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MANKIND MUST WIN . . . OR PERISH

I would be the first human to touch the moon since the days when major league baseball used wooden bats.

As I waited I thought of something. “Metzger? How do we pee?”

“Use the little condom thingy in the leg. You hooked it up, didn’t you?”

Air bled from the lock.

“What thingy?”

“Sorry. Should’ve told you. Just hold it.”

He opened the hatch. Before me another world, as dead and white as bones, stretched to a black horizon. I turned around, felt for the descent ladder’s first rung, then stepped into airless nothing cold enough to freeze helium. I hopped off the bottom rung into the Sea of Fertility’s dust, then focused my vision on the object a half mile away.

Peeing my pants was the least of my worries.

“ORPHANAGE is a witty, fast-paced, and solid military story that sharply illustrates each character as well as the action they are engaged in. The vibrant voice of Jason Wander engaged me from the get-go.”

—KARIN LOWACHEE, author of Warchild and Burndive
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For Senior Drill Sergeant DeArthur Burgess, wherever the winds of war carried him, and for all the other special ones




We crabbed shoulder to shoulder down cargo nets to our landing craft bucking in the Channel, each GI’s bilge-and-sea-soaked boots drenching his buddy below. In that moment I realized that we fight not for flags or against tyrants but for each other. For whatever remains of my life, those barely met strangers who dangled around me will be my only family. Strip away politics, and, wherever or whenever, war is an orphanage.

—Anonymous letter fragment, Recovered on Omaha Beach, Normandy June 1944







ONE

“THE SUN WILL COME OUT . . . TOMORROW . . .” Our pilot hums through her open mike into zero-Fahrenheit cabin air fogged with four hundred GIs’ breath. And fat with smells of gun oil, vomit, and fear. The sun never comes out here. In Jupiter’s orbit, Sol is a pale dot. It’s joke enough that I smile even as my hands shake the rifle propped between my knees. I’m Specialist Fourth Class Jason Wander, one of the lucky orphans who in one hour will save the human race or die trying.

  We sit helmeted in paired, facing rows, so red cabin light paints us like eggs cartoned in the devil’s incubator. Eternad-battery-heated fatigues warm us against a cabin cooled to the surface temperature our enemy manufactures a hundred miles below.

  Our backs mold against the ship’s “pressure hull” that seals out space’s vacuum. “Ship” my ass. It’s a 767 fuselage looted from some airplane graveyard in the Arizona desert, tacked to a streamlined parachute and reinforced to drop us from the mother ship to the surface. Like most of the 1900s antiques we have to fight this 2040 war with, it was built when Annie was a live-acted musical, back before the Millennium turned.

  That red cabin light preserves night vision. A hundred miles below our parking orbit, it’s always night on Ganymede. Or so the astronomers say.

  We’ll be the first humans to see it. If our groaning hull doesn’t pop when we fall through vacuum or melt as we thunder through the artificial atmosphere the Slugs have slathered around the rock below. If we don’t slam into Ganymede like crash-test dummies. If our demothballed weapons can kill the Slugs waiting down there.

  And who knows, since I’m the only human who’s ever seen Slugs alive?

  My gunner shivers warm against my shoulder clicking her Muslim beads, praying like her hair was on fire. Yeah. My boss is a four-foot-eleven Egyptian girl. But Munchkin can shoot.

  My teeth grind, I close my hand over her beads, and she stops clicking. Divine help’s improbable for agnostic me. As improbable, I suppose, as Pseudocephalopod Slugs from beyond the Solar System camping on Jupiter’s largest moon and killing millions by bombing Earth from out here.

  They say that an infantryman’s life is boredom punctuated by intervals of sheer terror. After six hundred days traveling in the mother ship’s mile-long steel tube, finally being in the dropship liquefies my guts even though I asked to be here.

  We all asked. So many volunteered for the Ganymede Expeditionary Force that they only accepted ten thousand soldiers who’d lost entire families. Munchkin lost parents and six sisters to the Cairo Projectile. I’m an only child, and the Indianapolis Projectile took my living parent. Such things now pass for luck.

  So the media calls us the Orphans’ Crusade.

  Munchkin hates “Crusade” because she’s Muslim. So she calls us Humanity’s Last Hope.

  Our platoon sergeant’s seen combat. So he calls us meat. He says “Orphanage” is true because in combat your only family is these government-issued strangers.

  Intercoms crackle. “Begin drop sequence on my mark . . . now!”

  Somebody sobs.

  The mother ship releases all twenty dropships like dandelion seed. Red light flicks black for a skipped heartbeat as electricity switches to internal. Our cut umbilical scrapes our hull like a handcuff unlocked.

  Which is how this started for me three years ago, a week after my eighteenth birthday.




TWO

“JUDGE DON’ LIKE ’CUFFS IN HIS CHAMBERS.” The bailiff of the juvenile court in and for the City and County of Denver bent and snapped metal bracelets off my wrists. He stared me down, dried blood still measling his lip where I’d coldcocked him.

  “I’m okay now.” I wasn’t in the mood to hit anybody anymore, but “okay” was a lie.

