The Sugs might not be ableto see us.

But so far we had certainly not seen them. “ Switch to semi-auto. At least until they show themsalves.”
Since we couldn’t see them, our rifleswent silent.

My heart pounded in my ears.

Cordite smoke fogged my vision.

Thefog swirled.

The swirlsresolved into solid objects.

Black, armored shapes did through the gloom toward us.

Boom-boom-boom!

| shuddered at the memory. Slug warriors on the attack begt their weapons againgt their armor, in unison;
the sound il cameto mein nightmares.

Brumby whispered, “Hello again, you little bagtards”
PRAISE FOR ORPHANAGE

“Fast [and] sharp, thisfuture war tale rings with the authority of awriter who knowsthe Army from the
inddeout. Amid dl themilitary <f, thisone getsit clear, Sraight, and right.”
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“A Confederate sharpshooter’ s bal dew our drummer today, as he took breakfast on afair July
morning. Thelad joined up when his parents died, and had not passed fourteen. They say itisasoldier’s
lot to die young and unexpectedly. Or to live and forever question God why he was spared. For me,
should I live, | shal ask what cruel God makes death an orphan’ s destiny.”

—True Occurrences During the Great Battle at Gettysburg: Recountings of a Soldier of the Sixty-first
Ohio Infantry



ONE
“ANYBODY OUT THERE?OVER”

Static, not ahuman voice, cackles back through my earpiece.
Sssss. Pop.

Ten feet across this egg-shaped chamber, the hull-plate barricade I’ ve thrown across the entry glows
red. The Sugs are burning through their own ship to finish me. Roasted metd’ stang singes my nogtrils.
Two minutes, tops, then Sugswill surge through their opening like man-sized, armored maggots.

| reversethe pistol in my hand to useit as a club. The gesture measures my resolve. The pistol’ s empty
megazine wdl messuresitsfutility.

| sgh and my breath worms out and glows purplein Slug interior lighting. Before my heart can beat, my
helmet ventilator wicks away the condensation like astolen soul.

My legs sprawl across the quaking Slug metal-blue decking and | thump my numb, armored | eft thigh
with agloved figt. Leg infantry needstwo good legs. | could limp if | had to. But to where?

| let my back sink into the rescue-me yellow mattress of the Polytane hull-breach plug. That's how we
boarded this mongtrosity, like piratesin Eternad armor, but the hull breach is no way out for me. Behind
it stretches vacuum, the emptiness that fills space between Earth and the moon.

My visor display freezesthe year in emerad digitsat 2043. The timer, though, rushes down to four
minutes and kegpsfaling.

When those timer digits spin down to zero, the human race will live or die. | die either way. I’ m Jason
Wander. For now, history’ s youngest and screwed-est mgor generd. For awhile, a
twenty-four-year-old lieutenant. For eternity, Infantry.

I”’m aso the human speed bump between the Slugs and Brumby. A mile beneath mein thisbeast’ sbelly,
he may blow thisinvasion transport into rutabagas and both of uswithit. If | can buy seconds here at the
priceof my life

If wefail, Sugs by the millionswill overrun Earth in dimy waves. Mankind will Struggle, of course, witha
brick-by-brick tenacity that will make Stalingrad look like apiefight. The Slugs don’t know mankind yet,
not when it’'s defending its own turf.

The oval that outlinesthe Slugs emerging doorway glows white. We didn’'t know they could do that. We
know even less about them than they know about us. Soon, we may both know too much.

One minute left before they break through, just over three minutes until detonation, if ever.
My shoulders sag under my armor.

It has, all things considered, been afine twenty-four years. | knew my parents, though not for so long as|
would haveliked. | grew up. | met good people. The best, in fact. | experienced the one greeat love of my
life, abeit for just 616 days. | had agodson | cameto love like my own child. Oh, and, depending on
which version of history oneread, | saved theworld.

My ’puter beeps. Three minutes.

They say contemplation of desth comesin phases: denid, anger, some other Suff, then, finaly,



acceptance.

Maybe that was the thing | had been luckiest about, compared to the other orphans | had known. A
soldier’ sdestiny isto die young and unexpectedly. Soldiers often die nobly. Soldiers often die for others
hubris or stupidity. But it israrely asoldier’ s destiny to have the time to accept his desth.

Thefirst molten metal plops, then sizzles, on deck plates as the Sugs burn through. | grip my spent pistol
tighter.

In some dternate redlity, there may be truth in the soldierly deception that war is bloodshed that brings
life. I cock my head. That is, word for word, what the woman who bore my godson said when |
delivered him in acave on Jupiter’ slargest moon.

That' s where this started for me, three years ago.
TWO

“YOU COULD BLEED TO DEATH!” | swiveled my head from the obstetricsingtruction holo flickering
to my left to the unladylike thigh-sprawl | knelt between. Thefidd lantern’ s Eternad-battery light cut
crumpled shadows on the cave' srock walsand ceiling. Zero Centigrade artificid atmosphere,
manufactured by the Sugs we kicked off thisrock seven months ago, numbed my fingers, dick with
amnictic fluid and blood. A cave on Ganymede makes an awful birthing suite,

“No, Jason, this bloodshed brings life. Can you see the head, yet?” Corpora ShariaMunshara-Metzger
puffed like afour-foot-eleven locomoative.

“Yeeh. | think it's crowning, Munchkin.” Whatever crowning meant. Four years ago | joined the infantry
asaspecidist fourth class, to stay out of jail. Fate and shrapnel had left me the acting commanding
generd of the seven hundred human survivors of the Battle of Ganymede. Obgtetrics | knew like

Esperanto.

| did my eyes back to the holo. Bad enough to report the gynecological play-by-play without staring into
the genitas of my best friend’ swidow.

Through clenched teeth, Munchkin spat Arabic that | was pretty sure compared me, her acting
commanding genera, to something excreted by acamel. Eight hours' labor erodes military courtesy.

She pressed her palmsto her temples and thrashed her head side to side. Sweat droplets arced away
from bangs plastered to her forehead, zero degrees or not. Her cheeks, olive and flawless, swelled as she
puffed and blew. She focused her big brown eyes on me. “Why did we do this, Jason?’

Who we? What this? WWomen omit pronouns antecedents like aspen drop leavesin fal. But woe betide
the man who failsto mind-read. | guessed. “Because the Slugs sat out here bombing the human raceto
extinction?’

She snarled. “I mean, why did Metzger and | have this child?’

| rolled my eyesat aquestion | had asked myself a hundred times during Munchkin’s pregnancy. United
Nations Space Ship Hope had carried ten thousand mae and female light infantry troops and five
hundred Space Force crew for six hundred days from Earth to the orbit of Jupiter. The politicians

weeded six million volunteers down to us lucky orphanswho had lost entire familiesto the Sugs. “The
Orphan’'s Crusade.”

Even for orphans, unwanted pregnancy was alast-century relic, unheard-of since After-Pills. Yet only



my best friend, the commander of the mile-long spaceship on which humankind had bet itsfuture, and my
gunner, after | introduced them, managed to bresk every imaginable regulation and conjure up alittle
nipper amid interplanetary combat.

Troubles find me like buzzards find roadkill. The Battle of Ganymede had been no exception.
A contraction stabbed Munchkin. “1 must push.”

| shifted my eyes between the holo cube and her crotch. Munchkin’s Egyptian-pixie pelvis needed
another centimeter’ s dilation to pass awatermelon-sized human. | shook my head. “Not yet.”

The look Munchkin shot me made me glad it didn’t come from behind the sights of our M-60, but she
didn’t push. For reasons I’ll never understand, the worse things get, the more people think | have
answers.

| supposethat’ swhy | got field-promoted. Asaspecidist fourth class, | wasn't even in charge of the
machine gun | loaded for Munchkin. Now | was commander of thisdisaster. The politiciansdidn’t cal it
adisagter. They pronounced the battle amiraculous victory. The Battle of Ganymede will never be
miraculous to us seven hundred survivors who buried ten thousand comrades benegath this moon’s cold
stones. But the aternative was the extinction of the human race, so it was miraculous.

Before welost Earth-uplink five months ago, the legidatures of our various nations sprinkled uswith
medals and promotionsin absentiaand promised usrdlief was on the way.

S0, as acting commander, | was thinking up stuff for my remnant division to do while the cavary rode
four hundred million miles.

“Sr?Major Hibble on Command Net.” A shadow flicked across my view as my acting division sergeant
magjor ducked into the cave behind me.

“Busy, here, Brumby.” | shifted my torso between Brumby and Munchkin's privates. Stretched to nine
centimeters, drained by eight hours' labor, however, Munchkin could have cared lessif shewas
appearing live on the frontscreen of the New York Times.

“They found something, Sr.”

| turned. “What?’ There were no more live Sugs. Certain of that, | had sent half of our force, including
our surviving medic—the bastard had assured me Munchkin’ s due date was two weeks away—with
Howard Hibble to search for clues to what had made our now-extinct enemy tick.

To date we knew that Slugs had been acommunal organism that originated somewhere outsde the Solar
System and turned up four years ago on Ganymede, using it as an advance base to bomb the human race
out of exigtence city by city. We assumed the Slugs were galactic nomads, traveling in their entirety from
planetary system to planetary system, sucking each system dry, then moving on.

The Slugs never confirmed or denied anything, they just killed people.

Every Slug warrior fought like hell until killed or cornered, then dropped dead to avoid capture. We' d
been outsmarted, outnumbered, and daughtered.

Wewon only because Metzger sent his crew to the lifeboats, then kamikazed Hope into the Sugs base
in animpact so violent that Howard' s astrosaismol ogists said Ganymede still twitched seven months later.

I’d agreed with Howard to march troops hafway around Ganymede not to find live Slugs. Metzger had



killed them dl off and wrecked their cloning incubators and destroyed their centrd brain. It—Howard
ingsted on referring to the Slugs as“It,” asingle organism with physicaly disparate parts—was gone,
over, obliterated.

Howard thought some of their hardware might have survived the impact. Somehow, these glorified
garden snails had known how to air-condition a planet-sized moon, fly between star systems, and raise
armies of infinite Sze and perfect discipline. They understood everything they needed to defeet us.

Except the perverse propengty of separate, individual humans to sacrifice oursalves for one another, by
which Metzger had turned defeet into victory, for the price of hisown life.

Brumby waved the handset at me, strawberry-blond eyebrows raised. Brumby looked like afreckled
neoclone of acowboy marionette | saw on ahistory chip, from the pre-holo TV days, named Doody
Howdy or something. “TOT-uplink’ sgone in two minutes, Sir.”

| glanced & Munchkin. Shelay till between contractions and nodded. Her husband had given hislifeto
win thiswar. She understood that managing the peace was my job.

Brumby was twenty-four but combat had |eft him with a grandmother’ stwitches. Hisfingers quivered
while I swept my hands with a Sterilette, then pressed the handset to my ear. “Thisis Juliet, over.”

A blink’ s hesitance separated question from answer asthe signal relayed through the Tactica
Observation Transport hovering line-of-sght-high between us.

“Jason, we found an artifact.”

| raised my eyebrows. Intact Slug machinery might hold the key to their technology. To date, we had
recovered nothing but metal bits, plus Slug carcasses, persona weapons, and body armor. “What isit?’

“A metalic, oblate spheroid. Fourteen incheslong.”

“A tinfootbal?’ For agrunt, | had high verba SATs.

“Sixty pounds, Earth weight.”

“Wha'sit do?’

“Liesinaholeintheground, sofar.”

| squeezed the handset. “Howard, it's undetonated ordnance! Get your people away fromit!”

“WE ve never seen any indication that the Pseudocepha opod employed explosive wegpons. It favored
kinetic-energy projectiles. The engineers haven't sniffed any explosives.”

“A human wouldn’t know aSug bomb if it got stuffed up hisnose!”
“We vedready crated it. My hunch isit was a Pseudocephal opod remote-sensing device.”
The Army put up with Howard because his professorial hunches were usualy right.

| sighed, then shook my head. “Howard, get your ass back herel” Our mission had never been to
Lewis-and-Clark Ganymede. It was to destroy the Pseudocephal opod ability to make war on Earth from
Ganymede. We had done that. Now, my job as commanding officer was to get my troops home, safe. If
the Slugs had |eft behind a remote sensor, they might have left behind time bombs, Anthrax, or bad
poetry. If there was achance in amillion that the Slugs remained athreat | didn’t want my force split like



Chelmsford’ s at 1sandiwhana. Howard' s archaeological expedition was adumb idea. “And leave that
goddamn bomb right whereitid”

Static hissed back.
Brumby said, “We'velost ’em 'til the TOT repositions above the horizon, Sr.”

Brumby retrieved the handset and trotted back to HQ, as gangling as the stringless puppet he resembled.
Brumby had |eft Earth ahigh school senior with ageniusfor creating stink bombs and a belligerent
propengity for setting them off in high school cafeterias. That had made him acombat engineer.

Hewould return to Earth, if we ever returned, an acting division sergeant mgjor with post-combat yips.
“Now?" Munchkin growled through clenched teeth.

Theingtruction holo said that if | coached her to push too early, before she wasfully dilated, she would
exhaust hersdf. | hadn’t gotten to the part of the holo explaining what | had to do then, but | was afraid
Dr. Jason would have to reach in there and pry the little rascal out. Or cut Munchkin open. | shuddered.

ShariaMunshara-Metzger was the closest thing to family | had. But as one soldier looking after another,
| had seen her bleed before. And | had the remains of an infantry division waiting on my orderswhilel
midwifed. What the hell. “ Push, Munchkin.”

Ten minutes of screaming—by both of us—passed. Then | held my godson, as hedlthy as any squdling,
purple prune with acord growing from his navel. | swabbed mucus from his mouth and nogirils, then laid
him across Munchkin' sbelly.

Whilel tied off, then cut, the umbilical cord, | asked, “Did you pick aname?’ | knew she had, because
every time| had asked her over the last seven months she looked away. Munchkin had aMudim
superdtitious streak aswide asthe Nile. | figured shewas afraid she'd jinx the kid if she said aname.

“Jason.” Munchkin’s smile glowed through the subterranean twilight.

“What?’ | swdlowed alump in my throat, even though I’ d haf guessed the name. Munchkin, Metzger,
and | were dl war orphans. Ganymede was our orphanage and we were our own family.

“Jason Udey Metzger. My father was Udey.”
| adjusted my surgica mask, so | could wipe my eyes without seeming to. “People will cal him Jude.”

People would call him more than that. The Son of the Savior of the Human Race. The Spawn of the
Exterminator of the Universe' s other intelligent species. The only Earthling concelved and born in outer
space. The Freak.

“Jason, thisisthe best day of my life.” Tears streamed down Munchkin's cheeks and she sobbed so hard
that Jude Metzger bounced on his mother’ sbdly like he was rafting class-three whitewater.

| understood. But | thought that for me the best day would be the day we dl 1eft Ganymede.
| waswrong.

THREE

ON THE MORNING OF OUR 224TH DAY on Ganymede, measured in Earth days, Jude Metzger
celebrated his one-week birthday under Jovian skies. But the Ganymede Gazette, the daily paper my



guys published on the backs of old ration wrappers, had abigger headline,

For 223 days Ganymede' s skies didn’t change. The daily, orbit-induced windstorms whirled golden dust
above the mountains. Beyond their peaks and the dust clouds shone stars and Jupiter’ svisible lesser
moons, Europa, 10, and Calisto, some days pink, some days pearlescent or violet against space’ sindigo.
Over al loomed ever-orange Jupiter, at each rise and set magnified by the artificid amosphere slensso
the gas giant filled the horizon.

We dl watched the sky every one of those days. Not because it was beautiful but because there lay
home.

On the morning of day 224, at five-zero-three Ganymede Standard Time, Brumby burst into the mess
cave, binocular range finder in one freckled hand, the other pointing back over his shoulder.

Brumby didn’t have to speak. Only one thing would excite any of usinterplanetary castawayslike that.

Egg-scrambled (concentrated) tubes and therm cups clattered to the frozen lava floor. Before the echoes
stopped rebounding off the cave walls and ceiling, three hundred combat-boot pairs thundered out into
paetwilight.

| let the men clear out, then followed them onto the rocky terrace that Brumby and the surviving
engineers had blasted out of the mountaingde. Architecture on Ganymede involved blowing things up,
since we had three building materials to work with: rock, rock, and rock.

By thetime| got outsde, someone, not Brumby who stood alongside me to avoid trampling, had picked
it out. | Smply let my eyesfollow the pointing fingers.

Just aluminousfly crawling toward us across the deep purple ceiling of our world, but the prettiest sght |
had ever seen. Therdlief ship. Maybe.

Brumby turned to me. “ Sir, how long you figure before the first of us gets off the rock?’
“Firgt question is how we make sure we all get off, Brumby. Order dert status.”

Brumby giffened. “Sir? Alert?” Brumby and seven hundred cold, exhausted, londly Glsfigured it was
party time, not jump-in-our-holestime,

It may be no coincidence that “Generd” and “ Grinch” begin with“G.” Alert status meant the troops
dispersad to fighting positions. “ Disperse” meant walk, crawl, and climb. Threethings Gls had bitched
about since Troy.

Well, there were, hitoricaly, two schools of military thought here. Concentration of force, like the
Romans huddling in phaanxes, shoulder-to-shoulder and shield-to-shield, or dispersa, spreading troops
out so one grenade couldn’t get awhole squad. Short, the generd in charge of the Army Air Corps at
Pearl Harbor ahundred years ago, huddled dl his aircraft together so they would be easier to guard. And
created perfect targets for Japanese bombs.

So | wasadispersa man, mysdlf. Even if my grunts hated it. The sooner we fled this rock the sooner |
could shed the stars on my shoulders and dide back to being agrunt, mysdf. Oh, | hoped they’d let me
keep alieutenant’ sbar. But presiding by default over an accident had made me no generd officer.

“Brumby, al we know isthat speck is somebody coming. Might be relief. Might be Slugs. Passthe word
to the battalion COs.” The Ganymede Expeditionary Force ssurviving “battalions” weren’'t much more
than platoon-szed, maybe fifty soldiers each. Word-passing would take Brumby sixty seconds.



Brumby haf shook his head, denying the possibility that there might still be Slugs, more than questioning
my order.

“Brumby, if it'sour guys, they’ll bein fidd-strength radio rangein acouple hours” Generds—even
field-promoted spec fours—didn’t need to justify ordersto their aides. Maybeit was my way of telling
him | wanted that speck to be our guys, too. “ The men can break out the potato vodka then.”

Brumby’sjaw sagged. Surely he had redlized | knew about the still? During the six-hundred-day voyage
out here from Earth, one of Howard' s lab techs had hidden his booze-making equipment and his potato
raw materia in a Hope escape pod, never expecting he, the pod, and his ill would wind up dirtside,
stranded among the embarked-divison survivors.

Brumby grinned, then saluted. “Yes, ar.”

While Brumby passed theword, | cupped ahand over one ear and radioed Howard. “Hotdl, thisis
Juliet. Say your estimated time of arrival and position. Over.” Dispersd didn’'t mean having half your
force milesaway.

“Jason, it' sHoward. We'll be back therein an hour. At least that’swhat they tell me. I’ m not sure where
weare. Did you seeit?’

Howard land-navigated like ablind Cub Scout but | should have known he would have spotted anything
that moved in pace. | sad, “You think it’ sour guys? What if it' sSugs?’

“The Pseudocephal opod displaced between conventionally mapped spatia locations by transiting
tempora-fabric folds”

“In English, Howard.”
“Sugs jumped through worm holesthat join points where space folds back on itself.”
“Another hunch?’

“It had to be that way. Stars with planetary systems are too far apart to be reached by conventiona
trave at sub-light speeds. Evenif It lived along time.”

“Okay. S07’

Howard continued. “ So, if It fill existed, for which we have no credible intelligence, It would most likely
appear to usin away we never expected, not by replicating tactics that failed It before.”

“Why not? Human armies repeat mistekes dl thetime. Even theintelligent ones.”
“It wasn't ahuman intelligence.”

| nodded, handset to my ear. Howard might be a professor but prudent soldiers didn’t survive by
underestimating their opponents.

“Jason, that’ s Excalibur up there.”
“ Excalibur?”

“Hope’sgster ship. Shewas under construction when we left home thirty-one months ago. | thought you
knew.”



Howard thought nothing of the kind. He might be a professor at heart but as an Intelligence officer he had
bought into al the Spook need-to-know crap. The Spook rationale would have been that if none of the
rest of usknew there was afollow-on assault ship, we couldn’t spill the beansif the Sugs captured us.

“Thetrip from Earth takes dmost two years with chemical-fuel technology. How do you think Excalibur
got here seven months behind usif she didn’t leave while we were il under way?’

| drew abreath, then let it leak out like | was about to squeeze off around. No point scolding. Especidly
when the newswas good. “ Okay, Howard. That ship’snot Slugs.”

“That would be obviousto any schoolchild. But one of my staff officers actualy suggested we go on
dert. a7t that ridiculous?’

1] I gu%"

Two Earth dayslater Howard Hibble and | stood alongside a hand-cleared, two-mile-long runway.
Another of Brumby’ s better-living-through-expl osives projects, he had diced and relocated mountains
with adiamond cutter’ s precision, using plastique that looked as benign as cookie dough.

Wewatched Excalibur’sfirgt relief ship carve ared friction streak asit dropped across the sky from
orbit. By thetimeit drew close enough to be bigger than a speck; its skin had cooled from the thousand
degrees Fahrenheit of a ten-thousand-mile-per-hour descent. The ship spun acontrail like spider silk asit
arced down through the artificid atmosphere.

The relief ship touched down on Ganymede at two hundred miles per hour, then boomed down our
runway past us. Our shoulders hunched, we turned and watched its landing run-out, as much to shelter
from the wind-wash the ship sucked behind it asto seeit.

It looked like an old-fashioned clothes iron, squashed and with the handle cut off, ataupe wedge 128
feet long and just aswide, sprouting angled finsfromitsrear end.

My jaw hung open and my stomach churned. “Howard, that hegp isjust adropship!” We had assaulted
Ganymede from orbit in dropships identicd to the one that now shrank asit sped down our runway ina
moon-dust cloud. Dropships were gliders. Thistub couldn’t take off! Hell, our own dropships hadn’t
even brought us down successfully. Every one had crash-landed.

Howard patted my arm. “ The original design was for a reusable space plane to shuttle down and up to
low Earth orbit. It got shelved in 2001. The dropships had troop transport compartmentsin place of fuel
tanks and engines. These ships are powered. This variant will carry fewer troopsbut it'll take usup to the
mother ship fine”

Adrendinetingled my fingers. That wasjust one more thing the Army told Howard the Intelligence
Spook but hadn’t told us grunts. One more thing we couldn’'t have reveded if captured. Operationa
security makes perfect sensebut | ill hate being lied to.

The reief ship reached the end of its run-out and pivoted to taxi back in our direction. Asif to prove
Howard' s point that it was powered, its engines gunned and our creaky ticket home churned dust asiit
rolled back toward us.

The Slug War had forced humankind to pick up manned spaceflight where it had left off back when cars
burned gasoline, in the late 1990s. The saventy-year hiatus had given humanity budget enough to solve
lots of socid problems and time enough to pat itself on the back for achieving decades of world peace.
Great accomplishments. They looked less great to an infantryman like me who had to ride into battle



againg the most destructive enemy in the universein last-century antiques.

The ship rolled up to us and braked, nosing down on her landing gear, engineswhining and hest il
rolling off her skin. Mean midday temperature on Ganymede still only rose to two degrees Fahrenheit, so
that warmth felt good. Block-lettered “UNSF’ decorated the ship’s fusdlagein United Nations
powder-blue. Designs on the friction-scorched vertical stabilizerslooked like a black-and-white squirrel
with an S-shaped tail. Below it | made out the lettering “ Pride of the Skunk Works.”

| pointed at the insignia and made head-scratching motions at Howard.
Howard cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “I1t's a Lockheed-Martin Venture Star.”
The enginesdied.

Howard dropped hisvoice. “In the last hdf of the twentieth century, we hid an aircraft factory in the
Nevada desert. The * Skunk Works.”

| raised my eyebrows. “Nixon hid the defense plants from the hippies?’

Howard smiled. “No. From the Russians, during the Cold War. The hippies melted into the mainstream
after Vietnam. The Venture Star died on the drawing board in the early 2000s. Amilitarism fizzled the
Skunk Works.”

| nodded. | had spent my free time the last seven months completing downloaded correspondence
courses toward bachelor’ s and master’ s degrees in military history. Americans made war only too well
once we set our mindsto it. But we resisted getting into wars, from Woodrow Wilson to Charles
Lindbergh to Arnaud Welkie and the No-bots in the 2030s. And as soon as Americans could, we turned
away from our wars to benign—or sdlf-indul gent—pursuits. Americahad flipped between pacifist and
gung ho for 150 years, now.

Therdief ship shuddered on whedled landing gear, fuselage ten feet above Ganymede, then hydraulics
whined and aramp unfolded fromitsbelly.

The ramp reassured me that this ship represented a two-way ticket. Our dropships had been single-use
assault vessals. The ships disembarked us by splitting apart like pea pods, blown open by explosive
bolts, never again usable. A ramp was not only red-carpet treatment, it meant this ship was capable of
flying us up to the mother ship and, in turn, home.

| don’t know who | expected to see descend the ramp but it was never Division Sergeant Mgor
DeArthur Ord.

Ord's Eternad body armor shone immaculate crimson, and he strode down that ramp as sharp and
measured as machinery, helmet tucked under one arm, fingers wrapped precisdy acrossthe
laser-designator bulge, embassy-duty style.

His hair, what little Uncle Sam let him show, was as gray as gunmeta and so were his eyes, unchanged
gncel first met him, asmy senior drill sergeant in Infantry Basic.

Ord hated in front of me and saluted so crigply that his hand quivered. “ Sir, Rear Admird Brace extends
his compliments.”

| returned the sdlute. Ord’ s eyeswould never do anything so unmilitary asto twinkle, so let’sjust say he
must have polished them. My heart legpt. Ord was actualy proud of me. It wasn't every day adrill
sergeant rescued a smart-ass enlistee from the court-martiad scrap heap, then saw that enlistee go on to



command the division that won the most desperate battle in the history of the human race.

A Signd Corps holographer, who had followed Ord down the ramp, captured the scene for history with
aPamcorder.

It swelled my heart when | saw Ord stride down that ramp. But when | thought about it | cocked my
head. Ord was plenty senior enough to be first down that ramp. Noncommissioned officersran every
army. Division sergeant mgjors sat at the left hand of God.

But Ord should report to the embarked-division commander, who would be an Army two-dtar. It
sounded like Excalibur’s commander, aNavy-style rear admiral, was top dog, which was odd. But
whoever wasin charge, if that career officer wasapalitical animal, and few officers made flag rank who
weren't, he would have led histroops down to Ganymede with holocamsrolling. Admira Brace had
dodged a holo opportunity that carried no apparent risk. Why?

Ord continued. “As do the Secretary-Genera of the United Nations and the President of the United
States.”

| smiled. “1 bet she does!” The Ganymede Expeditionary Force had paid aterrible price but the
President, our commander-in-chief, had to fed the same gratitude toward my soldiersthat Americaand
theworld did.

Ord blinked. “He, gr.”
“Huh?’ Not agenerd-like response but Ord’ s remark made no sense.
“The Presdent resigned before her term expired. It is President Lewiswho sends his greetings.”

“Resgned?’ No American President had resigned in nearly a century. The PAmcorder technician played
hislensacrossus. The V-Star’ s cooling fuselage creaked.

“Things changed while you were up here, Sir.”
Beneath my hemet, hair sood on my neck.
FOUR

TWO DAY SLATER Howard and | again stood side by side on the Ganymede plains watching a
V-Star fly. But this one was bound skyward. It jacked itsdf vertica on hydraulic struts angling from its
belly, then Ganymede quaked asthe V-Star’ s engines lit and rumbled.

Howard shouted in my ear, “ That' s fourteen, Jason.”

The most expensve hundred milesin the universe are from dirt to low planetary orbit. Ganymede' s
gravity was more like the moon’ sthan Earth’s, but these V-Stars still packed lots of fudl. That meant
there was room for only fifty Glsin each upship. Gliding down without engines or fud tanks seven
months ago, the same-size air frames had carried four hundred troops each.

Munchkin and Jude had ridden upship number one, dong with the other medicas. As CO, | waited for
thelast ship off the rock, upship number fifteen. Howard, Brumby, and a haf-dozen staff,
stoop-shouldered from potato-vodka hangovers, waited with me.

| was younger than most of them and at least asfond of getting zogged. But | had hoisted one cup with
them, then excused mysdlf like agood CO, so they could party like it was 2099 while | sacked early.



Command issobering. Literaly.

Today, except for Howard, they sat cross-legged in acircle, reclining on their packs and playing cards.
Brumby sat on aneoplast crate packed with Howard' s precious Slug Football.

Howard claimed he hadn’t heard metell him to leaveit, but he probably would have brought it anyway.
Howard argued it was the single most extraordinary artifact recovered in world history. But the reason |
let him keep his Sug-metd stray puppy wasthat it hadn’t shown any propensity to bite anybody.

The V-Star gathered speed and dwindled to a speck. It would rendezvous with Excalibur one hundred
miles above us, then the last V-Star, refueled and refreshed, would scream down to pluck usfrom this
most foreign place. Ganymede once again would host no living things.

In the sudden silence, Howard adjusted ol d-fashioned glasses on hiswrinkled face, read hiswrist ’ puter,
then caught me looking back, over my shoulder, at the low crags behind us. “We only have three hours.
Y ou’ re not going back over therim?’

The landing strip and takeoff apron were built across solid rock and water-ice, on a plain beyond the rim
of the crater where GEF had arrived on Ganymede. That flat crater floor had proven to be volcanic dust
deep enough to swallow dropships whole. Hundreds of soldiers got buried aive without the chance to
fireashot. In the daysthat followed, thousands more fell in combat.

Landing Zone Alpha, beyond the jagged hills behind Howard and me, was a graveyard. Hallowed and
consecrated by unanimous act of the Generd Assembly of the United Nations and by the blood of nine
thousand orphans. My only family.

| nodded at Howard. “1 can make it over the rim and back in an hour.”

Howard had known | couldn’t leave this place without saying good-bye.

| Ganymede-galloped toward the crater rim, covering twenty paces with each low-gravity stride.
Howard shouted after me, “It' salong wait "til the next bus!”

| scrambled to the crater-rim crest in fifteen minutes and paused to let my heart dow down. Howard's
warning was sound advice, but even Space Force blue-suit weenies would hardly leave behind the
stud-duck acting commanding generd.

| dided up my oxygen generator. Ganymede' s artificial, Sug-generated atmosphere had grown to four
percent oxygen. But Earth-normal was over twenty percent. And this atmosphere was till asthin asthe
ar a Everest’ ssummit.

Beyond the opposite crater rim, through the surface dust dready rising from late-afternoon winds, the sun
flickered like adistant porch light, fifteen degrees above the jagged horizon. | looked out acrossthe
crater floor to the impact-rebound structure at its center. The peak rose two thousand fegt, like a
medieva castle. It had been our fortress when Slugs and Gls had battled to control its parapets.

| picked my way, still puffing, acrossrock fields and down to the crater floor.

Ganymede had been aterrible place to fight awar. 1t was a more terrible place to bury the woman |
loved.

| dipped and did the last hundred vertica feet, then caught my breath again. Beneath my boots began a
sx-mile-long, eight-foot-wide causeway. Jury-rigged from prefabricated fiberglass shelter panels, it



bridged the volcanic-dust sea

The dust plain remained flat and featureless. If atombstone rose here for each Slug warrior that had died
and sunk benegth the dust, LZ Alphawould have made Arlington Cemetery |ook asempty asavillage
churchyard. The Sugs had charged usin waves, fifty thousand a atime. A man would sink in the dust as
though into quicksand, but the Slug warriors glided acrossit like flat pebbles across pond water. Until we
killed them. Then they sank like stones.

Andkill them we had. At first, impersondly with precison-guided munitions. Then with rifles. Then with
our bayonets. Then, findly, with our rifles again, swung stock-first like clubs until they shattered.

Our own dead now clustered near and upon the distant centra peak, where the dropshi ps crash-landed.

| checked my ’puter while | paused for ablow, then turned back and scanned the sky, perpetudly
twilight under one-thirtieth of Earth’ ssunlight. It was still hours before the upship would even arrive.

| should just have stood still a moment, remembered them all, then turned back. Instead, | bounded onto
the causeway.

| paused halfway to the mountain at amakeshift gravestone, constructed from torso shells of Eternad
body armor, lashed to the causeway’ s edge three miles distant from the central peak. Eternad armor
stops assault-rifle rounds, but it weighs no more than cardboard, so the shells twitched in the rising wind.
A plague hammered from duralumin ammunition boxes and riveted to a chestplate read, “ Two hundred
feet benesth this monument rest four hundred men and women of the Combat Engineer Baitaion,
Ganymede Expeditionary Force, and the crew of United Nations Space Force Assault Ship Two. Killed
inAction Third April, 2040.”

With the nearest living soldier ten milesaway | alowed mysdlf to draw abresath and blink back tears.
They died. | lived. Why me?

“Action” in the gung-ho sense hadn’t even killed them. Simple human error had. Intel hadn’t dropped
probes on the LZ to preserve surprise—they thought. Theflat lavaplain that Earth’ s best minds believed
they recognized from millions of miles away had proven to be volcanic dust as deep asthe sea. Those
kids, most older than | was, died as unaware of their fate as us grunts in the follow-on dropships had
been.

Someone wrote that war is an orphanage and the soldiers with whom you fight become your only family.
The GEF troop-sdlection process, picking only from among those who had lost entire familiesto the
Sugs, meant wewere literd orphans, aswell.

The Battle of Ganymede had orphaned me for the second time.

| shuffled the rest of the way to the mountain’ s base, more from respect for the fallen than from fear of
fdling.

| had barely met most of them. | ached not for lifetimes unlived but for anecdotes unfinished, jokes
untold.

Ten minuteslater | drew alongside the carcass of UNSF Assault Ship One, its skin tiles charred to
charcoa by atmospheric friction. The ship’ swedge shape remained intact, though plowed into
knee-deep dust.

| never knew the copilot. | would never again know anyone like the pilot.



PriscillaOliviaHart had stood barely five feet tall even when she swaggered. And the self-proclaimed
world’ s best pilot ways swaggered.

So the stones beneath which she lay made agrave as smal asachild’s, compared to the sea of others.
We had dl comein here as children. Sometimesit seemed those who never had to grow up werethe
lucky ones.

| tugged off amitten and touched the stones, so cold they burned my flesh. But | kept my hand there.
Once | drew my hand away from her, away from this place, awvay from these people, | would be alone
again. Being doneistheword part of being an orphan. “Why, Pooh? Why you? Why me?’

| reached inside my armor’ s yoke, unpinned my collar brass, and laid the stars across her grave. |

needed to leave something of mysdf, something so shewouldn’'t bedone. | couldn’'t leave thering
because | hadn’t kept it. The ring she refused from me because my job was too risky and | would widow
her when | did something noble and stupid and died.

| leaned againgt her grave and let mysdlf weep.

When | looked up, Sol’s pale dot hung just above the crater rim. | read my ' puter as| tugged my mitten
over numb fingers. Had | redlly stood here that long?

It only then occurred to me that a Space Force pilot would be more concerned about protecting his ship
and crew by staying in hislaunch window than about whether he left one AWOL dirt-grubber behind,
regardless of that grubber’ sacting rank. Had | really been stupid enough to think the last ship would wait
for me? At midday, minutes meant little. But Ganymede s sunset brings artificia atmaosphere contraction
and hurricane-pluswind.

Tothat pilot, every minute' s delay meant stronger launch crosswinds. After hismission, hisfirgt
respons bility was his ship, just asmy troops were mine. If | stood in that pilot’ s boots | would leave me
behind in aheartbest.

Crap!
| bounded back aong the causeway, got blown over by the crosswind, and nearly turned an ankle. That
dowed meto ashuffle.

In the distant sky crawled thefirefly that was the last upship, inbound at eleven thousand miles per hour.
Crap, crap, crap. | sped up.

By thetime| crested the crater rim, the V-Star touched down in the distance. | stopped watching it and
concentrated on dodging boulders as | descended.

When | rounded the last house-sized boulder between me and the takeoff apron, nothing remained on the
apron but footprints and the V-Star. Its eevation-pylon doors whined open asit prepared to jack itself
verticd for launch.

| sucked air like avacuum ’*bot set for deep-pile synwool as| ran. Sweat soaked the long johns benesth
my armor. Seventy-mile-per-hour wind Szzled dust against my helmet visor.

| looked up at the V-Star and saw Howard' s helmeted head poking out of the hatch like a bespectacled
hunting trophy nailed on awal. He waved me toward him.

| sprinted and legpt through the hatch. Pneumatics hissed and it dammed and locked twenty seconds
later.



My earpiece beeped asthe V-Star pilot spoke to Howard. Her voice rasped over the Command Net,
heard only by Howard, her copilot, and me. “If waiting for your generd costsusthisship, I'll makehel a
lot hotter for that asshole, Hibblel”

| amiled. Pilots.

Panting, heart pounding, | strapped in alongside Howard and redlized that my panicked dash had saved
me abroken heart. I’'m not sure | could have left them dl if | had had to think about it as| marched
away. | wondered whether | had lingered on purpose. The ache of loneliness sank into my chest even as
Gl breathing fogged the air around me,

Hydraulicswhined asthe V-Star pointed its nose to the sky and | sank into my seat back. The Space
Force troop bay technician across the aid e had touched his boots to Ganymede for dl of ten minutes. All
his buddies, dl hisfamily, were where he was going, not where he had been.

The fuselage shuddered as pumps fuel ed the engines. The technician glanced a my harness, to be surel
was strapped in, then nodded at me, one soldier to another.

The space between our eyes was thirty inches. But the gulf between our lives was light-years.

Then | settled back into my seat and felt like | had just shrugged out of afield pack. Theirate pilot had
caled me* Generd,” but now, in the nurturing womb of a ship somebody else was driving, | would be
freeto bejust aGl. | would shed the temporary rank that forced me to be the daddy of soldiers older
than | was. | would be did back to alieutenancy, where | belonged.

Theintercom squawked. “Ignition!”

| closed my eyes and let the grumpy pilot fly me toward home. My worries were over.
| thought.

FIVE

V-STAR TROOP BAY SLACK WINDOWS but the troop bay technician had duct-taped a cheap
plasma flatscreen to the forward bulkhead, then hard-wired it. Therefore, we saw the same feed asthe
pilot’s camerawhile she did our upship alongside Excalibur’s mgegticdly rotating, mile-long bulk, likea
snowflake landing on a polar bear.

Excalibur looked like Hope, except for the addition of defensive wegpons systems that were, like
Excalibur herself, mere surplus, now that Slugs were extinct.

| lay back in my seat until the last of my men were safely through the lock, then unbuckled. | stood in that
odd centrifuga-force gravity | had never expected to fed again and faced the exit hatch.

“Generd? May | have aword, please?’ The pilot’ s Texanese twanged through the intercom.

| turned and stared toward the flight deck. The V-Star flight deck connectsto the troop bays through a
shoulder-width tube that corkscrews through the avionics. Negotiating the tube requires some ddlightfully
unladylike contortions, so female pilots usualy entered and exited while the troop bay was empty of Gls.

Pooh had told me the pilots were acutely aware they were putting on ashow for their passengers. She
had a so told me she would demonstrate the flight-deck worm for me privately, anytime | wanted.

| swallowed back tears even as| smiled.



From emotion, not good manners, | turned my head away asthe rasp of thispilot’s synlon flight suit
againg duminum echoed in the bay. Findly, her boots tapped the deck plates.

“Politeness doesn't make infantry lessstupid.”

Smart-ass was even more apilot trait than a Texan one. | turned back to face her, then looked around
for the Texan pilot.

The woman who stood, feet planted shoulder-width apart, in front of the flight-deck hatch, wastiny and
as Japanese as cherry blossoms. Her eyes were enormous, brown amonds set in porcelain. Her hair was
ebony silk and she combed it with her fingers, taming helmet-head spikes. Almonds or not, her eyes
burned at me.

| flicked my eyes across the shoulder loops of her flight suit. | didn’t redlly fed like | outranked a
doorman, but part of being an officer isdemanding military courtesy. | tried to burn my eyesback at her.
“Mgjor, did the Space Force teach you the difference between Stars and an Oak Leaf?” Every zoomie
should be required to spend a month with ared drill sergeant.

“Genera, we're il aboard my ship. Hero of the Battle of Ganymede or not, you endangered my ship
and my crew. | don't care cowshit what’ s on your shoulders.”

| paused. I’d kind-of skipped over the military justice part of my correspondence courses. There was
something somewhere about avesse master’ s absol ute authority.

The name tape stitched to her flight suit, over her heart, read Ozawa.
The name tape was the second thing | noticed.

Pilot attire had changed while | was gone. Pooh’ sflight suit had been UN powder-blue, floppy coverdls.
Mg or Ozawa s was diagond-striped rescue-me orange and yellow. More significantly, it was stretch
synlon, tight enough that there wasn't much question about how Mg or Ozawawould look without it.
And the answer to that question was “terrific.”

It snot like | hadn’t seen awoman for seven months. Munchkin wasn't the only surviving femae soldier
in GEF, and afew of them were cream. But an officer doesn’t think about his soldiersthat way. They say
it' sprofessond detachment, like being agynecologist. But Mgor Ozawawasn't eveninthe Army, so |
felt undetached gtirrings.

“Whenever you' ve seen enough, Genera.”
| jerked my eyes back up to hers. “Uh.”
| blinked and felt mysdlf flush. It isjust barely possiblethat | might have been gtaring.

Shefolded her arms across her chest. “I held this ship twenty minutesfor you. Relive your glory. Strand
yourself and your Meda of Honor if you want. But you jeopardized my ship.”

Shewasright. “Y ou don’t understand—"

She chopped the air with ahand as delicate as a sparrow’ swing. “1 understand hundred-knot
crosswindsl Do you?'Y ou dmost killed fifteen of your own people!”

| blinked back tears and swallowed. Then | whispered, “I dready killed nine thousand of them.”

Her mouth froze open like apink Cheerio.



We stood like fence posts until aboot scraped metal and Sergeant Mgjor Ord poked his head through
the exit hatch. “ General Wander? Admiral Brace requests to wel come you aboard, sir!”

Ozawa avoided my eyes, craning her neck at gauges and recording end-of-mission data on a Chipboard.

Ord led me through the lock into brightness, warmth, and the womblike thrum of ship machinery for the
firg imein seven months.

In the embarkation corridor, Brumby dismissed the men and whispered, “ Shower!” It sounded like a
four-letter word. In point-six gravity, it would be more a sponge bath, but anticipation of warm, soapy
water cascading over my skin madeit tingle. An orderly led my troops off to clean fatigues and showers
and cheeseburgerswhile | followed Division Sergeant Mgor Ord toward Excalibur’ s bridge.

Excalibur’slayout seemed just like Hope's, where | had lived for nearly two years. | probably could
have found my own way through the onion-peel deck layersto the bridge. But traveling behind Ord had
entertainment value. We reached a stairwell, what the swabbies caled aladder. A pair of starched,
enlisted Space Force ratings knelt on the deck plates, blocking the ladder, while they polished away
grimethat had been imaginary for thelast hundred million miles,

“Make ahole!” Ord' scommand bellow seemed to physicaly blow the swabbiesto stand at attention.
The female was cute. Aswe passed them, their backs plastered againgt the bulkhead, her eyeswere
wide but her nose wrinkled. | became acutely aware of the Ganymede grit packed into every wrinklein
my uniform and every crevasse of my body. Seven monthsin the same armor was no way to impressa
lady and generdsdidn’t date enlisted ratings.

If Ozawawas any indication, women were going to be a problem. Like any twenty-two-year-old male
het, anerve asthick asajumper cable linked my eyebalsto my groin. But moments after | looked at an
eigible femde, the thought of being with any woman other than Pooh Hart washed over my brain likea
dan.

| sighed and just followed Ord as our bootsteps echoed aong one corridor, then another.

Ten minutes later we got piped onto Excalibur’ s bridge. Hope’ s bosun had just keyed an electronic
recording—Excalibur’ s bosun actudly blew alittle slver whistle. Either way, it wasfor me asagenera
officer.

The bridge was the size of alow-ceilinged schoolroom, dinm+lit in red so the flatscreen wall displays
glowed brighter. In front of the screens, twenty swabbies sat at twenty consoles, each whispering data
and ingtructions to the ship through cherry-stem microphones.

The master holo, Excalibur iniridescent miniature, floated centered amid the pilots and contollerslike a
trand ucent giant squid. The ship’s pressurized payload and fudl-storage sections were forward and the
propulsion boomstrailed aft like tentacles. All dong the master holo, colored-light streaks and blips
winked on, crawled, then faded up and down the holo as the ship’ s vita signs changed. Every elevator
that moved, every hatch that opened or closed, made a spark that a seasoned vessel commander could
reed like aliving, three-dimengona book.

The holo would have dominated the room, except for the figure who stood staring into it, head bowed,
feet spread shoulder width gpart, hands clasped in the smal of hisback.

Rear Admiral Atwater N. Brace had chosen Class-A uniform for this day, Space Force powder-blue
and more coveral than suit. A service-ribbon rainbow plated the space over his heart. Not acombat
decoration among them. His chin thrust forward as outsized and stee-smooth as an aircraft carrier’s



bow. His skin shone crimson, reflecting the master holo’sglow.

Ord and | waited at attention, helmets tucked under our left arms, swallowing, blinking, and listening
while the console operators whispers made elevator music on the great ship’ s bridge.

| counted to three hundred while Brace let us dangle. His ship, hisrules.

Brace raised his head and faced us. Ord and | saluted. Brace returned a crisp one. Space Force officers
who came up through any country’ s Air Force saluted with that fly-boy limp wrist. Brace had to have
been wet-Navy.

“Sir, Acting Mgor Genera Wander commanding United Nations Expeditionary Force Ganymede
requests permission to come aboard.”

“Granted, Acting Generd.”

Braceforgot to give Ord and me“ At ease.” But he didn’t forget to emphasize“ Acting.”

| thought the console jockey seated nearest usinclined his head amillimeter to listen.

Brace stretched asmile, showing polished teeth. “We re cleaning up your troops, Wander.”
Philistine grunts couldn’t bathe themselves.

“Feld hygiene was tough. The water down there' s been ice since the Pre-Cambrian.” Bathing had been
cold, ineffective, and just frequent enough to keep soldiers from getting sick.

Brace' s smal blue eyes squinted as they flicked up and down my body armor. The infrared-absorbent
crimson coating had scuffed down to bare Neoplast at the wear points and the torso had taken afew
Sug-round hits. Plenty to gig there.

“Obvioudy.” Heturned to Ord. “ Sergeant Mgor, show Acting Genera Wander to his quarters.”
Ord sauted. “ Aye-aye, sr!”

Hearing Ord say “aye-ay€’ indtead of “yes, sr” waslike watching arhino polka. Brace was driving this
bus and even Ord knew it.

Ord led me down a short corridor to my quarters. Unlike aboard Hope, when | wasa specidigt, fourth
class, | was billeted forward, in officer country.

