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PRI NTED I N THE UNI TED STATES OF AMERI CA

The year is A D. 2803. The interstellar diaspora fromEarth has been in progress
for nearly seven centuries. The nunbers are uncertain, but at |east five hundred
wor | ds have been settled, and perhaps well over a thousand. The total human
popul ati on of the galaxy could be in excess of a trillion. On Earth, the

Conf ederati on of Hurman Worlds still theoretically controls all of those
colonies, but the reality is that it can count on its orders being obeyed only
as far as the nobst distant pernanent outpost within Earth's system on Titan.
Beyond Saturn, there are two primary interstellar political groupings, the

Conf ederati on of Hurman Worl ds (broken away fromthe organization on Earth with
the same nanme, with its capital on the world known as Union) and the Second
Conmonweal t h, centered on Bucki ngham Neither of those political unions is as
|arge or as powerful as they will be in another two centuries, when their
dianmetrically opposed interests finally bring themto the point of war. In the
meanti me, hunmans who need military assistance, and do not want the dom nation of
ei ther Confederation or Cormonweal th, have only a handful of options. Those who
can afford it turn to nercenaries. And the | argest source of those is on the
world of Dirigent...

Pr ol ogue

The series of sonic boons came as no surprise. Lieutenant Arlan Taiters scarcely
bli nked. Mentally, he counted the snap-roar reports of attack shuttles conming in
hot. Six: Three conpanies were coming in at once. One | ander had cone in
earlier, nore sedately, with the dead and wounded—too many of each. It was

al ways too many, but it could have been worse. The Bel atrong contract had been
short, if bloodier than anticipated. At |least that was the early scuttlebutt on
base. The runors had started floating through the reginents as soon as the first
messages had arrived fromthe returning ship when it broke out of Q space
entering the Dirigent systemthree days earlier.
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Arlan stared out the |one window of his tiny office. He stood so close to the

wi ndow that his shadow made the office seem dark. Through unconsci ous habit, he
stood at a rigid parade rest—tegs slightly spread, hands cl asped behind his
back. He found that as confortable a stance as any. Only his green eyes noved.
He had gl anced upward briefly during the thunder of returning attack |anders,
even though he had known that he would not be able to see them then returned to
his casual survey of the reginental area. The shadows outside were starting to
creep onto the parade ground.

The shadows inside the office—Faiters rarely turned on an inside light during
dayl i ght hours—amde the room | ook even starker than it was. Nothing suggested
that Taiters had occupied the office for three years, since he had won his
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conmmi ssion. There was |little to suggest that anyone ever used the room The
smal | desk and straight chair had becone antiques through the sinple expedient
of surviving in place. They had been i nexpensive but functional to start with
and had gai ned no value by virtue of age. They renmi ned serviceabl e decades
after purchase. The conplink was nearly as old. The room hel d no other

furni shings or decorations. Arlan did not use the office nuch. It sinply gave
hima place to work on the reports that he had to conplete each week, a place to
talk to his nmen privately. And it provided a nbpdest extension to his living
quarters—an adjoi ning roomthat was scarcely larger than the office

When the knock came at the hall door, Arlan pivoted toward it and said, "Enter."
The soldier cane in, shut the door behind him and snapped to attention. He
saluted and said, ' 'Cadet Lon No-lan reporting as ordered, sir."

Arlan straightened up to attention and returned the salute. Al though Taiters had
spent nost of the day training with his two platoons, his canmouflage battl edress
appeared fresh. "At ease, Cadet," he said. Both nen rel axed—slightly.

"We don't have nearly as nmuch tine for this as | would have liked," Taiters
sai d. "Reginental Honors Parade will be called in ten mnutes or less." He
stared at the new apprentice officer, evaluating. Lon Nolan was two inches
taller than the |ieutenant but wei ghed about the same. Nol an | ooked consi derably
younger than the twenty-two years his dossier showed. He | ooked as if he had not

yet conpletely matured physically. An illusion, Taiters reninded hinself. They
al ways | ook too damm young.
"For now, | just want to nake absolutely certain that you know your place in the

organi zation, Cadet. You are not in |line of conmand. You do not outrank anyone.
Bott om of the heap. No man commands other men in the Corps until he has been in
conbat hinself. It doesn't matter how many fancy military academ es he has

al nost graduated from or how |l ong he has worn the uniformof the Dirigent
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Mercenary Corps." The lieutenant held a small netal de vice up in front of Lon,
a lieutenant's dress uniforminsig ni a—di anond-shaped, of gold, with a red
enanmel dianonc in the center. "These have to be earned. |s that clear?"

"Yes, sir," Lon replied crisply. H's eyes did not waver The sanme nessage had
been drilled into himover and ovei since his arrival on Dirigent. He thought
that it was a good policy—though it woul d never have been practical back or

Eart h.

"Any questions, Cadet?"

"Just one, sir." For now, Lon thought. "How soon can | expect conbat?"

Arlan allowed hinself a slow blink. The question was the...anticipated one. "I'm
not on the Council of Reginments, Cadet. | doubt that it will be very |ong,

t hough. W' ve been on the ground quite a while without a paying contract." He
did not el aborate beyond that, about the expectations of the Corps, that the

i deal the Council of Reginents strove for was to have ei ght of the fourteen
regi ments occupi ed on paying contracts at any one tine while three recuperated
and trained and three handled Dirigent's planetary defense. The ideal was rarely
realized. At present not quite half of the Corps' nmen were on contract.

"Thank you, sir," Lon said.

"Admi nistratively, you are assigned to the second squad of third platoon,"”
Taiters said. He did not bother to add the rest: A Conpany, Second Battalion,
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Seventh Regiment, or—n the more conmon nilitary shorthand-A-2-7. "That is
Corporal Grana's squad. You'd better haul your duffel up to the barracks, find
G rana, and get yourself squared away in a hurry, Cadet. You may have | ess than
five mnutes before parade."

"Yes, sir." Lon stiffened to attention again, saluted, and left as soon as the

| i eutenant returned the salute.

"Too dammed young," Arlan nuttered after he heard Lon Nolan's boots hurrying
along the corridor toward the stairs that led upstairs to third platoon's squad
bays. He
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returned to the wi ndow and stared outside again. Too young, and too eager
Taiters was a decade ol der than the cadet. He had been in the Seventh Regi nent
of the Dirigent Mercenary Corps—BMc—Hor all of that decade and nore. He was a
native Dirigenter. Hi s father and both grandfathers—and nost of the nmen in his
famly for the past five generations—had been in the Corps, nost of themin the
Seventh Regi ment. There had never been any doubt that Arlan would enlist as soon
as he turned eighteen. It was in his blood, and in his upbringing. The

conmi ssi on had been sonething of a surprise when it was offered.

The two-toned parade call sounded over speakers that ringed the drill field.
"Stand to for Reginental Honors Parade," came next. Arlan took a deep breath and
turned away fromthe wi ndow. He did not run for the hall door. Instead, he

wal ked, al most casually, to his room next door for a quick drink of water. Then
he got his fatigue cap and adjusted it carefully as he checked his appearance in
the mirror. By the tine he got outside, nobst of the nmen of his two platoons were
already in place—er hurrying to get there—+eady for the command to "Fall in."

It was an ancient ritual, centuries if not mllennia old, differing only in
details fromone arny to the next, or fromgeneration to generation. The
enlisted nen hurried to their positions in ranks. The corporals and sergeants
made sure that their nmen were present and that the formati on was acceptable. By
that tinme the platoon | eaders and conmpany commanders woul d be stepping into
position in front of their units, ready to receive the nanning reports of their
subordi nates, and then to do about-faces to report to their superiors. Arlan
could rarely escape recalling an observation that his father had nmade nmany years
before. "It's the mlitary ballet, boy." Arlan had never seen ballet (nor had
his father—entertainments on Dirigent were rarely so lofty). But the phrase had
I eft an inpression.

Taiters noved to his accustonmed spot in front of the third and fourth platoons
of A-2-7. Sergeant |var Dendrow did
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an about-face, saluted, and reported, "Third platoon all present, sir." Arlan
returned the salute. Sergeant Wil Jor gen snapped to and reported, "Fourth

pl atoon all present or accounted for, sir." Fourth had one man in hospita

Again, Arlan returned the salute and did his own about face. To his left,

Li eutenant Carl Hoper was reporting on the first and second pl atoons. As soon as
Hoper had finished, Taiters saluted and called out his own report:' 'Third and
fourth platoons all present or accounted for, sir." Captain Matt Olis returned
Arlan's salute and turned to report to the battalion commander, who reported to
the regi nental commander, who reported to the General the head of the Council of
Regi ments. Around the vast parade field, simlar fornmati ons were being held by
each of the reginments that had nmen on base.

The Corps was put at parade rest. The troops had a ten-minute wait before the
buses carrying the returning soldiers canme into view The Corps was called to
attention again. Wiile the buses drove across the center of the field, between
the ranks of the waiting reginents, the colors of each regiment were dipped in
salute, in turn. The officers held hand salutes. The nen in ranks stood at rigid
attention.

The buses noved in their own formation. The |ead vehicle was well ahead of the
others, strictly alone, traveling at seven niles per hour. Reginmental colors
flew fromeither fender. Crossed white and bl ack pennants were attached to
either side of the vehicle. Every nman watchi ng—save for those few who were too
new to the Corps to know what it signified-stared, sharing the sanme thought.
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This is how |l'll come honme for the last tine if I'mkilled in battle. The dead
of the DMC al ways canme hone first—f it was possible to bring them hone at all
Once the lead bus cleared the field, it sped away. The rest increased their pace
as they passed in review. After the | ast was gone, the regi nents were di sn ssed
The returning warriors had been properly honored for a victory—a fulfilled
contract.

"Hey, Nol an! Where do you think you're going?" Cor poral Tebba G rana shouted as
Lon started away fromthe di sm ssed honors formation

"Back to the barracks, Corporal. | didn't have tinme to get all of ny gear
squared away."
"Forget it for now That'll wait. The ness hall is this way." Tebba pointed.

Grana was a little bel ow average height for Dirigent (five feet, eleven inches
for men) but built stockily. Solidly nuscled, he was a veteran of nore than
fifteen years in the Corps. He pushed hinself harder than he pushed any of his
men, and he kept hinself as fit as he had been when he finished recruit training
when he was ei ghteen years old. There was no roomin the DMC for fl abby

sol di ers—not even officers, let alone noncons. If a nman could no | onger pass
nmuster, he was gone. Even the reginental commanders had to neet physica

traini ng standards each year

"l don't mnd mssing a neal, Corporal,'
hungry."

" 'Well, / mnd. The lieutenant says | gotta get you up to speed in a hurry. W
m ght get a contract al nbst anytine. And missing neals when you don't have to is
a bad habit to get into. There'll be tinmes enough in the field when rations are
short. Body's gotta have fuel to work right."

Nol an had been under nilitary discipline too long, on Earth and Dirigent, to
argue any | onger. He nodded and wal ked with Grana toward the mess hall.
Automatical |l y,

Rl CK SHELLEY

Lon fell in step with the corporal. After nore than three years at The Springs,
the mlitary acadeny of the North American Union, and two nonths of recruit
training on Dirigent, Lon could scarcely wal k anywhere with anyone wi t hout
subconsciously wal king in step

More than three years, alnost four, Lon thought. It was still hard to accept the
sudden and unexpected change in his |life. He had been | ess than ei ght nonths
fromgraduati on at The Springs, and his comm ssion in the NAU Arny. Ranked third
in his class at the beginning of his senior year and with a spotless
disciplinary record, he had | ooked forward to rapid pronotion and a good career
And then the bottom had fallen out.

"It's a good life here, nost of the tine," Grana said, and Lon realized that he
had m ssed whatever the corporal had said before that. "An honorable life for a
man. "

"l never wanted to be anything but a soldier,” Lon said, hoping that it would
sound as if he had been followi ng what G rana had been saying. / never wanted to
be anything but a soldier. That was the problem That was why the bottom had
felt as if it had been yanked out fromunder himat The Springs.

"I don't immgine you' d have faced the sort of operations we do," Grana said.
"Earth is so dammed crowded. | doubt that the total population of all the worlds
I"ve been on add up to a third of the people who live on Earth. O course, |'ve
only been on a small fraction of the worlds that people live on."

"Does anyone even know how many pl anets have been settled?" Lon asked. "Back

Lon said. "I'mreally not all that

honme—back on Earth, | nean—there'd be a different nunber anywhere you | ooked."
Grana grinned. "I'd guess that Corps Intelligence has a pretty good count on
the nunber of worlds. That's their pidgin, after all. You never know where you

m ght find a contract. There nust be nore than a thousand settl ed

OFFI CER- CADET

wor | ds. Maybe hal f as many space habitats. Now, those are hairy for a foot
soldier."

"I can imagine," Lon said. It was sonething he had never considered. He started
to think about the possibilities, but Grana kept talking.
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"Like fighting with your hands tied behind your back. You can't use half your
weapons because you might breach hull integrity. Zero gravity—er, at best,
partial gravity fromspin—+ don't think any of the deepers bother with any thing
near full gravity. Sure not on the few habitats |I've been to."

" 'l think Over-Gal apagos keeps its outer levels at seventy percent, but | know
what you nean," Lon said. "I guess if they wanted full gravity, they'd have
stayed on the dirt, like us."
"Yeah, sonething |ike that,"
the few |I've conme across."

" 'l spent eleven days at Over-Gal apagos on the way here That was the first

per manent deeper structure over Earth, out at geo-stationary. Sonething |ike
twenty-five thousand people live there permanently, and there are always a few
hundred tenporaries—er so | was told. | had to wait to change transport com ng
here. Eat, sleep, and exercise so your bones don't soften up, and all the other
stuff. Most of the folks don't live out where they'd have seventy percent
gravity. There's not rmuch time for anything else. | don't know how they get
anyt hi ng done."

"They don't, not nuch," Grana said with the unques tioning confidence of a man
who knew al nbst nothing about it. ' 'The deepers are a dead end. Freaks. Another
fifty years, nost of those habs will be deserted. It's just not natural for
people to live out in space |ike that."

Maybe, but | doubt it, Lon thought. He would not openly disagree with the
corporal, not within thirty mnutes after joining his squad. There were millions
of people living in space habitats. Sone of the habs had been in constant use
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for nearly five centuries. It was hard to wite their inhabitants off as freaks
on a dead end.

The first and second battalions of Seventh Regi nent shared a ness hall, but each
conmpany had its own dining room They were on two floors, ranged around the
central core that allowed Food Services access to each of them Grana | ed Lon
up to the second floor and through a door marked A-2-7.

"W eat good in garrison," Grana said as they noved toward the cafeteria-style
serving line. "Cvilian cooks, good chow, and plenty of it. It makes up for the
| ean tines."

"You talk |ike nobody ever eats on a canpaign," Lon said.

"Contract, not canpaign," Tebba corrected absently. "Naw, it's not that so nuch.
Just, well, sonetinmes it's hard to get your fill in the field. Battle rations
may provide all the stuff that a body needs, but it don't always fill you up
right. And there's tinmes when even the BR packets don't get around on tine."

The serving trays were large, and Grana took |iberal portions of just about
everything as he noved along the |line—and the avail able choices were quite
broad. Nolan took |ess, but nmore than he had expected. The aromas were enticing
enough to waken his appetite. | guess |I'mhungrier than | thought, he decided
with a thin smle. The drinks carousel had everything but al coholic beverages.
Nearly half of the men in the conmpany had reached the dining hall ahead of

G rana and Nol an. There was al ready consi derabl e noi se—peopl e tal king as they
settled in at their places and started to eat. But the noi se never becane
overwhel mi ng. Acoustical ceiling panels kept the sound |evel bearable. The
dining halls at The Springs had never been so relaxed. There, it was all sit at
attention on the edge of your seat. Don't speak unless you're spoken to by a
superior, and then keep your response down to the fewest
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syl | abl es possible—Yes, sir,"” and "No, sir," were preferred. Eat by the
nunmbers. Finish and get out. The ness hall of the training battalion on Dirigent
had been less formal, but the training had been so |ong and arduous that few of
the recruits had retained energy for talk when they came in fromthe field at
the end of each day. There had been times when just staying awake through the
meal had been an al nost insurnount abl e chal | enge.

/ like this place, Lon told himself before he got to the table or took his first
bite of supper. The colors were warm the atnosphere friendly. Between the
serving line and the table, Grana stopped a half dozen tinmes to return

G rana agreed. "They're a weird |ot, the deepers,
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greetings or to say sonething to soneone at one of the other tables. Lon found
hi nsel f nore rel axed than he had been in ages. It felt good.

The nen of second squad had reached their table nore or |ess together. I|ncluding
G rana, there were el even regul ar nenbers of the squad. They were one man short
of full manning. Until Lon received his comm ssion, he would nake up the
difference. Grana seated the cadet next to himat one end of the long table and
i ntroduced the new man to the rest of the squad. Lon concentrated on the nanes
and the faces that went with them Renenbering nanes had never cone easily for
him These were men he would go into conbat with, at |east once. And, unless
things went terribly wong, Lon nmight conmmand these sane nen soneday. He had to
know t hem

Janno Bel zer had curly black hair and eyes, and an olive conpl exion. He was tal
and thin. Dean Bricks was blond, with Iight brown eyes and the sort of pallor
common to people who never got out in the sun. He seened to be al nbost exactly
Lon's size and build. Phip Steesen was shorter, with a receding hairline; the
hair, what was left, was an indetermi nate brown. Gen Radnor was big and beefy,
dark hair, bushy eyebrows, and sunken dark eyes. He seened to be the nost
reticent of the nmen in the squad. Lance Corporal Dav Grott was the assistant
squad | eader.
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He | ooked older than his thirty-two years, as if he had lived a particularly
hard |ife. Frank Raiz was the youngest nenber of the squad—excl udi ng Lon—at
twenty-three. He kept his scalp shaved. It gave hima fierce | ook. Raphae
Macken was the kind of man who coul d escape notice in a group of three. Tod
Schpelt was distinguished by an accent different fromthe rest, despite the fact
that his family had been on Dirigent for three generations—still newconers.
Harvey Fehr concentrated on his eating. Lon did not hear himspeak at all during
that neal. Bait Hoper was a distant cousin of Lieutenant Carl Hoper, platoon

| eader for the conpany's first and second pl at oons.

The first real question, after all of the greetings and exchanges of nanes, was,
"Where are you fron?" Lon's accent did place himas an of f-worl der

"Earth," Lon said, without really thinking about it. He was cutting into his
roast. The sudden silence that greeted his announcenent nmade hi m| ook up. He
scanned the faces that were staring at hi meveryone but Grana and Fehr

"Did | say sonething wong?" Lon asked.

A coupl e of heads shook. A couple of nunbled negatives were voiced. "You caught
us of f guard,"” Janno Bel-zer said. "I don't think |I've ever nmet anyone who cane
right fromEarth."

"You pulled a fast one on us, Tebba," Dean Bricks accused, pointing his fork at
the corporal. "You shoul da warned us."

G rana grinned. "What, and spoil the fun? And you can bet you've net guys from
Earth before. There nust be sixty or seventy in the Corps, maybe nore. There's
al ways sone."

"Hey, a couple of mllion people a year go outsystemfrom Earth. They've got to
be around somewhere," Lon said.

"Maybe they |ie about where they're from" Phip Stee-sen suggested. That drew a
| augh from nost of his squad-nates.
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"Could be," Lon said, falling into the bantering spirit nore easily than he
woul d have guessed possible. "They probably don't want to hurt any col oni al s’
feelings."

"l hear they's so many folks on Earth now that they gotta sleep in shifts, that
there ain't enough roomfor themall to |ay down at once," Dean said.

"Naw, the problemis they spend so nuch tinme in the sack that they nmake nore
peopl e than they know what to do with," Phip said before Lon could respond.
Supper went on at | ength. Now and then soneone woul d get up to go back through
the serving line. Soneone else would nake a ran to the drinks carousel with a
tray to bring back refills for anyone who wanted them Lon continued to do nore
listening than tal king, but he did answer questions when they cane his way.
Janno, Dean, and Phip did nost of the talking for the veterans in the squad.
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Lon's | ongest contribution came when one of them asked why he had cone to
Dirigent.

"Now, that's the kind of question you don't have to answer, Nolan," Grana said,
scow i ng down the table at the person who had asked it. "Every man's past is his
own. "

"I don't mind." Lon shrugged. "It's probably better that | do talk about it. |
haven't had nuch chance. Sonetimes |'mnot sure that | really...conmprehend
everything about it." After that, he had the full attention of everyone at the
tabl e. Even Fehr |ooked up from his eating.

"Since | was little, | never wanted to be anything other than a soldier," Lon
said. "Now, it was never just a kid thing with toy soldiers and pl ayi ng war
Even when | was only, oh, six or seven, that's what | wanted to be. The ol der |
got, the nore set | was. | wanted to be a soldier. Wien | was in ny junior year
of high school, | took the prelimnaries for conpetitive appointnent to The
Springs—the North American Mlitary Acadeny—passed, and went on to the second
round of testing." He paused | ong enough to
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take a last bite of his dessert and to wash it down with a long sip of coffee.
"I won the appointnment, went to The Springs, and did fairly well. By the start
of ny final year, | was...near enough the top to |ook forward to a good career in
the NAU Arny." There was no point in bragging that he had been ranked third.
"Then the commandant called me into his office." Lon paused for a long tine
then, but no one said anything. He was renenbering that norning when his
carefully planned future had been taken away fromhim In his mnd, he relived
the interview with the conmandant, hardly aware that he was describing the
events to his new squad-nmates at the sane tine.

"Cadet Nol an reporting as ordered, sir." Lon had been nervous about the sunmons
to the commandant's office, but he could not think of anything he night have
done that would call for disciplinary action, even though he did not know of
anyone who had ever been called in for anything else. In the few nminutes he had
been given to prepare hinself, Lon had thought back over everything he had done
recently, and he could conceive of no reason why he might be called to account.
Conmandant Banks returned Nolan's salute. "Sit down," he said, gesturing to a
chair near the corner of his desk. That invitation was nore of a shock to Lon
than the sunmons had been. He sat on the edge of the seat, at attention, the way
he had al ways been forced to sit as a plebe. The commandant swi vel ed his own
chair until he was facing Lon

"Rel ax. You're not on the carpet," Banks said, correctly gauging Lon's worries.
"Far fromit. You have one of the . npbst nearly spotless records |'ve seen in ny
years at The Springs. In a way, that nakes what | have to say even nore
difficult.”

"Sir?"

"I have received a directive fromthe Secretary of De-
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fense," Banks said. "The curriculumfor the spring senester will be drastically
changed for this year's first classnen, concentrating on riot control and
crimnal justice topics. And the top one hundred and fifty nenbers of your
graduating class will be transferred to the Departnent of Justice for

commi ssioning in the NAU Federal Police. No exceptions will be permtted."

Lon did not realize that he had fallen silent, lost in his menories, until Phip
asked, "So what'd you do, resign?" Slowy, Lon shook his head as he | ooked
around the table at his new conrades. "I couldn't. | didn't have acceptable
grounds. And, in the time | had left, | couldn't |lower mny grade average enough
to get below the top one hundred and fifty unless | sinply stopped doing ny
class-work and intentionally failed tests, and that woul d have opened nme up to
disciplinary action for willful msconduct. Wen the commandant hit nme with the
news about being sent to be a federal cop...well, | really can't describe all of
the things that went through ny head, all at once, nixed together in a crazy
junble. The only way out that | could see was to do sonething really
desperate—and incredi bly stupid. But the commandant was a coupl e of steps ahead
of me."
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"He sprung you?" Janno asked.

"In a way," Lon said, nodding. "He took a big risk."

"Look at ne, Nolan." Lon had blinked and | ooked up. He had not even noticed that
he had l et his gaze, his head, drop. The news was sinply too devastating to be
true.

"Yes, sir."
"I'"ve got a good notion howthis hits you. It sticks in ny craw as well. W're
sol diers, though, you and |, and soldiers take orders, even when they don't |ike

them" Agrimsmle fixed itself on the commandant's face. "My job here has been
to turn out soldiers, not conbat-ready po-
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lice." He glanced toward the office door, then | eaned closer to Lon

"What | have to say to you isn't to go any farther. You're not to repeat it
outside of this room Is that understood?"

"Yes, sir." Lon felt puzzlenent return, but all he could do was sit and wait for
t he commandant to continue.

"As | said, |I've got a damm good idea how this hits you. |'ve been stew ng over
this directive since | received it four days ago and found that there is no give
toit. Now, there is absolutely no way that | can get you a comission in the
NAU Armmy, or in any other arny...on this planet." \Wen Banks paused, Nol an rai sed
his head a little nore.

"You do want to be a soldier, rather than a cop, don't you?'

"Yes, sir. |I've never wanted to be anything else."

"That's what | thought. Now, |'mgoing to give you a nanme and a conplink code
Menorize them Don't wite them down. Things may get rough for you here for a
whil e, Nolan, but stick it out. Then, when the tinme cones—and you'll know when
that is—give that code a call and take it fromthere."

Lon blinked again, several tinmes, and | ooked around at his new squadmates. "The
conpl i nk nunber was for a DMC recruiter who was operating, illegally, on Earth."
"Yeah, but what happened?" Phip asked.

Lon grinned, but there was pain behind it. "Thirty-two of the top one hundred
and fifty nmenbers of ny class were dismssed fromthe acadeny for 'conduct
unbecom ng.' The commandant rigged a shakedown inspection and we were all caught
with contraband. He gave us all the maxi-" mum penalty pernitted—expul sion from
the acadenmy with prejudi ce—and then he resigned his own conm ssion the sane day.
And here | am™"
"Here you are,"
OFFI CER- CADET
to get back to the barracks, Nolan. W' ve got to draw your equi pnment and start
checking you out on everything. You go right into training with the platoon,
first thing tonorrow norning, so we've got to get you ready tonight."

"I wish | could tell you that we have up-to-date files on every planet where we
m ght be called upon to fight," Lieutenant Taiters told Lon. "But | can't. Corps
Intelligence does what it can, but there are sinply too many worlds, and
conditions change too rapidly. We can hardly hope to know the nanes of all of
the worlds that have been settled, and any informati on we night have on

pl anetary affairs or population data could be hopel essly obsol ete when we need
it. There are tinmes when all we have is what the contract officer can glean from
the client, and that isn't always, shall we say, conpletely accurate."

Al pha Conpany had been split up for the day, with the nen assigned to work
details around base—ene of the routine hazards of garrison duty. Lon was exenpt
fromfatigue duty, but that did not give himtine off. There were al ways | essons
to be | earned, equipnent and procedures to be nmastered. Usually Arlan Taiters
was his tutor, but occasionally Captain Olis, the conpany comrander, took over
This particular afternoon, nearly a nonth after Nolan's assignnment to A-2-7, Lon
and the lieutenant were in one of the offices at regi nental headquarters, using
a desktop comp-link with a | arge nonitor screen.

"The files are kept updated, as possible,"” Taiters said. He had already shown

Nol an how to | og on and get through the indexing system of the database.
"Geographical features are |least likely to change—ever the tine scales we're

Corporal Grana said. "And it's tine
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concerned with. Once we have reliable physical survey data
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on a planet, we can count on know ng sonething about the terrain and clinate if
we have to go in. But that's about it. The social and political data change too
qui ckly. The snaller the population, the faster it tends to change. And even

t hough nost colonies tend to go through the sane basic stages, there are
exceptions, and even when there aren't radical departures, colonies take
different amounts of time to pass fromstage to stage."

"Are you saying that this is all wasted effort?" Lon asked.

Arlan shook his head. "No, of course not. The point is that you can never take
it for granted that anything in the files will be accurate when we get to a
worl d on contract. There are serious limts. W gather all of the infornmation we
can get, and put a lot of effort into analyzing it. And when soneone approaches
the Council of Reginents about hiring troops, we can usually get considerable

i nformati on about the zone of operations. But that is not always accurate
informati on. There are tines when the people who hire us prefer that we not know
certain facts that m ght affect whether or not we accept a contract, or
informati on we mght find, ah, too useful. The database is a useful tool, but it
can never be the only tool."

"Do we run our own surveys first, before conmitting troops?'

"When possible. Too often there are tinme pressures that preclude it." Arlan

| ogged out of the database. "Enough of this for one day. It's starting to fog ny
brain." He got up fromthe desk. Lon stood just as quickly. "Let's go burn sone
calories."

"Yes, sir." There were tines when Lon woul d have preferred acconpanying the
other nen of his squad on their work details. Sweating at physical |abor was a
relief fromskull sweating.

There was a large, fully equi pped gymmasiumin the basenent of reginental
headquarters. There was also a swim
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nmng pool in an adjacent room The facility was maintained for officers and
noncons who escaped sone of the physical exertions of their charges. Lon had
even seen Col onel Gaff-ney, the regi mental commander, sweating away at the

machi nes. And, since Lon was exenpt fromwork details, he was

al | oned—encour aged—to use the gymas often as he wanted to as well.

"How rmuch tinme do we have?" Lon asked the lieutenant as they changed to shorts
and sneakers in the | ocker room

"You have all the time you want. Just |eave yourself tinme to get cleaned up

bef ore supper,” Arlan said. "I'Il have to | eave at 1600, though. Battalion staff
nmeeting. "

They split up when they entered the gym Taiters headed directly for the
punchi ng bags. At one time he had been Corps chanpion for his weight division
Lon started out with a few stretching exercises to |l oosen up and then started
running the track that narked the perineter of the gym Lon had been a distance
runner in high school and at The Springs. He had won a good share of the races
he had entered, and had rarely placed farther back than third—but he had never
qui te nmanaged to reach record tine, no matter how hard he pushed hinsel f.

He still pushed hinself, but his times had started to decline. Wile the records
back on Earth were inmproving, he was getting worse, |agging farther behind, if
not by nmuch. But he did not give up. He would not.

One really good run, he told hinself as he started the stopwatch on his wist.
It doesn't matter if anyone else knows. | just need one really good run to
satisfy nyself. Al though there were a dozen others using the gym Lon had the
track to hinself. When other exercisers cane into or left the gym they waited
to cross the track until he was clear. A runner always had the right-of-way. Lon
stretched into his best form breathing deeply and focusing as far out in front
as he could, concentrating, narrowing his universe. The run was all there was,
the only thing that mattered. It was a short track. Seven |aps equal ed one mile.
Di st ances
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were marked along the wall and on the floor. Lon kept the count of |aps wthout
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consci ous thought.

He | ooked at his watch just as he crossed the mle nmarker—before he started to
sl ow down. "Damm," he nuttered. He had not even broken four mnutes. Way too
slow. He put his hands on his hips as he slowed to a trot for a final half I|ap.
He put in five mnutes on the rings to exercise his arms and upper body, then
nmoved to a nmachine that allowed himto alternate weight work with his arns and
legs. By the tine he got up fromthat apparatus, his arns and | egs were
trenbling. He was covered in sweat, and about ready to collapse for a long rest.
But he did not stop. He forced hinself through several mnutes of light work to
cool off, then headed for the sw mm ng pool. Stopping just |ong enough to strip
of f his shoes and socks, he dove into the pool, welcom ng the shock of coo
water. He took fifteen minutes for ten laps of the pool, resting for a few
seconds after each | ap, not pushing hinself to his limts in the water. Then he
flipped over onto his back and floated for a few mnutes, kicking gently through
wide circles around the center of the pool. He stayed in the water until he felt
as if he were nearly rel axed enough to fall asleep where he was. Then he paddl ed
lazily to the edge and got out. He glanced at his watch. It was nearly 1630

hour s.

"Still plenty of tine before supper,” Lon nmuttered. Everyone seened to be overly
anxi ous that he not mss neals, and that puzzled him He was not underwei ght,
and certainly not nmal nourished or anemic. He took a towel froma rack, dried
of f, then picked up his shoes and socks and headed for the | ocker room He took
a shower, first so hot that it turned his skin pink, then icy cold, raising
gooseflesh. By the tinme he was ready to | eave the gymmasium it was time to head
for the nmess hall.

Dirigent City was adjacent to the nain base of the DMC. The city and the base
had grown together over the past five
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centuries. For nobst of that tine the commander of the Dirigent Mercenary Corps,
the General (there was only one general at a tinme in the DMC, the head of the
Council| of Reginents, elected by that council fromits own nenbers), had al so
been—ex of fici o-head of the planetary government. Together, the base and the
city accounted for two thirds of the world' s popul ati on. Most of the rest could
be found within a two-hundred-nile radius. That was an unusual concentration for
a world that had been settled as long as Dirigent—pre than six centuri es—but
Dirigent was an unusual world, still alnbst entirely dependent on a single

i ndustry. Modst colony worlds becane nore diversified within three or four
generations of their founding.

Al though Dirigent City was, overwhelmngly, an arny town, there was one
important distinction fromarny towns on other worlds. The civilian area

i medi ately bordering the main gate was not given over to businesses designed to
service soldiers and separate themfromtheir pay. The bl ocks nearest the main
gate, and along the route between it and the spaceport across town, were

mai ntained to inpress off-world visitors—especially potential clients.
Governent agencies and offices for civilian professionals were concentrated
along the route that diplomats were nost likely to travel. There were al so
factories visible fromthat route—at a distance, nostly, away from densely
popul at ed nei ghbor hoods—factories that produced the weapons of war, and the
supplies that soldiers needed. Dirigent exported nunitions as well as nen.

The of f-duty haunts of the soldiers were hidden behind the public facade, on
side streets and in nei ghborhoods away fromthe show face of the city. The
nearest were close enough for a thirsty soldier to reach without too great an
effort, but the fancier watering holes were farther off, along with the other
establ i shnments that dedicated thenselves to the wants and needs of the

sol diers—particularly the unmarried soldiers, who conprised nore than 60 percent
of the DMC. There were al ways taxis avail abl e near
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the gates of "The Base" to take soldiers where they wanted to go, and two bus
routes had stops across the street fromthe main gate...for the budget-conscious.
After a quick supper, Lon Nolan |eft base, alone. Mst of the squad had headed
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for town and their favorite places an hour or nmore before. No one was telling
themnot to skip nmeals. Lon was in civilian clothes. Of-base, few nmen of the
DMC wore uniforns unless they were on duty or on thirty-minute-recall alert
status—part of the planetary defensive contingent.

Despite his earlier efforts in the gym Lon wal ked, passing the bus stop and cab
stand without a glance. He did not plan to go too far. It was only about two
thirds of a mile to the bar where he expected to find several nenbers of the
squad. It was where they usually went—at |east for the first part of an evening
on the town.

It was close to sunset. Streetlights had already cone on. There were plenty of
peopl e out, wal king or riding. Three blocks fromthe nmain gate, Lon turned onto
a side street. Past the first few doors on either side, this was where the
mlitary were wel coned. There were bars, restaurants, pawnshops, gam ng parl ors,
and ot her entertai nments avail abl e behind respectabl e facades. The city counci
was extremely obliging to its military contingent. It was not only that they
provided a large part of the comrercial life of the city, there also was not a
menber of the council who did not have several relatives in the DMC. Destructive
drugs and physical mayhem were about the only human vices that could not be
openly practiced. Crinme was lowin Dirigent City—en the entire planet. Mlitary
di scipline was severe. Infractions were treated with draconi an puni shments.

The neon signs grew |larger and nmore ornate the farther fromthe nmain streets
they were. The sounds of nusic were |ouder, coming out of alnpbst every opening
door.

Lon found the place he wanted, the Purple Harridan. Despite the name, the garish
decoration, and | oud nusic, the
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Purpl e Harridan was usually relatively sedate. The public bar was where nost of
the commotion was. But there were other roons, behind and above, and nobst of
those were nore subdued.

The noi se al ways stopped Nol an. The nusic was raucous and |oud, grating to him
But the lighting of the public bar was worse. Purple lights, half of them
strobing, fell on the purple and red that were the nain colors. One snall white
light also strobed, erratically, making Lon blink every time it canme on.

He did not see any of the nen of his squad in the public bar. That did not
surprise him Mst of themwere old enough to prefer nore sedate surroundi ngs.
As soon as Lon's eyes adjusted to the lighting, he noved toward the arch that
led to the next room and to the stairs and |ift tube that |ed upstairs. Phip
and the others mght be anywhere, but Lon guessed that since they had cone out
without eating at the mess hall, they would be in the salon on the second fl oor,
the restaurant.

Lon took the stairs. As he clinbed, the noise frombel ow started to fade,
absorbed by walls and ceiling, baffled by the turns. Even though there were no
cl osed doors between the various public roonms of the Purple Harridan, each
seenmed to be acoustically isolated. Lon had asked about that after his first
visit. Tebba Grana had given himthe answer. "It's the sane technol ogy we use
to nake |ife bearable for our tankers and artillerynmen, on a different scale.
Sound- deadening is inportant, and the mlitary isn't the only place it can be
used. "

"I't's not top secret?" Lon had asked. G rana had shook his head. "Not for the
last fifty years, | guess. W even license factories on a few other planets to
make it, take a royalty."

Phi p, Dean, and Janno were sitting at a table near the bar. Although this room
was called the restaurant of the Purple Harridan, it was not strictly for

di ners, and the sane food was available in all of the rooms. The "restaurant"
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was nearest the kitchen and nost likely owed its name to that fact.

Lon got a beer at the bar before he headed to the table. Phip Steesen pushed out
a chair for him

"Thought naybe you weren't going to nmake it out," Phip said. H s eyes showed
that he had al ready done sone serious drinking. He spoke slowy, taking great
care with his enunciation.
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"I ate in the ness hall. It saves nore noney for this." Lon raised his beer. He
knew that it was a safe excuse, one that would prevent any jokes about hi m being
cheap.
"Tebba said you was tied up with the lieutenant," Dean said. "Sometines he don't
know when quitting tinme comes around."”
Lon grinned and shook his head. "He had a staff neeting at four o'clock."
Of-duty, the enlisted nmen of the Corps made a point of not using mlitary tine.
"You hear anything useful, |ike when we m ght pick up a contract?" Dean asked.
"You guys will probably hear before | do." That was a matter of sone concern to
the men. Pay on contract was higher than pay in garrison, and the battalion had
been at honme far too long for nobst of them
"There's been tinmes, since |I've been in the Corps, that they had to turn down
contracts because we were all too busy,"” Phip said. He shook his head, then took
a long drink of beer. "Now, nothing. W were ready to ship out six nonths ago,
had our turn at refitting and training, our tine on planetary defense detail.
Now we're back at training, and pulling work details all over the place, just
wai ting."
" "We are next in line, any contract calling for a battalion or nore," Janno
said. Next to his two conrades, he sounded positively sober. He did not work at
getting intoxicated, the way the others, especially Phip, did. "Seventh is next
regiment out, and within the Seventh, we're the first battalion due."
"Way our luck is running, won't be nothing but con-
OFFI CER- CADET
tracts for a conmpany or less coming in till next spring,"” Phip said. "W're way
down on the conpany list, four or five ahead of us."
Lon sipped at his beer, intending to make each one last. The way the Corps
schedul ed who was sent on a contract was fairly sinple. Rosters were naintained
for reginents, battalions, and conpanies. The unit of the proper size that had
been | ongest in garrison went out. Choosing units when part of the first-up
outfit had been out recently got nore conplicated, but the idea was to be as
fair as possible in the allocation of work. The DMC did accept contracts of any
size, down to sending no nore than a squad out. On rarer occasions a single
of ficer m ght be dispatched to conduct an evaluation of a client's own mlitary
capabilities—er probl ens—but that was usually just in hope of |landing a nore
substantive contract |ater
"There's got to be work not too far off," Lon suggested. It's inportant to ne
too, and not just because the pay is better on contract. He needed conbat to get
his conmi ssion, his lieutenant's pips.
"Right now, 1'd even settle for a safari," Phip said.
"Safari?" Lon asked.
Phip just nodded, nore or less into his beer. Janno took over. "Once in a while,
col onists on a new planet have serious troubles with native predators, so
serious that they can't handle it thenselves. Either they're |osing people or
they're losing livestock. They need soldiers to cone in and thin out the
of fending predators, or drive themaway fromthe settled area."”
"Problemis," Dean said, alnobst dripping beer fromhis mouth in his hurry to
speak, "new colonies don't often have the noney or trade goods to hire enough
soldiers to do the job right. And sonetines they don't know enough about the
critters they want killed to make the job as safe as it should be."
"Even if they scrape up enough to pay for a platoon or so, they don't have
enough to of fer bonuses," Dean said.
RI CK SHELLEY
"What's the biggest contract you guys have been on?" Lon asked. "The nbst nen."
The three of them | ooked around at each other. "Two regi nents,"” Janno said.
"That was al nost a real war |ike they used to have back on Earth. The opposition
even had a couple of old skybolts, fighters."
"That was a hairy bastard," Phip said. Then he drained his glass and raised it,
gesturing for the waitress to bring a refill. "Hairy bastard," he repeated,
muttering this tine. "We lost four nmen in the platoon that tine."
Dean and Janno both drained their glasses then. Lon did the sane. It seened to
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be expect ed.

Two hours later the four nen were out the street, heading for another bar that
Phip insisted they visit, the Dragon Lady. Janno and Lon held the outside. They
were still wal king straight. They worked to contain the weaving of Phip and
Dean. Those two were far gone in the booze. "Wekend," Phip had expl ai ned before
he ceased to be coherent. "Two days, no work."

Lon had finished four beers in the Purple Harridan. He suspected that Janno had
not had many nore, even though he had been out |onger. Lon had not asked where
the rest of the squad m ght be. Although nothing had ever been said, he
suspected that the rest of them were nore...choosy about their drinking

conpani ons. Lon was a cadet, an apprentice officer; someday he m ght be
commandi ng them might send one or more of themto his death. At his nost
suspi ci ous, Lon sonetines suspected that these three included himonly because
Corporal Grana or Sergeant Dendrow had asked themto take care of himand see
that he did not get into trouble on his own. But until proven wong, he chose to
act as if they included himfor other reasons.

Phip started singing an inpossibly obscene song about Harko Bai n—supposedly
Dirigent's first nmercenary, back before the creation of the DMC, when young
Dirigenter
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men sonetines went off-world to join nmercenary forces. The song seened to have
an infinite nunber of verses, about equally divided between Bain's nilitary and
sexual prowess...both Hercul ean according to the lyrics. The refrain was the

m | dest:

He fought a thousand battles On five hundred different worlds, And gave ten

t housand bastards To as many willing girls.

Now and t hen, Dean would join in, but the two nmen's voices did not harnonize
wel |, and when they started trying to outdo each other, Janno shushed both of
them Too grand a show of public intoxication could bring trouble down.

Lon paid little attention to the singing, but sniled each tine the refrain cane
up. He had | ooked up Harko Bain in the library. Little was known about the rea
man except for his birth and death dates, and his children on Dirigent—two sons
and a daughter. Qther than that, there was just the comment, "Supposedly one of
the first Dirigenter nercenaries." At the tine that Harko had |lived, there had
not been five hundred settled worlds in the gal axy. The nunber had been cl oser
to two hundred. But he had left a rousing |egend.

The Dragon Lady was a smaller place than the Purple Harridan, but tried to crowd
as many custoners into its main bar. There was scarcely roomto nove between
tables, and the bar was only visible if you were | eaning against it. Custoners
were three and four deep in front of it. Lon and his conpani ons wedged in al ong
one wall, crowded together at the edge of the traffic flow.

"I know why you wanted to conme in here," Lon shouted close to Phip's head—+to be
heard over the commotion of the people and the | oud nusic. "There's enough guys
in here that you couldn't fall down if you wanted to."

Phi p gave Lon a broad, unconprehending grin. He had
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heard only part of what Lon had said, and understood none of it.

Janno hooked an al nost naked waitress—she wore nothing but a tiny apron around
her wai st with two pockets in it, one for tips, the other for her order pad-by
grabbi ng her around the wai st and pulling her toward him He put his nouth right
up agai nst her ear to order beers for the four of them

Lon rai sed an eyebrow. Janno seenmed to be taking an awfully long tinme to say,
"Four beers."

The waitress giggled as she freed herself from Janno's grasp and headed toward
the end of the bar reserved for waitresses. Lon expected a long wait, but she
was back in only a couple of mnutes. After the beers had been distributed and
paid for—Janno paid for all of them it was his turn—he grabbed the waitress
agai n to whisper sonmething else in her ear. She giggled and nodded, and when she
left the group this time, Janno was still attached to her waist.

"What's that all." Lon started to ask, but then he shut up as it penetrated.

Li quor was not the only thing for sale in the Dragon Lady. He watched as Janno
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and the waitress went toward a narrow stairway at the back of the room and went
up. Okay, now | know what it was about, Lon thought, smiling to hinmself. The

wai tress had not been bad-1ooking. Nor were the other ones that he could see,
and all of themwere dressed the sane way.

When Janno returned a half hour later, he seened to be whistling, but Lon could
not hear anything over the general din of the Dragon Lady.

"That was a nasty trick, leaving me with these drunks while you get laid," Lon
accused, fighting to keep from | aughi ng.

"Hey, | bought the drinks first. Anyway, it's your turn, if you want it," Janno
said, grinning. "That's the only reason | let Phip talk us into com ng here.
Sone of the best girls in town."

"l thought you were engaged."

OFFI CER- CADET

"I am That was her."

For a second, Lon felt stunned. He was not certain that Janno was joking with
him Then he decided that Bel zer was on the level. "Are you serious?" Lon asked.
Janno nodded happily. "She nakes five tinmes the noney | do, maybe nore, and she
knows every way in the universe of making ne happy in bed—and everywhere el se as
well. We'll have a hell of a time when we get nmarried."

When the four of themfinally |left the Dragon Lady, Phip and Dean were out in
front, occasionally steered in the right direction by Lon or Janno.

"You | ooked shocked before," Janno said after they had wal ked about six bl ocks.
"About Mary, ny fiancee."

"Startled, perhaps," Lon said. "You caught ne by surprise.”

"Because | plan to marry a whore?"

Lon hesitated before he admtted, "Well, yes. But, renenber, there's still a |ot
I don't know about Dirigent."