  They’d backed me off sedatives this morning, except for Prozac II, of course, to polish me up for my hearing. It was two weeks since my mom, on a visit to Indianapolis, died when the city blew up. Also two weeks since I’d pounded the crap out of my homeroom teacher. Social Services, sharp as tacks, thought my loss and the pounding might be related.

  The bailiff knocked, then opened the door, waved me through, and I made the acquaintance of the Honorable Dickie Rosewood March. It was just me and the judge in his office. He wore a gray suit that matched his hair, stretched across wrestler’s shoulders. No robes. His furniture was antique, even down to a computer with one of those television-screen boxes and a keyboard. That must’ve been the zoo for him because his right sleeve was pinned up at the elbow. In his remaining hand he balanced a paper file. Mine?

  His chair creaked when he looked up. “Mr. Wander.”

  “Sir?”

  “Are you mocking me?”

  “Sir?”

  “Your generation doesn’t call veterans ‘sir.’”

  “I called my dad ‘sir,’ sir.” If the drugs had really worn off, I probably would have cried at that. Even though Dad was ten years dead.

  He looked at my file again. “I’m sorry. Your courtesy is appropriate, generous under your circumstances.”

  “How long have they had me sedated?”

  “Two weeks. Two weeks since that first Projectile hit Indianapolis. Why the hell did you go to school the next morning, son? You must have been in a state.”

  I shrugged. “Mom said not to cut while she was out of town. What do you mean ‘first Projectile’?”

  “Jason, since your episode with your teacher, we’re at war. New Orleans, Phoenix, Cairo, and Djakarta were also destroyed. Smashed by Projectiles as big as the Chrysler Building. Not nuclear bombs. Everyone thought Indianapolis was a bomb, at first. Terrorism against America.”

  “That’s what my teacher said. That Americans in Indianapolis deserved to die for the way we treat the third world. That’s when I pounded her.”

  The judge snorted. “I’d have pounded her myself. These Projectiles came from space. Jupiter. More are coming.” The old man choked and shook his head. “Twenty million dead.” He removed his glasses and wiped away tears.

  Twenty million? I only knew one of them, but I teared up, too.

  His eyes softened. “Son, your problems are a drop in the bucket. But it’s your job and mine to deal with them.” He clung to my file like a life preserver and sighed. “You’re old enough to charge as an adult with assault. But your circumstances mitigate your conduct. Your home was in eviction proceedings before I ever heard of you. Now complete. Rent deficiency.”

  I felt dizzy. “Our house is gone?”

  “Personal goods are in storage for you. Do you have relatives you could live with?”

  Mom’s great-aunt sent an annual Christmas letter, the old, copied-paper kind that always ended “Yours ’til Niagara Falls,” followed by “Ha-ha” in parentheses. Last year’s came from a nursing home. I shook my head.

  He reached across his body with his huge, good hand, hugged his pinned-up sleeve like a bear, and glared. “Do you know how I lost this arm?”

  I froze. Beating a juvenile defendant snotless? I realized he didn’t expect me to know the answer. I relaxed. “No, sir.”

  “Second Afghan Conflict. The military could channel your anger, and the discipline wouldn’t hurt you, either. The court has broad sentencing discretion. And this is a just war. Have you considered enlisting?”

  He sat back and fingered a paperweight. It was some kind of bullet. It might as well have been a dinosaur tooth. For years now the military, especially the ground forces, had become like plumbing. Necessary, unpleasant, and out of sight. Not that you could blame people. The terrorism years had given way to Pax Americanum. Everybody wanted to buy new holosets and to travel on cheap airfares and to be left alone. In the contest between guns and butter, butter finally won. The army? Not me.

  “What do you think, Jason?”

  My eyes narrowed. Since organic prosthetics, nobody had to display a stump. Was Judge March’s a recruiting poster or a warning?

  “I think I don’t want to go to jail.”

  “I’ll take that as a ‘no’ to enlistment. Jason, do you think your violent episodes are over?”

  “I dunno. I don’t feel like hitting anybody now.” I had a nice float on from the Prozac II and whatever else they’d been pumping into me. Or else I was just numb from what he’d told me.

  He nodded. “Your file says you’ve never been in trouble before. That’s true?”

  I supposed he meant like armed robbery, not the cafeteria pudding fiasco with Metzger. I nodded.

  “Jason, I’m going to dismiss this matter. You’re too old for foster care, but I’ll backdate papers and sneak you in with a family. It’s a roof over your head.”

  I shrugged while he wrote with a pen in my file.

  He buzzed, and the bailiff returned and led me out. I reached the door as Judge March called, “Good luck and God bless you, Jason. Don’t let me see you again.”

  Three weeks later Judge March saw me again but not because I let him. No office visit this time. The bailiff called “All rise!” when Judge March swept black-robed into his courtroom. He sat between two American flags and scowled at me over his glasses.

  I looked out the window at leafless trees. Weeks ago the difference between the day sky and the night was blue compared to black. Now the Projectiles had vomited impact dust up into the stratosphere and day and night were just different shades of gray. They said rain and crops might disappear for years. People were hoarding broccoli.