“Ishe dways an asshole, Sergeant Mgor?’
“Who, Sr?’

“Whao?I’m not aBasic trainee anymore, Sergeant Mgor. | may not bein your chain of command. These
stars may not stay on my collar past this evening’s chow. But at this moment | command seven hundred
Glswho've been through hell. For the next two yearsthey’ re gonna dack off and fed sorry for
themsdves. They'll pick fightslike six-year-olds with people on this ship who haven’t watched nine
thousand friends die. But they’ re my six-year-olds until somebody takes them away. | need to know
what kind of ship Brace runs. | need candor from an NCO. From another combat infantryman.”

Ord looked back at me aswe waked. His eyes had that twinkle again, like he was watching ababy’ s
fird sumbles.



“Admiral Brace was top-twenty at Annapolis, gr. That let him pick aNaval Aviation dot. He pulled
temporary astronaut duty with old NASA, then back to wet-Navy carriers. Commanded the Tehran. He
knows space and he knows how to manage big ships.” Ord stopped at a stateroom door and laid his
hand on the latch. “Y our quarters, Sir.”

“And you know how to dodge questions, Sergeant Mgor.”

The corners of Ord’s mouth twitched up one millimeter, then he nodded. “ He' s one solid-brass asshole,
twenty-four/seven, Sr.”

| stepped into a private room with my own shower for the first time since | was a suburban teenager with
aliving biologica parent. Before the war, amillion years ago. | motioned Ord to follow.

“Sit, Sergeant Mgjor?’ | was agenerd officer. He wasanoncom. | didn’t need to make it aquestion.
But Ord was Ord and | was akid.

Ord nodded, then sat, as though his back rested on bayonet points.

My officer cabin’swall had abuilt-in thermcab. Now, that wasliving wick! | pulled two coffee pladtis,
popped their therm tabs, then handed one, steaming and black, to Ord. No noncom turned down coffee.
Few took it other than black.

Ord may have relaxed one millimeter.
“Sergeant Mgor, I’ ve never met Brace before. What' s his problem with me?’
Ord hooked his helmet over one armored knee. “ Sir, technicaly, you outrank the admiral.”

| Sipped coffee, scalded my tongue, and nodded. “Even though I’'m akid who doesn’'t have the
education to swab an Annapalistoilet?’

Ord swallowed coffee like it was amilkshake. “It’'s beyond that, Sir. Y ou’ ve led troopsin combat. Few
contemporary officers have. Asamilitary man, the admira respectsthat. But asaman who'strained his
whole lifeto do what you’ ve done before you turned twenty-five, he'sjedous, too.”

“Grown-ups ded with that.”

“Yes, sr. But the emotion’ s still there. The genera needsto be aware of it. There' saso afundamental
persondlity difference between successful infantry officers and technica-branch officers.”

“Y ou'reteling meinfantry doesn’t have assholes?’

“Sir, there are many effective leadership styles. I'm saying you and the admira have styles compatible
with your missions and environment, but incompetible with eech other.”

| unsnapped my breastplate and et it dide to the deck, then shrugged out of my scuffed arm tubes and
sretched.

Ord nodded at them. “Infantry functionsin aless sructured environment.”
“Mud and chaos?’

Ord nodded. “Hexibility regarding uniform requirements and the like may strengthen an infantry
commander’ s performance. But naval and flight officers benefit from morerigid attitudes.”



“They deep under sheets. But if they missa checklist item, anuke goes off. They follow the book.”
Ord cocked his head and shrugged.
| pointed at his spotlessarmor. “Y ou didn’t teach usto be dobsin Basic.”

“I'm not referring to basdine habits, sir. Their maintenance forms the backbone of military discipline. I'm
talking about adaptability when they can’t be maintained.”

| nodded. “Okay. Thanks, Sergeant Mgjor. Not just for the advice. For the basgline that got me back
here”

Ord stood and did hisempty plagti into the disptube. “Sir, it'sme, it’sdl of us, that should do the
thanking. To you and the rest of GEF. Y ou did good, sir.” He saluted and | returned it as he faced aboui.
Whichwasjust aswdll. It wouldn't have done for him to seeagenerd cry.

| showered, as much asyou can in point-saix Gee, until my skin pruned, then lay down on my bunk and
felt warm sheets againg my skin for the first timein memory, closed my eyes, and let Excalibur’sengine
vibration massage meto deep.

| had earned a swest, boring six-hundred-day cruise home.
| didn't get it.
X

A MONTH AFTER EXCALIBUR BOOSTED OUT of Jupiter’ sorbit, Jude Metzger learned to roll
over in point-sx Gee. | cornered Ord again and learned things, too.

Artificia dawn dimmed empty training-deck corridors and my ankle-weights daps echoed as| jogged
lapsin point-six Gee. As awkward as those weights were, after months toting the burden of
Eternad-armor battle-rattle, | felt asfree asafacon on an updraft. Thered “ Caution Firing” light
alongside the Live-Fire Pistol Range glowed and | stopped, panting, hands on hips. It was Sunday,
limited duty. Who would be firing pistols at oh-five-hundred, or even awake, except watch and crew?

The Caution light flicked black, so | pulled up my T-shirt hem, toweled off forehead swest, and twisted
through the hatch.

The range' s sole occupant stood at one firing line booth, his back to me, silhouetted in gunsmoke fog
painted red by range lighting. Ord’ s ear protectors were in place not, | supposed, becauise mere pistol
fire could make him flinch but because protectors were regulation. Ord would sooner break hisarm than

regs.

| touched his starched utility deeve and he turned his head, his pistol, empty with the dide locked back,
gl pointed downrange.

“Up early for Sunday, Sergeant Mgor.”

He nodded a my swesty shirt as he peeled off hisear protectors. “Asisthe generd.”
| looked at the pistol and cocked my head.

“Project of mine, air.”

It was an ancient, blocky automatic, a .45-cdiber M-1903. Blue sted, with walnut custom grips.



“Been awhile since that’ s been regulation.” Not 150 years, though. A Service .45washell toam,
kicked likeamule, but it hit hard, so some speciaized units had used it well into this century.

Ord passed his hand over the booth remote and his target groups popped onscreen three feet in front of
us. The center of each Slug silhouette was completely shot away, but ragged pinpricks aso ringed the hit
zone,

Ord popped around from the fresh magazine clipped to his shoulder holster and plopped it in my pam.
Instead of the blunt, coppery bullet | expected, the cartridge’ s business end was a lengthwise-striated
cylinder, like abrass wheat shock. | raised my eyebrows.

“Flechette round, sir.” Ord pointed at the round’ stip. “ Ninety-five brass needlesin a heat-intolerant
matrix. The matrix vaporizes as the round travels down the barrel. At ten yards’—he traced the target’s
vanished center with hisindex finger—"the pattern spreads to eight incheswide. Effective at close
quarters against massed Pseudocepha opods.”

| shrugged. “Or it would have been.” | fingered the pinprick sprinkle that surrounded the grouping.
“Good thing it’ sfor shooting Slugs. One of these needleswouldn’'t slop aman.”

“Exactly, gr. In close-quarters battle, Glsin Eternad armor wouldn't need to worry much about hitting
one another, but Sug armor’ s glorified cardboard. Besides, Sir, the kinetic energy in one of those needles
a a.45 smuzzle velocity is consderable. Small object, but high speed.”

| trampolined the round in my palm. “Did we ever get flechette for the M-207’

Ord nodded, then flicked the dide lever and broke the .45 into cleanable pieces. “ The round wasn't
ready when Hope embarked, but our divison rifleman’s basic load isflechette every fourth magazine.
Once the chemists perfected the matrix, even a cook like me could hand-load rounds for other weapons
likethis”

| sighed. Professiond soldierslike Ord actudly liked guns. | had the same off-duty interest in designer
bulletsas| had in needlepoint. How could Judge March and Ord and Genera Cobb think | was born to
be a soldier?* Sergeant Mg or, what do we do now?’

Ord stroked his baby with abore brush. “I plan abit more PT, aleisurely bregkfast. An excdlent holo
remastery of Sergeant York begins at oh-nine-hundred on the recreation deck. And of coursethere's

duty paperwork—"
| tossed my head at the ship al around us. “1 mean al of us. Now that the war’ sover.”

He cradled his .45 into its Neoplast travel box. “What soldiers dways do, sir. Whatever our country
needs.”

“That'smy point. There’sno war. Who needs us? My troopsfed it, too. Half of *em have gained fifteen
pounds, no matter how much PT we schedule. The other half have logt fifteen pounds.”

Ord nodded. “ The gainers are rewarding themselves for surviving. Thelosers are depressed, guilty that
they survived when their buddies died. Some of the depressed ones will suffer long-term Post-Traumeatic
Stress Disorder.” He eyed my T-shirt and arched an eyebrow. “ The general has afoot in both camps.”

| tugged my shirt hem down over my navel. “I've put onfive.” | dso lay awake for hours wondering why
| had survived, and self-flagdllated with extra PT to punish myself for it, which was probably why | had
only gained five pounds. But as acommander | hadn't discussed my angst with anyone. | frowned. Ord
read minds. “ So, what do | do with the guilty ones?”’



“Keep them busy. Thislong crossing isablessing. Most of them will get over their disorientation before
they butt up againg redlity.”

“ And those who don’'t?’

Ord blinked. Then he stared a my blooming love handles. “If the general caresfor company, we can
double-time to the gym together.”

Perhaps because he read trainees’ minds, Ord always gave me credit for reading his. Thistime, asusud,
it took metoo long to catch his drift.

SEVEN

ONE TROOP | DIDN'T HAVE TO KEEP busy was Howard Hibble's. Not when his Spooks had
more dead, frozen Slugsto poke and dice than Texas had chili.

We were ten months out from Jupiter. Jude Metzger had learned to stand, if he had something to lean on.

Howard and | shivered in aclassroom-szed compartment, while | leaned againgt its stainless-sted
plating. It was designed as atrauma center for the battlefield casudtiesthat Excalibur’s embarked
division had been spared. So we peered over cheekbone-high red rubber masksthat filtered

forma dehyde stink, as much asfiltered any Sug germs, and through the chill fog of our own breeth in the
bright-lit, operating-room chill. In each compartment corner, adead Slug lay on a stainless-steel morgue
dab. Lab-coated, surgical-masked Spooks hunched over each corpse.

Howard led me to the closest one and spoke to a scal pel-wielding woman who bent over aSlug, dit
open noseto tail, like acleaned trout. Howard said, “What have you got this morning?’

She wiped her hands on atowel, then handed him a Chipboard. | hoped she was wearing contact lenses
because her pupils were neon orange. They matched her lip gloss. Soldiersdidn’t call Howard's
Intelligence soldiers Spooks for nothing. He and hiswork lured people with unique skillsto the military.
Themilitary, in turn, dlowed him to manage them uniquely.

Tangerine Woman said, “ This one wasimmature. If we can apply that terminology to new sub-partsof a
Pseudocepha opod organism that was probably older than dinosaurs. First time we' ve redly identified
onefresh from theincubator. Nitric acid traces on the epidermis.” She pointed at white glop on the
Sug'sskin. A dit-open tube, like a purple flower stem, wound through the green jelly of the Sug's
innards.

Howard pointed. “Gut contents?’

“Ammonia. Nitrates”

He handed her back the Chipper. “Metabolic rate?”

“Fast. It must have taken abattalion of cooksto feed aSlug army.”

Conversations a the other tables yielded smilarly fascinating factoids about our extraterrestrial former
neighbors.

Out in the companionway, Howard and | stripped off our synwool-lined lab coats and | rubbed cold
frommy fingers. “Anything interesting?’

Howard' s eyes gleamed. “Well, the young one, asyou would call it. That' s fascinating.”



“Oh, yeah. Ammonia. My curiosity knew no bounds. So what?’
“The Pseudocepha opod nurtured its new tissue in fertilizer.”
“Sugswere plants?’

“Sugs, asyou cdl It, were dien. The Linnean hierarchy we useto categorize life on Earth may have no
application e sewhere. Shoe-horning dien life-formsinto our kingdoms and phylais nonsense.”

Not only nonsense but as usdessfor humanity’ sfuture asinvertebrate paleontology. “What about your
Sug Footbal?” Sug hardware might actudly teach us something we could use. We knew the Slugs had
technology that tifled our nukes. That’swhy we had to send infantry to Ganymede in thefirst place,
instead of just smearing that rock with afew zillion megatons. Howard called what the Sugs did “ neutron
damping.” Whatever.

Since the turn of the century, the spread of democracy had obsoleted terrorism. At least, the theory was
that if citizens were free to finance minivans and Sony RoomHolos they would be too busy to blow up
others. It had worked. But * one maniac with the wrong suitcasg” Hill terrified any rationa human. If The
Football turned out to be adevice we could replicate in every city, and neutralize nukes, now that would
be worth The Brick.

Howard'slips curled like he' d sucked alemon. “Hardware research jurisdiction is with Space Force.
Brace had the crate stored. With the Pseudocephal opod gone, the artifact is beyond price.”

| made my own sour face. “Howard, isit possible the Sugs aren’'t gone?’

“Oh, the Pseudocepha opod presence on Ganymede s eradicated, dright. Seven months of patrolling,
satllite recon, and Tactical Observation Transport surveys are pretty conclusve.”

“Y ou know what | mean. Thisideathat in the whole galaxy there wasjust this one roving pack of dinking
green worms and we exterminated them. That’scrap.”

Howard shrugged. “ Science reacts to observable data. One hundred fifty years ago, geophysicists said
the continents could never have drifted apart because there was no observable energy source big enough
to have moved them. Any school child who looked at the jigsaw puzzle on a classroom globe could see
that was balderdash. But we lack any data that the Pseudocephaopod till exists. Pseudocephal opod
extinction isa soothing faith. Like heaven. The memories of thiswar are enough nightmare for the next ten
generations. Worrying about repeeting it could paralyze reconstruction.” Howard unwrapped anicotine
gum stick with shaking, yellowed fingers. Spouting aparty line he didn’t believe made Howard long for a
cigarette. But he couldn’t have one aboard a spaceship.

He chewed, then sighed. “Besides, we don't redlly have the tools aboard to examine The Football
non-invasvely. We Il do it Brace' sway.”

Aboard Excalibur, everybody did everything Brace sway.
Which brings meto Captain’s Bregkfast and my role in yet another court-martia. | attract those like lint.
EIGHT

IF THERE WAS ONE THING Atwater Nimitz Brace vaued more highly than his own reflection, it was
tradition. So he had ingtituted Captain’ s Breskfast, a magnanimous socid throwback. Braceinvited all
who signed up, even embarked enlisted infantry, to be his guests each Sunday morning for white-linen
buffet brunch in the officers mess. The officers mess swabbie cooks were Brace' s hand-picks, and they



got first crack at stores. So, much asit pains an infantryman to admit it, Brace' s Navy set the best table
between Jupiter and the orbit of Mars.

However, Gl s prize sack time above rubies and they could deep in Sundays. There was just one reason
that my troops had crowded the sign-up sheets for Captain’s Breakfast at each of the fifty Sundays since
we had left Jupiter.

Sincethetruly old times, not just before the hydrofoil Navy but before diesd ail, sailorstraditionally
received adaily rum ration.

The modern military had no truck with recreational drugs, injected, inhaled, or ingested. But boozeis
“different,” and aship’s captain isademigod. Brace was permitted “ Captain’s Stores,” and he could
dispense them as he pleased.

At Captain’s Breskfast each diner hoisted two, no more, no less, thimblefuls of rum from the Captain’'s
Storesin toasts to John Paul Jones or the Navy Goat or whatever naval icon took Brace' sfancy that
morning.

Trust the infantry to sniff out, within four hundred billion cubic miles of vacuum, the only open bar.

On that Sunday, | took advantage of the table reserved for the embarked-division commanding officers,
me and the Third Division CO. Thetruth was us seven hundred survivors were baggage. Theten
thousand undamaged troops of Third Division were the embarked division, but Third's CO played
squash on Sunday mornings. The remaining two hundred gluttons crowding the officers messincluded
my soldiers, Third Division troops, swabbies, and Brace with his Saff.

And the lone civilian aboard, who stood | ess than three feet tall and drooled.

Jude Metzger may have been acivilian but that Sunday he was decked out in cut-down Space Force
dress blues the quartermaster had sewn for him. Jude’ slittle uniforms weren't some cradle-robbing
military brainwash. The Toddler Department at Tykes-'r-Uswas till ahundred million milesaway. We
improvised with what we had aboard.

With years of trave tofill, the quartermaster’ stailors weren't Jude’ s only adoptive parents. Cooks
baked him zwieback when he was teething and pureed carrots when he wasn't. Machinists mates
fabricated little medd replicas for his uniforms. Munchkin stopped using those after Jude ate the Victoria
Cross.

| suppose Gls dote on kids from guilt because our job isto daughter parents we ve never met. Or we
seek the childhood we logt.

My divison commander’ stable sat four: Munchkin, Howard, Jude in ahigh chair improvised from ladder
ralls, and me.

| carried Munchkin’stray while she strapped Jude into his chair. He made bubbles and looked around,
unawarethat it was hisfirg birthday.

At our table's center, the cooks had made Jude an elongated cake, shaped like Excalibur hersdf done
in chocolate. He grabbed for it, more from curiosity than hunger, but couldn’t get within afoot.
Meanwhile, his mother snapped abib around his neck and mashed vegetables for him with her fork.

At thefront of the buffet line amess-jacketed string quartet—hol o, but such agood recording you
couldn’t spot aflicker—played what Howard identified as Vivaldi.



Howard ignored them and his French toast. He leaned forward and studied Jude, while my godson
smeared mashed peas across his cheeks, occasiondly landing somein his mouth.

Munchkin looked up from her omelette at Howard, frowned, then punched his bicep. “ Stop looking at
him like he sfrom ancther planet!”

Howard rubbed his arm and pouted. “He is from another planet!”
“Y ou know what | mean.”

Howard wrinkled his forehead and pointed as Jude caught a pea gob before it hit the tablecloth. “ There's
something about the way he moves.”

Munchkin swung her fork like a broadsword. “ Dammit, Howard! He' s a perfectly norma one-year-old!
The ship’ s surgeon sees Jude every week. He hasn't found any tentacles yet.”

Howard sighed.
“If you act like he' safreak, he may grow up to be onel” Munchkin’slower lip thrust out.
| had learned that the Munshara-Metzger lip thrust preceded explosion. Time for asubject change.

My eyes darted around the room, then | pointed. “Look! Ozawa s here!” Mgor Ozawa, the pilot who
had roasted me for being late on Ganymede, stepped into the buffet line.

Munchkin raised her eyebrows, while one hand cut sausage with afork and the other wiped Jude’ s nose.
“Youlike her?’

“Huh?No. | mean, | don't know her.”
“Y ou want to know her?”’

It seemed to me that when | was ready to reenter the dating game after Pooh' s death was my decision.
However, amonth before, Munchkin had shifted into sisterly matchmaker mode. There were thousands
of femaes on this ship. Ozawawas one of the few |eft, it seemed to me, that Munchkin hadn’t tried to fix
me up with.

| could' ve turned the tables, | suppose. Push Munchkin back into circulation. Metzger died just days
after Pooh. But the pain would have been worse for Munchkin. For me, too. She had lost a husband and
her son’ sfather. | had lost alover.

Munchkin said, “We work out together. Fantastic body! Smart, too.”

“Dammit, Munchkin! I’m not interested.”

“Then why’ syour face red?” Munchkin stood and waved her hand. “Mgjor! Mimi!”
Ozawa smiled and nodded, both hands on her tray.

| leaned toward Munchkin and whispered, “ She hates me!”

Munchkin cocked her head. “Oh? | thought you didn’'t know her.”

Ozawa set her tray down, then knelt beside Jude and flashed a smile that would melt Neoplast. “How's
my big boy?”



Jude giggled and grabbed for the ribbons on her chest.

Babies are better hottie magnets than Maseratis. And Mgjor Ozawa was some hottie. | thought she was
pretty when | met her, helmet-head and dl. In adress uniform with everything in place, she sparkled.

Munchkin said, “Mgor Ozawa, you' ve met Generd Wander?’
Ozawaturned her big brown eyes on me and her smile cooled. “Generd.”
Howard extended his hand. “I’ ve wanted to meet you. The pilot who tested the VSFV. Amazing!”

Ozawagrinned a him. | fdl into third place in attractiveness among maes a thistable, behind aguy with
four teeth who ate with hisfingers and a prune-faced geek who dressed like an unmade bed. No wonder
Munchkin had trouble setting me up.

| made mysdlf noticed. “What'saVSFV7?" | winced. My snappy patter didn’t make Munchkin’sjob
easer.

Howard nodded at Ozawa. “Venture Star Fighter Variant. Before Excalibur |eft Earth, the mgjor
test-piloted aVenture Star fitted with a high-capacity thruster system. For space maneuver. Thefirst

spacefighter.”
| blinked. It was the sort of assignment Pooh Hart would havekilled for.

Ozawa shrugged at Howard. “It looked like hell, hung with al that plumbing, but it was a hoot to fly.”
She leaned toward Howard. “Y ou' re the Slug Spook!”

Howard shrugged back.

Everybody at this table seemed to have apurpose in their post-war life but me, the infantryman. A test
pilot, acryptozoologist, amother, and a preschooler.

| pointed at the bacon dongside Ozawa swaffles. “1 figured you' d be egting off the sushi bar.”

She chipmunked her breakfast into a porcelain cheek. “Ozawas are fourth-generation Texan. Raw fishis
bait.”

We sat ten feet from the omelette Sation, at the end of the line. Brumby sidestepped down thelineand
arrived in front of the omelette Sation.

Three swabbies stood in line behind him, one a skinny, rat-nosed guy | recognized from somewhere. |
pointed. “Who'sthelittle guy?’

Mimi swiveled her head, swallowed bacon, then snorted. “Brace svaet.” Mimi and Brace had
astronauted together at NASA. About dl they had in common was that they were both high achievers
and they both took to me like avegan to ved chops.

| snorted. Valet? Why the Navy and the Space Force felt that the more senior an officer got the less
capable hewas of laying out his own uniforms and shining his own shoes was beyond me.

Brumby held out his plate and it quivered. “ Extra bacon, please, ma am.” Bacon was apremium item.
Both Brumby and the mess steward he was wheedling were enlisted, so the“ma am” was gratuitous. But
wheedling cooks was every infantryman’ s secondary Military Occupationa Specidty. In Brumby’s case,
so was afreckled grin.



The steward smiled back at Brumby and dumped her entire remaining bacon reserve onto Brumby’s
eggs. That meant the rest of the lineup would have to settle for reconstituted sausage or soy-based fakon.

Brace srat-nosed va et snorted, then stage-whispered, “Y ou eating for the dead fuckers, too, blinky?’

Brumby stiffened and blinked as the steward did the omelette onto his plate. Asacorpord, Brumby's
squad’ s position had been overrun by Slugs during the first mgor ground assault of the Battle of
Ganymede. Brumby’ s leadership and valor had earned him the Distinguished Service Cross. But his
bunkmate was decapitated by a Slug round.

Inthelull after thefirst assault was beaten back, something disconnected in Brumby. He drifted into an
aid gtation, eyes glazed, his headless bunkmate in afireman’s carry across his shoulders, the corpse’s
head in an ammunition bag. Brumby wanted the medicsto sew hisfriend up.

Brumby had been wound like a quivering spring ever since. Rat-nose’ swhisper was shitty to say to any
GEF survivor. To say it to Brumby waslike pulling agrenade spin.

Rat-nose flipped Brumby’ s plate with afinger. Buttered egg spattered Brumby’ stunic. Brumby’ sleft
eydidflicked.

| sprang from my chair and lunged for Brumby’ s elbow as he cocked hisfist, but my fingers closed
around recycled air.

Rat-nose sailed mgestically backward across the officers: mess, his head snapped back by Brumby’s
punch. Y ou' d be amazed how far astraight right hand can launch aman in point-sx Gee. Tiny white
objects arced on the same trgjectory as Rat-nose’ s back-bowed body. Teeth.

Rat-nose might have sailed twenty feet, but after fifteen feet, he and hisincisors hit the captain’ stable.

Brace’ smouthy little valet crash-landed on awhite-linen runway and skidded shoul der-blades-down
across the tabletop. Ship’s officers scattered, too dowly. Maple syrup exploded from pedestaled silver
tureens. Boysenberry compote napal med immacul ate mess jackets. Sausage patties buzzed past my ear
like shrapnd.

Munchkin snatched Jude from his high chair and ducked under our table.
In moments the place was till, except for cocoa dripping from atoppled chinaurn.

Brumby stood beside me, brushing eggs from histunic with hisleft hand, shaking the sting from hisright,
and muttering, “Oh, fuck,” over and over. His eyes blinked like old semaphore lanterns.

Two mess stewards had Brace' s vaet under the arms. His eyes were crossed, blood streamed from one
nostril, and from the way his bleeding lip sagged it looked like the ship’ s dentd officer had anew patient.
Overdl, it wasn't anything that hadn’t happened a thousand times in bars outside military posts from Fort
Benning to LunaBase.

“Sergeant” —Brace stalked from his end of the table, until he could poke his head forward and read
Brumby’ s name tag—"Brumby! What the—?’

In the holos, the band stops during barroom brawls. Since Brace's quartet was just photons, Vivadi
whispered on.

Brace spun and stabbed afinger at the quartet. “ Somebody shut that damn thing off!”



The band played on.

Brace snatched a sugar bowl from atable and pegged it a a bulkhead-mounted control panel. The bowl
shattered, but the musicians faded to green silhouettes, then disappeared, leaving no sound to echo inthe
low-ceilinged room but raspy breathing. Brumby’s, Brace's, and someone else's, which turned out to be
mine

Brace straightened and breathed deep, his quivering face purple. Pasted to his cheekbone with milk was
acornflake. Brace would probably put himsdf in for a Purple Heart for that. Victim of cered killer.

| coughed into my hand to cover asnigger.

Brace turned hiswrath on me. “Wander, you think brutal hooliganism isfunny? Anybody heard of
discipline aft of Ninety?” Infantry country began at bulkhead ninety-one.

| mustered aglare a Brumby. “I’ll dedl with my sergeant. I Il |eave the seaman to the captain.”

Brace looked over a Rat-nose. Somebody had propped Rat-nose up on atable edge, a napkin pressed
to thelower haf of hisface, hiseyesburning into Brumby. He was breathing through his mouth, and
when he adjusted the napkin, | saw ablack hole where his front teeth should have been. Rat-nose may
have been a smart-mouthed coward, but he was Brace' s coward. Unitil then Brace hadn’t so much as
glanced to see whether his man was dright.

Brace drew another breath, then frowned. He ran afinger across his cheek and scraped off the
cornflake.

Somebody snorted.

“Wander”—Brace pointed aquivering finger a Brumby—"have him in my conference compartment in
thirty minutes.” He spun on his hedl, then shot back over his shoulder. “Y ou, too. And clean him up!”

Ten minutes later, while we awaited Brumby’ s return from aft in afresh uniform, | sat with Howard in my
cabin.

| rubbed ahand across my face. “1’m gonna have to throw the book at Brumby. Y ou know that.”

“I think he expects that, Jason.”

“Brace ssquid struck thefirst blow. But I'll have Brumby on extraduty for ahundred million miles”
Howard shrugged and unwrapped a nicotine-gum gtick. “If it’sup to you.”

“Of courseit’sup to me. I'm Brumby’s CO.”

Howard rolled the gum stick like alittle blanket and popped it in hismouth. “ A ship’s captain under way
has absolute authority.”

“That's crap, Howard.” 1t wasn't crap. One of my correspondence courses had been Uniform Code of
Military Justice, United Nations modification. Brace could take jurisdiction of any person on thisship,
just by saying so. “Anyway, what' s he gonnado? Make Brumby walk the plank? Maybe. A ship
captain’s power extended to summary capita punishment if hefelt his ship wasin peril. Technicaly, we
were dill in combat, so rendering oneself unfit for duty, such as by breaking your knuckles on somebody
else' snose, could even be consirued as constructive desertion, a hanging offense. Wll, dangling in
point-six Gee, it would be more dow strangulation. | let my breath hiss between my teeth and shook my



head.

The dull thud of flesh on metd interrupted as someone rapped on my cabin’s hatch.
“Come, Brumby!”

It wasn't Brumby.

NINE

THE VISTTOR WHO SIDESTEPPED through the hatch was Ord.

He hadn't been at Captain’s Breskfast. And | knew he didn’t attend divine services. Y et he was wearing
aClass-A uniform on an off-duty Sunday morning. Not that he would have been caught in Levi’ sand
flannd. Ord’ sideaof casud wasn't civvies, it was fatigues starched gtiff enough to march by themsalves.

| cocked my head toward his chest-full of formal decorations. “ Going somewhere, Sergeant Mgor?’

“I heard about Brumby, sir. Would the general care to have me attend the upcoming proceedings?’

| narrowed my eyes. “ Sergeant Mgor, whose side are you on, here, Admira Brace' sor the Infantry’ s?’
“Side, sir?’ Ord made hiseyeswide.

Exactly twenty-nine minutes after Brace' s ultimatum | let Brumby rap on the bulkhead next to the closed
hatch into Brace' s conference room.

Brace let us stew in the companionway for sx minutes and fifty seconds.
[1] Comll

Brace sat, handsfolded and jaw jutted out farther than usud, at the end of the conference table. To his
right sat atiff Navy lieutenant wearing Judge Advocate Genera shoulder brass and to Brace' sleft sat
Rat-nose, dumped in his chair and doing his best to look violated.

A circular, Slver court Stenobot hummed, centered on the gleaming synwood table, suckingin a
360-degree holo of the proceedings.

Our team consisted of the freckle-faced accused, his CO, being me, and Howard, as awitness more
than as anybody who had a clue about helping.

A discreet moment later, Ord dipped neutraly in, closed the hatch behind himsdlf, then strode to the
cabin center and planted himsdlf at parade-rest, equidistant from both camps.

Brace cleared histhroat and skewered Brumby with his eyes. “ Acting Sergeant Mgor Brumby, as
commanding officer of thisvessd, | have consdered the digposition of this matter. Having personaly
witnessed theinciting incident, | find that no preliminary inquiry isneeded. A generd court-martia will be
convened at the earliest possible time to consider the charges.”

Brace glanced at the JAG swabbie, who read legalese off a screen. Brace left out constructive desertion
but unless Brumby best the rap hismilitary career was over. In the meantime, he would spend the
remaining year of thisvoyageinthe brig.

Brace asked Brumby, “How says the accused?’



Brumby swallowed and his head twitched left. “I'm sorry | hit him, sir. But if | plead guilty I’ m screwed,
right?’

Brace curled hislip. “Guilty or not guilty? If you' reincapable of adirect answer, ask someone eseto
Speak for you!”

Slence

Brace sighed. “1n my capacity as magter of thisvessel | deem your statement apleaof ‘not guilty.” The
matter will be set for trid. In theinterest of fairness—"

A half snort escaped me.

Brace shot me alook. “In the interest of fairness, thetria pand will be sdlected not from the accused's
own unit nor from the unit of the assaulted individud.”

In other words, the pand would come from the only other outfit within afew million miles, the Third
United Nations Divison, the follow-on force who shared Excalibur with us. They were experienced
infantry, like Ord, drawn from al the world' s services, not exclusively war orphanslike GEF had been.
They respected my survivors. The Third' s soldiers resented them, too, because the politicians had passed
over the Third' s veterans for me and the rest of GEF s wet-behind-the-earskids.

The JAG swabbie whispered something to his screen, then angled it so Brace could read the words.

Brace nodded. “A prdiminary matter. The accused isanoncommissioned officer. As such he may elect
to be tried before a panel of his noncommissioned peers or apanel of commissioned officers.”

Brumby turned to me, pams upturned, cheek jerking.

| had learned the military justice system’ s practicalities the hard way. Mgors and colonelsdidn’t pull
extraduty. Crap like court-martia pandlist fell to junior officers. Junior officers were inexperienced kids,
soft and sympathetic. Noncommissioned officers—sergeants—worked their way up by following the
book. Everybody knew that in courts-martial, crusty sergeants regularly threw the rule book at the
accused. The choice was obvious.

| amost said “ Commissioned” by reflex, then | caught movement at the corner of my eye. Ord had
twitched. | noticed only because | knew him, knew that at parade rest he wouldn’t even twitch. |
watched him. Thereit wasagain. A head shake.

Ord wanted Brumby judged by a hanging jury of grizzled sergeants, not squishy second lieutenants. That
made no sense.

| hesitated. Ord was in our corner. Wasn't he?

Brace drummed hisfingers on the synwood tabletop. The victim shifted in his chair, his cheeks
gauze-packed, so he looked more like ablowfish than arat. That was a more appropriate image for the

little squid, anyway.

Brace cocked hishead at me. “We|?’

Thelight clicked on for me. “ The accused chooses a panel of his noncommissioned peers.”
Brumby’ s jaw dropped.

The JAG swabhbie ran ahand across his face to camouflage asmile.



Brace raised his eyebrows, then nodded. He stood and clicked off the screens. “Very well. The matter
will be set for trid. We stand adjourned.”

A minute later, Brumby and | headed &ft to infantry country. He asked, brow furrowed, eyelids batting
like windshield wipersin adownpour, “A noncom jury, Sir? | hope you know what you' re doing.”

| turned to ask Ord to confirm that | had read him right when | had chosen Brumby’ sfate.
But Ord had |eft usaone.
TEN

BRUMBY’'STRIAL STARTED A WEEK LATER, in the converted operating room that was being
used to dissect Sug KIAs. It stunk of formaldehyde. | wondered whether Brace chose the venue to
signal that Brumby was dead meset. No, Brace didn’t have a sense of humor enough for that.

A Space Policeman—the Space Force version of an MP—wearing a sidearm guarded the hatch, in case
the accused made a run for vacuum, | supposed. Maybe he was there to quell outbreaks of infantry
hooliganism, since both Brumby and | were present.

Eight pandlists sat to the right, each wearing the Class-A sergeant’ suniform of hisor her origina unit, not
UN gear. All wore three chevrons up and three down. By the service record files | had read, all were not
only senior NCOs, they were asfrivolous as bricks. The witness chair was | ft of the hearing officer, a
light colond from Third Divison who wasn't alawyer but who had presided at courts-martia before. The
JAG swabbie prosecutor sat at a Duralumin folding table facing the presiding officer. Brumby, his
appointed counsd, and | sat at atable to the prosecutor’ sl ft.

Brumby’s counsel was Army JAG, older than | was and a permanent captain. He hadn’t been pleased
that | chose anoncom panel or, for that matter, with his assgnment to defend a sure-loser case.

The presentation of evidence wasn't contested since the incident was on surveillance holo. Over and
over, in dow motion and at normal speed, adightly tranducent Brumby laid a beauty on adightly
flickering Rat-nose. The only trouble was Rat-nose’ s provoking comment was drowned out by the string
quartet.

Mimi Ozawa appeared and testified to what Rat-nose had said. She took the stand starched and iff in
pilot’s powder-blue. Of over € even thousand people on this ship, only the twenty dropship pilots, twenty
copilots, and afew spares were true astronauts. That, most soldiers aboard thought, made them more
technocrats than warriors.

The JAG swabbie tapped a stylus on the top edge of his notescreen while he questioned her. “Magjor
Ozawa, you testified that the alleged remarks directed toward Acting Sergeant Major Brumby provoked
him.”

“Yes.” Ozawanodded. She never seemed to make eye contact with Brace. Munchkin said the word
was Ozawa and Brace had once been an item. That annoyed me. | suppose because the idea of Brace
enjoying himsdf seemed so unrediidtic.

It certainly couldn’t have been jedlousy about Ozawa. She was arrogance and dispasson wrappedin a
pretty package.

“Similarly provoked, would you have reacted smilarly?’

It seemed to my nonlega mind that it didn’t matter whether a petite female technocrat would have



decked Brace' slittle squid or not. Ozawa s job required her to control her emotions, to beicy cam at
every moment. Thetruth, | had to admit, was that Brumby’sjob did, too. At least to the extent of not
pounding the snot out of people during brunch. | leaned toward Brumby’ s counsel and whispered,
“Object! She'll say shewouldn’t have hit him!” The lawyer just whispered notes.

Ozawa had probably never punched anything more animate than a seat-harness rel ease button in her life,
She shifted in her chair. “No.”

The JAG swabbie nodded and the corners of his mouth turned up.
She smiled a him like he had just asked her to the prom. *1 would’ ve broken the plate across hishead.”
| snuck aglance a the pand foreman, afemale Transportation Corpstopkick. | thought she smiled.

| had to cover my grin with my hand. Across the hearing room, Brace' s knuckles whitened as he gripped
achairback in front of him.

Otherwise, our testimony lacked the, well, punch of watching Rat-nose' steeth splash down in Brace's
teacup.

The mitigation phase consisted of me reading the recommendation | had written for Brumby’s DSC and
Purple Heart with cluster. One member of the pandl shed atear on his Marine gunnery sergeant olive
lapel. Otherwise, | read no sympathy.

The restitution phase was new to the military. It made sense. If convicted, awrongdoer had to make the
wrong-ee whole. For our side, we found a Space Force dentist who testified that Rat-nose would
actually have sounder, prettier teeth after the “ assault incident.” However, a prosecution shrink testified
that the victim had been traumatized by the violence. Rat-nose slife would be * permanently impacted.”

| leaned forward and tugged Brumby’ slawyer’ sdeeve, “Ask him if Brumby might have been traumatized
by having haf his shoulder shot away! Ask him whether having friends diein your arms before they even
got old enough to vote for Presdent permanently impactsyour lifel”

The captain leaned back and covered his mouth with hishand. “ Sir, Sergeant Mg or Brumby’ s service
record was covered in your mitigation-phase testimony. The victim did not cause Sergeant Mgor
Brumby’ s post-combat trauma.”

“The hdl hedidn’'t! Brumby’scareer will be over if he's convicted. What kind of traumatized life do you
think any combat soldier can have asacivilian?’

The presiding officer shot usa* pipe-down” look.
The captain refused my clever lega advice and the defense rested.
“Rest,” my ass. My heart rattled in my chest and | bregthed like athoroughbred after six furlongs.

When the presiding officer had charged the pand, the eight stood as one and marched out to ddliberate,
like the by-the-book sergeants they were. Brace, who had sat behind the prosecutor, arms folded, for
the whole proceeding, left. So did the prosecutor.

The presiding officer packed his’ puter case.

Brumby’s JAG captain bused himsdf shuffling papers, distancing himsalf from a case he knew waslost
before he ever got appointed.



| told Brumby, “ Thisisgonnatake awhile. Let’s get some coffee, Brumby.”
Brumby sat still and asked me, “ Sir, will | get a Dishonorable?”

It was no time to speak the truth. | tried to accentuate the positive. “We can apped, Brumby. Thefat
lady hasn't sung.”

Brumby’ s brow furrowed and hisleft eyelid twitched. “No, Sir, she has't. | mean, the pand hasn't even
returned averdict.”

Crap. Before | could stop mysdlf, | winced. | was supposed to be positive. But by talking about apped,
| had revedled to Brumby that | had given up hope. Giving up hopeisaluxury denied officersin
command.

“Sir, why did you choose an enlisted pand?’ Brumby hesitated. “I’m not being criticd, ar. Just
wondered.”

| knew why. | thought | saw Ord twitch. | thought he had signaled me. | thought Ord wastelling meto
pick apand of sergeants because they might think bresking regs was awful but they would aso think that
inter-service brawling was mere recreation. | didn’t doubt Ord. Ord could never be wrong. But now |
doubted whether | had read his mind correctly.

| opened my mouth to explain.

The hatch through which the pand had left opened and the panel foreman beckoned the presiding officer
with afinger. My heart thumped.

The foreman cupped her hand over her mouth and whispered to the presiding officer. He shook his head.
Maybe they just wanted instructions on a point of law. Maybe they wanted coffee and doughnuts.

Brumby stared at the conversation, then at me. He whispered, “ Sir, if they’ re back soon, that’ s bad,
huh?’

Brumby’s counsel overheard. He turned, lips pressed tight, and nodded.
Crap.
| patted Brumby’ s forearm. “ They probably just want instructions. It can’t be averdict aready.”

The presiding officer straightened and called across the compartment to the Space Policeman. “ Advise
the prosecution that the pand hasreached averdict.”

My heart sank. It had been just fifteen minutes since the pand retired. No eight rationa people could
agree on pizzatoppingsin just fifteen minutes. Eight individua sergeants couldn’t decide asoldier’ sfate,
hislife, in fifteen minutes. Unlessthey were going to fry him.

| had read Ord wrong. | had stupidly chosen apanel of sergeants. Brumby was going to pay for my
Supidity.

The longest ten minutes of my life dragged past, then Brace and the JAG swabbie and Rat-nose returned.
Everyone stood while the panel reentered from the deliberation room.

Brace glanced past me and Brumby, serenein the knowledge that Brumby was getting brig timeand a



dishonorable discharge. Just as good, |, the seat-of-the-pants accidental general, was getting
embarrassed.

The presiding officer looked across the room. “Madam Foreman, has the panel reached averdict?’

The Trangportation Corps topkick stood. “We have.” She didn’t make eye contact with any of usat the
defense table. That was supposed to be bad. The rest of the pandl stared ahead, impassive as the
veteransthey were.

The presding officer swiveled his head toward Brumby. “ The accused will rise”

Brumby stood at attention, alongside hiscounsdl. So did |. Even without my blunder, Brumby probably
would have been convicted. What | thought | had read in Ord’ s body language was that noncoms were
used to brawls and Army noncoms were none too fond of prissy sailors. Bend aGl’ s career because he
cold-cocked a squid? Better to award him acommendation! It seemed so obvioudly stupid now.

| ground my teeth while the foreman unfolded a paper dip. Did she redlly need to write it down?
She cleared her throat. “ On the issue of retitution.”

| rolled my eyes. Probably the last thing Brumby or | cared about was how much would come out of
Brumby’ s pay and alowances each month to compensate the Space Force for fixing Brace' svaet’s
teeth.

“We find the accused responsible for the deductible portion of the assaulted party’ s dental expenses.”
Service personnd paid a couple cents by payroll deduction every time we got medicd treatment.

“However, we further find said respongibility to be offset by the assaulted party’ s responsbility for
cleaning expensesfor the accused’ s uniform. By virtue of the assaulted party’ s complicit behavior
regarding the throwing of food onto the accused’ suniform.”

| had sat in on acouple of courts-martial. | had aso been closer to participating as accused in more of
them than | cared to. Empaneled NCOs generdly knew little about the law but thought they knew lots.
Of course, thisredtitution verdict meant vacuum, since they were going to throw Brumby out on his ear.
After that, Brumby’s pay and alowances would be zero. Why had they even bothered to cut Brumby a
break on the issue? My heart legpt. Maybe.. . .

| glanced at the JAG swabbie. He frowned and shifted in his sest.

The foreman paused, then continued. “On dl other charges’—she smiled a Brumby—"wefind the
accused not guilty.”

Bresth exploded frommy lips. | hadn’t redlized I’ d been holding it. Brumby hugged his counsd, who
looked bewildered aswell as uncomfortable.

Then Brumby, grinning, hugged me. “Sir! Y ou dways knew!”
| shrugged. Acting like you dways knew was part of being an officer.

By the time Brumby finally released his shoulder lock on me, the pandl was gone. Across the room, the
JAG swabbie stared down into his notescreen as hefolded it away. That was, | suspected, because he
had figured out that my choice of anoncom panel had cost him the case. Also, | suspected, hedidn’t
want to look at Brace.



The JAG swabbie needn’t have bothered. Brace stalked toward the hatch, then paused and pointed at
me. “Wander, you have just perpetrated agrossinjustice. I'll remember that.”

He dammed the hatch behind him.
My fingerstrembled with exhilaration.

As soon asthe festivities here wound down, | would find Ord and share the news. | was as happy that |
had figured out what Ord had been telling me, that | had read hismind, as | was with the substantive
result. Ord would turn handsprings.

Not exactly.
ELEVEN

| FOUND ORD TWENTY DECKSAFT of the court-martia, on abusman’s holiday from his divisona
paperwork. A Third Division platoon sat cross-legged on their platoon bay deck as Ord stood before
them brandishing an M-20. Across each soldier’ skneeslay asmilar rifle. They dl wore utilities, but also
bulky, red Eternad gloves. From the gun oil | saw on the gloves and smelled in the air, they had been at
thisawhile

Ord sad, “The training-manual -established optimd timeto fied-strip and reassemble the
vacuum-adapted M-20 Assault Rifle is one minute, fifty seconds. That time, however, was established
for Space Force personnel. Can any squid field-strip the basic infantry wegpon faster than an infantry
oldier?’

“No, Sergeant Mgjor!” Fifty voices bellowed and shook the deck plates.

| smiled. Timed field-stripping in Eternads? Eternad gloves were supple enough that a soldier wearing
them could pluck acoin off atabletop, but it was vintage Ord to demand that troops meet field-manual
standards while wearing them. Especialy troops bound for home and not into combat.

Ord glanced a hiswrist’ puter. “Begin!”

Fifty rifles clattered and drowned conversation. | touched Ord’ s shoulder, then leaned close. “ Brumby
was acquitted.”

Ord nodded.

“Y ou should have seen the look on Brace' sface!” | grinned.

Ord frowned and turned his attention to his’ puter.

| cocked my head. Even from Ord | expected athumbs-up, or at least asmile.

A private held up her reassembled rifle in triumph. Ord bent, checked it, and nodded. Seconds later, the
fiftieth soldier thrust his reassembled weapon toward the low ceiling. Ord pressed his’ puter’ s stop
button, raised his eyebrows, then turned the dia toward me so | could read it.

The platoon stared at me.
| looked up, as poker-faced as | could, and waited a heartbesat. “One.” | smiled. “Forty-four!”
The soldiers whooped and dapped high-fives.



When the cheering trickled away, Ord said, “Outstanding! However, | heard aMarine platoon
completed the exercisein one thirty-nine. Practice, ladies and gentlemen. WE Il try it againin ten.”

Ord led me around the corner into a platoon sergeant’ s empty cabin, while the sunned platoon began
bresking down their riflesyet again.

| said, “We never would have begt Brace if you hadn’t told me to pick noncoms, Sergeant Mgjor. That
wasbrilliant!”

Ord closed the hatch, then crossed hisarms. He didn’t match my grin. “May | speak frankly to the
generd?

Huh?*1 wouldn’t want the sergeant major to speak any other way.”

Ord s brow furrowed. “Beating Admira Brace was not my objective. Nor should it have been yours.
That tactic wasn't brilliant. It was obvious! To any officer with agrain of senseand afew years
experiencel | think you have the grain of sense. Sir. | gave you the clue because you don’'t have the
experience, which isn't your fault.”

“But Brace—"

“Admird Brace should have seen it coming, too. But he’ satechnocrat. Besides, he couldn’t have kept
you from choosing noncoms.”

“Y ou expected meto doiit!”

Ord nodded. “1 did, sir. Then | expected you to take the admiral aside, explain what the outcome would
be, then use your advantage to work out an equitable solution. | did not expect you to undermine the
relationship between the services, not to mention the relationship between you and the admiral.”

| jerked athumb back toward the platoon bay, whererifles clattered. “Y ou were just running down
squids and jarheadd!”

