine the size of a grape.
| decided to let Brill's seventy people be our first Iine of defense and ordered theminto a ring
in the ditches we had made outside the base's perinmeter. Everybody el se would stay downstairs
until needed.

If it turned out that the Taurans, either through nunbers or new technol ogy, could field an

unst oppabl e force, 1'd order everyone into the stasis field. There was a tunnel fromthe living

quarters to the done, so the people underground could go straight there in safety. The ones in the
di tches woul d have to fall back under fire. If any of themwere still alive when | gave the order.
| called in HIleboe and had her and Charlie keep watch over the lasers. If they cane unstuck, 1'd
call Brill and her people back. Turn on the automatic aim ng systemagain, then sit back and watch

t he show. But even stuck, the lasers could be useful. Charlie marked the nonitors to show where
the rays would go; he and Hill eboe could fire them manual | y whenever sonething noved into a
weapon' s |ine-of-sight.

W had about twenty minutes. Brill was wal ki ng around the perineter with her nmen and wonen,
ordering theminto the ditches a squad at a tine, setting up overlapping fields of fire. | broke
in and asked her to setup the heavy weapons so that they could be used to channel the eneny's
advance into the path of the |asers.

There wasn't nuch else to do but wait. | asked Charlie to neasure the eneny's progress and try to
give us an accurate count-down, then sat at my desk and pulled out a pad, to diagramBrill's
arrangenent and see whether | could inprove on it.

Joe Hal deman

~z'j

The cat junped up on ny Lap, mewling piteously. He'd evidently been unable to tell one person from
the other, suited up. But nobody else ever sat at this desk. 1 reached up to pet himand he junped
away.
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The first line that | drew ripped through four sheets of paper. It had been sone tine since I1'd

done any delicate work in a suit. | remenbered how in training, they'd made us practice
controlling the strength-anplification circuits by passing eggs from person to person, nessy
busi ness. | wondered if they still had eggs on Earth.

The di agram conpleted, | couldn't see any way to add to it. Al those reans of theory crammed in

ny brain; there was plenty of tactical advice about envel opment and encirclenment, but fromthe
wong point of view If you were the one who was being encircled, you didn't have many opti ons.

Sit tight and fight. Respond quickly to eneny concentrations of force, but stay flexible so the
eneny can't enploy a diversionary force to divert strength from sonme predictable section of your
perimeter. Make full use of air and space support, always good advice. Keep your head down and
your chin up and pray for the cavalry. Hold your position and don't contenpl ate Di enbi enphu, the
Al anpo, the Battle of Hastings.

"Ei ght nore carriers out,"” Charlie said. "Five minutes.

Until the first eight get here.”

So they were going to attack in two waves. At |east two. What would | do, in the Tauran
commander's position? That wasn't too far-fetched; the Taurans | acked imagi nation in tactics and
tended to copy hunan patterns.

The first wave could be a throwaway, a kam kaze attack to soften us up and eval uate our defenses.
Then the second would conme in nore nmethodically, and finish the job. O vice versa: the first
group woul d have twenty nminutes to get entrenched; then the second could skip over their heads and
hit us hard at one spot-breach the perineter and overrun the base.

O maybe they sent out two forces sinply because two was a magi ¢ nunber. O they could | aunch only
eight troop carriers at a tinme (that would be bad, inplying that the carriers were large; in
different situations they had used
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carriers holding as few as 4 troops or as nmany as 128).
"Three mnutes." | stared at the cluster of nonitors that showed vari ous sectors of the m ne

field. If we were lucky, they'd |l and out there, Qut of caution. Or naybe pass over it |ow enough
to detonate m nes.

I was feeling vaguely guilty. |I was safe in ny hole, doodling, ready to start calling out orders.
How di d those seventy sacrificial |anbs feel about their absentee commander?

Then | renenbered how | had felt about Captain Stott that first nission, when he'd elected to stay
safely in orbit while we fought on the ground. The rush of renmenbered hate was so strong | had to
bite back nausea.

"Hi || eboe, can you handl e the |lasers by yoursel f?"

"I don't see why not, sir."

I tossed down the pen and stood up. "Charlie, you take over the unit coordination; you can do it
as well as | could.

I'"'mgoing topside."

"I wouldn't advise that, sir."

"Hell no, WIlliam Don't be an idiot."

"I'mng¢t taking orders, I'mgiv-"

"You woul dn't last ten seconds up there," Charlie said.

"I"ll take the same chance as everybody else.”

"Don't you hear what |'msaying. They'lIl kill you!"

"The troops? Nonsense. | know they don't |ike ne especially, but-"

"You haven't listened in on the squad frequencies?" No, they didn't speak my brand of English when
they tal ked anong thensel ves. "They think you put themout on the line for punishnent, for
cowardi ce. After you'd told them anyone was free to go into the done."

"Didn't you, sir?" Hilleboe said.
"To punish then? No, of course not.'

Not consciously. "They were just up there when | needed.

Hasn't Lieutenant Brili said anything to then®?"
"Not that |'ve heard," Charlie said. "Maybe she's been too busy to tune in."
O she agreed with them "I'd better get-"

"There!l" Hilleboe shouted. The first eneny ship was visible in one of the nmine field nonitors; the
others appeared in the next second. They cane in fromrandom di -
Joe Hal deman
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rections and weren't evenly distributed around the base.
Five in the northeast quadrant and only one in the southwest. | relayed the information to Bnll
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But we had predicted their logic pretty well; all of themwere conming down in the ring of mines.
One cane cl ose enough to one of the tachyon devices to set it off. The blast caught the rear end
of the oddly streamined craft, causing it to make a conplete flip and crash nose-first. Side
ports opened up and Taurans cane craw ing out. Twelve of them probably four left inside. If al

the others had sixteen as well, there were only slightly nore of themthan of us.
In the first wave
The ot her seven had | anded without incident, and yes, there were sixteen each. Brill shuffled a

coupl e of squads to conformto the enemy's troop concentration, and she waited.