  We were at war with somebody we didn’t know, who wanted us dead for reasons we couldn’t understand, and all we could do about it was slow down the End of the World. And cling to stupid rituals of civility.

  “You broke the windows out of your foster family home with a bat? And slugged the arresting officer?”

  “The world sucks.”

  Judge March rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “So does a cell down at Canon City, Mr. Wander.”

  Mr. Wander. What happened to the judge’s pal, Jason?

  I swallowed.

  The courtroom door tapped shut behind me, and I turned to see who’d come in. A guy in a board-stiff green uniform whose chin and skull were shaved so shiny they looked blue stood at attention in the aisle with a recruiting brochure under one arm.

  Judge March peered down from the bench. “Your choice, son.”





THREE

IT TOOK FIVE MINUTES FOR JUDGE MARCH to assure me that if I chose to enlist, then quit the army, he would have my ass.

  Then the recruiting sergeant and I sat on a bench, in a courthouse hallway awash in disinfectant smell. He spoke up to be heard while the whines of handcuffed crack heads echoed off puke pink marble walls. “You sign here, here, and here, Jason. Then we’ll talk about branch preference.”

  Branch, schmanch. My preference was that Judge March didn’t jail me with mother-rapers and father-stabbers and throw away the key. I took the pen, signed, and eyed the sergeant’s chest. Ribbons, silver jump wings. He actually looked pretty wick.

  I pointed the pen at his badge, long and skinny and powder blue, with an old-fashioned musket stamped in the middle. “What’s that one?”

  “Only one that matters. CIB. Combat Infantryman’s Badge. Means you’ve seen combat.”

  “You have to be Infantry to get it?”

  He shook his head. “You have to see combat. But the way to do that’s Infantry.”

  “Isn’t that like marching and stuff?”

  “Everybody marches. Infantry marches for a reason. It’s my branch. The Queen of Battle.”

  He really did look wick with his beret tucked under his shoulder loop. Unless the army had a sex-and–rock ’n’ roll branch, it was all olive drab to me. And I liked hiking as much as the next Coloradan. I checked the “Infantry” box and the sarge and the Queen and I shared a special moment. The moment lasted as long as it took for him to tear off and fold my yellow copies.

  I had a month to jerk off before my orders said report for Basic. The only foster family that would take me were the Ryans. Mr. Ryan spent hours in the yard watching his trees. He’d planted them around the turn of the century, and they’d grown old and brittle like him. Their leaves fell after the dust darkened the sky.

  Every Sunday morning Mrs. Ryan clicked down their walk in high heels and off to church while Mr. Ryan hunkered in their living room glued to the pregame. They seemed very normal.

  Mrs. Ryan held a turn-of-the-century-style bowl, probably virgin plastic, across the kitchen table. “More peas, Jason? They’re the last of the fresh. From tomorrow it’s all frozen.” She wrinkled her brow. “After that I don’t know.”

  I shook my head. She poked the peas at Mr. Ryan.

  He grunted and kept watching TV. Yeah, TV. The dust in the atmosphere was screwing up holo signals, but the land lines from Cablevision days were still buried in place. So if you had an old cathode-ray-tube television box—and what the Ryans didn’t have only the Smithsonian did—you could still watch news.

  TV’s like a holo, only flat. You get used to it.

  The anchorman asked a professor, “Ganymede?”

  The professor wagged a pointer at a studio holo, hanging over the desk between them, of a slow-rotating rock. “Jupiter’s largest moon. Bigger than our moon yet with less gravity than Earth. The only other place in the solar system with liquid water. Of course, Ganymede’s is in a layer far below its surface. This image was taken by the Galileo Probe thirty-seven years ago, in two thousand. Ganymede looks hard edged. It had no surrounding halo back then. No atmosphere but wisps of released ozone and oxygen.” He spun his chair and pointed at the twin to the image alongside the first. The twin had blurred edges. “This telescopic image is a week old. Voilà! Atmosphere!”

  “And that means, Doctor?”

  “These aliens have set up a forward base on Ganymede. They’ve generated an atmosphere for an entire world.”

  “And what does that tell us?” The anchorman knit his brow.

  “They covet a world with water and an atmosphere. Which is why these Projectiles are being fired at us instead of nuclear warheads. Precisely large enough to slowly strangle us but clean and small enough to allow Earth to escape true ‘Nuclear Winter.’”

  “They don’t want permanently damaged goods?”

  The TV professor nodded.

  Mr. Ryan waved his fork. “So fly the Marines up there! They’ll permanently damage some goods!”

  Mr. Ryan was very upset about his trees. But the human race couldn’t fly a gerbil to Jupiter. We hadn’t had the hardware or the will to send a person as far as our own moon since the 1970s, much less attack some superrace that could air-condition a whole planet.

  “Walter, two wrongs don’t make a right.” Mrs. Ryan tweezed individual peas into Tupperware like pearls.

  Mr. Ryan clamped his jaw as he’d done it for a lifetime.

  The anchorman faced the screen. “When we return. Military unpreparedness. Worse than Pearl Harbor?”

  Mr. Ryan clicked off the TV box. “I’ll just read the paper.”