Ord paused, then nodded. “Fair point, gr. I’ d have thought the generd would understand the difference
between abit of fun and the absolute need for teamwork when the chips are down.”

Ord s sergeantly ideaof abit of fun evidently extended as far as knocking out some squid’ steeth in abar
fight. But | took hispoint.

“Learnfrom this, Sr. The next time you and Admiral Brace have to work together, lives may hanginthe
balance. Inter-service rivary should end after the Army-Navy game.”

“Understood, Sergeant Mgjor.” | said it solemnly. Infact, | believed it. But the truth was that once we
got home Brace would swirl away from my ground-bound future like a gum wrapper down aflushed
toilet. Ord had taught me a sound lesson, but an irrelevant one.

Other than that trial, the voyage home was what space travel redlly is: aboring, cramped prison sentence.
Except convicts don’t haveto inhae sour air that somebody elsejust exhaed.

Excalibur returned to her birthplace, orbit around the moon, 240 days later. She settled in like she had
never left. | expected that whatever changes Earth had undergone during thefive years | had been away
wouldn’'t faze me either, not after what | had been through.

| was aswrong as hogsin skirts.



TWELVE

TWO WEEKS AFTER EXCALIBUR RETURNED to lunar orbit, Howard and | stepped through
Excalibur’slock to board the V-Star Mimi Ozawawould pilot home. My troops had been first down,
then Third Divison, then Excalibur’ s nonessentia crew. Brace would be the last man off.

A red-haired Space Force enlisted man, using an old-fashioned bristle brush in the low-gravity, confined
atmosphere, painted clear gel aong the plagticine hatch sedl.

“Does Admiral Brace ever get tired of making you folkspaint?’ | asked him.

The EM grinned. “The admira isfond of hispaint, Sr. But thisisn't paint. It's preservative. Oncethis
V-Star clearsthislock, we mothball the whole ship. When we go dirtside, Excalibur’sgonna have just
enough power and brains|eft to park herself out herein lunar orbit.”

| shot Howard aglance.
He shrugged. “1t' s no secret. Y ou’ ve been busy with division mustering-out paperwork.”

Hewasright. A twenty-four-year-old could no more keep up with even askeleton divison’s paperwork
than ahamster could keep up with Yiddish. It was one more reason | looked forward to tagging dirt and
getting shed of command.

We sdestepped through the umbilical companionway and over the hatch lip into the troop bay of Mimi’s
V-Star.

Howard continued. “What did you expect them to do? It costs billions of dollars every month to keep a
ship like this operationd. Luna Base is getting mothballed, too.”

Thefact was | had not expected one way or the other. | heaved my duffel into an overhead cargo net
and shook my head. “What does it cost if the Slugs come back and we aren’t ready? How much isacity
full of peopleworth?’

“It’ s been dmost three years since we destroyed the Pseudocephal opod presence on Ganymede. We
have no evidence that anything' slurking out there to be ready for.” He flopped into his seet. “ Jason, you
have more to get ready for back on Earth than the remote possibility of the continued existence, much
lessthe hogtile return, of the Pseudocephaopod.”

Mimi did usaway from Excalibur with bow thrusters, then she flew onelunar orbit, lit the main engine,
and dingshot ustoward home.

Three days later we dropped through the stratosphere, crossed the Pacific Coast thirty miles above
Oregon, and burned east.

A V-Star isn't the unmaneuverable bullet that the old space shuttles had been, but it’ s no personal
stunter. Mimi bent aturn south so wide that we overflew Niagara Fdls, then arrowed toward
Washington, D.C.

The Excalibur Venture Starsthat had landed in the preceding days had dl landed at Canaverd, the only
extended runway specifically designed to receive them. Only Mimi Ozawawas pilot enough to be trusted
to land aV-Star on a conventional runway like the one at Reagan.

Mimi greased us down like Pooh Hart would have. | stared at the hull and wished for awindow. | was
home, but the only way | knew it was because my liver and al the rest of my guts pressed down on top



of one another with full Earth weight for thefirs timeinfiveyears.

The bulkhead viewscreen flicked to life and | pointed with aleaden finger. “Howard, it' s<till gray!” |
knew the planet hadn’t bounced back from the Projectile attacks but somehow | still expected green
grass and blue skies.

Mimi rolled usto a stop on the Reagan runway and the ramp dropped with a hydraulic whine. Home a
last, | unbuckled and jumped to my feet. Or tried to. My knees buckled. | sat back down and pressed
my palmsto my trembling thighs. “Crap!” | had worked out like afiend, twice every day of the Jovian
crossing, but till 1 could barely stand.

Howard just sat in his seat and grinned at me. “Wait for the medics.”

Minutes later two zoomie corpsmen gathered me up, one under each armpit like | was someone's
grandpa, and we trundled down the ramp.

| nearly drowned in thick air salted with smells| didn’t know I'd missed. Dust. Kerosene. Asphalt. For
me, that was like orchids. | wobbled along, grinning.

| half expected abrass band, or at least someone to shake my hand, but the medics just loaded Howard
and me and our duffels onto an Electruk no fancier than what you’ d seein any mal and we whirred off
across the tarmac to a hangar.

In the hangar sat ablue busfleet. Formed up in front of the buses, a ease with hands clasped at the small
of their backs, stood my seven hundred GEF survivors. We had left Ganymede adirty band of Lost
Boys, with me playing Peter Pan.

The seven hundred soldiers who gleamed before me stood as fully formed and disciplined as Roman
legionnaires.

We hadn’t worn battle-rattle aboard Excalibur, so the quartermasters and armorers had spent two
years repairing and reconditioning our Eternad armor.

A Gl in polished, crimson Eternads with visor retracted and decoration ribbons arrayed acrossthe
breastplate istruly aknight in shining armor. Seven hundred knights make a crusade.

Munchkin, being Mudim, dways hated that comparison, but there she was, on the left flank, the
second-smallest troop in ranks. The smallest troop, in crimson pgjamas and a cut-down breastplate, sat
in an Eternad-crimson Earth-bought stroller dongside her. | caught Munchkin’s eye, winked, and
grinned, then my grin faded.

Jude wasn't the only one seated. Slug weapons made mostly corpses, not wounded, but a dozen
whed chaired amputees sprinkled the ranks.

Earths de medtech would rebuild each man and woman among them with organic prosthetics, but for
now they were reminders that these shiny recruiting posters had been to hell.

So this was our welcome home. Onefinad formation, then dismissed. Heset rose in me from anger,
sorrow, relief, and dl the emotions that come with aparting. And a pang because | was here and
thousands as good and as brave as | was were not.

The Electruk did up behind Brumby, who, as division sergeant mgor, faced the troops, front and center.

| swung my legs over the’truk’ s Side to touch the hangar floor. One medic grabbed my arm and



whispered, “Sir, you shouldn’t—"
| shrugged off hishand and pointed a my divison. “ They' re sanding!”
“They're acclimated,” the medic hissed.

It was my last moment asagenerd, afarewell to comrades-in-arms. Acclimated, schmaclimated. |
choked back tears and thrust myself off the seat. My legs trembled. Not as bad as back aboard the
V-Star, though. | caught myself and hobbled forward.

Brumby sang, “Divison!”

The preparatory command echoed back through shrunken brigades, battalions, companies, and platoons
and bounced off the hangar walls.

“Atten-shun!” At the command of execution, the division sngpped to atention like Statuary.
We were young and we were best-to-crap but we were professionals.

Brumby faced about and saluted. “ Sir! The divisionisformed!”

| returned his salute, then leaned forward. “ A few words, then dismissed, hey, Brumby?’
Brumby’ sright eydid fluttered as he shook his head. “ Sir, the parade—"

“Huh?’ For an omniscient leader, | said that alot.

“Y ou got the Chipmemo, sir. It swhy you flew into D.C., instead of Canavera. The divison marches
from the Capitol, up Constitution Avenue to the Washington Monument. Y ou present them to the
President and the UN Secretary-Genera.”

A divison commander, even of ashrunken division, plows through four hundred Chipmemos each day. |
skimmed over too many of them. One morereason | wasn't Generd Staff materidl.

“Sowhat do | haveto do, Brumby?’

Hedid hiseyes|éeft, to awindowlessbus. “Y ou go in there, Sir, while the division mounts the buses and
headsinto D.C.” Helooked at the windowless bus like amallard looking down atwelve-gauge barrel.

How long had my soldiers been standing in armor? | sghed. “ Okay, Brumby. Dismiss’em, mount 'em
up. Get’ em off their feet.”

Amid the clatter of fourteen hundred armored legs, | shuffled to the bus, dragged myself inside, and
flopped on a purple crushed-velvet sofa.

Sofa? | looked around. The bus wastricked out like apop star’ stour vehicle, with abar, multiple holo
tanks, and bolted-down furniture that must have been bought at a turn-of-the-century pimp’sestate sale.
| would have thought that for a \Washington parade the vehicles would be brand new.

The buslurched forward and pulled up to the tail end of our bus convoy.

Space Force ratings wearing Signas collar brass swarmed me. By the time we crossed the Potomac into
the Didtrict of Columbial had been reshaved, stripped to my underwear, and refitted into my Eternad
armor, which had been patched, polished, and smelled like pineinside. It was mine, dright, down to the
pale blue Meda of Honor ribbon on the bresstplate.



A femdein awdl-cut black business suit bustled up, Chipboard in hand. Pencil-dim, Howard' sage, she
wore her black hair spiky. The effect was witch and broomstick wrapped up in one package. “ Genera
Wander? Ruth Tway.” She shook my hand while she reached across and straightened my ribbons.

Tway read her Chipboard screen. “I' m with the White House. Today, you ride and wave. No speeches.
Nointerviews.”

Each of the three holotanks across the bus aide from me played a different news net. Each anchorperson
stood with emptied Congtitution Avenue in their background, crowds lining the sidewalks.

“Fine by me, ma am. But we reinfantry. Why are we riding busesin this parade?’

Tway shook her head. * Just to the parade staging area. Y our troops march. Y ou sSit in an open limousine
and wave to adoring crowds.”

Our bus stopped on the Mall, near the Capitol. My troops were dready forming up. We would be led by
aband, Marine Corps by the look of it, and followed by Third Division and then Excalibur’s Space
Force swabbies. Behind the band parked an open Daimler limousine, with ared two-starred front plate.

| turned to Tway. “Y ou think I'm riding in that while my troopswak?’

She pressed her lipsinto athin line. “ Of course. It gets you up high. The holo crews are coordinated to
close up on you every two hundred yards.”

“No. I'll walk. Put a couple of the amputeesin thelimo.”
“It' sagloba hookup holocagt. It's more tightly choreographed than Worldbowl Haftime. The holos—"
“Holos are for heroes. The amputees are bigger heroesthan I ll ever be.”

Tway drummed afinger againgt her Chipboard. “ Genera, even if we could do it that way, you' re just off
the ship. It took most of your soldiers days before they could walk two hundred yards, much lessthis
parade route. What' sthe big deal ?’

| folded my arms. “My troopswalk. | wak. | command thisunit.”

She snapped an audiophone wafer off her belt and held it to her ear. “I’'m calling the chairman of the Joint
Chiefs. He commands you.”

| swallowed while she whispered adia code. Crap, crap, crap. | wore stars but | was a spec four at
heart. | had only had my boots on dirt for twenty minutes and | wasin trouble with authority just like |
was back in Basic.

At the parade’ s head, a holo-director type wearing neon-orange gloves glanced at his’ puter, spoke into
an audio wafer, then pointed an orange finger at the band. They struck up “ Stars and Stripes Forever”
and stepped off.

Tway turned and watched them. A gap grew between the band rear drummers’ rank and the still-empty
limo.

“Y ou'relosing your tight choreography, Ms. Tway.”

Ruth Tway apparently had the stroke to phone the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. But she was evidently
aso political enough to cut her [osses.

She shook her head and |et her breath hiss out between her teeth. Then she dropped her audiophone



hand to her side and pointed from the corpsmen behind the whee chairsto the limo. “Wander, were you
such abutt-pain when you were a spec four?’

| grinned. “Worse.”

One hundred yards|later | didn't feel clever. My butt wasn't the only pain. My thighs burned and
quivered, and my grin was pasted on. Tway may have been abitch, but on this point she was abitch who
wasright.

My pain went beyond my leg throbs. D.C. looked and sounded and smelt as hedlthy as cancer. The Sug
Blitz had missed Washington and so many other cities. Thefamiliar buildings till rose dl around me.
Crowds lined the street. But the sky was so gray, the air so chill, the facesin the shivering crowd so pae
that it scarcely mattered. Loss and effort had sucked mankind dry.

Stll, aswe marched, | heard cheers, both ahead of GEF and behind us.
The crowd would rev up asthe band at the parade’ s head marched by.

Then the limo bearing our wounded appeared and the cheers died as though a curtain had been dragged
across the crowds.

| think the civilians shock was as much from seeing how few of usremained as seeing the wounded.
There were high school marching bands nearly as big aswhat was|eft of GEF. We had marched past
before people even knew we were coming.

| locked eyes with an old man at the curb, a scarecrow wearing aVFW cap in the dun-camouflage
pattern that had been current during the Second Afghan Conflict. In the stiliness, he cupped ahand to his
lipsand caled, “Why you? Why me?’

| blinked. He had had alifetime to think about the question and he ill couldn’t answer it.

By the time my boots dragged across the Ellipse’ s brown grass, my grin stretched like a desth mask and
my waving arm had turned as wooden as agdley dave' soar. The reviewing stand, draped in UN-blue
bunting aswell asred, white, and blue, loomed ahead, backstopped by the Washington Monument’s
white obdisk. Atop the flagpoles that ringed the monument the flags of ahundred nations snapped in the
wind.

| teared up. Not with soldierly pride but because | knew | was going to haveto climb aflight of Sairsat
the stand’ s side to reach the Sec-Gen and the President.

When dl thetroops at last stood, leg-dead and shivering, on General Washington's dead grass, the band
struck up and played what seemed to be the extended, studio version of every march written since
World Wer I.

Thiswasasoldier’ sglory moment. Thefact that dl | wanted wasto sit down tells you how much soldiers
love parades.

Finally, sllence returned, except for achorus of arrhythmic clangs as those multinationd flags drummed
their hoist ropes againg their flagpoles.

President Lewis stood—he had sat and watched us dog—and advanced to the lectern in silver-haired
gory.

“Welcome home! Theworld salutesyou for ajob well done!”



The crowds behind us cheered, their voices snatched away on thewind. Lewis spoke for, by my ’puter,
ten minutes. Then he said, “ General Wander!”

By thetime | ssumbled up the Sairsto the lectern, the Sec-Gen, an African who looked like mahogany
wirein aSavile Row suit, had joined him.

How long we stood there and what was said | don't recall. | recall | wastired and in pain. I’ ve never
chipped out the holocast to listen to the speeches.

It must be dull footage. The war had ended amost three years ago. Made-for-holo moments of soldiers
reuniting with loved ones didn’t gpply for us survivors of the Ganymede Expeditionary Force, sncea
prerequisite to assgnment had been that we had lost our entire immediate familiesto the Sugs. A
ticker-tape parade would have left behind an expensive clean-up, o hothing to seethere.

Besides, whatever novelty GEF s return might have held for the holo audience had worn off as seven
hundred other troops had arrived before me over the last weeks, one transport at atime.

| can’t say | minded. | had leave accumulated and five years of back pay, most of it with combat and
flight supplements and much of it in officer grade. | just wanted this day to be over.

The Secretary-Generd looked up from his prompter—I was standing behind him, so | saw that clear
glassin front of him was covered in scrolling, blue text, the way data displays on the Battlefield
Awareness Monocle of an Eternad helmet. He folded his notes, and the band played “ Stars and Stripes
Forever,” which | guess was right snce we werein America, though soldiers from thirty-one nations
besidesthe U.S. had gone to and come back from Ganymede.

And that wasthat, | thought.

Fingers closed on my elbow. “Generd? A word?’ The President of the United States steered me
benegth the reviewing stand.

Fresh sawdust smell and light filtered through cotton-bunting walls stretched around atwo-by-four frame.
It was hardly the Ova Office. A Secret Service man stood at the door while another hovered, in earshot
but acting like hewasn't listening.

“Jason—may | cal you Jason?’ He was the most powerful man on Earth. He could call me whatever he
chose. Whatever else | may have thought of Lewis, the guy was disarming. He wore the whitest shirt |
had ever seen, histeeth matched it, and he showed them in that famous former senatorid grin.

“Jason, you performed awonderful service. You dl did.” Then hiseydlids sagged likeafunera
director’s. “I"d like to have aword with you about your new assignment.”

O boy. Here it came. Lewis was about to break the newsto me that | was being busted back from
generd to platoon leader.

If only heknew | didn’t mind. | lacked the life experience to thrust and parry with diplomats, staff
officers, and members of aHouse Appropriations Committee. Getting busted back to lieutenant was
goingto bearelief.

“Of course, ar.”

Wind snapped the bunting wall up and wedged it into the two-by-fours, letting the view in. The Secret
Service man interposed himself between us and the view and reached to tug the cloth barrier back down.



The President waved him away and pointed up the Mall, toward the Capitol dome. The Nationa Gallery
was somewhere off on our left, the Smithsonian museums on our right. The most powerful man on Earth
leaned close enough that | smelled peppermint on his breath. “ Jason, have you been to Washington
before?”

“Yes, gr.” Classtrip. On and off the bus. If it’s Tuesday, that must be the rocket-ship museum.
“The Madll. It' sthe essence of America, isn't it?’

“If you mean a place where the National Park Service sdlls overpriced hamburgers, | supposeso. I'd
have thought Arlington Cemetery, sir.” | winced. Four hours back from outer space and | was as
insubordinate as a high school dick again.

The President clapped me on the shoulder, threw his head back, and laughed, too sincerely to beredl.
“They said you' d have achip on your shoulder.” He Sghed.

| cocked my head. He might want to breek it to me gently, but how hard could it beto tell me | was
going to be an infantry platoon leader?

“Jason, do you know what it cost to send a member of the Ganymede Expeditionary Force into battle?’
“Onelife. That' sthe only number that matters.”

“Of course. Of course.” Helooked away and licked hislips. “1’m asking you to step back emotionaly,
see the cost of national defense, worldwide defense, objectively. Like the genera you are.”

“I’'mno generd.”

“Theworld thinks you are. It thinks you saved it. Y ou symbolize the shield the military provides. For all
Americans. For dl humanity.” He stretched asmile. “When you think of America, what do you think of 7’

| shrugged. Traffic jams? Infomercids?

“Prosperity!” The President punched air. “Not just for Americans. Americaisthe enginethat pullsthe
train of the world economy. Jason, the Slug War killed sixty million people. After subtracting defense
spending, the current, combined Gross National Products of the UN’s member nations today equas
China s, pre-war. It will take years before Americans can think about buying anew holoset, much less
about taking the kidsto Virtuworld. That’swhy Margaret Irons got chased out of the White House.”

| inclined my head. “Sir, what doesthis haveto do—7’

“Jason, we have to return the world economy to a peacetime footing. President Irons s deficits | eft
humanity with ablesk future”

“If she hadn’t spent that money, humanity wouldn’t have afuture.”

Lewis stopped and turned to me, hands on hips, eyes narrow as he let the mask dip. “Margaret Irons
was your commander-in-chief. Now | am. Do you have a problem with that, Generd ?”’

| siffened. Onething Sergeant Ord had drilled into my little traineg’ sbrain was that soldiersfollowed
ordersand that, ultimately, those orders came from civilians elected by acivilian mgjority. Take away that
discipline and Americawas abananarepublic. “No, sr.”

The President lit hisgrin again. “ Good! Stability. Reassurance. Team play. That’swhat we re going to
need.”



“Of course, Sr.”

Hejerked athumb toward the parade staging area. “ That business before the parade, putting the
casudtiesfront and center in the limousine? The event was carefully arranged to project a positive
message. Ruth Tway reports direct to me. She' sthe best in her business. Why she volunteered to take
you on | don’t know. But pay attention to her! We needed ayoung, hologenic leader in those shots.
Someone to demonstrate that the world was safe to shift to a peacetime economy. To encourage the
world to follow our lead on defense spending. What we got was a horrifying bunch of people showing off
stumps. We won't be seeing more of that counterproductive behavior from you, will we?’

| shrugged. “I’mjust glad to be home, sir.”

“Y ou dodge questionslike a palitician. That’ s encouraging.”
To the President, maybe.

THIRTEEN

AFTER THE PRESIDENT LEFT, Tway handed me my new ordersas| climbed into alimousine. Yes,
handed. The Army, being somewhere back from the cutting edge of innovation, till ddlivered personnel
orders on paper, likeit was 1995. | climbed the stepsinto the hospitd, turning the envelope in my hands,
inno hurry to openit. It was ademoation, certainly. Why elsewould Tway have held the news unlessiit
was bad?

| had been assgned a hospital room at Walter Reed, rooming with Howard Hibble while we both
underwent two days of welcome-home medical tests. | opened the door and found Howard sitting on his
bunk, hunched over afootball-sized mechanical cockroach.

The roach swiveed its head my way and bounced up and down on the blanket on six meta legs.
“Jeeb!” | said.
Howard looked up at me and smiled. “ Ordnance just got him cleaned.”

Like every other Tactical Observation Transport, this particular JSeries unit, unit E, Jeeb for short, was
factory-wired with plagtic explosive under his radar-absorbent skin. If captured, he would not only have
blown histop-secret carcassinto bb-shot, he would have taken some bad guys with him.

Therefore, al the way home from Ganymede, Jeeb had ridden in an ammunition bay, like the animated
hand grenade hewas. And | thought | had been lonely.

| sat next to him on the bunk and stroked his coat, radar-absorbent bristles like short-pile felt, while he
trained round eyes, aslarge and flat as Oreos, on me.

Itis, of course, absurd to pet arobot. But Jeeb was more than arobot. He was my robot. Maybe.
“Howard, did you sedl the ded?”’

Howard tossed his head in the direction of the desk. “Thetitle documents are on the table. Even as
scrap, he cost you three months' pay. Y ou redlize most people would think that’ s an absurdly high price
to pay for aworn-out bundle of nanochips.”

| picked up the old-fashioned papers. Certificate of Origind Commissioning. Finding of Battle Damage,
Equipment Obsolescence and Surplusage. Jeeb was battle-damaged and obsolete, dl right. The
explosion that had won the Battle of Ganymede had fried his circuits. Five yearsisforever in nanoputer



technology. Jeeb was decrepit. Next was a Certification of Vaue of Salvageable Components. Then a
Bill of Retrangfer from United Nations Joint Command. Finadly, aBill of Sde and Savage Titlefrom the
United States Department of the Army to Wander, Jason.

| swallowed. That was Jeeby' slife story, asfar asthe Army was concerned. Nowhere did the papers say
that Jeeb’ swrangler, the Gl who had been brain-linked to Jeeb by surgica implants, had been my
bunkmate until the day he died. Nowhere did the papers say that Ari Klein had asked me, ashisguts
leaked into the dust of Ganymede, to adopt the robot who was closer to Ari than an old K-9 Corps dog
to hishandler.

Howard handed me aflat padm-holo receiver. “It'snot like implants. Y ou and Jeeb will never be linked
like Ari and Jeeb were. This cube snot likeimplants. But when you switch it on, you'll see what Jeeb
sees, visible spectrum, infrared or ultraviolet, hear what Jeeb hears, audio or eectromagnetic, in your
earpiece. He |l trandate foreign languages, teach them to you while you deep. HE |l fly at near the speed
of sound or run asfast as acheetah, anywhere you tell himto. And he'll never gripe or betoo tired to do
anything you ask of him.”

“ And what does he want from me, Howard?”

Jeeb flexed histhree right-side legs and rolled onto his back. | scratched hisventra armor. Jeeb had a
way of cocking his head that mimicked what Ari used to do when he heard ajoke heliked.

Howard shrugged. “His creator, Lockheed, says he doesn't want anything. There are no nerve endingsin
that belly you' re scratching. He sjust amachine.”

“Y ou bdieve that, Howard?’

Ancther shrug. “ Even chondrichtyian fishes recognize individua humans and display affection behaviors.
He salot smarter than agting ray. There' s plenty of room in his thinking gpparatus to imprint human
behaviors and to remember. Oh, you also granted us rights to recover his survey datafrom his
Ganymede overflights”

It measured the Slug War’ sirrelevance to the post-war world that data gathered about another world
had been sold off as part of awar souvenir.

Jeeb, Howard, and | spent an hour that afternoon outdoors, playing fetch with atennisball. We might
have played longer, but brain-link, even the watered-down excuse for it that we shared, let Jeeb sense
where | was going to throw the ball. So the old pretend to throw and hide it behind my back didn’t
amuse dther of us.

Besides, being outdoors, even in Washington, hafway down the USA toward Florida, depressed me.
Earth would need a decade to recover from the near nuclear winter the Slugs had brought down on her.
Every day dawned gray and dry. Grasswasn't green and trees quivered leaflessin perpetud chill.
Temperate crops had relocated to the equator. That made for some strange holos of overdled
Nebraskans saddling up their combines on the Brazilian plains.

Jeeb had just dropped the tennis ball at my feet and tel escoped hiswings for the hundredth timewhen |
redlized that | hadn’t read my orders. But now, | had run out of other thingsto do.

| Sghed, tugged them from my pocket, and dit the envelope with afingernail. Howard moved downwind
and lit acigarette.

| had read half a page before | redized what | was reading. | blinked, then tiffened.



Howard picked up the tennis ball, looked away from me, and chucked it for Jeeb to chase. Howard
voluntarily doing anything athletic was as improbable as a tap-dancing trout.

| rolled the paper and waved it a him. “Y ou knew about this! But you didn’t tell me!”
He shrugged. “ That wouldn't have changed it.”
| crumpled the page and threw it a him. “You did know!”

Jeeb hovered, optic sensors swiveling between the tennis bal and the paper knuckle ball | bounced off
Howard's chest.

Howard watched my orders hit the dirt, then turned his palms up. “Don’t be such a pooby!”

| had been trying to teach Howard to swear for years. Drill sergeants spun in their graves, from Fort
Benning to Fort Carson. | ground my teeth. “A pooby?’

Heflapped ahand a me. “Don’'t worry. You'll loveit!”
FOURTEEN

AT SIX HUNDRED HOURS the next morning, during my post-ten-K-run shave, our infirmary-room
door flew open as afist rapped the doorjamb.

“Good morning!” Tway, the White House publicity woman, stalked in like adrill sergeant into a
barracks. She centered hersdf in the room and crossed her arms. “We relate”

| turned from the sink without shaving off my eyebrow, waved off the running water and stood barefoot
and bare-chested in fatigue trousers. “Late for what?’

Jeeb perched on the sink edge, clucking like an dectric chicken. Howard said it was just diagnostics. A
TOT, according to Lockheed, did not, could not, imprint its wrangler’ s persondity. But Ari had aways
fussed whenever | left whiskersin the sink. Not that Ari had always been critical. One night when we
were both tired and scared and lonely, he had told me that greatness was my destiny.

Tway stared at Jeeb. TOTswere so rare and so expensive that people did that. But TOTsdidn’'t look so
different from the swarms of dumber utility ’ bots that vacuumed everybody’ s carpets and pulled
everybody’ sweeds. And I’ d have expected somebody with Tway’ s chutzpah had seeniit al.

Howard sat up in bed and coughed a phlegmy barrage. It subsided and he swung hisfeet to the floor and
into dippers with duct-tape-wrapped toes. Y awning, he flapped plaid-pajamaed arms above the
nightstand until he found hisglasses. “Y ou the flack?’

“I’'m Ruth Tway. | report directly to the President of the United States. Y ou can call me Ms. Tway,
Magor Hibble”

Howard grunted, then creaked to hisfeet and shuffled to the latrine.
Fwop-fwop-fwop.

Howard' s rubber dipper soles flapped with each step. He had only duct-taped the toes. He closed the
door behind him, sparing Tway and me further sound effects.

Tway poked me above my trouser pocket with her Chipboard’ s corner, then frowned. “Love handles
gotta go. Holocam adds ten pounds aready. Heroes aren't fat.”



| straightened. Maybe | sucked in my gut alittle. What did she expect? 1’ d been cooped upina
spaceship or acave most of the last five years. “Heroes aren’t heroes because of how they look.”

She squinted at my chin while she tugged something from a pocket. “Manud shaving' simpractica on
tour. Y ou’ ve gotta be as shiny-cheeked at dinner as at breakfast. And”—she wiped afinger across my
chin and it came away red-streaked—"no nicks.” She dapped a pressurized plasti into my pam. “Dipil
cream. Lastslonger. All the holo sarsuseit.”

| shook my head. “1 look fine!”
Her lip curled. “Sure”
“My orders say I’'m assigned to the joint medialiaison command. Doesthat mean | report to you?’

She bent and rummaged on my wall locker’ sfloor and dug out my boots. “We Il put liftsin these. No
time to make you dim. But we can make you tal.”

“I thought we were going to explain post-war defense spending to the taxpayers.”
“Y egh. But you gottalook good doing it.”

The latrine door opened and Howard returned, hair combed, hands thrust into robe pockets. He held out
his hand to Ruth Tway, like an old flatscreen hero. “Hibble. Howard Hibble.”

Except James Bond never fwop-fwop’ ed when he walked.

Tway moved us out of the infirmary that afternoon, to astill-open hotel in Georgetown so fancy that a
maid turned down your bed each night. Breskfast the next day wasin the dining room, with tablecloths
and linen napkins, each thick enough to stop shrapnel.

“You'll do ahaf-dozen live spots each morning, moving east to west with the time change. Loca news
and morning shows,” Tway said.

| spread preserves, oozing hunks of fresh strawberry, on amuifin, still bakery-warm in my fingers. “How
can we be—"

Tway snatched my muffin and replaced it with abrown rectangle that felt like plywood. “ Protein bar.
You'll lose sx poundsthefirst week and you won't spill jelly on your uniform.”

| bit the bar, then spit it into my napkin. “1t tastes like dung.”

“I told you you' d lose weight.” She broke a piece off my muffin and popped it in her mouth. “The
morning gppearances are dl holo. You'll beinastudio, say in New Y ork. Theinterviewer stsin achair
in Detroit and it looks like you' re Stting in the chair dongside her. And to the homers, you' re both sitting
onther living-room rug.”

| stared a my vanishing breskfast. “Why are you doing thiswith us?’

“Because fresh-grown food istoo vauable to waste.”

“I mean this PR circus. We re cutting defense spending but I'm staying in this palace?’
“ Americawantsto give back.”

“Then give back my muffin.”



Tway frowned, then glanced at her *puter. “Eat your protein bar. We ve got thirty minutesto prep before
your firgt interview.”

Twenty-eight minutes later | douched in ablue Plastine chair, in ahotel conference room converted to a
holo studio. That meant an echoing, bare room, with daybrites on spider stands glaring into my eyes, a
refrigerator-sized holo generator to the left of the lamp bank and atripod-mount holocam. Black cables
pythoned between them. The holo operator and the show’ s director stood in the cable snakepit.

Tway stood behind me, pounding my shoulder blades as she puckered my uniform jacket’ s back with
duct tape. “Y our lapels gap.”

“If I turn around the tape will show.”

“Don’'t! WE'll have atailor here beforelunch. Infive. . . four...” Shebrushed aprotein-bar crumb off
my tie and backed out of camerarange.

Pop.

I’d never seen holo produced before. When the image flickers up, the generator makes a pop like
uncorked champagne. That’s why newbies like me look wide-eyed when the viewer first seesthem.

Theinterviewer sat in amaroon leather armchair, just like the one that now seemed to surround me. The
armson my rea chair were the same height, so my elbows didn’t disappear. Not only that, if | moved an
elbow, the generator inserted atiny, cloth-across-leather squeak in the delayed soundtrack.

The anchor was aready speaking to the holocam, her head turned away from me. “—news for the Sox,
Eddie. Next, we have someone truly special for Boston to meet. Generd Jason Wander, the hero of the
Battle of Ganymede.”

| leaned forward, nodding, like Tway had coached me, prepared and focused.

She turned to me, blond with jewel-blue eyes. Her pae pink lapesdidn’t gap. Imagining duct tape under
there evaporated my focus.

“It'san honor, Generd.”

“Uh.Yeah...

Next to the holocam, Tway pointed at a cue card, held by the show’ s headsetted director.
| read off the card, “ Tawny.”

Two minutes later, Tawny had expressed to me the sorrow, pride, and gratitude of the entire Greater
Boston viewing area. Then she vanished while emotiona file footage of returning troops entertained the
home audience.

Tway bent beside me and spoke in a strawberry-preserve-scented whisper. “Next segment coming up.
Thethreat isover. If there were Sugs | eft, my command would handle them just like it handled the last
bunch.”

Thelovely Tawny regppeared, wiping away atear, or stray mascara. “ Generd, isthis episode behind
LS?!

Tway’ swords spewed from me like a Pavliovian poodle.



Tawny nodded thoughtfully. “Then the Lewis budget makes sense?’
“Excuseme?’

“Dradtic defense cuts make sense?’

Alongside the holocam’ sred light, Tway nodded like an antique bobblehead doll.
| swallowed asnort. “If the Sugs are gone.”

Tawny’s smile fluttered, then dropped, like atable-bred turkey chucked from a plane. Behind her tinted,
lased lenses welled dark terror. “ They're not?’

“They are. | mean, asfar aswe know.”

Tway leaned toward the director and whispered. Tawny fingered her earpiece. We went to commercia
and she vanished.

Tway pounced. “What the hell wasthat?’ She glanced at the holo producer and twirled awrap-up
motion with one hand while she guided me out to the hall with the other.

Glancing up and down the empty corridor, she said, “ Jason—General Wander—you' re on holo to
soothe people, not scare the pee out of them!”

“l just sad ‘if.”

“Except for Mg or Hibble, you' re the biggest expert dlive on Sugs. The last five years were the most
horrific in human history and you just told people they might come back. Y ou have to watch what you
say. The public believes you when you belch.”

“They should bdlieve the truth! Even Howard thinks the Slugs may still be out there. Let him be your
spokes-person.”

“Y ou know Hibble. The public doesn’t want ahero with duct tape on his bedroom dippers. We may use
him for hard news. But nobody under eighty watches hard news. It went out with paper newspapers.”

It was an old expression, and since the war, an inaccurate one. Paper newspapers had come back after
thewar cut commercia holo transmissibility.

She crossed her arms and sighed. Y ou heeded more prep. | should have seen it coming. | thought the
Presdent told you in person that the world needed reconstruction, not panic.”

“Presdent Lewistold me America needed reassurance. I'm not so sure I’ m reassured, mysdlf. What are
we recongtructing?’

She sighed. “ Okay. Rule number one. If you don't want to see it on the Washington Post frontscreen,
don't say it.” Tway tugged her lip. “Y ou know, you' re not stupid.”

“Thank you very much.”
“The underlying problem isyou haven't seen the world you came back to. W€l educate you.”
“Will 1 like being educated?’

“You likethe protein bars, don’'t you?’



HFTEEN

TWAY SCRUBBED THE REST of the morning talk shows. Forty-five minutes|ater, an Air Force
executive jet rolled up to Tway and me on the tarmac at Reagan, shut down one engine while we
boarded, then swung back out and shot south toward Florida.

| stared down at dead ochre hills, my forehead on the jet window’ s cold, ancient plagtic.
Caterpillar-yellow specks of reconstruction equipment scurried like ants as we overflew the crater that
had been Richmond. A real genera knew how to dedl with the media. A redl general understood the
interface between his civilian superiors and the electorate. | hadn’t even lived long enough to vote for
President.

Tway, facing mein an oversized | eather recliner, leaned forward and pressed the steward call button on
her seet arm. Posh. The business of government was booming. In American-style democracy,
government feeds on misery. People who don’t need help don’t need government, or so they think.
Peoplein trouble do, or so they think.

Need acrater the size of Richmond cleared? Call Washington. Or, at least, call a consortium of
contractors hired by Washington. Want to invent cold-and-drought-resistant wheat? Apply for afederal
grant!

Even so, fud was scarce so Washington traffic during the ride in from Reagan had been sparce.
Bureaucrat pedestrians shuffled home from jobs where they dlocated scarcity, bundled in long coatsin
the dead of D.C. summer. Buildings hunkered in the chill, as gray asthe sky, unrelieved by agreen leef or
aydlow danddion. Depressing asthat ride had been, beyond the Beltway there was only the very
scarcity the D.C. bureaucrats were aloceating.

President Lewiswastrying to revive afla world. Maybe hiswork was noble.

But my heart thumped. After dl the death and destruction | had been through, what did he and the world
want from me now?

Tway cleared her throat. “We need to understand each other.”

“Wecan't. I'mno politician.”

“That' swhy we need to talk.”

“Wedready did.”

Theflight steward appeared and Tway held up two fingers. “At the least, Generd, | owe you adrink.”
My stomach growled. “ And asandwich?’

She shook her head. “ Protein bar.”

The steward walked aft to the galey.

“Ms. Tway, who areyou?’

She nodded. “Fair question. I’m media advisor to the National Security Council. For this assignment |
report directly to the President of the United States. | have amaster’ sin media science from Stanford. In
the last twelve years, I’ ve remade congressmen, colonels, and captains of industry and saved them from
PR disaster. Some of them sulked like thirteen-year-olds, too. I'll save you, anyway. Becauseit' sthe



right thing to do for the world.” She paused. “But you think I'm aduplicitous bitch.”

| shook my head. “Not duplicitous.”

Sheamiled. “Infantry isan unforgiving business, isn't it?’

| shrugged. “I can't say. It sthe only business | know.”

“Well, my business, even though | do it in marble conference rooms and cozy bars, isunforgiving, too.”
“Sure. Raping thetruth isafull-timejob.”

She sighed asthe steward pulled out aside table and set out martinis between us, frosted glasses and
little crystd pitchersof ginsetinindividua slver ice buckets.

Tway waved him off, reached across the table, and poured one pitcher into my glass, then filled her own
and raised it. “To thetruth, then. Long may it wave, Generd.”

| held my glass up, crystal sang as we touched rims and we s pped.
“Generads have responshilities. All | have are protein bars and starson my collar.”

“We know you'’ d be content as alieutenant, but the public wants you to be ageneral, so agenera you
stay. For the moment. Y ou're ahero. Y ou and the others like you saved the human race.” She uncurled
her index finger from the stem of her glassand pointed a me. “ That’ sthe God' struth.”

“And thisroad show isthe administration’ sway of thanking me?’

She stared at the ceiling and blinked. “Y our chip says you earned a correspondence master’ sin military
higory.”

| nodded.

“During what half century of peace did America spend the greatest percentage of its gross nationa
product on nationd defense?’

“I don’'t think anybody knew what GNP was until the 1940s. So I'd say thelast hdf of the 1900s.”

Tway nodded. “ Y ou are smart. In 1945, we won the most destructive war in history. But we were so
paranoid about making sure it never happened again, we squandered our capacity to rebuild a better
worldtofight a‘Cold War."”

“I don't buy that. They accomplished alot in those years.”

She steepled her fingers. “But what could they have accomplished? The western democracies hung
humanity from across of iron.”

| recognized the quote. Dwight Eisenhower, a Cold War President, said it in aspeech in 1953 about
ba ancing guns and buitter.

But | thought of Eisenhower asagenerd. Everything that |, asageneral, wasn't. Eisenhower
orchestrated the resources of pre-environmenta society to invade Europe. He juggled egos, obscure
today but monumental at the time, like de Gaulle and Montgomery. | don't think Ike ever fired ashot
himsdlf. Eisenhower and | had as much in common as a puppy had in common with Eingein.



Tway continued. “Jason, we stand today upon the threshold mankind stood upon in 1945. Defense
industries and those who serve them want to keep spending on space-capable ground forces. To protect
againgt athreat you and the GEF obliterated over two years ago. We don't need to invade Mars.”

How many times had | read that generals prepared to fight the last war? | couldn’t disagree with Tway.
Asapog-war infantryman, | dready felt like a 180-pound dinosaur. The monthly cost of maintaining one
space-capable infantryman would probably pay the prescription drug bill for sub-Saharan Africafor a
decade.

Tway swirled her martini. “ Sengible people want to redirect those defense resources to rebuild the world.
The stakes are more than important.”

“And alittle truth-stretching never hurt anybody?’

“Politicsare abitch, Jason. Y ou’ ve commanded in combat. How much did you have to stretch to win the
wa?’

“We won the battle. I'm not sure we won the war.”
“Even Hibble thinks we did. The Sugs have been absent without leave for dmost three years.”
“The absence of proof isn't proof of absence.”

“Jason, your caution is understandable. I’ m not asking you to dishonor the truth. I’ m asking you to honor
the data.” She tapped her finger on the table with each word, hard enough that her martini shimmered.
“There...is...no...evidence...tha...Sugs...dill...exis!”

| stared at her. Accepting the obvious has never been Infantry’ s strong suit. There' sareason the Army
mascot isamule,

Tway grunted. “ Okay. Assume, againg dl rational thought, that you' re right. We re maintaining
necessary defense assets.”

“What doesthat mean? Tell mein terms somebody from outsde the Beltway can understand.”

“I"'m doing better than telling you. I'm showing you. That' swhy we' re going to Canaverd. | oweyou
that.”

She drained her glass, st it on thetable, and stared into it, like she could find something in its emptiness.
Tway could be two people in one body. Hard asflint one minute, then sentiment fought itsway to the
surface.

A dlent hour later we landed at Canaverd. A limo hauled us from the plane to the headquarters building,
past gantries set with Interceptors, noses to the clouds. Tway pointed. “ Space Force remains generoudy
funded. We ve built anew generation of Interceptors. And they’ re on dert twenty-four/seven.”

The Interceptors weren't the ancient, airplane-on-fuel-tank space shuttles from the days of the Siug Blitz.
These were big, single-stage UN-taupe wedges. Venture Stars.

Tway said, “We ve got four times as many Interceptors operationa aswe had of the old, space
shuttle-based crates at the height of the Blitz. These are faster, more maneuverable, better armed, and
better coordinated. It' s an impenetrable defense.”

| sighed. “ So wasthe Maginot Line. The Germans bypassed it twice. Impenetrable. Sayswho?’



“Says COIC. Commanding Officer, Interceptor Command. He sretiring. We re ditting inon his
replacement’ sbriefing.”

Thelimo dropped us outside headquarters and Tway led me through security.

The Ops room stretched around usin asemicircle, ballroom-sized and ranked with data displays that
were state-of-the-art holotanks. | stopped counting personned bustling around when the number reached
fifty. Space Force had progressed. During the Blitz, they had dusted off cathode-ray-tube boxes and
flatscreens.

The COIC sat inaswivd chair on apodium in the semicircl€ s center. He was a gray-headed Air Force
major generd.

The gray-hair’ s replacement stood alongside him. Brace. | groaned to mysdlf.

“Welcome to United Nations Space Force Base Canaveral. Canaverd isthe consolidated Space
Defense and Research and Development Facility of UNSF.” The COIC grinned at Tway, me, and
Brace. Brace and | grinned at no one, least of all each other.

Tway turned to me. “ Counting civilian contractors plus military personnd contributed from forty member
nations, that’s eighty thousand solid jobs. Alwayswork in facts like that.”

With Projectile strikes on Miami and Tampa, Florida was one of the hardest-hit states. No wonder it
was getting military-spending dollars.

Wethree clattered after the outgoing COIC, up catwak stairs, outside onto the building roof. Sat breeze
off the Atlantic chilled us and the generd raised his voice to be heard. He swung hisarm at an arc of four
dozen gantries, haf with V-Stars poised, haf empty. “At any time, twenty-four V-Stars are on-dation in
orbit. We can put up another squadron within hours. We ve completed a runway long enough to recover
the newer V-Stars. Lop Nor will finish theirs next year. Scramjets aso operate from the Long Strip.
They don’t need it, but every pilot likes extra space.”

Brace asked, “ Y ou launch from Earth every time?’
| whistled. “That must cost The Brick!”
Tway and the COIC looked at me and frowned, for no apparent reason.

COIC paused, then continued. “ That’ s why we re minimizing recovery-runway spending.” He turned and
pointed to other, more distant gantries. “ That’ s the heavy-lift complex. Space Base One will be launched
to orbit from there, in sections. Interceptors should be operating from permanent orbit within ayear. Not
V-Stars but true space-capable fighters. The V-Star’ s a sound ship, but she' s a design that was
discarded four decades ago. We re dso putting up an unmanned tracker and hunter-killer satellite
umbrella, too. Those launch out of Vandenberg.”

It sounded impressive. And expensive. And ahell of aresponsible job for Brace. Me, my respongbility
wasto not spill jelly on my uniform.

| turned to Tway, asthe Atlantic breeze snapped at her coat, and said, “Why do you need meto shill for
this?’

Sheran ahand through her hair. “Expenditures for this project would fund a couple of brand-new cities,
domestically. So hdf of the country thinksit's a defense pork barrel.”



“Isit?”

Tway looked away and continued. “And the jobs and factories and this base arein the U.S. The rest of
theworld thinksthis project isjust Americarebuilding itsdf with the rest of the world' s money, whilethe
rest of theworld starves.”

“Isthat true?

Tway crossed her arms.

Brace asked the outgoing COIC, “ Research and Devel opment’ s based here, too?’
COIC nodded. “ Conventional and PTR.”

PTR was Pseudocephalopod Technology Recovery. | asked the old generd, “What about PCBR?” That
was Howard' s baby, Pseudocephal opod Cryptozoology and Behaviora Research.

COIC wrinkled hisnose and pointed at asmall building that seemed set apart, out on the horizon. “The
Spook Houseisover there.”

| smiled. The military recognized that Howard Hibbl€e sintuitive geniuswas critica to its success. | dways
believed that if we dissected Howard' sbrain, we' d find the definitive history of the galaxy aready written
in there somewhere. The military aso recognized that professorid Howard' s wrinkled uniforms and
freak-show sidekicks—yourstruly excluded—didn't fit its paradigm.

So Howard and his merry band of loons functioned in apardld military universe. The generals and
politicians set him off to the Sde, disconnected hisleash, and let him run. Then they dlowed themsdvesto
be pleasantly surprised at the bones he brought back.

The Department of Defense had finally set, in isolated bricks and mortar, the unspoken organi zationa
chart that Howard bardly fit into.

Tway spent the rest of the afternoon with Brace, presumably educating him on the fine points of media
relations.

| hitched aride to the Spook House. The building was two storiestal and brand-new. Hacking up green
wormswas Howard' sidea of an dl-day frolic, so | expected to find him there. | didn’t expect to find
Munchkin and Jude.

SIXTEEN

HOWARD HAD TOURED ME THROUGH LABS, callection rooms where catalogued Projectile
fragments were stored, and data-processing facilities. | didn’t expect our last stop to be aplayroom. The
place was classroom-size, the walls painted with pandas and smiling purplelizards. In the room’s center,
Jude caught bean bags, chucked underhand by alab-coated woman in aclown wig, which was actudly
her hair, while alab-coated guy who wore a separate goatee on each cheek holo-cammed each toss.

Munchkin sat in aroom corner in civvies, arms crossed.
| tiptoed dongside her. “Home movies?’

