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His feet were already killing him.
Yesterday, Sunday afternoon, it seemed like such a good idea to
head to the mall and get a new pair of shoes, wanting to make a
good impression, first thing Monday morning…they were hard shoes
and he hadn’t been able to find the double-E width. They were badly
chafing at his Achilles tendons. Dr. Andrew Norman, a slender man
in his early fifties, brown eyes warm with humor and the fountain
of knowledge that lay within, presently research director of Human
Dynamics Incorporated, beheld the entourage, thirty or forty of
them this time, and cringed inwardly. The tour was just starting.
His assistant, Dr. Marta Dryden, smiled brightly at his side, with
a data-pad and phone in her hands. A spare, tall woman in her
mid-forties, she had a razor-sharp brain and would always be
wearing sensible shoes. Blending into the background as befitted
her status, she was a work-horse for the administrative chores,
always ready for another title and another mound of paperwork.
There were times when he used her as a shield. But she really was
indispensible.

He’d often wondered if she fantasized
about him, but he thought most likely not. Her brain simply didn’t
work that way. Marta probably dressed the same way when at home, a
white blouse with a string tie and long, loose black
slacks.

The idea of Marta dressing up, and
worse, making up her face to go out, brought nothing but
off-putting thoughts, at least as far as he was concerned. It would
almost have to be ghastly, after seeing her in her more natural
environment all the time, and he felt momentarily embarrassed for
her and his own irrational thoughts. She really was a fine person
in every other way.

Colonel Thomas, a gruff but amiable
man, with his tremulous blue jowls and the thick black eyebrows
that badly needed trimming, was bad enough on his own, without the
sycophantic twits and ass-kissers who always surrounded him, ready
to pounce on any perceived discrepancy. Thomas wasn’t a stupid man.
He was just ambitious and not too worried about how things got
done—as long as they got done with him in charge of it. That was
exactly the way the man himself would have expressed it, and
smiling sincerely enough when he said it. He was a fine officer in
his own way, but politics were, and always had been, an essential
part of higher military authority. Today was no
exception.

They stood in a semi-circle, with the
colonel front and centre, looking impassive, as he often did, with
a couple of politicos holding in echelon formation at his
shoulder.

In this particular chamber there was a
wide aisle up the centre, and two galleries of troops, a thousand
men and women, jammed side-by-side in the eighteen inches by six
feet provided for each of them. They reclined on a low angle,
staring sightlessly up at the hanging amber sodium-arc light
fixtures. They were strapped into place. Dreams hadn’t been
entirely eliminated from the human subconscious, and they still
needed the subconscious to regulate autonomic biological systems.
The straps kept them from wandering off in their sleep or injuring
themselves or their compatriots if they got to thrashing
about.

Their eyes removed after graduation
from boot camp, wires led directly to the optic nerves, with
similar arrays hooked up to ears, noses, mouths, as well as the
hands and feet. Their senses were attuned to the conflict and
nowhere else. They ate, slept and drank while strapped into those
seats. Managing the biological needs of the troops was a miracle of
modern efficiency. The director continued the briefing.

“Once the nerve is fed the
new signal, the subject is aware of nothing else but that signal.
They say perception is reality, and it is. Ladies and gentlemen,
the human body has no other source of information except from its
own imperfect sensory apparatus. By integrating a new synthesis of
code and inputs, we could put a nice cold drink on the arm of a
battle-chair. In the heat of battle, not unnaturally, soldiers get
thirsty. But our subject doesn’t know it’s there. It doesn’t exist
in the game-space. Their reality is entirely seamless, separate and
distinct from our own.”

The colonel nodded, but then they all
did.

“They couldn’t reach for
that drink even if we over-rode the system and told them it was
there. It simply doesn’t exist to them. It’s an entirely artificial
reality we have created, in conjunction with our enemies. It is an
inaccessible space.”

Both sides allowed monitoring of the
inputs by neutral observers, mutually accredited by the warring
powers. They knew all this, of course, but a little backgrounder
often helped to oil the speaking voice.

There was complete silence.

“They cannot see it unless
we create it first, and while the algorithms take care of fractal
effects like the results of shellfire on buildings, et cetera, we
can plan battles, assign troops to different sectors, and use
effective tactics and strategies to defeat our enemy just as surely
as if we fought with real weapons and ammunition.”

There was a small murmur that went
through the crowd, as he always thought of them. It was common
knowledge, just uncomfortable for the common mind-set.