They noved fast across the mine field, striding in unison |ike bow egged, top-heavy robots, not
even breaking stride when one of themwas blown to bits by a mine, which happened el even ti nes.
When they cane over the horizon, the reason for their apparently random di stribution was obvi ous:
they had anal yzed bef orehand whi ch approaches woul d give themthe nost natural cover, fromthe
rubble that the drones had ki cked up. They would be able to get within a couple of kiloneters of
the base before we got any clear line-of-sight of them And their suits had augmentation circuits
simlar to ours, so they could cover a kilonmeter in less than a m nute.

Brill had her troops open fire imediately, probably nore for norale than out of any hope of
actually hitting the eneny. They probably were getting a few, though it was hard to tell. At |east
the tachyon rockets did an inpressive job of turning boulders into gravel

The Taurans returned fire with sonme weapon sinilar to the tachyon rocket, maybe exactly the sane.
They rarely found a mark, though; our people were at and bel ow ground | evel, and if the rocket
didn't hit something, it would keep going on forever, amen. They did score a hit on one of the
gigawatt | asers, though, and the concussion that filtered
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down to us was strong enough to nake ne wish we had burrowed a little deeper than twenty neters.
The gi gawaus weren't doing us any good. The Taurans must have figured out the Iines of sight ahead
of tune, and gave themw de berth. That turned out to be fortunate, because it caused Charlie to
let his attenti on wander fromthe |aser nmonitors for a nonent.

"What the hell?"

"What's that, Charlie?" | didn't take ny eyes off the nonitors. Waiting for sonmething to happen

"The ship, the cruiser-it's gone." | |ooked at the hol ograph display. He was right; the only red
lights were those that stood for the troop carriers.
"Where did it go?" | asked inanely.

"Let's play it back." He progranmed the display to go back a couple of minutes and cranked out the
scale to where both planet and col | apsar showed on the cube. The cruiser showed up, and with it,
three green dots. Qur "coward,"

attacking the cruiser with only two drones.

But he had a little help fromthe | aws of physics.

Instead of going into collapsar insertion, he had skinmed around the collapsar field in a
slingshot orbit. He had conme out going nine-tenths of the speed of light; the drones were going
.99c, headed straight for the eneny cruiser. Qur planet was about a thousand |ight-seconds from
the coll apsar, so the Tauran ship had only ten seconds to detect and stop both drones. And at that
speed, it didn't matter whether you' d been hit by a nova-bonb or a spitball.

The first drone disintegrated the cruiser, and the other one, .01 second behind, glided on down to
i npact on the planet. The fighter missed the planet by a couple of hundred kiloneters and hurtl ed
on into space, decelerating with the nmaxi rumtwenty-five gees. He'd be back in a couple of nonths.
But the Taurans weren't going to wait. They were getting close enough to our lines for both sides
to start using lasers, but they were also within easy grenade range. A good-size rock could shield
themfromlaser fire, but the grenades and rockets were slaughtering them

At first, Brill's troops had the overwhel m ng advant age;

j oe nai aeman

fighting fromditches, they could only be harmed by an occasional |ucky shot or an extrenely well -
ai med grenade (which the Taurans threw by hand, with a range of several hundred neters). Brill had
| ost four, but it looked as if the Tauran force was down to |l ess than half its original size.
Eventual | y, the | andscape had been torn up enough so that the bulk of the Tauran force was able to
fight fromholes in the ground. The fighting sl owed down to individual |aser duels, punctuated
occasional ly by heavier weapons. But it wasn't smart to use up a tachyon rocket against a single
Tauran, not with another force of unknown size only a few m nutes away.

Sonet hi ng had been bothering ne about that hol ographic replay. Now, with the battle's lull, | knew
what it was.

When that second drone crashed at near-|ightspeed, how nuch damage had it done to the planet?
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stepped over to the conputer and punched it up; found out how nuch energy had been rel eased in the
collision, and then conpared it with geological information in the conputer's nenory.

Twenty times as nuch energy as the nost powerful earthquake ever recorded. On a planet three-
quarters the size of Earth.

On the general frequency: "Everybody-topside! Right now" | palnmed the button that would cycle and
open the airlock and tunnel that led fromAdnmi nistration to the surface.

"What the hell, WII-"

"Eart hquake!" How | ong? "Movel™"

Hi Il eboc and Charlie were right behind nme. The cat was sitting on ny desk, licking hinself
unconcernedly. | had an irrational inpulse to put himinside nmy suit, which was the way he'd been
carried fromthe ship to the base, but knew he wouldn't tolerate nore than a few mnutes of it.
Then | had the nore reasonable inpulse to sinply vaporize himw th ny |aser-finger, but by then

t he door was closed and we were swarmi ng up the |adder. Al the way up, and for sone tine
afterward, | was haunted by the image of that hel pl ess aninmal, trapped under tons of rubble, dying
slowy as the air hissed away.

"Safer in the ditches?" Charlie said.
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"I don't know," | said. "Never been in an earthquake." Maybe the walls of the ditch would close up
and crush us.

I was surprised at how dark it was on the surface. S Doradus had al nost set; the nonitors had
conpensated for the low light |evel

An eneny | aser raked across the clearing to our left, making a qui ck shower of sparks when it
flicked by a gigawatt nounting. We hadn't been seen yet. We all decided yes, it would be safer in
the ditches, and made it to the nearest one in three strides.