  They were actually publishing daily news on paper again. The Greens didn’t bitch since the trees were already dying.

  Mr. Ryan turned to me. “What branch did you pick?”

  “The Queen of Battle.” It sounded so cool.

  “Christ on a crutch! Not In-fantry?”

  Uh-oh. “The sergeant recommended it.”

  “I was in sales. You always push the shit first. Besides, if we ever win this war, it’ll be the rocket jocks that do it.”

  Actually, I’d thought of that. The United Nations Space Force was already up and running. But you had to be a math brain like Metzger to get in. My verbal test scores were so high that I had to sit through weekly counseling about the tragedy of underachievement. However, I C-minus’d precalc and took the Computer-Repair-Shop low road junior year. Even though it split up Metzger and me for the first time since third grade.

  Mr. Ryan shook his head. “Infantry. You better spend next month getting in shape.”

  I spent next month dropping Prozac to forget Mom, drinking up my signing bonus on a fake ID, sleeping and downloading porn. The rest of the time I wasted.

  The day before I shipped out I went down to the recruiting office to pick up my travel allowance. A guy in Space Force cadet uniform was coming out. Khaki jumpsuit, high boots, royal blue neck scarf. Even through the gloom, that looked wick.

  “Wander!”

  It was Metzger. His face reddened. “I heard you, uh, signed up after . . .”

  Metzger was sort of my best friend, but we hadn’t spoken since I got suspended after my monstrous homeroom assault.

  “It’s okay.” I shrugged. What could he say? It wasn’t his fault that he still had parents and a life. I don’t know if I’d have called him up if the situation had been reversed. Mom would have said adolescent males form dysfunctional friendships and told me to forget about it.

  I said, “So check you out! I thought only delinquents with a court order could enlist without graduating.”

  “If you score high enough and your parents consent, you take ROTC while you finish high school. After graduation . . .” He put his hands together and swooped them toward the sky.

  Already the military was shooting missiles up from Earth, swatting away some Projectiles. But within months Interceptors, really updated space shuttles, would patrol space between here and the moon. It was going to be a holofantasy come true. Metzger succeeded at everything. But on hologames he was the best anybody had ever seen. They said game reflexes were success predictors for an Interceptor pilot.

  “So whadya get, Wander? Rotary-Wing Flight School?” Metzger acted like an adult, sometimes. Tactful. We both knew I couldn’t do rocket-science math. Helicopter gun ships were the next-sexiest thing.

  I flipped his blue braided shoulder cord with a finger. “Flight school’s for pussies.”

  “So? What, then?”

  Two girls walked by. The blonde looked Metzger up and down and whispered behind her hand to her friend.

  He grinned.

  Girls always looked at Metzger like that. Now he was Luke Skywalker, too. I rolled my eyes, then squinted at the gray sun. “Infantry.”

  “Infantry.” He blinked. “That’s good. Really.” He looked off at bare trees. “So. When do you go?”

  “Tomorrow morning.”

  “I guess you’ve been getting in shape.”

  “Naturally.”

  “We gotta get drunk tonight.”

  
  In next morning’s darkness I slouched, hungover, in the airport lounge and watched the transport parked outside the window. It squatted on its landing gear, its floodlit paint as gray as every dawn had been since the war began.

  I’d never seen a propeller plane except in a museum. But jet engines sucked in so much Projectile-impact dust they chewed up their own insides. Two jumbo jets had crashed, so the commercial fleet got grounded and became parked aluminum scrap. Airports these days were all military.

  The dust ate propellers, too, but they’d rigged filters for prop planes so the old, mothballed crates could operate. Filter bags hung under the four engine nacelles like udders.

  I rubbed my throbbing temples. Metzger and I had bought beer, driven out to the country, kidnapped a goat, and let it loose in the school cafeteria. Metzger’s idea, as always. Roguish daring was another trait prized in fighter pilots.

  I turned to the guy beside me, who looked as hungover as I felt. “You think that old cow’s safe to fly?”

  Big and black, he sprawled, like the other fifty of us enlistees, across a departure-lounge chair.

  He scowled. “Cow? A Hercules? The C-130 was an outstanding ship in her day!”

  Another gung ho letter-and-number spouter. These recruits actually wanted to enlist. I was the only sane one.

  “Saddle up, ladies!” The corporal from the plane was more fanatic than the recruits. We fifty stood, stretched, groaned, and drooled. If milling around could win a war, we were going to kick ass.

  We boarded and took off. The Hercules’ saving grace, besides not crashing, was that it was as loud as riding in a trash barrel rolling across cobblestones. None of the gung ho crowd disturbed my misery. We landed twice to change filter bags, then hit the runway—not a figure of speech—for the last time around noon, local time, wherever local was.

  “Saddle up, ladies! Welcome to Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania!”

  That sounded civilized. Not Greenland or the jungle or someplace.

  The plane’s back ramp dropped, and Antarctica whistled in. By the time they ran us down the ramp and lined us up in four rows on the runway’s cracked, weedy asphalt my teeth chattered so hard my eyeballs rattled. Pennsylvania wasn’t so civilized.