She spun her head toward me. “ Jason!” She smiled, then jerked her head at Jude. “Howard wantsto
messure hisreaction times. The Army gave me dternatives. Bring Jude down here or they would.”

| raised my eyebrows. “Howard strong-armed you?’



She shook her head. “Howard wouldn’t strong-arm a goldfish. It was Space Force. Anyway, it swarm
down here.” She hugged hersdf. “Wdll, not like home.”

Even Munchkin’s home, Egypt, wasn’'t warm since thewar. | pointed at the catch game. “What' re they
trying to prove?’

She glowered. “That he' s different because he wasn't born here.”
Howard stepped alongside us. “Y ou make it sound like Apartheid.”

“Itis” Munchkin pouted. If Munchkin ever got U.S. citizenship, which her son had because hisfather
was born here, | doubted she would register Republican.

| changed the subject. “Howard, when do you want to download Jeeb’ s data?’

He shrugged. “Y ou brought him to Florida? Well, bring him by when it’s convenient.”

| turned to Munchkin. “ See? I’ m | etting them examine my baby with no fuss”

Sherolled her eyes and muttered in Arabic.

| asked Howard, “ Speaking of examining strange machinery. Where' s The Football from Ganymede?’

He said, “ Space Force R and D till hasit.” He frowned. “ They’ ve been studying it like they were going
to cut the Hope Diamond. They gtart intrusivetesting in aweek.” He circled hisfinger a us. “We'redl
invited. Ceremony to demonstrate spin-off technology gainsfrom thewar.”

| snorted. “ Space Force will be lucky if they don’t blow themsalvesinto rutabagas.” 1n the Projectile
days, Howard adways used to complain that the biggest fragments he recovered for study were the sze of
rutabagas. Whatever they were.

Munchkin thrust Jude at me. “Here. Y our robot doesn’'t need changing. Y our godson does.”

| never made that comparison again.

Howard took us dl to dinner and spent most of the night watching Jude edt.

My eyeswere gritty from along day when | drifted, one, through the lobby of the Ritz-Orlando.
The night concierge called across lavender carpet, “ Generd Wander? Holo!”

He pointed across the silent room at aholo booth with alight flashing above the door.

| cocked my head a him and called back, “Who isit, Rudy? Holo calls cost The Brick.”

He motioned me over, then leaned across his curlicue-legged desk. “ General, nobody uses that
expression in polite society anymore. Today, it refersto”—he dropped his voice—* congtipation.”

Every day | learned again that five yearsin space and training had left me out-of-touch.
| nodded.

He nodded back, toward the booth. “Sir, the gentleman has been aguest here. You'll recognize him.”
Ritz guests paid for privacy and discretion and got it.

The man in the booth wore a flowered shirt, untucked over shorts, and sandas. He held astemmed glass



in one hand and | recognized him from someplace, too.
“Jason?’ He smiled through a salt-and-pepper full beard that covered afleshy face. “ Aaron Grodt.”

Ah! | nodded. It might seem strange that anybody wouldn't recognize Aaron Grodt, but | hadn’t seen the
Oscarsfor sx years. Also, he had grown abeard since | had met him. “How’ s the producing business
been, Sr?’

He shrugged. Blueliquid dopped over thelip of hisglass. | wondered whether it wasredly blue. The
booth was s0 old that Grodt was fuzzy around the edges. “Would have been better if you had taken that
job | offered you.”

Inthewar’ s early days, Grodt had offered to weasel me out of the Army. | would have been a consultant
for the military-story holos he planned to make. Redly, | would have been a glorified Holo-wood go-fer,

| suppose. Somebody else would have gone to Ganymede. | doubted that would have changed history. |

was an accidental hero.

“Wadll, you look simplement fabuloso!”
After two yearsin space | looked as flabby and pasty as unbaked bread.

Grodt was sixty pounds overweight with an artificid tan and teeth. Greased hair curled fashionably over
hiscollar. “Thank you, Sir. You, too.” | had learned during our one prior meeting that, in Holo-wood,
everyone and everything was simplement fabul oso.

“I'm having afew friends over to my little place in Orlando tomorrow night. Would you join us?’

My last vigt to Grodt’ slittle place, dl twenty thousand gilded square feet of it, nearly got melaid. “ That
would be grest, Sr.”

Hegrinned. “I'll send acar.”

Hedidn't know that my last visit ended with me hungover, hauled off by MPs, shot to the moonin an
antique rocket, and attacked by mongters. “| hopeit'sasgreat aslast time, Sir.”

The Daimler limo that purred up under the Ritz portico the following twilight was polished to its last
sguare inch, but ten years old. The black-suited driver scurried around to open the rear passenger door
for me. “Been away long, Sr?’

| nodded while | eyed my uniformed reflection in a Plasted fender. “Long enough to save the price of a
Damler. Could we detour by adedership on the way to Mr. Grodt’ s?’

I’d never owned acar. Mom had driven afamily Electrawith synwood sides. In the passenger sedt, |
used to bend down and tie my shoes when we drove past anyone | knew.

Hewrinkled his brow.

“I didn’t mean stop. Just, you know, drive by the new oneson thelot.”
He grinned and nodded. “Good one, Sir.”

He held the door for meand | ducked in. “If it won't make uslate.”

He peered in as| settled into worn suede upholstery. “ Y ou redlly have been away along time, Sir.”



“Huh?’

“There hasn't been Plasted for new carsinfive years. War Procurement Act. Even Mr. Grodt couldn’t
buy anew Daimler, today.”

The Daimler hushed away from the curb as | watched my openmouthed reflection in the partition
rearview. Hope had been amilelong. Excalibur the same. The transport fleets and support infrastructure
to build them in lunar orbit and launch them, with their cargo of high-priced mudfoots like me, to Jupiter's
orbit on a panic schedule must have drained the world economy. Especidly since the Sugs had
permanently reduced the workforce by tens of millions.

A chilled Dom Perignon bottle sweated in the console ice bucket at my elbow. Not everybody seemed
to have been drained. My first red look at post-Slug War America came through a pre-war limousine
window, needlesdy tinted today. What | noticed was what was missng more than what had changed.
Few cars roamed the streets and fewer pedestrians. Straw-drab trees and lawns bored the eye. War had
sucked the life from Americaand, | supposed, everywhere else on Earth. Y et here | wasin alimo bound
for abomber, or whatever the current dang was these daysfor arippin’ big party.

A hdf hour later, my remorse at disproportionate sacrifice had dissolved in ahaf bottle of champagne
doshing in an empty ssomach. At the gatein thewall that isolated Grodt’ s mansion, a tuxedoed guard
waved the Daimler through. His green laserflash spun bored corkscrews in perpetud twilight. | waved
back, invisble to him behind dark glass. My ticker-tape parade for saving the human race.

At first, Grodt' s driveway curved through brown lawns and dormant pam groves. But when we crossed
aringing perimeter of guest bungalows and headed up to the main house, the lawnsrolled by the acre,
green and jeweled with sprinkler spray, beneath sun lamps hidden in overarching pam fronds. Grodt's
monthly energy EFT had to cost enough to heat Toledo for aweek.

At the mansion entrance, a valet opened my passenger door and | stepped out into seventy-degrees
Fahrenheit, squinting againgt phony sunshine. The valet flicked me acivilian excuse for asaute, and |
returned it, grinning.

The main entry hall seemed smdler than my last visit, maybe because the walls were darker. | touched
one. It had been repapered in emerald silk. The foyer remained big enough to host basketball playoffs.

Tanned, tuxedoed, gowned, and beautiful, Grodt’ s guests clattered across marbletile and swirled up the
curve of the grand staircase. Scents of perfume and passed hors d' ceuvresfilled the air dong with live
musc.

Evidently, Plasted was't the only materia rationed by the War Procurement Act. Unlike the dresses|
had |eft behind five years ago, the average fema e hem hovered two inches below paradise. Higtorically,
hemlines rose during wartime. Materid conservation, the chips said. But the Slug War had shrunk skirts
to an endangered species. One more year of war and dresses would have gone the way of thetrilobite.
Perhaps war was't completely hell.

| hadn’t seen an available woman out of uniformin five years. Acrossthe room, a stunning brunette
tugged her tiny skirt down as she prepared to settle onto alow sofa, afutile wave at modesty. | held my
breath. In moments, | would learn whether fashion had aso changed in women' s underwear.

A hand clapped my shoulder. “ Jason!”

| exhaled and tore my eyes away from the tableau about to unfold on the sofa. “Mr. Grodt.”



He spun me toward him and clapped his other hand on my other shoulder, holding me a arm’slength.
“Jason!”

“Mr. Grodt.”
Thishad dl the earmarks of aboring conversation.

His grin melted and he brushed a curl off one ear. “My boy, | prayed to God each day for your safe
return.”

A femae server dithered up to usin the uniform of the day, four-inch heels and chrome-studded lesther
strapsthat covered only erectile tissue. She offered Prozac wafers and pills| didn’t recognize, mounded
onaslver tray. | smiled and shook my head. Grodt dismissed her with apat on her bare bottom.

| watched her dink into the crowd. Maybe she helped Grodt with hisdaily prayers.
“Wasit terrible, Jason?” Grodt asked.
It was worse than that.

| Sghed. How could | explain to someone like Grodt? Someone had written about it. I solation.
Self-doubt. Boredom punctuated by terror. The random chaos of battle. The bond between people who
have no more in common than absolute responsbility for one another’ slives. | opened my mouith,
“Wdl—"

He pressed the back of his hand to hisforehead. “My God, say no more. | canimagine.” Staring over my
shoulder, heraised his glass to someone.

“Jason, we need to talk.” He wrapped his arm around my neck and steered me through the crowd.

My heart sank. The brunette had folded herself demurely into sofa cushions and smiled up at some bad
civilian in araspberry-colored jumpsuit.

Grodt led me down a carpeted hallway that stretched so far that the band and crowd dwindled to a
murmur. He stopped and pushed open twelve-foot-high double doors, grinning. “My library.”

Hislibrary actudly contained one shelf of paper books, sedled under glass. All the remaining wal space,
except for French doorsthat led to outdoor gardens, was hung with flat film posters, aso behind glass,
and theater-front holos of Grodt features.

Grodt Internationa had made its share of tripe, period-piece muscals featuring womenin
turn-of-the-century thong swimsuits and men with tattoos. But Grodt Internationa had aso remade some
highbrow stuff, Grgphnov classcslike Crusades of the LaserLeague.

Stepping to a sideboard, he poured an inch of amber liquid each into cut-crystl sniftersashbig as
pinegpples. He handed me one, then raised hisin atoast. “To your return. Hell, to your future!”

| raised my snifter to my nose. Even afew daysin hotel bars with Tway picking up the tab had educated
me. It was cognac strong enough to clear my sinuses. “ Sir?’

He motioned meto St in one of apair of wing chairs, then sat in the other. *Y our story needsto betold.”
Exactly what | had tried to do when he had cut me off afew minutes ago.

He crossed hislegs. “ An autobiography, then aholo based on it. Ten-thousand-theater multinational



release”
| frowned. “1’m no author.” | leaned forward. “But | kept adiary! If youwant to read it.”

Heraised hispam. “Read it?” Hefluttered hishand. “No, no. We hired afredancer. He saready
writing your autobiography chip. Then my team adaptsit to aholoplay.”

“But how do you know—7?"’

Hewaved me off, then held his hands at army’ slength and made a frame with thumbs and forefingers. He
squinted through it and said, “ Y our face isgoing to be too familiar to the public. So we can't get away
with having you played by ahunk.”

“Thanksalot, Mr. Grodt.”
The table phone glowed and he waved it on and whispered into it.

| looked out the window at a gardener. The man frowned as he trimmed Grodt’ s roses with alaser
wand. | shook my head. Nine thousand soldiers forever on Ganymede would have smilingly traded
places with that gardener. “1t seemstoo soon for aholo.”

“You'll make afortune”

| already had enough to buy acar, if they ever started making them again. Bachelor officers quarters
cost lessthan fertilizer for Grodt’ sroses. “1 don’t need afortune. And | don’t want to make one off my
dead buddies.”

Grodt sghed. “1 expected something likethis. You'll get over it. I’ Il keep the offer open. Until | find a
more commercid project. Don't agonize too long.”

| returned to Grodt’s party and ate everything that didn’t taste like a Tway protein bar. | washed it al
down with beaucoup cognac. | didn't find awoman to, uh, liaisewith. Much later | learned that the only
person | had screwed that night was me.

The morning after my last Grodt party, | got rocketed into space and landed on the moon.

Thistime, the morning after was camer. | just got shot into the stratosphere at seven thousand miles per
hour and landed in the Sahara Desert.

SEVENTEEN

MY RITZ SUITE WASBIG ENOUGH for me, my hangover, and Jeeb. Most important, it had an
old-fashioned security chain on the door, so Tway couldn’t bargein. But she could call, and then badger
the hotd to activate the room phone' s emergency shriek when | ignored normd ringing.

On dhriek twelve, | unwrapped the pillow from around my ears, waved the phone on, audio only, and
croaked, “Genera Wander.”

“Areyou packed?’ Tway.
“Huh?’
“Weleavethislobby for the Long Strip at Canaverd in twenty minutes.”

“I thought the Long Strip was just for Interceptor landings. And internationa Scramjets.”



The phone hissed.

One thing Ord and the Army had taught me was to never go to deep unpacked, drunk or sober. |
shaved, showered, and did into alimo aongside Tway with two minutesto spare, bent under my
overstuffed duffel, and athrobbing head just as swollen.

Werolled out into the smattering of carsthat congtituted post-war traffic and Tway turned to me. “You
were a Aaron Grodt's.”

My paleface and red eyes stared back at me as| gazed out the tinted window. “It shows, huh?’
“We just tracked your dogtag. | see you got zogged. Did you get laid?’

| shook my head. Slowly. “If it'syour business, no. Just propositioned by afat man.”

She nodded. “Book ded?’

“How did you know? Chipbugging'sillegd, even on military personnd.”

“Curb your paranoia. Grodt called us and cleared an autobiography proposa before he talked to you.
It's good exposure and you get to keep the money.”

“I turned him down.”
Tway rolled her eyes. “Okay, givethe money away. Altruism sdlls”

“It' still exploiting dead soldiers. No.” | faced the window, watching the’ burbsroll silently by until we
cleared Canaverd’ s gate.

Then my jaw dropped. We rolled up alongside whedled stairs that climbed to the door of an unmarked
passenger Supersonic Combustion Ramjet liner. Shaped like a surfboard with tail fins, it had mammoth
air intakes that gaped at me.

Scram travel cost The Brick. It made sense only for over-water flights where the passengers thought they
needed to get to another continent faster than they got to the airport. But my traveling companions,
waiting on the tarmac, were abigger surprise.

Jude clapped when he saw me climb out of thelimo. “Dason!”
Munchkin smiled and hugged me. “ Are you reedy?’

My intestines gurgled. Everything | had overeaten last night picked this moment to make abreak for it.
“Huh?’

“Jude’ sgoing home! My home, anyway!”
| struggled up the stairs to the Scram. “Egypt?’
“Jude shdf Egyptian!”

“Sure.” | clenched my teeth and climbed aboard. To reach the Scramjet’ s bathroom, | would have
agreed Jude was haf Martian.

Ten minuteslater, | sank, relieved, into awindow seat longside squirming Jude, with Munchkin and
Tway acrosstheade.



Few people besides diplomats, tycoons, and hopstars have been inside a Scram. The cabin ceiling’'s o
low aguy like me hasto bend alittle. The seats are butter-soft |eather, deep-padded, but narrower than
coach-class airliner seats. They don't need to be big, because a Scram can reach any place on Earth in
under two hours. They do need to be well padded because those short flight times mean heavy takeoff
Geesto reach seven thousand miles per hour. And the seat-belt system includes padded shoulder straps,
because deceleration is multi-Gee, too.

| looked around. We had the Scram cabin to oursalves. A steward offered pre-takeoff coffee. And,
better, Tylenol powder pax.

The plane shook as the takeoff engineslit. | winced at the roar that pounded my pounding head.
Munchkin frowned. “Y ou won't barf on us?’
| shook my head. “Nothing to barf. Why Egypt?’

Tway said, “ Cairo wasthe cultural capita of the Pan-1damic world. What' sleft of it fill is. We persuade
Egypt about our plans, we persuade the Third World.”

Munchkin's Class-A tunic buttoned at the throat, anyway. But she wore uniform trousers, not askirt, and
her beret covered her hair.

| said to Munchkin while| pointed a Tway, “ She' s been hel ping with your image?’

“Lieutenant Munshara-M etzger doesn’t need my help.” Tway leaned across and brushed spilled Tylenol
powder off my lapel.

Lieutenant? | squinted at Munchkin’s collar. The change would have been obvious but for my hangover.
“Y ou got your lieutenant’ s bar back!”

Munchkin had been acommissioned officer in the Egyptian Army. All of us volunteers had given up rank
and accepted redesignation as a condition of Ganymede Expeditionary Force assignment.

Munchkin pushed her collar brass out with her thumb and smiled.
Tway sad, “Democratized or not, Egypt istill Mudim.”
At least Tway wasn't making Munchkin wear asack with eyeholes.

Tway said, “ She needsto be nearly equal. But if she outranks her male counterpart, we kiss off the
fundamentalist demographic.”

| looked at Tway while she arranged ablack scarf over her own hair. “Why don’t you do the talking?
You excd at that.”

Tway wrinkled her nose. “The Mudim world' s <till not ready to hear from anice Jewish girl.”

| raised my eyebrows. It never occurred to me that dark-eyed Ruth Tway was Jewish. I’ d bunked with
Ari Klein for two years and never cared about his Jewishness, either. One morereason | didn’t belong in

politics
| was getting to keep my starsfor PR, not because | was making amilitary difference. | was supporting
another Tway political ploy so Machiavelianthat | didn’t even know what it was. However, the fact that

| still outranked my shrimpy, defacto little Sster soothed me. Maybe there salittle Mudim
fundamentdist in most guys.



The intercom sang. “ Steward, please prepare the cabin for takeoff.”

Engine vibration and roar shook the cabin. Jude looked up at me, wide-eyed, lip quivering.
| smiled down at him. “It' sdright.”

Jude frowned.

| stroked hishair. “We'red| safe”

He smiled back, then we lurched into takeoff roll.

| turned to the window and watched central Florida blur. Beside me, Jude imitated engineroar, his
cheeks puffed, as| hugged him againgt me. If | told someone we were safe, that someone believed me.
That wasagood thing. Wasn't it?

Accderation pushed me back into the seat cushions and Jude gripped my arm as the rocket disposables
beneath the Scram’ s fuselage pushed us higher, and farther out over the Atlantic.

The rocket bottles accelerated the Scram toward supersonic flight, where speed would ram enough air
into the now-lifdless main enginesto light them up.

The Scram jumped, like abus hitting a speed bump. Jude squeezed my arm harder.

The pilot’ s voice crackled from the calling. “ That jolt was us dropping our rocket bottles. You'll fedl
another in aminute, when we climb up on the air wave we re piling in front of us. Once we're surfing the
wave you' |l be free to move about the cabin. Speaking of surf, we are now two hundred nautical miles
eadt of the Florida coastal surfline”

| glanced a my ’ puter and whistled. We had only been up a couple minutes. And we weren't near
cruisng speed yet.

| rolled my head, now heavy from accel eration as well asfrom prior debauchery, toward the window.
Below us, through the lingering haze of atmospheric Slug impact dust, the horizon curved in the distance
and the sky wasindigo. | wasn't back in space, but | was close.

The steward made aquick passwith a snack tray. Tway wagged her finger and held out a protein bar.
She needn’t have bothered. Between the bumpy ride, the Gees, and last night’ s excess, | planned not to
egt. Ever again.

Just after the steward retrieved Jude s fruit wrapper, decel eration pressed me forward againgt my
shoulder harness. By the time my Tylenol kicked in, the Sahara spread beneath uslike a dune-wrinkled
Persian carpet, but monochromatically ochre,

Munchkin leaned across and pointed to a distant silver ribbon that snaked acrossthe lifeless sand carpet.
“TheNile. For five thousand years, everybody lived dong the Nile”

And that had been the death of them.

| had done my reading. The Nile floodplain was desert that bloomed each spring when theriver faithfully
overflowed. For millennia, the Nile nurtured agrarian millionswho lived dong itslow banks and
welcomed fertility brought by the encroaching waters.

No one knew how many the Cairo Projectile vaporized in theimpact instant. Cairo’ s census had been
acknowledged to undergtate the population by millions for, an Egyptian proverb said, aslong asthe Nile



had flowed. People with afive-thousand-year history seemed to like time-related proverbs.

But the Nile, giver of life, ran through Cairo’s heart. Theimpact crater’ s south wall dammed theriver,
aready in annua flood upstream, ingtantly at two A.M. For thefirst time since before the Pharaohs, the
Nile did not flow. The government and mediain Cairo, which might have spread warnings, vanished inan
eyeblink.

So, upstream, flooding claimed millions more lives. Children died disproportionately, their smaller,
deeping bodies svept awvay.

| hugged Jude closer.

We |landed at the strip outside the suburban sprawl that now was Cairo. | had to carry Jude down the
departure stairs. Munchkin’ stears flowed. Jude s maternal grandparents and his six aunts had
disappeared in the heartbeat of impact.

The strip had been bulldozed across desert, and | squinted against sand on the wind.

Ahead of me, Tway hung her hands on her hips and whistled.

My jaw dropped. To our front, the Pyramidsrose.

Munchkin stood beside me and wiped her eyes. “Visitors don’t expect them to be so closeto Cairo.”
To what had been Cairo. Y et here they stood, and so did we, till and silent.

“Egyptians say, ‘ All theworld fearstime, but time fearsthe Pyramids.” Welcometo Egypt! | anHgi.”
Our tour guide, amustached Egyptian whose smile showed off agold incisor, motioned usto our tour
vehicle, aUN-blue, diesd-powered relic he caled aHumvee. Only afew ancient people have ever
driven adiesd-powered vehicle. My head snapped back as the Humvee lurched away, then forward as
he jerked the automatic transmission. Hgji was plainly not among the ancient few.

The time the Pyramids themsalves should fear istime spent riding in aHumvee. Humveesride like ox
carts. | know that because Hgji stuck our Hummer in amud pit and we finished our tour riding in an ox
cart. Tway’ stour did teach me that most of therest of the world lacked the tech to build spaceships.

Our first stop was the impact crater’ swest rim. Munchkin kept Jude in the Humvee. Somewherein that
vast hole rested the remains of the family Jude would never know.

| stared three miles across, to the opposite rim, ashallow Grand Canyon. Like the Grand Canyon, ariver
ran through it.

Haji pointed at the wide Nile, and at the smaller crater that overlapped the impact crater’ s south side.
“Thanks be to God, United States reopened the Nile, or many more would have died in the floods.”

A U.S. nuclear missile had broken open the crater-rim dam and released the Nile to flow north to the
Mediterranean. But there had likely been innocent Egyptians dive at ground zero when President Irons
ordered the button pushed. Who could say that Margaret Irons had not killed Munchkin’ s family? But
who could say that Irons s decision to save millions of Egyptians by nuking Cairo waswrong? The word
was that Margaret Irons got forced to resign. But with ajob like that, maybe shejust quit. A lump grew
in my throat. Command was a bitch. The stars on my shoulders weighed tons. | wanted to be agrunt

agan.
Tway shook her head. “Forty years ago, no onewould have believed that Mudimswould thank the U.S.



for nuking thelargest city inIdam.”

We spent an hour lobbying the mayor of New Cairo, in a Quonset-hut city hall. He greeted me Arab
style, with akiss on each cheek. He dso seemed to me to be hitting on Munchkin, whether she was
bundled up or not. The whole thing conjured visions of quasi-incestuous ménage atroisthat | didn’t need
with aqueasy ssomach. Then the Egyptian foreign minister showed us around the Pyramidswhile
Munchkin chatted him upin Arabic.

Tway was smiling. We were winning over Mudim demographic groupslike Grant took Richmond.

Later, Hgji buried our Humvee axle-deep at amuddy clean-up and reconstruction sitein the Nile
floodplain, south of Cairo. | rolled up my trouser legs and climbed out, barefoot, in my American
uniform, to see whether apush would free us. A turbaned man, ankle-deep in muck and digging with a
wood-handled adze, looked up. He scooped mud with the adze blade, then flung it a me. Evidently, not
al Mudimsthanked us.

| asked Tway, as sheleaned out the Humvee swindow, “What demographicis he?’
“Get used to it. Politicsis no popularity contest.”

“I thought that’ s exactly what it was.”

She sghed. “Wander, what made you o difficult?’

| tore one foot free from the mud with asucking pop. “Difficulty.”

We outran the sun back to North America, but the Scram was returning us to Washington, not
Canaverd. While Munchkin and Jude dozed, | asked Tway, “Doesn't it strike you asridiculousthat Blitz
survivorsin Egypt are rebuilding with ox cartswhile we' re hunting publicity in a Scramjet with afud bill
that would feed them dl for ayear?’

Tway smiled. “ See? Y ou' re beginning to understand why the world can't afford soldiers as expensive as
you are. But no, | don’t think the Scram is extravagant. Or, at least, it's anecessary extravagance. Y ou
and Lieutenant Munshara-Metzger have another gppearance in Washington in the morning. Only a Scram
could get you to Egypt and back inaday.”

In the limo to our hotel, Munchkin bounced Jude on one knee and asked me, “What do you think?’

“I think theworld' sin thetoilet. | think we need to spend every penny on reconstruction. | aso think we
need to spend every penny on defense. | think paliticsis an impossible balancing act and | hateit. | think
thisjob fits melike bicycle shortsfit hippos.”

She sghed. “Maybe the thing tomorrow will change your mind.”
“Whet thing?’
EIGHTEEN

THE NEXT MORNING Tway stood on the gravel path that split the Capitol Mal in front of the
Smithsonian’s Air and Space Museum while she read from a Chipboard. She shouted at me, “Well, not
even you can screw up today!” An early-morning jogger stream parted and flowed, panting, around us.

Tway had to shout because, behind us, hydraulics whined as winches mounted on two diesd trailersbig
enough to move housesinched Mimi Ozawa s V-Star, floodlit in dawn haf-flight, onto the Mall’ s dead



grass. Alongside the V-Star rose a bunting-draped stage, UN blue and American-flag-striped, ringed by
spindly temporary bleachers.

Tway adjusted her glasses and pointed at the stage. “ Y ou St up there with the other veterans. The
assistant to the Secretary-Genera hands over thetitle papersto the director of the Smithsonian—"

“She' sadready an American ship!”

“Technically, she' sUN Space Force property. Look, it's a chance for the world to thank America. Most
of the Ganymede Expeditionary Force were American. It'safriggin’ symbol. Likeyou.”

A friggin’ symbol. The V-Star, till painted Ganymedetan camo, would squat onitslanding gear asa
datic display, onthe Madl in front of the museum, for ayear. Then more flatbeds would haul it off to be
gutted of itsavionics and engines. Then the V-Star would be tucked into some aircraft nuraing home of a
hangar, alongside other winged relics of other wars. That’ swhat happened to symbols. | blinked back a
tear.

Tway looked in my eyes. “It’sjust ahunk of titanium.”
| pretended to scratch my nose so | could wipeit.

“Hibblewill be up on the stage, too. And Shariawith her little boy. And your Senior NCO, Brumby.”
She drew afinger across the blank bottom of the Chipboard screen. “Y ou’ ve got the next two days off.
After the ceremony, make the reception areunion. Relax. Stay out of trouble.”

| straightened and smiled.

The ceremonies went off hitch-free. | had no responsibilities while the paliticians spoke, so | sat onstage
next to Howard and divided my attention between making eye contact with a business-suited brunettein
the bleachers and watching three-year-old Jude Munshara-Metzger squirm on his mother’ slap. Brumby
sat beside Munchkin. He squirmed, too, looking like he was searching for something to blow up.

Afterward, the Smithsonian hosted a buffet in the Air and Space Museum for ceremony participants.

Brumby, Munchkin with Jude, Howard, and | shared atable. At another table, the brunettein the
business suit sat facing mein agroup and smiled. Celebrity had its good points.

Brumby chewed aNationa Park Service cheeseburger. “They should have let President Irons accept the
ship”

Muchkin read nutrition labels on a chicken sandwich while she cut it into small piecesfor Jude. “The
crowd would' ve booed her off the stage. They think she wrecked the economy.”

Brumby waved his cheeseburger. “ The crowd wouldn't be hereif she hadn’t! And the Slugs had just a
little bit to do withiit.”

| asked, “ So, Brumby, what’ s your new assignment?’ Tway had me so conditioned that now | changed
the subject away from controversy even when talking to friends.

Heblinked. “Y ou didn’t hear? Next month I’'m gone. Medical.”

My mouth hung open. | had let myself get so wrapped up in fancy hotels and flirting brunettesthat | had
lost touch with a man who had become my brother. “Why?’

“Punched aguy. Like on Excalibur. They checked meinto Bethesda and ‘ observed” me. PTSD.”



“They think acivilian with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder is better than asoldier with it?”

“Civiliansdon’t usudly carry guns.” His hands shook until he pressed hispamsflat onthetable. “It's
okay. | mean, wherewould | beintwenty yearsif | stayed in? Sergeant Mgor Ord' s got a cleaner
record than I’ll ever have and | hear he' s pushing papers at the Pentagon since we got back. | cantakea
Gratitude Act pension, if | opt in by tomorrow.”

Congress had accel erated pension digibility for Ganymede Expeditionary Force veterans who wanted to
retire. Brumby could collect his pension based on his acting rank. In the long haul, it was cheaper for the
country to get rid of usthan to pay usand train us and maintain us. There were only seven hundred

survivorsto pay off, anyway.

| had been thinking about it, myself. A mgor generd’ s pension was The Brick. Time for another subject
change, before | thought too closely about it. “Howard, what’ s new with you?”

He tapped an unlit cigarette againgt his palm. “We transcribed the Ganymede survey datawe
downloaded from Jeeb. Y ou should have let me keep hunting artifacts. The Footba | ? It wasn't unique.
They weretucked away al over Ganymede, like eggs on Easter morning.”

| looked over at Jude. “Easter eggs get hidden just enough so they get found. What were the Slugs up
to?’

Howard shrugged. “ Could be a message. We' re waiting for Brace' s people to carve up The Football.
It'll be another fleacircuslikethis. You'll seefor yoursdlf.”
“Can’'t wait.”

Asyoungest among the three juveniles, Jude got restless before Brumby or Howard. | walked Munchkin
and my godson down the Mall to her rental car. If new carswere scarce, rental cars were scarcer. But
Uncle Sam was generous with her per diem because Munchkin had mothered the only
extraterrestrid-gestated child in human history. Her disembarkation physica was being conducted at
Wadter Reed Hospital. That was ashort drive.

We might have been afamily, Jude my three-year-old son, instead of my godson. But he had Metzger's
strawberry-blond hair and Munchkin’s café au lait skin, and | was as honky-white as five sunless years
candrain acauc. | tossed astyrofoam glider—aV-Star in UNSF blue | had bought at the Smithsonian.
Jude chased it like any three-year-old.

Munchkin caught my elbow with gloved fingers and whispered, “Watch!”

The glider arced up into chill, dry air, then stalled and swooped back to the ground. Jude ran twenty feet
toit, giggling.

Grinning, heran back to us, waving the tiny blue wedge like aflag. “Frow! Frow again!”
Munchkin had paled beneath her café au lait. She hugged hersdlf againgt the Washington chill.
“What' swrong?’ Was she afraid he would become a pilot? And die like hisfather had?

She shook her head. “They think he' safreak. Something about reaction times. They can’'t measure the
differences, yet.”

Jude sat cross-legged in the grass, hand-flying the glider and making roaring noises punctuated by drool
srays.



“He sakid, Munchkin. A cute, smart, hedthy kid.”

Shefrowned. “ Gammarays. Low gravity. Who knows what about him is different?’

| rolled my eyes. “It'snot like he hasathird eye.”

She turned to me, hands on hips. “It isn't that. I'd love him if hewas as ugly asyou. It' sthem.”
“Who them?’

“The doctors. The cognitive scientists. The Intel weenies. They think the only extraterrestrialy born and
concelved humanisther [ab rat. | think he smy son.”

“Y ou're exaggerating.”
“Am|?Look behind us”

| didn’t have to. Twenty yards behind us sauntered amale-female plainclothes MP team, playing touri<.
“You'reacdebrity. So's Jude. Lots of nuts are still mad at Jude' sfather for wiping out the only other
intelligent speciesin the universe”

She poked her hands into her parka pockets and hissed. “Right.”

| smiled. “Y our trusting and jolly demeanor isone reason |I'm glad you' re staying in the service. | need
the example of someone more paranoid than | am.”

She scuffed grass bristles with her shoe.

Finaly shelooked up & me. “1’ ve been wondering how to tell you. I’'m leaving tomorrow.”
“Leaving where?’

“Washington. The Army.”

She might aswell have dgpped me. “But—"

She glanced back at the MPs. “Jason, even if | trusted the government, why stay in?’

“But you'releaving me done.”

“I'll be close. There' saplace I'm looking to buy. In Colorado.”

“Y ou're not going back to Egypt?’

“Itisn't home. Cairo’sgone. My family with it. Besdes, Americaisthe free-est society on the planet.”
| jerked athumb at our guards. “Y ou think?’

“In America, secret police are ajoke. In the Middle East, they till are afact. Real democracy istill new
to Egypt. Inthe U.S,, | can buy my own forty acres and raise my son in peace. With a couple good
guns.” | had seen Munchkin shoot. Any would-be Jude kidnappers had better strap on their Eternad
armor. “If | opt in to the Gratitude Act by tomorrow, we collect my pension plus Metzger’s. What about
you, Jason?’

Jude stretched his arms and she picked him up as we walked.



| raised my eyesto the Capitol, far up the Mall. | shrugged. “I dunno.” | told her about Grodit, about the
book.

She frowned.
“Should | do the book?”

She shrugged while Jude tugged her hair. “If you give the proceeds to charity, | guess so. But that’ snot a
life. Thiswhole circustour they have you doing. It' snot you.”

We arrived back at her renta car and | did the door up so she could fit Jude into his seat and pump up
the bolsters. | turned away.

“Jason?Y ou’ re coming back to our placefor dinner, aren’t you?’

A nearly vishle sunset was beginning beyond the Washington Monument. | shook my head. I’ ve gotta
think.”

She reached out from behind the whedl and touched my deeve. “ Take care.”

| pressed her door down. Through the windome Jude saluted. | returned it and the car purred out into
sparsetraffic. Theincognito Olsen Twinsfollowed behind her in aFord four-door so plainit had to be
government.

| thrust my handsin my pockets and walked back down the Mdll, toward the Washington Monument.
The wind off the Potomac picked up and | bowed my head againgt it. | had thought it was cold earlier in
the day. Now it seemed as cold here as out by Jupiter.

| was an orphan. My surrogate family, the Army, had become asirrdlevant asit had been before the war.
Thewoman | loved was buried three hundred million milesaway. And now | had to face my next crisis,
whatever it was going to be, without the person who had grown to be my sister.

| drifted down the brown lawns of Washington and wondered what | was going to do with the rest of my
life

Inaquarter of an hour | reached the White House fence and paused to stare through the wrought iron
across the south lawn.

The house lurked as pale as aghogt in the gloom. Externa floodlights would have sent the wrong,
unfrugd sgnd to anation and aworld bowed beneath war spending. Jude Metzger’ s grandchildren
would still be paying off the Sug War’ s budget deficits.

But had there been achoice? Evidently alot of people thought so, in hindsight. Margaret Irons, the first
African-American, not to mention the first woman, to inhabit the White House as President, hadn’t
agreed with those people. While | was away, winning that war in spite of my own incompetence, Irons
was forced from office. | never even got old enough to votefor her.

| shrugged my collar up around my ears again, turned away from the fence, and walked farther into the
darkness.

| hiked alongside the wind-wrinkled Reflecting Pool, unfrozen since thiswas July. People stayed indoors
after dark since the war. Impact dust blotted out moonlight and starlight, and evenings were meet-locker
coldevenin duly.



| passed by the World War |1 Veterans Memoria, the Korean War Veterans Memoria, and finally the
Vietnam Veterans Memorid, aflat reminder of ahistorical blind dley.

Someday, | supposed, Slug War veterans would have their memoria. Washington still had empty [awns.
But Americaseemed in no hurry. Ours had been adifferent war. In aworld of billions, only ten thousand
of us had fought. And we had been handpicked war orphans. We |eft no one behind to tie on yellow
ribbons. And the mission had been so secret that the billionswho didn’t know us hadn’t even known we
had gone to battle until the war was over. Seven hundred of uslived throughiit.

What the world remembered about this war was sixty million civilians dead. And the diversion of the
world economy to beat plowshares back into swords so completely that the evening lights of Washington
were dtill out, three years after the war waswon.

No wonder we hadn'’t rated much of awel come-home celebration.

A car, just an urban eectric, whispered up along the curb and the passenger side window dropped.
“Comein out of the cold, soldier?’

The brunette in the business suit leaned across her center console.

My heart skipped. Ogling women was one thing. Actualy becoming involved with one was another.
Pooh had been gone nearly three years now. We had only 616 days together from the day | first spoke
to her until theday | laid the last stone on her grave. My parents had been married eight years when
Mom lost Dad. Had Mom ever gotten over it?

My head shook dowly. “I'm flattered. Y ou' re very attractive, but—"

Her head shook, too. “I’'m not hitting on you. I’'m very married. | recognized you in my headlights. It's
cold outsde. Y ou just seem like you could use someoneto talk to.”

That | could.

A gust cut at my cheek and | climbed in the passenger door.

“Lynn Dey.” We shook hands.

“What were you doing at the reception?’

She shrugged. “I write. Tech stuff free-lance. | thought there might be an articlein the V-Star thing.”
“Andisthere?

She laughed. “Article, sure. Sde, no. The technology’ stoo old.”

“But the Nationd Park Service makes amean cheeseburger.”

We both laughed at that.

We sat and talked while the wind rocked her little car asit sat at the curb.

She and her husband had moved from Minnegpolis. Technica ghost-writing wasagood living in the
Didgtrict. Most bureaucrats couldn’t spell “ declarative sentence.”

She looked across at me. “ The travel sounds exciting. People love you. Why so gloomy?’



| shrugged. “I’'m telling the world that the Slugs are all gone so we don't have to spend money defending
againg them.”

“That’ snot true?’
“That’ s not knowable. Between you and me, Lynn, I’ d rather be safe than sorry.”

We taked another hour. About the last Worldbowl, Broncos against Vikings. About her kids. About
what makes agood cheeseburger. We laughed alot.

She offered me alift to my hotel. | smiled, out inthewind, as| closed her car door. “Nah. It' san infantry
thing. Wewalk.”

| was till smiling ahalf hour later, gone midnight, as| lapped the Mdll again. People like Lynn Dey
renewed my faith in humanity.

“Generd Wander?” The voice shouted, battling thewind. | jumped and turned my head.

The speaker wore acivilian overcoat, neck-tied collar peeking from between the lapels. But hiseyes
scanned me, and everything around me, like asoldier’ s eyes when walking point.

“If you're offering therapy, | dready had minefor tonight.”
Heknit hisbrows. “No, sir. Nothing like that. Agent Carr. United States Secret Service, Sir.”

Hewore an earpiece. Protection Service, not a counterfeit-money chaser. | cocked my head. “Y ou want
me?’

“I don't, ar.” Heturned his head and nodded. At the curb thirty yards away, limousine headlights
shivered asit idled. “ Someone would like to meet you.”

| tugged up my collar. Thelimo would be out of the wind. Thiswas my night to seek shelter in mysterious
automobiles,

The protection-detail agent opened the rear door and swept his pam at the darkness within.

| ducked my head insde and let my eyes adjust for four heartbests, before | could make out the
slhouette pressed against the opposite door.

| barely recognized her.
NINETEEN
“JASON, CAN YOU SPARE A MOMENT?

| had to lean farther into the limo to understand her. The’ zines had aways carped that she wastoo
soft-gpoken to be President. Tonight, arejected ex-President, Margaret Irons barely whispered.

Arms clasped across her chest, legs crossed, she coiled asthin asadoll twisted from pipe cleaners, and
shivered in the wind that swirled through the open door. The Secret Service agent nudged the door
againgt my butt, | climbed in and he shut it behind me.

“Jason.”
Head bowed beneath the velour headliner, | shook her extended right pipe cleaner. “How ... 7" |



paused. No need asking how the Secret Service had found me. | fingered my chest. Implanted beneath
every soldier’ s breastbone was a GPS tracking and Graves Registration dogtag chip. Government
satellite tracking of natura persons was uncondtitutiona, but “ soldier’ scivil rights’ was an oxymoron.
“How can | help you, Madame President?’

The smile that launched ahundred million ballots warmed that mahogany face as she shook her heed.
“Y ou dready have, Jason. All of you. | wanted to thank you for what you did.”

The partition separating us from the driver’s seat hushed open and the agent glanced back and asked,
“Maam?Usua stop?’

President Irons nodded, the partition closed, and acceleration pushed me back into the seat cushions.
She sat back and eyed me. “Y ou look older than | expected, Jason.”
“They say it'snot theyears, ma am, it’ sthe mileage.”

She smiled and fingered a parchment cheek. If Sx hundred million miles and one war had aged me, her
White House days had robbed her of alifetime. “Y ou’ re glad to be home, Jason?’

“It doesn't fed like home, ma am.”
Thelimo dowed and stopped. We had only traveled afew hundred yards.

“I know the feding. | grew up in Washington. My daddy was ajanitor at the National Galery. | worked
heredl my lifein onejob or another.”

She said it like she had waited tables, not been a senator, secretary of state, and vice president.

Her shoulders sagged. “Now, | haveto go out at night, so | don’t run into someone who lost a husband
in Pittsburgh or achild in New Orleans and thinks | should have prevented it.”

“Madame President, nobody could have prevented it.”

She shrugged. “Or I"d run into somebody who thought we paid too high apriceto end it.”

“That' sstupid. We had to fight.”

She shrugged again as the Secret Service agent rounded the car and opened the curbside door for us.

We stepped out into the cold darkness as she said, “ They say the only thing worse than fighting ajust
war isnot fighting it.”

Sheturned to the protection-detail agent and touched his elbow. “Tom, Sarah packed sandwiches and
coffeein the console. There’ d be enough for an infantry squad even if Jason, here, eatsfor three. Y ou get
inout of thiswind and help yoursdlf.”

The agent’ slipstightened. | knew the look from my own persona security detail days. You didn’t leave
your subject. Unless ordered.

He nodded. “Y es, ma am. Thank you.”

Sheleaned into the wind, quivering but unbreakable as sted cable. Ahead of us siretched the steps of the
Lincoln Memorid.



We made it halfway up the stairs before her knees quivered and | had to catch her by the elbow and
boost her. Findly, we stood side by sidein the dim lighting, at Lincoln’ sfeet. We stood for three minutes
until her ragged breething smoothed. “1 come here every night.”

“Mdan?

She gazed up at Lincoln’sunyielding marbleface. “If there had been Ingtgpolling in 1863, Lincoln's
numbers would have been worse than mine were at the end. Sometimes | think Abe sthe only personin
thistown | can gtill talk to. Politicians are a strange breed, aren’t they, Jason?’

“I couldn’t say. I’'m no politician, Madame President.”
She swiveled her head and looked up a me. “The best soldiersaren’t.”

| looked around at the marble walls, carved in gold with the Gettysburg Address and Lincoln’s Second
Inaugurd. “ Then why me, ma am?’

She stepped to the wall and ran her fingers along the marble. “ Do you understand what your
baby-kissing is about, Jason?’

“Y es, ma am. The public needs reassurance.”

She shook her head. “Thewar’sover. The public’s aready reassured about that. We won. We paid a
terrible price. Theissue iswhere America and the world go now. The military is expensive, Jason.”

Theimage of the crater that had been Cairo flicked across my mind. Mankind needed every nickd to
rebuild theworld. “ Civilian spending’ sgood, ma am.”

She nodded. “But in politicsit isn’t enough to be good. Something else hasto be bad.”
“Ma am?1’m new here, but that seems stupid.”

“Itis. Butif thingsturn sour, they need an unsympathetic target. They aso need onewho hasn't learned
to shoot back. And one who has skeletonsin his closet.”

| smiled. “Ma am, I’'m no target. I’ ve made mistakes but I’ m not ashamed of them. And | figureif | tell
thetruth | can never getin trouble.”

She stared down at the marble floor, shook her head, and sighed. “Y ou are new here”

Weleft the Lincoln Memorid after that. The ex-President of the United States gave methe
twenty-five-cent driving tour of the city she knew better than anyone e se in the world, while we ate ham
sandwiches. Then her limo dropped me a my hotel.

Sheleaned acrossthe seat as | stepped out. “ Onelast tip, Jason. In thistown, if you don’t want to seeit
on the Washington Post frontscreen, don't say it!”

TWENTY

THE NEXT MORNING | LAY IN BED while paelight filtered through my bedroom’ s curtains. Jeeb
hovered at the door, opened it with one forelimb, then swooped into the hal and returned with our
complimentary Washington Post.

He dropped it on the floor next to the bed, settled in front of it, and trained his optics on the front page.
Next to the masthead, the weather forecast called for cold, gray, and dry. Like every other day since the



war started. “No. Not now. | need to think.”

Hefolded al six limbs beneath himself, drew in his antennae, and shut down with asigh. | laced my
fingers behind my head and stared at the chandelier.

Over thelast two days, Tway had educated me, dright. Infantry had no place in the post-war world.
People like Brace, and the zoomie projects he managed, were al the military the world needed now. In
fact, me vegetating under linen sheetslike | was doing at the moment, while drawing mgor genera pay,
was taking bread from the mouths of Egyptians and lowans and Panamanians for no reason.

Today wasthe last day to opt out of the Army under the Gratitude Act. If | did, Tway could no longer
drag me around like ashow dog. I’ d collect apension big enough that | could sit around and write a
proper autobiography. If | didn’t want to lend my nameto an Aaron Grodt holo, | wouldn’'t haveto. If |
wanted to say Slugs might still be around, I could. | shuddered even at that thought. Maybe | wouldn't go
so far asto say that.

The smart thing was to join Munchkin and Brumby asacivilian. | nodded to myself. Command
experience had made me decisive.

Opt-out was smple. Any GEF veteran just talked up the Website, confirmed 1D, then checked Box
Number One, oraly. Y ou were prospectively discharged officialy as of that moment, even if
out-processing took longer.

| smiled. That could wait. My last soldierly act would be to order whatever | wanted for breskfadt. |
waved up room service on the phone.

“How may we help you, Generd?’

| felt apang. There was a certain cachet to thetitle. I'd missthat.

“Y ou have any protein bars?’

“We used to carry them, Sir. But the guests complained they tasted, well, like dung.”

| grinned at the ceiling and stretched. * Perfect. What do you recommend, then?”

The phone whined. Emergency override. | frowned up at the crown molding and said, “Hello?’
“Put meonvisud.” It was Tway.

| waved her up, then raised my hand and shaded her image againgt the window light, because her
complexion looked purple.

It was purple. She seemed to be stalking down ahallway.
“I'm on my way to your room. Have you seen thismorning’ s Washington Post?’