“Our troops still need to
be trained. They still need the finest in weapons and equipment,
and it goes without saying that leadership and communication are
keys to success on the battlefield, just as they have always been
on any battlefield in history.”

War was a hothouse for new technology,
and the economic benefits to society as a whole, were indisputable.
Military equipment went from development and production straight
through to recycling these days, with nary a stop except for
neutral-party validation of the production numbers.

Those who survived their tours went on
to another facility, a virtual retirement facility where they would
lack for nothing for the rest of their natural-born days, and where
they could enjoy a well-earned rest from the stress of combat.
Those who survived three full combat tours were eligible for full
restoration of civilian status, assuming they were engaged in
non-essential occupations and passed assessments for psychological
suitability. Physical rehabilitation, including the restoration of
eyesight, was costly, and so only the bravest and most dedicated
earned such a privilege.

“War is hell, as William
Tecumseh Sherman once said...” He trailed off, aware that he was
losing them for some reason, some unknown disturbance...

Heads were turned away from him,
craning and looking behind them, which was rare at this stage of
the tour, and that’s when he heard it.

Someone back there cried out in
distress. Shit! It couldn’t have come at a worse time.

He strode around the edge of the group
and looked at the further rows of troops, his eyes sweeping the
rows of faces. He saw the dark hole of an open mouth as more
inarticulate sounds came out. Getting the number off the plaque on
the top of the headrest, he went to the nearest console and typed
it in.

This brought up various panes, the
soldier’s identity and virtual field records in one, unit details
in another, and a small-scale map of the battlefield in the
third.

He couldn’t see anything immediately
to account for it, and he became aware of Colonel Thomas standing
at his left shoulder.

“What is it? What’s going
on?”

“Hmn. Everything they see
is interpreted as reality. At first, I thought it might be a
friend—they come to know the troops around them like brothers and
sisters. But if you look back on the time-line, you’ll see there
haven’t been any unit casualties for half an hour or so
anyway.”

“So what
happened?”

The game space was very real, with the
best-rendered animations money could buy.

“Maybe a child, or a cat,
or a little puppy dog even.”

“A what?”

He explained further.

“The world they inhabit is
their only reality. If someone saw a child dismembered by a mortar
hit, it might affect them very badly. They still have all the
normal human empathy. It binds them to their fellows, to the cause,
and to the Motherland.” More than one virtual soldier had adopted a
stray kitten and subsequently lived—or died—to regret
it.

“So how come you can’t
tell?”

Civilian populations were part of the
conflict. It made the whole thing so much more compelling
politically, for politicians are nothing if not people.

“Such things are randomly
generated. Not being troops, there is no need to track their
movements or even appearance. They are uncontrollable by
definition. It’s a hazard of the environment. This is one of the
grey areas of our system—sometimes they see things in there that we
can’t.” The enemy had to contend with the same issues.

He would have to sweep through acres
of coding to see what random effects the machine had been
generating. It would simply take too long, and so they rarely
bothered. This was just a case of bad timing more than anything.
The virtual landscape was self-generating, sufficient unto itself.
It didn’t need troops, and battle, and war to go on, in its endless
loop of spring, summer, fall and winter. Those peasant holdings had
to be populated by somebody. Collateral damage had to happen to
somebody somewhere, or else the whole shebang would come crashing
down.

“So you’re saying that
maybe he saw a kid blown up, or a kitten run over by a
tank?”

“Yes. It must have been
something like that.”

The soldier had quieted down. The
readouts on the arm of his chair indicated all systems nominal. He
wasn’t hungry, thirsty or in pain. He didn’t need to go to the
bathroom, which would have been a minor fluctuation on one of many
sine curves that measured their status.

The gathering of minor players, a
senator, congressmen, watched the battle on the big screen above in
fascination, although Doctor Norman kept the sound down. As they
all knew from daily news coverage, the battle for Kharkov raged on,
with no clear end in sight. Winter was coming and rationing was
becoming ever less popular and much harder to enforce here at home,
back in the real world. While war-weariness was becoming a
political factor, increasing strength week by week and day by day,
their eventual victory would thus be all the sweeter—and all the
more useful politically. The next election was only a year and a
bit away, and the campaigning was almost more bitter than that
faced by the ordinary men and women in uniform; mere mortals they
were, and not heroes, as he often said.

“It’s okay now, everything
is back to normal.”

He turned and looked at the ring of
interested faces. There
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