"There's really no difference at all between Mary and us, Lon," Janno said very
softly. "Wt all make our living selling our bodies. Her profession is just as
honorabl e as ours."

Not on Earth, it wouldn't be, Lon thought, but what he said was, "l've still got
alot to |learn, Janno."

"That's why | told you," he replied. "Saves enbarrassing situations later. |
mean, if you had gone off with Mary and then found out |later that she's ny
fiancee, you m ght have had trouble coping. This way you'll know, and, no, it
doesn't matter. | reconmmend her to all ny friends. |I'mproud of her. She's
dammed good at what she does.”

There were fresh runors every day. New contracts were in the offing. Wenever
sol diers got together with nothing nore inportant to occupy their mnds, the
runors flowed. It was not just privates who relished the unfounded gossip. Lon
heard the sanme thing, less often and in nore subdued form from noncons and even
bet ween Lieutenant Taiters and Captain Olis. Everyone was anxious to be heading
out on a paying contract. The only protocol seened to be that the gossiping was
done only with one's peers. Lon, because of his peculiar status as a cadet,
heard it on every | evel

But for the next three weeks, each runor proved basel ess. There were no new
contracts, and only two diplomats had arrived to conduct prelimnary tal ks about
the possibility of future enploynent for nmen of the DMC. Then...

Lead Sergeant Jim Ziegler, the top enlisted nan in Al pha Conpany, canme into the
mess hall while the nen were at supper

"Listen up, |I've got an announcenent," he said. "As of this mnute, A Conpany is
of f-duty. You' ve got two days free. No training, no fatigue details, no duty
until reveille Friday."

The cheers were al nost deafening. Sone of the men used silverware to beat

agai nst their serving trays several tines.

"Al'l that for two days of f?" Lon asked when the tunmult started to fade.

"You don't understand!" Phip said, excited. "It neans

Rl CK SHELLEY

we're going out. We've got a contract. We're finally going to get a chance to
make sone contract pay."
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During the two and a half days of freedom Lon was spared even fromtutel age.
Captain Olis and Lieutenant Taiters were gone the entire tinme. The conpany was
under the command of Lieutenant Hoper, and even he was rarely in evidence. A

of the married noncons were gone as well. And many of the privates showed up
only for sleep and food.

"Aren't we going to | earn anything about the contract?" Lon asked Corpora

G rana before Tebba left.

"Time enough for that Friday, or on the trip out,”" Grana said. "Don't worry
about it. Mke good use of your free time. No telling how |ong we'll be gone
Wth any luck, it mght be next spring before we get back." Sumer was not quite
over.

Lon was the only menmber of his squad who remained in the barracks that first
eveni ng of freedom Phip and Janno had come to tell himthey were off and to

suggest that he cone along. "No, you guys go ahead," he had said. "I nmay track
you down |ater."
"Sooner or later we'll get to the Dragon Lady," Janno had added with a grin.

"Conme over there if you want. G ve you a chance to neet Mary proper."

"I may not catch up with you tonight," Lon said, not certain what Janno nmeant by
"meet Mary proper." Diri-genters mght look at it differently, but he was not
yet ready to have sex with a friend' s fiancee, even with his bl essing.

Lon ate in the ness hall, which was al nost conpletely deserted. O the entire
conpany, fewer than thirty nen—barely nore than half a platoon—ane in for
supper. Sitting alone, Lon took nore tinme than usual with his nmeal while he
tried to deci de what he would do with the evening and with his free tinme. After
supper he went back to his barracks cubicle.

/ could still go out, he told hinself. / don't have to go
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to the Dragon Lady. But he still might run into Janno, Dean, and Phip, and if he
did, they would insist on dragging himalong for the rest of the evening.

He spent a half hour working on a letter honme. / guess I'll send it out before
we ship out, he decided. He had been witing on the same nessage chip since his
arrival on Di-rigent. The chip was not yet full, but..the tinme to send it seened

to be before heading out for conbat. Mail was not particularly fast. It could
not go by radio, since that was linmted by the speed of light. A nmessage hone
fromDiri-gent would not arrive for decades. Electronic data chips, physically
mai | ed, were the only practical nmeans of personal interstellar communication. It
was expensive, especially when they had to be routed indirectly (there was no
direct service between Earth and Dirigent), which was why Lon had deci ded early
on to send one only when he had a chip filled. Hi s parents had not heard from

hi m since his |ayover at Over-Gal apagos. And he had not heard fromthem

After he had said everything he could think of to say in the letter, Lon read
for a while, then went to bed early. And in the night he dreanmed—ef conbat...and
fear.

Li ke nost of the worlds that had been settled by humans, Dirigent retained as
much of the old as possible in reckoning tine. The year was divided into the
same days, weeks, and nonths, with the same nanes. But the year and the day were
not precisely the same as on Earth. The day was seventeen nminutes |onger; to
conpensate, the Dirigen-tan "minute" and "second" were fractionally |onger than
their terran progenitors. There were only 363 and a fraction days in the
Dirigentan year; so its twelve nonths each had thirty days, with a three-day
(four in the | eap year that cane every six years) intercalary New Year holiday
to make up the difference. But Dirigent only used that calendar for its own
reckoning. It also kept track of the "standard" tinme and cal endar common to nost
human worl ds. Those all
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needed sone comopn systemto avoi d hopel ess confusion

The nmen of second battalion started to drift back in |ate Thursday evening,

br oke, exhausted, and—for the nobst part—quiet after the end of their unexpected
holiday. ' 'We can't spend noney in the field," Phip had said earlier that day
when Lon ran into his buddies in town. "And we'll have pay com ng when we get
hone, so there's no reason not to blowit now " Besides, there's always a chance
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of not com ng back, Phip had thought. 1'd hate to die knowing | hadn't spent al
of ny noney, hadn't drunk every beer | could afford.
No one went to sleep drunk that night. Those who canme in inebriated took killjoy

pills to sober up and prevent hangovers. If they were too far gone to think of
it thensel ves, every man had buddi es to nmake sure.

Lon had posted his letter chip honme that norning. That evening, when the
barracks started to settle down, he started another |etter hone. This one woul d
not go out until he returned to Dirigent...or until it was clear that he would
not be comi ng back. He would take it along on the ship, work on it when he
coul d, when he thought of something else to say to his parents or to the few

ot her people who night want to hear fromhim

"The other guys in the squad are all veterans. They've been through this before,
sone a dozen tinmes or nore. They go out, drink, relax, and then cone In and

sl eep—peacefully to all outward appearances. But this is newto nme. |'m sober
and...not at all certain that I'Il be able to sleep at all tonight, or during the
couple of weeks it will take us to get wherever we're going.'' He spoke softly

to his comp-link, knowing that it would pick up a whisper, wanting to avoid

di sturbing any of the others nearby—and wanting to -avoi d bei ng overheard.

But the tinme cane when he ran out of things to say. He turned off the conplink
but continued to sit in front of it, staring, trying to avoid the uncertainties
that surrounded him
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It's too soon to start worrying. | start now, by the time we get wherever we're
going, I'll be a vegetable, or a raving lunatic. The trip out woul d take between
fourteen and sixteen days. Any interstellar transit took that |ong, even between
nei ghboring star systens. A ship would travel five days in nornal space before
making its first of three Q space junps, and there would be three nore days in
nornmal space after each junp, sonetines five after the |ast.

You don't even know what the contract is yet, he rem nded hinself. It m ght not
be all that dangerous. It could be training, or a safari, or..anything else. He
frowned, then got to his feet. There was not nuch roomto pace in his cubicle,
little nore than the length of his bed, but he used all of that. If it's not
conbat, it doesn't count for getting ne ny pips. It takes conbat to get a
commi ssi on.

Eventual |y, he sl ept.

Not one man in the battalion mssed reveille Friday norning. The manning reports
were made. Lieutenant Col onel Medwi n Fl owers, the battalion commander, accepted
them then turned the men over to their conpany commanders.

"Orders for the day," Captain Olis told A Conpany. ' 'Spend the norning at
equi pnent nmi nt enance. Get yourselves ready to |leave. Immediately after |unch,
we' |l have a contract briefing." Before he dismssed the conpany, Olis said,

"Nol an, nmy office at 0800."

Such summopbnses were not unusual, but Lon suspected that this one was different.
So did the nmen in his squad.

"Looks like you're going to get the | owdown before we do,'' Dean Ericks said at
br eakf ast .

Lon shrugged. As long as the captain doesn't tell nme that |I'm staying behind,
that he doesn't think I'mready for conbat. "Maybe he just wants to nake sure
that | haven't wasted the last two days the way the rest of you did," he said,
trying to sound unconcer ned.

"W haven't wasted anything,"” Phip said. "W've done it all, gone the whole
route and back again."
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"Done it all, spent it all," Janno contri buted.

The nood in the nmess hall was |ight that norning. Nearly everyone seened
genuinely excited at the prospect of contract pay. For the veterans, it was too
soon to worry about what the contract might entail. Once they knew what the job
was, and once they were on the ship heading out, there would be time enough for
worry—f it was appropriate. Until then, they would console thenselves with
thoughts of having their extra pay waiting when they got hone.
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Lon ate steadily but slowy. He had little appetite. He had not slept well, and
he was still worried. One way or the other, it'll be good to have the first tine
over, he told hinself, but it did not stop the nervous twisting in his stonach.
He was spared too nuch attention fromhis squadnates. They were all so excited
that they did not notice that he had withdrawn fromthe conversation. And, as
soon as he could without drawing attention, Lon left. It was not nearly tine for
himto report to the captain, but he wanted tinme to hinself.

It was still ten minutes before eight o' clock when Lon went to the orderly room
Lead Sergeant Jim Ziegler was there already. "Captain's waiting," Ziegler said.
"He said to send you right in as soon as you got here."

In the commander's office, Lon did not have a chance to salute and report
formally.

"Skip the ritual, Nolan. Sit down, here." Olis pointed at the chair next to his
desk. Lon sat. "Nervous?"' The captain | eaned back, staring directly at the
cadet .

"Yes, sir, you could say that," Lon adnitted.

Olis smled. "I know that nothing | say will stop that, but | can at |east tel
you not to worry about worrying. Waiting for the first tinme is difficult for
everyone. You know it's com ng—hot as an abstraction but as a concrete thing
finally—and you' re not sure what to expect, how all
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of your training will neasure up to the real thing. Something |ike that?"

Lon nodded. "I worry nore about fouling up, doing sonething stupid, and getting
people hurt or killed. That doesn't give ne a lot of time to worry about what

m ght happen to ne."

"Well, at least you're worrying about the right things. But we've been doing
this for along tine. We're not just going to turn you |oose to fend for
yoursel f. That's why we have the apprenticeship program W don't like to waste
anything in the Corps, especially nen. You have a lot of training behind you, on
Earth and here. The Corps has an investnent in you, hopefully a long-term
capital investnent. You do as you're told and stick close to Grana, or

whi chever of the veterans you're with, and you should do fine."

"l hope so, sir," Lon said.

Olis nodded. "Now, | didn't call you in just for a pep talk. W could have done
that anytinme during the next couple of weeks—and we probably will. The reason
want ed you here is that Colonel Flowers specifically said that you were to be
included in the officers' call this norning."

' "The contract briefing?

O'lis nodded.

Lon finally sniled. "One of the guys in the squad guessed that when you told ne
to report, said that I'd find out what was going on before the rest of them
did"

"And the minute you get back, they're all likely to grill you about it."
"l expect so, sir. Is it all secret, or can | tell then"
"l doubt that you'll get much chance. The briefing is likely to take al

nmor ni ng. The col onel night even have the nmess hall send our lunch over to
battalion headquarters so we can continue right through it." He grinned. "Even
if it doesn't run that long, I'Il see to it that you don't have to worry about
questioning I ong enough for it to be a problem Not that it's secret or
anything—the nmen will find out right
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after lunch, or as soon as the briefing is over—+t's just that | don't like to
have anyone stealing mny thunder."

"Yes, sir. Do you know where we're going now, sir?"

"Norbank is the nane of the world, and that's all | know, except that it's a
one-battalion contract. Colonel Flowers likes to keep his thunder too. W'l
find out soon enough." He glanced at the clock. "Lieutenants Hoper and Taiters
shoul d be here in a mnute, and then we'll all head over to battalion HQ
together. The officers' call is scheduled for 0830."

The schedul ed start for the conference might have been 0830, but every officer
except the battalion commander and his executive officer was seated around the
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U-shaped table in the headquarters conference hall ten mnutes early. There were
drinks available, juice, coffee, tea, and water. Captain Olis poured orange
juice for hinmself. H's two platoon | eaders took coffee. Lon also took coffee.
They tal ked softly. A half dozen conplink nonitors were on the table, on but
showi ng only bl ank screens. On the wall behind the top of the U, a

si x-by-eight-foot wall nonitor |ikewi se waited, on but bl ank

Precisely at 0830 hours, the door next to the wall nonitor opened. Lieutenant
Col onel Medwin Flowers cane in with Major Hram Bl ack, his executive officer,
and Battalion Lead Sergeant Zal Osier close behind. No one yell ed,
"Attention!"—not for an officers' contract briefing. Flowers went right to his
position, a podiumset to one side of the wall nonitor. Mjor Black sat at one
end of the U, near Flowers. Lead Sergeant Osier went to the other end of the
room to handle the conplink programthat was part of the briefing.

"You all know the basic fact that we have a contract on the world of Norbank,"
Col onel Flowers said, giving Gsier tinme to get in position and key in the first
vi deo command. A gl obal view of Norbank appeared on all of the nonitors, a view
from space, over the equator, show ng the planet

OFFI CER- CADET

rotating, speeded up enough to show a conplete rotation in a mnute, then

sl owi ng down and finally comng to a stop over the region of interest.

"The col ony on Norbank has been there for just under a century," Flowers
continued. "The total human population is approximately two hundred thousand.
Slightly less, actually, according to the informati on we have been given. The
colony is still fairly basic, barely into second stage." Roughly, colonies were
categori zed through four stages. Stage one was the early, primtive "first
settlers" time, with colonists concerned with carving out honmes and farns for

t hensel ves and surviving, then getting the basics of a local infrastructure in
pl ace. Stage two woul d see the beginning of cottage-scale industry, with
colonists beginning to find things they could use in trade with other worlds,
but still in need of nore fromoutside than they could match in trade. Stage
three saw growt h and econom ¢ i ndependence, |arger factories, and nore trade,
the begi nnings of urbanization. Stage four was the final, devel oped product,
with the nove fromrural to urban centers acconplished. The classification was,
however, vague and | argely subjective.

"Qur contract is to put down a rebellion and to train a mlitia to keep the
peace in the future. The rebels are froma second wave of col onists who arrived
a generation after the initial settlers. The two groups have, according to our
liaison with the planetary governnent, renained separate, and have, ah, gone
their separate ways. The dissident group conprises about thirty percent of the
total population, but the faction actively fighting the governnent is nmuch
smal l er. Again, according to the information given to us by the contracting
negotiator. These rebels are attenpting to overthrow the najority governnent to
i npose their own ideas on the entire population.”

Fl owers paused and | ooked around the table at his officers, his gaze nobving up

one leg of the U around the end, and back up the other side. "I don't have to
tell you that
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all of this information is tentative, based solely on what the contracting party
has been willing to share.

"The nunber of open conbatants is supposedly under five hundred on the rebe
side, and about the sane nunber for the government, despite the greater
popul ati on base the government can count on. The governnent's soldiers are all
vol unteers. None of themare trained soldiers, though, on either side. If the
information is anywhere near correct, we will have approximtely a two-to-one
advant age over the rebels without taking into account the loyalist forces on the
ground, about three-to-one if we take theminto account. But the rebels are

al nrost certainly nore highly notivated. That is usual in such cases. If they
were not, they would be unable to nount a creditable threat. And even though the
actual rebel conbatants may nunber fewer than five hundred, they will probably
have thousands of synpathizers willing to offer nore or |ess help. And our
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arrival might help their recruiting.

' 'The government does fear that it will not be able to put this rebellion down
on its own, or they would not be contracting for our services. And, by the way,
the contract allows one nonth to put down the rebellion and another two nonths
to train the mlitia that the government intends to raise to prevent a
recurrence of the situation. In addition to our services, they are also
purchasing infantry weapons to supply a thousand nen. The weapons and amuniti on
are not to be delivered on-planet until such tinme as the military situation is
stabl e enough that there is no fear of those weapons falling into the wong
hands. "

The map projection had noved into a view of an area about a thousand niles
square by this point. On the large wall nonitor, the general topography was
apparent, but the view still did not show human structures.

"As is customary, the initial colonists picked the site for their settlenent
based on climate and avail abl e resources,"” Flowers continued. "Although the
survey they had avail abl e covered only three nonths of the |ocal year, they

| ucked
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out. They have tenperate to subtropical conditions, with the worst of the sumer
heat alleviated by prevailing southwesterly winds off of a stretch of ocean

unbr oken by nmaj or | andmasses for fifty-five hundred miles. The autumn and
winter, of nore interest to us, are mld, with the wet season due to begi n about
six weeks or two nonths after our arrival. That neans," Flowers said, |ooking up
fromhis notes, '"that if we conclude the first part of our contract on
schedul e, putting down the rebellion, we shouldn't have to worry overly about
foul weather affecting operations. Rain is of |less concern when we are in the
training stage." He returned to his notes. Lead Sergeant Osier narrowed the
limts on the map projection again. According to the scale at the bottom the

vi ew was now down to a section about two hundred miles by three hundred.

' '"There are two main centers of habitation, corresponding to the two waves of
settlenent. The second group, the one that is rebelling, chose an area about one
hundred and forty mles fromthe first, farther upstream along what the

Nor - bankers call First River." He used a pointer to indicate the river on a
smal | conplink monitor built into his lectern. An arrow showed it on the rest of
the nmonitors. The scale of the map closed in nore. "The respective towns are
here and here," Flowers said, again using the pointer, "Norbank City and
Fremont." Around the towns, Lon and the other officers could see the patterns of
farm ng, but not yet buil dings.

' '"The country between the two areas is hilly and heavily forested, with a
nunber of major tributaries entering First River. Both settlenents are | ocated
primarily on the north bank of First River, although both have spread to the
opposite bank. There is a single bridge at each town, of questionable strength,
I mght add, built by amateurs of locally available nmaterials."

Fl owers had a rapt audi ence. None of the officers bothered to make notes. They
woul d have recordings and transcripts available on their conplinks. Wat they
wer e
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concerned with now was |istening, concentrating fully on that, w thout the
distraction of trying to copy anything. Flowers went on to show the two prinmary
settlenents, describe the condition of the colony, and then tal ked about sone of
the major flora and fauna that they mght have to contend with. He tal ked
steadily for nore than three hours, pausing only for an occasional sip of water
"The latest informati on we have, now twenty-three days old," he said then, "is
that the rebels appeared to be staging for an attack on the capital. Qur plan,
subj ect to revision once we see for ourselves what the conditions are, is to
|land at the capital and nove out to engage the rebels, preferably at sone

di stance from Norbank City. One |ast note for now Norbank was the nane of one
of the founding famlies. The current head of the planetary governnent is naned
Nor bank, as is the contracting official." Flowers glanced at his watch then

"At 1300 hours, you will brief your men on the contract. At 1500 hours, the
battalion will fall out, ready for novenent. Duffel bags and field packs shoul d
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be stacked, ready for transport prior to that tinme. Buses and trucks will be
waiting to take us to the port. The ship is scheduled to head outsystemat 1815
Questi ons?"

No one spoke up. The questions could cone |ater, aboard ship.

Conbat The word becane fixed in Lon's m nd. He could not shake it |oose. Captain
Olis kept Lon with himthrough lunch, as prom sed. They ate in the Oficers
Club, away from Lon's squad and any tenptation he mght have to | eak information
about the contract. The two lieutenants were at the table as well, and the talk
anong the three officers was all about the contract. Fromtine to tinme, Olis or
Taiters made an effort to include Nolan in the conversation, but Lon kept his
contributions short and noncommttal. He was nore concerned with the word-a
snare drum beating itself to death inside his head. Conbat.

That is what it's all about, Lon told hinself. / came here to be a soldier. But
that did not quiet his nerves.

"Nol an. "

Lon blinked several tinmes and |ooked to his left. Captain Olis was staring at
him "Yes, sir?"

"At least |ose the |ook of panic,” Olis said. "You look as if you're waiting
for the hangman. | know you're nervous. But you've got to keep it inside. You're
going to be an officer, if you nmake the grade. And part of being an officer is
mai ntaining the front. You |l et men under your comand see that you're afraid,
and you'll have good reason to be. They'|ll pick up your fear and |l ose half their
ef fectiveness. W can't have that."

"I know that, sir." The lieutenants were also staring at Lon. "Maybe it's just

having too much tine to think. I'mokay when I'mwi th the squad. Really, | am |
don't fee
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like the odd duck in the pond then, if you know what | nean."

The captain's serious | ook gave way to a grin. "I'mnot sure about the way you

put that, but, yes, | understand. Still, the point remains. You should do fine,

Nol an. You've got the talent. You' ve had the training—ore than nost apprentice
officers we see. But if there's one thing |'ve noticed, it's that you wear your
t houghts on your face. The men pick up on things like that. They watch us, take
their cues fromus. If we project confidence, they'Il be confident, and twi ce as
strong. If we project weakness.." He shook his head. ' "That can be a sl ow wound.
Maybe | shoul d have sent you 'round to the base theater group, gotten you sone
acting experience."

" 'l tried that, sir, at The Springs. The director said | had a wooden face,
couldn't get the proper enotions to show, couldn't get the words to sound
convincing. | worked on it, hard, and was all set to try again when...well, you
know what happened. "

"Keep working on it," Olis said. "Besides, this shouldn't be too rough. W'l
have the nunbers, the equipnent, and the training. W' re professionals up

agai nst amateurs. |If the odds were the other way around, | still wouldn't be too
worried."

"I''"ll try to remenber that, sir," Lon said, so earnestly that all three of the
officers at the table with himstarted | aughi ng. That hel ped. Lon nmanaged a
smle of his own.

/"1l be okay after the first tinme, Lon told hinself. Baptismof fire. That's the
hurdle. After that, 1'll know

Captain Olis kept Nolan with himuntil the order to fall in was given. Then Lon
had to run to take his place with the rest of his squad. They were all at
attention. No one could ask questions. He could not answer. Even after the "At
ease" order was given, there was no talking in ranks. The platoons were noved
into a semcircle, the men cl ose together
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"Sit down and relax. Here's what you've been waiting for," Captain Olis said.
The briefing he gave the nen lasted just ten mnutes and covered only the

hi ghlights: the world, the basics of the contract, the anticipated opposition
There would be tine on the ship for detailed information after the platoon
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sergeants and squad | eaders had been filled in. It would be the noncons who
drilled their nen on the necessary data.

' '"Get your gear together and have your duffel bags and field packs stacked in
front of the barracks by 1430 hours, Olis said then. "W'Il formup for
movenent just before 1500 hours. Supper will be aboard ship."

He di smi ssed the conpany. Lead Sergeant Ziegler got up and started shouting
orders. "Platoon sergeants and squad | eaders, see to your nmen. Make sure nobody
forgets any-thing. Make sure everything's out and ready to go on tinme Myve it,
men, at the double. W're on contract now"

"You didn't cone back to I et us know what was going on," Phip said to Lon. "You
did find out this norning didn't you?"
"The captain didn't give ne a chance,"”
like for anyone to steal his thun-der."
There was a bus for each platoon. That crowded the Iine platoons and gave extra
roomto the smaller headquarter and service detachnments. The vehicl es noved out
in con-voy, with Colonel Flowers in the first bus.

"Here's where we put on a parade for the civilians, Janno said, |eaning across
the aisle to poke Lon in the arm

" "What do you nean?'' Lon asked.

"We've got a good landing strip right here on base, enough to handle the
shuttles to take us up to the ship, but that's not where we'll go. We'll nake
the trip all the way across town, hold up traffic along the way, so the civilian
will know that we're going out on contract," Janno said.

"Let 'em know that we're going to have noney when
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we cone back," Phip added. He was sitting next to Lon, by the window "It's

al ways like this."

"What about com ng hone?" Lon asked.

Janno's voice lost the joking edge it had held before. ' That depends on how we
do. We fulfill the contract, win, and we cone back the sane way. W botch the
job and they sneak us home via the base strip."
"The casualties conme in that way, regardless,"”

Lon said. "He told ne that he doesn't

Dean said. "The wounded, those

who still need treatment after the trip, are closer to the base hospital then
The dead.." He shrugged then and turned away. There was no need to finish
The dead and wounded, Lon thought. There woul d not be nany wounded still needing

treatnent after two weeks. Medical trauma tubes, with their nol ecul ar repair
systems, could treat all but the nost serious wounds or injuries in hours.
Traumati c anputation and the nost severe spinal cord injuries were those nost
likely to keep nen invalided for any length of time. It could take severa
months to re-grow an armor |eg and rehabilitate the injured man.

"I don't like the idea of sneaking in the back way," Lon said, forcing a smle,

determined not to get caught in norose thoughts. "W'|l just have to nake sure
that we do the job right. That's what they pay us for, isn't it?"
A few minutes later, while the convoy was in town, he had another thought. "If

they really wanted to do this parade business right," he said, |ooking around at
the others in his squad, "they'd take us past the Purple Harridan and the Dragon
Lady, places like that, give us a real incentive. That'd be better than taking
us past the governnent offices and departnent stores, wouldn't it?"

That earned a | augh from several people, and not just the three who usually
socialized with him "Wite it up and drop it in the suggestion box when we get
hone, " Phip suggested. "Hell, maybe we should all wite that one up."

Lon had seen this route before, when he arrived on Di-rigent. He had | ooked out
the wi ndow of the taxi then,
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trying to see everything at once. Dirigent was the first colony world that he
had ever been on. Everything had beer new, exciting, and seeing it for the first
time had taken his nind off of his nenories, the way things had ended at The
Springs. He had spent a |lot of the voyage out, and the stopovers along the way,
broodi ng on that.

I"ve still got a lot of "firsts" ahead of me, Lon told hinself with utter
determination. Look forward to them Mst of themare going to be good.
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When he caught hinself humming ' 'The Ballad of Harko Bain,'' Lon smled. /
guess I'mgoing to be all right after all, he decided.

The transport they would be riding to Norbank was too |arge ever to land on a

pl anetary surface. The nen of the second battalion of the Seventh rode up to it
in shuttles, the same attack shuttles they woul d use when they got to their
destination. The Long Snake carried just enough |and-ers to surface the

conpl enent of troops it could carry, one battalion at full strength. Lon
recal |l ed seeing, at a considerable distance, one of the DMC transports when his
own ship arrived over Dirigent. Even under the nmagnification of the conmplink in
his stateroom the transport had appeared small. But it was |arge enough to
carry a thousand fully equi pped troops and everything they mght need for a
month in the field, conplete with attack shuttles, transport shuttles, and its
own crew. A second ship, a smaller transport, would be going to Norbank as well,
carrying extra supplies for the troops, and the weapons and ammunition that were
bei ng sold to the Norbank governnent.

It took two shuttles to carry a full conpany of DMC troops. The |uggage and
trade goods had already gone up to the ship, carried by transport shuttles.

"Get to your seats and strap in," Lieutenant Taiters said as the nen of third

and fourth platoons filed into their shuttle. "We'Ill be taking off in just a
couple of minutes and | don't want any floaters. Secure all gear."
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Noncons nmade the final checks before they took their own seats and strapped in.
A shuttle was not equipped with artificial gravity. A N lssen generator would
have doubl ed the size and nore than doubl ed the mass of an attack shuttle. Only
ships carried N |ssens—which also provided the field distortion that pernmtted
the ships to transit Qspace for interstellar junps.

"Hurry up and wait," Phip said under his breath after several mnutes had passed
with no indication that the shuttle was about to take off. The engi nes had not
been started. Once they were, it mght be another five m nutes before the | ander
started nmoving toward the runway for its short takeoff run

"You got sonewhere else to go?" Janno asked

"W coul d be aboard ship, eating, and ready for a long sleep,” Phip said. "Wy
make us wait here, where it's |least confortable, packed in |ike cardulas in
oil?'"" Cardulas were a plunp delicacy on Diligent, |egless rodents with a tangy
flavor.

Conpany A's third and fourth platoons had not been strapped in for ten mnutes
before the shuttle started to taxi away fromthe line. The shuttles took off
four at a tinme, ten-second intervals between them then a m nute before the next
group started. That woul d space out their arrivals at Long Snake, which could
dock only four |anders at a tine.

As soon as the |landing gear were off the ground, the shuttle tilted back at a
fifty-degree angle and the throttles were cycled forward to maxi num subjecting
everyone aboard to nore than four g's of force. Then the | ander banked | eft,
carrying themtoward the ocean and away fromthe settled areas of Dirigent.
"This | asts about three mnutes,"” Janno said through clenched teeth, turning his
head fractionally toward Lon. "Wen the engines cut out, we drift the rest of

the way, until it's time to maneuver for docking. Me, | prefer ac-
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celeration to zero gravity. At least you still know which way is down."

Lon did not bother to answer. Even a grin was out of the question. It's a hel
of a choice, he thought, weighing eight hundred pounds or nothing at all. Then

the wei ght was taken away and he felt hinself rebounding against his safety
harness. His arns did not nove, though. He was gripping the arnrests of his seat
too tightly.

"I don't much care for either," he said then

"This is nothing," Janno said. "Just wait for the first tine we nake a really
hot conbat |anding, with the pilot pushing the throttle w de open going in."
"Gee, thanks," Lon replied, making it sound as sarcastic as he could. "Just what
I needed, sonething else to |look forward to." Wien Janno | aughed, Lon joi ned
him but it was an effort. The first three times that Lon had experienced zero
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gravity, he had been nauseous, and once he had vonited. There was no nausea this
time, though. Lon waited for it, then decided that his stomach was finally used
to the loss of gravity. He breathed out softly. That was a relief, one |less
thing to worry about.

Several video nonitors were spaced around the troop conpartnent of the shuttle.
Going in for an attack | anding, they would display views of the terrain, give
the soldiers sone indication of what they were about to face. A few m nutes
after the shuttle left the atnosphere and its engines went idle, the screens
cane alive.

"This nust be for your benefit,'
all seen this before."

"What do you nean?"

"Just watch," Janno said. "You're going to get to see us cone in to dock."

Nol an wat ched. At first there was nothing to tell himthat it was not sinply an
"enpty" space shot, with stars or planets only distant points of light. Then he
noti ced one of the other shuttles, off to the right, alnost out of franme. A few
m nutes |later, he saw that one of the spots of light in
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the center of the screen was not noving the way it would if it were a star or
planet. It seened to renain stationary. And it grew.

That's the ship, he realized. It was still far enough away that it was no nore
than a point, but it grew quickly. Then there were two sorts of |ight. Besides
the dimreflection of sunlight—di mbecause the exterior was designed to nminimze
any el ectromagnetic signature—there were lights glowing within the ship, in open
docki ng bays.

Detail s becane visible. Lon could see the three capsul e-shaped nai n hul

sections in line, within a franework of supporting girders; two of the three
outrigger pods that held the Nilssen generators that powered the ship through

Q space and provided artificial gravity in nornmal space; the cone-shaped nozzl es
of the rockets; the bul ges of weapons turrets, their rocket |aunchers and beam
cannon not yet discernible. At first there was no way to gauge scal e. Long Snake
was nerely an object of indeterminate size at an indeterm nable di stance. Even
the outline of the ship was difficult to focus on. The matte-black coloring and
angl ed surfaces made it difficult to find the edges except where one was backlit
by a partially occulted star

Lon's nmenory coul d supply the nunbers, but they were only abstracti ons w thout
solid visual references. Overall, Long Shake was twenty thousand feet |ong. The
mai n hull sections were ellipsoidal, eleven hundred feet thick and fourteen
hundred feet |ong. The hull ranged between thirty and forty feet in thickness,
dense sandwi ched | ayers of various materials that could provide full protection
for its crew and passengers agai nst the nobst intense cosmc radiati on—and absorb
consi derabl e battl e danage as wel | .

It was not the largest ship in space. Lon had seen ships, a third larger than
Long Snake during his |layover at Over-(Gal apagos. He had gone to an observation
pod to | ook at them standing off two mles fromthe station and still hiding a
consi derabl e portion of the view of Earth bel ow.

"Stand by for nmaneuvering," the shuttle pilot an-
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nounced. Long Snake had al ready expanded to cover nost of the nonitor screen
More details were visible. Lon felt the pull as the shuttle worked to match
speed with the ship. "It won't be long now, " Dean said. "This part always goes
faster than you'd think."

Lon did not answer. He just stared at the nonitor, fascinated. The pilot of the
civilian shuttle that had taken himto Over-Gal apagos had done the sane thing,

| et her passengers watch the approach. But the geostationary habitat was so nmuch
| arger than Long Snake, |arge enough to hold twenty-five thousand residents in
confort, along with everything a comunity of that size needed-stores, schools,
churches, factories, warehouses.

There were several short bursts fromthe shuttle's maneuvering rockets, then
not hi ng. They were on-line, and at the proper speed. The lighted | andi ng bay
filled the nonitor. The shuttle was parallel to the ship, noving in at a gentle

Janno suggested, el bowi ng Lon softly. "W've
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angle. At the last instant, there would be one nore short thrust fromthe
maneuvering rockets, enough to kill the shuttle's nomentum conpletely just as it
canme to rest inside the hangar, where shipboard grapples would | atch on and
anchor it.

Lon waited for sone feeling of inpact, but the docking went snoothly. It was not
until the grapples took hold of the shuttle that he felt anything, and then it
was nore the pull of the ship's artificial gravity than any notion of the
shuttle's. By that tinme the pilot had switched off the nonitors.

"We're here," Phip announced unnecessarily. He hit the release on his safety
harness. None of the others in the squad did. They had not been given the order
' '"How long does it take to close the hatch and cycle air into the hangar so we
can get out?" Lon asked.

"In a hurry to go sonewhere?" Phip asked

"Just curious. This is nmy first tinme, renenber?"

"The process only takes about three minutes,"” Janno said. "That doesn't nean
we'll get the order to nove that
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soon. W nay sit here until the entire battalion's aboard, just in case there
are problens with one of the later shuttles."”

" "What sort of problens?' ' Lon asked.

"He neans in case a shuttle pilot botches docking and smashes into the ship with
enough force to knock us all on our butts,” Phip said.

"That happen often?" Lon could not do the math in his head, but he suspected
that it would take a | ot of speed for a shuttle to have any noticeable effect on
a ship the size of Long Snake.

"Once is all it takes," Phip said, alnost cheerfully.

Ei ght m nutes passed before the order cane to unfasten safety harnesses and get
ready to board the ship. The click of buckles being rel eased cane as one sound.
Lon stood, carefully, even though the artificial gravity was nore than 90
percent of Dirigent's surface gravity.

"Nol an, stick dam close to the squad,"” Corporal Grana said, noving out into
the aisle. "I don't want you getting | ost between here and our conpartnent."”
nodded. He had pl anned on sticking with his squadnates.

"Ckay, people," Lieutenant Taiters said fromnext to one of the two exits.
"Let's nmove out, sharply. The sooner we get out of the way of traffic, the
better."

"Thirty seconds to Q space insertion." The announcenent bl ared over every
speaker in Long Snake. There had been frequent renminders during the past two
hours. Every piece of |oose gear had been secured. Lon was in his bunk in third
pl atoon's barracks bay. He checked the straps across his chest and waist, to
make sure they had not cone |oose in the mnute since he had | ast checked them
This would be the final Qspace transit of the voyage to Norbank. The battalion
had been en route for eleven and a half days. Just routine, Lon told hinself as
he mentally counted down the seconds. Powerful as they were, Long Snake's

Ni | ssen generators were not able to performboth of their functions at once. For
the duration of the Q space transit, the ship would be without its artificia
gravity.

"Ten seconds to Q space insertion." The synthetic voice counted those seconds
down, finishing with, "Q space insertion." There was a shudder as the N |ssens
cycled up to full power, creating the field distortion that wapped a bubbl e

uni verse around the ship.

Long Snake vibrated noticeably. Lon's head ached dully. H's stomach felt queasy.
Those were nornmal sensations, always acconpanying the full stressing of N l|ssens
through Q space. They would last until the transit ended, then fade over a
period of two or three mnutes after the Nilssens started propagating artificia
gravity again.

It had not been an idle voyage for the second battalion
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of Seventh Regi ment. Except for the hiatuses of the Q space transits, the nen
had spent their days training, maintaining their physical conditioning, and

Lon
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studying the prelimnary assault plan for Norbank. They knew where each conpany
woul d | and, what they woul d be called upon to do in the first nminutes and hours
after landfall...if the situation had not changed naterially.

"Don't count too nuch on any of this remaining valid," Sergeant Dendrow had told
the platoon after their first conplete operational briefing. "It would be nice,
but all of the information it's built on will be nore than a nonth old before we
land. W'll get new data, we hope, when we cone out of Q space after our fina
junp. We'll be in Norbank's systemthen, close enough for direct comrunication
with the governnent."

Inside its Q space envel ope, Long Snake realigned itself, stressing the proper
poi nt on the bubble for just the proper time to conme out at the right place. The
equations that defined Q space and were behind the operation of the N |ssens
treated the "nornmal" universe as a point nmass. The speed-of-light Iimt was
never violated. The stay in Q space was al nost four ninutes, near the | ongest
the delicate maneuvering ever took. And once nore there was a countdown over the
speakers. The ship emerged from Q space. The vi brations ended. The Ni | ssens
started to cycle up the gravity, taking forty-five seconds to get it to

shi pboard nor nal .

' '"Ckay, you can get out of your racks now,
where your feet go again."

"How |l ong do you think it'll be before we know whet her or not the plans renmain
the sane?" Lon asked his squad-mates as they unbuckl ed the straps that had
secured themto their beds

"Hard telling," Janno said. "W've got three days or nore, depending on how
close to Norbank we cane out. | inmagine they're already opening contact with the
governnent —f the government's still around. If the rebels have knocked them
out, it's anybody's guess."
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"Don't even think about sonething like that," Phip said. "If the contracting
governnent's out, we'll either turn around and go hone, or try to find a pl ace
to land so we can put themback in. Either way, it'd be a royal pain in the ass.
We go hone, it's no contract pay and wasted tinme. We go in, then we've got to
start fromscratch, with no | ocal support to count on."

"What if the rebellion's already over?" Lon asked. ' 'Wat if the governnent
managed to put it down without us?"

"At least we'd have our training set to |look forward to," Dean said. "Mking
proper sol diers out of the Norbank-ers."

"And that won't be easy if they've won their war without us," Phip said.

"They' || be right cocky bastards, thinking they knowit all already. Make our
job twice as hard. Three tines."

It was eighteen hours later before they | earned anything nore. Ship's tinme had
been synchroni zed with tine in Norbank's settled area. The nen of the battalion
had had a short "night." Inmediately after breakfast the next norning, there was
an officers' call. Once nore, Lon was included in that briefing.

"Throw out the plans we've been working on" was the way that Lieutenant Col one
FI owers opened the session. He shrugged. "W knew that was |ikely to happen. The
situation on the ground has changed consi derably. The rebel army has nanaged to
besi ege the capital. Their nunbers are now estinmated to be near our own,
according to the latest information fromthe surface. That means they probably
actual |y outnunber us, at least slightly.

"W have renegotiated the contract to refl ect the changed circunstances, the
fact that we will have to break the siege before we proceed to the rest of the
m ssion. OF particular inportance is the fact that the rebels control the only

i mproved spaceport on Norbank, and the area of the
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capital still controlled by government forces is not |arge enough to | et us set
down peacefully inside the capital. W'll be in range of the rebel s—and, yes,
they do have antiair rockets, or we have to assune that they do. There are two
ways we could go on this. W could nmake a fighting |anding, put down right where
we need to be to make an...inpression, or we can put down farther back, away from
the front lines, and nove in to nake our attack

Corporal Grana said. "Down's
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"The governnent wants us to hit directly, on the way in, as the fastest way to
hurt the rebels and end the siege. | vetoed that. It mght be too costly in
casualties. W'll try to find a | anding zone close enough to get us into action
qui ckly, but without risking |losing shuttles and nmen before we're in position to
defend ourselves." Flowers paused and | ooked around.

"I't does look as if we're going to earn our pay on this contract."

There were detail ed charts now, photographs and maps that had been conpiled from
them Every comm ssioned and nonconm ssioned officer had a nmapboard, a
speci al i zed conplink node that could display any of the conputer cartography

wi th various enhancenents and overl ays. The conputers in Long Snake's Conbat
Informati on Center served the network of mapboards. As long as the ship renmi ned
in normal space over Norbank, with the area of operations in line of sight, the
charts coul d be updated continuously to show the novenent of troops, friendly
and hostile. Rebel positions were plotted slowy as the ship approached the
wor | d, based on direct sensor information and on news relayed fromthe capital
"Right up to the last minute, all of the details about our landing will remain
tentative," Lieutenant Takers told his two platoons twenty-four hours before the
schedul ed depl oynent. "The only thing we can count on is that we're going in."
He shrugged. "Qur landing will probably be on the north side of First River
That's where the majority of
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both arm es are, and since the rebels have destroyed the capital's only bridge
across the river, landing on the south side would be...pointless." He hesitated.
"Even if the bridge was still intact, we would probably be going in on the north
bank. A narrow wooden bridge does not inspire confidence." DMC policy was to
share as nuch information as possi bl e about operations with all ranks, to give
everyone enough data to permt independent action when necessary, and to give
the nmen a sense of participation. During the planning stage, the nen were
encouraged to nmake any suggestions that came to mind. In the field, orders were
still orders, though. Discipline had to be tight.

"Al pha Conpany will be first in," Taiters continued. "Qur inmediate job will be
to secure the LZ"—+anding zone—for the rest of the battalion, to neutralize any
rebel forces close enough to pose a hazard to the |landing. That should be fairly
sinmple, since the plan is to put us down far enough away from any concentration
of rebels that they won't be able to reach the LZ before the entire battalion is
on the ground. That woul d nean the only possible problemwould cone by chance,

if a rebel force should happen to happen by where we want to land while we're on
the way in."

He went on to display photographs and charts of three possible | anding zones,

tal king about their locations and differences. "If possible, we'll go in at one
of these places. Fam liarize yourselves with all three."

Taiters turned the platoons over to the platoon sergeants and squad | eaders. The
noncons drilled their nen on the nap data, all three potential LZs, and the
territory between them and the eneny circle around Norbank City.

"We're scheduled to | and just before sunset. That will give us the entire night
for operations," Corporal Grana told his squad. The darkness prom sed to be a
bi g advantage for the nercenaries. Their night-vision systens would allow them
freedom of novenent and action. According to the available information, only a
smal | percentage of the rebels
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had any night-vision gear. And it was a basic tenet that untrained nmen woul d
fight poorly in the dark, especially against fully equi pped veteran,

pr of essi onal sol di ers.

There woul d be no physical training, drills, or work details for the nen during
the last twenty-four hours. Apart fromneals and the recurrent briefings, they
had nothing to do but nmake final checks of their weapons and conbat gear...and to
get as much sleep as possible—with pills if it would conme no other way. Once
they were on the ground, sleep might he hard to find. Sleep, food, and equi pnent
checks were the inportant things. Going into conbat, every bit of electronic
gear was subjected to intensive testing to nake absolutely certain it was
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wor ki ng. Anything that was in any way questi onabl e was repl aced.

"Nol an, fromthe minute our shuttle kisses dirt, | want you at ny el bow, all the
time," Grana said when he finally dismssed the squad—sent them for a neal,
"unl ess the lieutenant or captain have other plans. |If you're not with them or
doi ng sonething one of themtells you to, you're nmy shadow for as long as we're
engaged in conbat operations on Norbank. Understood?"

Lon nodded. "I understand, Corporal," he said quietly. He was no | onger
concerned about showi ng his...nervousness. Since the ship had arrived in

Nor bank's system nost of the nmen in the platoon had becone quiet, al nost

wi thdrawn. The familiar banter appeared only rarely and sel dom | asted for |ong.
"A man has to think," Janno had told Lon. "W've all been through this before,

nmore than once. No matter what the job is, there's always that...chance." No one
openly tal ked of the possibility of dying, not so close to action

"W don't know yet how this contract is going to go," Grana continued. "It
could be hairy as hell, or a beer run. The rebels might fight to the end, or
give up as soon as they know there's a professional army on the ground ready to
take themon. W won't know until it happens. So stick
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close and we' Il get us through this with as little difficulty as possible."

/"1l get through it, Lon promised hinself. Watever it takes. Al of the concern
over his performance was becom ng nore annoying than reassuring. It's |like they
all think I'I'l be useless w thout sonmeone to hold ny hand and tell nme what to do
every step of the way, he thought. Like I'mfive years old and this is ny first
day at school. At first he had wel conmed the solicitousness. But it had gotten
old in a hurry.

Then Lon chuckl ed softly. Maybe that was the plan, he thought. Get nme so nad
that |'d forget to be scared

There were a thousand things to renmenber. Lon no |onger had time for fear or
nervousness. On the trek to the hangar, he occupied his nmind with the plan for
depl oynent, what was supposed to happen in the first few minutes follow ng
touchdown. In his nmind he | ooked over the LZ again, recalling the photographs
and t he topographical overlays. The shuttles would | and six miles northeast of
the center of Norbank City, two niles fromFirst River, which bent northeast
east of the capital. The landing zone was a rocky clearing at the foot of a
string of small hills that extended to the river and grew to the east and
northeast. Only one significant creek woul d be between the nercenary battalion
and the rebel lines around the capital, and the creek was shal |l ow enough to
ford.

Now t hat an assault |anding was imminent, third and fourth platoons of A Conpany
were quiet, each man alone with his thoughts. Many had the facepl ates down on
their helnets even before they left the armory after picking up their weapons,
shutting thensel ves off fromscrutiny. The noncons were subdued with their

i nstructions, speaking softly, using few words, showi ng no enotion. Even Phip
had | ost his usual ebullience.