TWENTY-ONE

| SAT UP, swung my pajamaed legs over the bedside, nudged Jeeb off the morning paper, and picked it
up. Below the weather forecast and masthead | read:

Ganymede' s Hero Claims Sugs Sill a Threat Wander Calls Defense Cuts Bogus
“What the hell? | never said—"



Jeeb shot to the door and opened it. Tway stepped through and stood in front of me, arms crossed. Jeeb
hovered, then dropped a probe against my carotid artery. He did that if my breathing elevated.

The article sbylineread “Lynn Dey, Specid to the Washington Post.”

“Fuck!” | dapped the page.

“Thenyou did say it?" Tway’s eyes burned me.

| pointed at the sub-headline. “Well, | never used theword ‘bogus.” | didn’t know she was areporter!”
Tway leaned forward. “ Shelied to you?’

“Well, shesaid shewasawriter. | didn’t think—"

Tway'’ s breath hissed between her teeth. “ Jason, how many times have we had thistalk?’

| dumped. “Too many, Ruth.”

Thiswastheend of nightly mintson my pillow. Which wasfine by me. “ Politicsisimpossible. Y ou have
to balance things when neither way isright. I'm tired of hotel sheets. I'm tired of eating dung barsto ook
prettier. I’'mtired of being told what | shouldn’t say. | was going to tell you. I’ m opting out.”

Ruth shook her head. “Too late for that.”
“Huh?’

“Thisadminigtration has sweeted bullets. It has caled in every favor from every legidator with adefense
contractor in hisor her state or didtrict. It hasfinagled around every possiblefilibuster. It has set in stone
for next week avote on an appropriately lean defense budget.”

“It'll be leaner with oneless generd to pay.”
Tway sad, “Lieutenant.”
“Huh?’

“Read thefine print. Y ou can’t opt out under the Gratitude Act if you' re the subject of pending
disciplinary proceedings.”
“I’'m not under discipline.”

“You are now. Your demotion to lieutenant was filed two hours ago. Y ou'rein the Army until your
demotion’sfind.”

“And when will that be?’
“When the Army says s0.”

Now there wasthe military circularity | had cometo know. “But if I’ m such ascrew-up, why do you still
want mein?Me opting out is exactly what you should want.”

“Because we don't have areplacement, yet. We ve invested in you as our pogter child. If you stay in and
do what you' re told from now on, your years of service will still be adjusted by the Gratitude Act
formula. You'll sill be alowed to retire with an honorable-discharge Generd’ s pension.”



Jeeb buzzed. My blood pressure had hit pre-stroke levels.

“Andif | don't?1 could talk to Grodt. My autobiography would sell better with a chapter about how the
Hero of Ganymede got railroaded.”

Tway smiled and shook her head. “We can add lots of chaptersto your bio, if that’s how you want to
playit.”

“Huh?’

What had President Ironstold melast night, amillion years ago? In Washington, it’s not enough to be
good. Something else hasto be bad.

“Ruth, you know | never did anything bad.”

“That won't matter to the media. Let’s pretend you go public. Here' show it will play out.” She pulled a
slver saucer from her pocket. “1’ m stenobotting this.”

She cleared her throat. “ Lieutenant Wander, you' ve had your share of disciplinary problemsin the
sarvice, haven't you?’

Crap. “I’'m not proud of everything I’ ve done. But I’ m a better person and a better soldier for it now.”
That sounded pretty good.

Ruth ran down my Basic training record. Brawling; insubordination; half-ass drug abuse, just some
ill-timed Prozac 11, and a horrible training accident that resulted in the degth of asoldier | called my
friend.

| rebutted. “ Those incidents were resolved. There' s no double jeopardy under the Uniform Code of
Military Jugtice.”

Ruth nodded. “Lieutenant Wander, let’ sturn from your early history in the service to more recent
events”

| bresthed easier. As an eighteen-year-old wiseass, Basic training had been my soldierly low point. What
happened since | shaped up would be better.

“You werethefirst soldier to actually encounter a Pseudocepha opod Warrior.”

“Y eah. On the moon. We recovered the Slug' sbody.” | straightened up. I’d nearly gotten killed, but the
intelligence we gained helped uswin the war.

She frowned. “When you returned to Luna Base, an investigation was convened into the circumstances
of the prisoner’ sdeath.”

My heart thumped. “He was never a prisoner. We fought. He died.”

“Hmmm. So the Army’sofficid investigation concluded.” Ruth paused the stenobot. It sounded like | had
abused a prisoner!

“Lieutenant, regulaions gtrictly prohibit confraternization among combat troops?’

“Absolutely.” Crap. | knew where this was going. “However acommander in the field has broad
discretion—"



She cut me off, again. “Regulations weren't followed during the Ganymede campaign, were they?’

“Genera Cobb decided you couldn’t coop up five thousand men with five thousand womenin a
spaceship for sx hundred days and expect—"

“Regulaions weren't followed during the Ganymede campaign, true?’
| nodded. “True. But it didn't affect the soldiers’ performance.”
“Not even the pregnant ones?’

| felt myself redden as adrenaine tingled through me. “ There was only one pregnancy. A soldier married
to another member of the Joint Force.” | had given Munchkin away at the shipboard wedding, mysdif.

“One you know of. Since more than ninety percent of those soldiers were killed and buried on
Ganymede, you don't know how many were pregnant, do you?’

“Uh, no.”
“Or whether their condition got them killed?’

| had chewed Munchkin out, mysdlf, for letting hersdlf get pregnant when After-Pills had been
nonprescription for decades.

| drew abresth. “That'sunfair—’

“Let’ smove to another topic. Substance abuse got afriend of yourskilled in Basic.”

“WEe ve been through that.”

She nodded. “ So you of al people know how gtrictly the armed services regul ate substance abuse.”
| nodded. Now what?

“During your tenure as commander of GEF, did your troops manufacture and consume a cohol 7’
She wastaking about the il that my guys had maintained on Ganymede.

e

“And you knew it?’

We had nothing € se to do on Ganymede during seven months stranded following thewar’ send. My
survivors had been through hell. Of course | had |ooked the other way.

“Not officidly.”
“Ah.” Animperid nod.

Did Ruth think anyone cared whether Gl s cranked out alittle bootleg moonshine? Aboard Excalibur,
Brace, the ship’s master, no less, had served rum at Captain’ s Breskfast, himself!

Ruth reached into her pocket and dropped papers on the mattress beside me. “ Recogni ze these?’

They were just the salvage-title paperwork that declared Jeeb scrap and transferred ownership of him to
me. “ Sure. | bought a battle-damaged Tactical Observation Transport. I1ts Wrangler was—"



Beside my ear, Jeeby’ s circuits whined. | swear the noisewas“Uh-oh.”
“How much doesa TOT codt taxpayers?’

“Lots. That'swhy even adivison-sze unit’s Table of Organization and Equipment alowsfor only one.”
A Manhattan skyscraper cost lessthan Jeeb. Even alowing for government-procurement
overengineering, that was serious money for amechanica cockroach no bigger than awatermelon.

She nodded. “ And what did you pay for thisunit?’

| shuffled papers. Howard had said a couple months' pay. Of course, that amount was afew seconds
interest on Jeeb’ soriginad Sicker price.

Ruth switched her Chipad to hand calculate, punched it, then showed me the display. There were seven
more zeroes tacked on the original price compared to what | had bought Jeeb for. “ That discount’s
correct, isn'tit?’

| shrugged. “I guess”
“Quite abargain, wouldn't you say?’

“It wasn't aquestion of abargain.” It was aquestion of loyaty and friendship and duty and of adopting
an orphan.

“Of course not. Any citizen could have made the same dedl. If he or she had the insde information you
did”

| stood up. “1 don't have to take this. Maybe I'll take Aaron Grodt up on hisbook dedl. I'll tell theworld
what a hypocritical, screwed-up mess—”

She dropped another packet facedown in front of me.

| pecded it off the bed linensand turned it over. A Grodt International book contract. The advance
number wasfilled in and it was obscendly large.

“If you sign Grodt' s book contract you' Il ook like—"

A cheap opportunist. Besides, the producer who Variety caled “ The Sultan of Sgpstick Sex” wasn't
likely to let me publish asociologicdly responsible exposé.

Ruth' s eyes softened. “ Y ou see? Y ou can't play Zorro even if you want to.”

| sat back down on the bed, elbows on knees. Jeeb perched on my shoulder. “Y ou just showed me how
you can get rid of me. Y ou think I’ m a hopeless fuckup. But you' re il helping me. Why?”

She shrugged. “Maybe | believe that greatnessis your destiny.”

| snorted. “One other person said that. But he's. . .” Ari Klein had looked at me with dark, deep-set
eyeswhen he had said it. Ruth had Ari’ seyes. My heart skipped. “ Tway. That’s not your maiden name.”

“Ari wasmy brother.” She stroked Jeeb.
“Helogt his parents but he couldn’t have gotten into GEF if he had alive sgter.”

“Would you have lied to get aticket to Ganymede?’



In a heartbest.
“Y ou spend enough time in Washington, you learn how to tweak government records.”
| pointed at the’bot on my shoulder. “Y ou put up with meto be close to what’ seft of your brother.”

She shook her head and blinked, but a tear escaped onto her cheek. 1 put up with you because my
brother said you and | were the only family he had left. Jason, if you and | aren't together, we're
orphans.”

My throat swelled and | blinked back my own tear.
“Okay. What next?’

“First, nobody knowsthere’ sademotion pending. The President insisted onit, to keep asword over
your head.”

“He doesn’t need it.”

“That’' swhat | told him, but thereit is. And thisrecording. We keep it asaroad map to court-martia if
you do try to play Zorro. Stay the course and | can undo al of it.” She clapped her hands. “ Okay. We'll
spin the story from our side. Y ou were misguoted. For now, you go on like nothing happened, attend the
big Ganymede Egg Cutting tomorrow down at Canaverd and smilealot. And stop talking nonsense
about Slugs coming back.”

| stepped to the window and pulled back the drape. The Potomac amost sparkled in half sunshine. |
took a deep breath. “Fair enough. It'sjust print on apage. Not the end of the world aswe know it.”

That was ill twenty-four hours away.
TWENTY-TWO

THE PSEUDOCEPHALOPOD TECHNOLOGY RECOVERY CENTER at Canaveral employed six
thousand scientists, engineers, cafeteria cooks, and janitors.

The morning after my impoalitic headline ran, every one of those employeeswho wasn't pushing a
spectroscope, aspatula, or abroom had squeezed into the auditorium that occupied the Center’s
sub-basement. The auditorium seating was upholstered blood red, what could be seen of it beneath the
crowd. Ceiling fixtures gleamed in deek glass and chrome.

Three holo crews occupied the front seat row. Onstage, Brace sat with the governor of Floridawhile the
lab-coated research director stood at a podium, thanked everybody for coming, and explained that from
the ashes of war might come better things for better living through chemigtry.

Also onstage, Howard represented the Spook House; me, the veterans of Ganymede; and Munchkin, in
civvieswith Jude in tow, therest of the United Nations and their forces. We were relegated to a corner
where an earphoned technician sat at aconsole. Ruth sat behind us, just offstage. She didn’'t have me on
ashort leash, but | suspected she carried onein her purse, just in case.

| leaned toward the console-minder and lifted one earflap. “ Are you the sound man?’
He shook hishead. “1 monitor sgnals.”
“Whet Sgnds?’



“Exactly.” Heshrugged. “But it'saliving.”

That was what this ceremony was truly about. Nobody really thought The Football wasthe gift that
would lead us to cure cancer or create calorie-free cheeseburgers. But the project sure spread
paychecks across eastern Florida

All eyesfocused on the spatlighted table to the podium’ sright. In atitanium cradle nested The Football, a
featurd ess egg, shimmering dull Sug-meta blue.

Brace spoke about duty, technology, and the wonderfulness of the Navy, then stepped out into the
audience, 0 as not to upstage the governor of Forida

The governor wore an orange-and-blue tie adorned with some crocodile. When he stepped to the
podium, the holo recorders fired up with apopping chorus like New Y ear’ s Eve in a champagne factory.
The governor extolled the virtues of Foridian labor and—I am not making this up—orangejuice.

The research director stepped alongside The Football.

Between gleaming rails above the blue egg hung an automated diamond saw assembly, its start lever tied
with ablue ribbon.

Jude squirmed on Munchkin'slap.

| whispered, “He' sahandful today.”

Shesad, “I don't know why. Heisn't running afever.”

Howard leaned toward me. “I’ ve been thinking about The Football.”

“Me, too. I’ ve been thinking you should have left it behind on Ganymede. Thisisacircus”

“What you said yesterday about how we were supposed to find it. There’ samythological parale.”

| smiled. Howard had found amythologica pardld to apoalitica pork barrel. Hewhispered, “1 just had a
thought. We need to stop this.”

| glanced over my shoulder at Ruth. She frowned at us the way my first-grade teacher used to do before
she asked whether us boys had something we wanted to share with the rest of the class. “Howard, there
are three thousand people and the governor of thirty-four percent of the world' s citrus fruit productionin
thisauditorium. We' reon liveinternationa holo. Y ou can't stop this show because you had athought!”

“Brace can!” Howard did from his seat, stepped backstage around Ruth, and emerged headed into the
audience, hurrying toward Brace.

The research director reached for the start lever to scattered applause.

He rotated the lever and the saw’ swhine echoed across the suddenly still auditorium.
Jude shrieked and thrashed in Munchkin’sarms.

The vibrating saw blade inched down toward The Footbal’ s blue skin.

Munchkin stood and carried Jude offstage.

The saw’ s edge hit into The Football.



“Aaah!” The console-minder next to metore off his headset.

| leaned toward him. “What?’

The console-minder rubbed his ears and whispered, “1 dunno. Microburst transmission.”
In the audience, Howard waved hisarms, hisface dark.

The racked spotlights above the stage flickered.

Then they fell on us, dong with the celling.

TWENTY-THREE

I LAY ON SOMETHING SHARP, stabbing the small of my back. Red-light bursts, crackling in air
fogged with dust that stank of sulfur and ozone, tore the darkness around me. Men wailed. | moved one
hand, tried to move the other, and screamed as shock shot up my arm.

| had died and goneto hell.

The pops, cracks, and smells sparked from severed eectrica wiring. Thered light pulsing from a
sputtering EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY sign hung crooked a my vison'slimit.

| turned my head. The console-minder lay beside me, his chest crushed under ajagged concrete block as
large as an urban runabout. From the block’ s opposite end protruded trousered legs, alab-coat hem,
and the overturned saw, its blade gleaming like a crimson saber in the sparks' light. The research

director.

| rolled my head in the opposite direction. The governor of Floridalay on his side, weeping. Two sted
reinforcing barsthrust through him, splitting his crocodile tie, now crimson instead of orange. Blood
pulsed from the wound, enlarging a pool on the floor aslarge as athrow rug. He wouldn’t weep much

longer.

A small figure crept across jumbled concrete and furniture. “Jason?’ It was Munchkin. Blood stresked
her cheek, her right deeve was missing, and her hose were torn, but she was ambulatory. She waved a
flashlight, probably from the kit by the EMERGENCY EXIT sgn.

“What happened, Munchkin?
“My baby. | can’t find my baby!”
She reached me, saw the governor, and sucked in her bregth.

She trembled, flung hersalf across a concrete boulder as big as an ol d-fashioned television box, and
threw up her guts.

The governor stopped weeping. Electricity sparked and sputtered. Something dripped. From adistance
echoed muffled screams.

Munchkin pulled herself to her knees, then turned to examine me. Drool and puke strings dangled from
her chin and her eyes watered. She muttered to Allah.

“Munchkin, | can't seewhat’ s pinning my left arm. | can’'t help you find Judeif | can’'t move.”

She shone the light down my left uniform deeve and | gasped. The same concrete dab that had crushed



the console-minder and the research director pinned my little and third fingers asflat as Kleenex. My
shock must have been severe or | would have fdt it more.

Someone moaned. Munchkin swung the light. Ruth lay pinned by atabletop that had collgpsed across
her thighs. Her face was pae, powdered with concrete dust. “Help me.”

Munchkin looked down a my crushed hand.
| nodded toward Ruth. “ See about her.”
“But Jude—"

“HEl turnup.”

We had been through enough together that Munchkin nodded, then crawled toward Ruth. The tabletop
weighed easlly eight hundred pounds. Munchkin weighed a soft 102 dripping wet. | said, “Find alever.”

Shejerked her light around the room, the beam lancing through roiling concrete dust. It flashed across
metd.

“TI,Hd”

She swung the light back. A pipe as big around as a garden hose ran from floor to ceiling. Munchkin
took it in two fingers and tugged. “ It won’t budge!”

“Goddammit! Pull the son of abitch!”
She stood, grasped the pipe in both hands, and threw herself backward.

Metd popped and asix-foot pipe segment popped free from its upper and lower joints. Munchkin
staggered backward, holding the segment like atightrope walker.

Something hissed. Mercaptan-sulfur smell pricked my nose.
“Crap.”

Sheturned to me. “What?’

“We snapped agasline”

Electric sparks crackled.

Munchkin played the flashlight around the space we were in. The celling’ s collgpse had split the
auditorium in two. It seemed hdf the building had fallen on the holo crews, isolating us from the rest of the
auditorium. My bright ideawas now filling our little pocket of hell with methane gas. The screams of the
audience s survivors leaked through to us across a concrete-and-steel wall formed by the building's
collapse. It might be bad over there, but to stay here meant quick and certain death by asphyxiation or
immolation. The screams seemed strongest at adark spot forty feet from us.

| pointed with my free hand. “ That place over there. It'sagap you should be able to crawl through, to
the other sde. Get out of herel”

“But the baby. And you—"

“Tway fird. Then me. Then wefind Jude. Everything' s gonnabefine.” There wouldn’t even betime for



me. But if | could damp her panic over the baby, | might persuade her to save hersdf and Ruth.

She scurried across rubble, wedged the gas pipe under atabletop corner, and leaned her weight on the
pipe. It bent like a Toots e Roll and the tabletop didn’t budge.

She knelt alongside the table and heaved her shoulder againgt it like ablocking lineman. Nothing.

She drew back and plunged againgt the tabletop again, screaming like a karate champ. Maybe the
tabletop twitched.

The gas smelled stronger. The room was becoming abomb. | looked up at the sparking wiring. It was
everywhere, and out of reach, besides.

If I could push, too, we might pring Tway. | tugged a my pinioned hand. Pain flashed purple spots
before my eyesbut | remained stuck fast.

“Munchkin! Thesaw!” | pointed my free hand a the saw assembly that lay alongside the research
director’slegs.

Sheturned her pamsup. “What?’

“Bring methe saw blade”

“Why?" She coughed into her fist asthe gas hissed louder.
“Now!”

She crept to the machine and tugged at the blade. “ Aaagh!”
“Loosen the chuck first.”

She freed the blade, then kndt dongside me, turning it in her hands like ajagged knife and eyeing the
tabletop. “Thisis stronger than the pipe, but it’ stoo short, Jason.”

| breathed through clenched teeth. “Not alever.”

She looked down at my hand, the concrete’ s edge just below my knuckles. Her eyeswidened and she
shook her head. “1 can’t!”

“I'm gonnalosethe fingers either way.”

“Theblade' snot serile”

The gas choked me.

Ruth pounded her fists against the tabletop that imprisoned her.
“Munchkin! Comeon.”

She held the blade in two hands, poised above my knuckles, her eyes closed. The blade quivered.
Munchkin sobbed, her face red in the EMERGENCY sign’sglow.

Ruthyelled, “It stoo latel”

Munchkin didn’t move, didn’t open her eyes.



| balled thefist of my free hand and raised it over the saw blade.

Sparks crackled.

| squeezed my own eyes shut and pounded my fist down. Daylight brightness sparked beyond the lids.
TWENTY-FOUR

| SCREAMED AND CLUTCHED MY FREED HAND inthe other, eyes il squeezed shut. | couldn’t
look at the place where the rest of me was, couldn’t look at the stumps. | tugged out a handkerchief and
pressed it to my self-inflicted wound, then opened my eyes. My handkerchief was dready red and as
sodden asadishrag.

| pushed Munchkin with my clasped hands until we both knelt beside the tabletop. “ On three.”
She nodded, vacantly.

| counted. We heaved. Nothing.

“Agan, Munchkin.”

Something creaked.

“Third time sthe charm, Munch.”

Thistime, my shoulder hit the tabletop so hard that | saw stars and forgot about the screaming throb in
my ruined hand.

Thetabletop raised six inches and | wedged mysdlf undernesthiit.

Munchkin seemed to wake up and dragged Ruth free. | started to shrink back, then saw atiny shoe. |
grabbed with my good hand and yanked. Jude popped free, | dragged him out, and the top fell,
exploding a cement dust cloud.

“Go, Munchkin!” Gas so thickened the air that | could scarcely catch my breath. No time to decide
whether Jude or Ruth should be moved.

Munchkin grabbed Ruth by one of her arms. | grasped the other with one hand, tucked Jude under my
other arm like aflour sack, and we scuttled toward the opening.

Ruth screamed.
Munchkin paused.
“No. Go!”

Munchkin dove under the gap and disappeared. | followed. Ruth’s shoe caught on rebar as |
low-crawled under ahundred tons of concrete. Something creaked, six inches above my head. | pushed
Jude s body through the opening. Arms reached from the other side and pulled Jude through to safety.
Gold admiral’ s stripes shone on one torn deeve, fidd-grade officer’ s stripes on the other. Brace and
Howard.

Asl| tugged Ruth loose and pushed her under the gap, | saw yellow flame bloom aong an electrica cord
behind me, across the stage space.



| rolled under the gap, free on the other Side. Brace was aready hammering debris with a stanchion.
The stage chamber exploded in an orange burst.

The debris Brace pounded gave way, crashed down, and sealed the auditorium off from the blast that
shook the floor.

| lay motionless on the auditorium floor. On this sde of the barrier wounded sobbed. On the other side,
flames rumbled and cremated the bodies we had | eft behind the debriswall.

Brace knelt beside me and opened awhite meta first-aid kit. He bandaged my stumps, handed me a
morphtab, and fed two to Ruth.

Her abdomen had been perforated by atable leg asbig around asa L ouisville Sugger. | was no medic
but her pelvis appeared to have been crushed. Our efforts had likely just atered Ruth’ sfinal resting place

by thirty feet.

Munchkin looked up at the sagging ceiling. Jude conscious and squirming in her arms. A hundred feet of
pork-barrel concrete separated us from daylight. “What do you think happened?’ she asked.

| shook my head. “Howard seemed to know.”
Ruth moaned.
Whatever had happened up above, us survivorswere unlikely to learn.

| stared a what was|eft of my hand as darkness shrunk my field of vision like | was entering atunndl.
Light and consciousness disappeared.

Thenext thing | heard was birds chirping.
TWENTY-FIVE

WATERY SUNLIGHT BATHED ME.
Thok-thok-thok.
Above me drifted orange emergency helicopters, and, silently, Jeeb.

“How you doing, Sr?” An upside-down face peered a me through the face shield of Eternad infantry
armor, but this armor was yellow-and-orange-striped, emergency gear. Eternads heet, cool, insulate, and
absorb shock aswell asthey stop bullets.

“What happened?”’
Chirp-chirp-chirp.

The gurney onwhich | lay had awhed that squesked as the armored medic pushed it. The smell and
crackle of fires pressed around me.

“Nobody knows, sr.” He waved a gauntleted hand. “We hear Canaverd’ sthe only place that got hit.”

| levered mysdlf up on one ebow. The Canaverd main gate parking lot flickered with the lights of
jumbled emergency vehicles and sizzled with the static of firefighter-net radios. Beyond the lot, though,
the whole complex was gone. A smoking, black crater a hundred feet deep, littered with bursts of fire,



remained.
“We got out of that?’

“Ms. Tway's GPS beeper showed her dill alive. She' s Cabinet-level. They get priority in emergencies,
ar. So shewasthe fird target we went after. Rappelled down an elevator shaft and there you dl were.
Y ouwerein theright place a theright time.”

In the distance, awoman wept. He paused. “ Sorry. | guessthat’s not true.”
“There was alady with ababy?’

“Cuts, contusions. They’re around here someplace.”

“Tway?

The medic shook hishead. “Not gonnamakeit. Internal injuries. Blood loss. But she' sin the same
ambulance we' re headed for.”

The medic jacked my gurney into the ambulance, next to Ruth’s. They had sawed off the table leg but the
stub made atent out of the bloodstained sheet that covered her belly.

The medic asked Ruth, “Ma am, hate to bother you, but we found this down in the sub-basement, near
where we found you. It'sgot alocator beacon on it, with your ID code. So wefigured it must be
important. The data sHill retrievable.”

The medic held up the stenobot that had recorded my demotion and al my transgressions. It was
smoke-blackened and bent. “What should we do with it, ma am?’

Themedic hed my futurein hishands,

Ruth lolled her head toward me, her eyes glazed. “That? It’ s nothing. Back atruck over it, then pitch it
back in the crater.”

She paused, squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them. “ And get Genera Wander, here, to aplane. The
world will figure out that it needs him. Somewhere.”

“Yes, maam.” The medic fingered his audiophone.

An Electruk squealed to a stop behind us and firebots unfolded their legs and dropped from its flanks to
the asphdlt, like waking crimson spiders.

Ruth shivered. | pushed myself up on an ebow, reached across with my good hand, and covered her
bare shoulder with a shest.

Jeeb climbed Ruth’ s gurney and perched on the silver rail a her feet, backlit by fires. His circuits whined.

Ruth smiled at Jeeb, then pointed past him at the firebots, her hand scarcely raised above her chest. “It's
their destiny to put out thisfire, Jason. Y ours, t0o.”

Braap. Braap.

A firebot test-fired itswater cannon. A gust blew droplets from the pul ses back through the ambulance' s
open doors, across Jeeb.



Ruth said, “ Thanks. Jason, remember how | told you that if you don’t—"
“Don't talk. Relax.”

She set her jaw. “If you don’t want to seeit in the Post, don't say it?’
“I'll remember.”

“No. Forget that. Always say it.” She coughed again and a blood thread trickled from her nogtril. | wiped
it away.

“Redt. You'retired.”
“Jason, don't ever get tired of being right.” She closed her eyes.

The medic checked the read on her vital's, then disconnected the monitor and pulled the sheet over Ruth
Klein-Tway's head.

Jeely swhineroseto awail. Firebot overspray trickled from his optic sensors and ran down his ventra
plating. Or he wept. That wasimpossible, of course.

Behind Jeeb, firebots marched into the flames, turrets swiveling. They were doing what they were
destined for, hunting the roots of thishell, digging for some way to make it stop.

| squeezed my gurney’ srail until it shook. | didn’'t know yet what had just happened. But | was going to
find out.

TWENTY-SX

THE NEXT MORNING | was one of forty senior officers who climbed down from abus, duffelsin
hand, like atrainee platoon, at the rusty-doored mouth to a tunnel mouth dug into old Cheyenne
Mountain, above Colorado Springs.

The Alternate Nationd Military Command Center had officially been at Offut Air Force Basein
Nebraskafor years. But ALNMICC was now atarget. A target like the Pentagon or the Kremlin,
obvious and indefensible against whatever had destroyed Canaverad. So Cheyenne Mountain had
become the dternate to the dternate.

To give you an idea how old the Cheyenne Mountain complex was, it was built to command American
ar defenses against Communist nuclear bomber fleets screaming in on Americaover the North Pole.

Since the Geneva Anti-Terrorism Compact, Cheyenne Mountain had deteriorated. A civilian led usinto
the mountain. He wore jeans, a T-shirt, and scuffed lace-ups. A janitor, realy. He led us through an open
blast door asthick as atail-standing bus, hung on barrel-sized hinges that had not budged in years, based
on their dust coating. Not, | supposed, since the Russansfigured out that after ahaf century of
communism in the world’ s biggest country, Denmark had abigger gross nationd product than they did.

We double-timed four hundred yardsinto the mountain, descending arock-walled tunnel, our steps
echoing in chill, dead air. Thester-grade officers hustling like trainees. It looked like the Fun Run a a
West Point reunion.

My hand throbbed and the loss of even the few ounces that two fingers weighed unbaanced me. There
was something mentally unba ancing about amputation, too. It would have been more traumatizing if they
hadn’t shot me up. The medics had implanted a L oc-Anest dispenser in my hand subcutaneoudy and ina



duffel pocket | carried abottle of pillsthat hit like bombs and were about as big.

| was lucid enough to have absorbed the bare bones of what we knew. It took no crystal ball to guess
that just as Earth was Sarting to get back to normd, the dimy little animated zucchinis had
sucker-punched us again.

Initial briefing wasin an auditorium swollen with theflat smell of mildew and the nose-prick of
disnfectant. Like the rest of Cheyenne Mountain, the old barn got demothballed when the Slug War had
darted. Then, in thefinest military tradition of digging holes, then filling them up again, Cheyenne
Mountain got remothballed when we won. Now we were scurrying to spruce the place up again.

Brace briefed from apodium on alow stage. Howard sat to Brace' sright, a Chipboard on hislap.

Brace' s eyes had sunk into a pale face. The impregnable defense of the planet, his impregnable defense,
had failed. His command had been wiped out after having failed to fire areturn shot. But he had no ship
|eft to go down with.

His podium sat left of aflatscreen that filled the wal behind the stage. He cleared histhroat, the lights
dimmed likein an old film theater, and shuffling and coughing died asfast asaswatted fly.

Brace began, “Y esterday, at 1605 hours Zulu, UNSF remote-sensing pickets deployed in
geosynchronous orbit detected an incursion into intra-lunar space by a presumed-hostile object.”

Thewadl lit with atill image of space. Stars salted blackness. At the screen’s center glowed adim red
streak. Brace turned toward the screen and stirred acircle around the stresk with his green laser pointer.

“How many hits beside Canaverad?’ | asked.
Brace faced back toward us. “ Just the one.”

“Interceptor Command couldn’t stop just one Projectile?” The general who spokerolled hiseyes. His
lapd brasswas Air Defense Artillery. They spent their careersin air-conditioned bunkers, following
manualsto the letter.

Brace' s head snapped back like he’ d been dapped. “ Thiswasn't a Projectile. Not as we know them. It
wastoo fat to catch and too small to hit.”

“Nuclear?’

Brace shook his head. “Usua Pseudocepha opod methodology. Solid object moving at high speed to
destroy by application of kinetic energy.”

The ADA generd sad, “ Projectiles during the Blitz camein at thirty thousand miles per hour. That was
plenty fast. But by the end of the Blitz we were knocking them down. The Slugs are ftill just throwing
rocks at usand you can't stop them?’

Howard stepped to the podium and leaned in to the mike. “ The Projectiles that hit us during the Blitz
moved at the speed they did so they could maneuver, hit their targets. This one appearsto have homed in
onamicroburst sgnd.”

The Football. All those Footballs, scattered across Ganymede so we couldn’t missthem. “A goddamn
Trojan Horse?’ | spit it out into the silence.

Howard nodded. “We only brought back one, by fortuitous coincidence.”



Coincidence my ass. Howard would havefilled up Excalibur with Footballslike it was an Easter basket
if I'd let him wander around Ganymede picking them up. The Slugs seemed to know human traitslike
curiogity like the backs of their hands. Except Slugs had no hands.

Howard continued. “ Asthe generd said, Blitz Projectiles moved at thirty thousand miles per hour. That's
eight miles per second. Four times faster than a Scramjet cruises.”

Somebody whistled.

Howard ran hislaser pointer along the red track of whatever had smeared Canaverd. “ Our best estimate
isthat when this object began to leave thisvisible track, due to atmospheric friction, it was moving a one
hundred thousand miles per second. Too fast for our technology to record avisible image, much less

intercept it.”

The Air Defense genera shook his head. “ That hasto be wrong. That’s more than half the speed of light.
The Rocket Equation—"

“We believe the Pseudocepha opod has bypassed the Rocket Equation.”
| raised my hand. “Howard, in English?’

He nodded. “ Any reaction-based propulsion system, arocket for practica purposes, can ultimately
reach a peed no greater than twice its nozzle-exhaust velocity. You'll recall that Tsilkovsky postul ated
thisin 1903

“Who could ever forget?’

“A chemicd-fuel rocket like the old space shuttle blew out at |ess than three miles per second. The
fastest it could ever have gone would have been six miles per second. Worse, top speed is proportional
to the natural logarithm of the percentage of mass | ft after the fuel’ s gone.”

| rolled my eyes.
Howard scowled. “For heaven's sake, Jason! It sonly rocket sciencel”

He tapped his pointer on his palm and stared at the ceiling. “1n other words, according to the Rocket
Equation, arocket that’s 99.9 percent fuel—you could strap afuel tank as big as the moon to the space
shuttle—would take athousand yearsto travel onelight-year. The fastest propulsion systemswe ve
conceived, even theoreticaly, are antimatter-fueled rockets and nuclear-fusion Scramjets. They could
perhaps, if they accelerated long enough, attain haf the velocity this object did. So, inferentidly, thiswas
no rocket. Besides, the configuration of current Pseudocepha opod vessel's shows no trace of
conventional rocket exhausts.”

“How do you know? Y ou said you couldn’'t see this object. That it moved too fast.”
Howard nodded. “ That’ strue. We couldn’t. But the rest of the fleet’s moving dower.”
Somebody whispered, “ Fleet?’

TWENTY-SEVEN

THE SCREEN BESIDE HOWARD DISSOLVED into anew picture. Howard said, “Visble-light
optica image from the early days of the Blitz. The Shanghal Projectile, as photographed from Paomar
Observatory.”



The object wastoo familiar, an iridescent-blue egg, whorled like asnail shell. A Projectile, the Slug
War’ s primary strategic wegpon. As huge as flying footba | stadiums, Projectiles had vaporized Earth
cities like extinction-event meteors and the impact dust they exploded into the stratosphere plunged us
toward anew ice age within months. Projectiles had killed my mother and sixty million more human
beings. | shuddered at the sight.

Howard said, “ Destructive power isafunction of kinetic energy. At thirty thousand miles per hour,
objects this huge obliterated whole cities. But kinetic energy is one-haf its masstimesthe square of its
veocity.”

| looked around. Brace was nodding. Equations weretidy. They dways gave the same answer if you
plugged in the same values. They never left you scrambling around in the dark. Brace, | guessed, loved
equations.

Howard continued. “If you plug in haf the speed of light for velocity, give or take, then, depending on the
dengty of yesterday’ s object, yesterday’ s object may have been no bigger than arefrigerator. A thrown
medicine ball may knock you down. But abullet will kill you.”

Brace asked, “Y ou’ re saying the Slugs expected usto pick up this lure? Like dumb animas?’
Howard nodded. “We expect mice to take cheesein traps.”

“WEe re smarter than mice!”

“So we thought.”

At the turn of the century, we thought we were too smart to let nineteen fanatics with box cutters bring
down the biggest buildingsin New Y ork. Hindsight was perfect. However we got there, wewerein a
war, now. This debate was pointless. | raised my hand. “Y ou said there were Slug ships?’

Howard pressed hisremote. A second object’s picture faded in ashe said, “ Scales are equalized.”

Alongside the Shanghai Projectile, and about the same size, floated another Slug-blue vessdl. Howard
said, “Thisimage was gathered by telescopic sensors aboard a picket satellite.”

My hand throbbed beneath its dressing. | bit back nausea.

The new Sug vessdl was as enormous as the old Projectile, but different. Humans are used to baancein
our machines. Our machines echo the bilateral and radia symmetry of animal life on Earth. This
blue-black monstrosity bulged unevenly, covered in overlapping plates, like atumorous cockroach. From
one tapered end—I thought of it asthe front end—protruded six armlike crescents, from the rear and
from one side pointed two cones, like thorns or stingers.

A smilar vessel was visible behind thefirst one, tiny in the distance. An odd thing about the new photo
was that, unlike the older, no stars were visible in the background.

Howard' s pointer dashed acrossthe objects like afencer’ sfail. “We believe these to be war-fighting
vesselsfor space combat. Fighters, if you will. Albeit enormous ones. The forward sx-arm array we
don’t understand. The United Nations universal phonetic designator for thismodd is‘ Firewitch.” We
identify variants Alphaand Bravo, distinguished by the number of forward arms. Thissix-arm modd is
the Alpha. A Firewitch Bravo deploys eight arms.”

| Ssghed. If the military got rid of the people who did nothing but think up acronyms and abbreviations for
stuff, the Pentagon could have been cut down to the Quadragon. UN phonetic designation just continued



last century’ sSNATO system. Fighters got two-syllable names starting with “F.”
| asked Howard, “Where are these ships now?’

“Between Earth and Mars”

Someone let out a bresth.

“How many?

“There seem to be two escorts deployed forward at any one time. But we estimate the total isone
hundred twenty-one Firewitches.”

“Escorts? Escorting what?”
Howard ran his pointer tip around the screen’sedge. “This.”

The Shanghai Projectile faded offscreen and anew image replaced it. Howard said, “ Thisis a pullback
image taken at the same time as the close-up.”

Another bulbous Slug ship floated on the screen like a blue-black watermelon grown by the Mad Hatter.
Two watermelon seeds drifted in front of it. | squinted at the seeds, which had tiny whiskers growing
from their front ends. They were the two gigantic Firewitches. The Sug ship behind them was so
gargantuan that it had blocked out spacein the prior picture.

Some officer muttered, “It'snot abig ship. It sasmdl planet!”

Howard said, “We believe the Firewitches escort this big bertha. A trangport. United Nations phonetic
designator ‘Troll.””

“What doesthis Troll transport?’
Howard tapped the pointer against his palm and cocked his head. “My hunch istroops.”
No one spoke.

“It' saninvasion fleet. At present inbound speed and course, and presuming the ability to decelerate at
G-forces commensurate with those observed as these Firewitches dtered their course, the invasion fleet
will reach Earth in twenty-two days.”

Moredlence.

| raised my hand. “Why invade us? The Slugs haven’t come within three hundred million miles of us
before”

Howard shrugged. “Best reason in the universe. Their last plan failed. Timefor achange.”
The ADA generd asked, “How did the fast-mover that hit Canavera affect our defense capability?”

Brace stepped to the podium and Howard sat back down. “ Space Force is devel oping launch points at
Vandenburg in Cdiforniaand a Lop Nor in China. We were moving to deploy an orbital operations
platform and ahunter-killer satellite umbrella” Brace paused to clear histhroat, then blinked. “However,
at the moment, and for the next twenty-two days or longer, every war fighting vehicle on Earth capable of
reaching low Earth orbit is scrap metd at the bottom of the Canavera crater. Our defense capability is
zero.”



Thiswasn't thetime to lecture these old men. But asfar as| could see, somebody’ sfailureto disperse
our defense capability was about to end the human race.

Someone sad, “ That’' swrong. There are twenty-four V-Star Interceptorsin orbit right now.”

Brace nodded. “I said ‘ every vehicle on Earth.” Not one of those twenty-four can stay up more than ten
additiond days. We have no present capacity to relieve or refuel them. The only strip that could land
them intact was at Canavera. A few of the pilots may make walk-away landings on shorter strips
somewhere on Earth, if we get good weather. But the shipswon'’t be launchable again for weeks.”

“We'refinished.”
It seemed no one in the room breathed.
Howard said, “ There s one subgtantia ship left. And twenty fighters.”

Brace swiveled his head toward Howard. “ The mgjor’ sright. Excalibur’s stored in lunar orbit. Twenty
extra-orbital-variant Venture Stars are moored to her.”

Howard said, “We know Excalibur’sup there. But we don't have shipsto get to her. Evenif we had
ships down here, we wouldn’'t have afacility to launch them from.”

A barrel-chested lieutenant general sood. He wore Infantry’ s crossed rifles. “If interdicting theinvasion
fleet in space isn’t an option, we need to mobilize the population.”

Hewasn't wrong. Mankind had no options. Fight or die.

But injust daysit was going to be villagers with pitchforks against swarming, black-armored Slug legions,
armed, armored, disciplined, and coordinated like adimy Bolshoi Balet. None of these military men had
faced Pseudocepha opod Combat Infantry. | had.

Shooting the Slugs down with ground-based missiles asthey tried to land on Earth seemed like agood
idea. Aninvason forceis most vulnerable during landing. Especialy coming down from the sky. A
century ago, Rommel had fortified the European coast to throw the Allies back into the seaand nearly
succeeded.

Then | thought about the present Situation. There were, | Supposed, antiaircraft and antimissile systemsin
place around high-value targets around the world. If the Sugstried to land on top of the White House or
the Kremlin, we would probably ruin their whole day.

But Earthisabig placeto defend. If the Slugs were smart enough to land in the middle of Saskatchewan
or the south side of Borneo, there wouldn’t be much we could do to stop them.

We broke for twenty minutes. | cornered Brace before he | eft the auditorium stage. “ Admira ?’
Brace turned to me and frowned.

| said, “Thanks. | oweyou.”

“For what?’

“For pulling us through that hole before the building blew. Y ou saved my life. And my godson’s.”

He smiled astightly asawalking cadaver. “ Saved you for what? Generd, you' | go down swinging. We
al will. But any chance we had to keep that invasion fleet off this planet vanished when my command did.



Do you know how many died at Canavera ?’

A balloon seemed to swell in my chest. On Ganymede, | had felt like Brace felt. Now we both knew the
emptiness of losing our troopsin combat. | supposeif Ord hadn’t taught me better, | would have rubbed
itin. | suppose | could have smirked. Could have asked Brace how smart his Annapolis education made
him now.

| said, “We do the best we can. We screw up. We come back and do the best we can again.”

He smiled once more. “Infantry can do that. Infantry can fight with fixed bayonets, or throw rocks. But |
don’'t have anything to come back with.”

He sighed asthe sound of our footsteps rattled off granite tunnd walls. “If we had just one space-capable
ship, we could get a skeleton crew aboard Excalibur. A few people could take her out and fight her
V-Stars againgt thet fleet,” he said.

“One hundred twenty against twenty. Those are bad odds.”
“They'rethe only oddswe have.”

| had experienced those odds with Slugs before. | could still see them, black armor glistening, rear ranks
swarming over fdlen front ranks by the thousands.

At the tunnd mouth, Howard stood, smoking. No one who hadn’t been on Ganymede redlly could
visudize a Slug river surging up the nationa Mall, parting around the Washington Monument. | locked
eyeswith Howard.

He saw that river asclearly as| did. The Sugswould land. Asaspecies, we would fight. But asa
species, wewould die.

And then it hit me. | turned back to Brace. “I said | owed you. If | could get you aboard Excalibur,
would we be square?’

TWENTY-EIGHT

WE REASSEMBLED AFTER OUR BREAK. Earth’ smilitary brain trust hid and plotted in a mildewed
auditorium benegth arock pile. | leaned toward Howard and whispered, “ Could Brace fight the Slugsin
gpace? If we could get him there?’

He shrugged. “Better than trying to fight them here. If the Firewitch fights as poorly relative to our
V-Stars as Pseudocephal opod warriors fight relative to human infantry, Brace might make a contest of it.
One hundred twenty to one are quantitatively long odds. Not impossible. But even if we defeated 121
Firewitches, the Troll seemstoo massive to be destroyed by conventional missles. Anyway, with no
spacecraft, the odds are moot.”

| shook my head. “No they aren’t. There' safully operationa V-Star parked on the Mdll, outside the
Smithsonian. Y ou saw it yourself.”

Howard shook his head. “It’' sa static museum display.”

A colond next to us frowned at me for whispering. | tugged Howard up from his seat and we bumped a
few knee pairs sidestepping down the row.

In the dank granite passageway, my voice echoed. “ They wouldn't have yanked that V-Star’ s guts yet.



That would have cost money. Y ou want odds? | bet you ayear’ s pay that ship'still flyable. 1t can jack
itself up vertical and take off with no gantry. | saw it do that on Ganymede.”

“That wasin one-sixth Earth gravity. It would take some hot pilot to fly aVenture Star from the nationa
Mall to lunar orbit.”

“Mimi Ozawa s some hot pilot.”
“Then we d have one ship.”

“The V-Star could carry pilotsto the moon. It aready docked with Excalibur once. Then we' d have
twenty-one fighters plus a big ship to support them.”

“That V-Star could only carry fifty people, if we dope’em up and then pack *emin like sardines. Twenty
of those would have to be pilots. That leavesthirty billetsto fly Excalibur. Norma crew’ sfive hundred.”

“Excalibur’sal run by "puters. A skeleton crew could fly her for awhile. She' d just be an aircraft
carrier for the V-Stars, anyway.”

Howard rolled his eyesto the celling and pursed hislips. “V-Stars were designed to reach low Earth
orbit, not the moon. They can't carry enough fuel to continue to the moon.”

“Brace said we couldn’t get more fuel to the ships up in orbit now. Could we change that?’

“Possibly we could refud one V-Star in orbit by docking with an unmanned satellite launcher with afuel
tank for apayload. Possbly we could demothbal Excalibur and her own V-Starsin time. Possibly we
could devise a space-fighting Strategy. Possibly—"

“Possbly we'll dl dieif you don’t stop saying possibly!”

A planeride later, | followed Howard around the Capitol Mall as he walked around the last operable
manned spacecraft on Earth, his hands clagped behind his back.

He pointed up at the hydraulic struts of the V-Star’ sundercarriage. “ It sdesigned as asingle-stage
vehicle. And the Ganymede variant can lever itsdlf vertical and take off with no gantry. But .. .” He
shook his head.

“ But?l

Hesad, “Refueing in orbit would be total improvisation. Assuming we can adapt acommercia saellite
lifter asatanker, rendezvous with it, refuel, then continue.”

“Can we do that?’
Howard shrugged. “We can't, if you ask Brace. But Mimi Ozawacan.”

Over the next twenty-four hours, the United Nations pulled together twenty astronauts and former pilots,
including Mimi Ozawa, who had enrolled to finish adoctorate, and called them a squadron.

Brace and atiny crew would try to fire up Excalibur, whilethe pilots did the same with the V-Stars.
It wasdl very straightforward. It was al very desperate. It was dl going to happen without me.

| assigned mysdf to compile amilitia handbook for the ground campaign. We d send it onlineto the
public. They'd haveto learn from it and organize themsdvesto fight.



Improvised explosive devices were an obvious chapter. And | knew just the guy to writeit, Brumby.
Thefollowing day, Howard sat in my Washington office in the zoology lab of the Smithsonian.

He tapped a cigarette out of a pack.

| stared at hislighter.

“My office. My rules. For oncel”

“How’ s the Space Force mission going?’

He blew smoke at the calling. “Well, Admira Brace hasaplan. Excalibur will assume ablocking
position between Earth and the Pseudocephal opod fleet. She will deploy, recover, refud, and rearm
I nterceptors.”

| shook my head. “Midway!”

Excalibur was going to function as anaked aircraft carrier in space, deployed to block avastly superior
invasion fleet. After Pearl Harbor, American planes, operating from aircraft carriers stripped of proper
escorts by the attack on Pearl, intercepted the Japanese fleet and sank four Japanese carriers. Brace
planned to replicate the naval battle that had won the grestest maritime victory in American history.

| cocked my head. “What if the Slugs don’t come in on the moon’s orbital plane?’ | asked. “Braceis
planning for atwo-dimensiona surface-nava battle. But spaceisthree-dimensiond. The Sugs could just
loop around Excalibur. That’s not just aplan for the last war, it’ seight wars behind!” Footsoldiers had
learned the value of small, dispersed unitsthe hard way, from the American Revolution to Vietham to the
Tibetan Insurrection of 2020.