There were four nmen and wonen in the ditch, one of them badly wounded or dead. W scranbled down
the I edge and | turned up ny image anplifier to log twd, to inspect our ditchmates. W were | ucky;
one was a grenadier and they also had a rocket launcher. | could just make out the names on their
hel mrets. W were in Brill's ditch, but she hadn't noticed us yet. She was at the opposite end,
cautiously peering over the edge, directing two squads in a flanking novenent. \Wen,they were
safely in position, she ducked back down. "Is that you, Major?"

"That's right," | said cautiously. | wondered whether any of the people in the ditch were anong
the ones after my scalp

"What's this about an earthquake?"

She had been told about the cruiser being destroyed, but not about the other drone. | explained in
as few words as possible.

"Nobody' s cone out of the airlock," she said. "Not yet. | guess they all went into the stasis
field. "

"Yeah, they were just as close to one as the other." Maybe sonme of themwere still down bel ow,
hadn't taken ny warning seriously. | thinned the general frequency to check, and then all hel

br oke | oose.

The ground dropped away and then fl exed back up; slamed us so hard that we were airborne,
tunbling out of the ditch. W flew several neters, going high enough to see the pattern of bright
orange and yellow ovals, the craters where nova bonbs had been stopped. | |landed on ny feet but
the ground was shifting and slithering so nuch that it was inpossible to stay upright.

j oe nai deman

Wy

Wth a basso grinding | could feel through nmy suit, the cleared area above our base crunbl ed and
fell in. Part of the stasis field' s underside was exposed when the ground subsided; it settled to
its new level with al oof grace.

Well, mnus one cat. | hoped everybody el se had tine and sense enough to get under the done.

A figure came staggering out of the ditch nearest to ne and | realized with a start that it wasn't
human. At that range, ny |laser burned a hole straight through his helnet; he took two steps and
fell over backward. Another hel net peered over the edge of the ditch. | sheared the top of it off
before he could raise his weapon.

| couldn't get my bearings. The only thing that hadn't changed was the stasis dome, and it | ooked
the sane fromany angle. The gigawatt |asers were all buried, but one of them had switched on, a

brilliant flickering searchlight that illumnated a swirling cloud of vaporized rock

bviously, though, | was in eneny territory. | started across the trenbling ground toward the
done.

| couldn't raise any platoon | eaders. Al of thembut Brill were probably inside the done. | did
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get Hilleboe and Charlie; told Hilleboe to go inside the done and roust everybody out. If the next
wave al so had 128, we were going to need everybody.

The trenors died dowmn and | found ny way into a

"friendly" ditch-the cooks' ditch, in fact, since the only people there were Orban and Rudkoski

"Looks like you'll have to start fromscratch again, Private."
"That's all right, sir. Liver needed a rest."
1 got a beep fromH Il eboe and chinned her on. "Sir... there were only ten people there. The rest

didn't nmake it."

"They stayed behi nd?" Seened |ike they'd had plenty of tine.

"I don't know, sir."

"Never mind. Get nme a count, how nmany people we have, all totalled.” | tried the platoon | eaders
frequency again and it was still silent.

The three of us watched for eneny laser fire for a couple
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of minutes, but there was none. Probably waiting for reinforcenents.

Hi || eboe called back "I only get fifty-three, sir. Some nmay be unconsci ous."

"Al'l right. Have themsit tight until-" Then the second wave showed up, the troop carriers roaring

over the horizon with their jets pointed our way, decelerating. "Get sone rockers on those
bastards!" Hilleboe yelled to everyone in particular. But nobody had managed to stay attached to a
rocket |auncher while he was being tossed around. No grenade | aunchers, either, and the range was
too far for the band | asers to do any danmage.

These carriers were four or five tines the size of the ones in the first wave. One of them
grounded about a kiloneter in front of us, barely stopping | ong enough to disgorge its troops. O
whi ch there were over 50, probably 64-tinmes 8 nmade 512. No way we could hold them back

"Everybody listen, this is Major Mandella.” | tried to keep my voice even and quiet. "W're going
to retreat back into the donme, quickly but in an orderly way. | know we're scattered all over
hell. 1If you belong to the second or fourth platoon, stay put for a mnute and give covering fire

while the first and third platoons, and support, fall back.

"First and third and support, fall back to about half your present distance fromthe donme, then
take cover and defend the second and fourth as they come back. They'll go to the edge of the done
and cover you while you cone back the rest of the way." | shouldn't have said "retreat"; that word
wasn't in the book. Retrograde action

There was a |ot nore retrograde than action. Eight or nine people were firing, and all the rest
were in full flight.

Rudkoski and Orban had vani shed. | took a few carefully ained shots, to no great effect, then ran
down to the other end of the ditch, clinbed out and headed for the dome.

The Taurans started firing rockets, but nmpost of them seened to be going too high. | saw two of us
get bl own away before | got to ny hal fway point; found a nice big rock and hid behind it. | peeked
out and decided that only two or three of the Taurans were cl ose enough to be even renptely
possi bl e laser targets, and the better part of valor
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woul d be in not drawi ng unnecessary attention to nyself. | ran the rest of the way to the edge of
the field and stopped to return fire. After a couple of shots, | realized that I was just naking
myself a target; as far as | could see there was only one other person who was still running
toward the done.
A rocket zipped by, so close | could have touched it. | flexed nmy knees and ki cked, and entered
the done in a rather undignified posture.
7
Inside, | could see the rocket that had missed ne drifting lazily through the gloom rising

slightly as it passed through to the other side of the donme. It would vaporize the instant it cane
out the other side, since all of the kinetic energy it had lost in abruptly slowi ng down to 16.3
meters per second woul d conme back in the form of heat.