One nenber of Long Shake's crew stood just inside the hangar for the shuttle
that third and fourth platoons would use. The hangar chief counted heads comi ng
t hrough the doorway, watched as the nmen filed into the shuttle, then confirned
his head count with the shuttle pilots and with
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Li eutenant Taiters. Only when he was satisfied that no one was unaccounted for
did the hangar chief step back through the doorway, seal the airlock, and nove
to his control station in a small roomw th a heavily shiel ded wi ndow t hat

| ooked into the hangar

I nside the shuttle, the nmen strapped in. The hatches were seal ed. The | ander's
crew chi ef checked pressurization, then retreated to his post between the troops
and the cockpit. Wapons were secured, clipped next to their owners—who al so
kept a grip on them Safety harness straps were tightened. Squad | eaders and

pl at oon sergeants checked their men before they thensel ves strapped in. Finally,
only Lieutenant Taiters was on his feet.

"Al pha Conmpany will be first in," he said. "Colonel Flowers and battalion
headquarters will be in right on our heels. It's up to us to secure the LZ The
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rest of the battalion will be coming in alnost i mMmediately, so time is of the
essence. W want to be on the ground and in position before the opposition even
knows we're coming. The other shuttles will be touching down one after another,
even as we're setting up our perimeter. Stay alert, and be ready for anything."
He paused for a second, then finished with an ancient mlitary cliche. "Good

| uck, and good hunting."

Lon Nolan took in a long, slow breath, held it for thirty seconds, then let it
out just as slowy. There was a strange fluttering in his chest, sonething

bet ween fear and excitenent. He | ooked over to where Corporal Grana sat, and
rem nded hinself to stay right with the squad | eader. Grana | ooked toward Nol an
and nodded, as if he could read the cadet's thoughts. Neither man coul d see the
other's eyes. The faceplates of their helnmets were down, and the plastic was
tinted, concealing the faces underneath.

No one said anything about hurrying up and waiting now. The entire battalion had
to get into their shuttles before the launch process began. Hangars had to be
depres-surized; massive outer doors had to be opened before the | anders could be
ej ect ed.
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Lon becane aware of a rhythmic thunping noise tha seened to grow in volune, but
he needed half a mnute t< realize that it was the sound of his own heart. He
did an other breathing exercise to try to slow the rate. Wien tha did not work,
he tried humming "The Ballad of Harko Bain" softly, but could not get away from
the distraction of his pounding pul se.

It'Il be easier after you' ve been under fire for the first tinme and survived, he
told hinself. Don't worry about it now You've done everything possible to
prepare.

He went back to picturing the LZ, rehearsing in his mnd the things he was
supposed to do when the shuttle touched down and the doors opened. He
concentrated on recalling every detail of the pictures of the LZhills on two
sides, trees on the other sides, the direction that the squad was supposed to go
to establish its section of the LZ perineter. "The hangar has been
depressurized," the shuttle crew chief's voice said over a speaker. "W're
openi ng the outer door now." Lon could feel, rather than hear, the heavy gears
that lifted the door open. Wth no air in the hangar, the vibrations were
transferred through the netal of |ander and hangar floor. The door was eighty
feet by a hundred, seventeen feet thick

The grapple lifted the shuttle fromthe hangar floor and noved it out through
the door, its boomtelescoping to full extension. As a final gesture, nozzles in
the grappl e head rel eased bursts of conpressed air to nove the shuttle farther
fromthe ship before the | ander's own maneuvering thrust-ers were used. The
nmotions were gentle, easy. The hangar crew and the shuttle's pilots were all
experienced, capable. W're on our way, Lon thought as he felt hinself noving
agai nst the straps of his safety harness when the shuttle |ost the ship's
artificial gravity. More than thirty mnutes had passed since he had strapped
hinmself in. He tried not to think of the next wait, while the entire battalion
formed up near Long Snake. This one would not be as long. There were only nine
shuttles in the assault group—two for each
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l'ine conpany, the last for Col onel Flowers and battalion headquarters.

Ei ght minutes later, Lieutenant Taiters announced, "Hang on, we're going in
hot," over his all-hands radi o channel. Twenty seconds after that, the shuttle's
mai n engines throttled up and the craft started accel erating toward Norbank

A civilian passenger shuttle would let gravity do nost of the work of taking it
fromorbit to the surface of a world, perhaps taking half an orbit of the planet
to get to the ground. A "hot" landing by mlitary assault shuttles was
different. They woul d nose over, aimng alnost directly for the | anding zone,
and use their rockets to push their acceleration well beyond that of gravity,
trusting in the materials they were constructed of to resist the incredible heat
and stresses as they entered the atnosphere. Air would do sone of the braking
for the shuttle. Then it would spread air brakes and fire retrorockets—as |l ate
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as possible—+to slowit for a short |anding. The idea was to give any waiting
defenders as little tine as possible to react.

The push and pull of gravity stresses were calculated to the limts of human
endurance. For troops in the back of a shuttle there could be thirty seconds of
near grayout. Lon felt as if he were being conpressed into a two-di nensi ona
object as the shuttle's accel eration peaked. Then the pull was reversed. He
hurt. Bl ood pressed against his skin, as if seeking to escape. H's face tingled
painfully, as if thawing fromfrostbhite.

Then the shuttle was on the ground. The craft continued to use its engines to
brake. Lon was thrown against his straps, then back. For the first tine in what
seemed |ike an hour, he was able to take a full breath without difficulty.

"Lock and | oad!" Lieutenant Taiters shouted over his all-hands channel. Bolts
were run on rifles to put a round in the chanber; safeties were switched off.
"Up and out!" Noncons echoed the call. Hatches opened. Squads started
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nmoving toward their assigned exits. Everyone knew whi ch door to use.

Lon stayed right on Tebba Grana's heels as they left the shuttle. The corpora
veered left, and trotted toward the tree line sonme eighty yards away. Lon noved
in perfect for-mation, bringing his rifle up to port arnms. Wi ghed down with
nmore than sixty pounds of equi prent, neither man noved particularly fast.

For one brief nmonment, Lon had the vertigi nous sensation of having stepped into a
phot ograph. The angle was not the sane, but there was enough in the view that
clicked for the feeling to grab him He squeezed his eyes shut, just slightly

| onger than a blink, and | ooked around, forcing hinmself past the nonent.

The rest of the squad was close by, nmoving in a shall ow wedge on either side of
Tebba and Lon. They could all hear the sounds of the other shuttles starting to
come in, before they reached the treeline and the perineter they were to
establish. The one thing they did not hear was gunfire, / guess it worked, Lon

t hought as he went to ground W got down safely, away from any rebels. The

wi ndow of vulnerability was already near its end. The last shuttle were | anding.
Hal f of the battalion was noving to defensive positions, while the shuttle crews
manned their guns and rocket |aunchers. An eneny attacking now would find its
hands full.

The line of afternoon shadows enconpassed nost of the clearing, but sun stil
shined brightly on the slopes of the hills on the other side of the |anding
zone. It was not yet dark, even under the trees, but the shadows were thick, the
lighting dimand green-tinged. There was a thick, earthy snmell—-soil and rotting
organi ¢ debris. Wiere the duff was disturbed, the odor was nore noticeabl e.
Lon's nose twitched, and he fought the urge to sneeze.

He concentrated on scanning the forest in front of him The squad, the entire
conmpany, was down on the ground in a loose |ine twenty yards inside the forested
area. There
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was little undergrowth. The life here was high, in the canopy, where there was
sunlight to fight for. Mdst of the trees snowed no branches | ower than fifteen
feet, and sonme extended tw ce that high before branching. Mst of the trees were
deci duous. They appeared sonething |i ke oaks or nmaples from Earth, though Lon

t hought that they were al nost certainly species native to Norbank. The col ony
had not been in existence | ong enough for inported species to take over a wild
area so conpletely and grow to such heights.

There's nothing nmoving out there, Lon thought, |ooking over the barrel of his
rifle. He had nore than just his own eyes to base that conclusion on. Sensors in
his hel met, canmeras and directional m crophones, were far nore sensitive—n both
frequency and range. They were show ng not hi ng man-high noving in the shadows,
where Lon could not see. Nor were there any alarns from anyone el se.

"Ckay, people, we're noving," Platoon Sergeant Den-drow said over third

pl atoon's channel. "The vector is two-six-five degrees. First and second

pl atoons, skirmish line. Third and fourth, follow thirty yards back. The
shuttles are ready to take off. W' ve got to make sure there are no surprises

cl ose enough to be dangerous." The shuttles were too inportant, and too inviting
as targets, to | eave themon the ground idle. They would return to the ship,
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al though—wi th no eneny flyers to worry about—ene or two m ght be kept avail abl e
to provide close air support, flying a pattern over the area hi gh enough to be
safe fromground-fired rockets.

Lon got to his feet as soon as Corporal Grana did. The first two pl atoons noved
away fromthe initial perineter. As soon as they were thirty yards out,

Li eutenant Taiters had his two platoons noving into position behind them Lon
checked the conpass readi ng on the head-up display on his visor, nmaking certain
that they were on the right heading. Then he noticed Grana turning to nake sure
that the cadet was where he had been told to be. Tebba nodded, just slightly,
sati sfi ed.

"Keep your eyes open, Nolan," he said over a private
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channel. ' This may | ook |ike a piece of cake right now but things can change in
a hurry." Lon nodded back, and G rana turned his eyes to the front again.

The first skirmsh line had gone only a hundred yards before Lon heard the
shuttles throttling up and taking off. There was little separation between one
and the next. They took off toward the east, away from Norbank City and the
greatest concentration of rebel forces. Once they were out of the atnobsphere,
and far away fromthe threat of rebel attack, they could stooge around until al
of them could dock with Long Snake, or be assigned to stay out to provide
survei |l l ance and ground support.

At least we'll have a ride out of here when this is over, Lon thought, trying to
conbat the irrational feeling that they had been deserted by the shuttles.

The advance of A Conpany was stopped by Col onel Flowers. The four platoons took
up defensive positions first and second across the front, third and fourth on
the flanks and rear. The nen were told not to dig in. "W won't be here that

| ong. "

The wait seened | ong enough to Lon. He was prone | ooking around one side of a
tree. Corporal Grana was next to him his rifle on the other side of the tree.
If an attack cane, there was not much cover for either man.

"They're getting everyone situated so we can nove toward the city," Grana
explained to Nolan after getting that information on a nonconms' circuit. "Delta
Conpany has the farthest to go. It'lIl be ten mnutes before they're in
position." The corporal switched to his squad channel before he continued. "Get
a drink, whether you're thirsty or not. And keep your eyes open. Bravo Conpany
will be noving up on our flank. | don't want anyone getting trigger-happy and
shooting at them™

The battalion would nove in three separate colums, A B, and C conpanies. D
Conpany woul d provide rear guard, spread across all three colums. In the center
woul d be Conpany A, Bto the left, Cto the right. The latter two
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conpani es woul d send fl ankers out. A Conpany woul d be responsi ble for sending
scouts out in front. The platoons would take turns, if necessary, providing a
squad for scouting. Fourth platoon would be followed by third. Corporal Grana
had al ready been told that his squad woul d get the call. "W'Il catch all the
pit scraps this contract,” Grana had told Nolan aboard ship. 'That goes with
havi ng a cadet to baptize."

The shadows were deepening into darkness. Twilight faded rapidly under the
forest canopy. N ght-vision systens switched on automatically, giving a nore
garish green tinge to the scene. The systemwas not perfect. It gave a nman about
70 percent of daylight vision. Contrasts were reduced, and resolution faded with
di stance, nore rapidly than it did in daylight, but there was enough to let an
infantryman operate freely in the dark

Lon | ooked around. In canoufl age battledress and helnets, it was inpossible to
di stingui sh who was who. Janno and Gen were easy. They were the largest nen in
the squad, Janno thin and Gen Radnor stocky. Phip was the shortest, but only by
a narrow nargin; still, Lon was used to the way Phip noved, the way he held
hinsel f. He was close to* Lon, as was Janno. The man just beyond Janno was
probably Dean Bricks, but only because that was the usual arrangenent.

There was novenent, finally, off to the left, in the distance. Lon tapped Tebba
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G rana on the shoul der and pointed. Grana nodded. "That's Bravo noving in," he
said. "We've already verified that."
Meaning | didn't spot them soon enough, Lon thought.

Less than a minute |later, Grana was on the squad channel. "There's been one
slight change in plan. W're going out on point first instead of fourth
pl at oon. "

My fault, Lon thought. They want to get nme out where sonething's likely to
happen as soon as possible. See what | do.

"On your feet; let's go," Grana said, matching his own

OFFI CER- CADET ]

actions to the words. "Two columms, by fire teans. Keep the columms cl ose unti

we pass first and second platoon Then we'll separate, thirty yards between
columms, ten yards between nen." He switched channels to talk to Lon, "I don't
want you quite that far fromne, Nolan, five yards, right behind ne."

Inside their thin canoufl age gl oves, Lon's palnms were sweating. "1'l|l be there,

Tebba, " he said.

Grana was the third man back in the left-hand col um He put Janno and Dean out
in front, on point. They were the squad's best nmen for that job. They woul d
alternate positions if the squad remai ned on scout duty for |ong.

"We've got to nove fast until we get out where we're supposed to be," Grana
said after his squad had started noving. "Then we play it slow and cautious, the
way it's supposed to be. But the battalion is going to be ready to nove in four
m nutes. Anything past that is our holdup.” The scouts woul d determnine the speed
of the advance. It was up to the advance squad to search for any eneny or their
| and m nes and booby traps, to trigger any anbushes, or spot them before they
could be sprung, and nmake certain that the route was as safe as possible.
"We're not picking up any eneny electronics," Grana said as they neared the
line that the first two platoons of A Conpany were hol ding, "but we can't count
on that as meani ng anythi ng agai nst amateurs. They mi ght not have el ectronics
for nost of their people."

It woul d be different up against a well-equi pped eneny Standard battle hel nets
with their radi os, sensors, and conputers provi ded a neans of |ocating and
identifying them unless their shielding was better than the detecting ability
of the eneny.

Lon's squad passed through the gap between first and second pl atoons and spread
out. Intervals were easy to nmeasure—the sensors in each battle helnet could give
it to within inches—but everyone knew not to nmake themtoo exact. That woul d
make it too easy for an eneny to target
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them The "ten yards" between men varied between eight and fifteen. The col ums
varied the di stance between themas well, only partly in response to changes in
the lay of the land, getting closer or farther apart.

As soon as he passed the line of prone infantrynen that marked the front of A
Conpany, Lon felt a difference. He knew that it was all in his nmind, but the
forest felt different once the squad was out in front of the rest of the
battalion, alone, exposed, expected to nake first contact with any waiting
eneny. His pul se quickened. H's senses seened to becone nore acute, nore alert.
He kept his eyes noving fromside to side—not erratically but in a carefu
pattern—searching for anything that night be the harbinger of trouble. He
strained to hear even the softest sound in the green darkness.

Once they were well out in front of their conrades, the squad did not nobve at

any great speed. The pace was nore that of a casual stroll, with the nan on
poi nt stopping occasionally to scan a hundred and ei ghty degrees. \Wen the point
stopped, the rest of the squad stopped as well, waiting for the nman in front to

signal that all was well and to start noving forward again.

There shoul dn't be any mines or booby traps anywhere al ong here, Lon reasoned.
The rebels didn't have any warni ng where we woul d set down. They coul dn't know
where to plant them and they can't have so many that they could put them
everywhere we mght Iand. The logic was irrefutabl e—but alnost irrelevant. It
woul d only take one. Lon swallowed. His mouth was dry. The rest of himwas

bat hed in sweat.
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He gl anced over his shoul der. The rest of A Conpany was noving now, nore than a
hundred yards behind the last man in the point squad. The ot her columms nust be

moving as well, Lon thought, but he could not see them Their points would be a
bit behind A Conpany as well. The overall deployment would | ook sonething like
an ar-
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row, with the center colum's point squad a barb on the tip of the arrowhead.

In the first half hour, the battalion covered little nore than a single mle.
When Col onel Flowers ordered a five-minute halt, the point squad went on anot her
fifty yards, giving thenselves that nmuch nore of a | ead over the rest bhefore
st oppi ng—ust | ong enough for the nmen to squat and take a drink of water,
arranged in a semcircle, everyone |ooking out, still watching for the eneny.
"Renmenber, don't count on spotting electronics first, Grana warned the squad.
" There could be several hundred of themwaiting without anything to give them
away. "

A half dozen rifles opened up at once-seni autonati ¢ weapons—and wi t hout the
war ni ng of helmet electronics, Fifteen mnutes had passed since the battalion
had finished its break and started noving again. The point squad was hundred and
fifty yards in front of the rest of A Conpany. The gunfire came fromtheir left,
and farther ahead, at about a thirty-degree angle to the line of nmarch.

Lon heard soneone fairly close to himgrunt in pain, but he could not tell who
it was. He was already diving for the ground, and bringing his rifle into firing
position. He had seen the bright dots of nuzzle flashes.

"About a hundred and twenty yards," Lon said on his channel to Corporal G rana.
"l saw where they were."

G rana did not answer directly. On the squad frequency he said, "Return fire,
and get yourselves into the best cover you can." There was a pause before he
asked, "Who got hit?"

"Me, Raiz," a voice said, obviously through clenched teeth. "Left shoul der

Sonet hing's broke."

"I"'mwith him Tebba," Harvey Fehr's voice said. "I'Il get himpatched up."
"Right," Grana said. "Dav, you stay with them The rest of you, let's go. W' ve
got to keep those guns occupied until Bravo Conpany can get a platoon around to
the side."
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As soon as they got to their feet again, noving | ow, bent over al nost doubl e,
the men of ton's squad cane under fire again. There were nore than six rebe
weapons bei ng shot now.

The squad shifted into a skirmsh line as they got up and started running, and
they spread out. Lon stayed close to Tebba, never nore than five or six yards to
the side, and usually a step or two behind. They all ran fromcover to cover,
firing on the nove, stopping to get better shots whenever they had a tree to
shelter behind. Half of the squad would |ay down covering fire with rifles and
grenade | aunchers while the rest noved forward to the next cover. They did not
charge directly at the eneny positions, but angled to the right, closing only
slowy, nore interested in taking the | east dangerous route.

Air cane hard to Lon. / shouldn't be gasping for breath, he thought as he
squatted behind a tree and dragged in a lungful, and then a second. W haven't
run that far. He held his breath | ong enough to sight in on a nuzzle flash and
fire a short burst toward it. He repeated that with the next spot of light he
saw in the distance. Then it was tine to get up and nove again.

G rana gave no indication that he was aware of Nolan. The corporal had enough to
do, his own firing and running, and keeping track of the squad while he received
updat es on the advance of B Conpany. But Lon worked hard to stay where he was
supposed to be.

The eneny gunfire was wildly inaccurate. Despite the closing range, no one el se
in the squad was hit during the advance. They noved to within eighty yards of
the nearest nmuzzle flashes before Grana told his men to find the best
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cover they could and stay down. At that range, it was incredible that nore nen
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had not been brought down.

"W just need to keep themin contact now," he said. "Bravo has a pl atoon noving
inon the left. Watch for the blips of their helnmets. And keep your heads down."
Lon had already spotted the four dozen bright green dots on his head-up display.
Green for friendly forces. If any eneny el ectronics had been spotted, they woul d
have shown as red blips. A few seconds |ater, the other platoon started firing
on the eneny. Then their first volley of rifle grenades started to expl ode.
There were a half dozen or nore, the sounds of their blasts too close together
for Lon to be certain how many there were. The eneny gunfire dropped to al npbst
not hi ng, qui ckly.

"Ckay, let's go!" Tebba shouted, pushing hinself to his feet. "Suppression
fire."

"Suppression fire" neant to spray the eneny positions with automatic rifle fire.
The concern was not so nmuch to inflict additional casualties on the eneny as to
keep them from shooti ng back—f there were any of themleft to shoot.

Lon continued to trigger short bursts—the ideal was to fire off three shots at a
time—aoving his rifle's nmuzzle fromside to side, while the rest of the squad
did the same. At first the platoon from B Conpany al so continued to pour rifle
fire into the enenmy's | ast known positions, but as Lon's squad got close, the
other platoon quit firing, to avoid inflicting casualties on friendly forces.
There was dense undergrowt h around where the Nor-banker rebels had been, ground
cover growi ng along the bank of a small creek. Much of that had been bl asted

| oose by the grenades. And the trees and bushes that renmi ned had shredded

| eaves near where the grenades had expl oded. Trunks were pitted with shrapne
wounds. The snell of explosives renmained. Little else did.

Grana cane to a halt, gesturing for his nen to circle the site and keep watch
to make certain that no other rebels
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were near. Lon saw two bodies that had been mutil ated by the expl osi ons, m ssing
extrenmities, one alnost torn in half. He stopped, and swal |l owed agai nst the rise
of bile in his throat. Then he saw nore bodi es.

"Bel zer, Bricks, Steesen, nove across the creek and set up to nmake sure they
don't cone back," G rana said "Keep on your toes. W sure didn't kill all of

t hem "

Tebba noved slowy through the area, counting bodi es checking to nake certain
that there were no living left anong the dead. Lon stayed close to the corporal,
wat ching for both of them He had fitted a new nagazine to his rifle and ran the
bolt to put a round in the firing chanber.

"Ei ght dead," G rana said when he finished counting "There were at |east a dozen
rifles firing, maybe half again that many."

"They couldn't have expected that few nen to stop us," Lon said. "Did we just
happen on a patrol, or were they scouting for a larger force?"

G rana grunted. "You' ve got the right question, but | don't know the answer any
nmore than you do. Hang on a ninute."

Lon waited, guessing that the corporal had to change channels to answer a call

It lasted for thirty seconds.

"We're off the point," Tebba said when he returned to the private channel with
Lon. "As soon as Bravo's people get here, we go back to pick up the nen we | eft
behind and let fourth platoon send out its point squad."

"Any word on Raiz yet?" Lon asked. "He'll live. Dav says it |ooks like the

shoul der is busted, maybe the collarbone as well, so Raiz is going to be out of
action for a while."

" 'They gonna take him back up to the ship?' ' Tebba shrugged. "If possible. For
now, | guess they're going to have to put himin one of the portable traum
tubes, leave a few nmen with him"

" Us?"

RI CK SHELLEY

"No. The medics with battalion will take care of him And one man from Bravo
Conpany who was hit as well."

Lon felt that it was strange to be noving in the opposite direction to the rest
of the battalion, w thdrawing while others were advancing. The nmen Lon's squad
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passed turned their heads to | ook. Lon noticed, but did not dwell on the
curiosity. He had an itch in the mddle of his back. He did not |ike the
withdrawal for the sinple reason that he did not |ike facing away from where the
danger had been. There were still Norbanker rebels out there, sonewhere—behind
himfor certain, maybe all around.

Frank Rai z had al ready been renoved by the nedics. Dav Grott and Harvey Fehr
rejoined the squad. "He'll be okay," Gott assured the others. "They' ve already
got himin a tube."

The trauma tube was the mainstay of nedical help, the crowning success of

nanot echnol ogy conbined with the |atest gross |ife support equipnent. If a
wounded man could get into a tube alive, he had nore than a 98 percent chance of
surviving even the nost extensive danmage. After just three mnutes in a tube,
the odds inproved to virtually 100 percent. Wile |ife support nmachinery

mai ntai ned the injured or sick individual, the body was flooded with organic
repair units, nolecul e-sized factories that conpared what they found with what
they should find, correcting anything that did not match the tenplate. Four to
si x hours would correct nobst problens, even conpound fractures and deep bull et
wounds. Only neurol ogi cal damage—to the brain or spinal cord especially—ould
take nore tube tinme. And only that and regrow ng anputated |inbs would keep a
victimout of action nore than eight hours. The coll apsible portable units that
troops could carry into the field with themwere not as el aborate—er el egant-as
hospital units, but they could still do the job properly.

The rest of A Conpany's third platoon cycled to the rear of the colum. Its
second squad took a break, waiting for
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them Phip sat next to Lon and lifted his faceplate.' 'WlIl?'' he asked.

Lon shrugged, not knowing how to put his feelings into words. "Now |'ve been
there," he said, his voice flat. He had not started to think back over the
experience. There was no hope of nmaking any sense of his feelings yet. The
question had opened a junble of inages and inpressions, none coherent, none
ready to gel. "I don't know what to think," he added after a |ong pause. Maybe
that's best, he decided. Don't analyze it to death. Just let the experience be.
"You ever figure it out, let me know," Phip said, getting to his feet. "I've
been through twenty firefights, sonme a | ot bigger and worse than this one.

still don't know what to think. It's just, well, every once in a while, | get to
thinking that it's a hell of a way for a nman to nake a living."

By choice, no less, Lon thought. One of his hands was trenbling. He held it out
and stared at it until he could force the shaking to stop. / wasn't afraid, he
told hinself. Not while it was happening. There was no tine for fear then. No
use in letting it start now, after it's done. But the trenbling was slow to
recede, and even after it was gone, there was a hollow feeling in his stomach—a
feeling that had nothing to do with hunger

"You did good," Corporal Grana said, just behind No-lan. Tebba had his hel met
vi sor up. He was not speaking over the radio. H's voice startled Lon

"l didn't hear you coming," he said, lifting his faceplate as he turned and

| ooked up.

G rana squatted next to Nolan. "It's okay, kid," he said. "I've been at this

nearly half ny life and | still get the shakes afterward, al nbost every tine."
Lon shook his head. "It didn't seem well, real until | saw the bodies of the
men we killed. | heard bullets whizzing past. | knew about Frank getting hit,
but .."

"I know. Don't beat yourself over the head with it,"
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Tebba said. "We're in the business of killing. Kill or be killed."

"And trust that we're on the right side?" Lon asked.

"Trust that we're on the right side," Tebba agreed.

"At The Springs, | had patriotismto give ne all the reason | needed. The NAU
right or wong, was ny country. | expected to defend ny country. Wat are we
defending, the right to make noney, to take the best offer we can get for using
our guns?'
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"We fight for Diligent, for the Corps, for our mates," Tebba said. "Don't get
too hung up on the word nercenary, kid. W fight because we're Diligent's stock
in trade, inportant to the survival of our world. W' re serving our world, the
same way you woul d have been serving your country if you had nade it to the Arny
back hone. W fight because we're Dirigenters. It doesn't matter if you're born
here or immgrated. You're as nmuch a Dirigenter as any of us, even those whose
fam lies have been here since the world was first settled."

Lon nodded, slowy.

"And nowit's time to get noving again, before the rear guard wal ks over us."
They got to their feet. The rest of the squad was waiting, sone standing, sone
still sitting. But as soon as G rana gestured to the others, everyone was up and
ready to nove. They noved back into their two colums with the rest of third

pl atoon, and hurried until they had cl osed the gap that had opened up between
them and the rest of the conpany.

Lon resuned his post near Grana. Lon worked hard at concentrating on the
terrain around them trying not to let his focus fade because they

wer e—supposedl y—+n the nost secure spot in the line of march, at the rear of the
center colum, with a sizable rear guard behind them Keep your eyes and ears
open, Lon told hinself. You ve got to stay alert.

It was only a few seconds |ater that Tebba was on the squad channel telling
everyone the same thing. Stay alert.
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Keep your eyes noving. Don't assunme that we won't be the first to contact the
eneny, even where we are.

The battalion was within two miles of where surveillance had placed the rebe
lines facing Norbank City when the next attack came. This attack was in nore
strength, and canme against the colum on the right, C Conpany. The rebels hit
behind the first platoon, staging along the flank. Sonmehow C s fl anking patrol
had m ssed the rebels. They had gone right past the anmbush without seeing
anyt hi ng.

Lon coul d not guess how many rebels were in this attack. It sounded as if
hundreds of rifles started firing before C Conpany could respond. But Lon did
notice sonething that he had not in the earlier anbush. The battalion's rifles
sounded different fromthe rebel guns. The report of one of the Corps' 7mm
rifles was higher in pitch and shorter in duration

"Let's go," Sergeant Dendrow said on the platoon channel. "W've got to try to
box in these rebels."

The unexpected call sent a flutter—al nost of excitenent—through Lon. He got back
to his feet. Everyone had gone down at the first sound of gunfire. Now it was
time to nove. Trotting off toward the tail end of C Conpany, Lon was able to
reason out why the rear platoon in the center colum would be chosen for the
job. Charlie Conpany was pinned down by the attack. Bravo had the other flank to
protect. Delta had to hold the rear, and the rest of Al pha had the front, al ong
the line of march. This might not be the only eneny force in position to attack
So Alpha's third platoon was the | ogical choice.

/ guess, Lon thought. H's m nd was brought back to nore i medi ate concerns by
several expl osions. They were not DMC grenades exploding in the rebel positions.
These sounds were |ouder, closer, and deeper, sonewhere along Charlie Conpany's
front. The rebels had grenades, or rockets, of their own.

"W go out around the end of Charlie, then turn the corner once we get a hundred
yards out," Dendrow said
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on a circuit that included Lon as well as the platoon's non-cons. "Turn the
rebel flank and put the squeeze on."

Ni ce plan, Lon thought. / hope it works. Plans always | ooked good going in. It
was so sinple to chart novenent and assune results. But all too often it seened
that the success of a plan depended on the eneny being conpliant.

Ser geant Dendrow was heading well to the right, through the gap between Charlie
and Delta, trying to give the rebels a wide berth. But it did not work. As soon
as the first squad approached the line that Charlie Conpany was defendi ng, the
entire platoon cane under fire. The rebels had apparently anticipated the
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novenent .

Dendrow s shout of "Cover!" was scarcely needed

Now what do we do? Lon wondered once he was down and had his rifle pointed in
the right direction. The rebel gunfire had stopped as the platoon went to
cover—the rebels who were facing this one platoon at |east; the rest continued
to fire on C Conpany. Send the rear guard around even w der? The deci sion was
not Lon's, but he could hardly help but think what he might do if it were. He
was in training to be an officer. Someday he nmight be faced with a simlar
situation. No, he decided. That wouldn't be ny first choice at least. If they
expected us, they mght expect that as well. I'd try to get air support into
make a run along the eneny lines, rockets and guns, thin themout and pin them
down, soften themup first. Then nove in to clean up
"Stay down and return fire when you've got a target,'
channel . "Don't waste ammop."

The nen knew the drill —basic operations tactics. Even Lon could respond
automatically to the conditions. He renenbered that nost night fire tends to be
hi gh, so he lowered his point of aimto conpensate. Even a bullet hitting the
ground in front of the eneny had a chance to do damage—by ricocheting or kicking
up bits of rock or wood-while rounds sent way over the enenies' heads could do
not hi ng.
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Several mnutes passed before there was any news. "One of the shuttles is comng
in to make a pass over the eneny," Grana relayed to his nmen. "Another four

m nutes. "

Lon glanced at the tine line on his visor. This could be a long four mnutes, he
t hought. He wondered how nmany casualties the battalion was taking in the
meant i ne.

He felt fear, but it was inconsequential because he was too busy to worry about
it. There was a knot in his stomach, a passing awareness that he nmight die and
not even know it—er worse, that there could be m nutes of horrible suffering
before death cane. But he watched his front, firing when he spotted nuzzle
flashes or anything that seenmed to be novenent out in the distance, where the
eneny was. Hi s hands were steady, his aimtrue. Al though he could not see
targets going down, he was certain that he nust be scoring at |east an
occasional hit.

The attack shuttle, comng in at supersonic speed, arrived ahead of its sound,
screamng as it cane out of a power dive, throttling back and deploying its
braking flaps to avoid overrunning its own bullets and rockets and to give
itself alittle longer tine over the target. Lon glanced up, but there was no
chance of seeing the shuttle. Even its heat signature was masked by the forest
canopy between them

Lon did hear the first missiles that the shuttle | aunched, and then the

expl odi ng chain sound of its two Galling guns spewing bullets as it strafed the
rebel position. Each six-barreled gun could fire eighteen hundred 12mm rounds a
m nute. Rockets exploded. Bullets chewed gapi ng | anes through the canopy, and

t hrough everything they encountered bel ow. The din was al nost physically

pai nful , pressing agai nst eardruns and brains. Wen it ended, there was a

hol | owness to the remai ni ng sounds, the insignificant-by-conparison noi se of
rifles firing on the ground.

Then there was a screech fromthe air as the shuttle pilot tortured his craft
through a tight turn to return and make a second run, fromthe opposite
direction. The nmetal conplaining that too much is being asked of it, Lon

t hought .
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He had to resist the urge to put his hands over his ears. Wth a helnmet on, the
gesture woul d have been futile.

The second run by the shuttle was as painfully loud as the first. Wen it ended,
there was an order for the platoon to nove forward again. Three of C Conpany's
four platoons were advancing as well. A frontal attack was not the preferred

met hod of dealing with the situation, but after the assist fromthe shuttle, it

G rana said over the squad
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m ght not be too costly.

Fire and maneuver: It was the nost basic of tactics, one that the soldiers
drilled in every week in garrison. The platoon noved by squads, two advancing
while the other two laid down suppressing fire. There was still shooting com ng
fromthe rebel positions, but much | ess than before, and | ess organi zed. The
rebel s had obvi ously been seriously danaged by the air attack

This time, though, the surviving rebels did not retreat, did not abandon the
battlefield, as the first anbushers had. They stood and fought. At the end, it
cane down to hand-to-hand conbat, hands and knives as well as guns.

Lon saw a figure rise fromthe ground, just in front of him The nan wore a

hel met, but it had no faceplate, nothing to disguise the | ook of naked hatred on
the face. The man held his rifle in his left hand, like a shield. His right hand
held a machete. Lon could not get his rifle around in tinme to shoot the rebel

He swung at the arm holding the knife and noved in closer, trying to bring his
rifle up to use the butt against the man's head. But they collided and went down
together. Lon found himself on the bottom his rifle out of his hands, holding
onto the wists of his assailant—ho had al so lost or discarded his rifle. The
man still had the I ong knife, though, and was doi ng everything he could to use
it against Lon.

After a nmoment of struggling in which neither of them seened to get anywhere,
Lon got his feet under him knees bent, and propelled the rebel up and over his
head. Lon rolled to his left, reaching for his pistol at the same tine. The
rebel was up and scranbling for himagain, still hold-
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ing the machete, swinging for Nolan's neck. Lon pushed hinmself farther to the
side as he brought his handgun up and fired, twice. The first bullet staggered
the rebel. The second caused himto fold up and fall, half against Lon, their
faces only inches apart.

For just an instant, Lon stared into the open eyes of the dead nman, snelled his
sweat —and death. Although the | ook seened to stretch on endl essly, he knew that
it could only have been a couple of seconds. Then he pushed the man off, turned,
| ooked for his rifle, and retrieved it. The first thing he did was gl ance at the
muzzl e, looking for any sign that dirt mght be plugged in it. He saw not hing,
but without a nore thorough check, he could not be certain, and a plugged barre
coul d be deadly.

Lon | ooked around. There was still fighting going on, but not especially close
to him He got to his feet, slowy. Hi s right knee ached—a dull pain, not enough
to sideline himeven nonmentarily. He had run races hurting worse.

"You okay?" Phip asked, comi ng over and grabbing Lon's upper arm "l saw you
down with that rebel." Lon nodded. "I'm okay, just a little sore."

"Jeez, you've got blood all over you," Phip said, nmoving back half a step

"Not mine. His." Lon gestured vaguely toward the body of the nman he had kill ed.
The first eneny he knew he had killed. Lon | ooked around. "Were's Tebba?" he
asked.

"Over there." It was Phip's turn to make a vague gesture. ' 'One of these

nmot hers got a swi pe across the back of Tebba's |egs, right behind the knees.
Looks like he mighta cut sonme tendons or nuscles. Medics got himalready."

Lon | ooked around agai n and saw two nen worKking on someone |ying on the ground.
He went over. Tebba's visor was up. The face showed no pain, though. He had

al ready been given sonething for that, and the anesthetic had started to work.
"You okay?" G rana asked when he saw Nol an. That
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was not until Lon knelt next to himand got close. Wth his visor up, Tebba had
no ni ght-vision hel p.

Lon nodded. "I got tied up for a couple of mnutes. Looks like my guy wasn't the
only one with a machete."
The corporal grunted. "1'll never be able to carve a |leg of lanb again," he

said, failing to get a smle on his face to go with the attenpted jest.

For the nonent, the nedics had done what they could. They had stopped the

bl eeding and i mMmobilized Grana' s | egs. Now they had to wait for a traunma tube
to put the corporal in. Those were suddenly in short supply. The wounded had to
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be triaged to make sure that they went to those who mght not survive without

t hem

"Hell of a way to start a contract," Tebba said. He closed his eyes, squeezed
themtight, as if feeling a sudden pain.

No commander |iked to start a contract with a pitched battle. It nade everything
else nore difficult. And it wasted nen. Open conbat was al ways sonething to be
resorted to only when nothing less...costly could be found to do the job, but to
start that way...

"Looks like the opposition is a bit nore formidable than we were led to
believe," Lon said."

Tebba opened his eyes again. "I think you could say that," he said. "Now | eave
me alone. Find Dav. He's the squad | eader until | get back. Stick with him™"
"I imagine they'll think twice before pulling another stunt like that,"

Li eutenant Taiters said, speaking with his noncons and Lon by radio. Third and
fourth platoons were together again, part of the defensive perineter that the
battalion had established after putting to flight the | ast few dozen of the
rebel s who had attacked. After digging two-man foxholes and piling the dirt up
in front of them the nen were on half-and-half watch, spelling each other so
that everyone could eat and take at least a fewmnutes to rest. "The shuttle
nmust have been nore than they bargai ned on."

Twel ve nmercenaries had died in the attack. The bodi es of eighty rebels had been
found. A dozen wounded and four unwounded nen had been captured. Two pl atoons of
D Conmpany were escorting the Corps' own wounded and killed to a clearing where
two shuttles could put down to evacuate them The wounded Norbanker rebels woul d
have to take their chances with the care the Corps' nedics could provi de—wit hout
trauma tubes. There were not enough of those for the wounded of the Second
Battali on. They woul d not be "wasted" on the eneny.

"What's next for us, sir?" Sergeant Dendrow asked. "We keep on the way we

pl anned?"

"The col onel hasn't decided, | think," Taiters said. "We're still picking up the
pi eces and regrouping. We do need to get into the capital, nmake contact with the
governnent, one way or another. But we need intelligence as well.
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Wth the assets the rebels have put against us already, there nust be a hell of
a lot nore than a thousand of themunder arns. And they've got nore than hunting
rifles. They've nmanaged to get sone fairly good equi pnrent from sonewhere.™
"Think they've got anything nore than equi pnent from outside?' ' one of the squad
| eaders in fourth platoon asked.

"W weren't up against professionals tonight," Taiters said, knowi ng what the
corporal was hinting at. Dirigent was not the only source of nercenaries—nerely
the | argest and best organized. At |east three other worlds specialized in
providing hired armes, and several others dabbled in the service.

"Any chance the old man will decide to sit tight and call for reinforcenents
from hone?" Pl atoon Sergeant Wil Jorgen of fourth asked

Taiters hesitated before he answered. "I don't think we're in that bad of shape
yet, Weil. Besides, |I'd hate to laager up for a nonth while we waited for help."
It would take twelve days for a nmessage rocket to reach Dirigent, and another
two weeks or nore for the reinforcenments to arrive—even if they were di spatched
imediately. ' 'Even if the Norbank government were willing to anend the
contract for additional manpower."

"You think the Norbankers knew the opposition was so nmuch stronger than they
told us?" Lon asked. "Or is their intelligence that poor?

"I don't know, Nolan," Taiters said. "Even if they did know, we'd play hel
proving that they gave us phony data."

"Hell, Lieutenant," Dendrow said, "if we told themto pony up for sufficient
manpower to do the job, and threat- -ened to pull out if they didn't, they

woul dn't have nuch choice, would they? They gave us bad dope, whether they knew
it or not. That gives us an out. | know how the escape clauses in our contracts
read."

"And you know what the Council would think if we
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pul I ed out wi thout being able to prove that we were intentionally suckered,"
Taiters said. "Anyway, it's bad for business."

Busi ness? We | ost nmen tonight, Lon thought. Don't they enter into the equation?
"Enough of this," Taiters said. "I'll let you know as soon as | hear sonething
Get yourselves a few minutes off, just in case the rebels don't know enough to
stay away yet."

The shuttles that took the dead and wounded back to Long Snake had al so brought
in ammunition for the men on the ground. Lieutenant Col onel Flowers and his
conpany conmmanders spent a considerable time in conference—talking face to face
in the center of the defensive position that the battalion had fornmed instead of
sinply using their helnet radi os—+trying to decide what to do next. There were,
however, no additional rebel attacks on the battalion during that tine. The
conference broke up a few m nutes before m dnight.

When Captain Olis returned to his conmand post, he called Lieutenant Taiters,
then switched themto a radi o channel that included the noncons of third

pl at oon—and Lon Nol an.

"The battalion is going to stay put for now," Olis said. "We're going to

i nprove our positions and give ourselves clear fire zones around. W' ve got

shuttles flying recon, and that will increase after dawn. W'l| also send
patrols out to plant bugs and mnes, try to buy a little tine. The col onel wants
one platoon to try to infiltrate, get through the rebel lines into the capital,

and nmake contact with the governnent."

Lon guessed what was com ng before Olis told them Everybody gets sucked in
because of ne.

"Third platoon gets the draw," the captain said. "Taiters, you'll |ead. Leave
fourth platoon to Sergeant Jorgen, have them spread out to cover your section of
the perineter.
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I"l'l have nore instructions for you, Arlan. For the rest of you, be ready to
move out in ten minutes. You'll have to find a way into Norbank City before
first light."

No one said anything to Lon about it being his "fault" that they were chosen. He
wai ted during the few minutes while they were getting ready to | eave. They al
have to know, Lon thought. But no one even gave him a sidew se gl ance. The nen
used the tine to eat and nmake certain that their rifles had full magazi nes
attached. They had drawn new ammunition fromthe stores brought in by the
shuttle that took off the wounded.

Wth just three minutes left of the ten, Lieutenant Taiters called a conference
with the platoon's noncons. Lon was with Tebba—who had just been rel eased for
duty by the nedics, his wounds had not been serious enough to require a ful
session in a trauna tube—tooking at Grana's nmap-board while the |ieutenant

di scussed the route they woul d take.

"We'l|l | eave here and head north," Taiters said. A yellow dot on all of the
mapboar ds showed what Taiters was pointing at. "Once we get across this creek,
we'll turn due west. That should put us far enough out that anyone watching the

battalion won't spot us, providing we're not seen on the way out. Wen we get
here"—he indicated a spot not quite a mle fromthe city, just outside the
reported position of the rebel perinmeter—we'll |oop around to the north again
and try to enter Norbank City sonewhere al ong here, dependi ng on the depl oynent
of the rebels." He noved his cursor back and forth along a small section of the
city "wall"—part stockade-type construction surviving fromthe early years of
the col ony, part barricades thrown up between buil dings as the rebels
approached. ' The rebels are nore concerned with us right now They can't have
every point around the city guarded equally well. W'Ill just have to find a
gap."

He did not sound overly troubled by that. Lon wondered
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if the lieutenant was truly so confident or if it was just sonme of the acting he
had been told about.
"Ckay, let's get noving,

the lieutenant said. "First squad has the point. And,
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all of you, think sound discipline. If the rebels don't hear us, there's no
reason why they should see us."

The platoon took its tinme |eaving, noving with exaggerated care, going through
the lines one squad at a tinme. The nmen noved on their stomachs, crawing out to
a shallow gully that ran at an angle across the front, following that for fifty
yards before getting out and noving into the heavy undergrow h near the first
smal |l creek. Once the entire platoon had transited that stretch—where they were
nmost likely to be observed—first squad got up and started novi ng agai n.

First squad set the pace, noving single file, five to eight yards between nen.

At the beginning, there were frequent pauses. |If the rebels had the battalion
under observation-as was |ikely—+t was in the first few hundred yards that the
pl atoon was in the greatest danger of being seen. And attacked.

Lon had the external microphones in his helnet set to maxi numgain, |istening
for any sounds in the forest. He scanned off to either side as well, alternating
that with watching Corporal Grana in front of himand watching where he

st epped, each novenent slow and deliberate, anxious not to make a | eaf crackle
or a twig snap underfoot. H's focus on the fundanentals kept himtoo occupied to
listen to the voice of fear at the back of his m nd.

For the nost part, there was no talk on the radio. The comruni cations systemthe
DMC used would transmit even subvocal "whispers,” and the helnets were insul ated
wel | enough that they would not carry, but other than an occasional word from
the point or a terse command from one of the noncons, there was sil ence.

Lead Sergeant Dendrow was behind first squad, near the front of second squad.

Li eutenant Taiters was farther back,
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between third and fourth squads. In the event of a rebel anbush, it was unlikely
that both of the platoon's top men woul d be taken out. Wthin second squad,
Janno and Dean were in front of Corporal Grana. Phip was right behind Lon, with
the rest of the squad behind him Lance Corporal Dav G ott was at the rear
maki ng sure that the squad did not get spread out too far or bunch up

Time lost its nornal cohesion. Each step felt as if it were a frozen frane of
time, bounded by indefinable gaps. Even a breath seened to be a distinct entity,
existing in separation fromall of the other breaths and steps, a series of

i ndependent bubbles rising through a viscous liquid. After a tinme, Lon felt as
if he were wadi ng through sone glutinous norass that grabbed at his feet and

|l egs. The strain started to becone apparent in his knees and cal ves, a dull ache
that he coul d not shake.

Li eutenant Taiters did not call for a break until they reached the near bank of
the creek that was to mark where the platoon would change direction. "Five

m nutes,"” Taiters told the platoon before switching to the noncons' channel and
saying, "I want you all watching the other bank for any hint of trouble,
upstream and down." The creek was not nuch, ten feet wi de where the platoon
woul d cross, and—according to the aerial survey-no nore than two feet deep over
a rocky bed. Both banks were lined with dense underbrush, vines and bushes
taki ng advantage of the water and a narrow avenue of sunlight.