But Swabbie officers ftill saw combat in terms of set-piece battles, asthough Admird Mahan was il in
charge.

Howard shook his head and it another cigarette. “On Ganymede, the Pseudocephal opod could have
evaded us or waited us out. Instead it attacked. Frontdly, in waves, with no regard for itslosses. The
Pseudocephal opod will seek out and engage Excalibur to destroy it, not because Excalibur forcesthe
issue”

“So, no matter what Brace and the UN think, asfar asyou' re concerned, Excalibur isjust bait?’

Howard stood and looked around his office. “1 need an ashtray. I’ll be back.” Heleft and pulled the
door shut behind him.

It didn’t occur to me to ask Howard what he hoped to catch using a mile-long spaceship for bait.
My mistake.
TWENTY-NINE

| STARED AT THE CLOSED DOOR for twenty seconds, trying to figure out what Howard meant.
That wastypicaly futile.

| sighed and turned back to the business at hand, compiling a primer on homemade bombs. On the
off-chance that Brace and his space cowboys failed to destroy aforce ten timestheir size and eons more
technically advanced. In which case Earth would have to kill Sugs on our mud.



| talked up a desktop screen. Drugs or no drugs, my hand throbbed and | wasglad | didn’t haveto
keyboard.

Finding Brumby would be cake. The Domestic Defense Command was a vestige of the War on Terror,
exempt from the Bill of Rights. DDC was prohibited by congtitutiona amendment from satellite tracking
of natural persons but that didn’t mean DDC couldn’t track anyoneif the law could be, um, neutralized.

Brumby had mustered out under the Gratitude Act and was for practica purposes acivilian. Nobody
could track acivilian, legdly. But he was a the moment still on therollsas active-duty Army. The
tracking chip implanted behind every soldier’ s breastbone at induction was ill in Brumby.

| patched through on my ’ puter to Department of Defense Central Records. A ’ puter spoke, throaty and
feminine. “ Coordinates or place name, please?’

“Um. Place”
“Levd of detall, please?’
“I dunno. City. And an audio phone number.”

Pause. The ' puter purred. “Y our subject may be found in, in”—pause—"Fals Church, Virginia
Connecting your audio phonelink now. Please remain close by.”

| leaned on my ebows. Where dse did my slicon-chip friend think | would remain? But the news was
great. | glanced & my ' puter. | could be with Brumby in an hour or less.

| thought as | waited to learn hislocation. Brumby, blinky and jittery as he was, was now acivilian. Had
he found his destiny? A reason to live out the rest of the life with which fate had gifted him?

A "puter voice answered, this one male and priggish. “ Y ou have reached’—click, pause—“the Fdls
Church Municipd Jail. Please select from the following options—"

| straightened in my chair. Before | got to option one, Howard stuck his head and torso back in my door.
In one hand, he held an ashtray. “I have aplan. But it’ sfly by the seat of the pants. The military won't
likeit. Somebody like Brace would say it' sinsane.”

“Did you ever have aplan the military liked?’

Howard knit hisbrows. “I1t will present you with Hobson’ s choice. Would you rather die an infantryman
or amutineer? Of coursg, it could save theworld.”

| disconnected from thejall. “Talk to me, Howard.”
THIRTY

THE FIRST THING HOWARD’ S PLAN REQUIRED wasthat | assemble acombat team. Well, an
assgtant. Three people was the most we could swing. We needed demolitions expertise and | needed a
noncommissioned officer who functioned like an extension of mysdf, someone whose combat reactions|
knew and who knew mine just aswell.

That meant | had to spring Brumby.

The police officer at the Falls Church jail vistors desk wore his hair Gl-short, but his eyelids drooped. |
supposed catching bad guys was more invigorating than watching them pacein their cdlls.



He sat behind agray metal desk while, on atabletop holo in the corner, daytime news showed endless
images of destroyed Canaverd and civilians fleeing presumably targeted cities. | figured the holo also had
achannel to monitor the prisoners cells, but it looked like nobody bothered. The cop flicked hiseyes up
from my vigit request form to the ribbons on my uniform blouse. Then he looked at my face and hiseyes
widened. “You're Jason Wander!” He stood and stuck out his hand. He jerked athumb at alocked,
reinforced door. “You? Y ou're here to visit that guy, Brumby?’

In the corner, commercials hummed.
| nodded. “ That guy and | served together.”

The cop nodded, smiled, and reached for his belt key card. Hisbelly hung over hisbelt. Another
downside of not chasing bad guys, | supposed. But the nightstick and holstered stunner on his belt
announced he could make springing Brumby difficult if he hed to.

Brumby sat on acdl bunk, engrossed in abook titled A Brief History of Explosives.
The Army had made Brumby fit to be asoldier.
But when it discarded him, it left him fit to belittle el se.

He legpt to attention when he saw me through his cell bars, civilian or not. | looked around. Currently,
Brumby wasthe Falls Church jail’ s sole guest. He looked hedlthy so | figured the vomit smell wasthe gift
of aprior tenant.

| waved himto “ At ease”

“Sir!” Unconscioudy, Brumby reached to hiswaist and straightened his gig line, though his orange
“detaines” smock didn’t even have abelt buckle. He twitched. “ Good to see you, Sir. But why—7?’

“You'rethe onein the dammer, Brumby. | ask ‘why’ first.” | raised my eyebrows at the cop.

The cop flipped on a Chipboard display attached to the cell door and read doud, hisfinger tracing print
on the screen. “* Detainee is charged with five counts of assault, malicious property damage, ressting
arrest, and reckless endangerment.” And that’ sjust in one saloon!”

Brumby winced.

| fingered the credit chip in my pocket. | had back pay to burn and I didn’t figure to be spending it once
the Sugslanded. “What' s hisbail 7’

The cop pointed at the display, again. “*“RMD.” RMD means Recidivist, Mandatory Detention. He
evidently had arecord of violent episodesin the service. No bail. That saloon wasthe third place he
busted up in one night.”

Brumby hung hishead.

| tugged out my credit chip. “I know it’'s gonna be steep—"
The cop raised hispam. “Read my lips. No. Ball.”

| sraightened. “ But the Army needs him.”

“Maybe so, Generd. From the holos, it looks like the Army needs everybody. But it’snot up to me. You
can schedule ahearing.” The cop shrugged. “ The magistrate calendars amotions day every Wednesday.



Next one' sin sSx days.”
“Ingx days, it'll betoo late!”

The cop hooked athumb in hisbelt, dongside his sunner holster, as he turned away. “You' reasoldier,
ar. Y ou know we gottago by the book, just like you al do. There' sa Department of the Army release
form you could get, | think. They process through in a couple of weeks.”

“In acouple of weeksthe Department of the Army will be hip-degp in Slugs! Copsaren’t so different
from soldiers. Y ou never went around the book?’

He paused and looked from me to Brumby. Then he sighed and walked backward toward the cell-block
door. “Your vigt limit' sten minutes, Sr.”

The dammed door echoed while Brumby grasped the bars and rested hisforehead onthem. “Sir, I'm
sorry. | don't deep good. When | deep, | seeit. | seeitdl. Thenl’mtired.” Helooked up and grinned.
“Y ou know how | amwhen I'm tired.”

| nodded. “You gotothe VA?
“Sincel got back. They made metake Prozac I1. So | quit going.”

Drugswere wonderful things, | supposed. At the moment | was functioning after atraumatic amputation
only because of them. But | had done’ Zac when the Sugs killed my mother. It made me stupid. Stupid
enough that | had cogt afriend hislife. Should have been my life. The memory made me squeeze my eyes
shut.

| opened them and touched my hand to Brumby’s. “I don't blame you.” | kept pressing hisfingers until
he looked up, then | leaned forward. “Brumby, | need you to reenlist.”

He shook his head and squinted. “Huh? But, Sir, I'm locked up. No bail. Y ou heard. It' snot so bad. |
get toread alot.” He pointed at his do-it-yoursalf bomb book. “Y ou know, sir, you can make abomb
out of admost anything.”

| gazed at the peding ceiling and sighed. Wednesday was too long from now. And that was just a
hearing. Go to the Judge Advocate General Corps? Those bureaucrats couldn’t spring aprivate from a
stockade. In civilian court they would be worthless. My old benefactor, Judge March?If | could find
him, maybe he could get Brumby sprung. Unlikely. The White House? President Lewis had ordered Ruth
Tway to keep asword over my head. If | could reach anyone in authority at the White House, they might
be in no mood to help me. And Howard' s plan depended on us coming in under the bureaucratic radar.
A genera lobbying to get aformer enlisted man out of aloca pokey would pique curiosity. High-level
scrutiny was the last thing we could stand.

Thejudge had told melong ago, “If the truth won't set you free, lie your ass off.” But springing Brumby
would take more than lies.

Brace blamed himsdf for leaving Earth defenseess. But he was getting a second chance, an opportunity
to redeem himsdlf. Around the world, soldiers scrambled, preparing for the worst with too little time and
material to prepare.

Brumby and | dangled. If | couldn’t get Brumby out of here right now, hisdestiny and minewould beto
make no difference in the coming battle. That was dl we had left. The dim chance that we could make a
difference.



| leaned close and whispered, “ Brumby, there' s no time to argue with judges and lawyers. I'm busting
yw OLIt.”

He drew hishead back as hiseyeswidened. “Sir? If you get caught you'll bein herewith me. That
would be aredl career-bender for you.”

Brumby didn’t redizethat | had no career. But it was because he thought about me, first, that | needed
him. And that he deserved the chance to go down swinging, not inacell.

| stabbed my hand through the bars and covered his mouth. *'Y ou coming or not, Brumby?’

The cop wasthe only other person in the building. My Gl pool car sat curbside, fifty feet from the
building entrance.

Beneath my uniform | wore my Eternad underblouse. It was nonconductive. If the cop could draw and
fire hisstunner before | could drop him, atorso shot would sting melike sticking afinger in awall socket,
but I would still be ableto function. Like every other infantryman, I’ d been hit with stunner shots during
training, to build my confidencein my armor.

If I could get Brumby back onto any military reservation before the cops tracked us and pulled us over,
red tape would protect him. Bureaucratic delay worked both ways. Possession was nine-tenths of the
law. Or something. While Brumby was behind bars, the system dlowed him to languish there. Buit if |
could get him out, no matter how, it would take days for the system to reverse the process. In afew
days, it wouldn’t matter, one way or the other.

| was pretty sure | could drop the cop with a sucker-punch chop to hiswindpipe, without killing him.
However, in training only instructors like Ord had been authorized to demongtrate the blow because
trainees routindly killed one another when they tried it. Murder was aproblem | didn’t think red tape
could make go away.

| ground my teeth while | self-debated.

Upholding the Rule of Law, as established by the Condtitution | was sworn to uphold and defend,
depended, at this moment, on my breaking the law. Brace would never doit.

| looked at Brumby and pressed afinger to my lips.
He nodded.

| pointed at the corridor across from Brumby’scell door. “I’ll be out of the guard’ s sight. When he walks
back in, you hold his attention. Do something, anything. Just make him cometo you.”

Brumby nodded, but his brow wrinkled. “ Sir, are you sure thisisa good idea?’

Masterminding afailed jailbresk would land me next to Brumby, behind the bars. And aviolent felony
conviction doesn’'t build the ole résumé. But in days, nobody’ s résumeé would count for fleasnot. The
reason Brumby and | survived Ganymede, it now came clear, was to defend this planet to our deaths.
We could only do that if he got out of the dammer.

| pressed my back against the opposite corridor’ s cool wall. My breathing shalowed and | flexed my
right hand. Theingructors caled it the killing hand.

Brumby yelled, “Hey! Help! | have to go to the bathroom!”



| looked into the cdll and winced. An ivory commode was built into the far wall. Brumby wasaborn
soldier but not aborn liar.

Slencefrom the next room.

Brumby stuck hisfingersin his mouth and whistled 'til sdivasprayed. He snatched up a Plasted chair and
rattled it againgt hiscdll bars.

My right hand hung heavy aongside my body. Pulling atrigger with a Pseudocephaopod in my sights
was onething. Killing—no, | reminded mysdlf, | wasn't trying to kill him—an innocent police officer in
cold blood was another. If | killed him, my life could end. If | didn’t, the world could end.

| peeked around the corner, my heart pounding.
At the corridor’ s end, the doorknob rotated.
THIRTY-ONE

| WATCHED THE CORP, or rather hisdull reflection, in the polished-metal mirror abovethesink in
Brumby’scdl.

Rubber cop soles squesked on thefloor tile. | tensed my arm.

Then | relaxed it. | couldn’t kill aninnocent cop in cold blood. Some soldier | was. The mission should
comefird. Killing was my job.

| dumped against thewal. We were beaten.
“Mr. Brumby, after we have the conversation we' re about to have, just forget it.”

Huh? The cop stepped past me, waved his pass-card across Brumby’s cell’ slock and the door hissed
open.

The cop turned to me and shook his head. “ Generd, | don’t know why you think this guy can make a
difference. | do know that we' redl in trouble. Y ou wouldn’'t be hereiif it wasn’t important. | figure |
gottaexercise my discretion.”

My mouth hung open. | blinked, then said, “He sfree?’

“If he was anybody e se, you could bail him out after abar fight no problem. | put real bums back on the
Street every week. Doesn't seem right Mr. Brumby should stay injail just because he went to war for the
rest of us”

Brumby gathered up his clothes and kit and scurried into the corridor.

The cop pointed at the table holo. An anchorwoman stood in front of aholo showing Earth, the moon,
and adistant, pulsing red dot that moved visibly closer to Earth as she spoke. The cop said, “I can draw
up formsthat say the’ puters misidentified Mr. Brumby. We automaticaly release the subject if that
happens. Y ou saw how this place works. We go by the book.”

The officer unlocked awadll locker, rummaged, then handed Brumby a persona effects envelope. “But
sometimes you gotta go around the book.”

| could have kissed the cop for springing Brumby. But if he knew how far around the book Howard
planned to go, the cop might have dapped me.



THIRTY-TWO

AT ELEVEN PM. TWO WEEKSLATER, | buttoned up my gear, including Jeeb, and punched
“checkout” on the bedroom screenin my Ritz suite.

A British-accented ' puter assured me that the Ritz looked forward to welcoming me back soon.
| snorted. “Fat chance!”
Two besats|ater the’ puter gpologized and offered me a complimentary suite upgrade.

| said, “No. It'sjust ascheduling problem.” A big one. Well, if one had to spend alast night on Earth, |
supposed the Ritz was as good a place as any. Space Force' slatest estimate was that eight days from
now the Sug invasion fleet would crossinsde the orbit of the moon.

| detoured to the holo booths off the lobby, talked up contact info, and spent money | would never need
onaMax-Qud link.

Munchkin faded in as clear as spring water. A fire crackled in the hearth behind her, real down to a spray
of wood smoke smell. She wore arobe and juggled Jude, toude-headed, on her hip. She draped a towel
over hishair. “Hewasin the tub. What' swrong?’

“Y ou mean besides the Slugs? Nothing.” | hated lying to her but shewasacivilian, now. “We Il bein the
fiedd acouple daysso | thought I’ d, y’know, check in with you.”

Mom or not, Munchkin was soldier enough to know thiswasthelast call.
She stared while Jude squirmed. “ Sure.”

| almost wished | hadn’t paid for the Max-Qual, because | could seethetears swell in her eyes. Jude
touched afinger to her eydid. “Mommy, you' rewet.” A heartbeat later Munchkin' stears streamed
down.

She stepped toward me and made akiss on my forehead that | couldn’t redly fedl. The soap and water |
smelled wasn't redlly her but Max-Qua meant scent and by gosh AT& H delivered.

| broke thelink before she saw my tears.

Under the hotel’ s dimmed portico lights, the anonymous pickup car rolled up and its driver stepped out. |
sucked in the chill, damp breeze off the Potomac, smiled, and closed my eyes. Smple pleasures ddight
when you' reliving them for thelast time.

The driver’ s hand brushed mine as he reached for my duffe. “In the back, Sr?’

For adriver, the voice was too old, too commanding. Too familiar. | opened my eyes and my heart
skipped. “ Sergeant Ord!” He saluted and | returned it. “What—7?’

“I’m over at the Pentagon, temporary duty, just now, sir. Happened to see you were scheduled to need a
driver.”

Happened to use acommand sergeant mgjor’ s security clearanceto’ puter-dig through a couple million
top-secret records until he matched my name with an assgnment. | smiled. * Fortunate coincidence you
came across me, Sergeant Mgjor.”

“Indeed, Sir.”



| climbed in the passenger side of the Pentagon pool car and looked around. Ord dlid behind the whed!.
“Car’ shug-swept and surveillance-insulated, sir. And we have afew minutes. If you want to talk.”

“How much do you know?’

“1 know that orders and planning documents show that Mg or Hibbleis supposed to be assembling a
scientific exploration team to board any Sug vessdl that may be captured in the battle.”

“What baitle?’ | smiled.

“Yes, sr. There can be no battle because we have no ships. | watch holo newslike everyonedse.” In
the dimness| swear Ord smiled.

“However, S, | dso noted that Maor Hibble's command had recently requisitioned and taken delivery
on six thousand pounds of Semtex-51. Why alab would need the most powerful conventiona explosive
in history, in quantity great enough to blow up asmall city, seemed problematic, sr. Thelab aso
requisitioned awheded, tubular ddivery canister that would be just large enough to hold three tons of
S-51. Also enough Thermite to burn holes through severa battleships. It ssemsavery unusua group of
requisitionsfor alaboratory. Equaly strange Table of Organization and Equipment for a post-battle
ingpection misson.”

| swallowed and squeezed my eyes shut. Howard was Military Intelligence Branch. He was supposed to
be a spy, for crying out loud. But Ord, who was older than the Internet, had already hacked into
Howard's plot. We were going to be denied our lunatic chance to save the world because | hadn’t
checked up on Howard' s chesating skills.

My heart thumped. Ord, by-the-book Ord, was onto our little mutiny. He would never let us get away
withit.

Ord reached insde his uniform jacket. His hand came out holding an automatic.
| felt my eyeswiden and | pushed my hands out, palms up. “ Sergeant Mgor—7"

Ord shook his head. “Normally, sir, Pentagon Interna Security procedures would have picked up those
aberrant requigitions during the normd forty-eight-hour scan.”

My heart sank. Ord had found them even sooner.

“However, Pentagon security procedures o require that individua personnel test the encryption
technology of their workstations on file groups daily. | chose, purdly a random, to move those filesand
backups to my workstation and encrypt that group.”

“So, Internal Security—7?"

Ord nodded. “Will find them, eventually. But for the next seven days, asfar as Internal Security or
anyone else can tdll, those requisitions and deliveries don’t exit. Fortuitous coincidence, Sir.”

| realized my hand had been strangling the door handle. | released it. Fortuitous coincidence if some
lunatic bunch was trying to conced its plan to save the world. Ord had been saving my assand cdling it
fortuitous coincidence for years, now.

“Thank you, Sergeant Mgor.” | furrowed my brow and pointed a the gun. “Then why the hand
cannon?’



Ord turned in the driver’ s seet, faced me, and held up the pistol. The dide was back. It wasthe
blue-stedl Service .45 | had seen him practice with two years before, aboard Excalibur, during our
voyage home.

“This .45 is grictly nonstandard. Some might call it obsolete. But | carried it in combat and it aways
served mewell.” He pointed at a scratch dong the receiver. “1 carried it in ashoulder holster. In the days
before Eternad armor, this pistol earned that scratch deflecting a 7.62-millimeter round from my chest.
So somemight also cdl it lucky.”

He handed it acrossand | hefted it. “Doesn’t fed obsolete.”

“Neither do 1, sir.” He smiled and pointed. “But they keep me behind adesk, now. Loaded with
flechette, that old girl could be very effective in close-quarters battle in a confined space. Like aboard a
Slug warship. If such aclose-quarters battle were about to take place, which, we both know, it isnot.”

| swalowed.

Ord s voice dropped and he went hoarse. “If the generd would consider doing me the honor of carrying
the pistol ? For luck?’

Swelling nearly closed my throat. Ord wanted to do something to protect me. An automatic pistol seems
an odd good-luck totem to civilians. But steel makes acombat soldier’ s luck. Ord wanted something of
himself to take part in the battle to save the human race, though duty buried him pushing Pentagon paper.

| looked down, so he couldn’t see the tear sheen in my eyes, and dipped the pistol and holster into my
duffd. | sucked abreath. “The honor ismine, Sergeant Mgor. Anything ese | should know?’

He cocked hishead. “Y ou and Admira Brace seem to understand one another better now. Combat
makes us family. But when the chips are down, the admird will fall back on the book. And in combat
there often isno book.”

Ord dropped me off a midnight. Howard, Brumby, and I, al dressed in old civilian jackets and stocking
caps, meandered in the dark down the Capitol Mdll, pushing rattling wire shopping cartsfilled with plastic
trash bags. To acasual observer, three homeless derdicts. Which wasn't so far from true.

If the area hadn’t been sedled to vehicular traffic, acasua drive-by observer might aso have noticed that
there were more ddlivery vans and tractor-trailers than usua parked overnight dong the Mall, each
humming and plugged into arecharge post, but each far enough from the dark Venture Star displayed
outs de the Smithsonian that launch backwash wouldn't damageit. And the dead grass for hundreds of
yards around stunk of something acrid that the observer might recognize asfire retardant.

Asfor the glazing trucks parked at the base of the Washington Monument, astory in tomorrow’s
Washington Post would detail avandalism spree that shattered windows al dong the Mdll, and another
would reved agas main explosion in central Washington that explained the enormousfirebal visble as
far away as Bethesda.

It wastypica military operationa security—overdone and scarcely credible. But, like most Opsec, it only
had to fool any Sugs listening for acouple of days.

One by one, Howard, Brumby, and | came alongside, then darted into a grocery-delivery truck trailer
parked in front of the National Air and Space Museum.

Insde, everything smelled of overripe bananas, becauseit redlly wasjust agrocery trailer, except that its
single naked ceiling lightbulb had been replaced with anight-vision-friendly red one.



Howard and Brumby were dready stripping down, then dipping on infantry-crimson Eternad armor, their
weapons and equi pment rucksacks, freed from their plastic bags, at their fedt.

Suiting up took longer with three fingers, more because | babied the sumps than anything. Jeeb popped
his head out of my rucksack, wriggled free, then perched on my shoulder. There he hummed cyclicaly,
like agnat wasflying lgpsinside my helmet, as his diagnostics cycled, then recycled and ran again.

By thetime | buttoned up, | could barely movein the trailer. Forty-seven other bums, night watchmen,
and street sweeps had joined our costume party and had a so changed, now wearing V-Star pilot flight
suits or Space Force orbital-trangt uniforms.

| whispered to Howard, “Is Ozawa on board?’

“ She' sbeen pre-flighting the V-Star for hours.”

“I meant—"

“That too. | spoke with her ten days ago.”

Onefigurein orbital-transit uniform moved our way, others shrinking back to make him ahole.

Brace wrinkled hisbrow at the three of us. “Hibble, | do not understand why the Pentagon wants you
three and that gear taking up lift tonnage on thismission.”

Howard retracted his faceplate and Battlefield Awareness Monocle, so he could focus both eyes on
Brace. “You've seen the orders. If your force disables a Pseudocepha opod warship, we' re to board it
and gather intelligence. That gear of ours may be worth itsweight in gold.”

Like most good Spook lies, it had enough basisin truth to persuade someone who thought aslinearly as
Brace. It would seem like alogica extension of the Pseudocepha opod Technology Recovery Program.
Like the Opsec explosion story, the lie only had to hold for a couple of days. We were maybe the three
biggest Slug experts on Earth. Who else would be sent? Obvioudly, the story had won over the rest of
the chain of command. “Won over” was too strong. Howard had lied his ass off to them. In afew days, it
wouldn’t matter.

A Space Force tech sergeant poked his head in the trailer’ s door. “ Embarkation, one minute!”

For sixty seconds the only sound in the trailer was the clatter of gear buckles being checked, breathing,
and, somewhere, the Lord's Prayer.

The tech sergeant swung open the trailer doors. “ Showtime, ladies and gentlemen.”

THIRTY-THREE

MY HEART THUMPED asthe fifty of uswaked acrossthe Mall to the V-Star’ s now-descending
loading ramp. A paered light wedge flooded from the V-Star’ sinterior across us. The thumping was
partly because our puny human scraggle was al that stood between mankind and the end of the world as
weknew it. Also, | waslugging 125 pounds of gear through Earth-norma gravity.

As each of us stepped onto the V-Star’ s cleated up-ramp, we opened our mouths and a medic popped
in alima-bean-sized pill. My last trip to the moon had been under sedation, too. It wasn't just to keep us
from jostling the fellow travelers with whom we would be stacked nose to nose and toesto toes. It
would keep usfrom overloading V-Star life-support systems designed for haf as many passengers and
for shorter trips than from the Earth to the moon.



Mimi Ozawaand her copilot would be the only ones aboard who stayed awake for thetrip. If they
couldn’'t get usto orbit or couldn’t refuel us or screwed up some other way, | just wouldn’t wake up.
Since my tripswith Ozawa usudly ended with her scolding me, deegping through this one sounded fine.

A Space Force rating wedged meinto my travel tube, then wriggled his hand down the tube, dongside
my breastplate, and connected the com and med-monitor leads.

| yawned.
“Sweet dreams, Generd.”
Fat chance.

THIRTY-FOUR

THREE DAY SLATER Howard, Brumby, and | sat in Excalibur’sofficers mess sipping wake-up
therm cup coffee and shivering in stde air that had been scarcely heated and unbreathed for months. We
had the mess hall to ourselves. Each VV-Star pilot had his or her own ship to check out and Brace and his
twenty-five crew members had to get a ship bigger than Y ankee Stadium under way.

Unsurprisingly, despite this being the most important mission in human history, the three of us—four,
counting Jeeb who perched on my shoulder—had nothing to do at the moment except conspire to wage
our own private war.

Brumby leaned back in hischair and nearly floated off it. Until Excalibur’srotation fully spooled up, he
weighed about €leven pounds. “What are the rest of them going to do?’

Howard, who had never gotten the hang of movement in reduced gravity, nor of infantry equipment,
wrestled hishemet off and set it on the table, itsBAM blinking in the visor like aquestion mark. |
reached across, insde, and fingered the chinplate off switch.

Brumby and | knew Howard' s public version of our plans aswell as his private one. If the Space Force
pulled off its mission, though, we could return home sassy without executing either of our plans. | asked,
“Howard, how can V-Stars hurt aFirewitch? V-Stars are hardly even fighters.”

“The V-Star modifications were designed years ago. The parts are till stored here aboard Excalibur .
Prefabricated. Installation doesn't takelong.” He pulled out a Chipboard and tapped its screen. The
V-Star | saw there was hung with externa plumbing, its deek shape crusted with pipes, tanks, and
nozzles

“Maneuvering thrusters. Those fins and that deek shape are uselessin space. And”—Howard pointed at
arack piggybacked on the V-Star’ s middle—*they added weapons systems.”

| squinted at white, finned arrow shapes. “ Air-to-air missles?’

He nodded. “ Their fins are usdless to maneuver in vacuum. But they work fine as rockets. The pilot
pointsthe V-Star on-target and shoots. They’ re unguided explosive bullets. Smple.”

We d learned years ago, within days of the start of the Blitz, that the Slugs had someway of neutrdizing
our nukes. Even an antiship missile' s thousand-pound warhead seemed puny againgt the Slug behemoths.

“ S0’ sthrowing rocks, Howard. But it doesn’t accomplish much. And the Slugs can shoot those
light-gpeed refrigerators at us.”



A klaxon sounded and Excalibur’s main engines throbbed.

The viewscreen on the bulkhead broadcast the view from adrone orbiting the mother ship. At that
moment, Excalibur caught up with the lunar sunrise. A slver flash on the horizon spread into a crescent
of fire. | squeezed my eyes shut against the dazzle. | opened them and saw Excalibur, afloat infull
sunlight, hung majestic and silver againgt space and above the moon’ swhiteness.

Howard shook his head. “I’ll bet my pension that Projectile was one-of-a-kind.”
“You'veonly beeninthe Army sx years. Y ou have no pension.”

Howard frowned at me. “ The fast-mover was linked to The Footbal, which was its homing beacon. The
fast-mover probably loitered dong behind Excalibur al the way from Jupiter, then accelerated to
ramming speed as soon asit got asignal from the beacon that the beacon might be destroyed.”

“Destroyed when the PTR technocrats started to saw it open at Canaverd.” | settled into my chair asmy
weight grew to fifty pounds. “Y ou think the Sugs are that tricky?’

He shook hishead again. “1 don't think the Pseudocephaopod istricky at al where the human raceis
concerned. | think It sees the subjugation of mankind as no more than avermin hunt. For the
Pseudocephal opod, the fast-mover was just a smart-mine system. We just made the mine ook even
smarter because we put the homing beacon whereit could do usthe most harm. | think the Firewitches
will defend the Troll with wegpons firing conventiona objects at conventional speeds.”

“Because the fast-movers are too scarce?’

“Because the Pseudocephal opod thinksit doesn’t need to do anything more to defeat us. Why swat us
flieswith adedgehammer?’

Brumby shook his head and blinked. “ Admiral Brace has some pretty mean flies, Mgor.” Inthe
dron€e s-eyeview on the bulkhead, V-Stars dangled at Excalibur’s docking bays. Twenty bays, twenty
fighters

Mean flies or not, the pickets' telescopes had counted 120 Slug Firewitch escorts protecting the Troll
troopship. We were outnumbered six to one. And each Firewitch wasto aV-Star asagrizzly wasto a
hummingbird.

Excalibur’s docking bays ringed her midsection. Forward of that encircling belt stretched another, of
hemispheres that roughened her massive skin like metalic goose bumps.

Howard pointed. “Mercury Mark Twenty. Each turret houses an auto-directed rapid-fire cannon
sysem.”

“Eight thousand rounds per minute.”
“Y ou think the Sugswill let Excalibur get within cannon range of them?’

He shook his head. “1t' s a defensive wegpons system. More designed to disable whatever they fire at us.
Adapted from wet-Navy ship-defense systems. But there' s no reason we couldn’t hit atarget thousands
of milesaway, if weled it properly. The roundsjust kegp on flying through vacuum until they hit
something.”

| shrugged. That seemed like throwing sdt at acharging rhino. But the defensive possibilities encouraged
me



We each picked acabin, stowed our gear, and then, as the embarked contingent, headed to the bridge
to pay compliments to the commanding officer, like old-fashioned Roya Marines.

We actudly found Bracein Fire Control, not on the bridge. Red-lit like Excalibur’ s bridge, Fire Control
was along, tubular room that housed aong its edges fifty controller sations, one for each Mercury
battery. Only one station was manned, the gunner hanging in afighting chair within agimballed cagelikea
gyroscope. The other cages would be daved to whatever the gunner did in the occupied cage. If
Excalibur had anormal crew aboard, each cage would be manned by gunners who could override the
system’ s computer direction.

The main battle-management holotank ran the length and breadth of the room’s middle. Excalibur’s
image floated centered in the holo field' s pale green representation of surrounding space, assmdl asa
slver pencil. Flies orbited the pencil at adistance. Patrolling V-Stars.

Brace returned our salutes, his eyestired.

The deck plates shook beneath my feet. When aHope-classfires her main engines, you fed it amile
away. But you experience no sense of going forward. She doesn’t accelerate even like an old city bus, at
firg. After dl, it'slike setting asmdl village in motion.

From what Howard had said, Slug ships seemed to be able to maneuver in waysthat defied our ideas of
physics. However, if Excalibur couldn’t turn faster than an iceberg, | couldn’t visudize that Troll
transport, asbig as Terre Haute, zigging and zagging.

Brace nodded as he conversed with an invisible someone at the other end of hisearpiece. “Very well.
Take her out, First Officer.”

Brace turned to the fire-control officer, seated ingde the cage of the Mercury fighting chair. “ Underway
gations, Mr. Dent.”

“Aye, Sr.” The gunner strapped in.

| watched him grasp the gun controls and my heart rate sped abest. | had found a certain sport in laying
my cheek against an M-60 mode 2017’ sreceiver, then arcing roundsinto a distant target while the gun
bucked against my shoulder. The old girl was athrowback design. The Army could have chosen instead
any one of adozen more modern automatic weapons designs. But it chose to redo the M-60 in Plasted..
| was no gun nut, but I'd cometo like her.

The thought of aMercury on manua, rumbling out eight thousand rounds aminute under my hand, made
my fingerstingle.

“—but my primary mission remainsto close with and destroy the enemy.”
Brace was spesking, Howard was nodding and frowning.

“Capture and examination of a Pseudocephal opod vessd—and live crew if we get lucky—is our best
hope of turning thiswar. Or ending it.”

Brace nodded at Howard. Howard barely knew how to engage the safety on his M-20. But he was the
right person to carry this debate.

Brace snapped, “Y ou get one of the reserve Venture Stars, one pilot, billets and training space for the
boarding party. Beyond that, | need every resource on thisship.” He stared at me and Brumby for the
fird timewhilehesadit.



Brace didn’'t like the plan he had just debated with Howard, a plan that only kicked in if and when
Brace' s zoomies had won the battle. If he knew the truth, he would have thought our red plan was
insane.

Which it was.
THIRTY-FHVE

LATER THAT DAY Howard, Brumby, Mimi Ozawa, and | huddled around a holotank in a conference
room aft of bulkhead ninety—embarked-divison country—where the swabbies, who were busy anyway,
wouldn’t disturb our plotting. Disturb us? There were only twenty-five of them and the space we had to
oursalves had been designed to house a ten-thousand-soldier division. They probably couldn’t have even
found us.

Weadll stared into agreen, trand ucent, three-dimensiona image of the Slug Troll that wasasbig asa
beachbdll.

Up here in space we were back in no-smoking land, so Howard pointed alicorice whip at the display.
“This represents our best estimate of the interior layout.”

Ozawatapped her chin. | wasn't sure how much of Howard' s plot she had been told to lure her in. She
asked, “Based on what?’

| had asked Howard the same thing. She wore abaggy flight jacket over her flight suit, for metheday’s
initia disgppointment.

“We extrapolated the layout of the Projectile Jason explored on the moon five years ago, plus Jeeb's
experience ing de the Pseudocepha opod base on Ganymede.”

George Washington said that the need for procuring good intelligence is pparent. That had been easy for
Georgeto say.

But intel errors had screwed up more war plans over the centuries than al the swords and bulletsin
history. | swallowed and crossed the fingers on my good hand.

Howard waved his palm at what looked like abelt of raisns stuck around the Troll’sbdlly. “The Trall
carriesits Firewitch escortstethered, like Excalibur carries the V-Stars. We count one hundred
twenty-one Firewitches moored to the transport. That suggests It counts on a base-eleven system, by the
way. Our baseten likely arose from our appendages, ten fingers and ten toes. Since It has no fixed
appendages, that invites fascinating speculation—"

| shot Howard aglance.

He cleared histhroat. “ Anyway, we assume the escorts will attack when Excalibur approaches.” He
looked up a Brumby and pointed at aridge near the Troll’ stail. “We want to make entry here.”

Brumby shook his head, dowly. “I can burn our way in any place you tell me, Mgor. Thermite will melt
Sug metd. But therewill be three of us and that thing' sthe Sze of amountain range.”

Howard shrugged. “ Exactly why we should be too small to notice or care about. An amoebaon an
elephant. A pilot of Mimi’ s ability should be able to dip usthrough the confusion of theinitid dogfight to
that point of entry. We believe that’ swhere the propulsion system is. That should be aflammable or
explosive location. If we can locate a vulnerable point to set the charge, we should be able to blow the
wholething up.”



“What about the Firewitches? Maybe we do blow up the Troll, and afew Firewitchesheld closetoitin
reserve. That will ill leave over ahundred warships.”

“Here, wetake aleaf from Admira Brace' s nava history book. If we board the Troll in the early stages
of battle, then neutralize Pseudocephal opod resistance aboard for atime, the Firewitches should be
returning to the Troll to refuel and rearm. At the Battle of Midway, the U.S. caught the Japanese planes
on deck when they returned. We' ll get the Firewitches, too, when you blow the big ship.”

“Where are we when the Troll blows?” Brumby asked.
“Mimi should have us clear by hundreds of miles by then. It' san degant plan.”
Brumby frowned. “Neutrdize the Sugsinsde. How many warriors you figure that thing carries?’

Howard glanced a me. It was another question I’ d asked. “The Troll ismainly areplication platform, an
incubator if you will. The number of warriors actudly combat-ready at the time of entry we estimate will
berdatively smal.”

Brumby leaned forward. “How small, Sr?’

“Give or take, maybe one hundred thousand.”

Mimi and Brumby rocked back in their chairs.

Howard waved hispams. “No, it'sfinel Wewon't haveto dedl with them all.”

It wasn't fine, but Howard needed support here or haf our team would bolt. | leaned forward. “A
Projectil€ slike a spaghetti bowl insde. Narrow passages. We can isolate ourselves by you blowing
some choke points, Brumby. That should give ustime enough to figure where to plant the Bomb. If they
even notice us.”

| winced internaly at that fantasy. Notice us? Based on my experience, the Sugswould be on uslike
rottweilers on pot roast.

Slencehunginthe cabin air.

Brumby turned to me. “ Sir, you think thisisworth the risk?’
| nodded.

“ThenI’'min.”

Three pairs of eyesfocused on Ozawa

Findly, she spoke. “Howard, you told me the plan was to board the Troll to stedl technology. Thisplanis
stupid. No, it sworse than stupid. It'ssuicidal. And it’s crimina. Brace and the command structure don'’'t
know what you really plan, do they?’

Howard' s gaze drifted to acorner of the cabin. “1ts success probability computed rather low. The war
planners preferred not to divert even your one ship from conventional combat.”

“So you're asking me to mutiny, desert, and commit treason. All in one convenient package.”

“Y ou knew when we talked before that the plan | outlined was not exactly the plan | was asking you to
joinin”



Ozawasnorted. “I didn’t think it would turn out to be such adumb-ass plan.”

| asked her, “You'reapilot. How dumb-assisit for twenty V-Stars to attack six timestheir number, and
ahundred timesther weight, in Firewitches?’

Ozawa s answer to that had to be “pretty damn dumb-ass.” But Ozawa sfrown told me | needed alittle
more to nudge her over to our side.

If it had been Pooh Hart sitting there, she would aready have been thinking about how to fly the mission.
What wasin Ozawa s head?

| said, “Your problem isn’t with disobeying orders. Y ou'rejust afraid you can't outfly the Sugs”

Ozawa stiffened. Then her eyes narrowed. She pointed at the green Troll holo. * If—when—I get you in
there, you better make thiswork!”

A man rarely manipul ates awoman successfully, especidly this man. But the mindset that drove women
combat pilots made them behave like men. | smiled, reached across the table, through the green holo,
and shook her hand. “Done.”

We spent the rest of the day brainstorming.

Howard' s holo generator projected a Slug-ship passageway. Well, it was a purple-lit tunndl that looked
enough like a Slug ship’sgut to make my skin crawl beneath my armor.

Howard said, “ The Pseudocepha opod reacts dowly to significant threats. We believe aship-sized
ganglion lacks much independence to react to unexpected Situations.”

“So, if we break down the door, the word has to go to Planet Zircon and back before they react?’
Howard nodded. “ Crudely stated.”
“They reacted pretty good on Ganymede.”

“I didn’t say It lacked reflexes. | think we'll have three minutes after we breach the ship before we
encounter organized resistance.”

My own excursion through a Slug Projectile flooded back over me. Claustrophobic passages|it indim
purple corkscrewed and swirled in no pattern obviousto men. At intervals, dots no wider thanaman’'s
pam cut the passage walls. The dots were doorways, from which amorphous Slugs could pounce on a
man and suffocate him. Or they could kill him human-style, with around from one of those twisted
mag-rall riflesthey carried, wrapped in atentacular pseudopod. And somehow the dimy little bastards,
clumsy asthey were at close quarters, aways seemed ajump ahead.

Brumby asked, “We won't know what’ singde il we get there?’
“Not for sure,” | said.
Brumby said, “Wish we had a Siegebot.”

Human SWAT teams had stopped taking down urban criminal hideouts decades ago. ' Bots had saved
many a cop.

“Wedo, sort of.” | pointed at Jeeb. “ Tactical Observation Transports are smarter than Siegebots. He' |l
walk point for us. His sensors make a Siegebot |ook like adedf, blind pile of scrap pile”



Brumby and | cleaned weapons while Mimi and Howard went to inspect her V-Star’ s modifications.

Brumby snapped the charging handle on hisM-20 for the fourth time. “ Sir, what if Admira Brace figures
out what we' re doing?’

“Hewon't. HE stoo busy.”
“Our ship’s supposed to be held in reserve. When he sees us move out early, he might shoot us down.”

| smiled and shook my head. “Braceisinflexible. But he' slearned alot lately. He won't do something
that stupid.”

THIRTY-SIX

TWO HOURSLATER lay in the dark on my bunk when Howard rapped on my cabin’s hatch door.
“We'vegot It onscreen.”

| rolled off my bunk and tugged underarmor over my feet. “How far?’
“I would have said hours. But they’ re decelerating. A day to intercept at present rate of close.”
“Why decderdting?’

“To engage us. | think It knowswe re here. It' s going to neutralize Excalibur rather than leave a capitol
ship loose behind It.”

“Neutrdize. Y ou mean destroy.”
“Wll, the reason we came out here wasto engage It.”

One hundred twenty-one to twenty odds are bad. They seem even worse when the 121 are spoiling for a
fight.

Weran to the bridge, Howard leading while | hopped from foot to foot, tugging up my underarmor
trousers.

The dim-lit bridge bustled with light and sound, but unlike my firgt bridge visit whilein orbit above
Ganymede, Brace was the only human there. The forward screen image had split into three. The left
screen showed a pae blue light point againgt the stars—the Troll. Theright screen flickered with
Excalibur’svita sgns. In the center of the center, magnified, a Firewitch pointed head-on at us. ItsSix
forward booms or horns or whatever they were rotated as the fighter whirled coldly toward us. Its
surface winked with navigation lights—or what looked like navigation lights, though the Slugs couldn’t
see them because they were visible-spectrum lights. It was an escort or scout headed our way.

A smdl shadow did past meinthedull red light.

Mimi Ozawa, in flight suit, stood aongside Howard and whispered, “We refueled and your gear is
loaded. The bridging unit’s checked.”

Mimi’sjob was not only to fight and dodge usto the Troll’ s skin. She had to ddliver us close enough and
ddicately enough that Brumby could force ahull breach with Thermite charges.

But she couldn’t do her job and we couldn’t do ours until and unless Excalibur and the other fighter
jocksdid theirs. They had to win enough of the battle to creste amelee Mimi could dip through.



Brace leaned over, peering at adisplay that showed fifty Mercury turretsready. He spoke into the
cherry-stem mike that curved around his cheek, to the Mercury-systems controller. “ All systemson
automatic. Switch to manua on my command. Only on my command.”

The response echoed through the speakers. “Aye-aye, sir.”

Mercury’'s’ puters sensed incoming targets, locked on them, traversed and elevated each turret gun, and
fired on target in nanoseconds, before ahuman operator could blink. They were even programmed to
recognize the transponder signals from our own fighters, then abort firing. There should be no friendly-fire
disagters. With just twenty V-Stars against over a hundred Firewitches, we couldn’t afford to shoot
oursalves down.

Brace straightened, turned, saw us, and grunted.
Mimi said, “Mind if | disengage the docking boom from my ship, At?’

Former NASA astronauts, having served together as civilians, called each other by first names. Rank
differences between them, like the one between Admira Atwater Brace and Mgor Mimi Ozawa, were
ignored. It was one of those jaunty pilot rituas.

Bracefrowned. “Your ship'sinreserve. | don't want it colliding with adeploying fighter.”

“That boom keeps me tethered to Excalibur ninety secondslonger at go-time. Ninety secondsisa
lifetime in combat, At. I'll be at the controls. Y ou know I’m agood enough pilot to keep my ship out of
other people sway.”

Brace' s jaw musclestwitched. “ Strap in at the controlsif you want. But the boom stays connected. Y our
ship’s mine unless we identify a Pseudocephal opod derelict. Until then, you follow orders.”

Brace did have ultimate authority if he needed another fighter to defend Excalibur . She was the biggest
movable object ever constructed by mankind. She was home to twenty-six human beings, even if they
were squids like Brace. With the exception of our little secret mutiny, Excalibur was humanity’ ssole,
faint hopeto hold hordes of invading mongters at arm’ slength. So | couldn’t fault Brace for protecting
her.

But Howard believed our mission would win or lose the war. Howard Hibble may have been ageek’s
geek, but he would fight for what he believed. Nobody € se on the bridge seemed to notice that hisright
hand had clenched into afist.

The fight fan in melonged to let this one go the distance. Brace' s stateroom plagues announced that he
had been an Annapolis boxing champion. He outweighed Howard, but the little guy had him on reach.
Howard never worethe Silver Star he won at the Battle of Ganymede, but he won it for defending our
command post againgt fifty Slugs. He had pounded the last two with hisrifle butt, until the stock finaly
shattered.

| sighed and grabbed Howard' sarm. “Aye-aye, Admira.”

We turned away from Brace. Mimi on one Side and | on the other steered Howard off the bridge.
Benegth my fingers, the twine-thin muscles of Howard' s forearm quivered.

So did hisvoice. “ Dammit, Jason! The man'safool! Our only hope—"

“Howard, in twenty-four hours, Brace' |l be fighting an armada, every ship in it the size of Mount
Rushmore. Y ou think he' |l notice whether our boom’ s connected or not? Stick with the plan. We |l take



off to try and board that Troll and he'll let usgo.”
The trouble with professorsisthey don’t understand people like us line commanders.
| knew what | was doing.

THIRTY-SEVEN

WE SLIPPED OUR GEAR ABOARD Mimi’sV-Star, then | went back to my cabin to deep. A day
from now, | was either going to be awake for along time or adeep forever.

Inmy cabin | lay atop the blanket on my bunk—a soldier doesn’t mess up a made bunk unnecessarily,
evenif it'snever going to be ingpected—fingers laced behind my head. Awake along time? Who was |
kidding? We were going to be dead. | should have popped a stay-awake and savored every last minute,
and talked achip diary, then sedled it in acanister, launched it toward Earth, and hoped someone would
betheretoreadit.

Jeeb’ s microhydraulics sSighed as he preened, perched on a chairback.
“Did it matter, Jeeb? My life? Any of it?’

“I 'am not programmed to respond to that inquiry. Please restructure.” Jeeb didn’t say that, of course. It
just popped into my earpiece, a standardized, prerecorded soundbite.

Ruth Klein-Tway, and | aswell, may have deluded oursel ves otherwise out of sentimentality, but Jeep
wasjust a’ bot.

| didn’t even have apriest to hear my confession. Not that | wasreligious.

If therewasa God I'd know soon enough. | figured he wouldn't be pissed at me for doubting his
exigtence or for not going to church. | mean, God was supposed to be forgiving of human frailty. | smiled
at thecelling. If | had to spend eternity reporting to somebody like Brace I’ d transfer to hell.