Ni ne people were lying dead, facedown just inside of the field s edge. It wasn't unexpected,
though it wasn't the sort of thing you were supposed to tell the troops.

Their fighting suits were intact-otherwi se they wouldn't have made it this far-but sometinme during
the past few nminutes' rough-and-tunble, they had danmaged the coaling of special insulation that
protected themfromthe stasis field. So as soon as they entered the field, all electrica

activity in their bodies ceased, which killed theminstantly. Al so, since no nolecule in their

bodi es could nove faster than 16.3 neters per second, they instantly froze solid, their body
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tenperature stabilized at a cool 0.426 degrees Absolute

| decided not to turn any of themover to find out their names, not yet. W had to get sone sort
of defensive position worked out before the Taurans canme through the donme. If they decided to slug
it out rather than wait

Wth el aborate gestures, | nmanaged to get everybody collected in the center of the field, under
the fighter's tail, where the weapons were racked.

There were plenty of weapons, since we had been prepared to outfit three tines this nunber of
peopl e. After giving each person a shield and short-sword, | traced a question in the snow. GOOD
ARCHERS? RAI SE HANDS. (got five volunteers, then picked out three nore so that all the bows would
be in use. Twenty arrows per bow. They were the nost effective |ong-range weapons we had; the
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arrows were alnost invisible in their slowifight, heavily

wei ghted and tipped with a deadly sliver of dianond-hard

C.

| arranged the archers in a circle around the fighter (its landing fins would give them parti al
protection fromnissiles coning in frombehind) and between each pair of archers put four other
peopl e: two spear-throwers, one quarterstaff, and a person arnmed with battleax and a dozen
throwi ng knives. This arrangenment would theoretically take care of the eneny at any range, from
the edge of the field

to hand-to-hand conbat.

Actual ly, at some 600-to-42 odds, they could probably walk in with a rock in each hand, no shields
or special weapons, and still beat the shit out of us.

Assum ng they knew what the stasis field was. Their technol ogy seened up to date in all other
respects.

For several hours nothing happened. W got about as bored as anyone could, waiting to die. No one
to talk to, nothing to see but the unchanging gray done, gray snow, gray spaceship and a few
identically gray soldiers. Nothing to hear, taste or snell but yourself.

Those of us who still had any interest in the battle were keeping watch on the bottom edge of the
dome, waiting for the first Taurans to conme through. So it took us a second to realize what was
goi ng on when the attack did stait It cane from above, a cloud of catapulted darts swarmng in

t hrough the done some thiity nmeters above the ground, headed straight for the center of the

hem sphere.

The shields were big enough that you could hide nost of your body behi nd them by crouching
slightly; the people who saw the darts coming could protect thenselves easily. The ones who had
their backs to the action, or were just asleep at the switch, had to rely on dunb luck for
survival; there was no way to shout a warning, and it took only three seconds for a mssile to get
fromthe edge of the done to its center

We were lucky, losing only five. One of themwas an archer, Shubik. | took over her bow and we
wai ted, expecting a ground attack i medi ately.
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It didn't come. After a half-hour, | went around the circle

and explained with gestures that the first thing you were

supposed to do, if anything happened, was to touch the

person on your right. He'd do the same, and so on down the |ine.

That m ght have saved ny life. The second dart attack, a couple of hours later, came from behind
me. | felt the nudge, slapped the person on ny tight, turned around and saw t he cl oud descendi ng.
I got the shield over ny head, and they hit a split-second |ater

I set down ny bow to pluck three darts fromthe shield and the ground attack started.

It was a weird, inpressive sight Sonme three hundred of them stepped into the field sinultaneously,
al nost shoul der-to-shoul der around the perineter of the donme. They advanced in step, each one

hol ding a round shield barely | arge enough to hide his massive chest. They were throw ng darts
simlar to the ones we had been barraged wth.

| set up the shield in front of me-it had little extensions on the bottomto keep it upright-and
with the first arrow |l shot, | knew we had a chance. It struck one of themin the center of his
shield, went straight through and penetrated his suit.

It was a one-sided massacre. The darts weren't very effective without the el enent of surprise-but
when one cane sailing over ny head frombehind, it did give ne a cramy feeling between the

shoul der bl ades.

Wth twenty arrows | got twenty Taurans. They closed ranks every tine one dropped; you didn't even
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have to aim After running out of arrows, | tried throwing their darts back at them But their
Iight shields were quite adequate against the small nissiles.

W'd killed nore than half of themw th arrows and spears, |ong before they got into range of the
hand-t o- hand weapons. | drew ny sword and waited. They still outnunbered us by better than three
to one.

When they got within ten neters, the people with the chakramthrow ng knives had their own field
day. Although the spinning disc was easy enough to see and took nore

z~J
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than a half-second to get fromthrower to target, nost of the Taurans reacted in the sanme
ineffective way, raising up the shield to ward it off. The razor-sharp, tenpered heavy bl ade cut
through the light shield |like a buzz-saw t hrough cardboard.

The first hand-to-hand contact was with the quarter-staffs, which were netal rods two neters |ong
that tapered at the ends to a doubl e-edged, serrated knife blade. The Taurans had a col d- bl ooded- -
or valiant, if your mnd works that way-method for dealing with them They would sinply grab the
bl ade and die. While the hunan was trying to extricate his weapon fromthe frozen death-grip, a
Tauran swordsnman, with a scimtar over a neter long, would step in and kill him

Besi des the swords, they had a bob-like thing that was a length of elastic cord that ended with
about ten centineters of something |ike barbed wire, and a small weight to propel it. It was a
danger ous weapon for all concerned; if they missed their target it would cone snappi ng back
unpredi ctably. But they hit their target pretty often, going under the shields and wapping the
thorny wire around ankl es.

| stood back-to-back with Private Erikson, and with our swords we nanaged to stay alive for the
next few m nutes.