Third platoon settled down for its rest in a |oose box formation, ready to neet
trouble if it should come. But there was no interruption, other than the call of
sonme night-flying bird that passed by overhead.

Lon was startled by the sound. Then he realized that it was the first bird, or
ani mal, he had heard since | anding on Norbank. Well, the sound of the |anders
woul d have scared any off then, he reasoned. And the gunfights. | guess a

t housand nmen novi ng together nust have done it the rest of the time. Then he
started to think that he really knew little

OFFI CER- CADET

about the native wildlife of Norbank, not even the predators that m ght be
dangerous to humans. But before he could pursue that thought, the break was
over. It was tine to start nobving again.

Fourth squad took the point, with the other squads in the sane order they had
been before, third squad now bringing up the rear. Taiters and Dendrow shifted
toremain in the sane relative positions they had hel d before.
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The farther we get fromthe battalion, the less likely it is that we'll cone
across rebel patrols |ooking for us, Lon thought. That deduction did not make

hi many | ess nervous. This was eneny territory, and the rebels night have nen
movi ng anywhere in it, for any purpose. |If third platoon was spotted, it would
not matter if the men who found them were | ooking for themor not. W get caught
out in the middle of nowhere, we m ght never get back. That thought was enough
to keep the edge sharp.

/ could have run fromthe battalion to the center of Norbank Gty in fifteen
mnutes in full battle kit, Lon told hinself after the patrol had been out for
nmore than an hour—and had covered | ess than half of the distance their route
woul d require

The pl atoon changed direction again, starting the countercl ockw se | oop that
woul d bring them near the north side of Norbank City. Wen they reached the apex
of that semicircle, the platoon stopped for another short rest, and third squad
took the point for the final stretch

The one time ny being here doesn't stick the squad, Lon thought. They don't want
me out on point to nmake noise and bring disaster down on all of us. It was a
relief not to have the strain of being on point, but at the sane tine Lon felt a
little mffed at the thought of being considered too much of a risk

"This is where it gets hairy," Lieutenant Taiters whispered on a conference cal
with his noncons before the platoon started noving again. "W don't want to trip
over any sl eeping rebels. That woul d be al nost as bad as running
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into troops they've got on watch. There's a chance that they won't have nore
than a few sentries posted, but we can't stake everything on that hope. So far,
they' ve shown thenselves to be better than we might have expected." The non-cons
and the |ieutenant had mapboards out again, holding themclose so that the faint
green glow fromthe screens woul d not give them away.

"We'll stop when we get here," Taiters said, noting a position on his mapboard.
"Then first squad will go on alone to find an avenue for us. Once they spot a
gap, the rest of us will follow through."

Agai n, he's passing us by, Lon thought.

Just after starting out again, the platoon cane across one of the few roads

|l eading to Norbank City. It was just a wide dirt track through the forest, but
trees had been cl eared, |eaving an open space twenty feet wi de. The platoon hit
the road at an angle. Crossing occupied nearly fifteen m nutes as the platoon
crossed one or two men at a tine, watching and listening for any sign that they
m ght be seen.

The pl atoon reached the spot that Taiters had chosen. Just in front of them no
nmore than a hundred yards away, was a rebel canp. From what they could see at
that distance, it appeared that there might be nore than a hundred nen bedded
down with no nore than six or seven sentries—and those were concentrated on the
far side, facing Norbank City. The three squads of the platoon who were to wait
went prone, facing the rebel position. Lon was alnost afraid to breathe, even
though that could not give himaway at such a distance unless the rebels had
advanced sound-detection equi pnent and knew how to use it properly.

W' ve got one nmore problemthe |ieutenant hasn't nentioned, Lon thought during
the interm nable wait for fourth squad to find a way through the rebel Iines.
The peopl e inside Norbank City don't know we're comi ng. There were no absolutely
secure comuni cations |inks between the battalion and the [ocal governnent, no
codes they shared. Any-
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thing on the radio, even on a tight beam m ght be intercepted by the rebels. If
we tell the people inside that we're com ng through the Iines, we night be
telling the rebels at the sane tine.

Getting shot by the people the battalion had come to help would be no | ess

pai nful than getting shot by the rebels. Dead is dead. W've got to infiltrate
two sets of lines, and the second m ght be the hardest. The people inside are
apt to be a bit paranoid by now. They're on the defensive, and getting the short
end of the stick.

Thirty minutes passed—slowly. The first signs of norning twlight would be
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showing in the east in less than two hours. If the platoon could not get into
Norbank City before then, they would have to pull back into the forest, hide
through the day, and try again that night. And the colonel wants us in the city
before first light, Lon rem nded hinself. W don't get in, we've failed. And
that would nean, at least to him that he had sonehow failed, even

t hough—ogi cal | y—there was nothing that he could hope to do to nake sure that
the pl at oon succeeded.

"Ckay, we've got our path," Taiters' voice whispered over the noncons' circuit
that Lon was nonitoring. "It's not nmuch, but first squad is between the rebe
lines and the city, and they think they see a way in there as well. Once we get
that far, we'll try communicating with the fol ks inside."

"l don't want to even hear water sloshing," Grana told his squad after the

i eutenant had finished. "Use part canteens to fill others, then dunp any water
that's left over."

That only took a mnute, and that was all the tine there was. Second squad was
put in the mddle of the three. They noved to the right, going past the encanped
rebels, then turned toward Norbank City again. During part of the passage, while
they were closest to the eneny canp, the nen noved on hands and knees. Then they
were back on their feet, at a crouch, staying as | ow as possible, and even nore
attentive to sound discipline.
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Their pace now nmade the earlier slow walk seemlike a sprint. It was rare for
any of the nen to take nore than three or four steps before squatting for a
monent, waiting. Then the squad in front would start forward again. There were
no oral nessages now, not even subvocal commands. Everything was done with
cautious hand signs. Wien they got close to the rebel line, it was down on hands
and knees again, and then flat on their stonmachs for thirty yards of slithering
across the nost exposed stretch of their route.

Li eutenant Taiters had noved to the front of the three squads, and when they
finally reached the squad that had been sent ahead to find a route, he went up
to join the squad | eader just behind the point. There was a | ong pause, with the
rest of the platoon |ying notionless, heads down.

In a brief glance ahead, Lon had seen the outlying buildings and part of the old
wal | that had once conpletely surrounded Norbank City. Trees had been felled and
arranged across one gap, alnost directly in front of him not fifty yards away.
We' Il be sitting ducks if we have to go over that, he thought. He closed his
eyes briefly. Even at night they mght be visible to rebel sentries, and taken
under fire. W could |l ose half of the platoon in seconds. He turned his head and
lifted up just a couple of inches. Things | ooked nore pronising to the left.
There appeared to be a gap—er a barricade too low for himto see it fromhis
snai |l ' s-eye perspective

He I owered his face to the ground again, wishing he could burrowinto it. They
were between the warring factions now, and if the |ieutenant could not clear the
way in front of them they m ght be taken under fire by either side—er both.

Is he going to get on the radio and try to rai se sonmeone inside? Lon wonder ed.

It woul d have to be on an open frequency, one that the rebels m ght be
monitoring as well. In that case, there was no telling who would get the word
first to the nearest arnmed nmen. Maybe he's going to send
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one man in ahead, Lon thought then. Hope one man can get to the barricade and
get the nmessage to the defenders. And be believed.

Twenty mnutes. Twenty-five. Lon felt as if he were about to drown in his own
sweat. He noted when thirty m nutes had passed—hal f an hour of waiting, not
knowi ng what was going on. If they did not get going soon, and get into the
city, they would be out in the open between the |ines when daylight finally
care.

Let's do sonething, he thought. Anything. The waiting was nearly unbearable. Lon
felt an urge to get up and run for the city, know ng that he could not—aoul d
not. But the desire grew and demanded nore and nore of his attention

Thirty-five mnutes. Thirty-six.
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"Ckay," Taiters' voice whispered in Lon's earphone. "W're going in. Take it
very slow W' re going under a barricade at the end. The defenders have opened a
spot. C ose up. | want everyone head to foot. And stay down."

Anot her three mnutes passed before it was tine for Lon to nove. He foll owed

G rana, keeping his head within a few inches of the corporal's feet, noving
exactly with him shifting one armand |l eg forward and then the other, scooting
hi s body al ong the ground, dragging through the dirt |ike a snake, even lifting
his head as little as he could get by wth.

Fifty yards was a long distance to cram that way, with a rifle over one arm and
equi prent on a web belt dragging every inch of the way. Before he had covered
hal f the distance, Lon's arns and | egs ached. He felt as if he had skinned both
knees and el bows, and his upper arnms seened ready to cranp. He had gone anot her
ten yards before he could see where the barricade had been opened. G rana
started noving a little faster. Nolan picked up his own pace, though it also

i ncreased his aches. Twelve yards to safety. Ten. Lon wanted to cl ose his eyes
and scurry as fast as he could over the remaining yards, or get up and run for
it.
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But he did neither. He continued to follow G rana, holding his position, getting
dirt kicked up against his faceplate nore than once.

Sone of the grass had been worn away under the colum of crawing soldiers. It
woul d | eave a clear path, once daylight cane, to show the rebels where the

pl at oon had passed—an insulting finger pointing straight at the rebels.

As soon as Lon was under the barricade, there were hands on his shoul ders,

pul l'ing himup and pushing himto the left. A few feet away, Corporal G rana was
gathering his squad, counting nen as they cane through the barricade. Lieutenant
Takers cane over and directed themto places along the wall, while the rest of
the platoon continued to snake through the opening. It took another five mnutes
before the |last one was through and two | ocals noved the | ogs back into place,

cl osing the gap.

We nade it, Lon thought. His hands started to trenble again. He worked to hide
that until he could force themto be still.

They aren't very disciplined, Lon thought, |ooking at the defenders who had
gathered to stare at the nercenaries. They shoul d be watching the eneny, not us.
The Nor bank governnent troops seenmed to be quite nervous. They had been under
siege by a determ ned eneny who m ght overpower themat any tinme. And they were
amateurs. The rebels weren't very disciplined either, Lon conceded. They fought
hard but not well.

The Dirigenters broke into squads and noved apart—a safety nmeasure. It would not
do to have everyone cl unped together in case the rebels chose to attack with
rockets or artillery—f they had artillery, which was unlikely but not

i npossi bl e. Lieutenant Taiters talked to two nilitiamen. Then everyone seened to
be waiting for soneone else to arrive

"Nol an, conme to nme," Taiters said on a private link. Lon went over to where the
i eutenant was standing with Sergeant Dendrow and several Norbankers. "W're
waiting for the garrison comrander and a representative of the planetary
council," Taiters explained, still using the radio, and speaking softly enough
that none of the | ocals standing nearby could hear the conversation

"Yes, sir," Lon acknow edged. "Wat do you want ne to do?"

" '"For now, just stick with me. This is a part of the job you need to |l earn
about . "

Lon nodded, then took a nmonent to study the faces of
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t he nearest Norbankers. None of them wore a hel met or night-vision goggles.
There was nothing to hide their drawn faces, with lines of tension and fear. The
faces and bodies were uniformly thin, as if they had gone far too | ong on too
little food. Are they still dependent on grown food? Lon wondered. After a
hundred years they should be getting nost of their food fromreplicators.

Thr oughout the worlds that humans had settled, food replicators were the primary
use to whi ch nanotechnol ogy had been put. Mol ecul ar assenblers could take raw
mat eri al s—recycl ed waste products as well as any "fresh" organic materi al
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avai | abl e—and produce any food known to manki nd and programed into the system
That avoi ded the necessity of taking nonths to grow specific crops or to raise

| ivestock, which consuned food during the entire inefficient process of reaching
sl aught er abl e si ze.

The group was clustered next to a building, away fromdirect exposure to anyone
outside the perinmeter. Lon could see the sky beginning to show a strong hint of
dawn. Daylight would cone quickly. Norbank City was only four hundred niles
north of the equator, even though the clinmate was nore subtropical or tenperate
than tropi cal because of the prevailing winds off of the ocean and a pol ar
current that followed the coastline.

Lon had been standi ng near Lieutenant Takers for ten minutes when two nen
approached fromthe direction of the center of the capital. Norbank City was not
excessively large, and it was fairly narrow fromnorth to south.

"I'"'mlan Norbank," one of the nen said as he reached the group, "Vice Chairman
of the planetary council. This is my cousin, Colonel A fred Norbank, commander
of our mlitia."

Lon quickly snothered his grin. What's so magi cal about the title of Col onel ? he
asked hi nsel f.

Taiters lifted his visor and identified hinsel f—+ank, name, and unit. He

i ntroduced Lon only by nartie.
"We're glad to have you here,"
OFFI CER- CADET

"W were beginning to fear that you wouldn't arrive in tine. But where is the
rest of your battalion? These few nmen you brought won't make rmuch difference.”
Taiters hesitated before replying. Lon fancied that he could al nost hear the
|ieutenant counting to ten before he would trust hinself to speak. "The rest of
the battalion is close, sir," he said finally. "It appears that your rebels are
consi derably nore numerous, and better equi pped, than we were | ed to believe by
your representative."

"Their nunbers have grown of late," the vice chairman said. To be honest, we
no | onger have any real know edge just how many rebels have taken arns agai nst
their lawful governnent. We're unable to get reliable intelligence."”

' There is still the question of where they obtained mlitary weapons," Arlan
said. "We were told that they had only hunting and sporting weapons of |oca
manuf acture or of early inport. But they've used rockets, grenades, and mlitary
rifles against us. Those are hardly the hunting weapons."

"l don't know where they m ght have gotten them unless they're nmaking them
thensel ves," the vice chairman said. "It has only been in the | ast week that
they started firing an occasional rocket into the city here—aybe a dozen

al t oget her."

Taiters decided to postpone continuing that part of the discussion. Instead, he
turned toward the ot her Norbank, Colonel Alfred. ' 'Colonel, just how many nen
do you have under arns, under your command?"

He hesitated before replying. "As of sunset yesterday, three hundred and

the vice chai rman sai d.

eighty-two."

"All here in the city?" Taiters asked.

The col onel nodded. "I had men south of the river before, but we've had no
contact with themin...weeks. Everyone who could still nove was brought into the

city, to defend it. As far as we know, the rebels haven't bothered the outlying
communities. But we can't get nen or supplies in fromthose |ocations."
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"What is your |ogistics status?"

The two Nor banks gl anced at each other before Vice Chairman | an answered. "We're
runni ng short on just about everything but water. The rebels haven't been able
to cut our supply of that, not with First R ver handy. But food is getting
scarce, and we have very limted supplies of ammunition for our weapons."

"How |l imted?" Taiters asked, |ooking at the col onel again.

Once nore, Alfred hesitated before answering. "On average, perhaps thirty rounds
per man. But since we have no standardi zed issue, that varies widely. For a few
of the rifle types, it may be less than ten rounds per man."
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"Hunting and sporting weapons?" Arlan asked.

The col onel nodded. "They run the gamut from.22-caliber to 9nm bi g-ganme rifles,
with quite a few shotguns in the mx. Al but a few are either sem automatic or
bolt-action. W have no nore than ten rifles capable of fully automatic fire,
and those are anmpbng the group with the least ammunition available, old 7.5mm
mlitary weapons that were surplus when this col ony was founded."

Museum pi eces, Lon thought, closing his eyes for an instant. A nuseumwas the
only place he had ever seen the old European 7.5mm assault rifle. They weren't
only surplus a century ago, they were obsolete. You couldn't get amrunition for
them on Earth today w thout having it special - made.

"W are in dire need of the weapons and ammunition you have for us,
added.

"That's beyond my purview, Colonel," Taiters said.

We're not supposed to land those until we're sure that there's no chance of them
falling into rebel hands, Lon recalled. This could get ticklish. He was not
surprised that Taiters had si destepped the question. The only man who coul d
change that directive was Col onel Flowers, the battalion comander and contract
of ficer.

"The nore i medi ate problemis breaking the siege on
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Norbank City so that we can begin to operate on the offensive," Taiters said.
"Since we | anded here last night, we have faced several attacks by your rebels,
one of those in considerable nunmbers.”

"W heard that," | an Norbank said.

" "We were sent in to coordinate our operations with your mlitia," Arlan said.
"We had no secure radio channels before. Now, with us here, we can comunicate
and be certain that the rebels won't be able to intercept our transm ssions."
"You want us to provide covering fire so that you can bring the rest of your
troops into the city?" Al fred Norbank asked.

"l don't know what Colonel Flowers has in mind," Taiters said, thinking, / know
damm well he's not going to nove the battalion into a besieged town. That

woul dn't get us anywhere. "You'll have to discuss that directly with him That's
why we're here, to permt that sort of comunication."

"The sooner the better," Col onel Norbank said.

t he col onel

"Perhaps we should nove inside first, closer to the center of town," Vice

Chai rman Norbank said. "It's al nbst daylight, and the rebels like to use
snipers."

Taiters nodded. "Very well. | need to see to ny nen first, get themsettled down
out of the direct line of fire."

"I't would help considerably, Lieutenant," Alfred said, "if we could put your nen
straight into the perineter."

"I"'msorry, Colonel. | don't have the authority to pernit that. W night be

ordered to rejoin the battalion as soon as it gets dark this evening, and
they' ve already had twelve hours of hard duty. If there is soneplace we coul d
let themget alittle rest, out of the line of fire?

"I''1'l have the sector commander see to it," the colonel said, with obvious il
grace. But he was unwilling to argue the point. He called someone over and gave
t he order.

"Now, Lieutenant, if you'll cone with ne?" the vice chairnman suggested,
gesturing to the south.
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Taiters nodded. Lowering his faceplate again, he said, ' 'Nolan, | want you and
Tebba to wander around town for a bit. | need an i ndependent assessnment of the
situation. You tell himwhat | want. I'Il go with these people."

"Yes, sir." Lon remmi ned standi ng where he was as the others wal ked away.

Col onel Norbank stopped and | ooked back at himfor an instant, then continued on
with his cousin and Lieutenant Taiters.

Lon switched channels to his Iink with Corporal Grana. "Tebba, the Iieutenant
has a job for us." He repeated what Taiters had said.

"Il be right with you, as soon as | see that the others are in place," Grana
replied. "Just a minute or two. Tine to let the big shots get out of sight."
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"Just what are we supposed to | ook for?" Lon asked as soon as Tebba got to him
"Everything," Grana replied. "All we've had so far is what they've told us.
Time to see for ourselves. Keep your eyes open. W want to know what shape
they're in, any weak spots in the defenses, anything that nmight help us." ' You
mean |ike the fact that they all |ook hungry?'' Grana grunted softly. "Yeah. |
noticed that too." Nolan told the corporal what Col onel Norbank had said about
ammuni ti on, and wanting the Weapons that the Di-rigenters were bringing them

"I bet they want to get their hands on good stuff,” Grana said. "Wat's nore
likely, right off the top, is that we m ght be able to make amunition for the
rifles they' ve got, especially if they've kept cartridge casings. Get a listing
of the calibers they need, nake sure the specs our replicators have match the
weapons." He shrugged. "Once we're in a position to get shuttles in and out of
here regular-1like."

They started wal ki ng, heading east, ready to do a clockw se tour of the city.
They generally stayed away fromthe perineter—keeping at | east a single |ine of
bui | di ngs be-
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tween them and the defenses, noving carefully across the gaps where they m ght
conme under the sights of a rebel rifle. But they nmade frequent trips to the
barricades, |ooking at the defensive works that the government had erected, and
| ooki ng at the people who were manning them The de-fenders watched Lon and
Tebba. Only rarely did any of the Norbankers speak to the nercenaries first.
Grana did talk, being friendly, asking men what it had been like for them
occasionally getting in a question that would be of nore direct use, but being
casual about it all.

"Got to be careful about this," Tebba explained to Lon. "Act too dammed curi ous
and they' Il clamup faster than spit."”

Before the insurrection and siege, nost of the nen who were defending the walls
of Norbank City had |ived beyond them Al of the hones and farnms near the
capital had been taken over by the rebel s—er destroyed. The city had been fairly
smal . Most Norbankers still lived in nore rural set-tings, overwhelmngly to
the west and sout hwest of the city, near First River. The ngjority had farns or
| arge gardens. Even within the city there were extensive gardens. But the edges,
the areas with nost room between homes or other buil dings, had been

i ndef ensi bl e. The people loyal to the governnent had been forced to concede the
outskirts and pull back into the nore densely built-up sections of town. Wnen
and children were crowded into every avail able shelter, while nobst of the nen
either bore arns on the pe-rinmeter or did other work to help, building ranparts,
carry-ing supplies and nessages. There were nore nen than weapons—by a | arge
nmar gi n.

"Everything's built of wood,"” Lon observed after they had gone around nearly
hal f of the defended area. They were near First River. It was only there, along
the river, that there appeared to be any stone structures at all

"I noticed," Tebba replied. "For being here a hundred years, they sure haven't
gotten very far. Little stone, and | haven't seen any brick or concrete bl ock
construction
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yet, and not a hint of anything nodern, |ike plascrete.”
"You figure they've stayed prinitive by choice or just circunstances?

"Beats the hell out of ne," Grana said. "It's not |ike they don't have any
nmoney. They canme up with enough to hire a battalion of soldiers and buy a | ot of
muni ti ons. They nust have had the noney to inport small factory systens."

" 'Or did they just save it all for sonething like this?

"What ever. |'ve been on worlds that |ooked a | ot nore advanced after no nore
than twenty years. |'ve only counted a dozen floaters"—ground effect

vehicl es—so far. Mre carts and wagons, vehicles that need aninmals or people to
pull them™

The entire perinmeter was dangerously undermanned, a very thin dotted |ine. There
was no sign of reserves posted behind the perineter, just an occasional building
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wher e perhaps a dozen men m ght be sl eeping, although Tebba and Lon did not
enter any of them "Fewer than four hundred arnmed nmen to guard the entire city,"
Tebba nuttered, shaking his head. "They couldn't stand up to any kind of direct
attack. A platoon could break through before they coul d gather enough guns to
stop them"

"Then why haven't the rebels done it? They sure hit us hard last night. If
they'd hit the town like that before we got here, we woul dn't have anyone tawork
for."

"Maybe they don't know just how weak the governnment forces are," Tebba said. "O
they just | acked the confidence. They hit us because they had to. Their best
hope was to weaken us before we could join forces with the governnent mlitia
and go on the offensive. Every day we're here will nake the odds agai nst the
rebel s that much worse. Even if they don't have any nilitary advisors in, they
could probably figure that nuch out."

They stopped for several nminutes to | ook at the destroyed bridge across First
River. It had been nmade of wood, a narrow | ane of planks on wood pilings—tree
trunks that had been sunk into the riverbed. Only one section of the
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bridge, about twenty yards |long, had actually been de-stroyed, closer to the

south bank of the river than the north. The rest still stood but did not | ook
very sturdy.
"Just as glad that's out of action," Tebba said. "I'd have hated to have to

cross that buzzard under fire."

"l see what you nean," Lon said. The river was a hun-dred yards w de. The water
beneath was no nore than fif-teen feet deep in the prinmary channel, and the
current was not particularly swift, but the bridge woul d have been deadly to
sol di ers burdened by nore than fifty pounds of equiprment even if it did not
expose themto fire fromboth banks. ' 'Can you imagine getting cut off
somewhere in the niddle, not able to get to either shore?'

" 'l can imagine a |lot of nmen drowni ng before they could shed enough weight,"
Tebba said, very softly.

Along the river, the governnent forces were spread es-pecially thin, but no nore
were needed. There were sentries posted a hundred yards apart. If the rebels
attenpted a wa-terborne assault on the city, there would be nore than am pie
time to nove troops to repel it

"You know, the only hint |I've seen of night-vision gear is a few scopes on
rifles," Lon conmented after they had traversed about half of the riverfront.
"I know it was near dawn when we got inside the perinmeter, but you' d think the
men would still have themwith themif they had them"

"I imagine there are a few," Tebba said. "But, you're right, there can't be
many. "

"The rebels didn't seemall that troubled by fighting in the dark. You think
maybe they had nore of then''

"We didn't find any anong the dead. If they do have them they're nore worried
about retrieving themthan they were about their dead and wounded." Tebba

st opped wal ki ng then. "Far as that goes, we didn't find a | ot of amrunition or
weapons with the dead either. | guess the rebels are doing what they can to
conserve equi pnent." He stopped and | ooked around.

"Let's rest here for a few minutes. Take time for lunch
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where no one's likely to see us and where there's the | east danger of snipers.”
They had heard occasi onal shots through the norning, always at a distance, never
cl ose enough to pose a hazard.

The two men spent four hours circumavigating the defensive perineter. They
never saw any sign of a changing of the guard. Men slept at their posts, while
nei ghbors continued to watch. Nor did there appear to be a m dday neal. Water
was plentiful, and consuned frequently. The day was hot enough to denand that.
Al'l around the city, unarned nen worked at inproving the defenses. Buil dings
away fromthe perinmeter were being disnantled to provide materials for the
ranparts. Behind that perinmeter, nen were al so working on a second |ine of
defense, digging ditches and piling the dirt up in front of them filling bags
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with dirt and sand for redoubts, erecting new barricades, |inking remaining

buil dings, lining walls.

"Setting up a shorter perineter is a good idea," Tebba told Lon. "Wth as few
men as they' ve got, especially. But unless they've got the explosives to destroy
the outer line when they do fall back, it won't do them nmuch good."

"Even if they do, wouldn't that just postpone the inevitable?" Lon asked.

"Unl ess they've got nore troops coming into relieve the siege, we're it. If
it's too nuch for us and the nen they've got."

"The colonel will never let the battalion get cooped up in here," Grana said,
hopi ng he was right. "And as long as we're on the outside, free to nove, the
rebels won't be able to squeeze this town too hard. If worse cones to worst, we
can hold on for the nonth it would take to get a nessage rocket back to Diligent
and for reinforcenents to reach us." He paused, then added, ' 'But that would be
one hell of a hairy beast."

Li eutenant Taiters listened to Grana's report, with a few additions by Nol an.
He asked questions. After Taiters was satisfied that he had | earned everything
of value fromtheir tour, he called Colonel Flowers. Tebba and Lon waited; the

| i eutenant had not dism ssed them

"W have problens here,” Arlan told themafter he fin-ished his conference with
the colonel. "You've seen sone of them The governnent has fewer nmen under arns
than we were led to expect. The problemis nore a shortage of weapons and
ammunition than warm willing bodies. They've got nore people who could fight if
they had sone-thing to fight with. And food is a problem The peopl e cooped up
in this town have been on half rations for three weeks, and it's going to get
worse. They don't have enough arned troops to defend their perineter, so we
can't co-opt any of themto nove against the rebels. And we can't count on being
abl e to | and weapons and amunition inside the town. First of all, the rebels
have surface-to-air missiles capable of bringing down a shuttle. Secondly,
there's too nmuch chance of Norbank City falling, and we don't want to hand the
rebel s enough of our weapons to arm another battalion."

"So it's going to be up to us to face the rebels alone?" Lon said, turning it
into a question.

"I't could conme to that," Taiters admtted. "But the surveillance that's been
done overnight and this norning shows that there mght be a | ot nore rebels
under arns
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than we thought, even yesterday. The latest estimate is that there are between a
t housand and fourteen hundred rebel troops maintaining the siege here. There is
anot her group, nearly as large, working to get into position to attack the
battalion again. Colonel Rowers is doing sone nmaneuvering as well, trying to
make sure that we choose the time and place for the next engagenent. The rebels
appear to be noving nore people this way. Qur shuttles detected a nunber of
smal | groups between their town and here, split up and using the cover of the
forest and hills to their advantage. W can't even estinmate how nmany nore
soldiers they're bringing in. At |east several hundred, perhaps a |lot nore."
Tebba G rana whistled softly. "We're talking odds of at |east three to one now,
aren't we, Lieutenant? Maybe worse?"

"Maybe worse," Taiters agreed. "The governnment is finally willing to concede
that the rebels are nore nunerous, better equipped, and better trained than
their own forces. If they could get all of their troops together, they n ght
total ten thousand or nore—eut of a popul ati on base of under sixty thousand.
That assunes that the entire second wave supports this rebellion, sonething that
the government has yet to concede.”

"You nean basically all of the adult nmen," Lon said.

"If we have normal colonial population distribution,”" Arlan said. ' '"And if that
si xty-thousand nunber is accurate. There's no reason to suspect that it's any
nore accurate than the other nunbers the government here gave us."

"I know |'moutta line, sir," Tebba said, "but hasn't the m sinformation reached
the point where we could wal k away honorably? | nean, the Norbankers gave us a

| ot of bumdata, maybe lied to us. This is a job for a full reginent or nore,

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...k%20Shelley%20-%2001%20-%200fficer-Cadet.txt (48 of 117) [12/29/2004 1:05:25 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962001%20-%200ffi cer-Cadet. txt

not just one battalion, even us."

Taiters shared Grana's opinion, but the decision had al ready been taken. "The
contract has been anended again," he said. "We're going to stick it out." He did
not share all

COFFI CER- CADET 11!

of the information with G rana and Nol an. Col onel Flowers was taking
precautions. An MR—nessage rocket—-had al -ready been sent to Diligent with the

| atest information Fl owers had not requested reinforcenments—yet—but he had
included a conditional request: "If any six-day period goes by w thout a
progress report, we will alnost certainly be in big trouble and require
substantial assistance."

"So what do we do now?" Lon asked.

"The Nor bankers are going to assenble a conpany of nen who are willing and abl e
to fight but who don't have weapons. W're going to break them out of the
perineter, get them soneplace where we can bring in weapons, amnunition, and

food. | know that goes against the idea of not putting our weaponry in danger of
falling into rebel hands, but they'll be outside the city, and the locals won't
be operating i ndependently. Qur people will be with them If it works the first
time, we'll do it again, a conpany at a tine. Do what basic training we can in

too little tine. Altogether, there are probably a thousand, nmaybe twel ve
hundred, men available here in the city. If we can get to sone of the outlying
villages, we mght be able to find even nore people who are loyal to the
governnent, but we only brought enough weapons to equip one battalion, so there
woul dn't be much point in the rest—unless we capture significant stores of rebe
weapons, and once we do that, the danger might be over."

"The rebels aren't likely to sit back and let us do any of that, sir," Lon said.
"W night get away with it one time, but once they see what we're doing.."

"The rest of the battalion won't be idle, Nolan," Taiters said. "W'Ill hit the
rebel s hard, on the ground and fromthe air." The head of the planetary counci
wanted the Di-rigenters to use their shuttles to attack the rebels' town and the
villages around it, to force themto withdraw troops to defend their fanilies.
Col onel Flowers had vetoed that imrediately, alnpost angrily: "W don't nake war
on unarmed woren and children.'
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"We're still holding the aces, even if we prove to be up against five-to-one
odds," Taiters continued.

"You know, sir, it's really not the rebels who worry ne the nost right now "
Tebba said. "It's the idea of babysitting a couple of hundred unarmed nmen unti
we can bring in guns and ammo, and then having themwi th us when we fight the
rebels. They could be as dangerous to us as they'll be to the rebels.”

Taiters laughed. "Then it'l|l be up to us to nake sure they get enough
concentrated training to ninimze that dan-ger."

"Us, sir?" Lon asked. "Qur platoon?"

"The first tinme, at least," the lieutenant replied. "W're the ones inside the
perineter."

"We're not going to try to sneak themout the way we cane in, are we?"

Taiters |aughed again. His helnet was up, and Lon could see that the |aughs were
hel ping to drain tension fromthe lieutenant. "No. The battalion is going to
attack to open up a route for us. | don't have the details yet, but it should be
this evening, not too long after dark. We'll want to be well clear of the

cl osest rebels by daybreak tonorrow. "

There was tinme to rest then. Lon slept for nore than three hours. It was a deep
sl unmber, al most unconsci ousness, not the light, troubled sleep that the veterans
in the squad had told himabout, disturbed by the slightest noise and kept from
bei ng satisfying by fear and uncertainty. Wen Phip woke him past m dafternoon,
Lon had difficulty getting his mind fully alert, struggling out of the sluggish
st upor.

" "What is it?'"' Lon asked, yawning and stretching, trying to force his mnd
back to full function.

"Qur shot at sentry duty," Phip said. "Tinme to |l et sone of the other guys get a
little shut-eye."
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"Anyt hi ng happen yet?" Lon sat up and | ooked around. He rubbed at his eyes. That
made them burn, so he used a
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little water fromhis canteen, |eaning back to pour it on them

"Not hi ng much—ot in here, at least. They're starting to assenble the |locals
we're to take out with us."

"You heard about that."

Phip grunted. "Yeah, we heard about it, in gory detail." In the DMC, know edge
was shared, as far as practical. Dirigenters were not nere cannon fodder, but
prof essionals. Even the suggestions of a private would be listened to,

eval uat ed, and—f warrant ed—adopt ed.

"That gory detail include anything about the operation the battalion's going to
run to give us a clear shot through the lines?" Lon asked, getting up to a
squatting position. "Wen, where, and what ?"

"No, but | guess the colonel has sonething in nmind. There have been a nunber of
firefights. One was awful damed cl ose."

"Any word on what happened?”

Phi p shook his head. "Not that's got down to us. Wat I'd like is for the whole
battalion to show up. Let us nove the locals into the mddle of a dianond and
get out to sonmewhere the shuttles can get into."

Lon shook his head. He figured that he was as alert as he was going to get

wi thout nore sleep. "I don't think it'll work like that. There are too nmany
hostiles around. It'lIl do nore good if the battalion works to keep them away
fromus."

"l hope they at least cut |oose the rest of the conpany to help," Phip said.
"We're going to be leading the blind, taking themout after dark w thout

ni ght-vision gear. They'l|l make a racket, and we'll be lucky to cover a nile an
hour, even if the rebels aren't on our butts every inch of the way."

"Sounds like you're not too happy with the arrangenents,"” Lon said. It worried
hi m t oo.

"Not a damm bit happy," Phip conceded. "Not with any of it. | think we should go
back to the ship until we can
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bring in enough nen to do the job the local yokels want us to do. O just |eave
themto their own devices after the buminformation they gave us."

Lon | ooked at the ground, then shook his head slowly. "No, it's better to get it
over with. Wren't you the one who told ne that we'd be able to take ten-to-one
odds against the sort of opposition we're likely to neet on a contract |ike
this?''

"If 1 did, I wasn't sober," Phip said. "Look, we're inthis like it's just a
busi ness, renenber? Last stands are bad for business, and they don't do the

sol diers on the ground a damed bit of good either."

"Put in for two weeks' furlough," Lon suggested. "I'msure the |ieutenant could
use a good | augh."

"Furl ough? This town hasn't even got a bar that's open. They've commandeered all
of the alcohol for nedical use. That's how primtive this rock is."

The squad did not wal k sentry tours, or stand at specific guard posts. The

pl at oon was away fromthe perineter. It was just necessary to keep a few nmen up
and ready to use their weapons to protect the rest of the platoon for the mnute
or two it would take themto wake and respond if an attack cane.

They were not far from where the conpany of unarnmed Norbankers was being
assenbl ed, where they had cover fromthe buildings between them and the front
line. They were not conpletely unarned, but their weapons were knives and cl ubs.
Lon saw one man with a conpound bow and a quiver of arrows. That nmight cone in
handy, Lon thought, nodding to hinself. / can think of tines when that mi ght be
the weapon of choice. Be better with night-vision goggles, though, or a hel net.
He stared at the archer for a nonent, wondering if the Corps ever used weapons
so primtive. Can't hurt to nmention the possibility, he decided. That woul d have
to wait, though. Lieutenant Taiters had finally decided to try to get
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an hour's sleep hinself. Lead Sergeant Dendrow was awake but occupied, talking
with one of the groups of men who would be trusting their lives to the
mercenaries thai night. That left Grana. Lon went to Tebba, pointed out that
archer, then asked his question.

G rana nade a sound sonmewhere between a grunt and a chuckle. "I don't knowif
we' ve ever used archers. That sone of your Cowboy-and-Indian stuff from Earth?'
"l never thought of it that way," Lon said. "Maybe it is, subconsciously. | just

thought that there night be tinmes when a silent weapon |ike a bow night be just
the ticket. Even a beamer isn't totally silent, and if the eneny has the right
gear, a beaner targets the shooter every tine he pulls the trigger."

G rana shook his head. "I don't know It sounds |like a cockamanie idea to ne,

but it can't hurt to nmake the suggestion. Hell, maybe you're right."

Lon went back to where he was supposed to be, with Phip, Janno, and Dean

Thi nki ng about bows | et Lon avoid thinking about what mni ght happen that
night—<for a mnute or two at a tine. He had been uneasy about the prospects even
bef ore hearing Phip's dissatisfaction. |1've had ny blood rite. |'ve been in
conbat. Al | have to do nowis get back to Dirigent alive and without

di sgracing nyself to get nmy conmission. Let's not nmake it any harder than it has
to be.

He wat ched as the sun dropped toward the horizon. Sonewhere, fairly close, a
firefight was going on—+ifles, grenades, and rockets. It built in volune and

t hen, suddenly, dropped to al nost nothing. For several minutes Lon |ooked around
the corner of a building toward the perineter. He could see the snoke of this

| atest firefight, snoke fromthe grenades and rockets, snoke fromfires they had
started in the woods. Wth sunset just minutes away, there were even occasi ona
gl i mpses of orange flanes agai nst the shadows of the forest.

"That's nothing, really,"” Phip said. Lon al nbst junped,
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he was so startled by the voice speaking close to him He had not heard Steesen
get up and nove. "Wen the whol e horizon is snoking, burning, along one side,
then you' ve got sonething. Lucky it's not the height of the dry season here. A
wildfire could really raise havoc."

"I think this will do, for ne," Lon said. "W don't have to try to set any
records al ong the way."

Phip | aughed. "Now you're getting the right idea. Do the job and get out as easy
as possible."

"I don't think there are any easy ways out of this," Lon said. Phip did not
reply, but only because there was a call fromLieutenant Taiters on the
all-hands circuit.

"The action should be starting in about an hour,'
is what we're going to try to do.."

There were limts to the practical routes out of Nor-bank Gty for the
Dirigenters and the unarned militiamen. The only forest cover was north and east
of the defensive perimeter, where the terrain was uneven. From north-northwest
around to southwest, to First River, nobst of the ground had been cl eared and
used for farm ng. The city's spaceport was on that side as well, thousands of
acres of cleared | and. There was not enough cover on that side of the city to

hi de two hundred nmen—enly occasional small groves of trees, nostly fruit and nut
trees of terran species brought along by the original settlers. The nearer of
those all held rebels now, as did the port.

After sunset, gunfire was al nost constantly audible inside the perineter. A
series of small firefights, initiated by the Dirigenters—a squad or a platoon at
a tinme—was intended to disrupt the rebels while the rest of the nercenaries
moved into position. The nmain force nade every effort to avoid contact with the
rebels, to' 'get lost'' long enough to provide an el enent of tactical surprise
when the attack was finally |aunched.

I nsi de Norbank City, Sergeant Dendrow and his squad | eaders briefed the

Nor bankers who woul d be traveling with them telling them what woul d be
expected, warning themto stay close together and to renain as silent as
possible. The militia "conpany" nunbered only one hundred and forty nen, thrown

Taiters said. "Listen up, this
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together just that day. They had no training or experience as a unit.
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"It's going to be like trying to keep a flock of hungry geese quiet,"
Taiters told Lon.

The loyalists manning the perineter were all alert now, kept awake and nervous
by the gunfire outside—sone of it less than a half mle away. But there was no
shooting frominside the city. Al of the defenders were under orders to
conserve ammunition. They were to fire only if there was a direct assault on
their lines. Wth the fighting going on out in the forest now, there was not
even any sniper fire comng in.

Col onel Al fred Norbank now had a DMC radio that would allow himto confer with
Col onel Flowers. And he had unarmed runners to keep himin contact with the
sections of the perineter.

An hour after sunset, Lon's platoon and the Norbankers who woul d be going
through the perineter with them noved east, toward the point where they woul d
make their breakout. They were careful to avoid exposing thenselves to any
rebel s who mi ght be watching through nightscopes on their rifles.

Once they were in place, Lon took a nonent to |ift the faceplate of his hel net
and | ook up at the sky. Too many stars and not enough cl ouds, he thought. The

ni ght woul d not be dark enough to suit him Then he shrugged. At |east there'l
be alittle light for the locals. They won't be totally blind.

He I owered his visor and glanced at the tineline on his head-up display. It
woul d be an hour before the order to nobve canme, maybe ninety mnutes. The
battalion would attenpt to drive a wedge into the rebel lines northeast of the
city to open a corridor for Lon's platoon and their charges. Once they were
through, the battalion's actions would depend on the prevailing conditions. They
woul d attenpt to do as rmuch damage to the besieging forces as possible. If they
could roll up a significant section of the rebel line, they would do that before
moving to help establish a secure | anding zone for the shuttles that would bring
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in supplies for the Norbankers. O herw se they woul d withdraw i medi ately,
continuing to screen the group com ng out of the capital

Ni nety minutes after sunset, the second elenent in the preparatory work started.
Two shuttles attacked rebel units. One worked over the force that had been
trying to contain the main force of the Dirigenters. The ot her worked over the
rebel s besieging the city. Guns and rockets. Each attack shuttle nade two
passes, with twenty m nutes between. Then those shuttles burned for orbit and
rendezvous with Long Snake while two nore shuttles canme in to cover the main
action.

"Get ready, but keep down," Taiters warned over his platoon circuit once he got
word frombattalion. ' '"If everything goes right, we'll be noving out in fifteen
or twenty mnutes.'

The start of the battalion's attack was clearly audible. Colonel Flowers hit the

Arl an

rebel line with everything he had. The squads and pl atoons that had been cut

| oose fromthe nmain body to nake harassing attacks earlier resuned, wherever
they were around the rebel lines. Thirty seconds later, the |latest pair of
shuttl es added their rockets and gat-lings to the fray.

"That' || give themall sonmething to think about,” Phip whispered. "I knowI'd

hate to be on the wong end of all that."

"Don't feel sorry for the rebels," Lon whispered back. "The nore hell they catch
now, the less we'll catch when we go out."

The unarmed militianen | ooked unconfortable. Lon wondered if they were thinking
of the men on the receiving end of the barrage...or if they were sinply facing
their owmn fears, knowing that the attack neant that the tine for themto go out
through the eneny lines was getting that rmuch cl oser

"The battalion is pushing forward now," Lieutenant Taiters said on the channe
to Lon and the platoon's noncons.
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"As soon as they get the path open for us, we'll be noving. Squad | eaders, tel
the locals you' re responsible for."
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The nilitianmen had been divided into four platoons. Each Dirigenter squad was
assigned to escort one of them Lon tagged al ong when Corporal G rana went over
to "his" Norbankers.

"We'll be going out pretty soon," Tebba told them "I know you're nervous, but
we' |l get you through the best we can. Al that noise is designed to open a safe
path through the rebel lines. Just renmenber to stay as quiet as possible, and
stay together. Wen one of us gives an order, don't ask questions. W'I| explain
if there's time, but there probably won't be. Just do what you're told and save
the questions for later.

"When we go through the lines, we'll be noving as fast as possible for the first
few hundred yards," Tebba continued. "Jogging, not an out-and-out run, so it
shoul dn't be too difficult even if you' re not used to heavy physical exercise."
The nen who had been chosen for this militia conpany ranged in age from ei ghteen
to forty, but none of them had appeared to be hopel essly out of shape. "Stay

|l ow, but stay with the group. W won't be able to dawdle to collect stragglers."”
They shoul d be able to keep up, Lon thought. W're carrying full conbat kit, and
they're not carrying anything but thenselves and maybe a knife or club. If they
can't keep up like that, they won't be nmuch use even with guns.

He turned his head as the sounds of fighting drew closer. Can't be nore than a
coupl e of hundred yards out, he thought. W'Il| be going very soon now. Lon

| ooked at Tebba. G rana nodded, as if he had read Lon's thoughts. Very soon

"Cet the squad over here, Lon," Tebba said. Lon |lowered his faceplate and nade
the call on the squad channel. The others noved quickly, taking up the positions
that G rana had assigned them before. One fire teamwoul d stay on each flank of
the platoon they were covering. Grana would
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be at the front. Dav Grott would be at the back, trying to prevent stragglers.
The ot her squads were also noving into position with the locals they were to
escort. Al that was needed now was the order from Col onel Flowers to nove.
Three mnutes later the first order cane, to nove up to the barricades. "Stay
down, out of sight," Grana warned the Norbankers. "Wen | give the word to nove
out, nove.'

Once he got to the barricades, Lon could tell that the fighting had started to
move to either side. Directly in front of himthere was relative silence. The
gunfire had broken into two distinct segnents as the rest of the battalion
worked to provide a wide corridor out of town for them

Anytinme now, Lon thought, |ooking toward Lieutenant Taiters, who was thirty
yards away. The |ieutenant's head was slightly bowed, in the attitude that many
sol diers al nost habitually adopted while they were talking on the radio. Lon's
hand nmoved along the side of his rifle, the fingers feeling to make certain

whi ch position the safety was in: on. That was where it was supposed to be,

until they headed out.

Anytine. Lon turned his attention to his breathing, |long, slow breaths, using
that to help relax him just alittle. He did not want to be too hyper when they
started out. That woul d conme soon enough, as soon as bullets were com ng cl ose
and they were running the gauntlet.

Li eutenant Taiters lifted his head and | ooked around, scanning his platoon and
the Nor bankers. Lon caught a breath on the way in and held it. Here it cones.
"By squads," Taiters ordered over the platoon channel. "Ten yards between
sections. Go!" He brought his right armup and back in a gesture, pointing over
the barricade. A dozen Norbankers fromthe perineter force pulled two sections
of the barrier out of the way. First squad went through the nearest opening,
herding their nmilitiamen along a little roughly.