On the chance that God was listening, | covered my bet by praying. Nothing persond, just that
Excalibur would survivelong enough to let us get ingde the Troll and go down fighting.

At some point | drifted off. | waslying on my bunk, then Excalibur exploded and | was tumbling through
vacuum with bits of bulkhead and asynwool bunk blanket tumbling longside me. | was very upset that
the blanket was flopping around, unmade, in space. | waited to fedl cold sear my bones, to fed the pain
of explosive decompression, but | just kept tumbling.

“ Jason?”
Howard peered into my face, his hand on my shoulder.

“It' stime, Jason.”

| sat up and rubbed my face.

“The Pseudocepha opod picket shipsare close. They' re firing ranging rounds.”
“Conventiona wegpons?’

We had wondered whether the Slug ships would be armed with desth rays or lightning bolts or just
explosves and cannonbdlls.



Howard nodded while | strapped on armor. He was dready armored up, helmet beneath onearm. In
rust-red Eternads, Howard resembled an anorexic orangutan in glasses.

[, on the other hand, resembled a Roman gladiator, | thought.

Howard nodded at my question. “Most of their shots went wide a thousand miles. The Mercurys picked
off the on-target rounds.”

By thetime Howard and | arrived in the passage at the air lock to our V-Star, Brumby sat there
cross-legged, rewinding det cord.

Mimi arrived last, not because she was putting on makeup or something but because the pilots bunked
forward, in Space Force country. In her flight suit she seemed as soft as achild in pgjamas, but as she
walked closer her eyes were as old and as hard as diamond. She tugged on her helmet and dropped the
orange visor over her face. “We good to go, Generd 7’

| nodded.

She stepped past me toward the open air lock that led out to her ship, past the attention-stiffened Space
Forcerating tending the’lock deck.

Ten minuteslater the light abovethe air lock flashed green and a buzzer’ srasp made me jump. The
Space Force man on the lock was the same redhead who had mothballed Excalibur when we had |eft
her afew weeks before. He said, “Systems' checks done, Genera. All aboard, sir.”

Weapons clattered against armor, Jeeb fluttered off my shoulder and assumed his programmed point
position just ahead of me.

We stepped off, Jeeh’ s six footpads clicking on the deck plates.

The’lock tender snapped off asalute, fingertips just below the carrot-tone fuzz that showed beneath his
cap. “Go get 'em, mudfeet!”

Jeeb twisted his head toward the’lock tender and, as he scurried past the man, touched hisright front
forelimb to hisforward antennae, returning the salute.

Thered-haired 'lock tender leaned toward me as | drew even with him. “Sir, you're just boarding in
case, right? | heard thisship’sin reserve.”

| lied but he didn’t recognizeit. “Yep.”

The’lock tender furrowed his brow, then brightened. “Wéll, good hunting, sir!”

“Well seeyou soon.” | looked away. That was alie that we both recognized.

| stepped across the hatch lip and it clanged, then hissed asthe ’'lock tender dogged the hatch behind us.

TheV-Star’ s cabin air carried the metallic tang of ozone to the back of my throat as we wormed around
jury-rigged thruster piping and into the V-Star’ stroop bay.

Modified for the V-Star’ s deep-space-fighter role, the bay squeezed us even more than it had when it
was configured for troop transport.

The canister packed with three tons of S-51 plastique was lashed to the bay’ s |eft side.



Neoplast containersfilled with Brumby’ sfusing and detonators and Thermite were packed againgt the
bay' sright wall.

The retracted, tubular docking bridge that Mimi would extend, to let us swarm aboard the Troll like
weightless buccaneers, filled the bay’ sfront third. The docking bridge would poke out through the hull
space where the other V-Star fighters sported missile racks.

| snorted to mysalf. One more reason Brace' sinsistence on holding this V-Star close for fighter duty
made no sense. With the missile rack removed, our ship was barely armed.

Our only armament was defensive. We carried asingle Mercury system, itsturret and operator blister
swelling from the V-Star’ sback amidships, like atumor. The six-foot-diameter cylinder housing the
Mercury system’ sturret and ammunition pods, festooned with hydraulic hoses, grew through the troop
bay’ s center from deck to ceiling, like Jack’ s beangtalk. It left room for two jump seeats, one for Howard
and onefor Brumby. That meant my seat wasin the Mercury system’ sfighting chair. Thiswasan
accident of limited space, not afunctiona assgnment, since computers aimed and fired Mercury unless
something broke. But there was afringe benefit. Even Mimi, in her cockpit, had only avirtua
windscreen, images projected by optical sensorsthat were located on the V-Star’ snoseg, tail, and flanks.
But the spherica gyroscope of the fighting chair’ s cage rotated inside a four-inch-thick quartz dome, like
the gun turret of an ancient propeller-driven bomber.

Brumby helped me strap in, then settled back in his seat facing me. “ Better you than me, sir.”
“Huh?’

Brumby shook his head as he blinked. “ To be looking out the window. Space scaresme.”
“Then you should' vejoined the infantry, Brumby.”

He opened hismouth, then closed it and smiled. “Yes, Sr.”

| hit the*eevate’ button, hydraulics whined, and thefighting chair roseinto the blister. We hung off of
rotating Excalibur’s side belly-out, o centrifugd force still made “ gravity” that weighted us toward our
own deck plates. That meant that, above my head, Excalibur’svastness curved away in dl directions. A
hundred yardsto either side of me, fighter V-Starsfloated at the ends of their docking booms. White
missleracks, externdly plumbed thruster packages, and Mercury turrets and blisters spoiled their
once-deek lines. A hundred yards ahead of me, Excalibur’s Mercury-turret array stretched across my
vision likeadull pearl string. Beyond the array stretched space, black and even colder for theicy
light-points of starsthat punctuated it.

“Jason? Do you see’em?’” Mimi’ s voice whigpered ingde my helmet.

“Huh?’

“Straight out across the nose, then left to eleven o' clock.”

Bardly visble blue smudged space’ s ebony. | blinked. 1 thought | had good eyes, Mimi.”

“Punch up your targeting optics. Y ou’ ve got the same magnification available to you that I’ ve got up here
inthe cockpit.”

A sea of never-before-seen buttons, displays, and control handles surrounded me. “1 don’t want to touch
thewrong thing.”



“You can't. Unless| activate your controls. Spin the yellow handwhee beside your right index finger.”

| spun it and scarlet and green heads-up light reticlestraced their way acrosstheinsde of the observation
dome. At their center, abox labeled “MAG 1000” showed a sea of blue roaches crawling toward us. |
blinked.

The Slug armadawas closing fast. | had expected them spread out across space, dispersed for
protection. Instead they flew afew ship-lengths apart, like astrategic bomber formation close-coupled so
the guns of one ship could protect its flanking partners. Golden flashes winked from noses and tails, like
arcraft navigation lights.

“ Alpha Squadron cast off.” The voice was male and metdlic. Mimi had |left me patched into Excalibur’s
Combat Net.

To my right and left, the V-Stars' docking booms retracted, until the wedge-shaped fighters floated free,
tethered to Excalibur only by umbilicalsthat undulated like silver snakes.

“AlphaOneclear.”

The report echoed nine times more, then the metallic control voicereplied, “ Y ou are clear to take the
sguadron out, Alpha Leader. Godspeed.”

The V-Starsformed up an echelon amile from Excalibur, inaslent balet marked by little thruster puffs
vigble a their noses and flanks.

They hung tatic for one indrawn breeth, then a noisdess flash made me blink astheir main engineslit. In
the second it took my vision to clear, Alpha Squadron were specks, visble only aslight pinpoints
receding into blackness. | breathed, “Damn!”

Mimi chuckled. “Now you know why | fly these things, Jason.”

| spun the fighting chair so the magnified reticle rested on Alpha Squadron. Bravo' sten ships flanked
Alphatoitsleft.

Beyond thelittle knot of V-Stars, and so much larger that they seemed of equal size despite their
distance, rushed a Slug-fighter phaanx.

The arms at the Firewitches noses spread like jaws, then crimson flashesflared at their tips.
“Alpha, we have incoming to you.” The control voice elevated an octave.
“Roger. We got " em. Alpha, on my command, break right. Break!”

Theten V-Stars dodged and a glittering swarm of Slug ammunition sped harmlesdy past. Cake. Maybe
thiswasn’t going to be aturkey shoot for the Slugs after all.

All ten Bravosjuked left past two Sug volleys.

The combined closing speed of the V-Stars and the Slug vanguard, even dowed down to arelative
crawl, had to be ten thousand miles per hour.

| bumped up magnification as Alpha spread into attack formation. The Slugs had formed into a
cone-shaped lead pack of Firewitches. The big Troll and more Firewitches followed behind, a protected
cylinder of blue streaks, now close enough that they were visible even without magnification.



Our two V-Star formations were juking every second, now. Red flashed as the Firewitches shot volley
after volley. Coupled with their steadily winking navigation lights, the scene sparked like aleve-Six
holo-game tank. But this one had no reset button.

“I havetarget lock.” | recognized thevoice. Alphaslead.

“Locked” was repested nine more times, followed by “Fox One’ as each V-Star fired thefirst of its
missiles. Even magnified at max | could see only streaks of rocket-engine exhaudt, not the actual missiles.

The V-Starsflashed through the Slug formation like gnats passing skyscrapers.

My mag screen blossomed with explosions, orange as our missiles struck Slug ships
and—ominoudy—three as green as broccaoli.

Alpha s V-Stars bent around and headed back to strike the Slug formation from behind.
“How many welose?’

“Where sTaylor?’

“Chrig.”

“There goes Bravo.”

“Bravo, adjust your aim points. Y ou gotta hit the Firewitch dead-center between the gun arms. The
flanks must be armored.”

Thetrailing squadron shot through the Slug formation with, it looked like, the same resuilt.
Then one Firewitch seemed to boil orange.

| held my breeth.

The Firewitch exploded so violently | sworel could hear it across vacuum.

“Yee-hah!” A fighter-jock chorus sang across the combat net.

Brumby tugged my leg. “ Sir? What happened?’

| didn’t redlize| had yelled asloud asthefighter pilots. I glanced down into the bay. “We got a
Firewitch.”

Brumby pumped hisfist and shouted.
| didn’'t tell him that if | read the green explosionsright, we had lost a quarter of our guys on thefirst pass.

“Jason?’ It was Mimi. “Tell em to strap in back there. We' relosing too many V-Starstoo fast. We
need to go now.”

Aheed of us, Alpha s seven remaining ships made their second run through the Slugs. Thistime, the Troll
wasinther sghts.

“Jesud It'slikeacity!”

“Onyour left! Onyour—"



A green explosion flared, then died.

Orange flashes, as our missiles exploded againgt the Troll’ s hide, looked like no more than sparks.
“WE re not gonna dent the big one, guys.”

“We need nukes.”

“Get meacount.”

“I make usfive, skipper.”

| glanced at my * puter. Alpha had taken fifty percent casudtiesin two combat minutes.

Our V-Star jerked and | bumped my helmet against the fighting chair’ sframe.

Mimi had shed the docking boom, in violation of Brace' s orders. But not in violation of our mission.

Sherolled our ship, so the view over my head changed from Excalibur’s skin, curving away to itsown
planetlike horizon, to space sinky darkness.

Ahead of us, the Slug fleet stretched al across my vison fidd, asea of winking, iridescent blue. The
Firewitches red flashes now wereincoming a Excalibur .

“I havetargets”

“Arethe Mercurys operating?’

No turret in theline that stitched across Excalibur’ s hull even twitched.
“Something' sfucked! Switch’em to manud!”

“Steady.”

B

Asone, theturret line swiveled. The six-gun rotating barrels el evated, tracked, then spit solid wands of
fire. Thousands of thirty-seven-millimeter cannon rounds ripped through space, their outgoing kinetic
energy colliding, asthey struck incoming Sug rounds, at acombined speed near twenty thousand miles
per hour. It dmost didn’t matter that our rounds were high-explosive. They hit a Sug incoming round like
apenny dropped off the Washington Monument into a cheesecake. The collisions made harmless purple
explosions, each volley of Slug rounds painting the sky like aFourth of July finale asthe Mercurysthrew
up asolid sted wall milesaway from us.

| chortled into our intercom as Mimi tiptoed usamile away from Excalibur . “Hooyah, Mimi! At least we
don’t have to worry about getting shot down.”

Mimi didn’t answer.

“Venture Star One One Bravo, state your situation.” We named this ship for the lowest of the low, an
infantry private, Military Operationa Specidty 11B.

Our little joke had annoyed Brace no end. | could hear the edgein hisvoice as he said it, even now.

Mimi answered Brace. “ At, we had a short in our docking boom. We had to disconnect or risk being
trapped.”



Brace svoice wasice. “ Ship's readouts don't show any dectrica fault. Bring your ship back in.”
“At, the squadrons—"
There were no squadrons. There were ahandful of V-Stars il flying.

Mimi continued, “—are depleted. Every second counts. We re your reserve. It’ stimeto release your
reserve.”

“I said, bring your ship back in.”
“I’ve got a stuck thruster. Too hazardousto return. | could damage both ships.”
“Bullshit.”

Ahead of us, yellow flame lances crisscrossed the sky as Mercury’ s cannons swatted avay swarms of
Slug shots. Two huge orange explosions boiled, dong with two bright green flashes. The Sugswere
paying a steep price, but we would go bankrupt before they did.

Mimi said, “At, drop the rule book! This ship doesn’'t even carry missiles! We' re usdlessto you.”
“We I refit.”

“Youdon't havetime.”

Pauise.

“Hibble and the others are on board with you. The crew saw them. Y ou' re pulling something.”
Pause.

“If 1 don’'t see your nose come ' round in ten seconds, I’ll have you shot down.”

| smiled. Ludicrous though Brace' sthreat was, it wasn't even credible. The Mercurys on auto couldn’t
fire on atransponder-equipped vessd like us, any more than avampire could charge a a cross.

All around us, now, V-Stars swooped and explosionsflared. The lead Sug shipsdrew so close | could
seetheir red-flashing gun armswith my naked eyes.

Inside my helmet, Brace counted. “ Six. Five. Four.” Brace actualy sounded like he would shoot down
one of hisown ships over some pissant turf battle.

“Fire Control, thisis Admira Brace. On my command, switch to manual and engage Venture Star One
OneBravo.”

Manual?1 shouted into my mike. “Nol”
“Zero, fire!” sad Brace.

Excalibur’s Mercury turrets rotated toward us. Black Gatling-gun barrels elevated and zeroed in.
Tones, one after another, whined in my headset as Mercury fire-control radars|ocked on us.

The exploson’ sflash blinded me.
THIRTY-EIGHT




| HELD MY BREATH and waited to rdive my nightmare, tumbling through frozen vacuum, the debris of
my exploded spaceship dl around me. My heart pounded. | flexed my fingers and felt the stanchion | had
been gripping. | opened my eyes, blinked.

Around me arched the Mercury blister’ s quartz dome. V-Star One One Bravo hovered intact in space.
| focused ahead of me, on Excalibur.

Excalibur was gone. A Niagara of exploded debris tumbled toward me. The forward thrusters puffed as
Mimi juked usto dodge Excalibur’sremains. Pilot that she was, she had reacted even before | knew
what had happened.

A rectangle like ataupe-paper funeral announcement tumbled a me. It gonged the blister’ s quartz dome
as | ducked reflexively. The twenty-gauge Plasted pandl floated away. It bore black stenciling
“BULKHEAD 104. WATCH YOUR STEP.”

Behind the bulkhead flew more debrris, flailing. The redheaded 'lock tender who had saluted Jeeb
somersaulted dowly as he passed us, his starched coverdls powder-blue in the starlight. His eyeswere
wide, his mouth open, screaming with no sound. Our eyes met for a breath, then he was gone from sight.
And dead a’ puter-tick later.

Therein theturret, as debris hurtled away into nothing, | didn’t move. My mouth hung open.
Theenormity.

When Brace switched Mercury’ s guns to manual, so he could train them on us, unimpeded Slug barrages
toreinto Excalibur within seconds. Brace, who so prided himself on operating by the book, on caution
and precision, had ssumbled just for one instant. He had died for hiserror.

No, it hadn’t been just Brace' sfolly. | had goaded him when | could have helped him. Resisted when |
could have cooperated. Our petty clash of wills had snuffed humanity’ sfaint, remaining hope.

The mightiest construct in the millennia history of human ingenuity was now jumbled detritus, destined to
float through space until the sun burned ouit.

Thetwenty-sx human lives Excalibur nurtured in her mile-long shell were gone, too, frozen mesat adrift
upon the cosmos. Because | was asmart-ass. For this destiny, other men and women had died and | had
lived.

“Jason?’ Something tugged my boot. | looked down and saw Howard peering up into the blister.
“Huh?’ Howard' s voice seemed like he spoke through a blanket.

“Excalibur’sgone,” | said.

Howard paused, then said, “We can il follow the plan.”

Ahead of us, afew V-Starsjinked and dodged. Firewitches swarmed around them. For the Sugs, all
that remained was alazy mop-up. Beyond them |loomed the Trall.

Mimi’svoice twanged in my headset. “ Jason? There' s not enough distraction. Y ou ready to shoot our
way in?’

“That' snot part of the plan.” Sticking to the plan had just killed Brace. “But what do you need?’



THIRTY-NINE

TEN MINUTESLATER, Mimi twisted and rolled our V-Star among maneuvering Firewitches and
V-Stars.

Then, when | looked around, | saw only Firewitches.

So puny were we that the mountainous Firewitches above, below, in front of, and behind us seemed to
ignore us. Their navigation lights blinked serendly likefirefliesin an ebony meadow. So huge were the
Slug vessd s that wreckage and interplanetary flotsam gravitated to them and loosdly orbited them.

The main engine svibration stopped. Mimi said, “We might makeiit by playing dead.” A bow thruster
puffed and we began alazy yaw, drifting toward the Troll’s mass. We were the last, unnoticed survivors
of the resistance that the Pseudocephal opod Empire had swatted like agnat. But Mimi was making us
tumble like we were disabled space junk being pulled in toward the Troll.

Perhapswe weren't thelast. Still strapped-in to the fighting chair, | spokeinto my helmet mike. “Mimi?
Any Maydays on the net? Any chatter?’

She sighed. “There' s nobody el se, Jason. The rest of the Firewitches are returning and mooring to the
Trall.”

Our ship rotated so that behind us | saw blue Earth and beyond it the moon, distant, serene, and, now,
defensdess. A shadow crossed them. “Mimi, there' s one Firewitch that looks interested in us.”

The Sug fighter approached usin no apparent hurry. 1t might be unsure whether we were undamaged,
worth expending ammunition on. In minutes, it would be so close that it would know. “Mimi, they're

“| see. They had acouple pickets out before. That’s probably al thisis. Just another picket. Wait 'til
they’re close, then give’em the gun. Just set it on auto and Mercury will do therest. | can get usto the
Troll if you just disablethat one.”

Cake. All I had to do was disable a battleship bigger than Fenway Park using aweapon | touched for the
firgt time twenty minutes ago.

Frewitcheswere vulnerable. We had seen that. The Mercury system | was Sitting in could inflict disabling
damage. But from the point-blank range we would be a when our V-Star again tumbled into firing
position, the Firewitch would present so enormous atarget that it would confuse aMercury on

autometic.

“Mimi, how sengtiveisthe Mercury sysem?’
“You'reright. You'll haveto trigger it manudly.”

Before | could cal down to Brumby, | heard him in the troop bay below me, reading aoud from an
instruction chip that had been stored in a plastic pocket attached to our Mercury system turret innards.
“In most combat Stuations, automatic mode, or manua mode employing fire-control radar or other
ranging device, ispreferable.”

Below me, Brumby twitched as he read.

“However, in extreme cases the system may be operated in full manua mode.”



Howard poked his head under the blister lip. “ Jason, you' ve got three minutes.” The edge on hisvoice
cut the cabin air. Howard knew thisredlly was our only chance. Thelast thing anyone needed to hear
from the genera in charge was doubt.

“Don’'t worry, Howard. | can fight this system. It'slike Playstation Forty.” | ignored the winking control
array around me and the fact that Mercury operator school ran eight weeks.

“—istraversed left or right by application of pressure to the respective foot treadle.”

| put my right foot down, like atraffic light had turned green. The turret whined, spun right, and the
framework nearly decapitated Howard. “ Oops! Better stand clear, Howard.”

He muttered something.

The Mercury cannon turret now had rotated and sat at an angle on the V-Star’ s back, like abaseball cap
worn sideways for wardrobe effect.

Brumby read ahead. “ To eevate the guns, draw back gently on the right-hand pistol grip.”
| grabbed the pistal grip, which stuck up above the fighting chair’ sright armrest, and yanked.

The cannon fired. The V-Star’ sair frame shook. Hundreds of rounds exploded out of the gun’s multiple
muzzles. Its barrd assembly spun asfast asagiant dentist’ sdrill. Feed belts clanked as new cannon
rounds dammed into the gun’s multiple breeches. Hydraulics screamed. Howard yel ped.

Brumby read on. “ Taking care not to depressthefiring trigger. Thefiring trigger isthe red button at the
pistol grip’s upper right.”

Crap. According to the system readout array in front of me, 612 rounds of Samue Colt’sfinest
thirty-seven-millimeter high-explosive/armor-piercing mixed ammunition were now hurtling through space
inthe generd direction of Pluto.

“Sir, are you sure you know how to work thisthing?’

My chest swelled beneath my armor. If there was one thing the Army had taught me, it washow to firea
machine gun. Thiswas just a big machine gun. With a couple of hundred more controls than | was used
to. | made ahorizontal smoothing motion with the same hand that had just blundered onto the trigger.
“Grease, Brumby. Pure grease.”

Hefrowned. “Sure, Sr.”

Two minutes practice later, | was pretty sure| could am and fire the Mercury well enough to hit atarget
as big asaFirewitch control room. Which was optimistic since no human being had any ideawherea
Firewitch had its control room, much lesshow big it was.

Howard craned his neck to look up at me. “The control ganglion hasto be in the front, where the six
firing amsintersect.”

Mimi whispered to me, “With the firing arms spread, the front end of that thing is like a basket the size of
Madison Square Garden. If the control ganglion’ swhere Howard saysit is, it will be right where center
ice would be for a Rangers game. That's where you shoot. Okay?’

| nodded, invisibly to her. “Okay.”

“It' syour destiny, Jason.”



“Huh?’

“Y ou know. Like Jason the Argonaut. Y ou poke out the cyclops seye.”

| smiled. “Isthat Texan mythology? Odysseus blinded the cyclops, not Jason.”

“If you get thisright, five thousand years from now maybe everybody will remember it was Jason.”

Drifting between the Firewitch’ sfiring arms || felt more like Jonah than Jason, like being swalowed by a
whale. Curved and iridescent blue, the arms were aslarge as high-rise apartment towers, alight with
window-style openings. | fancied | saw Slugs peering out a us. Unlikely sincethey didn’'t have eyes.

At the confluence where the arms intersected rose adome, smooth and glowing purple. Not so unlike an
eye. Mimi didn’t dare maneuver our ship obvioudy, so | rotated the turret and laid the gun on target. |
pressed the foot treadle like there was araw egg between it and my boot sole and | didn’t want to break
the shell. The gpex of the purple domerosein my sights.

From the corner of my eye, | saw alight wink. The IR sensor on the upper right of my display had
flashed. Our V-Star was being painted by active infrared. Slugs saw in the infrared spectrum. They were
shining searchlights on us. We were busted.

“Mimi, | haveto take the shot.”
The Firewitch’s arms began to close around us. It might be too close to shoot us, but It could crush us.

Thetimewas now or never. | thumbed the trigger. The fuselage shook and the gun thundered. A stream
of yellow tracer stabbed at the dome, dead-center. It exploded. From stem to stern, the Firewitch's
lights went out. The outrush of atmosphere from the Firewitch’ s breached hull blasted past usand
buffeted the V-Ster like aleaf inagde.

Mimi muttered in my ear. “ Damn, you' re good!”

| was. Monsters blinded while-u-wait.

Tugging to unfasten the straps that held mein thefighting chair, | sprained athumb.

| got the strgpsoose and swung down into the troop bay like agymnast dismounting the high bar.
Howard and Brumby, helmeted and armored, jaws tight, turned and stared a me.

| strapped on my rucksack, cross-dung my machine gun over my back, and winked at them. “Now
comesthefun part, guysl”

I’d never told abigger lie.

FORTY

TWO MINUTES LATER, | floated in the docking bridge that Howard' s Spooks had designed and that
Mimi had deployed from the V-Star’ sback. | pressed my helmet faceplate against the bridge hatch’'s
sx-inch-thick quartz porthole. Ahead there was nothing but the Troll’ s blue vastness.

Mimi did the V-Star dongside the Troll’ s skin. Close up, it was seamed and pebbled. Insde the
monster’ s hide beat a heart. The propulsion system. Whatever power could carry an object thisbig
between the stars could surely blow the Troll into rutabagas, and all its Firewitch friendswith it.



We faced the minor obstacle that one hundred thousand Sugs inside that skin would be armed,
disciplined, and not keen to assist with our plan.

Mimi’ svoice rang in my earpiece. “ Boarding Party, prepare for assault.”

My finger trembled, testing my M-20' s safety for the hundredth time. We expected close-quarters battle
and | had loaded flechette, effectively converting an assaullt rifleinto a shotgun that fired eight hundred
shdlls per minute. Over my breastplate | wore Ord’ s shoulder holster and .45. It was loaded with Ord's
homemade flechette specias. But | felt naked without my M-60, which was strung across my back.
Among uswe carried al the gear Howard' s Spooks could imagine, since we had little ideawhat we
might need.

| huffed insde my helmet. The paradox of infantry wasthat at the moment of assault, when asoldier most
needed to be quick and nimble, he was loaded like arented yak.

The V-Star’ sthrusters rattled my teeth as Mimi eased us against the Troll.

| turned my head and looked back at Howard and Brumby. Behind them in zero Gee floated the Bomb,
atube long enough and wide enough to garage afamily sedan. Once we wrestled the bomb aboard the
Trall, inthat inexplicable Sug gravity, it would become a one-ton handful that we would haveto roll
through the twisting passageways to wherever Howard and Brumby decided was pay dirt.

We were about to worm belly-down through the Sug ship’ stwisted passages. The cryptozool ogists
predicted Slug defenders would ooze from dark passage walls and ceilings, knowing what humanswould
do beforewe did it. I knew what we would do before | did it. | was the only human who had beenina
Slug vessd and | didn’t want to go back. | forced mysdlf to exhae and shut my eyes.

A gloved hand fumbled against my shoulder. Howard flailed beside me. * Jason?’

My eyes snapped open. “Redax, Howard. We re good-to-go.” Commanders are paid to lie at timeslike
these,

“1 know, Jason.”

“Ten seconds, Jason,” Mimi’ svoice cut in. Cocky and crisp, the way only afemale pilot’ s voice can be.
I"’d once asked apilot like that to marry me.

| shook my head and my helmet scraped againgt the quartz porthole. No timeto grieve.

The hatch grab-bar vibrated in my gloved hands as hydraulics stretched the bridge’ s docking collar
around the Troll’ sskin.

Thub!
The collar flattened around the alien hull like putty, sculpting atunnd between the vessdls.

My heart pounded out the seconds as Brumby manipulated the bridge’ s robotic arms. They screeched
forward down the tunndl, then stitched breaching charges againgt the Slug hull, aspider spinning Thermite
webs.

| breathed deep. Ozone-tinged air pricked my nostrilsand | felt weight on my shoulders, evenin zero
Gee. Higtory’ sfirst clash between shipsin space had just been lost by mankind. Was my destiny to
aurvivethislong, just to diein the belly of thisdien beast?



Brumby cdled, “Fireinthe holel”
Spider arms jackknifed aside.

Dedtiny. | had been thefirst human to board an dien vessdl. | had been the first human to contact an
dien. And thefirst humanto kill one. | had delivered the first human child conceived and born beyond the
Earth. | had commanded the Army that saved the human race. Those al seemed improbable degtinies.
Asimprobable asthe redlity that the next twelve hours would change not just the history of the human
race, but the history of the universe.

| squeezed my eyes shut but the breaching charge flashed sun-bright through my eyelids.
FORTY-ONE

JEEB FLEW FIRST DOWN the docking bridge and | floated right behind him, into the purple-lit
dimness of the Sug ship. Ther artificia gravity tugged meto the deck plates. How the Sugsdid that, |
didn’t know.

Therewasalot | didn't know. In front of my left eye, Jeeb’s sensors whirled data readouts acrossthe
Battlefield Awareness Monocle display. Interior temperature, sixty degrees Fahrenheit. Barometric
pressure equivaent to an Earth dtitude of fifteen thousand feet above sealevel. Atmospheric oxygen
fifteen percent, three-fourths of Earth norma, but livable. No atmospheric toxins. So far, Howard's
predictionswereright. If we could secure this ship, or at least thistiny part of it, we could live and
breathe here long enough to save the world. | shut down my oxygen generator.

| glanced over my shoulder. Howard and Brumby swam down the boarding bridge into the Troll, through
the enormous yellow donut of the bridge' s sedl plug, that would inflate and keep vacuum away from us as
soon as they got the Bomb past the Plug. The Bomb, leashed behind Howard and Brumby like a chariot
behind two-legged ponies, drifted across the threshold from the bridge into the Troll, then thumped onto
itswhedsasit took on weight. Brumby and Howard twisted around, pulled the synlon ropes that bound
them to the Bomb hand over hand, and drew our precious cargo toward us.

Mimi, at the V-Star’ s controls, spoke in my earpiece. * Disconnecting the docking collar and standing off,
Jason.”

We had agreed she would stand off because we might need to exit the Troll by another avenue. If o,
probably because athousand Slugs were chasing us. Quick pickup by Mimi could save our hides.

| turned, watched as the bridge tube’ s snout retracted, and held my bresath. If the Plug failed to swell and
cork the hull breach, explosive decompression would spit usal out into space. The Plug held.

If Howard' stimetable was right, we had three minutes to sedl off enough bottlenecks to buy Brumby time
to figure out how to blow up the power plant, but still leave us away to return to Mimi and escape. If
Howard' s mapping was right we had entered at amain passage that spiraled up near the outer hull at this
point. We would hustle the Bomb dong it, degp into the Troll power plant’ s gut. So far, so good.

Brumby, looking past meinto the Troll, spoke in my ear on Whispercom. “Which way do we go, Sr?’

| spun around. Howard' s mock-up said we should see asingle passage. Now, in the real world, ahead
of us stretched two branching passages. Crap.

Either onewould require usto crawl.

That wasn't the red problem.



Brumby said, “Sir, the Bomb won't fit down either of those passages.”

Hewasright. Sug passages varied in diameter, but neither of these came close to being wide or tall
enough to swallow the Bomb.

Crap.

“Howard, we're supposed to be in abig passage.”
“I know. I'mthinking.”

“Canwejust blow it here?’

Brumby answered, “We need to confine the explosion, sir. Detonating the Bomb here, just under the
Troll’sskin, wouldn’t do much damage.”

Except to usthree.
| sent Jeeb winging ahead down the | eft passage.
He got twenty twisting yards down the passage before the first Sugs hit us.

Sug passageways are twisting cylinders, like purple-lit sewers. The doorwaysthat lead off the
passageways aren’'t doorways. They' re four-inch-wide dots. Fineif you' re aboneless cousinto an
octopus that can squeeze itsdlf asflat as abad omelette, usaless to humans,

For those reasons, the dots make fine ambush points.
At fird, the Sugsjust poked their odd, curved guns out of the dotsand fired wildly at us.

A round grazed my helmet. Slug mag-rail rifles hurl big, powerful bullets. My head rang and | would have
sore neck muscles from having my head snapped around, but | had gotten lucky.

We pulled back to our entry point.

Rounds began whizzing past us from the right passageway. They flashed by or pinballed off the passage
walls, peding off wall platesthat crashed to the deck. Slugs had aways been lousy shots. Theoreticdly,
the red Eternad armor coating made us look like ghosts to an infrared-sighted observer.

We flattened oursalves on the deck and returned fire. Three M-20s spit a combined twenty-four hundred
rounds per minute. Each round blossomed into ninety as flechettes spread. Tracers among the flechette
rounds sparked red in the purple light as they vanished into darkness. On full auto, the three of us created
aFourth of duly finde.

My rifle bucked against my armor’ s shoulder cap for lesstime than it took to breathe before | had to
change magazines. | rolled on my belly, one hand snatching a magazine heavy with brass from an ammo
pouch on my belt while my other hand flung out the featherweight empty. It was awkward enough with
fivefingers, two fingers on my one glove just flopped around, empty.

We faced a hundred thousand Slugs. More, if Howard' s opposing forces estimate was aswrong as his
estimate that we should be in abigger passage. We had no ideawhether our return fire waskilling Slugs.

| Whispercommed, probably so loud Howard and Brumby heard my voice right through their helmets
without the radio. The Slugs might not be able to see us. But so far we had certainly not seen them.
“Switch to semi-auto. At least until they show themselves.”



Since we couldn’t see them, our rifleswent silent.

My heart pounded in my ears.

Cordite smoke fogged my vision.

Thefog swirled.

The swirlsresolved into solid objects.

Black, armored shapes did through the gloom toward us.
Boom-boom-boom!

| shuddered at the memory. Slug warriors on the attack beat their wegpons againgt their armor, in unison,
the sound till cameto mein nightmares.

Brumby whispered, “Hello again, you little bastards.” He squeezed off around and a black ghost reared
back, then dropped to the passage floor.

Intheingtant it took for Brumby’ srifle to chamber his next round, the first Sug wave hurtled out of the
dimness,

Man-sized, armored except for the green-skinned head-end patch through which they saw infrared light,
they snaked toward us like gleaming, black bananas. Each warrior carried acurved mag-rail rifle, its
barrel sword-edged. They filled the passage wall to wall and floor to celling.

Full auto worked fine.
It was over in thirty-three seconds.

| know that because it takes me eleven seconds to change M-20 magazines and three lay on the deck
platesin front of me when we stopped firing.

Theleading edge of thefirst wave lay twenty feet in front of us, Sug dime oozing from armor through
flechette-torn pinpricks. The warrior carcasses stacked one upon another to the ceiling plates like flour
sacksin awarehouse.

Howard bresthed over the Whispercom. “Holy moly!”
Brumby sad, “Fuck!”
| gathered up my empty magazines for reloading, from habit.

Alongside the Bomb sat Brumby’ s containers, no wider than an armored soldier’ s shoulders. If wedidn’'t
just want to gt here taking target practice on Sug warriors, we could haul Brumby’ s containerswith us,
evenif we couldn’t haul the Bomb.

| turned to Howard. “Y ou said you were thinking. Why’ s your map wrong?’

“We don’t understand how the Pseudocephaopod propd sits ships. We may be nowhere near the
power plant, after dl. It wasjust ahunch.”

| dapped my forehead. Well, my armored glove dapped my armored helmet. My palm never got within
four inches of my eyebrows. “We bet the future of the human race on ahunch?’



“The future of the human race was only worth atwo-dollar ticket, Jason.” He paused. “| was counting on
you to improvise. That'swhat you do best.”

| shook my head and muttered while | accessed Jeeb.

Howard pounded awall, and another plate loosened by Sug fire gonged the deck. “This stuff won't
sretch. We can’'t move the Bomb intact. WE || have to dismantle the canister.”

Brumby shook his head. “Mgjor, that’ sthreetons of S-51, a Earth-norma. Still aton in here. We can
roll that canister but we' re al dready toting a couple hundred pounds of gear a Earth-normal.”

Jeeb hovered two hundred yards up the tunndl that headed away from the axis of assault of the Slug mob
we had daughtered. In my BAM, | saw what he saw. The passage was blissfully Sug-free. It ended at a
sedled Sug hatch, big and different from anything | had seenin my prior travelsthrough aSlug vessd.
Wasit the kind of hatch an dien, green hive intellect would choose to sedl off an engine room? Maybe
Howard wasn't as wrong as we thought.

Howard whispered, “Uh oh.” He pointed at the dead-Slug pile.

It bulged toward us. Something strong enough to budge a couple hundred Slug carcasses, maybe a
couple hundred more live Sug reinforcements, was pushing through to introduce itsalf to us.

| stared at the Bomb, our ball-and-chain. We had no time to break it down into totable packages.

A dead Slug got shoved out of the jam, bounced over the other bodies, and rolled to our feet. The rest of
the pile bulged forward.

| pointed at Brumby’ s explosives containers. “ Grab those. Head down the other corridor.”
Howard stared at the Bomb. “What about that? How are we gonna blow up amountain with no Bomb?’
Another Sug rolled off the moving pile. | hefted a container. “We'll improvise. Move your ass, Howard.”

Howard and | had made a hundred yards, panting and cursing the containers we carried, when | redlized
Brumby wasn't with us.

His voice seeped back over the Whispercom. “Sir, I’ m sedling off the branch passages with Megatex as
we go. Thelittle fuckers dime through those d ot doorways a couple a atime. But if we deny 'em the
wide passages they can’'t come at us hard enough to overrun us.”

Megatex was the duct tape of contemporary plastique. A sausageroll of explosivesthat Brumby could
play like aStradivarius. “Okay. But keep closeto us.”

Whump!

Asif to punctuate our conversation, amuffled but unmistakable Megatex detonation shook the passage. |
amiled. Between Megatex and Brumby, nothing was diming through that passage for awhile.

We dropped every Sug that dared to wiggle a green pseudopod out of a door dot. But there dways
seemed to be more.

Howard lurched aong just behind me asweran. “Fifty yardsto go, Howard.”

| picked up the pace. Two Slugs popped out of door dotsto my front. Before they could aim their rail
rifles, | snapped off two shots. The beauty of aflechette round isthat aiming becomesaluxury.



Sugsare bascaly animate fluid sacks. A solid hit popsthem like water baloons. | rounded the bend
where those two lay and dipped on spilled mucus. One foot went from under me, | crashed down on one
armored knee and gagged. Slug guts stink like rotted mushrooms.

Ahead, the passage branched, again. It wasn’t supposed to, again. But thisonewas big.
Panting through my mouth inthethin air, I Whispercommed Brumby. “L&ft a the next fork. Stay close”
| kept moving, Howard in tow.

Behind me, firing erupted and echoed up the passage. Rail rifleswhine when they fire, like angry wasps.
Brumby’ s answering firerattled. Full auto. That meant lots of bad guys.

Brumby panted, too. “Sir, fifty of "em just poured out from that big passage before | could sedl it.”

| looked down the tunnel ahead, toward our god. Beside me, Howard wheezed, hiseyes dight with
urgency. Seconds ticked away.

“Close up when you can, Brumby.” | sood and ran like hell to catch up with Jeeb.

| won the sprint to the closed hatch. Jeeb clung shoulder-high to the passage’ s curved wal, hishide
chameleoned purple, so hewasinvisbleif you didn’t know where to look. Homeothermic circuits
matched Jeeb’ stemperature to his surroundings, so hewas asinvisibleto the Slugs' infrared vison ashe
was to human vision. His probes were plastered against the door, reading conditions on its other side.

“Demoalition forward,” | sad.

Nothing.

“Brumby?| need you here now!”

A Megatex whump shook the floor again.

Thirty seconds|ater, Brumby brushed past me, panting, his rucksack missing. He aready had M egatex
breaching-charge plastiques out of his minipack when he came alongside me. He took one breath, hands
on hips, while his eyesflicked around, studying the door frame.

My BAM lit with datafrom Jeeb. The space on the other side of the hatch was vast. What could be
vadter than agtarship’ s engine room? Jackpot!

Brumby jumped back from the door and brandished histrigger transmitter. The charges he had placed
were generous, as big as bread loaves. | nodded. We didn’t havetimeto try again if he sSkimped on
explosves. He shouted, “Fireinthe hole! Fireinthehole!”

Howard and | turned away from the door and crouched.

“Freinthehole!” On thethird warning, Brumby pressed the trigger, even as he ran back down the
passage.

FORTY-TWO

HOWARD AND | KNELT CLOSEST to the door, so the explosion flattened us. Air whooshed across
us as pressure equalized between the passage and the chamber beyond.

Before the exploson’sechoes died, | heard rall rifles zing and felt rounds whiz above my back like



Svarming wasps.
Brumby’ s answering fire chattered back.

Pinned down, | twisted my head. Howard lay beside me, eyes closed. Cracks spiderwebbed hisface
shield and, as | watched, blood trickled from one nostril across his cheek like atear.

Firing stopped as | switched my BAM display to check hisvitals. A green circleindicated hedlthy, a
green blinker meant wounded. Howard' s blinker turned solid green.

| touched his shoulder. “Howard?’ No answer.

| Whigpercommed. “Brumby?’ No answer. | switched nets, for the hell of it. “Mimi?’ No answer. We
had expected hull interference.

My earsrang likefirebells. Howard, Brumby, and Mimi could be talking but I might not be hearing.
Beyond the open hatch, through drifting explosion smoke, | saw vast darkness.

| stood and redized I” d sprained aknee. Limping back down the passage, | found Brumby tearing at
debris, flinging Sug bodies and twisted metd aside.

It hadn’t been fifty Sugs that jumped him, more like one hundred, by my casua body count. Warriors, in
that black armor of theirs, and naked ones aswell. One of their kamikaze charges, more extreme even
than the first one that had hit us. That made me think that whatever was beyond the hatch we' d blown
was something they didn’t want usto control.

| ood inthat passage along time listening to Sug vita fluids drip. The smell of gunsmoke mingled inmy
nogtrils with the stink of spilled Sug.

Brumby stood and swore.
“What, Brumby?’

“The container | was carrying. | had to drop it to get forward when you called. Then the charges | set
blew.” Hethrust hishands at the messthat plugged the passage, floor to rounded celling. “ The Megatex.
The Microdets. All our best stuff wasin there” He shook hisheed. “It'sgone.”

We trotted back to the blown door. Howard stood there, peering forward, bent at the waist.
Jeeb stood alongside him, legs extended, tiptoe style, so his sensors could look ahead, too.

Behind us, Brumby had sedled the side passages with explosives, but the way back to the breach where
Mimi would pick us up remained open. Theoreticaly. The Slugs seemed to have abandoned coming at us
one by onethrough their door dots. Sugs were content to sacrifice their buddies, but they knew when to
quit auselesstactic.

How long our little armistice would hold | didn't know, but for the moment we could explore the
chamber we had breached, unmolested by Slugs.

| Whispercommed Brumby. “ Go on back there and see whether you can find the demo pack. Stay ten
minutes to see whether that block’ sgonna hold.”

| stepped forward to see what Howard and Jeeb were looking &t.



Thefirst thing | noticed wasn't anything to look at. A stench so strong it seemed to knock me back
physicaly rolled out of the chamber.

| said to Howard, breathing through my mouth, “Whét the hdll isthat?’
Howard gasped, his pam futilely covering hisfaceplate. “I’ ve spent timein better outhouses.”

| dided up my oxygen generator and manufactured air replaced the stink. The blacknessremained
impenetrable. Distant howling echoed from the opening.

| shuddered.

| turned to Jeeb, who stood in explosion debris puddled an inch degp around his six ankles. Nodding at
the darkness, | said, “All yours, bud.”

He crept through the opening, spread hiswings, and flew dowly into the dark. Jeeb’ sinfrared showed a
sngleinterior chamber, so vast that neither hisvisble nor infrared searchlights reached the ceiling or
oppositewadl. A cawak or balcony swelled out of the wall fifty feet below our present levd. | rigged
climbing ropes, rappeled down, then belayed Howard. He twisted, gasped, and swung like a pendulum
but | finaly got him dongsde me.

Heturned to theinterior wall and hislight reflected off it, iridescent Sug blue.
| blinked as he shone hislight on me.

Far below us, the howling grew.

FORTY-THREE

THE SLUG CATWALK curved aong the chamber’ swall and descended. With our headlights and Jeeb
showing the way, we followed the catwal k down for twenty minutes, our bresth echoingin air that
carried the dank fedl of something dead.

“Howard, this doesn’t seem like an engine room.” The Slug walkway—slinkway?—was two fest wide
and had no handrail.

We had descended two hundred vertica feet by Jeety’ s dtimeter when the howling roseto painful levels
and | cranked down my helmet-audio amp’ s gain. We played our lights on the noise and the beams
flickered on hundred-foot-diameter drums, rotating in place like gargantuan steamrollers, eternaly
recycling. Gray glop poured off the rollers and cascaded down into darkness.

Howard, following me down the catwalk, shouted over the din, “It's peculiar. Not the sophisticated drive
machinery | expected.”

Once the walkway descended below therollers, it branched and spread out into multiple paths that
bridged the interior’ s open expanse. We descended another hundred feet until, according to Jeeb’s
sonar, we were one hundred feet above the chamber’ sfloor. | leaned over asfar as| dared and shone
my light down. Most Slug congtruction was deek, but the floor down there was gray, bumpy, and as
uneven as cobblestone pavement. And it seemed to ripple like awind-agitated lake.

When | swung my light back up through the blackness that surrounded us, it flashed over alump onthe
walkway fifty feet ahead. When | swung back, it seemed to be one of the floor cobbles.

“Hey, Howard!” | pointed and walked toward it, then readjusted the weight of the M-60 cross-dung on



my back before | knelt to examine the object. My pack weighed like bricks so | welcomed taking a
knee. | breathed rapidly, and asthe air had chilled with depth, my exhadations curled out through my
helmet’ sexhaugt vave, o intermittent fogs drifted across my headlight beam.

The cobble was ova and dirty white, like an unbaked bread 1oaf.

| reached for it. “Howard, thislooks like—"

The cobble legpt a me.

| sucked in my breath so hard that the gasp echoed in the chamber’ s vastness.

It was aminiature Sug. When | recoiled, it flew past me, bounced on the walkway, and tumbled into thin
ar.

Overbalanced by my gun and pack, | staggered backward and fell over the walkway’ s edge. | followed
the embryonic monster, asit dropped into blackness, and screamed.

FORTY-FOUR

THE CHAMBER FLOOR rushed up a meas| fell head first the one hundred feet toward it. In my
headlamp’ s beam shone writhing, mounded naked Slugs beyond counting or imagination. | twisted in
midair and struck them shoulder first. They exploded like ssomped tomatoes as they broke my fall. |
cameto rest ten feet degp in asgquirming sea.

Eternad armor is more renowned for perforation res stance than shock absorption, but except for thefire
in abanged-up shoulder, | had survived my fall. That was morethan | could say for the Slug that writhed
and died two inches beyond my helmet visor. Ooze leaked into my mouth under my visor, with the taste
of bitter rot and, | imagined, putrid flesh. | gagged.

| thrashed and clawed upward, againgt the gridy maggots that buried me, until 1 burst again into open
darkness.

One hundred feet above me a headlamp beam hacked back and forth across the dark. “ Jason? Are you
dright?”

| scrabbled amid the Sugs like aman overboard treading water, then shouted back, “Y eah. Jesus!
Howard, it'sanursery!”

“Arethey mature? | s there evidence of independent action?’

“Howard! Get me out of here!”

“Wadl, it'sjust sofascinating . . .