  “Platoon! Atten-shun!”

  I’d watched enough holoremastered war movies to know that meant stand straight and still. Like your mommy stood you up against the doorjamb to mark your height with a pencil. What crapola.

  Wind scraped curled leaves across snow as it carried away the last Hercules exhaust fumes. Somebody coughed.

  I stared straight ahead. Indiantown Gap was snow-dusted hills carpeted with the gray, leafless hardwood forest a pine-sniffing Coloradan seldom saw.

  I said to the big black guy from the airport, “We should’ve joined the Hawaiian army.”

  He laughed.

  It wasn’t my best laugh line. Once, while he lunched with a cheerleader, I made Metzger snort milk out his nose.

  “What’s your name, trainee?” The voice boomed behind me and hair stood on my neck.

  “Me, sir?”

  “Sir? Commissioned officers are addressed as ‘sir!’” He stepped around in front of me and stared into my eyes, so close that I thought he’d poke my forehead with his brown, Smokey Bear hat brim. He was leather-faced and so old that the hair fuzz above his ears was gray. Like his eyes. They were colder than Indiantown Gap.

  “I am Senior Drill Sergeant Ord and am so addressed! Name?” A spit bead arced from his mouth. It froze before it hit my chin and ricocheted away like a foul tip.

  “W-Wander, Drill Sergeant!”

  “Trainee Wander.” He paused. He was talking loud, so everybody could hear, even over the wind.

  I bet he pulled this routine with every incoming group. And some poor dweeb—me—was made an example. Maybe I rolled my eyes at the thought.

  “At the position of attention, you may blink, swallow, and breathe! Not joke, roll your eyes, and dance the macarena!”

  The what? I shook in the wind like an out-of-tune Pontiac.

  He turned away, hands clasped behind his back. “The platoon will move out of this mild breeze and indoors as soon as you assume the position of attention, Wander.”

  I could feel the hatred of every frozen-ass person on that asphalt. It was so unfair. I couldn’t stand still. Shivering was an involuntary reflex. I hadn’t done a thing. Well, maybe I shouldn’t have talked.

  I was freezing inside my ski fleece. Drill Sergeant Ord wore just an olive drab, starched-cotton uniform shirt and pants bloused over laced boots that shone like glass. And that fool hat. But he strolled back and forth like he was poolside.

  It was probably three minutes but felt like thirty until my body went numb and motionless.

  Ord faced us, hands behind his back, and rocked on his boots. “Very well. When I dismiss this platoon, you will shoulder your gear, face right, and move out smartly to the quartermaster building.” He pointed at a whitewashed shed on the horizon. It was probably four hundred yards away but looked like it was in the next county.

  Somebody whimpered.

  “There you will receive a hot meal and be issued uniforms, including field jackets with liners. These you will find to be the finest cold-weather protection ever devised.”

  Somebody whispered, “Dear God, let’s go!”

  Ord seemed not to hear. “They are provided to you at no small expense by this country’s taxpayers, whom you are privileged to defend.”

  The wind howled.

  Somebody whined through clenched teeth. “My dick’s frozen, or I’d pee my pants.” If he did, we’d all be trying to warm our hands off the steam.

  Ord ignored all these other whisperers. I’d bet the taxpayers would be pissed if they knew they were paying Ord to pick on an orphan who got railroaded into the army.

  “Dis-missed!”

  Evidently, “move out smartly” was army talk for “stampede.” If I’d known what came next, I’d have run the opposite way.





FOUR

WE THUNDERED IN FROM THE COLD to the quartermaster shed like we were taking Omaha Beach. It was a barn of a room split lengthwise by a waist-high counter. Behind it loitered vacant-eyed men in olive fatigues and behind them shelves sagged beneath clothing and equipment just as drab.

  We lined up and one by one got piled chin-high with clothes that smelled like Grandma’s closet.

  I said to the gung ho black guy from the airport, “This stuff’s used!”

  “Not since the war.”

  “Second Afghan?”

  “Second World.”

  I laughed.

  “Seriously.” He plopped his gear on a wooden table and jerked a thumb at rough, whitewashed board walls. “The army’s overcrowded. Last time they opened Indiantown Gap was Vietnam.”

  A bored clerk behind the counter tore plastic from another packet of field jackets. Mothballs trickled onto the counter.

  I stuck out my hand to the black guy. “Jason Wander.”

  “Druwan Parker.” His hand swallowed mine.

  “How come you know so much, Parker?”

  “I always figured to enlist. My uncle’s a general. Adjutant General’s Corps.”

  This smart guy picked Infantry! So I had made a good choice.

  “He says I gotta do time in hell before he’ll swing me a branch transfer to AG Corps. So I’m starting in Infantry.”

  My heart sank, then rose. “Branch transfer?”

  He shook his head. “Unless you got connections, it don’t happen in wartime. Most everybody here’s Infantry ’til they die.”

  “Maybe the Space Force is at war. The war’s out by the moon.”

  “That’s not the point. The economy’s tanked. Unemployment’s the highest in a century. The army is America’s soup kitchen. They’re demothballing posts like this and dragging out old equipment to train us all.”