"Let's go!" Tebba ordered over his squad channel as
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soon as the first group was nine paces out. "Nolan, stay with nme."

Lon went through the gap right at Grana's heels. The two of them stopped just
beyond the barricade as the Nor-bankers and the rest of the squad cane through
Only when Tebba saw Dav in the gap did he start running to get back to the
front. Nolan stayed with him dropping back only a few feet, running crouched
over, rifle at port arns, the safety now switched off. For now, there was no
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question of maintaining normal separation between nen. The nercenaries had to
stay close to the Norbankers.

The ground in front of the barricades was open and relatively flat, and, with
the available starlight, it was no great challenge for nen w thout night-vision
equi pnent. The few buildings that had stood between the current perineter and
the forest had been razed, the rubble burned or dunped into cellars.

Lon and the other nenbers of the squad stayed close to the Norbankers, urging
themon with gestures and, when necessary, with a hand on an arm tugging,
pushing. Sounds like a herd of stanpeding buffal o, Lon thought. He had heard
buffal o running, if not stanpeding. The Springs had maintained fifty of the
animals on one section of the nmlitary reservation, a tenuous link to an

all -but-forgotten past. / hope the rebels don't have sound detectors planted.

It was nore than a hundred and fifty yards fromthe barricades to the edge of
the forest. The nearest trees were young, saplings, sone no nore than five or
ten years old. There was al so undergrow h al ong the verge, where vines and
shrubs could fight for a share of the sunlight.

Qut in the open, Lon could feel a strange craw i ng sensation along his spine—a
nervous response to danger. Eneny fire mght start conming in at any tine. Wth
the Nor bankers so bunched up, gunfire could scarcely avoid finding targets,

unl ess the shooters were abysnally bad marksnen. Professional soldiers firing
aut onati ¢ weapons
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woul d butcher the group. The chance of survival would be snall.

They' re not pros. They don't have a | ot of automatic weapons, Lon told hinself
as he stopped to urge on the Norbankers nearest him He hoped that the second
statement was as accurate as the first. The rebels did have sone automatic
weapons. The Dirigenters had |learned that in their first large-scale firefight.
But nost of the rebel rifles had appeared to be sem autonmatic or even

bolt-acti on—the same variety of weapons that the loyalists in Norbank City were
armed with.

Lon felt as if crossing the open range between city and forest were taking
forever, as if the nmen were running on a treadnill. They ran, but the forest
appeared to cone no nearer. Lon was not paying attention to the tineline on his
hel met display, but by the time he was halfway to the first line of trees, he
woul d have guessed that ten mnutes had passed—pre than ten tines the actua

el apsed tinme. Seconds ticked past in preternatural slow notion. He felt that he
was aware of every iota of sensory input, every breath, every heartbeat. It
seened alnost as if he could hear each individual gunshot in the battle that was
raging to either side, now at |east two hundred yards off to left and right.
"Drop back and hel p Dav keep the stragglers in, Nolan,”" Grana said on his
private channel

Lon stopped instantly, glad for even a few seconds' respite. The pl atoon of
unar med Nor bankers had strung out over forty yards. Lon dropped in next to the
assi stant squad | eader and they picked up their pace, crowding the | ast of the
| ocal s, urging them forward, al nbost stepping on their heels. Dancing around to
avoid actually tripping over the rearnost of the militianen occupied Lon's
attention. The last stretch of the run seened to take nuch less tine than the
first. He heard the | eaders crashing through the underbrush, into the forest,
and al nost imedi ately he was going through it as well.

They did not stop even then. Lieutenant Taiters did slow
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the pace for a few mnutes, but the group kept going, in a hurry to get away
fromthe city and the fighting, anxious to avoid detection by the eneny.

Past the new growth, the forest floor opened up and the group noved past visible
rem nders of the fighting that had taken place in the past hours. Two Norbankers
tripped over bodies of rebel soldiers, starting a chain reaction that nearly
brought down half of the platoon running with second squad.

Li eutenant Takers finally gave the order to halt. The rest was no nore than two
m nutes for the nmen in the first two groups, less for those in the other half of
the assenbly.
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"Now we go for quiet," Corporal G rana explained to the Norbankers he was
responsible for. "W're going to be wal king, an easy pace, but we've got to keep
movi ng, and we've got to keep quiet. We're through the bottl eneck, but out here,
there's always the chance we'll run into rebel patrols.”" O a whole damm force
of them he thought uneasily.

This time, when the group started noving, the soldiers of Grana' s squad were
spaced evenly along the flanks of the Norbanker volunteers. The pace was only
hal f that of a marching cadence, sonetines |less, with frequent pauses—not rest
stops, just a few seconds of everyone standing notionless while the

prof essionals |listened for any sounds of eneny activity.

"Tebba, any word yet on how far we're going, or what the rest of the battalion's
doi ng?" Lon asked. They had been noving inside the forest for nearly thirty

nm nut es.

"The rest of the conpany is noving to shield us," Tebba replied. "The other

conpani es are still engaged. The section of the eneny line to the right of our
breakout has col |l apsed, | guess just about all of the way to the river. The
colonel's trying to exploit that. Not for too Iong, though, | guess. The entire
battalion is still supposed to rendezvous
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so we can get the supplies in for our nilitiamen before dawn."

Lon glanced at the tineline on his helnet display. Local dawn—first |ight-was a
little nore than five hours off.

A Conpany was al nost back together. Wiile its third platoon continued to
shepherd the Norbankers, the rest formed a screen around them one hundred to
two hundred yards out on either flank and in front, no nore than fifty yards
behi nd. They noved slowy and stopped frequently, making anple all owance for the
mlitiamen who had nothing to augnent their vision in the dark

At least with the rest of the conpany as outriders, the noise these guys are
making isn't quite so dangerous, Lon thought. Even to him the Norbankers seened
to be naking a racket as they stunbled through the woods. The forest floor was
relatively open. The only places where bushes or shrubs could establish
thensel ves were near creeks and treefall gaps. Away fromthose openings, there
were only the trunks of canopy trees and the rotting detritus that covered the
ground. But the canopy robbed the Norbankers of the starlight they had enjoyed
out in the open, |eaving alnost total darkness. Each columm had to be led by a
Di-rigenter with the night-vision systembuilt into his battle hel nmet. Behind
him the Norbankers followed, jamred up as close as possible, often walking with
a hand on the shoulder of the nman in front of them

They headed al nbst precisely north from Norbank City, averaging less than a nmile
an hour. But luck held. There were no run-ins with rebel forces, not even a
pat r ol

"Bravo and Delta are catching us up,
pl atoon during a brief halt at
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about three o'clock in the norning. "The colonel's leaving Charlie behind to
harass the eneny through until we get the shuttles in and out. W' ve got two
mles to go to reach the LZ, and only an hour and twenty mnutes before the
shuttles touch down. | know, " he said quickly, anticipating the objection
"There's no way to nove the Norbankers that fast in the dark. But we have to
push harder than we have been. First platoon is going to nove ahead and set up

Sergeant Den-drow told the noncons of his

security around the LZ, but we still need to get there fast, pick up the goods,
and get away before any rebels nove in. W've got two birds conming in, and
they'Il be bringing in ammo and food for us as well. And the wounded comni ng back

to duty after the first night's action.”

"W got any wounded for themto take out tonight?" one of the squad | eaders
asked.

"l guess, a few at least. They're getting noved forward too. The shuttles won't
be able to stay on the ground |ong."

Squad | eaders explained to the Norbankers that they were going to have to speed
up. "You've had plenty of practice the |ast few hours," Tebba rem nded his
group. "We've just got to neke it a little faster so we can get you to the
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rifles and stuff. We don't get there in a hurry, your rebels mght beat us to
them 1'msure you don't want that."

I ncreased speed brought increased noi se, even an occasi onal oath. Men stunbl ed,
sonetines fell. The |ines broke and needed assistance to reform The Dirigenters
nmoved closer to the nen they were guiding, coaxing, helping, making their own
contribution to the sound level. For the nonent, speed was nore inportant than
si | ence.

/ hope we don't get stuck with baby-sitting again, Lon thought—for about the
dozenth tinme. There are plenty of other platoons in the battalion. No need to
stick us twce.

"There's a cold front noving in," Tebba relayed to Lon just after three-thirty.
' "Clouds building up to the north and west. They might be over the LZ by the
time we get there."

"Clouds, that's good, isn't it? Gve the shuttles cover?"

"As long as they don't cone in hot," Tebba said. "I
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imgine they'lIl come in soft, and fromthe north, slide in to the LZ slow, use
the clouds as long as they can. We're likely to have rain before the norning
gets too far advanced, according to CIC." CIC was the conbat information center
aboard Long Snake.

"Myself, | wouldn't conplain if we got nobnsoon rains,
it better than the opposition.”

"But our mlitia can't. That makes it a wash." G rana did not bother |aughing at
his pun, and Lon did not notice it.

When the rendezvous time arrived, the platoon of nmercenaries and the mlitia
were still a quarter mle fromthe LZ But part of A Conpany and nost of B and D
were there. The supplies were unloaded. The nmen returning to duty got off. A
hal f dozen men wounded during the evening's fight were | oaded. So were the
corpses of the four Dirigenters who had been kill ed.

By the tinme the Norbankers reached the LZ, the shuttles were already gone. There
was a rush to distribute weapons, ammunition, and food. The | oads had to be
spread around. There were no trucks. The Norbankers were given hasty | essons on
the rifles they were handed—ust the essentials, |oading, safety switch, and so
forth. Magazines were fitted to rifles, bolts were run to put a round in the
chanber. The Norbankers were also given five mnutes to eat a neal pack

Dirigent conbat rations. None of the Norbankers conpl ai ned about the taste.

"Not even a chance to sight in the weapons,” Phip said in an aside to Lon
"They'd be lucky to hit the ground if they had to." He shook his head. "The only
safe place will be behind themonce they start shooting."

"They' || nake noi se, though, and that will help if we get into a firefight,'
said. "They'll make the rebels keep their heads down, give us nore chance to
fire for effect.”

By the tinme everyone was ready to nove away fromthe LZ, there was vague

illum nation back under the forest can-
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opy. Wth clouds noving in, it was a diffuse gray light, dim straining eyes—but
it was sufficient to let the Nor-bankers nove wi thout tripping over each other
"We get tinme to train "emright,"” Grana told Nolan after they had started
nmovi ng again, "we mght actually nake decent soldiers out of them"

"If enough of them survive that |ong," Lon said.

"It's our job to nake sure that they do," Tebba remi nded him "So |et's nake
sure we do our job."

For the nonent, they were still nmoving north, farther from Norbank City. During
the short rest stops that Colonel Flowers permitted—the entire battalion, less C
Conpany, which had remmi ned cl oser to Norbank City, was noving nore or |ess
together now—the mlitianen were given sone help with organi zation and the

rudi ments of maneuver doctrine. The Norbanker platoons were broken into squads.
The Dirigenters made no attenpt to choose | eaders. The Norbankers had to do that
for thensel ves. But each nmilitia platoon was, tenporarily, assigned to one of
the nmercenary platoons, nostly with B and D conpani es. They nmarched toget her,

" Lon said. "W can handl e

Lon
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and the Dirigenters did what they could to give the militiamen training on the
march and during the stops.

For once, Lon's platoon was spared. "We've done our bit," Taiters said when Lon
mentioned it. "For now, at |east."

"How long are we going to stay away fromthe action?" Lon asked next. "W're not
conpl eting the contract out here."

Arlan shook his head. ' This is just a guess, but | inmagine we'll go back in
tonight. We don't want to give the rebels too nuch tinme to regroup. It would be
nice if we could take even two or three days with these locals, give thema
chance to sight in their weapons and get used to firing them But we don't have
time or amunition to spare.”

"They're still not going to be able to see at night.'
he was not close to the |ieutenant.

Taiters sighed. "They didn't ask for night-vision gear,
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and our contracting officer apparently didn't nmention it, or didn't push it.
CGoggl es or hel nmets might have nade all the difference."

"And we don't have enough spares to give them sone?"

"Not nearly enough."

Freed of their responsibilities for herding the Norbankers, third platoon
rejoined the rest of A Conpany and noved out to the left flank of the battalion
When Col onel Flowers finally called a halt shortly after nine o' clock, they were
a dozen miles fromthe nearest point in Norbank City, in old-growh forest.

"W won't be here long, but dig in," Captain Orlis told the conmpany's noncons.
"Recon doesn't show any hostiles within four niles but we can't be certain. The
rebel s don't have enough el ectronics for us to be sure of spotting them They
could have a conpany or nore within spitting range if they tailed us out.'

Lon shared a foxhole with Corporal G rana and Janno Bel zer, which nmeant that Lon
and Janno did the digging, piling the dirt along the front and sides of the

hol e.

"At least this isn't rough ground for digging," Janno said. "Not |ike heavy
clay. 1've seen sone dirt you al nost needed to blast to scratch a hole out of
it."

"This day and age, there's got to be an easier way," Lon replied. Getting the
sod up was the nmost difficult part of this excavation. Under the decaying |eaves
and twigs was a bed of a nosslike substance that resisted their shovels.

"There is," Janno said. "Or, at |east, there could be."

" "What do you nean?'

"I'"ve got a cousin who works in the research and devel opnent departnment of one
of the sutler conpanies. Sone years back they tested prototypes for what they
called a sonic shovel. You stick four poles into the ground to mark your
corners, as deep as you want the hole. The thing used ultrasonic vibrations to

Lon shrugged, even though

turn any kind of soil into powder.
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Then you just had to scoop the stuff out, |ike shoveling fine, dry sand."

"So why are we still doing it the ol d-fashioned way? What was wong with it?
Lon asked.

Janno nade a barking laugh. "It worked perfectly, according to ny cousin, and

wei ghed | ess than six pounds. It could |oosen the dirt for a hole Iike this in
under a minute, so you woul dn't need nore than one per squad. There was one
slight drawback. The dammed thing was so powerful that our standard
sound-detection gear could hear it fromthirty nmiles off. Dual-purpose tool. It
dug the hole, then attracted the enemy for you to fight. Quarternaster section
rejected the idea."

Lon | aughed softly. The two nen had not paused in their digging while they

tal ked. Below the |ayer of detritus and nobss the ground was dry, with a soft,
crunbly texture. Janno stopped digging at one point and picked up a clod of the

soil, then broke it with only gentle pressure of his fingers.
"Poor soil for farm ng," he said.
"What do you nean?" Lon asked. "It's doing all right growi ng eighty-foot trees."

Janno shook his head. "My guess is this is a very delicate ecol ogi cal bal ancing
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act, poverty soil, all of the available nutrients tied up, everything in use all
the time. Rain forests are like that, and this is alnpst rain forest. Even a
slight disturbance to the bal ance could destroy the system And farm ng woul d be
nmore than a slight disturbance."

' '"That part of your military training here?

"No. That was freshman biology in high school. Diri-genters get to see nore
exanpl es of nature than nost fol ks do, nore different ecosystens. Even nodest
mlitary operations can inpact an ecol ogical system and |arge-scale fighting
can even have a significant inmpact on weather."

"Conme on. You're jerking ny string now."

"I"mserious. Look, you had to do a lot of reading of mlitary history at that
acadeny you went to, didn't you?"
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"The Springs. Sure."

" "Menoirs, that sort of thing, soldiers talking about their battles and

canpai gns?"

"Sonme of that. More on the tactical and strategic stuff though," Lon said. "I
still don't see what you getting at."

"Alot of talk about the weather in those nenoirs, wasn't there? Too nuch rain,
too cold, too much snow?"

"Wel |, of course, but soldiers always gripe about the weather. W' ve done that
on field exercises."
Agai n, Janno shook his head. "There's nore to it than that. | don't recall the

details, but we had a study done, on Earth. Fromthe tinme when gunpowder becane
important in warfare, and especially where the use of artillery or aerial

bonbar dnent was extensive, large mlitary operations have induced rmuch higher
precipitation levels, rain or snow, and tenperature extremes, in many clinmatic
zones. And, no, it wasn't just chance. They studied every conflict fromthe
fifteenth century on through the last major military opera-tion on Earth in the
twenty-first century. Once you get nore than ten or fifteen thousand soldiers

i nvol ved, and | arge nunbers of artillery, tanks, or bonbers, over anything

| onger than a few days, the weather tends to extrenes."

He used the back of the blade on his entrenching tool to pat down the dirt piled
in front of the trench. For a nonment, Lon just |ooked at his friend.

"Hearsay and guesswork," he said finally.

"Statistical certainty, bolstered by a |lot of conputer simulation."

"You studied that in high school too?"

" "Way not? Mlitary subjects are inportant on Dirigent. The nore we know about
everything that can influence a contract, the better we're going to be."

The Dirigenters were put on half-and-half watches. In the center of the
battalion's defended area, the Norbankers were given two hours of concentrated
trai ni ng—as much
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as they could absorb. They were taught to field-strip and reassenble their
rifles, lectured on the capabilities and Iimtations of them Beyond that, they
were given sinplified plans for responding to the nost likely mlitary
engagenent s—agai n, what they could be expected to learn in such a limted tine.
"I't's not enough. It can't be enough,” G rana comented to Lon when the

Nor bankers were finally given a chance to rest. "W get any kind of action and
they' Il get chewed up. They'll be lucky if they only take five tines the
casualties they should. It could be a ot worse. | just hope it's not bad enough
to discourage the lot of them The survivors," he added after a pause. "Them and
the rest of the folks in the capital."

"They give up, there's not nmuch we can do, is there?" Lon asked.

Tebba just shook his head.

Captain Olis briefed his lieutenants and noncons. "We'll be noving out at 1500
hours, headi ng back in. Charlie Conpany is drawing a rebel force after it, into
the hills east of Norbank City. The best estinate we can get on the rebel force
is six hundred to eight hundred, that's fromCharlie and from aeria
surveillance. W're going after them If we can neutralize this force we'll have
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gone a long way to leveling the playing field on Norbank."

He went over the expected line of march on mapboards, and showed where Company C
would try to stall the rebels, the battleground that Col onel Flowers wanted. "W
can't count on the rebels cooperating,” Olis said in a flat aside. "And we
can't be certain that they' |l respond to any...stinmulus the way that trained

sol diers woul d, so be ready for anything."

The nmilitia conpany woul d be noved to the rear of the battalion once they got
close to contact, held back as a reserve, then be brought in when—and if—t
coul d be done without excessive danger to the nercenari es.

OFFI CER- CADET 1

"The col onel wants to wait until we have the situation in hand, but he also
wants to get the locals involved soon enough so they can feel that they've had a
part in the vic-tory. He thinks the norale boost that will give them could be
important, not just to the ones we've got with us but to the rest of the

|l oyalists as well. They need a victory. W're to nake sure they get it." He
paused, then added, "Wthin limts. W're not planning to make foolish
sacrifices for anyone's pride."

When the briefing ended, Taiters called Lon over. ' '"Stick with nme, Nolan. |'ve
already told Grana. It's time you saw what pl atoon operations are like. |I'm
going to patch your conmlinks directly to mine. We'll have an open line
be-tween us, and you'll be in on any calls | nmake or receive. If you need to
make a call out on any other channel, you' |l have to use the override—but don't,
unless it's an ener-gency, and warn ne first."

The line of march had A Conpany on the left, B on the right, with the nilitia
behi nd them The battalion's D Com pany brought up the rear. The col onel and his
headquarters detachnment were in the center, ahead of the Norbankers. Fromthe
start, the colonel insisted on a rapid pace nearly as fast as the nercenaries
woul d have travel ed with-out the amateurs in their mdst. "W've got to cover as
much of the distance as we can before dark," Lieutenant Taiters told Lon

On the march, Taiters generally stayed between third and fourth platoons, but
occasional ly noved out of the double colums and ranged al ong the side, keeping
an eye on all of his people. Lon heard himtalking with platoon sergeants, squad
| eader s—even individual privates. The conversations were rarely nore than a
terse question and a mninmal an-swer. Mre rarely, he would take a call from
Captain Olis, or be part of a commanders' call from Col onel Flowers or soneone
on the battalion staff—the |latest intelligence from C Conpany and conti nui ng
observations of the rebels fromthe shuttles and Long Snake.
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Al three of the battalion's conpanies kept patrols out to ensure that they were

not surprised by an eneny anbush. Breaks were schedul ed well in advance, taking
advant age of | ocations that the point squad found.
"You know every man in both platoons pretty well, don't you?" Lon asked the

i eutenant during one silent stretch

"Part of the job," Arlan replied. "Any commander needs to know the capabilities
and Iimtations of his nmen, know who has special talents, or who has problens
that mght interfere with the performance of his duties. The better you know
your nmen, the better you'll do your job. It's a cunul ative process, though. Even
if they nove you to a different conmpany when you get your comm ssion, you'l

| earn. No one will expect you to know everythi ng about every nman under your
conmmand the first day."

"How far up the line does that go?"

Taiters chuckled. "I know for a fact that Captain O'lis knows every man in the
conpany. | don't just nean that he can match faces and nanes. He's got a pretty
good idea of the abilities of everyone, sonme know edge of their backgrounds and
famlies. | can't be so certain about Colonel Flowers, but |I'd bet noney that he

knows every officer and noncomin the battalion as well as | know ny nen, and
probably recogni zes every private's nane and face, and can place which conpany
he's in. And for the people he commanded on his way up, and those who've cone to
his notice for one reason or another since, he'd know a | ot nore."

"Col onel Gaffney?" Arnold Gaffney was Seventh Reginent's commandi ng officer. "I
mean, there has to be a limt. He has nore than five thousand men under his
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command. He can't know all of them That wouldn't leave himtinme for anything

el se."

"Probably not," Taiters conceded, "but | bet he's got a pretty good handl e on
personnel anyway. Don't forget, before he was regi nental conmmander, he conmanded
First Battalion, before that, Bravo Conpany of the First, and so
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forth. He did a stint as adjutant for the reginment as well. So he's probably got
a good idea about at least half of his nen, especially those he's been on
contract with, and I'll bet he knows every officer and sergeant—probably damm

near every corporal. Renenber, our turnover rate is a |ot |lower than in nost
arm es. The average |l ength of service in nmy platoons is over eight and a half
years, and that's with your few nonths draggi ng down the average."

The general direction of the battalion's novenent was south-sout heast, but it
did not nove on a direct line. The colonel tried to take advantage of the
terrain, which started to change early on fromflat land to gently rolling to
nod-erately hilly. As the ground got nore uneven, the forest first becane |ess
honogenous and then gave way to alter-nating stands of trees and grassy areas.
CQccasi onal out-croppings of rock | eft sonme areas al nost bare of vegetation. By
sunset, the rest of the battalion was within three quarters of a mle of C
Conpany—and the rebel force that was chasing it.

"We'll take thirty mnutes here," Captain Orlis told his officers and noncons.
"Make sure everyone eats and is ready to go then. The fight could cone al nost
anytine after that."

Lon squatted next to the lieutenant, watching his map-board during the briefing
that Col onel Rowers conducted near the end of the rest stop

"Charlie has been fighting a series of small skirm shes all day," Flowers said,
i ndi cating that conpany's nove-nents. "Staying just out of reach of this rebe
force, doing what they could to draw themfarther fromthe siege and

rei nforcenents. The other | arge rebel force, the one conmng in fromthe east,
coal esced this norning, rendezvousing here." The point he indicated was six

m | es northeast of the battalion. "They were apparently noving to intercept us.
The last fix we had on themwas here." This point was four niles fromthe first,
al nost directly north of the bat-talion. "At some point today, they nmust have
gotten word of where we were because they now appear to be comng after us. CIC
has intercepted a nunber of transmi ssions fromthat area. W have parti al

transl ations, but they're using a |ot of code words that we can't identify. As
of twenty minutes ago, they were four niles behind us, fol-lowing the sane route
we did. The latest estimate is that this force is about the same size as the one
that Charlie's been toying with—six hundred to ei ght hundred. That neans that we
m ght have to deal with sixteen hundred rebels, or nore, at once if we can't
take care of the first force before the second catches up. The estinmate is not
all that...certain. The true nunbers could be twenty percent higher and it

woul dn't surprise nme."
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Fl owers paused, then said, "So, maybe two thousand in these two forces, another
thousand or nore still holding the siege of Norbank City. My own suspicion is

that the rebels nust have at |east another thousand nen under arns, either
guarding their primary settlenment area or el sewhere, undetected. That nunber
could be extrenely conservative as well. It behooves us to keep those various
forces fromconsolidating, or getting us in a position where they can all hit us
at once.

" '"For now, that neans dealing with the force that Charlie has been in contact
with as quickly as possible. Wien we started this narch, | hoped to have

conpl ete tactical surprise, but now we have to assune that the eneny knows that
we're in the vicinity. Since none of our scouts has reported any contacts with
rebel patrols, they shouldn't know exactly where we are, but the commander of
that force has becone nore reticent to follow Charlie's | ead over the | ast hour
or so. | think they're | ooking for a chance to nove back toward Norbank City. So
we're going to let them and we're going to get in position here and here." He
indicated the crests of two low ridges that parallel ed each other. "Then we'll
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let Charlie funnel themin for us. It should be full dark before we make
contact, which gives us the edge.

"'l want our militia conpany here, at the right end of the northern ridge.

Al pha will be to their left. Bravo and Delta will take the southern ridge and
put two platoons down at this end of the valley, to cork the bottle. | want
those platoons favoring the sides of the valley, not a |line straight across.
That could involve us in friendly-fire difficulties, with Charlie noving in

behi nd. As soon as we've got this force accounted for, we'll nove to intercept
the force behind us, try to give themthe sane sort of surprise. W'll go into
the details of that later, after we deal with our first task

"If the rebels in the first force don't walk into the trap, we'll nake

adj ustnents. Hol ding both ridges, we'll be able
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to adapt no matter which way they go. But that could conplicate noving to neet
the second force on favorable ground. Questions?'' He waited, and when none of
the officers on the hookup spoke, Colonel Flowers said, "I want everyone ready
to nove in five minutes. Bravo and Delta will |ead the way since they've got the
farthest distance to travel."

Even in the dark, the Norbanker militianen noved with sonme assurance now. They
were arnmed and had been given a couple of hours of training, enough to nmake them
think that naybe they were not quite hopeless. They were not quite as limted in
vi sion this night because there was nore open sky, sonme illum nation fromthe
stars. They were also aware that a fight was near, that they would have part of
it, and that they woul d have the advantage of nunbers—for the first tine in
their civil war.

A Conpany brought up the rear. Fourth platoon | agged behind, planting electronic
snhoops and land mines to slow up the rebel force behind them As |long as those
rebels continued to follow the battalion's trail directly, they would run
straight into trouble. And that would alert the battalion, give themthe exact
position of the second rebel force.

Li eutenant Taiters, with Lon at his side, stayed with fourth platoon while they
were planting the mnes and bugs, taking an active part in deciding where they
woul d go. "Any left over after the fighting," he explained to Lon, "we'l]l
retrieve before we leave. If we can. If not, and if we don't have a chance to
teach the locals how to deactivate them the explosives will degrade in thirty
days, naking them harm ess.”

As soon as the work was finished, fourth platoon hurried to catch up with the
rest of the conpany. The battalion and the Norbanker militia were noving into
position, ready for the rebels. Taiters | ooked over the deploynent of his

pl at oons, then conferred with the platoon sergeants before he and Lon took their
own positions—ust behind the |ine and
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between third and fourth platoons. There was no di ggi ng of foxholes this tine.
There was too little soil covering the rocky ridge. Wiere it was possible, nen
nmoved the snmaller stones around to give them sone cover, but they would have the
hi gh ground; the ridges were sixty to seventy feet above the floor of the valley
bet ween t hem

The gunfire drew cl oser, but there was never anything |ike a constant exchange.
Fromreports that were being passed to all of the officers, Lon knew that C
Conpany was nai ntai ning contact with the rebel force, striking and wi thdraw ng,
sni ping, working the rebels toward the rest of the battalion

Then there was a nore urgent call. ' 'Everyone down and quiet. A rebel patrol is
entering the valley."

hope the nmilitia doesn't screw up now, Lon thought. There were a few nercenaries
with themto nake sure they received any orders—er warnings. Just keep down and
keep quiet, Lon thought, as if his nental projections nmight make a difference.
Pati ence.

Li eutenant Taiters edged closer to the line, and raised up enough to give hima
glinmpse of the valley floor. Lon stayed where he was. |'mnot going to be the
one to screw up, he thought. The |ieutenant knows what he's doing.

"Their point isn't very far in front of the main body," Arlan whispered on his
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link to Lon. "It looks Iike no nore than twenty yards between the last man in
the point squad and the rest of them" The |ieutenant noved back from his
observation point. "They're noving fast too, despite the dark."

"No flankers on these ridges?" Lon asked, al so whispering.

"Apparently not. They're noving right into the trap."

It'Il be slaughter, Lon thought. Fish in a barrel. Taking part in what seened
certain to be butchery did not appeal to hi mbut neither was he del uded enough
to think that the battalion should sonehow offer a "fair" fight. It's them
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or us, and there are still a lot nore of themthan there are of us.

"The colonel wants to wait until that point squad gets to the other end, right
in the face of the men we've got plugging it," Taiters told Lon. "That m ght not
put the whole rebel force between the ridges, but nost of themw Il be, and
Charlie Conpany will nmake sure that the rest can't bolt."

Any m nute now. Any second, Lon thought. The hair on his arns felt as if it were
standing at attention. Hs right hand noved along the receiver of his rifle,
checking to nmake sure that the safety was off. There was a full nmgazine in, and
a round in the chanber. He glanced at the tineline on his visor: 2053 hours. Lon
gl anced left, toward where his friends were—forty yards away. That was too far
for himto take any confort. It would help to be surrounded by friends now, on
the verge of battle. This isn't |ike before, when the rebels hit us without
warning. This tine we're doing the waiting.

"Ready!" The single word over the command channel startled Lon. He had becone
too preoccupied with his thoughts. "Fire!"

Al ong both ridgelines, the mercenaries opened fire, the nmuzzle flashes | ooking
like strings of fiery Christnas lights blinking on and of f. The sound ni ght

al nrost be mistaken for firecrackers going off on a Federation Day holiday back
on Earth. The nercenaries fired short bursts, three or four rounds at a tine,

| ooking for targets, not just firing wildly into the valley. For the first ten
seconds, the gunfire was all one-way. It took that |ong before the rebels even
started to respond—ether than to dive for whatever cover they could find anong
the rocks and stunted trees on the valley fl oor

Taiters and Nol an noved forward, into the line, ready to nmake their own
contribution. Lon got his first look at the killing ground as he brought his
rifle up and scanned for targets. They were not difficult to find. He watched
for
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movenent, for nmuzzle flashes, and each tine he sprayed a few rounds that way.
Those were the nobst certain indicators of live targets. Wth nen down all over
the valley floor, it was inpossible to be certain which were dead and whi ch were
alive, even with the infrared assistance of hel met night-vision systens; bodies
needed tinme to cool

Those rebels who could return fire did so, but it was uncoordinated, hardly
effective. There was sone cover in the valley, but little that could shelter
anyone fromfire comng in fromboth ridgelines, or fromthe scores of grenades
that were tossed and fired. The rebels tried grenades as well, but they proved

i neffective. They had only hand grenades, not grenade | auncher rounds |ike those
the nmercenaries had. Several rockets were fired by the rebels, though, blasting
gaps al ong the ridges.

Even though they were at an inpossible disadvantage, the rebels in the valley
fought on. There was no hint of surrender or flight. After several minutes they
even showed sone signs of trying to regroup, crawling to the best cover
avai l abl e, consolidating, directing their fire first toward one section of the
ridges, then to another

It was not quite a surprise when sone of the Norbanker nmilitianmen on the ridge
started shooting at the rebels bel ow Even without orders, they wanted to nake
certain that they got in on the fight. At first that fire was sporadic, but
before long it seenmed to be al nost general

Lon's mnd had gone al nost nunb by then. He was focused entirely on doing his
job, firing and then rel oadi ng, |ooking through his sights, trying to avoid any
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broader picture of the scene below There were only targets on the other end,
not hurman beings. Aimcarefully, then pull the trigger. The snell of gunpowder
made his nose itch, and the acrid funes dried out his nouth. H s eyes burned,
but there was no way to rub them and Lon knew that rubbing would only nmake it
Wwor se.

Hi s radio remai ned silent. There was no need for orders now. The only call would
be if someone in the two pl atoons
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was hit and needed hel p, and—so far—there had been no casualties in A Conpany's
third and fourth pl atoons.

The sound of two expl osions, close together, behind him startled Lon badly. He
needed several seconds to realize that they had come fromthe nmines that fourth
pl at oon had pl ant ed.

"You heard that?" he asked Taiters. "I heard. Hang on." Lon listened while the
lieutenant reported the explosions, and their |ocation, to Captain Olis and
then to Col onel Fl owers.

That neans the second force is only four hundred yards behind us, Lon thought.
They could have us in range in less than two nminutes. Al pha had very little
cover against attack fromthe north, from behind. Lon glanced at his hel -net
tinmeline: 2101 hours. That startled himalnbst as nuch as the expl osions had.
Less than ei ght nminutes had passed since the start of the firefight. He shook
his head. He woul d have sworn that it had been going on for an hour

"We're turning around and novi ng down the slope about ten yards," Captain Olis
sai d on the channel that connected himto his |ieutenants and pl at oon sergeants.
"Except first platoon. They'll stay in place to anchor the left end of the Iine
on the ridge. The mlitia will move across to take our positions. Gve thema
hand, but hurry themup." After those orders were acknow edged, Olis said, "GCet
your men in whatever cover they can find. W'll let the second rebel force close
to within two hundred yards, then open up, try to pin themdown too far out for
any return fire to be fully effective."

Third and fourth platoons each |l eft one squad to hel p the Norbankers nove into
position while the rest noved back down the hill toward the north. The sl ope was
gentle, but that still left many of the nmen in awkward firing positions-prone
with their feet above their heads. They wi ggl ed around, getting as confortable
as they could in the time they had. Alittle cover in front, if no nore than a
couple of small rocks, was nore inportant than confort.
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Lon and the lieutenant stayed near the ridge until nearly three quarters of the
mlitianen had filed past and started to settle into the Iine that A Conpany had
vacated. Then Taiters pulled his last tw squads back, sent them down the sl ope
to get ready. Only then did he and Nolan follow. Lon had scarcely got down on
his stomach before the second rebel force opened fire—before A Conpany coul d
start the exchange.

These rebels did not conme straight in along the track that Second Battalion had
taken. They cane in separate groups, fromthe northeast and the northwest,
angling in toward the ridge. The rebels were 180 yards away when they opened
fire, well inside the distance that Captain Orlis had hoped to hold them at.
They had taken advantage of what cover there was, infiltrating, noving
intelligently.

The first volley fromthe rebels was wildly inaccurate. Sone went |ow, but nost
went hi gh—not just over the heads of the nen of A Conpany, but also over the
Nor - banker militia, above and behind them But as soon as the nercenaries
started to return fire, the rebels' aiminproved. They had muzzle flashes to
target. There were hits. Lon heard one call for help fromsoneone in fourth

pl atoon, and then a squad | eader saying he had the man and that his wound was

m nor.

Lon had no qual ms about this fight. It was as near to even terns as the rebels
were ever likely to nmanage agai nst trai ned professionals. They had odds of three
to one or nore—ounting only A Conpany as their opposition—and they were not
boxed into a closed killing zone, like the valley on the other side of the
ridge. These rebels came on with the sane determ nation as their doomed
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conrades, using fire and nmaneuver tactics to mnimze their casualties as they
nmoved cl oser.

"Charlie's sending two platoons around on our right flank," Captain Olis
informed his | eaders. "They're going to hit these rebels fromthe side. Delta

wi |l be noving around on the other flank as soon as they can. It's going to
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take them | onger, though. They've got farther to travel and they need to

di sengage first." Alnobst as an afterthought Olis added, "The first rebel force
has about had it. There can't be nore than a hundred of themstill fighting."
One hundred | eft out of six hundred to eight hundred? Lon blinked, surprised
despite what he had seen. How can they keep goi ng? Why not surrender? Are they
going to nake us slaughter themto the last man? Lon turned his face to the side
for a second, fighting dowmn a surge of bile. He blinked several tines, squeezed
his eyes shut briefly, then turned his attention back to the eneny com ng at
him It was only chance that he noticed the tinme: 2110 hours.

The new fight would not be ended as quickly, or as de-cisively, as the other

The rebel force conming in fromthe north had not been caught unawares and, for
the nmonent, held on the initiative, pushing in on their diagonals, hitting the
ends of the Dirigent line.

"They' ve had some training," Lieutenant Taiters observed on his |link with Nolan.
"And | think we underestinmated the nunber."

Lon tried to scan the breadth of the battlefield, noting the two concentrations
of rebel soldiers noving in. There was nore gunfire comng fromfarther back, in
the center—fromwel| past the two-hundred-yard mark. And that nore distant
gunfire seened to be nore accurate as well.

"They' ve concentrated marksnen with nightscopes in the mddle,"” Lon said. "Maybe
two hundred and fifty yards out."

" "Where?'' Arlan asked, but before Lon could point themout, the |ieutenant
said, "I see. Hang on while | pass this on to the captain.” Lon listened to the
exchange—a twenty-word report and a two-word acknow edgnent.

"Good work, Nolan," Taiters said then. "You were the first to spot that." He
called third platoon's first squad and told themto concentrate on the snipers
before talking to Lon again. "You might as well take a hand at this too, Nolan.
Your baby."

RI CK SHELLEY

Lon adjusted his sights, then switched his rifle's selector to single shots.
Each tinme he spotted a nuzzle flash, he put one round just below it—at |east,
that was how he aimed. The squad that was targeting the snipers would be firing
the sanme way. It did not take | ong before there were no nore nuzzle flashes to
aim at.

Dead or noved, Lon thought. At |east we stopped them He watched the area for
anot her m nute, head above his gunsights, waiting for the sniping to resune.
When it did not, he switched his rifle back to automatic and targeted the rebels
moving in toward the hill, alnpbst mssing the "Well done" that the |ieutenant
gave himand the squad fromthird platoon

The firefight expanded as first C Conpany and then D Conpany cane in on the
flanks. Their sequential appearance stopped the rebel advance—whi ch had reached
the bottom of the slope. Many of the rebels had to turn to face the new threats,
whi ch decreased the anobunt of gunfire conmng toward Al pha. It was only then that
Lon noticed that many of the mlitianen were firing over the heads of the
mercenaries at their estranged conpatriots.

"What the hell?" escaped from his nouth.

"What ?" Lieutenant Taiters asked quickly.

"Behind us. The mlitia's shooting over us."

"No help for that," Taiters said. "Just keep your head down." He passed that
information to the rest of the conpany.

Then Captain Olis canme on-line. ' 'Resistance has ended in the valley behind
us. The colonel is nmoving the rest of the battalion around to get in on this
fight. We've got two shuttles on the way down to give us close air support. Four
m nutes until they arrive."
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Lon | ooked at the tine again. It was 2124 hours. The fight so far had | asted
only a half hour.

Before the shuttles arrived to add their firepower, the fight was over. The
rebels fromthe second force withdrew into the woods under good discipline,
fighting as they re-treated, taking as many of their wounded as they could with
t hem

"It's the kind of thing we would do if we had to,
of fer of grudging respect for the en-eny.

The shuttles circled at ten thousand feet—high enough to ensure that they could
escape any rockets fired fromthe ground, in case there was nore fighting cl ose,
but their guns and rockets were not needed, and they clinbed back toward Long
Snake when their short tour was finished.

Few rebel s managed to escape fromthe earlier anbush.

After clearing his action with Lieutenant Taiters, Lon clinbed back to the ridge
and | ooked down into the valley. Switching his faceplate to magnify the view, he
scanned the I ength of that battleground. The rebel dead were every-where. The
loyalist militia was on its way down the south-ern slope, going in to retrieve
rifles and ammunition. Several squads of Dirigenters also went into the valley,
partly to verify a body count, but nostly to prevent any butchering of surviving
rebel s.

"I'"ve never seen such a slaughter," Lieutenant Taiters said, joining Lon on the
ridge. ' 'There nust be eight hun-dred down there, dead or wounded."

"Plus the ones we got on the other side," Lon said. They
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had heard the prelimnary casualty reports for their own people, six dead and
thirty-seven wounded in the battalion. The militia conpany had | ost four dead
and twenty wounded. ' 'I know we want every advantage we can get to mninize our
own casualties, but..this?'' Lon nade a broad gesture that tried to enconpass
the entire valley. "Wy didn't they surrender?"

"It's a civil war, Nolan. Maybe they didn't see any alternative. Prisoners
usually don't fare very well in this kind of fight. I know the col onel woul d
have preferred it end with less killing, but."'" He shrugged and turned away, then
started wal ki ng back down the slope. There was sinply nothing else intelligent
to say, and he wanted to get away fromthe scene.

The rest of A Conpany was al ready near the bottom of the hill, checking the
rebel casualties on the north side. Lon stood by the ridge a nonent |onger, then
switched of f his magnification, turned, and foll owed the |ieutenant down, then
Lon sought out "his" squad. None had been killed or wounded, but Dean Bricks had
the visible rem nder of a close call. H s hel net had been danaged by a bull et,
just over his right ear. Wen Lon reached the squad, Dean was sitting on the
ground, holding the helmet in his hands, one finger tracing the crack in the

si de.

" "Three centinmeters to the side and no trauma tube in the gal axy coul d have

hel ped ne," he whi spered—speaking to hinself. He seened unaware of anyone el se
around him

"Just think if it had been Phip," Lon suggested. "That nelon he carries on his
shoul ders is a better target."

The reunion was cut short when Lieutenant Taiters called for Lon to return
"Nobody called tine out," he told Lon. "There's still work left to do."

Tebba G rana told Lon—an

"Yes, sir," Lon replied. "What next?"

"We've got to arrange pickup for the wounded, and this tinme it's going to be
tricky. | don't think the rebels are going to give us a clear field. The col one
doesn't think they will. W're going to stay put, man those ridges again,
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and send out pl atoon-size patrols to try to keep the rebels back."

"They're going to land a shuttle in that valley?"

"That's the plan. | know. It's going to be a ness. There's no time to clear the
bodi es away first, let alone bury them But it's our best bet for avoiding

addi tional casualties anong our people. W can't get squeam sh about eneny
dead. "

"l know that,'

Lon said, trying to erase the picture of a shuttle's skids comning
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in hot, racing across bodies. "Were will we be, on the ridge or out on patrol ?"
"You and | will be out with fourth platoon. Third is staying with the Norbanker
mlitia. And we're in a hurry.” Lon followed the lieutenant to where fourth

pl atoon was taking a few mnutes' rest. He was relieved to be noving away from
the carnage in the valley, relieved that he would not have to witness the
indignities that would be visited upon the rebel dead, but he would have
preferred to remain with third platoon. Wiat friends he had in the conpany were
concentrated there. But the nmen of fourth platoon were not strangers. Hs
position as Taiters' apprentice had assured that.

Pl at oon Sergeant Wil Jorgen was waiting for them The |ieutenant spelled out
where they were heading on his map-board, with fourth platoon's squad | eaders on
circuit, their mapboards slaved to the lieutenant's. Lon squatted next to
Taiters, watching over his shoulder. The briefing took |less than a mnute. "Any
questions?" the lieutenant asked. Jorgen shook his head. There were no questions
fromthe squad | eaders either

"Nol an?" Taiters asked over their private link. "lI've got it, sir,
"CGood. Stick with ne."

Wei | Jorgen got the platoon formed up and noving northeast. The pl atoon sergeant
took up his position with the second squad in line. The |lieutenant and Lon noved
with the third squad. Before they got clear of the battalion's
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new perineter, Lon could see one other platoon noving away, to the northwest.
That rebel force should be somewhere between us, Lon thought. // they haven't
turned one way or the other. He tried not to think of the nunbers. This one
rebel force mght still have eight hundred nen—er nore—and there were other
groups, sonewhere. He gave little thought to the possibility that the rebels

m ght suddenly decide that they had had enough bl oodshed and surrender or flee
back toward their hones. They're going to be | ooking for revenge, he realized.
And they m ght outnunber us by ten or fifteen to one. If the platoon ran into
the eneny force and could not get away or get quick help...

Lon forced hinself to stop thinking about that, to concentrate on his i mediate
work. / sure can't afford to daydream not now. He took a nonent to go through
his ritual, checking his rifle and the readouts on his hel nmet's head-up displ ay,
then | ooked around to make certain where all of the others were.

The platoon's course carried it into increasingly hilly territory to the east
and northeast. There were nmany open areas, rocks and wild grasses, and fewer
stands of trees—npst of those were a conpact species that resenbled scrub cedar
The pl atoon avoi ded the ridgelines, staying in the valleys or |ow on the sl opes,
wherever the cover and going were best. Lon was glad to see patches of clouds
nmovi ng across fromthe northwest, hiding the stars as they passed, cutting down
on the available |ight.

Once they were well away fromthe battalion, Lieutenant Taiters changed the

depl oynent of the platoon. One squad stayed out in front on point. Two squads
followed in parallel colums, starting fifty yards back. The final squad was
rear guard, with a fifty-yard gap between them and the central body. Lon and the
|ieutenant were on the right, with the platoon's fourth squad, which had rotated
into that position. Sergeant Jorgen was on the left, with second squad. Third
had the point; first rear guard. In fourth squad's line
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of march, the squad | eader was in the nunber three posi-tion. Lieutenant Taiters
was two spots back, and Lon was right behind him Except for those two, the

i nterval between nen was kept at about five yards.

The pl atoon's assignnment was sinple. Barring eneny contact, they were to go out
a mle along their initial vector then turn and head east for a half mle before
turning back toward the battalion's position. They were to | ook for the eneny,

pl ant bugs and nmines, try to keep the eneny at least a nmle fromthe valley
where the shuttles would be landing. If they ran into the eneny, their first
duty would be to report on the | ocation and size of the eneny force. After that,
they would try to disengage, or attenpt to draw the eneny to one side or the
other—away fromthe LZ. Sur-vival was third on the list of priorities.