“Lower your climbing rope. It' s coiled in the long pocket on the left side of your pack.”
The scrabbling of gloves againgt Polyvis echoed above me,

“I dunno, Jason. I’'m not sure | can rappel down. Thisropeis—"

| rolled my eyes. “Not for you to come down! For me to climb up! Belay the rope up there, then lower
it”

“Oh”



Ten minutes later the purple-braided end of Howard' s rope did down from darkness and wagged above
my head. The ddlay gave metime to imagine that these writhing, mewling monsters were carnivorous.
Every time| shifted my weight and something poked me, | figured some dinking Slug had wormed
through an armor chink and was chewing my flesh. The truth was that the experience was as pleasant and
harmless as doing the backstroke through astinking pool of maggots.

| caught the rope on the second try, attached a come-along, and began inch-worming back up toward
the catwalk. | nearly fell back when | felt something clinging to my boot, shrieked, and my kicking set me
swinging like Tarzan. The Sug fdl away and | resumed climbing.

An hour after my fal, Howard grasped my pack straps and heaved me the last feet back onto the
walkway. | lay there gasping for ten minutes, until | could speak. My forearm muscles quivered, spent,
benesth my Eternads. “What the hell isthis place, Howard? What does it mean?’

“Wadll, it' sunfortunate.” Howard rewound hisrope, using one hand to loop it around his elbow and
through the crook of hispam, just like ared soldier. “What I’'m going to tell you is disgppointing, Jason.”

| hissed out a breath. “Howard, giant snailsflying through space just bombed the Earth. Three weeks ago
| amputated two of my own fingers. | just climbed out of awriggling monster pit asbig as Lake Erie.
How much more disgppointing can it be?’

He sighed. “While you were climbing, | had Jeeb examine this chamber and the balance of the ship, to
the extent he could travel and aso by plugging into the Troll’ s own diagnostics. This chamber isthe main
tissue incubation center. Y ou wereright.”

The Spooksfigured the Sugs cloned themsalves. But | dways figured the Sug hatchery would be some
giant hospital with rows and rows of zoomy-looking beds hooked up to life-support hoses, or something.
“Sugsjudt grow in agiant fertilizer tub?’

“Smply put, yes”
“If this isn’t the power plant, where do we go to blow up the ship?’

Howard punched up Jeeb’ s holotank and his miniature, diagrammatic Troll floated in front of us again.
Howard pointed. “ Based on Jeeb’ s explorations, I’ ve revised this.” Howard cleared his professorial
throat.

| raised my pam. “ Doesthis story end with useful information?”

He nodded. “Both long-term and for our immediate predicament.”

“If we don’t solve our immediate predicament, thereis no long-term.”
“Weinfer that this ship doesn’t move by reactive propulsion.”
“Because Slug ships can gpproach light speed.”

Howard nodded. We began to climb back up the catwalk with the green-glowing Troll holo floating
above the generator Howard held in front of him, like atown crier’ slantern.

“The Pseudocepha opod manipul ates gravitons.”
“Goddammit. Tell mewhat that means.”

“Gravity isthe universe’ sdominant force. It' s everywhere, tugging on everything. We hypothesizeit'sa



manifestation of particles. We can’'t observe them. Gravitons.”

Leaveit to Howard to chalk up Slug successto particles no one could see. | panted harder aswe
climbed. “ So get these pesky gravitons off my shoulders.”

“You're closer to the truth than you know. The Pseudocephaopod does keep the gravitons off its ships.”
Howard pointed at the stinger on the holo Troll’ sback end. “1 think this assembly, and this boom aong
theleft Sde, generate an umbrelathat shields the ship from gravity behind the ship.” Hewheezed. “It' sas
though the ship was attached to two rubber bands, stretched in opposite directions. A combination of
force tugs equdly from al sides on you and on me and on every aom in thisgaaxy. If you disturb
equilibrium by cutting the rear rubber band—"

“The gravity of the entire half of the universethat’sin front of the ship pullsthe ship forward.” | managed
athinwhigtle. If Slugs could harness half the universein order to shoot themsdlvesthrough it, thellittle
worms had impressed me again.

Howard nodded once more. “No fue required, except to power the gravity-block field generator.” He
punched the holo generator control and alittle Firewitch materialized. He pointed at the arms spread
from the smdler ship’sfront. “ These form abasket that scavenges incoming gravitons and convertsthem
to usable energy. Like a Scramjet scavenges oxygen. Elegant.”

Howard raised ahand and paused, puffing.
| asked, “Whereisthis degant death machine vulnerable, then?”

Howard shrugged. * If we could damage the machine, and if we could get through the interdicting warrior
forces | underestimated at one hundred thousand—"

“Howard, where?”’

He popped the Troll holo back up and pointed again. “ Ten milesfrom here asthe crow flies. But by the
most direct route through the passages Jeeb mapped, forty-two miles.”

| looked up. Thelight rectangle of the open hatch showed far above us. We climbed back above the
rollers and heard Brumby calling for us. He would love the news asmuch as | did. Wereturned to
Brumby fifteen minuteslater.

He paced back and forth along the hatch lip, weapon at port arms, glancing back down the passage
every other second. “I dunno how long the block will hold, sirs. | don’t understand why they haven't
busted in dready. Isthere afud tank or something? Maybe | can improvise an explosve—"

| shook my head. We had sealed oursavesin the Troll’ s nursery, not its power plant. Thisship’s
vulnerability lay forty-two miles away from us. One hundred thousand Slugs would make it anasty
forty-two miles. Our bresk-in was like a holotoon where the convict tunnels out of prison but comes up
in the warden’ s backyard. No wonder the Slugs were no longer suicidal about getting to us. If Slugs
laughed, they must be roaring.

FORTY-FIVE
| DISPATCHED JEEB TO PATROL s0 we could circle our wagons.

Thethree of us sat cross-legged in the dim passage while Brumby laid out the contents of his minipack. A
few sausage coils of Megatex, drilled at intervalsto take an ectric detonation cap or, in apinch,
old-fashioned light-and-run-like-hell detonation cord fuse. We had atubful of Thermite sticks, grest for



burning holesin spaceship hulls, not so good for blowing spaceshipsto pieces. A roll of high-temp,
magnesium-impregnated det cord, great for setting off Thermite, overkill for detonating Megatex.

Brumby surveyed his meager arsend and sighed. “ Sirs, they say you can make abomb out of almost
anything. But we need a big bomb. If we can't blow this ship, shouldn’t we just leave? Do we leave?’

It wasafar question. If we returned to the hull breach and called Mimi to return and pick us up, there
was the dimmest chance we could get back to Earth and die like infantry with our boots in homeworld
mud. Otherwise, eventudly the Slugs would breach our barricades or infiltrate a Sgnificant force through
their door dots. We would buy the farm actively or they could starve us or suffocate us, passively. If they
assaulted, taking lots of them with uswaslittle satisfaction, because down below usthe Slugs were
replicating faster than bathtub scum.

But cutting and running wasn't my syle.
| looked a Brumby. “What would you do?’

Brumby tipped his head. “Not much waiting for me back home, sir. I'd just as soon buy it here asin ajall
or aVA hospital.”

| turned. “Howard?’

“If there were areason to return to Earth, a chance to win thewar, I’ d takeit. What we' ve learned here
about near-light-speed propulsion would have incal culable impact if mankind could survive. But oncethis
vesse disembarkstroopson Earth .. "

It was unanimous. We would go down swinging, right here. | reached for my M-60 and began to
fidd-dripit for thelast time.

Two hourslater, Brumby and Howard dozed, Brumby tortured and thrashing, Howard serene. | ran and
reran holo'd Troll diagrams, looking for something, anything.

Behind me metal scraped metdl. | stiffened. Thelittle bastards had found away in that we hadn’t thought
of. They aways seemed to be ajump, a nanosecond ahead of us.

My machine gun waslaid out on its bipod, loaded and ready, aimed down the passage, the most likely
axis of Sug gpproach. Too far from me.

| reached for Ord’s Colt .45 automatic holstered on my chest. Ancient, but reliable and with stopping
power to drop an armored Slug.

| drew the Colt, spun, and squeezed off the grip safety.

Jeeb reared back. Not that a bullet would have fazed him.

| relaxed. “Any luck?” Taking to a’bot about luck was asslly astaking to a’ bot.
But | swear Jeeb nodded.

Howard opened one eye, then sat up and stretched. “Let’ s download him.”

Twenty minutes later, the Chipboard in Howard' s hands trembled, as did the leads that hardwired it to
Jeeb’sbelly.

Howard said, “ Precognition! That’ sthe key!”



“Precognition? Fortunetelling?’ | shook my head.

We were surrounded by enemy legions bent on killing us. Y et the professor in Howard took over. “We
believe the Pseudocepha opod originated outside the Solar System.”

| nodded.

“Any other planetary systems are light-years avay.”

“Yegh.”

“Sointerstdlar travel isinfeasible. Because nothing can travel faster than light.”
“My figt can, if you don’t get to the point, Howard.”

Heralled his eyes. “ The Pseudocepha opod has solved the puzzle of interstellar travel. We ve thought for
decades that there are places where space and time as we know them curve back on themselves, touch.”
Hefolded aration wrapper, then pointed to a place where it touched. “Quick hop from hereto here.”
Then, he traced around the wrapper with hisfinger. “Compared to the long way around.”

“Shortcuts.”

He nodded. “A logica placefor ashortcut is the point where something has tacked the folded tempora
fabric together. Only something massively attractive can fold space and time and tack them together.”

“What' s strong enough to fold the universe?’

“When matter comes together, its gravity attracts more matter. The more matter collapses together, the
more attractive the mass becomes. Consder the Sun’s mass compressed until it was no larger than a
sngledectron.”

“A black hole”
“So attractive that nothing, not even light, can escape.”

| stared ahead. “ This spaceship fdlsinto something smaler than agolf bal. It gets squashed so smdl that
it'll take an eectron microscope to find what' sleft of it.”

“Technicadly, you couldn’t find it with an eectron microscope. It becomes packed so densdly that light
couldn’t escape to reflect back.”

“Whatever.”

“But for the Pseudocepha opod, that black holeisjust acosmic traffic circle. The ship whirlsaround it
and gets dingshot out the other sde.”

“Theother sdebeing...?
“A long way from home.”

Howard leaned his elbows on his knees and cupped his chin in his upturned hands. “Y ou know what I’ d
redly liketo know?’

“How any of thishdpsusblow thisship up?’

“Wall, that. But what puzzled me until now was how the Pseudocepha opod overcame the paradox of



rdativity.”

“That on€ skept me awake for years.”

He sighed. “E equals MC sguared. Y ou do know that?’

“Okay.”

“As matter gpproaches the speed of light, time dows down relative to matter moving dower.”
“Sure. The space traveler returns home ayear older but histwin has aged twenty years.”

He nodded. “ Postulating a quick trangit of the black hole, with rapid acceleration inward, followed by
corresponding deceleration as the ship exits, because the hole tries to suck the ship back in. Timedilation
would beinggnificant except a velocities that would only be attained for afew minutes, measured in
what would incorrectly be called absolute time. I’ d guess an object would lose weeks or ayear on a
given trangt, no more.”

“| thought that was your big puzzle?’

“That’ s not the paradox that puzzles me. The Theory of Rdlativity aso predictsthat at relativistic speeds
mass increases. Mass accelerated to the speed of light becomesinfinite.”

“So, for afew minutes, thisship isas big as Jupiter, relative to the rest of the universe? But the Slugs
don't fed it? Then they shrink back?’

“Not exactly. It smore that the amount of energy required to move the mass approaches infinity, you
Sec?’

| didn’t. “So?”

“Other matter isbeing sucked in from the opposite Side of the displacement at smilar velocity. The
collison odds of this ship hitting golf-bal-szed debris traveling through the emptiness of space aretiny.
At additive speeds faster than light, in the congtricted corridor this ship hasto trangt, the collision odds of
two objects—that may have increased masses—are reversed.”

“Boom!”
113 Blg m)m.”
“But we know the Sugs do it. They besat the odds, Howard. They must have radar or something.”

He shook his head. “ Radar—all remote sensing—is based on something reflected back from, or at least
something emanating out from, a detectable object. Nothing—not light, not radiation, nothing—reflects
back or escapes from ablack hole.”

“But Jeeb’ sreadouts tell you how the Sugsdo it?’
Howard stared up at the ceiling and squinted. “Broadly spesking, yes. Ever swat afly?’
“Sure. | missthem sometimes. They're quick.”

“Insects, arachnids even more so, sense future events by means that laboratory experiments have been
unableto link with sensory mechanismstied to measurable physica phenomena.”



“Spiders have built-in crysta balls?”
“Precognition. Even if it smeasured in nanoseconds.”
“Thisisbig news?’

“Coupled with what we learned about gravity propulsion, it could provide mankind with the key to
interstellar travel. We could carry the battle to the Pseudocepha opod. Fight it at arm’ slength.”

“One smdl obstacle to mankind flying to the stars, Howard. In aweek mankind will be history.”
“Not if you just blow this ship to pieces.”

“If I could blow this ship to pieces, | would have done it aready!”

Howard' s absentminded professor act amused me most of the time. Not now.

| pointed at Brumby, who rubbed his eyes, awvakened by my yelling. “ Brumby doesn’'t even have enough
fucking explosivesto sink arowboat! | sent Jeeb patrolling because we' re out of idess, here. In twenty
minutes of downloading, what have you done that can help us blow this ship to pieces?”’

Howard paused, then tugged hislip. “ Actudly, nothing.”

“Goddammit, Howard. | hijacked a spaceship. | violated every oath an officer can take. | got another
gpaceship blown up because of my stupidity. Forty-six people died out herein space. | did al that
because you said you could figure out how to blow this ship up. But after afucking lifetime studying
fucking extraterrestrids, the best you can tell meiswe re dtting on afucking fertilizer mountain?’ | leaned
againg the Slug metal bulkhead, arms extended, head down, like | could push the bulkhead away with
my pams, and let my anger drain away.

Brumby cleared deep from histhroat. “ Fertilizer, sr? Would that be ammonium nitrate?’
| Sghed and pointed at Howard. “ That' s what he told me, Brumby.”
Howard smacked his forehead. “ Of course!”

FORTY-SIX

HOWARD JUMPED UP AND DANCED, armswaving over his head.
Brumby blinked furioudy. “Oh, baby!”

My outburst had driven them around the bend, too.

| turned and faced them. “What?’

Howard grinned. “N-H-Four, N-O-Three!”

“Brumby?In English?’

“Ammonium nitrate makes bombs.”

“Red bombs?’

Howard stopped dancing. “In 1947 a ship cargo of ammonium nitrate fertilizer caught fire. The exploson
and tidal wave destroyed the port of Texas City and broke windows in Galveston, ten miles away. It



raised amushroom cloud a hdf mile high. The ship’sanchor weighed aton and ahdf. It buried itsdlf ten
feet in the ground two miles away.”

Brumby said, “Y ou mix it with diesd ail .”
“Brumby, | don't think starships carry diesd oil.”

“It doesn’'t have to be mixed. It' s stable against impact. Y ou can hit it with ahammer, even shoot it. But
hest it above its dow-decomposition point, 393 degrees Fahrenheit”—Brumby raised hisarmslike a
symphony conductor—*and up she goes.”

“How big abomb can you make with this stuff?’

“How much ammonium nitrate you got, sir? Texas City was twenty-three hundred tons.”
Hair rose on my neck. And my forearms and everywhere else.

“What do we haveto do?’

Brumby reached for a Thermite stick. “ Thermite burns at over two thousand degrees. Stuff Thermite al
through the fertilizer pile, a intervas. Light the high-temp fusing. Run like hell.”

| rubbed my chin. “How long can the fuse be?”’

Brumby picked up the det-cord redl and pedled off lengths he measured by arm spans, like atailor. Then
he counted the Thermite sticks. “ Allowing for some fusesto be longer snce you gottalight them firdt, then
run and light the others, ten minutes, tops.”

| frowned. “It took me almost an hour to climb out of that pit.”
Brumby pointed at Jeeb. “Let the’ bot do the work, sir. He can fly away.”

Millions of Jeeh’ s mass-market cousins had been vacuuming floors, pruning shrubs, and painting walls
sincetheturn of the century. Jeeb could fly like an eagle, crack codes, trandate every known human
didect inred time, and track every soldier in an infantry division, but his current gppendages and
programming were adapted for locomotion, salf-maintenance, sensing, and dataassmilation. | shook my
head. “ Jeeb can't even light amatch, Brumby. Much less dig holes and plant bombs.”

Howard asked, “Can’'t we just chuck 'em down there? Like throwing dynamite sticks?’

Brumby shook hishead. “Y ou can drop alit match on paper and not burn it. The heat’ s gotta be
confined.” He waved his hand over the few Thermite sticks. “And it’ s not like we have sparesto practice
with.”

Cold settled in my gut. Knowing theright thing didn’'t makeit easier to do it. “ So we have to go down
there and set thisbomb off. And we won't be able to get away.”

We stared at one another.
Brumby raised hishand. “I’ll doiit, gir. I'm thelogica oneto work with the charges and det cord.”
| shook my head. “ Commanding officer’ s prerogative, Brumby. | can light amatch with the best of *em.”

Howard said, “L ook, thiswhole thingwasmy idea. | candoiit.”



Brumby said, “Maybewe dl stay and do it, then.”

Howard got to hisfeet and paced. “No. Somebody needsto get the drive-system information back. If
the bomb works, we win this battle. If we aso bring back that information, humanity might win thewar.”

Brumby gathered up the Thermite sticks and stuffed them in his minipack. “ Send the’ bot back.”

| grabbed for the pack, but Brumby jerked it out of my reach. | said, “Mimi won't know to come get just
Jeeb. Besides, there' s no sense you two getting yourselves killed, too.”

Unless| pulled rank, this had the makings of athree-way brawl for the privilege of getting onsdf blown to
smithereens. Not to mention a philosophica debate over the nature of heroism and sacrifice.

In the breast pocket insde my armor, Jeeb’ s holo-cube link vibrated against my chest. | paused and
looked over at him.

Jeeb was facing up the blocked passage, pogo-ing up and down on al six legs and whistling audibly.

The passage wall where he had pointed himself began to glow, aring on the metal asbig astheend of a
tanker truck, first red, then orange, then white-hot.

FORTY-SEVEN

| LOOKED FROM THE WALL to Howard to Brumby. “Looks like the Sugs brought their own
version of Thermite.” | pointed up the passage, past the impending Slug breach point, where Mimi would
dock the V-Star. “Howard, you go. Jeeb, too. Now. Before the Slugs burn through.”

Thewadll ring was white from top to bottom now. A molten lump oozed, fell to the passage deck, and
Sputtered.

“Brumby, you and I'll plant the Thermite.”

Howard said, “ Jason—"

| pointed at Jeeb. “ Take care of him.”

“Yougotit”

Jeeb hovered, wings extended.

Molten metal did down the passage-wadl facein rivulets.

Howard turned and jogged past the Slug breach point, ducking away from sparks.

| turned to see Brumby aready stepping through the open hatch into the incubation chamber. | ran after
him as agong and hiss announced the fall of the molten-edged passage-wall cutout.

A second later, amag-rifle round ricocheted off the bulkhead just above the open hatch | ran for.

| dove through the hatch, rolled to my feet, and followed Brumby down the spiraling catwalk, his
headlight and mine bouncing zigzag in the darkness aswe ran.

A bumblebee whirred past my ear, then another.

| switched my opticsto passveinfrared and looked up. Hundreds of feet above us, purple Sug infrared
searchlight beams crisscrossed, hunting for us. Rail-rifle rounds rained down, more random than aimed.



The Sugs couldn’'t see our visiblelight beams and their own lights didn’t reach far enough to pick us o,
infrared. They moved dowly through a space that was as dark for them asfor us. We had athree-minute
sart, | guessed.

| caught up with Brumby at the wide spot on the wakway where | had found the larval Sug. He stood
bent over, hands on knees, panting, the minipack of Thermite sticks and det cord dung across hisarmor.
An entrenching tool, for digging in the charges, dangled from his belt.

“We haveto rappel down from here, Brumby.”
Helooked up, swivding hislight to catch my face. “Yes, Sr.”

| glanced back above. Up the spird wakway, the Sugs had stopped wasting ammunition, but their light
beams till swung to and fro, searching.

“Look, Brumby. There' smaybe adozen of them up there. We can see them with our headlights before
they can see us. They can't handle any GI one on one and our armor’ s better than theirs. There sno
need for two of usto stay here and plant the charges. Y ou fight your way out.” | held out my hand
toward hisminipack. “ Give”

“Sir? Seemsto methe general’ s better quaified to fight Sugsand I’ m better qudified to plant charges.”
He straightened, but made no move to hand over the pack.

| lifted the climbing rope coils over my helmet. “Brumby, thisisthe Army, not adebate club. Give methe
pa:k.”

A Slug beam swept purple across the chamber wall, just above our heads.

Brumby shook his head, light wagging in the dark. “What’ sa homefor me, sr? Jal? A VA bunk?I’ll go
making adifference, thank you very much.”

Thefact that Brumby’ sanalysswasright didn’t makeit right for meto let him plant the charges. The
stupid thing about leadership is that leaders have to do stupid things. “Brumby, | order you to hand over
those charges.”

Srang! A Slug round thudded into the deck afoot from us.

Brumby hooked athumb in his minipack strap as he looked meintheeye. “Yes, sr. You know the last
thing | would do aslong as| liveis disobey an order.”

And then Brumby stepped backward into thin air and fell serendly into the dark.
FORTY-EIGHT

| STARED INTO DARKNESS, the space before me empty.

The wet thud as Brumby fdl into gelatinous Sug larva and ammonium-nitrate soup echoed acrossthe
vast chamber.

Slug lights jerked and arrowed, closer now. Slug shots spattered the walkway.
“Son of ahitch!” Brumby’ s voice rasped over the Whispercom.
“Brumby?Y ou okay?’



“Nothing broken, sir.”
| swallowed back tears. “ Brumby, what you just did—"

“With respect, gr. It'sdone. What the generd needsto do now is keep the Slugs off my butt so | can get
my digging done down here.”

| turned back and headed up the walkway asthe first Slug infrared beam swung across my armor. A
three-round burst from my gun sent the light and its owner toppling into the pit.

One sghted Gl againgt asquad of blind Sugsishardly afair fight. Twenty minuteslater, | stepped back
into the passage that led back to Mimi, Howard, Jeeb, and, perhaps, home.

“Brumby?’

“Just dug inthelast charge, Sir. Should be agrest finish. I'm gonnalight the first fuse now. Ten minutes,
Sr. You take care.”

| drew abreath and my lip quivered. In ten minutes, Brumby could have gotten back to the walkway, but
hewould gtill be ahaf hour from rescue. *Y ou, too, Brumby.”

As| came abreast of the Slugs' breach in the passage wall, ten squirmed forward from their passage,
firing. | snatched up the cut-meta wall section for ashield, knelt behind it, and gun-fought them until the
last one dropped. | used up the last M-60 ammunition and left the gun behind with a pang.

If I was going to keep the Slugs away from Brumby, the best way wasto blow this passage shut with the
remaining Megatex, then set up shop back at the breach point, where we had bottlenecked the Slugs
before. As| ran to our breach point, | heard the charge | had set crump the passage closed. | chinned
my radio to Command Net. “Mimi? Howard? Over.”

If Howard had madeit, my ride would be long gone, racing to beet the blast upon which the future of the
human race depended.

| tried squad net. That would just reach Howard, who probably didn’t have hisradio on and wouldn’t
know how to answer it, anyway.

Nothing.

A Slug wave surged a me. | dropped Slugs with M-20 flechette until | ran out. My ammo pouches were
bare. Three more surged forward. | drew Ord’s .45 and hit al three, but one got off around that
whacked my thigh. But for my armor, it would have torn my leg off.

| rounded the last bend, limping. The yellow plastic plug that seded the six-foot-diameter breach point
remained in place. That proved nothing. The docking procedure left it in place, whether Mimi had
rescued Howard and Jeeb or not.

| drew up to the breach point, panting, rested my shoulder againgt its pillow, and read my ’ puter.

If Brumby did hisjob, heand | had five minutesto live. And if Howard and Jeeb had done theirs, the
human race might have forever.

| glanced down at the deck plates and my heart skipped.
FORTY-NINE



| KNELT AND PICKED UP A SQUARE of paper abit bigger than an old postage stamp, but nothing
dse

| smiled. The paper was a Howard Hibble nicotine-gum wrapper. He and Jeeb had made it thisfar, in
fact had paused long enough for Howard to have achew. If Slugs had caught up with them, there would
be spent brass on the deck, if not blood or abody. Howard when cornered became awildcat with
20-200 vison. He wouldn’t have gone down withouit firing a shot.

So they had madeit.

| popped the magazine out of the pistol butt, avkwardly, sincel had to do it three-fingered. Then |
reached for afresh magazine and found nothing. | tried Brumby on squad net and got nothing, which |
expected, consdering the interference between us.

Debrisfrom the earlier fighting till littered thelittle chamber where we had entered this ship and begun
this battle. The Semtex canister we had |eft behind was gone. Sugsweren't stupid. Without ammunition,
the best | could do to delay any Slugsthat tried to get to Brumby was barricade the passage. | dragged
debrisand flung up aratty barrier.

| dumped, and did down the plastic plug until | sat on the deck plates, sprawled my legs and rested my
head againgt the plug’ s cushion. | turned the .45 to hold the barrel in my good hand, to tomahawk Sugs
with the gun butt. Why | bothered, | didn’t know. The Sugsand | would betiny bits of interplanetary
flotsam in four minutes. Or not, in which case, with odds of one hundred thousand to one against me, |
wouldn’'t last long anyway.

It had, al things considered, been afine twenty-five years. | had known my parents, though not for so
long as| would have liked. | had grown up. | had known good people. The best, in fact. | had
experienced the one great love of my life, dbeit for just 616 days. Oh, and, depending on which version
of history oneread, | had saved the world.

My " puter beeped. Three minutes.

They say contemplation of desth comesin phases: denid, anger, some other Suff, then, finaly,
acceptance.

A mile beneath me was Brumby, too, taking the opportunity to accept his death?

Maybe that was the thing | had been luckiest about, compared to the other orphans | had known. Itisa
soldier’ sdestiny to die young and unexpectedly. They may die for noble causes. They may diefor others
hubris or stupidity. But it israrely asoldier’ s destiny to have the time to accept his death.

That, | supposed, was the thing that would stand clear to me for what remained of my life.
“—gtand clear.”
My own thoughts echoed in my helmet. In my last moments, | had begun talking to mysdlf.

“Jason? Comein. There sno timeto dock thisthing.” Mimi squawked insgde my helmet. “1’m just gonna
poke the docking bridge through the plug. Stand clear, then dive in through the bridge hatch fast. ' Cause
| gottareverse out in fifteen seconds.”

Across the chamber, my debris barrier fell.

Slugs boiled through, so thick | couldn’t count them.



| scrambled to my feet and spun around.
The plug bulged inward, like agiant, yellow bubblegum bubble.
Blam!

The explosion as Mimi stung the docking bridge through the breach hurled the plastic plug and me,
somersaulting like a crimson bowling bal, twenty feet back down the passage. Sugs scattered like
tenpins.

“Jason, | hope you heard me.’ Causeif you're not inside that bridge when | pull out, explosive
decompression will shoot you into space like awatermelon seed.”

| kicked the plug off me like blankets on Christmas morning and scrambled to my knees.

Slugs swarmed around me. | pounded one, pistol-whipped another, and wondered why | hadn’t been
shot adozen times aready.

Slugsignored me asthey surged around and past, headed toward Brumby and our makeshift bomb.
They ignored me because | couldn't kill their invasion. But they had figured out that Brumby could.

The bridge hatch beckoned, twenty feet away.

| crawled forward. And my web-gear harness caught on the plug’ storn surface. | tugged and dragged
the plug behind me.

Ten feet to the bridge hatch.

Beyond the hull breach, | heard thrustersfire, their sound conducted through the contact between the
hulls of the V-Star and the Trall.

The gap between me and the bridge hatch widened to twelve feet as Mimi backed the V-Star away.
My " puter beeped. Two minutes to detonation.

| popped the buckle on my harness. It fell away from my body and flopped to the deck, aong with the
deflated plug.

| dovefor the bridge-hatch handle, caught it, and got dragged toward outer space asthe V-Star backed
away fromthe Trall. | twisted my body and the hatch fell open. | scrambled in, the hatch snapped shut
behind me, and the rush of atmosphere exploding out of the open breach thundered against the docking
bridge’ sskin.

Armored Slugs got sucked out through the breach into vacuum like spilled black marbles. The passage
became impassable. The Slugs couldn’t cross vacuum and get to Brumby in time to prevent detonation,
now.

| lay therein the docking bridge' swhite metd tube and just breathed, listening to thruster nozzlesfire as
Mimi rotated the V-Star so she could fire the main engine.

| weasdled around inside the docking bridge and pressed my helmet faceplate to the quartz portholein
the hatch.

We werefive hundred feet from the Troll’ svast surface, and backing off fast.



“Jason?Youin?’

“In”

My " puter beeped. One minute.
“Hangon.”

Mimi lit the main engine and accd eration crushed me againgt the docking bridge srear hatch likea
musket bal rammed down aflintlock’ smuzzle.

| don't know how many Geeswe pulled, but my helmet faceplate got meaded red from my nosebleed.

| was jammed againgt the rear ingpection plate, a quartz port like the front hatch porthole. Behind us, the
city-sized Troll dready looked as small asabasketball. | chinned my faceplate dark.

My heart beat and | thought of Brumby.

TheTroll seemed to wiggle, growing smaler by the second, then it turned into aminiature sunrise.
Theydlow explosion raced & us.

In my helmet, Mimi muttered, “ Go. Go, you mother!”

Flame engulfed usin seconds. The ship rocked and spun. Debris banged againgt uslike the start of arain.
| tumbled insde the bridge as the ship yawed.

Then space was black again. The roar of the main engine cut off and weight lifted off my chest asthe
V-Star coasted through space.

“Jason?Y ou okay?’

“Bruised. But glad to be here. | oweyou.”
Mimi asked, “Howard?’

“Holy moly!”

| dragged mysdlf through the inner bridge hatch and floated in the troop bay, where Howard was
strapped in, helmet off, his head poking up out of hisarmor like an undernourished turtle’s. | popped my
helmet and Iet it float in the bay.

Mimi Ozawawormed her way back from the flight deck. Thistime | watched.

She drifted into the bay, tugged off her own helmet, and smoothed back swesat-plastered hair with both
hands. It struck me that she had never looked more beautiful.

Shesad, “Thisthing fliesitsf.”
Howard narrowed hiseyes until she smiled a him. “But can we get homein thisthing?”

“WEe re pointed in the right direction and close enough that the Earth’ s gravity will help red usin after
about three days. If you mean dl that un-aerodynamic thruster piping and tankage? Easy on, easy off.”
She pointed at a mushroom-shaped red button, shielded and mounted a ongside the backup gauge panel
st in the forward bulkheed. “ Before we insert into the atmosphere, we hit that. Explosive bolts blow it all



off and we're clean asawhistlefor reentry.”

She said to me, “ Generd Wander, thisis the second time you' ve been late for abus| wasdriving.” Then
she grinned again, aswarm as pre-war sunshine.

“Nicedriving, too, Mgor. Oneinvasion transport the Size of Toledo blown to pieces. Not to mention
one hundred twenty-one redly ugly fighters.”

While | spoke, she swam hersdf up into the Mercury system’ s crystal blister and let herself spin dowly,
enjoying anon-viewscreen look out at space.

Her next words rang cold. “Make that one hundred twenty.”
FIFTY
“HUH?

Mimi scrambled down from the observation blister and dog-paddied a ong handholds toward the flight
deck. “Firewitch Alpha. Dead astern and closing.”

1] BLIt—”

Howard said, “Most of the Firewitches had docked with the Troll. It had pickets out. One must’ ve
survived.”

The survivor would be very grumpy.
| caled to Mimi. “We ve been coagting. Can we outrun it?’

She cdled back as her boot soleswriggled at us from the flight-deck accesstube, “Not likely. Evenif we
had fudl to spare. Which we don’t.”

Howard drifted aongside the redundant gauge bank set in the forward bulkhead. He looked at one, then
tapped it with hisfinger. “ This says eighty-five percent.”

“Y ou'relooking at the auxiliary maneuvering-thruster fuel. That’sno help. If we burn the main enginetoo
much, when we reverse we won't be able to decelerate. If we can’t decelerate, we enter the atmosphere
too fast. Either we skip off and dide out to an orbit beyond the moon, where we suffocate, freeze, or
darve, or we plungeright onin and burn to cinders.”

| tugged my helmet back on. “ So, what do we do?’
“Y ou gameto shoot ' em up with the Mercury again?’

| heard no other option. | swam up into the blister again and twisted into the fighting chair. It seemed like
home, now. | flipped the power-up switch and the cage whined and vibrated around me. | hit the foot
treadles, swinging |eft, then right and elevated, then dropped the chair relative to the horizon. | spun the
turret rearward and punched up magnification. | didn’t need to.

Blue againg space s blackness, its navigation lightsflaring in patterns only a Sug could decipher, the
Firewitch had dready closed to firing range and its ordnance arms spidered open.

Up front, Mimi had to belooking in her rearview. * Jason?’

Rangewasredly not an issue with ballistic weaponsin space. For practica purposes, the Mercury’s



cannon rounds wouldn't dow down. Aim wasn't afactor ether, with atarget asbig asthe closing
Firewitchin my sghts.

| depressed the trigger. The gun shrieked. Flame spit from a haf-dozen rotating barrels.
And stopped.

Y dlow tracer flew downrange and a hundred 37-millimeter rounds exploded in a hundred harmless
orange-poppy blooms on the Firewitch’s nose.

“Jason? Why' d you stop?’

“I didn’'t!” | looked down. My gloved thumb pressed the trigger so hard it shook. | ran my eyes across
the gauge bank, then groaned &t aflashing red light. | had ripped away, trigger-happy, on the first
Firewitch we disabled. Now | wished | had afew of those rounds back. “ The ammo light was green. But
we only had ahundred rounds.”

The Firewitch snapped off afirst round. It burned toward us like a crimson comet, then passed over my
left shoulder, ahundred yards away.

“They won't take long to target us.”

We shot through space at ten thousand miles per hour. The Firewitch pursued even faster. It was
occupying the space we were in mere seconds later. It would al be over in moments.

| pounded the cage frame with my three-fingered hand and yelped. We had come so far! Beaten such
impossibleoddd | had given up alitera piece of mysdlf. Brumby had given up hislife.

Brumby, who could make abomb out of nearly anything.

| paused and stared at my reflection in the dome, then asked Mimi, “What' sthe auxiliary thruster fue ?’
“Why?

“Goddammit, what' sit made of 7’

“Liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen.”

“Isit explosve?’

“Yesh”

“How muchwegot?’ | was dready unbuckling from the fighting chair.

“Four, five thousand pounds.”

Another Firewitch round bore in on us and shot past. It screamed above me, noiseless, but so close that
| saw Sug hieroglyphs etched on its blue, spinning sde.

| looked up. The Firewitch’sarmstwitched smdl adjustments. The next slvo would be “firefor effect.”

| did down into the troop bay and launched myself at the redundant gauge bank, floating, it seemed, as
lazy as a Thanksgiving-parade baloon.

| tore open the safety cover and punched the red JETTISON button with my bad hand. Weightless, my
fist didn't strike the Earth-standard spring-loading hard enough to depressthe plunger.



Wheat idiot engineer didn't think about that?
| pulled myself againgt the pand, braced my feet, and swung again.
Click.

The explosive bolts thumped, not dl at once, as piping and tankage peeled away from our skin, piece by
piece, and drifted back into our wake.

| made it back up into the dome asthe silver tangle of discarded equipment tumbled toward the
Firewitch’svulnerable, cyclopean, purple eye.

“Mimi, better spend alittle juice, or we'll blow ourselves up, too.”

But the Firewitch didn’t explode like the Troll had. The eye exploded satisfyingly, then the ship’slights
went out in afinger snap and it dowed and drifted.

Howard poked his head up into the bubble and looked back as the derdlict began to tumble, its
momentum carrying it dowly behind us, toward Earth. “Holy moly. Jason Wander, the three-fingered
buccaneer.”

“Huh?’
“You just captured our firgt capita prize of thiswar.”
Howard wedged himself into the fighting cage dongside me and | rotated it so we faced forward.

Earth hung peaceful and blue in space, the moon silver, and off her shoulder, the Milky Way' s swath
powdering the blackness behind them.

| pointed toward the stars. “We re not donein thisgaaxy. Is our destiny out there?”
“Y ou mean ‘ destination.’”

“No, | don't.”

FIFTY-ONE

“GENERAL?’" My command sergeant mgjor knocks on the hatch frame of my stateroom as he opens
the hatch.

“Time, Sergeant Mgor Ord?’
“Yes, gar.”

| stand up at my desk and rub my hand. “I aready knew.” Organic prosthetic fingers are indistinguishable
from origina, they say. But the change in atmospheric pressure when a M etzger-class cruiser accelerates
to make Tempora-Fabric Insertion dways makes mine throb.

The swabbies don't really need the embarked-divison commander on the bridge at insert. It'sroutine
now. But it' salso tradition. And tradition counts with Space Force as much asit did with the old
wet-Navy.

Ord gtrides beside me, holding a Chipboard for me to sign, clicking from document to document aswe
walk. Genius may be ninety-nine percent perspiration but commanding adivision is ninety-nine percent



paperwork.
Ord snaps off the board. “ That’ sal the businessfor now, sir.”

| smile. Thered businessthat this ship—thisfleet—uwill do remains months and light-years away.
| pause at the bridge hatch. The swabbie rating with hislittle manua whistle spots me.
He snapsto, skirlsout acal, and misses anote.

| squint at his chest. Hisribbon row is as short as his skin is baby-pae. But he wears the blue-and-gold
Rodger Young ribbon.

Firg of the gravity-shielded Corvette-trangport fast-movers, crewed with bright kids, the Young
exploded on her maiden voyage before she ever got out of Earth orbit.

In the best military tradition, those kids who never saw it coming got posthumous meda s because
somebody made a mistake.

The Young’ s orphaned survivors had been distributed among other ships. He' s probably never played a
manua bosun’ swhistle before.

Hecdls, “Attention on deck! The embarked-divison commander is on the bridge!”
| step around the master holo and saute the captain. Admiral, actudly. “How we doing?’

The admird points a the frontscreen. “Nothing unusual. The fast-movers made insertion two days ago.
Those new onesfly.”

In the frontscreen’ s green glow, | seewigtfulnessin her eyes. “Y ou missflying fast-movers, don’t you,
Mimi?’

She smiles. It would be unprofessiona to mention it on the bridge, but aslovely asthe day we met. She
says, “I"d trade the Metz for a Brumby-class command in a heartbeat.”

“And missthe fun of keeping peace between your squids and ten thousand mudfeet?” The Metzger class
may be dower than the Corvette transports, but each ship can haul afull divison.

Thethree “P’ sthat dog theater-grade commanders are paperwork, personnel, and politics. That was the
best part of Insertion. Once you popped out in new space, you were light-years away from the
politicians. No armchair quarterbacking until you came home.

If you came home. Not that politics offers safe harbor in the Sug War. Jeeb and | visit Ruth’ sgrave
when we're dirtsde. We both cry.

| bitch alot—only to mysdf and my Significant Other—about the three“P’s, but the fact remainsthat ten
thousand kids bet their lives on my ahility to juggle al those things and gtill be a better soldier than any of
them.

In the viewscreens, the space ahead of us darkensfirgt, asdl light gets sucked into the ultradwarf core of
the Insertion Point.

The kid with the whistle Sares, bug-eyed.
| lean toward him, hands clasped behind my back. “First Insert?’



Henods. “Yes, Sr.”

“And you worry why you get to see it while your buddies on the Young never will?’
Hisjaw drops. “Uh, yes, sir.”

| shake my head. “Don’t worry. Livethe best life you know how. Therest isdestiny.”

| point at the Sidescreens. “Watch. Fird the stars stretch out like taffy, when their light gets bent. Then
their light turns paralel to usand they go out dtogether. It' sredly wick!”

Helooks a me oddly. They tell me nobody has said “wick” since before thewar, but the only way |
throw my rank around isto choose my own dang.

A ’puter voice, throaty and feminine, chimes. “Insertionin five”
Therewasatimewhen | giggled every timel heard that.
The stars go out.
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author’snote
Orphanage: A 2004 take on an evergreen story by ROBERT BUETTNER

On January 29, 1898, the Saturday Review gasped a anew “romance” that had “hit upon a subject so
far from experience and completely outside common expectation” that “our readers must buy it and darm
themsaveswith it at their leisure.” Readersdid.

A century after H. G. Wdlls The War of the Worlds, we still snap up Alien-war tales. Those tales have
evolved to match the zeitgeist of the world in which each was written.

Weélls gory reflected Victorian fears of massive, mechanized war that would torture al of Europe.

Wdlswasright, but he won no sympathy for Aliens. In 1993, Sir Arthur C. Clarke stopped short of
“blam[ing] Wellsfor al the later excesses of interplanetary warfare,” but Sir Arthur complained that



Widlslad it down that “ anything Alien waslikely to be horrible.” Nowadays, we prefer our Alienswarm,
fuzzy and politicaly correct.

Fortunately for those who like good yarns, writersdidn’t writeal Mork-from-Ork since 1898, probably
because the world they wrote in was no sitcom.

In Cold War 1959, Robert Heinlein won aHugo with Starship Troopers. As Uncle Sam drafted even
Elvis Predey to repe the Commies, Heinlein penned atae of noble battle againg city-nuking spiders
commanded by fat, Nikita Khrushchev brain bugs.

Post-Vietnam, Joe Hal deman exposed a never-ending war, started by our side for no good reason,
waged by cynica conscripts, in hisown 1974 Hugo-winner, The Forever War .

So, why the Orphanage books, afast, darkly funny, retold tales of a young man-become-soldier amid
interplanetary war? Because Star ship Troopers and The Forever War marveloudy embraced the
zeitgeist in which each was written, but each suffersfor it in apost-9/11 world.

Sarship Troopers glorified aneo-facist future where only soldiers earn voting rights and we flog
criminas publicly. Diadogue often echoes’50s TV. Women pilot Heinlein’ s starships, but they are
perfumed and mystical, like gproned ’ 50s moms flying Frigidaires.

Vietnam-vet Haldeman expresdy rewrote Heinlein and scorned Starship’s Cold War jingoism.
Hademan embraced the’60s “emerging truths.” Thewar isour fault. All officersand politiciansare
sadistic fools. Soldiers get pot rations and bunk co-ed, rotating sex partners nightly.

Orphanage and Orphan’s Destiny avoid politics. It was written to say one true thing to a population
that has been blessed by scant military experience but that, post-9/11, finds soldiers again relevant. That
thing is: soldiersfight not for flags or againgt tyrants but for each other. Combat soldiers become one
another’ sonly family. Strip away politics and, wherever or whenever, war is an orphanage.

Orphan’s Destiny was written to explore the challenges soldiers face when they survive.

Orphanage and Orphan’s Destiny engage readersin afuture just forty years distant, where space
shuttles and television are antiques, not ancient artifacts. Any passion and humor they muster, compared
to Heinlein' sand Haldeman’ s classics, grows from affection for foot soldiers, an affection those books
share.

Readersfamiliar with Hainlen will detect afew covert tributes, aswill Haldeman fans.

Orphanage and Orphan’s Destiny aren’t anti-communist or anti-war like their predecessors. They are
just pro-foot soldier.

introducing

If you enjoyed ORPHAN’SDESTINY, look out for
ORPHAN’'SJOURNEY

Book 3 of the Jason Wander series

by Robert Buettner

“TEN YARDS SEAWARD from where | stand on the beach, the new-risen moons backlight our assault
boats, outbound toward six fathoms. Beyond six fathomslies hell.



Wind bleeds oily smoke back over me from lanterns roped to a thousand gunwales. Fifty soldiers
churning paddles whisker each boat’ s flanks. The boats crawl up wave crests, then dive down wave
troughs, like pitching centipedes. For milesto my left and right, the lantern line winds like asmoldering

viper.
I’m Jason Wander. Earthling, war orphan, high school dropout, infantryman, field-promoted Mgjor

Generd. And, on this sixth of August, 2056, accidental Commander of the largest amphibious assault
snce Eisenhower hurled Gls across the English Channel.

New century. New planet. Old fear.

An assault boat’ s Platoon Leader stands bent-kneed amid his paddlers, waving his boat’ s lantern above
his head. He shoutsto me, “We gladly diefor you!”

| salute him, because I’ m too choked to shout back. And shout what? That only fools die gladly? That
he' d better sit down before his own troops shoot him for afool ? That someone should shoot me for one?

At my side, my Command Sergeant Major whispers, “They won't shoot him, Sir.” | blink. Ord hasread
my mind snce hewas my Drill Sergeant in Basic.

The Bren may not shoot one another tonight, but the first Bren proverb we trandated was “Blood feud is
bread.” For centuries, Bren has suffered under the thumb—well, the pseudopod—Slugs are man-sized,
armored maggots that have no thumbs—of the Pseudocepha opod Hegemony. Still, every Clan midwife
gifts every mae baby with awhittled baitle axe. Not to overthrow the Slugs. To whack human neighbors
who worship the wrong god.

But if the newly unified Clansfall a sunrise, the Sugswill ped humanity off this planet like grape skin.
Because we four Earthlings arrived.

Did | say “unified’? Ha We should' ve segregated every boat. Mixed Clans may brain each other with
their paddies before the first Sug shows. Thefinal toast a Clan funeralsis“May paradise spare you from
dlies”

Packed into twenty square miles of beach dunes, the Second and Third Assault Waves' cook fires prick
the night. Smells of wood smoke and the dung of reptilian cavary mounts drift to me on the shifting wind,
aong with Clan songs.

Y et twenty-two miles across the sea, the Sugs deep.

Actudly, no human knows whether Slugs deep. But | have bet thiscivilization’slife that tonight the Sugs
have left the cross-channel beaches undefended. It seems a smart bet. No boatman in five hundred years
has crossed the Sea of Hunters at full moons, and lived.

| chin my helmet optics. Two heartbeats thump before | get afocus. A mile out, faint wakes veethe
water. Thefirgt kraken arerising, like trout sensing skittering water bugs.

Seamongters mightier than antique locomotives are about to splinter thosefirst boats, like fists pounding
straw. But troops that survive the crossing should surprise the Sugs. Surprised or not, the Slugs will il
be the race that daughtered sixty million Earthlings, asindifferently as mouthwash drowning germs.

Waves explode againgt boat prows. Windblown brine spits through my open helmet visor, needling my
cheeks. My casuaty bookie saysthat, even before the moons set, four hundred boats and crews will
founder. Because | ordered them out there. The brine hides my tears.



Ismy plan brilliant? Hannibal crossing the Alps? MacArthur landing a Inchon?1 swalow. “What if |
blundered, Sergeant Mgor?’

Ord nods back his helmet optics, then peers through binoculars older than heis. “Sir, Churchill said that
war ismostly acatalogue of blunders.”

Ord told me exactly the samething aswe lay in the snow of Tibet, three yearsago. If I’ d listened, this
ratscrew could' ve been avoided.