When the Taurans were down to a couple of dozen survivors, they just turned around and started
marching out. We threw some darts after them getting three, but we didn't warn to chase after
them They might turn around and start hacki ng again.

There were only twenty-eight of us left standing. Nearly ten tinmes that nunber of dead Taurans
littered the ground, but there was no satisfaction init.

They could do the whole thing over, with a fresh 300. And this tinme it would work.

We noved from body to body, pulling out arrows and spears, then took up places around the fighter
agai n. Nobody bothered to retrieve the quarterstaffs. | counted noses:

Charlie and Diana were still alive (Hi |l eboe had been one of the quarterstaff victins), as well as
two supporting of-
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ficers. WIber and Szydl owska. Rudkoski was still alive but Oban had taken a dart.

After a day of waiting, it |ooked as though the eneny

had decided on a war of attrition rather than repeating the

ground attack. Darts cane in constantly, not in swarnms anynore, but in twos and threes and tens.
And fromall different angles. W couldn't stay alert forever; they'd get sonebody every three or
four hours.

We took turns sleeping, two at a time, on top of the stasis field generator. Sitting directly
under the bulk of the fighter, it was the safest place in the done.

Every now and then, a Tauran woul d appear at the edge of the field, evidently to see whether any
of us were left.

Sonetinmes we'd shoot an arrow at him for practice.

The darts stopped falling after a couple of days. | supposed it was possible that they'd sinmply
run out of them

O maybe they'd decided to stop when we were down to

twenty survivors

There was a nore likely possibility. | took one of the quarterstaffs down to the edge of the field
and poked it through, a centineter or so. Wien | drew it back, the point was nelted off. Wen 1
showed it to Charlie, he rocked back and forth (the only way you can nod in a suit); this sort of
t hi ng had happened before, one of the first times the stasis field hadn't worked. They sinply
saturated it with laser fire and waited for us to go stir-crazy and turn off the generator. They
were probably sitting in their ships playing the Tauran equi val ent of pinochle.

| tried to think. It was hard to keep your mnd on sonmething for any length of time in that
hostil e environnment, sense-deprived, |ooking over your shoul der every few seconds. Sonething
Charlie had said. Only yesterday. | couldn't track it down. It wouldn't have worked then; that was
all | could remenber. Then finally it cane to ne.
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| called everyone over and wote in the snow
GET NOVA BOVBS FROM SHI P.
CARRY TO EDGE OF FI ELD.

MOVE FI ELD.

Joe |1 abl eman

Szydl owska knew where the proper tools would be aboard ship. Luckily, we had left all of the
entrances open before turning on the stasis field; they were electronic and woul d have been frozen
shut. W got an assortnent of wenches fromthe engine roomand clinmbed up to the cockpit. He knew

how to renove the access plate that exposed a crawl space into the bonb-bay. | followed himin
t hrough the neter-wi de tube.
Normal Iy, | supposed, it woul d have been pitch-bl ack

But the stasis field illunminated the bonb-bay with the same dim shadow ess |ight that prevailed
outside. The bonb-bay was too snmall for both of us, so | stayed at the end of the crawl space and
wat ched.

The bonb-bay doors had a "manual override" so they were easy; Szydl owska just turned a hand-crank
and we were in business. Freeing the two nova bonbs fromtheir cradl es was another thing. Finally,
he went back down to the engine room and brought back a crowbar. He pried one |oose and | got the
other, and we rolled them out the bonb-bay.

Sergeant Anghebov was al ready working on themby the tine we clinbed back dowmn. Al you had to do
to armthe bonb was to unscrew the fuse on the nose of it and poke sonething around in the fuse
socket to weck the delay mechani smand safety restraints.

We carried themquickly to the edge, six people per bonb, and set them down next to each other
Then we waved to the four people who were standing by at the field generator's handl es. They
picked it up and wal ked ten paces in the opposite direction. The bonbs di sappeared as the edge of
the field slid over them

There was no doubt that the bonmbs went off. For a couple of seconds it was hot as the interior of
a star outside, and even the stasis field took notice of the fact: about a third of the done
glowed a dull pink for a nmonment, then was gray again. There was a slight acceleration, Iike you
woul d feel in a slow elevator. That neant we were drifting down to the bottom of the crater. Wuld
there be a solid botton? O would we sink down through nolten rock to
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be trapped like a fly in anber-didn't pay to even think about that. Perhaps if it happened, we
could bl ast our way

out with the fighter's gigawatt | aser

Twel ve of us, anyhow.

HOW LONG? Charlie scraped in the snow at ny feet.

That was a dammed good question. About all | knew was the anpbunt of energy two nova bonbs
rel eased. | didn't know how big a fireball they would nake, which would determ ne the tenperature
at detonation and the size of the crater. | didn't know the heat capacity of the surroundi ng rock

or its boiling point I wote: ONE WEEK, SHRUG?

HAVE TO THI NK.

The ship's conputer could have told ne in a thousandth of a second, but it wasn't talking. |
started witing equations mthe snow, trying to get a maxi mumand mnimum figure for the I ength of
tinme it would take for the outside to cool down to 500 degrees. Anghel ov, whose physics was nuch
nore up-to-date, did his own cal culations on the other side

of the ship.
My answer said anywhere fromsix hours to six days (although for six hours, the surrounding rock
woul d have to conduct heat |ike pure copper), and Anghel ov got five hours to 41/2 days. | voted

for six and nobody el se got a vote.