Lon repli ed.
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Protecting the casualties and shuttles canme first.

Lon kept his eyes noving, watching where he would place each foot, and scanni ng
his side of the formation, watching the ridges and slopes, |ooking for any sign
of the eneny, any hint of inproper novenent to branches or grass. Don't |ook for
the routine, ook for the exceptions was the principle. There was a |ight
breeze, its direction appearing to change as the terrain did, but nostly coning
fromthe northwest, the same breeze that was bl owing the clouds in.

The platoon noved silently. It was only rarely that Lon heard anything fromthe
Dirigenters—a twi g snapping, |eaves crunching. And there were few ot her noises.
The usual night routines of the native wildlife had been disrupted by the
firefight and had not returned to normal. Cccasionally a bird flew

over head—hi gh, a predator searching for food, or tracking the possible threat
represented by nen prowling the night. Lon had yet to see any of the |arger
animal s, predators or prey. Even close to the main human settl enents the

i ndi genous fauna had not yet been driven to extinction, or away. One of the
mlitianmen had told Lon that the dominant predator in this area was a catlike
creature
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that could weigh up to three hundred pounds. It was strong enough to take a
human, or even a cow. Lon had heard one of those, wailing in the distance, the

first night on Norbank, but had not known what it was until |ater, when he had
had a chance to ask the mlitiaman about the sound—something like the cry of a
coyot e.

The platoon reached its nile limt. There had been no sign of the eneny.

Li eutenant Taiters let the nmen rest for five minutes while they planted

el ectroni c snoops and | and nmines. He rotated the squads again for the next |eg
of the patrol. But Taiters, Jorgen, and Nolan retained their same relative
positions in the formation, moving with different squads.

"I'f we're going to run into anything, it's nmost likely along this outside
stretch," Taiters warned his noncons. "That means extra vigilance on the point
and along the right flank."

How nuch extra can anyone give when we're already straining our senses to the
limt? Lon wondered. The strain to hear or see anything out to the limts of
hearing and vision had already given hima dull headache and burning eyes.
Staring into the green-tinted distance shown by his night-vision gear always
brought sone disconfort, but rarely as much as this tine. The volune on his

hel met' s external sound pickups was cranked around to maxi mum nagnifying the
few noi ses there were

" 'Lieutenant ?

"What ?"

" "We might have a little extra warning if we put one or two nmen way out on the
right flank, even with the point or beyond it."

Taiters hesitated. "They' d be hung out in the wind with little chance that we
could help themif they ran into anything."
"But it might save the rest of the platoon,
"You vol unt eeri ng?"

Lon did not think that his own hesitation was |ong
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enough for the lieutenant to notice. "Yes, sir, I'll go."

Arlan nodded. "I'Il ask Roy Bantor to go along with you. He could wal k on eggs
and not crack a one." Bantor was a | ance corporal, assistant |eader of fourth
pl at oon's second squad. "Just renenber, it's going to be his show You're stil
just a cadet. You're not in the Iine of comand yet."

"I remenber."

Lon listened while the lieutenant called Bantor and asked if he was willing to
vol unteer for the mssion—and Taiters enphasized that it was not an order
Bantor did not hesitate. He cane forward to where Taiters and Nol an were

wai ting.

The |ieutenant spelled out the job precisely. Roy nodded, then turned to Lon
"Your idea?"

"My idea," Lon confirnmed. "Your patrol."

Lon sai d.
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"Right, a two-man patrol." Lon could not see Roy's face behind the tinted
faceplate and was not certain what to nmake of the |ance corporal's tone. "Just
renenber, there's no roomfor mstakes when we get out on our own." Lon nodded.
Roy gestured, and they noved away fromthe rest of the platoon

Bant or noved quickly, but with assurance. His first goal was to put distance
between the two of themand the rest of the platoon, noving a hundred yards to
the north before turning. Even then he did not slacken the pace. The idea was
for the two nen to get even with the point, and that still was a hundred yards
to the west when they nade the turn

"We're going to have to | oop around wi de again when the platoon turns back to
the south,” Roy whispered over a private channel once they started west. "If
this is going to work, we can't just parallel the rest. We're going to have to
range about, | ook for the eneny. It won't do any good if we just walk into a
trap and get bagged wi thout a chance to warn the others."

"Right," Lon said. He did not want to waste his air or attention. Staying on
Roy' s heels and avoi di ng any noi se
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while they hurried through a wooded area took all of the concentration he could
nmuster. Bantor seemed to nove effortlessly through the forest, but Nolan had to
work at doing it properly.

As they neared the point squad, a hundred yards to their left, Bantor finally
slowed his pace. They were still not noving as deliberately as the platoon, but
Lon no longer felt as if he were in a wal king race.

We got this far without drawing fire, he thought, then: Think anbush. Look for
the sort of spot you'd pick if you were laying the trap instead of walking into
it. Think what you'd do if you were the eneny, and assune he's at |east as snart
as you think you are.

Roy started to angle a little to the right, farther out. Once he was beyond the
| evel of the point squad, he slowed his pace nore, visibly taking care where he
set his feet. Lon hardly dared to breathe. They were effectively al one between
the eneny and any friendly forces. They were also getting near the track the
conpany had followed on its way south, not quite as far out as where they had

| eft the m nes and snoops.

"Watch for booby traps,” Roy said. Lon did not bother to reply. There was no
need.

Two minutes |ater, Bantor stopped—went notionless. Nolan did the sane, a
fraction of a second behind the | ance corporal, and | ooked past him trying to
spot whatever it was that had caused Bantor to freeze in place. Lon scanned
ahead and to the side, slowy, |ooking for the slightest hint—but he did not see
or hear anything that did not bel ong.

After nearly a mnute of standing absolutely notionless, Roy shook his head
mnimal |y and started noving again.. A false alarm Lon thought. But for severa
more minutes the two nmen were far nore deliberate in their novenents, slower,
pausing after every step to look and listen. It was not until they finally
turned the corner and started heading south again that Roy started to nove a
little faster. Onits
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"inside" track, the platoon's point squad had drawn even wth them again.

If anything's going to happen, it should be soon, Lon thought. In another five
m nutes they woul d probably be too close to the rest of the battalion for the
rebels to dare anything. If they were going to strike, it would cone out here,
wel | beyond the range of the weapons of the rest of the Dirigenters. Lon stopped
for an instant, letting Roy get a couple of steps farther ahead of himwhile he
turned and | ooked back and to the right. If | was running the rebel force here
and had spotted us, |I'd nove in behind us and aimfor the others, he thought.
Count on that for surprise. Let the two scouts go to get at the full platoon.
Thi nki ng about that scenario increased his nervousness. Lon started wal ki ng
again, leaving the extra gap between himand Roy. Bantor had seen that Nol an was
farther back and said nothing about it. As |long as each man knew exactly where
the other was, the extra distance between themwas a safety valve, making it
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slightly less likely, that both would be taken out by a single burst of gunfire.
"Nol an." Banter's whi sper was al nost inaudible even over the radio. "Stay here.

Get down and take a good position. I'mgoing out alittle farther to the side,
then I'Il conme straight back in."

"You see sonet hi ng?"

"No, not really. 1've just got an itch | need to scratch."

Lon noved a coupl e of steps, then crouched behind a tree trunk. Roy waited unti
Lon was in position and had his weapon set before he started noving off to the
west, one very cautious step at atinme, his rifle at the ready and tracing arcs
fromside to side. Lon scanned the forest in front of his conpanion, his eyes

al so tracing arcs, farther and farther out.

Bant or had gone less than thirty yards before a single gunshot rang out and he
fell

"Roy?" Lon waited five seconds. Wen Bantor did not reply, Lon started to nove
toward him He was snaking across the ground as he reported the downed nan to

Li eutenant Taiters. There was no need to give their position. The blips of their
hel met el ectronics would show on the |ieutenant's head-up display.

"Just a single gunshot so far," Lon said, not thinking that Taiters and the rest
of the platoon would have heard that much. They were not that far away. He
stayed flat on his stonach, his head just up enough to let himwatch where he

was goi ng.
"Stay where you are, Nolan," Taiters said after Lon had noved about ten feet.
"Bantor's dead. | just lost his vital signs. Don't let themget you too."

"Maybe it's just his electronics that went bad, Lieutenant," Lon said. He had
stopped at the order, but...

"I've still got everything else fromthe helnet, just no vitals," Taiters said.
"Don't expose yourself any further. Do you have cover where you're at?"
"No, sir. I'mabout ten feet fromthe nearest cover, behind nme. | got out this

far before you told nme to stop."
"Try to edge back. Were you able to see anything?"

"Not a thing. | didn't even see the nmuzzle flash. | can't say if there's just

one rebel or that whole rebel force."

"Start trying to get to the best cover you can. I'mgoing to nove first squad

hal fway to your position. As soon as they get set, | want you to work your way

back to them
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Stay down and be careful, but conme on back in."

"Yes, sir." There was no other possible reply.

Staying flat and crawl i ng backward was far nmore difficult than crawing forward,
but safer than trying to turn around. Everything seened to catch as Lon pushed
hinself with his hands and forearnms, and stretched out to pull hinself along
with his toes. He was unable to see where he was going, and he did not know when
he neared the tree that had sheltered himbefore until he janed a foot into it.
Then he had to risk lifting up a fewinches to be able to | ook, to see which way
he had to shift to get around behind the trunk

"I'"m back to cover, Lieutenant," Lon said. "A fairly good-sized tree."

"Wait two minutes, then start working your way due east," Taiters said. "First
squad will be waiting for you, ready to give covering fire if necessary."

/ hope it's not necessary, Lon thought, checking the tineline on his visor so he
woul d make no mi stake about when to start back. He was still on his stomach, but
shifted around so he could | ook toward the east. He did not have to guess the
direction. Hi s head-up display gave hima conpass reading. He tried to pick out
a route, looking to go fromcover to cover—-as near as possible. The shortest
possi bl e di stance wi thout exposing nyself too nuch.

"You can start now, Nolan." Lon recognized the voice of Corporal Nace, the squad
| eader.

"On ny way, WI," Lon whispered.

Turning his back to the unseen and uncounted eneny was difficult. It nade Lon
feel too exposed, too juicy a target. But he did not want to take any | onger
than absol utely necessary getting back anong conrades. He scuttl ed-al ong as

qui ckly as he could manage without getting his butt too high for safety,
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ignoring the growing ache in his knees and el bows as he scrabbled al ong the
ground. |I'd need less than ten seconds to get up and sprint the distance, he

t hought. Maybe three mnutes to craw it like this. But
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Lon was not frightened enough to let hinself be panicked into such a foolish

at t enpt .

After he had covered half of the distance, Lon stopped to catch his breath and

| ook both ways. He had not even realized that he had started to hold his breath
until he had to gasp to fill his lungs. He did not see anyone fromfirst squad,
but he did not raise up nore than a few inches to | ook. They woul d be there,
right where they were supposed to be. Lon never doubted that. He took another
deep breath, then resuned his craw .

"l see you, Nolan," Nace said ten seconds later. "Just keep comi ng, nice and
easy. There's no one in sight behind you."

Despite the adnonition and reassurance, Lon tried to crawm faster. He started
panting for air but did not stop noving. He finally spotted a little of a DMC
battl e hel met's canpufl age pattern, no nore than five feet away. / nade it! Lon
thought, resisting the urge to get up and lunge forward to join first squad. It
was just then that the gunfire started behind him

There was no question of it being a |lone sniper this tinme. Dozens of rifles
opened fire alnost simultaneously in a ragged volley. Lon got up to his hands
and knees and plunged forward, scurrying on until hands caught him from one side
and pull ed hi mdown. For perhaps ten seconds then, Lon |lay notionless, dragging
air into aching lungs, before he could turn to face the new threat. First squad
had already started to return fire.

Lon got his rifle up, but took a few seconds to scan the front before he bent to
the sights and started shooting. The eneny gunfire was comng fromalong a
fairly broad front, at least fifty yards across, and no nore than 150 yards
away. That might nean thirty men or sixty, and there could be many nore near by.
"We're noving up to you," Lieutenant Taiters said over the squad | eaders
channel . "The shuttles are on their |and-
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ing ran now. We've got to keep these bastards busy for ten mnutes."

At first, Lon had trouble holding his rifle steady, even in what should have
been a rock-solid prone firing position. His hands and arns were still trenbling
fromall of the crawling. But gradually his nmuscles steadi ed, and he noved
quickly fromtarget to target—fromfromone nuzzle flash to the next, firing his
short bursts. The routine helped to steady him hel ped Lon forget the aches.

The nunber of eneny rifles taking part in the firenght rose. The increase was
nmore audi bl e than visible, but unm stakable. He heard one bullet smack into a
tree trunk no nore than six inches above his head and just off to the side. The
bull et ripped | oose bark and dropped it on his helnet. Lon shook his head and
continued shooting. After seeing Dean's creased and cracked helnet earlier, this
did not even count as a near m Ss.

At a distance, even over the sounds of gunfire, Lon heard the two shuttles
comng in for their | andi ng—very close together. Load the wounded up fast, Lon
projected. Get themup and out of the way.

Ten minutes seened like a very long tine, even though the rebels showed no hint
of trying to close in on the squad, or run over them W're facing at |east
conpany strength opposition, Lon thought, guessed. Maybe quite a bit nore. Most
of the rebels were firing single shots, but not all of them The mlitary rifles
that had been found earlier were capable of fully automatic fire. But none of
the rebels seemed to have mastered the short burst. They always seened to rattle
off ten or twelve shots each tine they pulled the trigger—a waste of ammunition
to any professional

"I had a nman spending ammo that way w thout good reason, |'d nake him pay for
his own bullets,"” Corporal Nace nunbl ed over a channel to Lieutenant Taiters.
"Maybe there's a reason they're not afraid of running out,"” Taiters replied.
"The loyalists have | earned not to
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waste. They haven't had anything to waste."

"Sir, those weapons we captured, the mlitary ones, do we know where they cane
fron?" Lon asked.

"They were made on Hanau, but that's not necessarily where the rebels got them
Don't worry about that, Nolan. It can't nmake any difference to us."

The volunme of eneny fire increased again. There appeared to be at |east a
doubl i ng of the nunber of weapons engaged. "They know about the shuttles," Nace
said. "Looks like they want to get cl ose enough to get a piece of them"

He had scarcely stopped tal king when the rebels started noving in against the

Il one Dirigenter platoon. The Nor-bankers did show some basic know edge of
fire-and-maneuver tactics—dsing half of their nmen to cover the other half as
they got up and noved a few steps closer before dropping to cover, one group

| eapfroggi ng the other—but their |ocal nmanpower advantage was so large that it
was scarcely inportant.

The nercenary pl atoon kept the eneny advance sl ow-and costly. Four dozen nen
with automatic rifles, beaners, and grenade | aunchers took a fierce toll on the
frontal attack. Each time a group of Norbanker rebels got up to advance, there
were fewer than the time before. But the rebels had started out with a lot nore
men than one platoon could pit agai nst them and despite heavy | osses, they kept
com ng. Lon Nolan had no way to be certain, but after the shuttles | anded and
the rebel s appeared to put all of their resources into the attack, he guessed
that the platoon was facing at |east six hundred nen—the equival ent of three DMC
conpani es. That neant twel ve-to-one odds.

We can't stop themall. Sone of themare going to reach us unless they quit
trying, Lon thought—and he could think of nothing that was liable to nmake them
quit soon enough. He enptied one forty-round magazi ne, then a second. The

| eading el ements of the rebel attack were within sixty yards of the platoon, and
the Dirigenters had started taking ca-
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sualties. Lon was only vaguely aware of the talk going on anong the noncons. He
did not keep track of the nunbers—seven dead and twel ve wounded so far, nore
than a third of the platoon. There was no tine for bookkeeping. He had little
time for anything but shooting, and one tortured thought: How rmuch |onger are
those shuttles going to be on the ground?

"Fi x bayonets!" Taiters ordered. The shouted comrand startled Lon enough to
throw off his aim He reached for the bayonet on his belt with his left hand,
attenpting to line up his next target and shoot one-handed at the sane tinme. The
rebel s were cl ose enough that they were hard to miss, even like that. The

Dirigenters who were still able to got their bayonets—eight-inch-1Iong,
doubl e- edged bl ades—ounted on their rifles, and got ready for the face-to-face
fight.

Lon heard the roar of attack shuttles taking off, accelerating quickly into a
steep clinb. But the Norbanker rebels did not suddenly give up their advance.
They mi ght not get a chance to shoot down the |anders, but they still had one
smal | group of outlanders they could overrun and destroy.

/ guess we've had it, Lon thought. There was no enotion to the realization

Death night be inmnent, but until it cane, he still had work to do. Ri ght next
to him WI Nace's head was thrown back, and then the corporal collapsed over
onto his right side, hit. Lon spared himonly the briefest glance, uncertain
whet her the squad | eader was dead or wounded. Very soon, it would probably make
no difference.

Anot her forty-round nagazi ne was enpty. Lon scarcely had tinme to get another
magazi ne | oaded, the first round slanmed into the chanber. But he did not resune
firing the rifle. Instead, he pulled his pistol and used that. The rebels were
within forty yards, close enough for the pistol. Lon squeezed off the fourteen
rounds the sem automatic pistol held, coolly aimnmng each shot, then dropped that
weapon to take up the rifle again.
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There was no | onger any great advantage to firing the rifle on full autonmatic.
Lon noved the selector to single shots. The eneny was cl ose enough that he could
have thrown the bullets and been sure of hitting an eneny with each one. The
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faces of the rebels were clearly visible, nost distorted by intense

enoti on—anger, fear, or sone fey hunor. Lon was up off of his stomach, kneeling
behind a skinny tree trunk. He heard bullets smack into the wood nore than once,
felt heated air as one round whizzed past himwth |l ess than an inch to spare.
But those barely inpinged on Lon's awareness. He was caught up in what he had

al ready subconsciously accepted as his own Gotterdanmerung. The universe had
closed in like a Q@ Space bubble to enconpass only the area encl osing Lon and the

men who would likely kill him And tinme had ceased to naintain its orderly
progression frompresent to future.
Li ke a machine progranmed to kill and unaware of its own nortality, Lon went

about his work with cold precision. He noted a searing flash through his left
shoul der but not the ensuing pain. He did not realize that he had been struck by
a bullet, or that he was bleeding. H's concentration was too intense, his focus
too narrow. He continued to fire his rifle, hardly noticing that his left hand
could no longer grip the weapon, that the arm had dropped to his side, useless.
No nore than twenty nmen of the fourth platoon were still able to fire. The
eneny—ess nunerous than earlier—was nmoving in slowy. At close range, it would
not take themlong to finish the job.

Then a new sound entered Lon Nolan's universe—the netallic, grating noise of
shuttle Catlings being fired. He was not certain whether he dove for cover or
was knocked to the ground by a bullet. There was no pain, but by the tine he hit
the dirt, there was no awareness either

Death snelled like a hospital, with cloying, antiseptic odors perneating
everything. Distant noises were swanped by their own echoes, indistinguishable,
uni nportant, beyond full awareness. There were no sights, nothing but a dark
|imbo popul ated only by ghostly retinal inages, or imaginings, flickering

anor phous shapes in dark purples or greens, norphing fromone fantastic
appearance to the next, teasing the mnd to find famliar silhouettes in the
shapel ess bl obs.

This nust be hell, trying to drive ne crazy. That was the first coherent thought
in Lon's return fromthe abyss. Death was assuned, unquestioned. There was Sel f
wi t hout non-Self. There was only the thought, w thout acconpanying i mages,
abstractions beyond representati on—a universe without matter, and with little
ener gy.

Thr ough subj ective eons there was nothing nore, not even cognition of passing
time or wonder at the |ack of substance to existence. Lon's mind took no specia
notice of its own—apparent—survival. He gave no thought to future or past, for
those concepts did not currently exist for him Nor was he aware of the |acunae
in his tightly circunscri bed experience, the recurrent voids, each shorter than
those that cane before.

Slowy, there was one al nost subconscious image. Lon was nearly aware of
floating in liquid, secured in sone sort of wonb. After another passage of
nontime, light entered his universe-harsh, bright |light—and he felt the circul a-
Rl CK SHELLEY

tion of cool air against his cheeks. One layer of nuffling was renoved fromthe
faraway sounds that he was finally, alnost, aware of. Then he felt his chest
nmove as he sucked in air. Awareness was not a flood but a growing trickle of
sensory input.

There was an era of discovery as Lon's body gradually nmade its presence known,
encapsul ati ng his awareness, his consciousness. Only slowy did outside
referents intrude. Menory was the |last constituent to arrive and find its place.
Menory...

Lon found his mind catapulted back to the climax of the battle, to the | ast rush
of Norbanker rebels. They were so close that he could al nbst have spit on them
And the rattle of Glling gunfire, the roar of an attack shuttle passing
overhead, |ow, fast, enptying thousands of rounds of ammunition in the few
seconds that it could have been in range before roaring skyward on a
burn-to-orbit and rendezvous with Long Snake.

Recal | ing the name of the ship triggered associations in Lon's still-expanding
m nd- uni verse. He opened his eyes, intuitively certain that he had to be aboard
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the ship, inits dispensary, its hospital ward.

I"malive. He experienced a feeling of wonder, surprise, at that revelation. It
was i npossible but undeniable. H's viewwas restricted to what he could see
directly in front of his eyes, above him He could not nmove his head—er anything
el se—and his field of vision was bordered by a rectangul ar opening not far from
his face. Ceiling |ights surrounded by a light gray field—the color of walls and
ceilings aboard Long Snake.

He bl i nked.
"Take it easy, son," a voice said from behind, above Lon's head. "You're going
to be fine. It'll just take a few nmore seconds to flush the last of the repair

units fromyour system Just relax, and wait.'*

Wai ting was easy for Lon...since he had no choice. He could nove only his eyelids
and eyes, and the eyes did not
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seeminclined to obey directions. H s mnd was beginning to function at
somnet hi ng near normal, though, and he had enough to think about. He was
obviously in a trauma tube in the ship's dispensary. He was al so at the end of
his treatnment, which neant that he had likely been in the tube for at |east two
hours, nore likely four. The molecul ar repair units had finished repairing

what ever danmage had been done to himin the firefight.

/ was shot, he realized, and then, nore than once. He recalled the first wound,
in his arm or shoulder. He had no nenory at all of the second wound, the one
that had robbed himof consciousness. It took a nmonent to reassenble his fina
menories of the battle, the nearness of the eneny, nen falling on both sides of
hi mand the roar of an attack shuttle giving them bel ated support. At first Lon
did not notice when the lid of the trauma tube was lifted and one side | owered.
There were two men standing next to him watching him One wore the insignia of
a surgeon. The other was an enlisted rating, a nedical orderly.

"You can get up now," the doctor said. "Good as new. There was no serious
neur ol ogi cal danmage. "

The orderly helped Lon to sit and then stand, and remnained close, ready to catch
the patient if he started to fall. There was often a brief period of
disorientation and dizziness for a patient com ng out of a tube. Lon felt the
vertigo, but he had planted his feet well apart, and | eaned back agai nst the
edge of the tube until it passed. He | ooked down at hinself and saw that he was
weari ng nothing but a di sposabl e hospital gown.

"Just how bad was it, doctor?" he asked, turning his head toward the
surgeon—slowy. "How close did | cone?"’

The doctor blinked once—quite deliberately, it appeared to Lon. "You want the
full details?"

"As nmuch as | can understand."

"Very well. There were three separate bullets. The first
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creased your right armhere." He traced a line across Lon's

arm

/ didn't even know about that, Lon thought.

"That wound was...relatively insignificant. The other two were serious. One
entered here." The doctor tapped the left side of Lon's chest, just below the
collarbone. "It fractured the clavicle, then was defl ected downward, causing the
left lung to collapse, and exited below the fourth rib, about three centineters
to the left of your spine. The other bullet caught you in the side, slightly
bel ow the ribs." He poked Lon again, in the left side. ' 'That one danaged the
liver, stomach, and small intestine. There was no exit wound. The bullet was

| odged against the iliumon the right side—the upper part of the hi pbone. W
needed a surgical probe to extract that. And between the three wounds, you | ost
consi derable blood. If help had been a little longer getting to you.." He shook
hi s head.

"The others with ne. How nany nade it?" Lon asked.

"l don't know," the doctor said softly. "W treated nine nmen. How many were
uninjured, treated dirtside, or killed, I don't know Sorry."

"I''"l'l show you where your clothes are," the orderly said, finally stepping away
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fromLon. ' 'Then you get yourself to the ness hall for a neal. After that you
can worry about getting back to your unit on the ground."

Lon nodded, and let the orderly |l ead himaway. Once they were | eaving the ward,
Lon asked, "Have you heard anythi ng about how things are going on the ground?
"Just runors. Al | know for certain is that we haven't received any additiona
casualties since the group you came in with. | guess that counts as good news."
They had entered a small |ocker room The orderly pointed to one of the | ockers.
"You'll find your stuff in there. Mst of it's new, except for the shoes and
hel met. Your weapons are in the arnory."

Lon nodded, munbl ed his thanks, and opened the | ocker
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" '"You know how to find your way to your ness hall from here?" the orderly
asked.

Lon hesitated before he nodded. "I think | remenber.'
know how to use the locators."

"Good enough. Good | uck."

Thanks, Lon thought as the orderly left. Lon stared into the |ocker. The

battl edress, underwear, and socks were new, but that would not have surprised

hi m even wi thout the damage his clothes had to have taken. It was sinpler to
recycle uniformclothing than to clean it. The boots had been cl eaned, sonewhat.
Loir stripped off the hospital gown and dropped it on the floor. Methodically,
he pulled on clothing, first donning everything he could while standing, then
sitting to pull on socks and boots. Wien he was finished, he picked up the
hospital gown and put it in a chute designated for that purpose. The last item
that Lon took out of the l|ocker was his helnet. He carried that under his |eft
armas he left the | ocker room

In the passageway, he | ooked both ways, trying to make sure that he did know
exactly where he was and how to get to the A Conpany ness hall. He had | abored
over plans of Long Snake, trying to nenorize everything that he might need to
know about it. The ship's dispensary was a new point of departure for him but
novelty was not an insurnountable conplication. At worst, he would only have to
| ook at the wall, down by the hatch through the nearest gaslight bul khead, to
see where he was—section, level, and corridor. But after a few seconds he turned
|l eft and started wal king, striding along at a solid clip, know ng that he had
nmore than a quarter mle to go to reach the nmess hall.

The ness hall was staffed by men from Long Snake's crew, not by soldiers. The
ship and its crew were part of the DMC, but an ancillary branch, like the
fighter wing and the noninfantry el enments of the planetary defense forces. They
came under the direct jurisdiction of the Council of Reginents.
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Only one cook was present in the ness hall, but he welconmed Lon warmy. "Just
grab a seat sonewhere close,” the cook said. "Tell ne what you'd like and I'|
bring it to you. You're not the first guy to come through this watch. There've
been a hal f dozen others, nore or |ess, just enough to keep me awake till ny
relief shows up."

The cook seened desperate for conpani onship. He scarcely stopped tal king the
whole tinme Lon was in the ness hall —while he was fixing the neal, while Lon ate
it, and afterward, in the few mnutes Lon took to relax before going to find out
what to do next from whoever was handling things for the battalion aboard ship.
Lon was content to let the cook carry the conversation, contributing only a word
or two when it was inescapable. The cook did not seemto mnd.

The battalion's Charge of Quarters was an elderly captain who was serving out
his final year before retirenent as assistant adjutant. He was not frail, or
unfit for conbat duty. There were no sinecures in the DMC. But after nore than
thirty years in uniform Captain Bowran was due the easy posting.

"Only one man |left in hospital fromyour |ot," Bowman said when Lon reported,
"and he's probably out of the tube by now For now, ny advice is to go to your
quarters and catch up on sack tine. The general policy is that we don't return
casualties to full-duty status for eight hours after they cone out of the tube,
and it mght be longer than that before we send the I ot of you down. Depends on

He shrugged. "If not, |
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what's going on, and whether or not we've got any other reasons to make the
shuttle run."

"Can you tell ne anything about the others in the platoon | was wth?" Lon
asked. "How badly were we hurt?"

"You were with Al pha's fourth platoon?"

Lon nodded. Captain Bowran | eaned back. "I won't lie to you. The platoon got
hurt bad. The last figures | had
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wer e ni neteen dead and one nman m ssing, besides ti wounded."

"Who was mi ssing?"

Bowran had to check his conplink. "Lance Corporal Bantor."

Lon shook his head. "He was dead before the fight, killed by a sniper. That's
what put the rest of the platoon in danger. Bantor and | were patrolling out
away fromthe rest. Roy went out farther than | did and was killed. The platoon
was nmoving to rescue ne when we cane under full attack. How about Lieutenant
Taiters, Platoon Sergeant Jor-gen, and Corporal Nace?"

The captain consulted his conmplink again. "Nace is the last one in hospital
Taiters was out an hour ago. Jorgen wasn't injured. Anyone el se you want to know
about ?"

Lon closed his eyes for an instant, then opened themagain. "Can you read ne the
names of the dead?"

If | hadn't suggested sending a couple of nen out w de, Lon thought. He had
returned to his squad bay and dropped onto his bunk to wait for orders. His
first nove had been to | ook for Lieutenant Taiters, but the platoon | eader was
of f sonewhere in the ship. If we hadn't gotten so fired up about what we were
doing. If Roy hadn't gone out those extra yards. The Ifs. There were a | ot of
them and twenty nmen had died.

/ mght as well have killed themnyself. Al | had to do was keep nmy nouth shut
and obey orders. | didn't have to nmake suggestions. No one woul d have thought

t he worse of ne.

For a tine, then, he nanaged to bl ank out conscious thought. He stared at the
bottom of the bunk above his. He blinked rarely. The wounded from fourth platoon
woul d be in the next bay over, but Lon could not bring hinself to visit them
They had been hurt because of him Their friends had di ed—40 percent of the

pl at oon. Maybe they would not want to see him O, perhaps even worse, they
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mght act as if it were not all Lon's fault. Eventually, he slept. H s slunber
was al nost as blank as the hours in the trauma tube had been—dp until the |ast
m nutes before he had fully regai ned consci ousness. Lon was wakened when his bed
shifted as soneone sat on the edge of it. "How you doing, Nolan?" Lieutenant
Taiters asked. "I|'ve been better," Lon replied once his eyes were open. "I got a
|lot of nen killed, didn"t |?"

"You didn't get themkilled. Get that nonsense out of your head right now It
was QUT job to find those rebels and keep them occupi ed so the shuttles could
get in and out with our casualties. That's what we were supposed to be doing."
"Not like that. If | hadn't cone up with such a brilliant idea, maybe no one
woul d have wal ked into that kind of hell, and nobody woul d have been killed."
"Cut that shit. Don't go feeling sorry for yourself, or for anyone else. You had
a good idea. And we did fulfill our orders. Qur casualties got out. W didn't

| ose any shuttles. Anyway, if there was blane, it would be mne, not yours. A
you did was nmake a suggestion. | vetted it. You're not in the line of command. |
am |t was ny decision, not yours."

Lon's "Yes, sir" showed no conversion, no abandonment of the guilt he felt.

"If you're going to be an officer in the Corps, you' ve got to get past this.
There is only one constant about war. People die. It doesn't nmatter if they're
good, evil, or indifferent. A bullet doesn't ask if its victimis kind to his
nmot her or kicks dogs. W try to minimnize casualties, but there are always goi ng
to be some. As long as nmen have to go in harmis way to fight, sone of themwon't
come back. If you let that tie you up in knots, you'll be useless to the

Cor ps—and to yoursel f.

"You've got all the tools, Nolan, skills, aptitudes, the things that can be
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taught and the things you have to find on your own, what you bring to the table.
You're a damed
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good sol dier, and you should be a dammed good officer. But your attitudes stil
have a way to travel. That's the one weak spot |'ve noted. And the only person
who can do anything about those is you."

Lon sounded chastened when he said "Yes, sir" this tine.

"The Corps doesn't want officers who are going to be spendthrifts, men who'l
throw Iives or equi pnent away carel essly. But the Corps al so doesn't want—ean't
af ford—efficers who will let considerations of cost, in |ives or noney, tie them
up so thoroughly that they can't give any orders."

"Il work on it," Lon prom sed.

Taiters stared at him then nodded. "It's the hardest part of the job," he said
nmore softly. "You get to know your men. You give orders and sone nen don't cone
back. It hurts. But if you can't live with the pain, you can't handl e the job.
suspect that's one of the reasons some nen prefer to renmain privates throughout
their careers. Al they have to do is take orders and risk their own lives. They
don't have to order other nen to risk death."

"I've wondered about that," Lon said. He straightened up and lifted his head a
little. "How are things going dirt-side? Have you heard anythi ng?"

"Not hing recent. Wiy don't we both take a hike up to CIC and see what we can

| earn.”

Long Snake's Conbat Information Center was forward of the soldiers' section of
the ship, at the rear of the command nodule. CIC was staffed by both ship's
personnel and specialists fromthe staff of the Council of Reginents. The center
of the huge roomwas a nine-foot-dianeter chart table. This was nore than just a
| arger version of the map-boards that DMC officers and noncons carried, although
it was the master unit that |inked those devices and updated them The surface
of the table could be used to show flat nmaps or charts, but the flat surface
could also utilize ho-
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| ographic projections to give true topographical information. And, finally, 3-D
gl obes or star fields could be projected in the space above the chart table to
cover any planet in the DMC s database or any known section of the gal axy.

A dozen conplink nmonitors and work stations were set around the edge of the
chart table, with fixed seats to allow CIC s staff to work even during the short
i nterval s when Long Snake was without its artificial gravity. Only four of the
positions were occupi ed when Arlan and Lon arrived. Around the perineter of the
room several other crew nenbers sat at conplink term nals, handling voice
conmuni cati ons between the ship and the soldiers on the ground. The conputers
that managed all of the available data were not in this room They were | ocated
el sewhere, under the care of technicians and their own sophisticated repair
units.

Taiters and Nol an waited at the door for sone response frominside, permssion
to enter or instructions to go away. After less than a mnute, a lieutenant from
ship's crew cane to them

"What can | do for you, Lieutenant?" the sailor asked.

Taiters identified hinmself and his conpanion. "W're just out of the infirmary.
Any chance on finding out what's been going on down there while we were out of
action?"

"I"'mKarl Osway, the duty officer here this watch," the naval |ieutenant said.
"Conme on in. You had the platoon that was chopped up | ast ni ght?"

Lon winced at the verb, but Arlan showed no sign that it bothered him "Yes,"
Taiters said. "That was mine."

"Sorry about the nen you lost. That was a tough break. Cone on over to the chart
tabl e and have a | ook." Csway gestured and let the two visitors precede him The
current-projection was topographical, with Norbank City slightly bel ow the

m ddl e of the chart. The area shown was about twenty-five mles in dianeter.

"Thi ngs have been fairly quiet since your set-to last night," OGsway said. "Your
battalion hurt the rebels badly.
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They' ve pulled out to regroup, apparently, and they have even broken off the
siege of the capital. W' ve been able to land the rest of the arns and
amunition for the governnent forces, as well as replenish supplies for the
battalion, and the locals have started bringing in food and people from sonme of
the outlying areas that were cut off before."

"Are the rebels retreating toward their own territory?" Lon asked.

"W're not certain, Cadet, but it doesn't look like it. It appears nore that
they're regrouping, and naybe waiting for reinforcenments. They've noved off,
here, toward the northeast, to sonme pretty rough country, but we haven't seen
any signs of themnoving any farther." He indicated an area at the edge of the
chart table, ten miles fromNorbank City and six miles fromwhere a patch of
green blips showed that the majority of second battalion was.

"Any current estinates on rebel nunbers?" Taiters asked.

GCsway shook his head. "None that you'd want to bank on. This main force here—a
consolidation of the troops that were besieging the capital, the remants of

t hose who fought the battalion, and some of the reinforcenents we knew were

com ng—Amy nunber anywhere between ni ne hundred and si xteen hundred. They chose
good ground. It's rough, heavily wooded, and there seemto be scores of caves in
those hills. Frankly, they could conceal a couple of reginents in there. And we
think that there are still nore rebel troops noving in fromtheir region, but we
can't be certain or get any kind of reliable estinmate on nunbers. They're noving
in smal|l bands and taking danm good care to avoid detection. My own persona
guess is that they' ve had professional training in guerrilla tactics."

"Well, we know they've gotten nmilitary weapons in from somewhere," Taiters said.
"I't wouldn't surprise ne if they've bought teachers as well, even if they
couldn't afford to bring in nmercenaries to strengthen their case.”

"That's the guess," Osway acknow edged. He | ooked
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around, then said, nore softly, "Look, | may be out of line, but there's

sonmet hing the two of you nmight be interested in seeing." He noved to one of the
conmplink consoles at the chart table and keyed in a command. "Have a | ook," he
i nvited when he had what he wanted on the nonitor. Arlan and Lon noved closer to
read the screen, a selection fromone of Colonel Flowers' |og entries.

' '"The nen of fourth platoon, A Conpany, this battalion, under the comand of

Li eutenant Arlan Taiters, showed exceptional courage and ability while faced

wi th overwhel mi ng nunbers of eneny soldiers, holding their position against at

| east two conpani es of rebel troops, buying tine for the battalion to I and
shuttles to evacuate wounded nmen successfully. | want to especially take notice
of the heroism courage, dedication, and ability of the nen of the first squad
of that platoon, and of O ficer Cadet Lon Nolan, who was with themduring this
action. This squad, which initially faced the entire eneny force, held on at
terrible cost to thenselves until the rest of their platoon could reach them
Wthout the efforts and sacrifice of these men, the cost to Second Battalion
woul d have been far greater.'

"Mentioned in dispatches," Taiters whi spered. Then he turned to Gsway and said,
"Thanks, Lieutenant. | appreciate it."

"Yeah, thanks, Lieutenant," Nolan echoed. He was shaking his head, surprised by
the prai se.

Csway smiled. "Just don't |et anyone know | spilled the beans before you get
your copies through channels. Like | said, it's a bit out of Iine for ne,

but —what the hell -+ figure heroes deserve special treatnment now and then."

"Any idea when we're going to get a ride back down to the surface?" Taiters
asked. "Me and nmy nen?"

"You're not on the schedule yet," Osway said. "Sonetine tonight, nost likely,
maybe even tonorrow. | imagine it depends on how things are going."
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"And you thought you had screwed up?" Taiters said as he and Nol an were wal ki ng
back toward the troop area of Long Snhake. "I told you that you did good. Even
the col onel thinks so, enough to nmention you in dispatches. Back on Earth, you'd
get a big nmedal to hang off your dress uniformfor it." The DMC did not, as a
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general rule, award nmedals for heroism only small ribbons for each contract
that a soldier was part of.

"It's still going to take some getting used to," Lon said.

"Don't ever get to the point where it doesn't bother you to |l ose nen. You nmay
have to fight the enptions every tine, but you ve got to control it. / |ost

those nen too. | knew nobst of themsince | first joined the Corps. But you've
got to partition the pain, not let it take over everything. Save it for when
we're back on Dirigent. Then there'll be time to deal with it."

If we get back, Lon thought, but he was |learning. He would not |et even

Li eutenant Taiters see that fear

To a man, the wounded fromfourth platoon were anxious to get back to the
surface and rejoin their unit. They did not speak of their pain, or fear. The
trauma tubes and their nanotech nedical robots had not |eft any scars on their
bodi es. Any wounds to the spirit remai ned hidden. |If necessary, treatnment was

al so avail able for those, counseling and therapy that could include both drugs
and virtual reality sessions to help themintegrate the experience.

They did speak of their friends, the ones who had not been |ucky, but that pain
too was nuted, not to be shared. Not yet.

For a tinme, Lieutenant Taiters stayed with the group. He conducted an infornal

i nspection—functional, dealing with the serviceability of helmets and weapons,
and giving hima chance to see if anyone m ght need i mredi ate counseling. Rifles
were cleaned. Hel net el ectronics were checked and doubl e-checked. G ving them
work to do was standard therapy.

"Get a couple of hours' sleep,"” Taiters told his nmen when the | ast check had
been conpl eted, the | ast suspect el ectronic nodul e replaced. "Then get in a good
meal . | don't know how nuch |onger we'll be up here. If we haven't heard
anything by the tine you get done eating, sack out again."

When the lieutenant left, the men fromfourth platoon noved toward their bunks.
Whet her they felt the need for sleep or not, they would nmake the effort. On
contract, sleep
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and neals had to be taken when they could be found. Lon stood and | ooked around.
Hi s own bunk was in the next bay, with third platoon. He hesitated to | eave,

t hough, not certain that he was ready for solitude. He felt better having others
around, men who had gone through the sane fight, and the same treatnment, as he
had.

Cor poral Nace got up fromhis bunk and wal ked over to Lon. "You did good,

Nol an," he said. "All the way. | heard how you stood off the rebels after | got
hit, naybe kept them from butchering the rest of us."

"I just did what | had to do, WI," Lon replied.

"Don't sell yourself short. | wouldn't hesitate to go into conbat with you at ny
side anywhere, anytinme. And |I'll guarantee that the rest of the squads feel the
same way." He turned to look at the nmen in the room "Those of us who are |eft,"
he added, so softly that Lon barely heard.

"They're not all this bad, are they?" Lon asked.

Nace shook his head. "Very few of them thank God. You'd better go get sone rest
whil e you can."

Lon took off his boots and stretched out on his bunk. Sleep did not cone. But
even with his eyes open, staring at the springs under the bunk above his, he
coul d not avoid dreans. He had seen viol ent death before. The first tine he had
seen it, he had been no nore than ten years ol d.

The Nol ans had lived in North Carolina, within twenty mles of what had once
been the Cherokee Indian Reservation in the Smoky Mountains. Lon's father,
George, had taught college. H's students were in Durham those who did not
attend strictly by conplink, and Professor Nolan had nade the commute to the
university canpus three tinmes each senester. His stipend provided the extras
that BM‘-basi ¢ mai ntenance—did not. But the famly was not wealthy. They lived
within a mle of a circus—a slum occupi ed al nost exclusively by fanmlies who had
only BM The Asheville circus was not the |argest or roughest in the state, but
to a curious ten-year-old it had been an irresistible
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magnet. His first foray into the circus had cone two years before. It seened a
completely different universe fromthe one he knew. The children he nmet in the
circus mght al nost have been a different species fromthose he knew from schoo
and the carefully chosen social outings his parents arranged.

Different, and exciting. But it was not until Lon was ten that he found nany
chances to explore this alternate universe. He was |large for his age, and well
tutored in sel f-defense—an essential part of his school's curriculum the
primary excuse for having students actually cone in person to a classroom
instead of taking all of their lessons on a conplink web.

Over a period of several weeks, and through a series of fights, he had found his
pl ace in one gang of circus boys. Social standing was deternined strictly

t hrough physi cal donination and strength, as purely as if they were not human
but sonme extinct species of predators.

He had been running with the gang one afternoon in April, a school holiday. The
sound of a gunshot had drawn them around a corner and down the alley. The boys,
ei ght of them had seen the culnmination of a nurder. The victimwas on his
knees, bleeding. H s attacker stood three feet away, a revolver in his hand. The
gun had seemed gigantic to Lon, and the blast it nade when it was fired a second
time sounded as |oud as thunder froma lightning bolt that had struck very

cl ose. Blood had spurted fromthe forehead of the victim He fell backward. Once
he came to rest, he noved no nmore. His attacker went through his purse and
pockets, grabbing what little noney the victimhad. Then he ran off, giving the
gang of boys no nore than a passing gl ance, obviously giving no thought to the
possibility that they mght identify him

A siren sounded. "W gotta scram" the | eader of the pack said. But l|ike the
others, he had to get closer first, to see what death | ooked |ike. The boys had
formed a circle around the dead man. Then a new blast froma police siren

RI CK SHELLEY

OFFI CER- CADET

brought themout of their shared trance. "Run for it," the |eader said, and they
ran, getting clear of the area before the police arrived.

Wth his eyes open, Lon could still al nost see that body, snell the gunsnoke and
the other odors of that nei ghborhood and a man who had died violently. He
renenbered not fear, but the thrill that he had felt, the excitenent. Lon closed

his eyes. The nenories had caused his heart to beat faster. H's breathing had
become shal | ower, |abored, as if he were running fromthat death again.

"That was a long tine ago, and a lot of |ight-years away," Lon whi spered. He sat
up, trying to banish the chil dhood ghosts. O the seven boys he had run with
that year, two had died violently before their sixteenth birthday, and two had
simply di sappeared—+un of f or abducted. Kidnappings in the circuses were never
for ransom No one in themhad the noney to nmake that attractive to even the
nmost desperate of crimnals. Kidnappings were to find prostitutes, or victins
for snuff novies.

"I't's a wonder anyone ever |ived | ong enough to reproduce,” Lon nunbl ed. He got
up and headed for the latrine. The circuses never faded away to ghost towns. The
popul ati on al ways seenmed to increase. Kids started having sex as soon as they
were physically able, and puberty often occurred when they were ten or el even
years old. Grls often had their first baby—er their first aborti on—before their
twel fth birthday. Lon had been twel ve when he had sex for the first tinme. It had
cost himfour bits, half his weekly all owance. That had bought himten ninutes
with a girl who was two years ol der than him and who already had two chil dren.
She had been nursing the younger of the two when Lon was brought to her. The
baby had cried the whole tine his nother was with Lon. The girl was thin, alnost
emaci at ed, and—even through the fog of distant nmenory—extraordinarily

pl ai n-1 ooki ng, but Lon had visited her al nost every week for six nonths, saving
as much

as he could fromhis all owance to give himthose few m nutes of ...

not - qui t e- pl easure.