  “Train us for what?”

  He shrugged. “Clean up craters that used to be cities. Evacuate new targets. Shoot rioters when food runs out. Don’t you watch the news?”

  Why, when I could get the Cliff Notes version from Parker? He was a nice guy and smart to boot.

  A garage-size door at the building’s end rumbled, rolled aside, and let winter in. Snow shot at us, horizontal on the wind. A canvas-topped truck backed up and plugged the opening. Framed in the truck’s cargo bay stood a guy in white fatigues, hands on hips. Fumes belched into the building. The military was still allowed to use diesels.

  I never believed that back before the turn of the century internal-combustion-engine cars rumbled over the roads like stampeding buffalo and turned the air brown. Until now.

  I coughed. “That’s bad!”

  “No, that’s good!” Parker stood and tugged me toward the truck. “That’s the mess truck.”

  Parker’s quick action put us fourth of fifty in the chow line. This was a relationship to cultivate.

  The white-suited cook tossed us each a cardboard box maybe eight-by-five inches and we walked back to our table.

  Parker muttered, “Botulism in a box!”

  “Huh?”

  He tore open his box and undersized green cans and brown foil packets spilled onto the table. “C-rations. One can’s a main course, then there’s dessert and stuff. These have been in some warehouse since Vietnam! The army never throws nothin’ away.”

  He shrugged and read one of his cans. “Some of the main courses are edible. Like this one. BEEF WITH GRAVY.”

  I tilted my box toward me, peeked in, and read a can top, stenciled HAM AND LIMA BEANS.

  “But,” he said, “there’s one, ‘HAM AND LIMA BEANS.’ Recycled barf.”

  “Trade boxes, Druwan?”

  Fifteen minutes later I stood in line burping up lima beans, realizing that Parker was even smarter than I thought, and pushing my civilian bag forward with my foot. At the head of the line Drill Sergeant Ord sat at a table while each of us emptied out all our crap for his inspection.

  Ord didn’t look up as I scooped my stuff onto the table.

  “Warm now, Wander?”

  “Yes, Drill Sergeant.”

  He tossed my Chipman into a big, green poly envelope labeled with my name. “You’ll get it back after Basic.”

  “How’m I supposed to mail people?”

  He snapped his head up.

  I added, “Drill Sergeant.”

  He nodded.

  I figured it out. You just had to use their little suck-up words.

  “You know the satellites aren’t receiving, trainee. And there are no land repeaters in these hills. Your little personal assistant is good for nothing here but stored porno and hologames. You’ll be too busy for either.”

  He reached into a box and pulled out a dull green Chipboard. “This is yours to keep.”

  “Some trade! Army-surplus junk that nobody’s mailed with since before the Broncos won the Worldbowl.”

  “The army encourages you to write home, trainee.”

  A lump swelled in my throat. The bastard probably knew I had no home to write to.

  He dug through my shaving kit, tugged out the shaving-cream squirt can, and chucked it into the envelope. “You will shave daily but with this cream.” He tucked an old-fashioned, capped squeeze tube in my kit.

  I was an orphan. War had taken my mother. War had taken my home. This war-loving bully had nothing better to do than take my shaving cream?

  Annoyance rose in me and spilled. I raised my voice to be heard over all the sniffling and milling and whispering behind me. “Begging the drill sergeant’s pardon, why is he harassing us about this crap instead of teaching us things that might save our lives?”

  The place went morgue-still. Somebody whispered, “Oh, fuck.”

  Ord stared at me, then his eyebrows twitched one millimeter. “A fair question. And you asked with appropriate military courtesy, Trainee Wander.”

  He stood, hands on hips, and addressed the assembled multitude. “Many of the weapons-control, vehicle, and other systems on which you will train were designed before the advent of reliable voice-recognition technology. Chipboard practice will allow you to refine or develop keyboard and handwriting skills today’s generation lacks. That may save your lives and those of your fellow soldiers.”

  He held up my shaving-cream can. “Your unit may on a moment’s notice be transported anywhere in the world aboard aircraft which are, or may unexpectedly become, depressurized. Pressurized aerosols become bombs that at a minimum can ruin your gear and at a maximum could bring down an aircraft. You will be clean-shaven at all times because your gas mask will not seal against a beard. Additional questions?”

  I smiled to myself. “Military courtesy” meant you could be a smart-ass and not get in trouble.

  “Trainee Wander, your question indicates you believe you know better than the command structure what is best for your unit?”

  Uh-oh. “No, Drill Sergeant.”

  “Are you cold?”

  Was there a right answer?

  “It’s a bit chilly, Drill Sergeant.”

  Ord nearly smiled as he nodded. “Then let’s all warm up. Platoon! Drop and give me fifty push-ups.”

  Anonymous groans as fifty bellies hit the deck. I supposed that if I’d said I wasn’t cold Ord would have said how nice, the temperature was perfect for exercise. We’d be doing push-ups either way. Could Ord be a bigger dick?

  “No, Wander, not you. You have earned your opportunity to lead the group. You will stand and count cadence.”

  Yes, he could. I stood. “One!”