We slept a lot. Charlie and Di ana played chess by scraping synbols in the snow, | was never able
to hold the shifting positions of the pieces in ny nmind. | checked ny figures several tines and
kept coming up with six days. | checked Anghel ov's conputations~ too, and they seened all right,
but | stuck to my guns. It wouldn't hurt us to stay in the suits an extra day and a half. W
argued good-naturedly in terse shorthand.

There had been nineteen of us left the day we tossed the bonmbs outside. There were still nineteen
six days later, when | paused with nmy hand over the generator's cutoff switch. Wat was waiting
for us out there? Surely we had killed all the Taurans wi thin several klicks of the explosion
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But there might have been a reserve force farther away, now waiting patiently on the crater's lip.
At | east you could
244 Joe Hal denman

push a quarterstaff through the field and have it cone back whol e.
| dispersed the people evenly around the area, so they night not get us with a single shot. Then

ready to turn it ,ack on imediately if anything went wong, | pushed.
8
My radio was still tuned to the general frequency; after nore than a week of silence ny ears were

suddenly assaulted with | oud, happy babbling.

W stood in the center of a crater alnost a kilonmeter wi de and deep. Its sides were a shiny black
crust shot through with red cracks, hot but no | onger dangerous. The heni sphere of earth that we
rested on had sunk a good forty nmeters into the floor of the crater, while it had still been

nmol ten, so now we stood on a kind of pedestalL

Not a Tauran in sight

We rushed to the ship, sealed it and filled it with cool air and popped our suits. | didn't press
seniority for the one shower; just sat back in an accel eration couch and took deep breaths of air
that didn't snell like recycled Mandell a.

The ship was designed for a nmaxi mumcrew of twelve, so we stayed outside in shifts of seven to
keep fromstraining the life support systems. | sent a repeating nessage to the other fighter
which was still over six weeks away, that we were in good shape and waiting to be picked up. 1 was

reasonably certain he would have seven free berths, since the normal crew for a conbat m ssion was
only three.

It was good to wal k around and talk again. | officially suspended all things mlitary for the
duration of our stay on the planet. Some of the people were survivors of Brill's nutinous bunch
but they didn't show any hostility toward nt.

We played a kind of nostal gia ganme, conparing the various eras we'd experienced on Earth,
wondering what it would be like in the 700-years-future we were goi ng back to. Nobody nenti oned
the fact that we would at best go back to a few nonths' furlough and then be assigned to anot her
strike force, another turn of the wheel

Wheel s. One day Charlie asked me from what counhiy
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nmy name originated; it sounded weird to him | told himit originated fromthe |lack of a
dictionary and that if it were spelled right, it would | ook even weirder

| got to kill a good hal f-hour explaining all the peripheral details to that. Basically, though
my parents were "hippies" (a kind of subculture in the late-twentieth-century Anerica, that
rejected materialismand enbraced a broad spectrum of odd ideas) who lived with a group of other
hippies in a small agricultural comunity. Wen ny nother got pregnant, they wouldn't be so
conventional as to get married: this entailed the woman taking the man's name, and inplied that
she was his property. But they got all intoxicated and sentinmental and deci ded they woul d both
change their nanes to be the same. They rode into the nearest town, arguing all the way as to what
nane woul d be the best symbol for the |ove-bond between them | narrowy m ssed having a nuch
shorter name-and they settled on Mandal a.

A mandal a is a wheel -1i ke design the hippies had borrowed froma foreign religion, that synbolized
the cosnpbs, the cosmic nind, God, or whatever needed a synbol. Neither nmy nother nor ny father
knew how to spell the word, and the magistrate in town wote it down the way it sounded to him
They named me Wlliamin honor of a wealthy uncle, who unfortunately died penniless.

The six weeks passed rather pleasantly: talking, reading, resting. The other ship |l anded next to
ours and did have nine free berths. W shuffled crews so that each ship had someone who coul d get
it out of trouble if the preprogramed junp sequence nal functioned. | assigned nyself to the other
ship, in hopes it would have sone new books. It didn't.

We zipped up in the tanks and took of f sinmultaneously.

We wound up spending a lot of tine in the tanks, just to keep from Looki ng at the sane faces al
day long in the crowded ship. The added periods of acceleration got us back to Stargate in ten
nmont hs, subjective. O course, it

"I 1t~ FO U~VER WAI t

Z4~

was 340 years (mnus seven nonths) to the hypothetical objective observer

There were hundreds of cruisers in orbit around Stargate. Bad news: with that kind of backl og we
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probably woul dn't get any furlough at all

| supposed | was nore likely to get a court-nmartial than a furl ough, anyhow Losing 88 percent of
my conpany, many of them because they didn't have enough confidence in ne to obey the direct

eart hquake order. And we were back where we'd started on Sade-138; no Taurans there, but no base
ei ther.

We got | anding instructions and went straight down, no shuttle. There was another surprise waiting
at the spaceport Dozens of cruisers were standing around on the ground (they'd never done that
before for fear that Stargate would be hit)-and two captured Tauran cruisers as well. W' d never
managed to get one intact.

Seven centuries could have brought us a decisive advantage, of course. Maybe we were wi nning.

We went through an airlock under a "returnees" sign

After the air cycled and we'd popped our suits, a beautiful young woman canme in with a cartload of
tunics and told us, in perfectly-accented English, to get dressed and go to the lecture hail at
the end of the corridor to our left.

The tunic felt odd, light yet warm It was the first thing I'd worn besides a fighting suit or
bare skin in al nost a year.