"Hey, Nolan! W're going to eat." Corporal Nace had just come into the third

pl atoon's bay. Lon was sitting on the edge of his bunk agai n—had been for nost
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of the past two hours. He had not tried to sleep again after his waki ng dream
Lon nodded slowy and got to his feet. Now he was tired, his mnd al nbst nunb
enough for sleep. But that would have to wait—f there was still time for sleep
after a protracted neal. The way ny luck's going, the lieutenant will tell us
it's tine to go back to the surface, Lon thought as he followed WI Nace to
where the men fromfourth platoon were waiting.

They sat together but ate in conparative silence. There was none of the free
exchange of jokes and gossip that had narked neals in garrison, or on the voyage
out. The little conversation there was was conducted in | ow tones, with m ninmal
words. Lieutenant Taiters came in twenty mnutes after they started. He asked
how everyone was feeling and said that there was still no word on when they

m ght be shipped back to the surface, so they could get at |east a couple of
nmore hours of sleep. There were no cheers, nothing nore than nods froma few
nen.

"I"mgoing to head back and sack out now," Lon announced shortly after the
lieutenant left. "I haven't got the energy to |ift another forkful of food to ny
mouth." He was slow to get to his feet, though. H s exhaustion was real, and
nore pronounced once he had nentioned it.

Hal fway back to the barracks bay, Lon stopped and | eaned against the wall.
Continuing felt...futile. He toyed with the idea of sliding to the deck and
resting, maybe even sl eeping. Only the thought of Nace and the others com ng

al ong and finding himasleep on the floor in the hall nmade it possible for Lon
to resune his wal k. Wien he got to his bunk, he collapsed across it, face first,
asl eep before he
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st opped bouncing. This tinme there were no dreans, or nightnares.

"Nol an! "

Lon felt hinself being shaken, but even that could not wake himquickly. He had
to fight his way through a stupor. Only when his mind placed hi mback on the
surface of Norbank, perhaps in immnent danger, did he snap all of the way back
fromsleep. The transition then was abrupt.

"I'"'mawake! " he announced, too |oudly.

"Rel ax, Lon. It's just ne." Lon recogni zed Li eutenant Takers' voice then and sat
up.

"Sorry." Lon rubbed at his eyes. "I guess | was pretty deep."

"I was beginning to think I'd have to throw cold water on you to wake you."
"What tinme is it?" Lon |ooked around as if trying to reassure hinself that he

was still in the safety of Long Snake.

"Ch-two- hundred," Takers sai d.

"Ww, | guess |'ve been out for close to nine hours." He shook his head. "I nust
have been nore unconsci ous than asl eep."

Arlan smled. "It happens. You go for a few days with little or no sleep and
then when you get the chance, your body demands all it can get...especially after

time in the tube."

"What's up? Are we going back to the surface?"

The |ieutenant nodded. "We'|l|l be leaving in a little nore than an hour. Tine to
get cleaned up and get in one |ast shipboard neal before it's back to battle
rations."

Lon got to his feet and spent a nonent yawni ng and stretching. "Any change in
conditions dirtside?"

"There's been no major fighting, but CIC thinks that the rebels are gearing up
to risk everything on one throw of the dice. It looks as if they're marshaling
all of their forces for one pitched battle. Don't worry about that yet. Go get
OFFI CER- CADET

your shower and do whatever else you need to do. I'Il wait."

When Nol an returned fromthe latrine, Taiters was sitting on the next bunk,

| eaning forward, forearns on his thighs, head down. But he | ooked up when he
heard Lon coming. Lon went to his |ocker and started dressing.

"It doesn't seemvery smart for the rebels to risk everything on one battle,"
Lon said when he was half dressed. "I nmean, wouldn't the smart thing be for them
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to, you know, nelt into the woods and just stall? They have to figure that we're
not here forever. Al they'd have to do is wait until we pull out and come back
out. Even if we trained governnent forces, they wouldn't have us to worry
about . "

"You don't have to convince nme. But maybe they're not using just their brains.
It's a civil war. They're naking enotional decisions. Maybe they want revenge
for what we did to themlast night. Maybe they figure their support will erode
if they don't force the issue now Hell, | don't know. Maybe they've got sone

pi ckl ed soot hsayer giving orders. Come on, finish dressing and | eave the
strategy to others. Let's go get that neal."

The nen fromfourth platoon had already started toward the ness hall. Lon and
Arlan caught up with them The group was still quiet, but not as conpletely as
before. Sleep and tine away from danger had | oosened the straps of silence. The
table talk was still scanty, but not absent. Mstly they tal ked about rejoining

the conpany and getting back to business.
"The sooner we get this fight over, the sooner we can get on to the training
phase of the contract, and the sooner we'll get hone," WI Nace said.

"We've got scores to settle first," Tarn Hedl ey, one of the privates in Nace's
squad, said.

"Can that, now " Nace said. "You' re no rookie. Don't let enotion screw you up
We've got a contract to fulfill. Period."
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Hedl ey did not respond, but OM Witley, fromthe platoon's second squad, did.
"Don't build a monument out of that 'business first, last, and always,' Corp
This ain't recruit training back hone, with by-the-book questions and answers.
You feel this as much as we do. We | ost good mates down there. Ain't no way in
hell we can forget them and there's no reason we should."

"Every man who joins the Corps knows the price he may have to pay," Nace said,
setting down his knife and fork. "It goes with the job. And there's nothing in
the Articles of Charter about vengeance. You get to thinking about hating the
other side, and that |eads to nothing but trouble. You been in the Corps |ong
enough to see anyone puni shed for war crinmes, Witley?

"Yes, but that was sone | oser who thought rape and nurder of a nonconbatant were
okay. This is different."

"Before we head out to the hangar, you'd best take a few nminutes to reread
Section Three of the Articles, Witley. There are damm good reasons why we have
strict codes of conduct and severe punishments for violations. It's not just a
matter of norality, of philosophical notions of right and wong, though that's
an inportant part of it. The Corps trades on its reputation—ot just our
reputation for mlitary ability but also for the honorabl e behavior of our
people. A lot of people wouldn't want to invite a horde of Visigoths to their
world. If they think we're worse than what they've got, it's no sale, no natter
the danger they think they're in."

"No one's saying you should just forget fallen friends,

Li eutenant Taiters

said. "But you'll honor their nenory nore by not |osing sight of why we're here,
what we're all about. The Corps puts a lot into earning respect. One black mark
can take ages to erase. There are still places where what the Corps did on

Wel | man, nearly a hundred years ago, is renenbered and hel d agai nst us. That was
the one tinme when the Council of Reginents |ost sight of what we're about, what
we' re supposed to be about.
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"Now, enough of this. W've got about tine for dessert and another drink before
we head to the arnory for weapons and then go on to the hangar. Let's save the
phi | osophy for garrison."

"What was that about Wellnman?" Lon asked the |ieutenant after they left the ness
hall. The enlisted men were farther ahead, wal king to the arnory.

"I't's why there's no Ninth Regi nent anynore," Taiters said. "Didn't they cover
that in your recruit training | ectures?"

"l don't renenber hearing about it," Lon said

Arlan shook his head. "I thought they nmade sure everyone heard about that. They
did when | joined the Corps."
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"Well, what was it?"

"Wl I man was a small colony world, | guess not nmuch nore popul ous than Norbank
We were hired by off-worlders to go in and nmake it possible for our enployers to
exploit a natural product that existed nowhere el se, sone sort of organic
conpound that was a natural superconductor. That was bad enough, against the
code of ethics of the Articles. But beyond that, the contract was bungled from
start to finish. The Ninth Reginent was virtually destroyed by the farnmers of
Vel | man. Then the Council of Reginents conpounded the problem by sending in nore
forces—oestensibly to fulfill the contract, but nore to get revenge." Taiters
shook his head. "A few nen fromthe N nth had been taken prisoner. Mst went
over to Wllman's side. They helped train the world's popul ation and they stood
the Corps off again. The Corps' General was renpved by unani nous vote of the
Counci| of Reginents, which then resigned en masse after ordering courts-martia
for thensel ves and t he deposed Ceneral ."

"I"msure nothing was said about that in training. I wouldn't have forgotten
that."

"I hope we're not forgetting that |esson,
hi s conpani on.

Al toget her, a dozen soldiers rode the shuttle down. The rest of the troop
conmpartment was filled with supplies, primarily food and ammunition. Cases were
secured using the safety straps that would normally keep soldiers in place as
wel | as added ties to make certain that |oads did not shift or cone | oose.
Dirigenter shuttles were designed to be versatile.

There was no tal k anong the nmen once they entered the shuttle and took their
seats. Each of themhad the visors of their helnmets down, hiding their faces.
Rifl es were secured. Safety harnesses were fastened, tightened as far as
possi bl e.

Lon listened to the routine warnings fromthe pilot. The hangar was
depressuri zed, the door opened, the shuttle pushed out into space. Lon expected
the shift, anticipated being thrown against his straps. The nonments of
maneuvering to get away from Long Snake seened routine now, and even the bl ast
of the shuttle's engines did not catch himby surprise this tine.

Going in, he told hinself as the |ander nmade its first burn. The pilot was not
quite so...enthusiastic as during the initial assault. The craft accel erated
toward the ground, but the gee-forces were not what they had been during the
first Ianding on Norbank—at least it did not seemnearly so extrenme to Lon
Maybe |I'mjust getting used to it, he thought. There was never the sense of
breat hl essness, the feeling that he was near to graying out at the tug of accel-
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eration or deceleration. Lon did not even bother to stare at the nearest nonitor
to watch their progress.

The shuttle was in the upper reaches of Norbank''satnosphere before a troubling
t hought canme to Lon. How can we keep all enotion out of what we do? If we kil

wi t hout enotion, what does that nake us—mAmchi nes, or sonething worse? He was
distracted by nenories of the talk in the ness hall. Maybe revenge isn't the
enotion we shoul d have, but there should be sone feeling, sone realization of
what we're doing. He shook his head. The lieutenant was right. The time for

phi l osophy is when we're in garrison, back on Dirigent.

"We're going in at Norbank City's spaceport, just west of the town," Lieutenant
Taiters said, breaking Nolan's chain of thought. "It will nean a bit of a walk
to get back to the rest of the conpany, but you and | have orders to report to
Col onel Flowers first, and he's in the city now"

"What does the colonel want fromus?" Lon asked. Arlan chuckled. "Mjor Bl ack
didn't provide any details. He just said to report to the old man. You're not

Taiters said, nore to hinself than to

still thinking that you're in any kind of trouble, are you?"
"No, | guess not. But | can't help but wonder."
"We'll find out soon enough."

The shuttle braked early, then circled around to | and on the inproved strip of
clay that Norbank City called a spaceport. Coming in for the | anding, Lon was
certain that the stresses were |l ess than they had been the first time, though
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the shuttle still came in faster than a civilian shuttle would

have.

"Make sure your safeties are on," Taiters told the nen. "We're alnost in town,
at least two niles fromany eneny."

They did not race fromthe |ander to take up defensive positions. Lon could see
guards—npostly locals but with a few DMC sol di ers at key | ocati ons—posted al ong
the perimeter of the port, |ooking outward. A staff sergeant came out to neet
themsspecifically Lon and Arl an.
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"I"'mto conduct you straight to the colonel, sir," the sergeant said after
saluting. "Sorry, but we don't have any transport but what you're standing on."
"Don't worry about it, Sergeant," Taiters said. "W ve had our rest. The
exercise will do us good." The lieutenant told the other nmen to find a spot
near by and get sone rest, that he would be back as soon as possible. No one
conpl ai ned about the delay in returning to the conpany...and possibly to
fighting.

The wal k was not excessive, perhaps a nile and a quarter. Lon saw differences
fromhis first visit to the city alnpbst at once. There were peopl e out and
about, even wonen and children. A few shops were open. A farmers' market had
been set up within a block of where the front |ines had been. Since the rebels
had lifted the siege, produce had been able to nake it in fromfarnms west of the
city—those farns that had not been burned or robbed by the rebels.

"They' |l all be buttoned down tight by sunset," the sergeant said, "but they're

maki ng the nost of a day with no snipers. Can't tell what'll happen after dark
There m ght still be rebels close, what with 'emnot using el ectronics the way
we do."

"Works both ways, Sergeant,'
el ectronics either."

Li eutenant Col onel Medwin Flowers was sitting in the shade next to a two-story
bui l di ng that bore the | egend "Governnment House" over its entrances, drinking a
pale yellow liquid froma tall glass. Two locals in fresh suits sat facing the
col onel. They al so had drinks. Major Black stood to the side. Wien the nmajor saw
the approaching trio of soldiers he pointed themout to the colonel, who then
set his drink aside. Lon could see that the colonel said sonmething to the two

| ocal s; then he stood and noved away fromthem Black cane with him Wen

Li eutenant Taiters took off his helnet, Lon
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quickly did the sane. Neither of the senior officers was wearing a hel net,

t hough Maj or Bl ack was sporting the earplug of a radio.

"Forget the formalities, gentlenen," Colonel Flowers said before Lon could snap
to attention and salute. "This is informal." He grinmced and shook his head
slightly. "You' ve had a rough go of it. But | want you both to know that | think
you did a commendabl e job under the nost trying circunstances. There's no way to
be certain, but it may be the actions of your platoon, Lieutenant, as nuch as
what happened earlier, that broke the siege of this city."

"Thank you, sir," Taiters said. "Just doing our jobs."

"Yes, and doi ng them better than anyone has a right to demand," Flowers said.
"It's regrettable that the price was so heavy, but...it does happen." Flowers

Taiters said. "They can't tell where we are by our

turned to face Lon then. "I'll be glad to wel come you as an officer in the
battalion when we get hone to Dirigent, Nolan. You' ve shown your worth. | think
you have an excellent future ahead of you in the Corps." He sniled nore broadly.

"If it were in my power, |I'd pin the red and gold pips on your shoul ders now,
but Corps regs say that can't happen until we get honme."

" "When we get back to Dirigent is soon enough for ne, sir,'
| earning not to rush things."

Fl owers nodded as he turned again, including both of themin his gaze. "The
other reason | wanted to see you is that | want to pick your brains. | want you
to tell ne about that engagenent you had, just how it went, and what sort of

i npression you got of the rebels you were facing. The nore | can get inside the
heads of these rebels, the better things will be for us."

The col onel kept them for an hour, questioning every detail of their nenories of

Lon said. "I'm
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the engagenent. Drinks were brought for Lon and Arlan, the same fruit ade that
the colonel was drinking. Long before the inquisition was over, Lon found

hi nsel f sweating profusely. It was not just the tenperature
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and hum dity. Al though both were above eighty, the nen were seated in the shade,
with a noderate breeze. Renenbering what had happened, going back through every
m nute of the fight and the events leading up to it, brought back sone of Lon's
fear and tension, and that brought on the perspiration. He started | ooking
around, as if he were concerned that those sane rebels m ght be sneaking up on
himagain. The only relief that Lon found was that Arlan Taiters seened to be

af fected al nost as nuch by the questi oning.

" 'Sir, may | ask a question?'' Taiters asked once Flowers indicated that he was
finished. The col onel nodded. "It's obvious that the rebels have managed to get
mlitary weapons in from soneplace, either directly from Hanau or through sone
third party, and | got the inpression that the rebels nmust al so have had at

| east minimal training by professionals,” Arlan said by way of preface. "Do you
think that they m ght have a cadre of nercenaries on-planet, professionals we

m ght conme up agai nst oursel ves?'

Medwi n Fl owers' brows curled into a | ook of concentration, alnost a frown. He
was slow to answer. "I agree with your assessnent about the weapons and
training. |'ve asked nyself the sane question you asked. W have no evi dence of
mercenari es operating on behalf of the rebels. There was no indication of that
before we cane. There is no sign of any other shipping in the systemor mlitary
aircraft operating, or we would have had opposition to our shuttles. And we have
not detected any sophisticated el ectronics." He paused, shaking his head slowy.
"We can't rule out the possibility that there m ght be a few professionals
providing training and advice for the rebels, but there can't be any significant
nunber, perhaps no nore than a squad or two. It's nore likely that the rebels
have a few of their own people who have served as nercenari es somewhere and then
come home. That might also explain the weaponry. Those hypot hetical veterans

m ght have had the contacts to expedite procurenment of mlitary weapons. Either
way, it
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shoul dn't inpact our operations any nore than it already has."
Arlan nodded once, slowy, an unconscious gesture. "Thank you, sir,
was just wondering."

"We're nonitoring this as closely as we can," Flowers said. "W're not taking
anything for granted."”

"Yes, sir. | guess we should be heading out now. The nen we canme down with are
wai ting, and we need to get back to the conpany." Taiters stood, as did Lon
"I'"ve never gone through a grilling |like that before,” Lon said once he and the
|ieutenant were well away fromthe battalion commander. "Not even back at The
Springs."

"I"'msure the colonel is concerned,” Arlan replied. "W're obviously up agai nst
fanatics, people who aren't deterred by taking heavy casualties. | inmagine he's
got people trying to find out everything possible about the aninpbsity between
the two groups of settlers here. This feels |like sonething nore than nere
political squabbling. When a conflict gets this bloody, this intense, it's nore
likely to be over religion, or basic philosophies. If there was rationa

| eadership, the rebels would be | ooking for peace tal ks by now, sone sort of
conprom se. "

"Are you saying that the fight mght go on until there's no one left to fight on
one side or the other?"

"It's possible. If neither side is willing to accept anything | ess than total
victory. But | hope we're not stuck init that long. Qur job is to break the
arnmed rebellion and train the governnent mlitia. Then we can go hone."

"But what happens after we | eave?"

"l don't know. The colonel mght try to sell the rebels on the idea of a
contract to guarantee the safety of non-conbatants against reprisals, but if
this is really a deep ideological fight, they probably wouldn't accept any offer

he said. "I
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fromus."

"BEven if it means they risk being butchered?"

Arlan cracked a grin. "They have one thing going for
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them It may be a good thing that we had to get the weapons and ammunition to
the governnment forces early, before the revolt was put down. They mi ght use nost
of that anmunition up, not have enough left to do serious damage to the rebe
civilians. Especially after we finish training the mlitia. And |'m sure that
the colonel will be in no hurry to put through a contract for nore ammunition

We can't guarantee peace here forever, but that would buy the rebels tine to

thi nk about getting outside protecti on—from soneone else if they won't trust
us—er time to recover fromthe fighting and replenish their owm supplies.”

On the rest of the wal k through Norbank City, Lon stared at the civilians
intensely, as if his gaze mght penetrate their masks to di scover what they were
t hi nki ng. They gave no indication of being religious or political zealots. They
appeared no different from people he had seen el sewhere, on Earth or Dirigent,
or Over- Gl apagos—f anything, they were nore rustic than peopl e he had seen
anywhere el se

What drives you? he wondered whenever the eyes of one of the civilians net his.
And what drives your rebels?

Long Snake?* attack shuttles operated in relays. The |l anders renmi ned above ten
t housand feet-hi gh enough to give themtine to evade surface-to-air mssil es—but
kept up an assault on the mmin rebel positions. Beginning as soon as they had
the cover of full darkness and continuing on into the night, the aircraft sent
rockets into the hilly region where the rebels were congregating, softening up
the eneny for the nmen of the Second Battalion and the Nor-banker mlitia.

On the ground, at a distance, the expl osions sounded |ike thunder. Flashes of
Iight preceded each thunderclap, completing the anal ogy. Each group of four to
six blasts was separated by ten to fifteen ninutes fromthe next series as one
shuttl e after another nade the descent, two attack runs, and then clinbed back
into space to rendezvous with Long Snake. The tim ng was never precise, to avoid
allowing the rebels to predict with any certainty when the next strike would
conme. Cccasionally, |onger hiatuses were left to increase the uncertainty.

Lon Nol an took a cold pleasure fromthe explosions. Hit 'emhard, he urged. The
more you take care of, the fewer there'll be for us to face. He did not deceive
hinself that the air attack could obliterate the eneny, or even reduce his
nunbers enough to nmake the coming | and fight inconsequential. There would be
rebel casualties, but equally inportant were the | ess tangible effects that the
bonbar dnent was certain to have. Men would not be able to sleep
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through it, and that would have to augnent the attack's effect on norale.

The nmercenaries and nilitiamen had started to nove two hours before dark, using
the last hours of light and the short twilight to get the Norbankers as close as
possi ble to where they needed to be before darkness slowed the advance. Three of
the mlitia conpanies hiked with the Dirigenters. The fourth new conpany had
been hel d back by the governnent to help protect the capital, and to help ensure
that nore produce and livestock made it into town fromthe western farm ng area
before the rebels could try to reestablish their siege. The governnent al so had
civilians strengthening the city's defenses, which showed no great confidence in
their militia or in the nercenari es.

Each mlitia conpany was paired with a nercenary conpany. They noved parallel to
each other. A few nercenaries narched with the nmilitia, to make sure that the

| ocal |eaders were not totally w thout conmmunications. Only the point company, A
Conpany this tine, was not saddled with mlitianen.

That's one headache I'mas glad not to have, Lon thought during one short rest
period. Lieutenant Taiters still kept himclose, and Lon listened in on
everything that the lieutenant said or heard on the radio or in person. Third
and fourth platoons were back together, fourth showi ng the gaps of nmen lost in
their last fight. Lon found his opinions solicited now, his suggestions |istened
to—+f not necessarily adopted.
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/ guess | have been accepted, Lon thought. He found no elation in that, no sense
of acconplishnment. It was nore a weight on his back. He felt the need to weigh
his words, his thoughts, nore carefully before issuing them He knew the nanes
of the men who had died the first time one of his suggestions had been accept ed.
If he closed his eyes, he could see sone of their faces. Despite the assurances
of the lieutenant and the col onel —-and t he others who had
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spoken to hi mton was not ready to grant hinself conplete absolution for that.
Lon concentrated on what he was doing. The slightest sound or novenent, real or

i magi ned, could nmake himturn his head, his rifle ready if needed. He recognized
hi s hei ghtened nervousness and tried to conbat it, but with little success.
Telling hinself I'mtoo dam junpy was not enough. There was always / don't want
to get anyone else killed, to counter it.

It was just after sunset that third platoon rotated to the front, to take the
point. "You stay with first and second squads," Taiters told Lon. "I'IlIl stay
with the others. Anything happens, get on to ne i mediately." Miintaining an
open link would be inpractical while they were operating separately.

It's not |eadership, but it's close, Lon decided. And it was one nore nark of
the new trust that Taiters and the col onel were showing in him Just don't screw
it up, he told hinself.

The battalion, with its acconpanying militia, noved in three colums. One

pl at oon could not hope to scout all three routes, but split in halves, they
coul d cover nmuch of the ground. One squad noved out in front, split intoits two
fire teans, staying thirty yards or nore apart, each teamsingle file, ranging
left and right in a zigzag pattern. Behind them the other squad noved in a
skirmsh line across the mddle, as the terrain permtted. The two squads
spel | ed each other every fifteen or twenty mnutes. Lon stayed with the rear
squad. The two squad | eaders reported to Pl atoon Sergeant Dendrow, but Lon was
included in all of those conversations.

Level ground becane a rarity. At tines the battalion had to nove through three
different valleys, cut off fromeach other by hills that ranged between fifty
and two hundred feet in height. Mich of the terrain was rough, not nerely
because of the topol ogy but al so because of scrub growth that clogged the |and.
This was not the tall forest that the
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nmercenaries had originally operated in, but a nore m xed grow h—trees, grasses,
bushes, and vines. The terrain provided excellent |ocations for anbush at al nost
every turn. Small groups of eneny soldiers mght be anywhere al ong the sl opes of
the hills or in the valleys, ready to pick off the scouts.

Li ke the night before last, Lon reninded hinself. Al though he trusted the nen in
front of himto do their jobs, he kept scanning hinself, |ooking for any hint of
troubl e.

The expl osions in and around the rebel positions gradually sounded | ouder. /
hope they save sonething for later, in case they have to bail us out, Lon

t hought when he realized how | ong the bonbardnent had been under way. Scores of
m ssil es had been sent agai nst the rebels.

It was only minutes later that a call fromCaptain Olis cane. "Hold the point.
We're all stopping. The last shuttles in reported that the rebels m ght have
nmoved. "

No wonder they noved, Lon decided. Too nmuch hell coming at them The nen of
first and second squads noved into a defensive alignnent, across the narrow
val | ey they had been following to the northeast and al ong the sl opes above it.
No order to dig in was given, but nost of the nmen scraped away a little soil and
vegetation to give thensel ves sone cover. Just in case

Lon went to Corporal Grana. "Let ne see your map-board, Tebba," he said as he
got down next to him Grana rolled onto his side to get the unit out of its
pocket on his trouser |eg.

"Be careful of the glow," Grana said softly.

Lon nodded as he unfol ded the nmapboard. He fiddled with the controls until the
area he was | ooking at was centered on the | ast known position of the rebe
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force. Wth infrared i mages overlaid on the basic chart, Lon could see the hot
spots of fires and blast danage fromthe nmissile strikes. There was no cl ear
heat signature fromthe sol diers who had been present before.

They might still be there, Lon decided, nmasked by the
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heat of the battle danage. He was not certain how fine the resolution of the
shuttle inagi ng systenms was fromten thousand feet.

The screen was updated by CI C aboard Long Shake while Lon was | ooking at it. He
t hought that one shuttle nust have risked coming in much | ower than ten thousand
feet, looking for the rebels. Running a reconnai ssance mission, a shuttle could
conme in slow and quiet, and—at night—t would be invisible to unai ded human eyes
on the ground. The resolution of the overlay inproved considerably, but it was
still inmpossible to be certain whether the rebels were still where they had
been.

The colonel's either going to have to risk a shuttle alnost at treetop | evel or
send men in on the ground, Lon thought. That's the only way to be sure. As |long
as we're not the ones who have to go in and find them He spent a couple of

m nutes | onger studying the napboard, the battalion's location, their origina
destination, and possible places for the rebels to have noved—nenori zi ng as much
as he could. They can't nove as fast at night as we could. That limts how far
fromthe original position they can be.

That still left plenty of areas the rebels night have noved to. Every ridge,

sl ope, and valley provided its own opportunities. And there are supposed to be
caves in these hills, Lon renmenbered. He called Lieutenant Taiters and nmenti oned
that. "We haven't been |ooking for caves," he added. "I sure don't recall seeing
any. And caves woul d nake ambushes harder to spot."

"I forgot about the caves too," Arlan admtted. "Hang on." The |ieutenant kept
Lon on the Iine while he called Captain Olis to nention caves and to ask if
anyone had been | ooking for them

"Not specifically," Olis said. "I guess it's sonething we'd better start doing.
I"lI'l pass the word back to battalion, so that the rest know there nmay be gaps we
haven't checked. You'd better nmeke sure all your men know about
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them now, and put nmen along the slopes to | ook for openings."

"Sir, I think we ought to actively check this area where we're at," Lon said.

"I't won't do nmuch good to watch a perineter if we've got eneny inside it."
"You're right, Nolan," the captain said. "Arlan, get your people busy. Mike sure
there aren't any snakepits inside your perineter, then check out about fifty
yards around you. Tell the nmen to be damed careful. The openi ng m ght be just
bi g enough for a man to get through, and if the eneny has got men stashed,
they'll probably have those openings canoufl aged."

Taiters assigned half of his nen to | ook for caves while the rest stayed on the
perineter. Lon went with Grana' s squad while they quartered the area

"I messed around in caves a little back on Earth," Lon told the corporal. "There
were a lot of themaround the part of North Carolina where | grew up. The one
thing that night give away an opening is that the tenperature in it should be
quite a bit cooler than outside."

Tebba passed the tip on to the rest of the squad. He put his nen in line, little
more than an arnmis length apart. They went back and forth over the area inside
the perineter the two platoons had set up, then started along the slopes of the
hills on either side, beyond the perineter.

The only holes they found were too small to harbor eneny soldiers. The | argest
that Lon saw was w de enough for a hunman for only the first two feet. "A good

pl ace to duck if shooting starts," he told Tebba.

"As long as there aren't any nasty creepy-crawlies in there first," Tebba
replied.

"Nor bank have anything like that?" Lon asked as the squad noved back inside the
circle of guns.

"Don't know. None have tried to crawl into ny pants yet anyhow, " Tebba said.
"That's the way | want to keep it."
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Bef ore Lon could say anything nore, several shots sounded fromthe next valley
east. Lon and the rest dove to the ground inmedi ately, not waiting to discover
what the shooting was about.

"I think naybe sonebody found an occupi ed cave,
gunfire sounded.

"Or sonebody just got too nervous," Lon suggested.

Over the next fifteen minutes, there were two additional series of shots, in
different locations. Wrd came down that a few snipers had been found in caves.
And di sposed of. Then there were orders to get up and start noving again.

The rebel s had noved—exactly where was not yet certain.

"We've got nore than six thousand years of nmilitary experience and innovation
behind us as a species, and here we are operating nmuch as the earliest soldiers
di d—sending a few nen out ahead to try to find the eneny." Arlan Tai-ters had
the faceplate of his helnet halfway up, giving himroomto rub his face with the
fingers of both hands. His two platoons were together. He was sitting with his
back against a tree, his position hidden fromthree sides by the trunk and by a
thicket. Lon Nolan sat next to the |ieutenant.

"Sonme things may never change conpletely,” Lon replied. "At The Springs, they
taught us about battles that happened thousands of years ago, and tactics that
have been obsolete for mllennia. W studi ed phal anxes and Ronan battl e squares.
We read Caesar and Thucydi des, and dozens of other ancient authors. W
re-created fanmpous battles on 3-D chart tables, with infantry and horse cavalry
chargi ng and wheeling. Swords and spears. Mst of us thought it was a horrible
waste of tinme."

Taiters stopped rubbing at his face and | owered his head so he could | ook at Lon
with the night-vision enhancenents of his visor. "I used to think that, too, but
it isn't. Look at it this way. We're on the peak of a pyramd built of all of
those battles, weapons, and tactics." He shook his head. "No, not the peak of a
pyram d—we're part of a continuum built on the past, with the future to be
built as nmuch on what we do as on what those other soldiers have done before.
The nore |inks of the chain you know, the easier
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it is to extrapolate, to inprovise, when you come up agai nst sonething new, or
sonet hing not covered by orders."

"Li ke now?" Lon asked, and Arlan nodded.

"Exactly. We've got the best surveillance gear in the galaxy. W can pick up a
hel met's electronics fromtwo hundred miles out in space and take photographs
fromthat distance with enough resolution to identify an object no larger than
your hand—day or night. W have conputers that can track the positions of twenty
thousand i ndividual noving traces in real tinme, as well as nonitor and record
their conversations and helmet telemetry. W can fire an MR hal fway across the
gal axy and know it will arrive within two hundred yards of its target. But here,
up agai nst an eneny wi thout electronics to trace, and with a forest to hide in,
we're right back to where the Greeks and Persians were four thousand years ago,
stunbling around trying to find the other guy before he finds us first and

cl obbers us."

"I'd have thought that we'd be able to at |east get thermal inmages of that many
war m bodi es,"” Lon said. "We' ve got the advantage of infrared caneras and our own
ni ght -vi si on gear."

"You know the limts of that, especially here. The basic material the Norbankers
use for clothing has just enough thermal insulation to nmake spotting them
difficult at any distance. It's not as efficient as the stuff they nake our

battl edress out of, but enough with the tenperature conditions here."

The nen of A Conpany were still in their defensive positions, half of themon
wat ch while the other half slept—er tried to. Lieutenant Taiters was ' 'up'
while his two platoon sergeants rested. O her conpani es were doing the scouting
now, a squad here and a squad there, while one or two shuttles kept up the
search fromthe air. It had been nearly three hours since the discovery that the
rebel s had noved.

Cccasionally there were short bursts of gunfire, never particularly close. Each

Tebba sai d when no additiona
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time it triggered a quick al ertness
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in the waiting nen, but turned out to be the discovery of rebels in yet another
smal | cave. It was not clear whether those men had been sent in to snipe at the
mercenari es and governnent forces or if they had sinply been cut off from
escape.

M dni ght passed, then one o'clock. There was still no word from battalion
headquarters. Lieutenant Taiters checked to nake sure that his platoon sergeants
were awake, and told themthat he was going to try to get a little rest.

"You too," he told Lon after his radio conversation with the sergeants. "Cet it
whil e you can."

Lon lay down. He had scooped out a shall ow depression under a thick tangle of
branbles. (A fine nest for a paranoid, he had thought at the tine.) As long as
he did not try to sit up, he would be fine. He nade hinself as confortable as he
coul d under the circunstances. He left his helnet on. The webbing inside did not
make a perfect pillow, but it was better than bare ground. Lon turned down the
vol ume on his earphones and di mmed the head-up display on his visor. If an alarm
came, he would be ready to respond instantly. In the neantine, sleep would ease
the wai ting.

But sl eep would not cone.

He was exhausted. Hs nmind had slowed, his thinking dulled, the way it always
was when sl eep had been too | ong del ayed. But he could not slide bel ow sonething
close to a trancelike state. He was aware...but not fully, neither truly awake
nor asl eep—al nost |ike the way he had been aboard ship after coming out of the
trauma tube. His ears continued to strain for any hint of danger. Questions
continued to plague him

WIl we ever finish here? Inmages floated by, at the periphery of his mnd, at
the edge of perception. At one point he started, shivering, feeling as if he
were falling, but lying on the ground in full gravity left nowhere to fall. Al
the episode did was drag himfarther fromthe void of sleep

Sl eep! For a tine he thought he was back at The Springs,
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studying for final exam nations his first senmester. He had stayed up all night,
two nights in a row-afraid not just of not making high marks, but actually
worried that he mght totally bonb one or nore of the tests, fail a course...and
perhaps find hinself washed out of the acadeny. The nenory was so vivid that he
could see the bright light of his desk lanp, feel the eyestrain caused by his
complink nonitor, snell the coffee he had consuned in a vain effort to maintain
al ertness.

"Huh?" he said, half aloud. He had thought he had heard his roomrate asking a
question about one of the courses. This isn't The Springs. He | ooked around

qui ckly, disoriented by the dark and the greenish cast to everything through his
hel met faceplate. He needed a noment to recall where he was, and to realize that
it had been Lieutenant Takers' voice he had heard.

"I'"'m awake," Lon nunbled, trying to force hinself to live up to the claim He
felt groggy, alnost drugged. "Wat is it?"

Arlan gave hima few seconds before he said, "W've got orders. We're going to
nmove out in twenty mnutes.”

"Yes, sir." Lon started trying to sit up, only to run his helnet into the thorny
vi nes he had canped under. He dropped back to the ground and took a deep breath.
Then he slid to the side, out through the only exit his position offered. Lon
took off his helnet and rubbed vigorously at his face with both hands, stil
trying to shake off the effects of the al nost-sleep he had...suffered through
"They found the rebel s?'' he asked.

"Some of them anyway," Arlan said. "About four mles northeast of where they
were before.”

Lon blinked several tinmes as he put his helnmet back on. "The terrain gets even
rougher off that way, doesn't it?"

"Alittle," the lieutenant said. "It doesn't get really bad until farther out,
though. This is all just foothills stuff."
"Were they still noving, or had they set up camp?" was Lon's next question
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"We' Il know if they're still there when we get there,
in position before dawn, though."

"You nean we're going to run a daylight attack?" The idea before had been to get
into position early enough to take advantage of the dark, to hit the rebels

Arlan said. "W can't get

while they would still have difficulty seeing them

Arlan shrugged. "If the colonel's nmade up his mnd, he neglected to tell ne.
Once you get yourself pulled together, trot over to Corporal Nace. This isn't
what | had planned, but | need you to help fill the gaps in fourth platoon."
Lon nodded.

"Il try to keep you filled in about what's going on. | probably don't need to
say this, but I will anyhow. You're still just a cadet, out of the |line of

command—o matter how well you've proved yoursel f."

"Yes, sir. That's not sonething I'mlikely to | ose sight of," Lon said.

"I know. It's just that we're all tired, and tired men nmake m stakes. Go on, get
over to Nace and see where he wants you."

Even with the addition of Lon, Nace's squad was still four men short. Every
squad in fourth platoon was shorthanded, but first squad had suffered the worst
casualties. WI| Nace put Nol an between Tarn Hedl ey and OM Witley, and—npst of
the time—kept the three of themin the mddle of the squad.

"It's not that | don't trust your abilities," Nace told Lon on a private
channel. "1've seen you in action. | know that you know your stuff. It's just...
well, | don't want to | ose an officer cadet who's ready to get his pips, not if
there's any way to avoid it without putting the rest of the squad in extra
jeopardy. That's laying it on the line."

"l appreciate the honesty, WI, and you'll have ny fullest cooperation. | don't
want to |lose ne either." Between them they managed about hal f a chuckle.
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Captain Olis held a short conference with his officers and noncons. Lon shared
Cor poral Nace's mapboard while the captain outlined the plan. Second Battalion
would nove in two elenents, a nmle apart, following parallel tracks toward the
northeast in an effort to outflank the rebels. Sonmewhat behind the nercenaries,
the local mlitia would conme up in the center, with just enough of the
Dirigenters to nmaintain conmunications.

"Are we going to put people in behind the rebels to keep them boxed in?"

Li eut enant Hoper asked.

There was a pause before Olis said, "No. If they want to keep retreating, we

|l et them Colonel Flowers insisted on that, even though the government wants us
to do to this batch what we did to the others. If we drive themoff, too far
away to be an immediate threat to the capital, that gives us tine to give the
mlitia some real training, get themto the point where they're not as dangerous
to us as they are to the rebels."

/[ don't think that's the only thing the colonel has on his nmind, Lon thought.
Wth the mlitia in the center the way they are, they'l|l be com ng straight up
the valley at the rebels. If we attack after daylight, they'll take heavy
casualties. He was hesitant to ascribe nmotives to the colonel, but it |ooked
|ike one nore way to prevent whol esal e sl aughter of the surviving rebels after
the battalion | eft Nor-bank

Al pha and Bravo conpanies were on the left flank, Alpha in front. Its first

pl at oon provi ded advance scouts. Second and third platoons took turns on point.
Fourth was not purposely excluded. Its turn would have cone next. There just was
not time for themto rotate to the front. After third had been on point for
fifty mnutes, the advance was halted. One of the patrols had cone upon a rebe
outpost. The three nen in the outpost were killed—silently, tw by a beaner and
the third by a knife across the throat.

We've got to be close, Lon told hinself when he received

OFFI CER- CADET

the news fromLieutenant Taiters. Amateurs woul dn't put sentries out farther
than easy shouting distance. He cranked the volume up on his helnet's externa
m crophones. Soneone wi || hear sonething. Lon knew how good the Corps' sound
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detection gear was. On Dirigent, during a field exercise, he had picked up the

| ocal equivalent of a squirrel biting open a nut at ninety yards, gnawi ng his
way in and then chewing the nut nmeat. It had taken himsone time to figure out
what the noise had been, using his helnmet's pickups like direction finders, then
scanning the vector until he spotted the only possible target.

Al pha Conpany was ordered to hold its position, to switch into a skirnmish |line
facing up the slope to its right. "Look for caves," Captain Orlis ordered, "but
be quiet about it, and try to handl e any eneny you find the sane way."

Two openi ngs were found al ong the conpany's new front, but both were vacant of
anything larger than a scaly creature the size of a house cat. The men who found
that unknown ani nal decided to leave it alone. Its teeth appeared fearsone.

Dawn was near. Even with his visor up, Lon could pick out shapes on the forested
sl ope above him W'IIl never get close enough to the main body of the rebels in
secret, he thought. Although there nmight be rebel patrols on the ridge atop this
sl ope, the main body was—er was believed to be—another ridge over. Even when

Al pha got to the top of this hill the eneny would be nore than two hundred yards
away, within range of rifles and beaners, but beyond the range of the grenade

| aunchers that one man in each squad carri ed.

As long as they keep their heads down and don't do anything stupid, we'll stil
have to go in after them Lon thought. In daylight, that could be suicidal,
dependi ng on how nuch—er how littl e—eover there was between this ridge and the
next. And the Corps doesn't believe in suicide mssions. So the col onel mnust
have sonmething el se in mnd,
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he reasoned. He shook his head then, recalling the Nor-banker militia advancing
along the valley, noving directly toward the rebels. It can't be that; Flowers
can't intend to use three conpanies of nmilitia as sacrificial lanbs to let us
get in. Colonel Flowers mght not be too heartbroken over sone mlitia

casual ties, but he could not be callous enough to offer up nore than four
hundred | oyalist troops for certain slaughter

What's the alternative? Wiat am | mnissing? Lon asked hinself. It was part of the
education of any aspiring mlitary |eader to | ook at situations and seek the
optimal solution. Wargam ng had been an integral part of the curriculumat The
Springs, as well as a major extracurricular activity ranked equally wth

physi cal sports.

Thi nki ng about the tactical problemdid not keep Lon from paying attention to
his nore i mredi ate responsibilities, guarding his section of the squad's front.
He tried to recall the details he had seen on the mapboard earlier, the terrain,
t he supposed positions of the eneny force. At the sane tine, his eyes continued
to scan the hillside in front of him and his ears strained for any untoward
sound.

The vall ey that the rebels were thought to be defending was a little nore than a
mle | ong between | ower passes between hills. The nearer crest was eighty feet
above the interior valley, not quite that high above the valley between Al pha
Conpany and the rebels. The far ridge was higher on both sides. The distance
across the valley that the rebels held, crest to crest, averaged twelve hundred
yards.

Room for an arny and a half, Lon thought. CIC s estinmate of the nunber of rebels
was extremely vague. There night be as few as six hundred—er nore than two
thousand. Hell of a way to run a war. It could be two-to-one odds in either
direction, and we m ght not know which until we're in the mddle of the battle.
Conpany Lead Sergeant Jim Ziegler ran a radi o check of platoon sergeants and
squad | eaders. Lon was hooked into the noncons' channel. Nothing seenmed to be
stirring

COFFI CER- CADET

al ong A Conpany's front. No one was picking up any identifiable sounds fromthe
supposed rebel positions.

" 'l want one squad from each platoon to nove up to just behind the ridgeline,"
Ziegler said. "We need observation posts. If you run into opposition, try to
handle it quietly, and try not to show yourselves to the rebels across the way."
Before fourth platoon's sergeant could assign one of the other squads, WI Nace
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vol unteered his nmen. "W need this, Jim" he said.

Jorgen scarcely hesitated. "Okay, WI, you've got it. But be damed careful

Wat ch your heads, and your butts."

Lon was waiting for Nace's call on the squad channel when it came. He had

al ready started to choose his route up the hill.

lon Nolan was just a few paces to the right of Corporal Nace as the squad
started up the slope. The pitch was not steep enough to cause any difficulties,
but it was enough to put a strain on the nuscles of calf and thigh, even though
the line stopped after al nost every step forward to search for the eneny, and
for any mnes or booby traps he nmight have planted. In sone ways, the slope was
a help. Eyes were closer to ground |evel, nearer to where any booby traps were
likely to be set, nearer to any sign of men who had traveled the route recently.
And if the Dirigenters had to dive for cover, the ground was that little nuch

cl oser.

The crest was sil houetted by the brightening gl ow of dawn, a sharp |ine above
the mantl e of shadow that the mercenaries clinbed through. The upper reaches of
the trees on the hillside were already in sunlight.

Cli nmbing toward norning, Lon thought. As the skirmish |ine got closer to the
light, he crouched forward a little farther, subconsciously delaying the tine
when he woul d | ose the cover of the shade and failing night. Many of the other
soldiers reacted simlarly, and well before the line reached the sunmit, the nen
were virtually crawing toward it

"Down!" Nace ordered his squad when they were still six feet below the crest.
That next hill is higher than this one. Slide up into position carefully."”
The soil near the top of the hill was thin, fighting to hold scrub growh in
anong the rocky mass of the extrusion.
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The ridge itself was nearly devoid of vegetation, a naked spine of rotting

| inmestone. As Lon slid up against it and took his first careful peek over, he
found hinself | ooking through the upper branches of trees growing along the
opposite slope of the ridge. Farther off, across the next valley, another
ridge—forested rather than bare—+an parallel to this one. Froma distance, it
| ooked to be nore than the twenty to thirty feet higher that the charts said it
was. Lon pulled back fromthe edge, feeling too exposed for confort.

Wthin seconds, things began to go wong. Lon heard gunfire far off to his
right. Wth the hills creating echoes, he could not be positive, but he
suspected that the gunfire came fromwhere the Norbanker mlitia was—er was
supposed to be. At first there were only a few scattered shots, but the vol une
built up. It took no nore than a mnute or two before it had crescendoed into a
maj or firefight.

"What is that?" he asked Lieutenant Taiters.

"I don't know. Keep your nind on your own area."

Lon edged up to the crest again to look at the next hill. There was no trace of
activity there, even when he switched his faceplate to maxi num magnificati on and
scanned the opposite ridge slowy. He saw no sign of any rebel positions, not
even a sentry. We wouldn't be visible, he thought, or not very. But that's with
good equi pnrent and better training. If these rebels are amateurs...

"Lieutenant, | don't think the rebels are over there, at |east not many of them
I think they've noved again."

This time Taiters did not answer i mediately. He |left Nolan hangi ng while he
made a nunber of calls that he did not include the cadet in. Wen he finally
returned to his channel with Lon he said, "You may be right. No one's spotted
any activity there since we got in position. Keep. your eyes open. The col one
is checking with ClIC before he decides what we do next." The |ieutenant paused,
then said, ' 'That shooting you hear is at the rear of the nmlitia. A conpany or
nmore of rebels hit themfrombehind. Delta Conpany is noving to relieve them"
OFFI CER- CADET

Lon raised hinself a little higher, but not enough to offer a good target in
case he was wong—f there were rebels across the way. He wanted a | ook at the
eastern slope of the hill he was on, and at the floor of the valley. If the
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rebel s were not behind that next ridge, they might be anywhere, including right
under the noses of Lon and the other Dirigenters.