  Someone hissed, “Asshole.” He wasn’t talking about Ord.

  When they finished all I wanted was to crawl in some hole as far away from Drill Sergeant Ord as possible. No such luck. He held up my pill bottle and raised his eyebrows.

  “Just Prozac II, Drill Sergeant.”

  It went in the green envelope. What the hell? I mean, I’m no ’Zac hack. I’d drop a couple if the Broncos lost or something, but who didn’t? It had been over-the-counter for years. They did say Prozac II was hugely stronger than the old stuff. Maybe since Mom died I did too much of it. Who wouldn’t?

  Ord stood again. The platoon would lynch me for this.

  “Gentlemen, there is one thing that will get you out of this army or into the stockade in a New York minute! That thing is drug abuse. Impaired performance may kill your buddies. If you are wounded in combat, the medic lacks the time, training, and material to match lifesaving drugs to those already in your system. In that case drug abuse may kill you. Nonprescription mood lighteners are regarded as severely as cocaine and the like. If you have any now, it will be packed away, no questions asked. If you have any later, you will be packed away. Are we clear?”

  “Yes, Drill Sergeant!” Fifty voices together.

  After an hourlong orientation lecture we stumbled into Third Platoon’s barracks, just a long, whitewashed room lit by double-hung windows. A regular combat-infantry company was four platoons, fifty soldiers each. A training company was the same, except each platoon had no regular officers, just a drill sergeant who lived in an office at the end of the platoon’s barracks and rode everybody’s ass. Third Platoon’s drill was supposed to be a guy named Brock. Parker said he heard Brock was soft for a drill, a good deal for us. Parker probably thought a cold was a good deal because it created jobs for germs.

  Upper-lower metal bunks piled with rolled-up mattresses lined the room in two rows flanking a center aisle. Each bunk pair shared a metal wall locker backed against frame walls that were just whitewashed siding, an inch of wood between us and the Pennsylvania winter.

  Druwan Parker tossed his stuff on an upper bunk.

  I chucked mine below. “Unless you want the lower?”

  He shook his head. “Never had an upper.” He grinned. “It’s not a job. It’s an adventure.” His breath swirled as white as cotton against his cheeks.

  I shucked my field jacket, then shivered. They couldn’t turn up the heat in here soon enough. The jacket was lead-heavy but as warm and windproof as Ord had said. The bad thing about Drill Sergeant Ord was he was always right. The good thing was that he was senior drill sergeant for a company of four platoons, so we wouldn’t see much of him anymore.

  “Gentlemen!”

  Ord’s voice froze all sound and movement.

  His boots tapped down the center aisle. “Carry on. You have not been called to attention.”

  Unpacking resumed.

  Ord said, “I am saddened to announce that Drill Sergeant Brock has been transferred. He is as fine a noncommissioned officer as you will find in this army. It would have been your great privilege to be trained by him. However, I am pleased to announce that I will assume his responsibilities for this training cycle in addition to mine as senior drill sergeant. Therefore, I will bunk in the NCO’s office at the end of this barracks. I will have the pleasure of getting to know each of you in Third Platoon, twenty-four hours each day.”

  Lucky us.

  “Your questions?”

  Someone, not me thank God, spoke. “Where’s the thermostat, Drill Sergeant?”

  Ord stood at the end of the aisle and clasped hands behind his back. “Heat for these barracks is generated by coal-fired boilers. As you know, coal-fuel burning and mining was discontinued in this country before some of you were born. Supplies are being imported from Russia. We expect them momentarily.”

  Momentarily turned out to mean sometime after 10:00 P.M. lights-out.

  Before bed, Parker had shown me how to shine my boots and arrange my locker and stretch the sheets over my mattress. The one thing I’d done right all day was choosing a bunkie who knew the ropes. Meanwhile, some people even found time to write letters home on their Chipboards, like Ord suggested. There was an old machine at the end of the barracks where you plugged in your Chipboard and actually printed a paper letter and put it in an envelope to be carried by mail. Ord thought up some bullshit about how we should soften up our new boots, as if he hadn’t invented enough chores already. Walking around tomorrow would be soon enough to break them in.

  We all bunked under coarse blankets, in field jackets, long johns, and three pairs of wool socks, towels around our necks like scarves.

  In my pocket burned two forgotten Prozac II tabs. I was terrified either to take them or to get caught flushing them. I hadn’t had a ’Zac in a day.

  I stared at the mattress above me, sagging under Parker’s weight while fifty strangers snored, scratched, and farted.

  It was the first time since Mom died that I’d really thought about her without the warm fuzz of drugs. She was gone. Not for the weekend or to the movies. Forever. In a roomful of people I was completely alone for the first time in my life. I sobbed until the bunk frame shook.

  Finally, I closed my eyes.

  “Zero four hundred hours! Fall out, gentlemen!”

  It couldn’t be 4:00 A.M. I’d just closed my eyes. Overhead lights seared my eye sockets. Metallic thunder rattled the barracks. Ord stood in the center aisle, stirring a stick around the walls of a galvanized trash can. His uniform was perfect, his face glowing. Feet and bodies thumped floor tile. I sat up.