The |l ecture hail was about a hundred tines too big for the twenty-two of us. The sane wonan was

there and asked us to nove down to the front. That was unsettling; | could have sworn she had gone
down the corridor the other way-I knew she had; |'d been captivated by the sight of her clothed
behi nd.

Hel I, maybe they had matter transmitters. O teleportation. Wanted to save herself a few steps.

W sat for a minute and a man, clothed in the sane kind of unadorned tunic the woman and we were
wearing, wal ked across the stage with a stack of thick notebooks under each arm

The wonan foll owed himon, also carrying notebooks.
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| 1 ooked behind me and she was still standing in the aisle.

To make things even nore odd, the man was virtually a twin to both of them

The man riffled through one of the notebooks and cleared his throat. "These books are for your
conveni ence,” he said, also with perfect accent, "and you don't have to read themif you don't
want to. You don't have to do anything you don't want to do, because.. . you're free nmen and
wonen. The war is over."

Di sbel i eving sil ence.

"As you will read in this book, the war ended 221 years ago. Accordingly, this is the year 220.
ad style, of course, it is 3138 A D

"You are the last group of soldiers to return. Wen you | eave here, | will leave as well. And
destroy Stargate. It exists only as a rendezvous point for returnees and as a nonunment to human
stupidity. And shane. As you will read. Destroying it will be a cleansing."”

He stopped speaki ng and the wonman started w thout a pause. "I amsorry for what you've been
through and wish Icould say that it was for good cause, but as you will read, it was not.

"Even the wealth you have accumul ated, back salary and conpound interest, is worthless, as | no
| onger use money or credit. Nor is there such a thing as an econony, in which to use these
things."

"As you nust have guessed by now," the man took over, "I am we are, clones of a single

i ndi vidual. Some two hundred and fifty years ago, my nane was Kahn. Now it is Man

"I had a direct ancestor in your conpany, a Corporal Larry Kahn. It saddens ne that he didn't come
back. "

"I amover ten billion individuals but only one consciousness," she said. "After you read, | wll
try to clarify this. | knowthat it will be difficult to understand.

"No ot her humans are quickened, since | amthe perfect pattern. Individuals who die are replaced.
"There are sone pl anets, however, on which humans are born in the nornmal, manmalian way. |f ny
society is too alien for you, you nay go to one of these planets. |If you
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wish to take part in procreation, I will not discourage it.

Many veterans ask ne to change their polarity to heterosexual so that they can nore easily fit
into these other societies. This | can do very easily."

Don't worry about that, Man, just nmake out mny ticket.

"You will be my guest here at Stargate for ten days, after which you will be taken wherever you
want to go,"
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he said. "Please read this book in the nmeantinme. Feel free to ask any questions, or request any
service." They both stood and wal ked of f the stage.

Charlie was sitting next to me. "Incredible,” he said. "They let.. . they encourage. . . nen and
wonen to do thw agai n? Toget her ?"

The fenal e aisle-Man was sitting behind us, and she answered before | could franme a reasonably

synmpat hetic, hypocritical reply. "It isn't a judgnment on your society," she said, probably not
seeing that he took it a little nore personally than that. '1 only feel that it's necessary as a
eugeni ¢ safety device. | have no evidence that there is anything wong with cloning only one idea

individual, but if it turns out to have been a m stake, there will be a |l arge genetic pool with
which to start again."

She patted himon the shoulder. "OF course, you don't have to go to these breeder planets. You can
stay on one of ny planets. | nake no distinction between heterosexual play and honosexual ."

She went up on the stage to give a |long spiel about where we were going to stay and eat and so
forth while we were on Stargate, "Never been seduced by a conputer before,”

Charlie muttered.

The 1143-year-1ong war had been begun on fal se pretenses and only continued because the two races
wer e unabl e to conmuni cate.

Once they could talk, the first question was "Wiy did you start this thing?" and the answer was

" NVB 2"

The Taurans hadn't known war for mllennia, and toward the begi nning of the twenty-first century

it | ooked as though mankind was ready to outgrow the institution as well. But the old soldiers
were still around, and many of them were
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in positions of power. They virtually ran the United Nations Exploratory and Col oni zati on G oup
that was taking advantage of the new y-di scovered collapsar junp to explore interstellar space.
Many of the early ships met with accidents and di sappeared. The ex-mlitary nmen were suspi ci ous.
They armed the col oni zing vessels, and the first time they nmet a Tauran ship, they blasted it.
They dusted off their medals and the rest was going to be history.

You couldn't blame it all on the mlitary, though. The evidence they presented for the Taurans
havi ng been responsible for the earlier casualties was |aughably thin. The few peopl e who pointed
this out were ignored.

The fact was, Earth's econony needed a war, and this one was ideal. It gave a nice hole to throw
buckets of money into, but would unify humanity rather than dividing it.

The Taurans relearned war, after a fashion. They never got really good at it, and would eventual ly
have | ost.

The Taurans, the book expl ai ned, couldn't comrunicate wi th humans because they had no concept of
the individual; they had been natural clones for mllions of years. Eventually, Earth's cruisers
were manned by Man, Kahn-clones, and they were for the first tinme able to get through to each

ot her.

The book stated this as a bald fact. |asked a Man to explain what it neant, what was special about
cl one-to-cl one comunication, and he said that | a priori couldn't understand it. There were no
words for it. and ny brain wouldn't be able to accommbdate the concepts even if there were words.
Al right. It sounded a little fishy, but I was willing to accept it. |I'd accept that up was down
if it meant the war was over

Man was a pretty considerate entity. Just for us twentytwo, he went to the trouble of rejuvenating
alittle restaurant-tavern and staffing it at all hours (I never saw a Man eat or drink-guess

they'd discovered a way around it). | was sitting in there one evening, drinking beer and reading
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their book, when Charlie came in and sat down next to me. Wthout preanmble, he said, "I'"mgoing to
give it atry." "Gve what a try?"

"Wonen. Hetero." He shuddered. "No offense. .. it's not really very appealing.” He patted ny hand,
| ooking distracted. "But the alternative.. . have you tried it?"

"Well. . . no, | haven't." Fenale Man was a visual treat, but only in the sane sense as a painting
or a piece of sculpture. | just couldn't see them as human bei ngs.

"Don't." He didn't elaborate. "Besides, they say-he says, she says, it says-that they can change
me back just as easily. If | don't like it."
"You'll like it, Charlie.”
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"Sure that's what they say." He ordered a stiff drink. "Just seems unnatural. Anyway, since, uh

I"mgoing to make the switch, do you mind if. . . why don't we plan on going to the sanme pl anet?"
"Sure, Charlie, that'd be great.” | neant it. "You know where you're goi ng?"

"Hell, 1 don't care. Just away from here."

"I wonder if Heaven's still as nice-"

"No." Charlie jerked a thunb at the bartender. "He lives there."

"I don't know. | guess there's a list."

A man canme into the tavern, pushing a cart piled high with folders. "Myjor Mndella? Captain

Moor e?"

"That's us," Charlie said.

"These are your military records. | hope you find themof interest. They were transferred to paper
when your strike force was the only one outstandi ng, because it would have been inpractical to
keep the nornal data retrieval networks running to preserve so few data."

They al ways anti ci pated your questions, even when you didn't have any.

My folder was easily live tines as thick as Charlie's. Probably thicker than any other, since
seened to be the only trooper who'd nade it through the whol e duration. Poor Marygay. "Wnder what

kind of report old Stott filed about ne." | flipped to the front of the folder
Stapled to the front page was a snall square of paper
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Al'l the other pages were pristine white, but this one was tan with age and crunbling around the
edges.

The handwiting was famliar, too fam liar even after so | ong. The date was over 250 years old.

I winced and was blinded by sudden tears. |I'd had no reason to suspect that she night be alive.

But | hadn't really known she was dead, not until | saw that date.

"WIllian? What's-"

"Leave ne be, Charlie. Just for a mnute.”" | wi ped ny eyes and closed the folder. | shouldn't even
read the damed note. Going to a new life, | should | eave the old ghosts behi nd.

But even a nessage fromthe grave was contact of a sort.
| opened the fol der again.

11 Cct 2878

Wlliam Al this is in your personnel file. But know ng you, you mght just chuck it. So 1 nade
sure you' d get this note

Cbvi ously, | LiveA Maybe you will, too. Join ne.
1 know fromthe records that you' re out at Sadel38 and won't be back for a couple of centuries. No
probl em

i'mgoing to a planet they call Mddle Finger, the
fifth plane: out fromMzar. It's two collapsar junps, ten nmonths subjective. Mddle Finger is a
ki nd of Coventry for heterosexuals. They call it a "eugenic control baseline."
No matter. it took all of nmy noney, and all the noney of five other old-tiners, but we bought a
cruiser fromUNEF. And we're using it as a tine nmachine.
So i'mon arelativistic shuttle, waiting for you. All it does is go out five light years and cone
back to Mddl e Finger, very fast. Every ten years | age about a nonth. So ~f you 're on schedul e
and still alive, I'll only be twenty-ei ght when you get here. Hurry!

THE FOREVER WAR 253

1 never found anybody el se and | don't want anybody else. | don't care whether you're ninety years
old or thirty. if I can't be your lover, i'll be your nurse.

- Marygay.

"Say, bartender."

"Yes, Major?"

"Do you know of a place called Mddle Fnger? Is it still there?"

"Of course it is. Wiere else would it be?" Reasonable question. "A very nice place. Garden pl anet.
Some people don't think it's exciting enough."

"What's this all about?" Charlie said.

| handed the bartender my enpty glass. "l just found out where we're going."

9

EPI LOGUE
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From The New Voi ce, Paxton, Mddle Finger 24-6 14/2/3143
OLD- T! MER HAS FI RST BOY

Mazygay Potter-M ~sidel]a (24 Post Road, Paxton) gave birth Frdayl aattoafi nebabybqy, 3.1 kil os.
Mai ygay | ays claimto being the seoond-"ol deet" resident of Mddle Finger, having been born In
1977. She fought through nost of the Forever War and then waited for her mate on the tine shuttle,
261 years.

The baby, not yet iwned, was delivered at home with the help of a friend of the fanmly, Dr. Diana
Al eever - Moor e.

254

Joe Hal denan was born in the USA ifl 1943. At college he studied physics and astronony He then
served as a conbat engineer in Vietnamfrom 1967 to 1969. He was severely wounded during the war
and received a Purple Heart. Hal deman's first SF story was 'Qut of Phase', published in 1969. The
Forever i4'~zr was published in 1974 and became a huge success, wi nning both a Nebula award in
1975 and a Hugo in 1976. He wote two other novels in the 1970s, M ndbridge and All My Sins
Renenbered, before starting the Wrlds sequence in 1981. A novella version of The Henm ngway Hoax
(1990) won both Nebula and Hugo awards ifl '90 and '9! respectively Mire recent titles include
J'fone So Blind and 1968. Hal denan now conbi nes his witing career with a position as adjunct
prof essor teaching witing at MT H s |atest novel, Forever Peace, won the igg8 Hugo award, and
will be published in ~ by MIlennium He is presently working on a sequel to The Forever War,
entitled Forever Free.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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