  “Hunnh!” Above me, Parker woke in his new upper bunk. The mattress bulged as he rolled off the bunk edge, didn’t find the floor, and crashed. He screamed and clutched his leg. I looked, then looked away and gagged. Under his long johns, Druwan’s lower leg bent at the knee where no knee was supposed to be.

  Parker was our first training casualty. If he had been our last, human history would have been different.





FIVE

ORD SHOWED TWO GUYS HOW TO LACE their arms to make a basket Parker could sit on, an arm around each of their necks. They shuffled him off to the infirmary while his complexion turned from ebony to putty. He clenched his teeth but never said a word while the platoon stood at attention on the company street’s frozen, floodlit dirt.

  Ord faced us. “Good morning, Third Platoon!”

  “Good morning, Drill Sergeant!” Forty-nine voices feigned enthusiasm.

  “Would you enjoy a tour of the post?”

  Like a needle in the eye. “Yes, Drill Sergeant!”

  “Physical training is normally conducted in sweat suits and running shoes. Those are expected to arrive momentarily.”

  No doubt being imported from Russia on the coal boat.

  “We will therefore conduct PT in fatigue uniform. I am certain you all heeded the advice to soften and break in your combat boots last night.”

  Oboy. Ord faced us right, converting our four squads from four rows to four columns, marched us forward, then brought us to a double-time jog. He jogged alongside calling cadence without breathing hard. You’d have thought the bastard would have said something nice about Parker. He would either be offered a discharge or be recycled and start training over again when his leg healed. I had no bunkmate.

  After four hundred yards I broke a sweat and friction from the stiff boots warmed my heels. We’d have to stop soon.

  By the time we reached the edge of the board-building cluster that was the post, sweat stung my eyes, and I panted. My heels burned. I glanced at Ord. His boots skimmed the ground as he sang cadence. We would be turning back any second.

  “Anyone who doesn’t care to extend our tour to the pistol range?”

  Maybe they were all out of breath like me. Maybe they were chicken. Nobody spoke.

  “Out-stand-ing! Marvelous day for a run!”

  We labored on.

  By the time we turned around at the pistol range, which was somewhere near Los Angeles, I hobbled fifty yards behind the pack. The problem had to be the high-topped boots and the jacket. I was a gazelle during soccer season. Okay, maybe I should have spent some time getting in shape like everybody had warned me.

  Deathlike wheezing sounded at my left shoulder. I glanced back. The guy flailed along, head peeking out of his field jacket’s neck like a spectacled turtle’s from its shell. At least I wasn’t last. His glasses bounced on his nose, and he sobbed and stared ahead of us. “Oh dear God.”

  I saved my breath. I figured he wept from blisters or exhaustion until I looked where he was looking. Ord drifted back from the pack toward us like a vulture. I almost sobbed myself.

  “Difficulty, trainees?”

  The Turtle shook his head on a scrawny neck.

  Ord smiled. “That’s the spirit, Lorenzen. Trainee Wander is seeking a new bunkmate. I believe you two are a perfect match.”

  Ord was saddling me with this geek! I wasn’t some nerd. I was just a tiny bit out of top condition. Not only had I lost Parker, who knew his way around, now I had to babysit this dork instead.

  Ord sped up and circled the platoon’s main body like a great white as they tromped along.

  The geek panted. “Sounds. Like the sergeant. Wants us to get. To know each other. Walter Lorenzen.” He tried to hold out his hand as we stumbled along side by side but it flopped like windblown Kleenex.

  “Jason Wander, Walter.” I clenched my teeth as much at the prospective relationship as at my blisters.

  When we struggled back to the company street, Ord made us police the barracks to cool down before breakfast. If the blister-footed march to the mess hall cooled us down any more, we’d be ice sculptures. A white plume curled from the stovepipe that poked through the hall’s green-shingled roof. My heart leapt. Where there’s smoke . . . 

  Side-by-side horizontal ladders stood basketball-rim tall between us, heat, and food. The first two guys in line peeled off gloves, climbed onto wooden steps at one end, and swung monkey bar–style across the ladders to cheers, then dashed up the mess hall steps to warmth and sustenance. The pair behind them followed.

  Lorenzen and I stepped up. Icy steel stung my palms as I rocked across the ladder. I’ve always had good upper-body strength. Halfway across I glanced back. Lorenzen dangled one-handed like an olive drab booger stuck on his ladder’s second rung.

  “Pair drop and go back to the end of the line!” We dropped as Ord motioned the pair behind us up onto the steps.

  Lorenzen whispered as we hopped up and down at the line’s ass end. “I’m sorry, Jason.”

  “No big deal.” I blew into my fists.

  At the building’s rear, next to us because of our preferred position at the line’s end, some idiot had planted a six-foot-tall twig of a sapling. A squared-off rock border made it into a scruffy garden centerpiece, awaiting spring.

  Someone needed to clue the army that there wouldn’t be spring as long as the sky only rained dust.

  After three tries and three drops we were the last pair into the mess hall. Walter had never made it past rung two. He rubbed blistered palms. A few seated guys glanced up and snickered. We two huddled like lepers.
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