The firefight to the south abruptly decreased in intensity. Lon glanced that
way. One side or the other nmanaged to di sengage, he thought, the best guess. The
rebel s nust have pull ed back before Delta got to themwas nore of a stretch, but
reasonabl e. The remaining fire finally stopped altogether

Al nost simul taneously there was a new | ocus of gunfire, behind and bel ow Lon,
and slightly to the north. H's own conpany was under attack. He slid away from
the summit and turned, bringing his rifle to bear, and scanning for targets. He
saw no muzzle flashes, and there did not seemto be very many guns in the
attack, off near the end of the conpany's defensive perineter.

"It's just a patrol," one of the squad | eaders said over the noncons' channel
"First platoon is dealing with them Mnd your own fronts."

Lon was already noving back to the ridge before Corporal Nace passed that order
along to the squad. ' 'Stay on this side of the ridge," Nace added, "just in
case this is a trick totry to get us to expose ourselves to a larger force on
the other side."

/| guess amateurs might try sonething |ike that, Lon thought. He scanned the

sl opes and valley floor east of him wi th an occasional glance behind him The
action was sone distance away, but gunfire in back of himwas difficult to

i gnore. Wiy don't they get that put down? he wondered. A small patrol shouldn't
be hard to handle, even if they're playing hide-and-seek

The gunfire seenmed to get nore distant before it stopped. In the silence, Lon
coul d hear the echoes of far nore distant
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shooti ng, bounced around so nuch that he was not even certain where the origina
sound was coming from

"Mount up. We're noving out," Captain Olis said on the conpany noncons'
channel . "Pull your squads back fromthe ridge and get ready to head sout hwest."
Lon stayed back with Wl Nace, following the rest of first squad back down the
sl ope at an angle. Wthout the need to discuss it between them they divided
zones of responsibility, each watching half of a circle around them

Once all of the conmpany had reached the bottom of the slope, Captain Olis
wasted no tinme getting his nmen noving back the way they had come. Third pl atoon
was in front, with fourth behind it. Lieutenant Taiters was with fourth's first
squad, in the mddle of his two platoons. He called Lon up to him

"I't looks like the rebels want to play cat and nouse," he told Lon on their
private channel

"Either they've learned fast or there's sonebody different calling the shots
than there was when we first |anded," Lon said.

"I't does seem awfully obvious," Taiters admitted. "It's got battalion and CIC
thinking in circles, wondering what's next."

"You think maybe there's an outsider running things for the rebels now?" Lon
asked.

"Someone who's had professional training, at |east."

They noved in silence for a couple of ninutes after that, watching the flanks.
Taiters ran checks with his platoon sergeants and squad | eaders.

"You know, if it were ne calling the shots on the other side, | think I'd do
what | could to draw us away fromthe capital, then hit it with everything
coul d cobble together, try for a coup de main to overthrow the governnent,"
sai d. "Hope that would be enough to get us out of the action.”

"Present us with a fait acconpli, no one to pay the bills," Arlan said, nodding.
"If they were feeling generous,

COFFI CER- CADET

they'd offer to |l et us | eave peacefully, save thenselves sone grief." He
shrugged. "If not...we could have one hell of a problemgetting out safely."”
"You don't think it will cone to that, do you?" Lon asked.

"Probably not," the lieutenant said, alnmpst too quickly. "If nothing el se, we
could pull back into defensive positions and wait for relief fromDirigent.

Bet ween our weapons and the assistance we can get fromthe shuttles, it should
be possible to hold on for the four weeks or so it would take."

Lon

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...k%20Shelley%20-%2001%20-%200fficer-Cadet.txt (93 of 117) [12/29/2004 1:05:26 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962001%20-%200ffi cer-Cadet. txt

"You ever been on a contract that hairy?"

"No, and | don't expect this one to go that far, either. W' ve got the nunbers
to force the issue, if we have to." The unspoken qualification, / hope, was
under stood. "There's another possibility," Taiters said. "The rebels m ght be
trying to convince us to retreat into the city with the mlitia so they can
renew the siege, keep us all bottled up for however long it takes themto finish
us of f or convince the governnent to seek terns. | inmagine that the |oca
authorities are already pressing the colonel to defend their capital."

Fat chance, Lon thought. The DMC was light infantry, neant to be nobile, not a
static defense force. Watever the circunstances, the preferred response woul d
al nost certainly be to keep the battalion out where it could maneuver freely.

' "The government might pull all of its mlitia back into the city," Lon said.
"That m ght even be to our advantage."

Over the next hour and a half, while the battalion rendezvoused with the three
conpanies of mlitia, the rebels continued a series of harassing
attacks—striking, then retreating before they could be trapped, or destroyed by
the nercenaries. There never seened to be nore than a short-handed squad—ei ght
to ten nmen—nvolved in the attacks, and they di sappeared into the forest as soon
as they had fired a few rounds. The rebels did not inflict many casu-
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allies; only one Dirigenter was killed, but there were a few wounded, with no

i medi ate chance to bring in a shuttle to evacuate them The risk was too great.
Al'l that could be done was to get the wounded into portable traunma tubes and
take them back to Norbank City under strong guard.

Doesn't nmake us | ook very good, Lon thought after one attack cane close to Al pha
Conpany. It's like we're the amateurs and they're running rings around us.

On several occasions, the sounds of shuttles passing overhead cane through. The
| anders were staying high, out of harmis way, as they searched for the main
eneny force-hi dden somewhere in the forested hills, according to the best
estimates that CIC could arrive at. The norni ng had dawned cl ear, but clouds had
started nmoving in fromthe west alnost immediately after sunrise. Two hours

| ater there was about 80 percent cloud cover, a heavy |ayer that bottomed out at
about four thousand feet. The shuttles did not cone below the clouds, which
elimnated any chance that their crews mght see anything useful, and the nore
techni cal gear—nfrared caneras, radar, and radi os—+renained only marginally
effective.

As soon as Col onel Flowers had gathered his forces, he sent out a nunber of
patrols, hunting the snipers who were continuing their nuisance attacks. In
thirty minutes there were three nore snmall engagenents as Dirigenters caught
rebel s and forced fights.

Al pha Conpany was pulled fromthe perineter, into the center of the region that
the battalion and the three mlitia conpanies had forned. "W' ve got work,"

Captain Olis told his platoon | eaders and pl atoon sergeants. ' 'Get ready to
move. |'1l let you know what's up as soon as the colonel gives ne our orders."
It was only four mnutes before the captain came back on the channel. "W're

nmoving east. The idea is to send one platoon with a conpany of mlitia on a
course ained directly at the rebel capital at Frenont. The col onel expects that
that sort of threat will force the rebels to respond.
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When that happens, the rest of the conpany will nove in to keep the rebels
engaged until we can bring nore people in to help—+f we can't handle it
ourselves. Third platoon will go with the mlitia. Taiters, you stick with
third, and keep Nolan with you."

The mlitia conpany showed nore organi zation than it had when the pl atoon had
escorted it out to get weapons several days earlier. The conpany conmander was
i ntroduced as Captain Eustace Ml roney. Hs four platoon |eaders were all
designated as |ieutenants, and they had pl atoon sergeants at their sides. \Wat
they did not have was unifornms or insignia of rank. The mlitianen were dressed
i n what ever outdoor clothing each had avail abl e.

When the conbined unit noved away fromthe perineter, the nmlitia showed that
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they had | earned the basics. They noved in good order, keeping proper intervals
and paying attention to their flanks. The mercenary pl atoon provided point, rear
guard, and flankers—ene squad for each. Taiters, Nolan, and Pl atoon Sergeant
Dendrow renai ned with the Norbanker militianen, sticking close to Captain

Mol roney.

The nilitia captain appeared to be in his late twenties or early thirties,

al t hough—n a colony at the basic level that Norbank was—he ni ght have been no
ol der than Lon. Unlike sone of the nen under his conmand, Ml roney appeared to
be fit, and used to outdoor life. He was tall and well nuscled; his face and
arnms were deeply tanned, as if he routinely spent nmuch of his day outside. The
important quality, though, was that he appeared to inspire respect and obedi ence
in the nen under his conmand.

"They' || do what | tell them" he told Lieutenant Taiters before the group

mar ched through the perineter. "Even if they don't agree, they'll do it, and
save the argunents for later, when it's safe.”

/ hope so, Lon thought, not totally convinced, but all that Taiters and Dendrow
did was nod their heads, accepting—
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or appearing to accept-what Ml roney said at face val ue.

Takers went to sonme pains to make certain that the nilitia captain understood
the mission precisely. ' 'W head in the direction of the rebel honeland. W're
supposed to be a nagnet, a threat they can't ignore. Once we draw the rebels
agai nst us, we hold on until help gets to us, first the rest of our conmpany, and
t hen whatever other forces we need."

"Suits me," Molroney said. "Far as that goes, |1'd just as soon march all the way
to Frenont and finish the job right. Wth all the nen they've shipped this way,
they can't have left all that many to hone."

"Even Governor Norbank isn't ready to try anything that anbitious," Taiters

rem nded the captain. "W don't have the manpower or equi pnent, and the governor
doesn't want to | eave Norbank City undefended."

"I know, | know," Mdlroney said, making an inpatient gesture with the hand that
held his rifle. "I was just saying what |'d like, not what | think we should do.
There is a difference."

There is indeed, Lon thought, hiding a grin.

"Anyway, " Mol roney continued, "the sooner we get going, the sooner we'll get
finished, don't you think?"

And so they had started noving east—ot directly, but as the lay of the |land
allowed. In the hilly country, no choice of route was conpletely satisfactory.
It was not just that none of the easy physical routes went precisely in the
right direction. Taking the ridgelines would expose troops to eneny observati on,
often froma long distance. Following the valley floors would put the men at a
tactical disadvantage in any fight, conceding the high ground to the eneny. And
the conpromise, following a contour along the slope, had its own probl ens,

i ncluding additional strain on | egs and backs. But, for the nbst part, it was
the | east objectionabl e choice.

To sone extent, the route was chosen by Ml roney. He knew the area, the npst
direct (or least indirect) paths to
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take them where they wanted to go. The choice of a hillside path was Taiters's,
the unconfortable conpronm se. He kept his flanking squads out as far as
possi bl e, on one side as near the ridge of the hill the rest of the troops were
on as possible w thout having them sil houetted agai nst the skyline, on the other
side sonetines al so near the top of the opposite ridge. And the point squad was
typically two hundred yards in front of the main body.

"We're | ooking for eneny contact, but | want to know about them as early as

possible," Taiters explained. "And | need to know how nany there are. If it's a
patrol, we don't laager up and wait for the cavalry, we deal with them and keep
going. If it's a larger unit, | want sone choice in the ground we defend."

In the first two hours, there was no contact at all, not even with one of the

roving patrols that had been hitting the nmercenaries and the local allies
earlier in the day.
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"They nust have seen us leave," Lon said to the |lieutenant during a brief rest.
"We didn't try to sneak out." They had traversed one valley, heading toward the
northeast, then turned and were goi ng al nost sout hwest on the next declivity
over, aimng for a pass that would allow thema nore direct route east.

"They're watching us," Taiters said, an affirmation he could offer no evidence
for. "They nay be staying clear, but they have to be watching."

" "Just keeping track of us?'' As long as the two spoke softly and used their
radi o gear, they could exclude Mdlroney fromthe conversation w thout being

noti ced.

"What ever. W haven't gone far enough for themto get the idea that we're headed
for Frenont. So far, it mght just look as if we're out hunting, or trying to
get behind them A couple nore hours and they should get the nessage. By
nightfall, at least. Then we wait for the fun to start.” There was grim
seriousness in the lieutenant's voice.

"A night attack? Wthout night-vision gear?"

"They' ve done that before," Taiters reni nded Nol an.
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"I'n any case, people fought at night for thousands of years before anyone cane
up with anything to help them see better in the dark. But maybe a dawn attack is
nmore likely. Alot depends on how long it takes themto nove troops to intercept
us, and maybe even on whether or not the sky stays overcast. W'll go on for as
|l ong as we can after sunset, then settle down in the best defensive position we
can find, just in case."

A few mnutes later, Captain Orlis relayed news that the col onel had ordered a
few shuttle flights toward the rebel honel and—ot quite a pointing finger in the

sky, but a help. "Even if the rebels can't see the shuttles, they'll hear them
wel | enough,"” Taiters said. "It should look as if we're reconnoitering toward
Frenont . "

"Way not just radio the rebels and say, 'Unless you give up now, we'll destroy

your hones and farnms' ?" Lon said. Arlan did not bother to answer.

The overcast thickened and the cloud deck settled lower in the |ast hours of
daylight, bringing an early twilight to the forest. Alight mst started to fal
j ust before sunset.

"I'"ve told second squad to | ook for a place for us to canp," Taiters told Nolan.
"There's no point to stunbling on in this if we can find some ground we can

hol d. "

"If it hanpers our mlitia, it hanpers the rebels as well," Lon pointed out.
"They won't be able to see any better, and they don't have guides with

ni ght -vi si on gear."

"If they want to nove, they'll nove, no matter the difficulties,
"Never underestimte your eneny."

W seemto have done a |ot of that here. Lon kept that thought to hinself.
Fifteen mnutes |ater, Tebba radi oed that they had found a good |location to

Arl an sai d.

stop, a broad hill crest with sonething of a swayback, a shall ow depression that
woul d gi ve them hi gh ground and ways to cover every possible approach. "There's
no trees or water," Tebba added, " 'cept the water that's falling fromthe sky,

but it has everything else we could want."
OFFI CER- CADET

"Stay there," Taiters told him "We'Ill join you." He |lifted his faceplate to
tell Captain Mlroney about the place.

Mol roney nodded. "That'd be Jeffrey Bald," he said. "If |I'd knowed what you were
| ooking for, 1'd have nentioned it. Only place like it for mles around."”

"Any problemw th using that as a defensive position?" Taiters asked. ' 'Any

bli nd avenues up, anything like that?

Mol roney consi dered the questions before he shook his head. ' 'l never |ooked at
it as a mlitary place before, but I'd say it's about the best natural site you
could find within twenty nmles. As long as the ammunition and water |ast, no way
the rebels could drive us off, or get to us, 'less they were prepared to
sacrifice a lot of men to do it."

"We're not interested in staging a 'last stand,’

Taiters said dryly. "All we
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want is a safe place to spend the night, and naybe part of tonorrow If the
rebels don't hit us by shortly after dawn, we'll nove on." Ml roney nodded.
"Maybe it's tine to start thinking about other places we can use tonorrow,"
Taiters said. "Once we get situated, you and | can check out the nmapboard and
see if we can keep a good defensive position within reach during the nmarch."
"Sure thing," Mlroney said, nodding. "But I'll tell you up front, won't any of
them be half as good as Jeffrey Bald."

Haling up in this place would be suicide if the rebels had any ground-support
aircraft, Lon Nolan thought as he surveyed the top of Jeffrey Bald. There was no
cover at all fromair attack, and the rocks would set off ricochets that woul d
doubl e the effectiveness of aerial strafing. But against an eneny that was
strictly infantry, it was still the high ground. It should do very well indeed,
Lon decided. The only real danger would cone from grenades, and the rebels
appeared to have only hand grenades rather than grenade | aunchers, which could
reach farther and nore accurately.

As long as they haven't been hol ding anythi ng back, Lon worried. It was possible
that the rebels had not yet shown everything they had. They had changed tactics,
started to show increased discipline in the tine that the Dirigenters had been
on their world. There nmight be additional weapons—grenade | aunchers if not
fighter aircraft.

Li eutenant Taiters spaced his four squads around the banana-shaped perineter of
the crest and had Captain Ml -roney fill in with his nen. "No nmatter which
direction the rebels come from there' Il always be a core of ny professionals

wi th night-vision gear and years of experience close enough to face them" the

| i eutenant expl ai ned. "And your men to provide raw firepower. Between us, |
think we can hold off anything the rebels are likely to throw our way."

Mol roney's grin had been rather grim "I'mcertain of it, Lieutenant," he said.
"Like | said before, this is the best
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spot for this sort of show anywhere in the area. We could hold out a long tine
here, no matter how many people they send."

The first order of business was to inprove what nature had provided, naxim zing
the defensive capabilities of the site. Then the nen were given a chance to eat
bef ore bei ng put on hal f-and-half watches—ercenaries and mlitianmen alike.
"Whenever you get a chance," Arlan told Lon while they were alone for a nonent,
"talk with Ml roney. See what you can find out about the situation here. He's
more likely to open up to you than to ne."

"You nmean because |'mjust an apprentice whose opinion doesn't matter?" Lon
asked with a grin, which Arlan returned.

"Because of that. |I've told himthat |I'mgoing to |l eave you with himtonight to
provide liaison. That way he and | can stay well apart. | explained the nmlitary
advi sability of that—4ittle chance of both of us being taken out at the sane
tine."

"I''l'l do what |I can. | want to know nore about this fight nyself. Sonme of it
just doesn't nake sense to ne."

Fi nding opportunities to talk with the militia captain was not sinple. Mlroney
had a hands-on approach to | eadership. If he was not eating or trying to rest,
he was talking with his platoon | eaders and sergeants, even chatting with nen
who held no rank at all

"Now what was that you were asking before?" Ml roney asked when the two of them
finally settled in. "I'"'mtoo keyed to sleep anyway."

"I was just wondering what it is that drives these rebels," Lon said. "The other
ni ght, when they fought alnost to the last nan. That seems extreme just because
of political differences."

Mol roney snorted. "Sone politics is nore inportant than others,

he said. "And,

well, | guess it's nmaybe a
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little nore basic than that. | don't know how nuch you know about us here.." He
| ooked toward Nol an.

"Not much at all," he said, which was true enough. "All they told us was that

there were two nmai n waves of col o-nization, that your people arrived thirty
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years before this other group, and that they haven't been very...coopera-live
fromthe start."

"True enough," Modlroney said. "Says a lot, but nothing at all, really." He
stopped and | ooked directly at Lon—though it was too dark for himto see nore
than a vague sil houette. "Your lieutenant tells me you cone fromEarth. That
true?”

"Left Earth less than a year ago," Lon said.

"Then maybe our story will nake sense to you," Ml -roney said, "nore'n it would
to the nunber-punchers who seemto run your outfit. You see, we, the origina
settlers, came directly fromEarth. The col ony was funded and or-gani zed by the
Charles and Em |y Norbank Resettl enent Foundation, and—ene way or anot her—about
a fifth of the original colonists were either Norbanks or related to them Kkids,
cousins, aunts and uncles, you nanme it. Charles and Emly didn't come, not the
ones with the foundation, even though it had been their lifelong anbition to
escape fromEarth. Charles died six nonths before the ship left Earth, and Emly
stayed behi nd because she felt she was too old to make the trip out and start
fromscratch on a colony world, especially wthout her husband."

Mol roney |ay back. "The Norbanks wanted to get away fromall the overcrowding,
the crinme, and too nuch government, too many rules. | guess they was really fed
up with it all, enough to spend a |ifetinme saving noney and maki ng pl ans. They
al so set up a charter for us—ust the absolute m ni rum nunber of rules to let us
survive and prosper, that was the plan. Everybody free to do pretty nuch

what ever he wants, unless it interfered with sonebody el se's freedom At the top
of the charter there's a quote from sonebody naned Jefferson, back on Earth. It
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reads, 'My freedomto wave ny fist ends where your nose begins.' "

"And the rebel s?" Lon asked when Mol roney went silent for nore than a m nute.
"They don't accept your charter?”

"Never have. They're Divinists."

Lon whistled softly.

"l see you've heard about them" Ml roney said

" 'Of course | have. W studied the Divinist Uprising at The Springs, the North
American Mlitary Acadeny. | didn't know that any |arge groups of them survived,
t hough, or got off Earth."

"Sure wasn't because we wanted them here. Didn't know they was conming till they
arrived; didn't know who they were or what they was about till later than that.
The Confederation of Human Pl anets dunped themon us. | guess we were stil

smal | enough and uni nportant enough that they didn't nuch care what we thought.
Well, the Divinists set up their own colony, up the river fromus, and stayed to
t hensel ves—+ nean, with a vengeance. They wouldn't have nothing to do with us in
Norbank City, wouldn't |et our people visit, wouldn't do no trade or anything.
Al we ever got fromthemwas religi ous propaganda."”

"What nmade the situation change?”

"They decided that it wasn't enough for us to live on the sanme world and stay
apart, and they weren't about to accept our rules. They demanded that we

acknow edge they had all the right of it and that they were neant to rule us
all. No way we could accept that. Well, then the troubles started. It wasn't no
big thing at first, but it kept getting worse and worse, and then—finally—t
went to all-out fighting."

' 'Back on Earth, even their wonmen and children fought,'' Lon said, speaking as
much to hinself as to his conpanion. "But we haven't cone across any wonmen or
children casualties here."
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"Nope, ain't seen that here, |eastw se, not yet,'

Mol roney said. "But | expect

we will, before it's done."
A few mnutes later, Lon nade excuses that he had to try to get sone sleep and
rolled over, away fromthe mlitia captain. He lay silently, listening to

Mol roney roll and squirm Eventually the captain stopped noving and Lon call ed
Li eutenant Taiters, speaking subvocally so that Mol roney woul d not overhear
Taiters had never heard of Divinists. ' 'Religious fanatics fromEarth," Lon
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expl ai ned. "Sone seventy-five years ago they tried to secede fromthe authority
of the world governnent, said that they had their own ways and |l aws and that no
one else had any right to govern them They tried to fight off the whole world,
and it took nore than two years to put the rebellion down. There aren't any
official nunbers, but | guess that nore than a hundred thousand of them died
rat her than surrender—en, wonmen, and children. Apparently the Confederation of
Hurmman Pl anets back home dunped the survivors here. And they're trying again."
Five minutes later, Taiters called Nol an back. "The col onel knew about

Di vinists, but not that they're what we're up against here. The Norbankers never
mentioned that apparently. It doesn't change the plans, though. W're still to
keep nmoving east until we draw the rebels into an attack, then we hold them
until the colonel can bring in reinforcenents.”

Lon did not sleep the rest of the night. It was alnost a relief when Ml roney
got up to roamthe perineter again, giving Lon an excuse to get up as well. The
mlitia | eader had | ost some speed. The | ack of sleep was beginning to tell on
hi m

"I don't mind a good fight,"'
around and get on with it."
You night not think that once you get in it, Lon thought,
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but there was no point in saying it. It would be a waste of energy, and energy
was one thing he no |l onger had to spare.

At dawn, third platoon and the militia conpany prepared to break canp. "There's
no call to hurry about it," Taiters told Mdlroney, "but we have to nobve on this
morning. |If we stay put, the rebels won't be in any hurry to head us off."

"l guess you're right, Lieutenant," Mdlroney said with obvious reluctance, "but
| sure do hate to | ose Jeffrey Bald."

Taiters sent the entire platoon of his nmen out first, to nmake certain that no
booby traps had been placed across their presuned path during the night, and to
| ook for any ambushes along the first mle. As soon as negative reports were
back fromthe squad | eaders, Taiters gave the word to nove out.

"We'll pick up my men along the way," he told Molroney as they left the hilltop
" "The point and flanker squads will be in position, and the rear guard will

fall in behind us."

Mol roney | ooked around while they were descending the slope, as if trying to
spot the nercenari es.

Taiters chuckled. "If you can spot themfromhere, they're not doing the job
know t hey' re capabl e of, Captain.”

It was nore show than reality, but through the first several hours of the
nmor ni ng, the mercenaries played a gane of hurry up and wait, getting ahead of
the militia, then settling down until the Norbankers drew cl ose again. The idea
was to create the inpression of a pattern—a pattern that could be broken to good
effect later if necessary. Lieutenant Taiters stayed in al nost constant

conmmuni cation with Captain Olis. The captain kept himinformed not only of the
movenent s of the renmining platoons of Al pha Conpany, but also those of the rest
of the battalion and the other nmilitia conpani es—and, when there was anything to
report, aerial sightings of rebel novenents.
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There were few of those, nost conming as the result of |uck nore than anything

el se. The rebels were showing that they had | earned their |essons well. They
knew they were vulnerable fromthe air and did all they could to conceal their
novement s.

"I't looks like they are keeping close track of us," Taiters told Captain

Mol roney when the nilitia stopped for lunch. "They' re staying well out, but seem
to be paralleling us on both sides. And since two small groups have been seen
nmore or |ess racing east, our Conmbat Information Center thinks they're setting
up sonet hing for us, sonewhere up ahead." Taiters had his mapboard out and was

i ndi cati ng where the sightings that nmorning had been. "W can't tell yet when
they might hit us with sizable opposition. If they don't think they've got
enough people in position to handle us, we might start running into anbushes
designed to sl ow us down while they nove nore troops."

Mol roney said, "but | wish they'd quit playing
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"You fellows got any guess on nunbers?" Ml roney asked. "How many of themare we
like to run into?"

Taiters shook his head. "CIC won't even guess. The data are too fragnmented, too
i nconcl usive."

"What's the farthest east any of these sightings have been?"

Arlan hesitated for a second, then pointed to a blinking red spot on the
mapboard. "Ri ght there, about an hour ago."

"l don't have any fancy conputers to digest questions and spit out answers, but

I can nmake a good guess where they might hit us." Mdlroney dragged a finger

al ong the screen of the nonitor. "You see this water? That's Ander-son Creek,
naned after the first famly that settled along it. Heading toward the rebels'
honel and, we've got to cross that creek. The last three quarters of a mle to
First River, there's no way to ford the stream too deep and too fast. But
upstream fromthere, there are several good fords, this tinme of year, before the
rai ny season gets really cranked up." He pointed themout. "And if we wanted to
take a
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big | oop north, beyond this point"—he stabbed his finger at a spot three nmles
above the | ast fordable area before the river—we could cross just about
anywhere. "

" 'If we were nmaking for the rebel honel and, which ford would we be nost likely
to take?" Taiters asked.

"If we weren't worried about anyone trying to stop us, it'd be this one, the
next-to-1ast one before the river. There's al nost a good path there. It was nmade
by the local wildlife, but it's been used by hunters off and on for about
another twenty mles. If we were |ooking for a safe crossing, or safer, at

| east, and didn't want to go too far out of the way, we'd nmake for this place
here." He tapped that |ocation several tinmes. "This time of year, the water'd
probably be a bit nore than wai st-deep, noderate current, but there's good cover
on both sides of the water. 'Course, that cuts both ways." He shrugged.

"Either way, they'll have time to prepare," Taiters said. "Assuming that they're
wat ching us, they'll know which ford we're making for by the tine we get to this
point." The spot he indicated on the mapboard was about a mile and a quarter
fromeither ford. ' "Wiich end of this hill we head for."

"What's that give thenP" Mdlroney asked. "Fifteen, twenty minutes tops to switch
if they're at the wong place, or to bring their troops together if they're

wat chi ng both. "

Taiters shook his head slowy. "They could have a lot nore tine than that,
Captain. Al they'd need is a handful of hero types to get out and sl ow us down,
sni pi ng, throwi ng grenades, or just setting booby traps across our path. They

m ght have both routes buggered for us already."

"The idea is to have at them isn't it, Lieutenant?" Ml roney asked. "Make them
fight us."

"Wthout giving thema wal kover, if we can, Captain. W do want to get hone from
this. If nothing else, making it too easy for themwould be sure to nake them
suspi ci ous. "

"Then this is the way to go,
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the | ocation he had said would give them better cover. "The undergrowth is
sonething else. Big vines like a nmaze all over the place, tangles sonetines as
much as ten, twelve feet high, spreading fromthe shore back up onto the sl opes
on both sides along there. Wen the rainy season reaches its peak, the vines

Mol roney sai d, tapping

will stretch out over the water as well, but not now "
"Sounds |ike a real ness,” Lon said.
Mol roney chuckled. "It can be. Fellow can get lost as hell in those thickets.

Now, you boys, with your night-vision stuff and all the electronic gear, it'd be
no problemto you, even in the dark, but | sure as hell wouldn't want to get
caught in one of themat night—ot if | had to get out before norning."

"They dry enough to burn?" Taiters asked.

"Now, | haven't seen that patch at all this year, so | can't say for absolute
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sure, but | doubt it. Those berry thickets are just found near good water |ike
Andersen's Creek. Sometimes | think their roots all run straight into the water
They stay green and grow even when everything else is parched."

"Edi bl e berries?" Lon asked.

"Sure, but this time of the year it's second growh, and those aren't nearly as
sweet as first gromh. That cones at the end of the rainy season, about six

mont hs from now. Then the berries are bright red, and near the size of your
thunb. Now they' |l be a blackish purple, and only about half the size."

"How solid is the cover in this ness?" Taiters asked, frowning at the irrel evant

distraction of the berries. "I mean, if we're in there, can they just sit up on
the hills here and shoot down into us?"
"Now, they do nuch shooting, they'll get sone break, but not at first. Those

vi nes have | eaves the size of your helnet, and a lot of "em But after a tineg,
they'd be able to shoot up the cover so's they could see us. If we stay in there
| ong enough. "
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"Where woul d we have to go?" Taiters demanded. "If we're coning across the creek
here, through the thicket on one side and then into the thicket on the other,
and the rebels are on the slopes in front of us, that doesn't give us nany
options."

"Well, this path sort of goes between two hills, into a nore open area. Like
said, those vines stick close to water."

"Run a gauntlet?" Taiters asked. "Try to go between two eneny concentrations,
with both of themable to shoot down at us from high ground? |I don't think so."
"Anywhere we can cross Andersen's Creek, the rebels are going to have the high
ground, Lieutenant," Mlroney said. "W get through the thicket, there's trees
and other sorts of stuff [ower on the slopes. Gve us a chance to fight our way
up to high ground, or try to nove past the rebels. The only other choice is to
send just enough nen across to draw the rebels' fire while the rest stay on the
hi gh ground west of the creek and have a | ong-di stance duel. That nore to your
I'iking?

"If we tried that, Lieutenant," Lon said, "what's to stop the rebels fromjust

| eavi ng enough guns on the next ridge to keep us pinned down? They coul d nove
the rest of their people off and we m ght have trouble finding themagain."
Taiters stared at Nolan. "I think we're going to have to bite the bullet on this
one, but Colonel Flowers is going to have to nake the decision.”

The choi ce seened inevitable to Lon, but when Col onel Flowers nade it official,
it was still a shock. "Go in. W have to run the risk. But we'll get help to you
as quickly as possible," Rowers had said after taking tine to consult with his
own staff and with CI C aboard Long Snake.

Addi tional air reconnai ssance appeared to confirmthat the rebels planned to
contest any crossing of Anderson's Creek. Hard numbers were still |acking, but
fromthe increased nunber of sightings, it seened possible that the

COFFI CER- CADET

rebels mght be noving the majority of their forces into position, either to
contest this crossing or to neet additional advances.

Video and still photographs were taken of the creek and its banks near both of
the primary fords, in both visible and infrared frequenci es. Conputer
enhancenents gave the nercenaries sonme idea of what to expect when they reached
the extensive thicket—a child' s playground nmaze gone absol utely nad.

A snake could tie itself in terminal knots in there, Lon told hinself after
studying the final product for several minutes. The only guide to direction
woul d be a slight slope toward the water. That night not always be apparent. /
wouldn't want to try it w thout electronics.

Just before three o' clock that afternoon, Lon lay atop a hill with Taiters and
Mol roney, | ooking down at the thickets and the creek that ran through the niddle
of them The vine leaves were a brilliant, glossy, enerald green that seened to

reflect the sun alnost as well as a mirror. Even with the full nagnification of
his visor, Lon could not pick out a route through the tangle, could not see
ground beneat h the vines.

"I caught a glint of sun on nmetal, on the next ridge," Mblroney whispered after
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a couple of mnutes. "Maybe just a degree or two off to ny right, above that
notched tree trunk. See where | mean?"
Lon and Arlan both | ooked. It was thirty seconds before both saw another glint.

"l see," Taiters said. "Can't tell if it's one man or if they've got a conpany
or nore waiting for us."

"If it ain't a conpany or nore right there, 1'Il bet they're not nore'n a couple
of feet below the ridge on the far side," Mlroney said. "Waiting for the

| ookouts to give the word that we've noved out there. Hell, they nay have people
down below, waiting for us to cone into the thicket."
Cheery thought, Lon thought with a grinace.
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Li eutenant Taiters had one radio call to make before he gave the order. Col one
Rowers and Captain Olis were both on the channel. "W're ready to nove in,"

Taiters reported.

There was only a slight hesitation before Flowers said, "Go."

Pl at oon Sergeant |var Dendrow noved down the slope toward Anderson's Creek with
his first two squads. They established a skirmsh line that left a |ot of room
bet ween nen. Third and fourth squads woul d be the rear guard. They would remain
on the ridge, far above the thicket, ready to give covering fire if necessary,
until the rest of the troops, nercenaries and mlitia, had crossed the creek
Captain Mlroney split his mlitia conpany, sending two platoons behind each of
the point squads. To mininmze the tinme that the unit would be stretched out, the
mlitia went in four colums, with the intervals the m nimumthat prudence

di ctated—n such heavy cover, the nmen were no nore than six feet apart,
followi ng the sonetines tw sted avenues avail abl e once they noved into the

t hi cket about hal fway down the sl ope.

Mol roney, Taiters, and Nolan stayed in the center, near the front of the
mlitia, thirty yards behind the nercenary skirmsh line. Arlan and Lon

mai nt ai ned open channels with their noncons, in front and behi nd.

At first Lon thought that it felt |ike descending into a green ocean. The huge
vines conpletely donmi nated the | ower slopes and the valley floor, choking out
any conpetition. At the edge of the thicket, where the nmen started to sink into
the green tangle, the footing was extrenely tricky. Small runners and thin vine
tips seened to reach out and | oop around feet and ankles, threatening to trip
men and send themtunbling. As Lon reached that juncture, he
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found hinself unconsciously holding his rifle higher, as if trying to keep it
out of water—until he realized what he was doing and felt foolish about it...and
| ooked around to see if anyone el se had noticed, or was doing the same thing.
When the | arge | eaves of the vines finally closed over Lon's head, he nearly
started to hold his breath. He felt an instant of claustrophobic panic. The air
under the | eaves was hunid, and felt twenty degrees warnmer than it had above the
thicket. There had been a light breeze "outside," but no air at all noved within
the thicket. The air weighed heavily against Lon's chest, naking breathing nore
difficult—psychologically if nothing else. / want out of here! he thought, but
that was inmpossible. He had to go forward with the rest, could not show that it
bothered him After a few mnutes, it no longer did. Only the slight additiona
effort breathing needed renmi ned.

Even after the | eaves closed overhead, it never got conpletely dark in the
thicket. The upper | ayer of |eaves seened alnobst to glow, to radiate a diffuse
enerald |ight.

Lon | ooked at the vines and the encapsul ated universe they held. It was unlike
anyt hing he had ever seen—er dreamed about. |ndividual vines went on for dozens
of yards, perhaps for hundreds, spiraling along |ike gigantic coils of living
concertina wire—w thout the barbs. A dozen feet fromthe end of one strand, the
woody vine was still as thick as Lon's upper arm and covered with a knotty bark
in a mediumgray. Thin, wirelike roots extended fromthe | ower reaches of each
vine, anchoring it to the ground. The dianeters of the spirals reached eight to
ten feet and stayed remarkably constant, so there was no real difficulty in
nmovi ng through the nmess. The nen sinply had to be careful where they put their
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feet, and to renmenber to step clear each time they crossed a | oop of vine.

D fferent vine systens appeared to cross and recross each other, creating a
tangl e that could never be satisfactorily untangl ed. Except |ike the CGordian
knot, Lon thought.

COFFI CER- CADET

The berries that Ml roney had spoken of hung fromthe higher |levels of the
vines, each growi ng near the stemof a |eaf. Sonme had been partially eaten and
left to rot by aninals.

"We're at the creek and ready to cross."

Lon had becone so fascinated by his surroundings that he was startled by
Sergeant Dendrow s voi ce on the radio.

"Any sign of opposition yet?" Lieutenant Taiters asked.

"Not a thing. And we haven't seen any nasty surprises planted anywhere in this...
whatever it is," Dendrow said.

"Take it easy crossing the creek. Do it four or five nen at a tinme," Taiters
sai d, although they had discussed that procedure earlier, before starting down
t he sl ope.

"Yes, sir, | know howto play it," Dendrow replied. "W're starting...now."
Again, Lon alnost held his breath, as if he anticipated that the rebels woul d

i medi ately take the point squads under fire as soon as they exposed thensel ves
by stepping out into Anderson Creek. But he restrained hinself. Getting a good
breath is hard enough in here, w thout doing sonething ridicul ous, he thought.
Next thing you know, you'll start closing your eyes so people can't see you
"Once you get all your nmen across the creek, nove off twenty yards, establish a
line, and take a breather," Taiters told Dendrow. "G ve the reception comittee
alittle longer to stew about just when and where we're going to come out of
this ness."

"WI1l do, Lieutenant,'

Dendrow repli ed.

"If they don't show their hand by the tine we get across the creek, | mght send
three or four men off to one side to set up a little distraction to nake them
think," Taiters said. "I doubt that it will come to that, though. | expect that
once they see the nmain force hit the water they'll start shooting while they can
see what they're shooting at."

"That's what we'd do," Dendrow comrented. "Ckay, sir, |I'mgoing across with the

| ast group now. "

Lon imagi ned rather than heard the splash of water as
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Dendrow and the | ast few others nade their dash across the creek. Lon's hands
tightened on his rifle's grips, another sign of tension, but there was no
gunfire

"We're all across, Lieutenant," Dendrow reported. "First squad is already on the
line you indicated. The rest of us will be set up in three mnutes. There's no
sign of opposition."

"Ckay, take ten," Taiters said. "WAit for ny command to start noving again." He
swi tched channel s and spoke to Nolan. "The logical thing for themto expect is
that we'd want to get out of this stuff as fast as we could, up on higher ground
where we could see. Wien they don't see or hear anything, it's got to put thema
little on edge."

"I't would nme," Lon replied. "I don't handle suspense all that well."
"I'"ve noticed. That's why I'mtelling you the why. Sonetinmes the best thing you
can do is sit on your ass and wait. | think this is one of them"

"You're not worried that it gives themnore tine to get extra soldiers in
position as well?" Lon asked.

"Of course |I'mworried about it, but this still seens to offer us an edge. If we
can force the rebels to commit to an all-out fight, wthout taking unacceptable
| osses ourselves, it has to bring the conpletion of the contract closer. W pick
off one snmall group and let the rest get away again, it could take weeks, even
months to get enough of themto nmake the rest quit."

"If they'd ever quit," Lon said. "On Earth, nore than five out of six didn't,

i ncludi ng kids and wonen."

"Let's just hope that they' ve nellowed a little since then."
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Don't try to get a loan at the bank on that, Lon thought.

Taiters and Mol roney kept the mlitia noving for another two mnutes before
calling a halt—marrowing the gap between the mlitia and the point squads. The
men sat or squatted in place, those on the outside turned to cover the flanks.
But there was no point in establishing a firmperim
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eter, not with soldiers who had only had a few hours of mlitary training. It
was enough that they remmi ned generally silent, and alert.

For the first time, Lon gradually becane aware of the sounds of birds and
animals in the thicket. He was straining to hear nore di stant noise, especially
gunfire, but what he heard was twitters and flutters, the scraping of tiny claws
on wood, the sounds of chew ng. He | ooked around but saw only a pair of birds
twenty yards away, up in the top twist of one of the vines. The birds | ooked as
if they nust be of the sane species, but one was predom nantly col ored green—the
sanme green as the vines' |eaves—while the other was a bright yellow, with red
streaks on the bottomof its wings. Fenale and nal e, Lon guessed, assum ng that
bi rds on Norbank would foll ow the general pattern of birds on Earth, with the
mal e nore brightly adorned.

Lon took a sip of water fromhis canteen. It tasted salty. Hs face had been
sweating in the thicket, and the perspiration had touched the corners of his
mouth. He licked at his lips, then took another sip of water. The second was
better than the first, though both seened to be about body tenperature.

"Why don't we have better insulation on the canteens?" he asked Taiters on the
radi o. "Even at The Springs we had chillers, and we didn't get nmuch in the way
of luxuries there."

Taiters glanced toward Lon—they were about eight feet apart—and frowned. That
was masked by Taiters' tinted faceplate. He shook his head then, and held a
finger up in front of his visor, about where his nmouth was. Nol an took the hint
and kept his nmouth shut. He watched the tineline on his visor, while stil
trying to keep a good watch on the thicket in front of him The wait m ght put

off the rebels on top of the opposite hill, but it was doing a good job of doing
the sane thing to Lon. And probably to our mlitianen too, he thought. This is
maddeni ng.

The ten mnutes passed. Lon | ooked toward the |ieuten-
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ant. He showed no hint of novenent, no sign that he was ready to order the point
squads and main body to start nobving again.

Fifteen mnutes. Taiters raised his right fist and made a punping notion, up and
down, a signal for Captain Ml -roney, who relayed it to his commanders. At the
sanme time, Taiters told the point squads to start noving again. "Be ready to get
down fast when the shooting starts,"” he added.

Lon's legs felt stiff when he got to his feet and took his first few steps
forward, careful to stay as nearly even with Taiters and Ml roney as possible.
The militia conpanies were arrayed to either side of them stretching out in
front and behind. Ml roney nade several hand signals and his nen started to put
nore di stance between them w dening the front.

"lvar, send your beamers and two riflenen on a loop to the left, like we tal ked
about before," Taiters ordered the platoon sergeant. Each squad had one nan with
a beaner, an energy pul se weapon. "Tell themto find a good place wi thout being
spotted. Even when the shooting starts com ng our way, | want themto keep out
of it until | give the word. W'll save that surprise for when it'll do us the
nost good. The rest of you find good spots as near the eastern edge of this
thicket as you can wi thout |osing your angle of fire on the ridge." Dendrow
merely clicked his radio transmtter to acknow edge the orders.

There was one nore stop for the mlitia, when they reached the creek, stil

under cover of the vines. Before anyone crossed the twenty yards of open water,
Taiters and Mol roney wanted to have plenty of firepower close to cover them
When Mblroney and Taiters noved closer to the front thenselves, Nolan foll owed
automatically. A dangerous habit to get into. |I could take a night job as a
shadow, he thought when he realized that he had noved w t hout conscious
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decision. He was within twenty feet of the creek before he saw his first hint of
wat er through the |eaves. It
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appeared that sonme of the vines did go down into the water, but Lon could not
tell if their main roots were there or if the coils just dipped out of sight.
"Ckay, Captain," Taiters said eventually. "I think it's tine to start sending
your men across." Phrasing it as a suggestion was the politic way, since

Mol roney theoretically outranked him

Mol roney nodded jerkily, then signaled his nmen. A plan for the crossing had been
agreed on earlier. The mlitia would cross the creek one platoon at a tine, with
the rest ready to provide covering fire if-when—the rebels started shooting.
Taiters warned his own nmen. They too had to be ready to cover the crossing. The
men with the best chance of actually hurting the rebels were in the two squads
that had been | eft behind. Al though they would be shooting at |ong range, they
woul d have the nost visible targets when the rebels exposed thenselves to fire
at the men in the water.

Lon noved around until he found a snmall opening in the | eaves overhead that gave
hima mnimal view of the eastern ridge. He brought his rifle up partway. The
quiltlike pattern of large | eaves woul d be shredded qui ckly once the shooting
started. More holes than | want, no doubt, he thought. The better he could see
out, the better the rebels would be able to see in, and the vines would not
provi de good cover, not like a tree trunk woul d—er a deep hole in the ground.
The first militianen stepped out into Anderson's Creek and started wadi ng
across, noving as quickly as they could. There was a rocky bed under the water,
whi ch hel ped. Muck ni ght have proved to be disastrous. As the first platoon
moved out into the creek, the second platoon noved into position on the bank,
rifles at the ready, anticipating trouble. Mlroney, Taiters, and Nolan woul d
cross with the second pl atoon—the captain and |ieutenant at opposite ends of the
formation, Lon staying with Mlroney so the militia | eader woul d not be out of
radio contact with Taiters.
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The first line of mlitiamen got five yards out fromthe bank, into water that
reached the hips of the shortest nen, before the shooting started. The rebels
opened with a volley. Lon could only guess, but he thought that there had to be
considerably nore than a hundred rifles firing, perhaps two hundred or three
hundred. Few bullets cane into the thicket west of the creek. Cearly the
barrage was ainmed strictly at the visible nmen. It was not terribly accurate, but
the volune was great enough that there were casualties.

Taiters and Molroney ordered their men to return fire. That quickly |essened the
nunmber of incoming rounds, as the rebels had to start thinking of their own
cover. The second militia platoon noved forward. Lon stepped into the water,
shooting at the eastern ridgeline as he noved, trying not to think of anything
but wal ki ng and shooting. After the hum d heat of the thicket, the water felt
cold, but he only noticed the initial shock. The water was only an obstacl e that
sl owed hi m down t hen

Lon | ooked down just once, when his thigh bunped into sonething—a body. The red
stain of blood was quickly diluted and washed away. The nan was clearly dead.
Lon pushed past, |ooking back to the eastern ridge and continuing to fire his
short bursts toward it.

Crossing the twenty yards of Anderson's Creek took Lon an eternity squeezed into
a mnute of real tine. The first mlitia platoon took the heavi est casualties,
nmost suffered in the first fusillade. But once the last nmilitianen had crossed,
the rebel fire followed theminto the thicket on the eastern side of the creek
Mol roney' s men noved away fromthe water, spreading out to either side, trying
to hide fromthe nmetal hail. There was no tinme to total the casualties, scarcely
time to give themfirst aid. Lon could see wounded nen from where he lay, and he
knew of at |east one dead man, back in the creek. How nmany nore there night be
he coul d not even guess.
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"Spring our surprise on them Ilvar!" Taiters shouted over the radio to his

pl at oon sergeant. "As soon as that distracts them we push forward. W' ve got to
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take this hill."

Sounds |i ke sonmething out of a bad vid, Lon thought as he started noving forward
again with Captain Ml roney and the Norbanker militia. "W've got to take this
hill." He snorted. The addition to the battle on the flank was undetectable in
the valley. Beaners' slight noise did not carry far, and two extra slug throwers
could not nmake that much difference in the sound | evel. But once Sergeant
Den-drow reported that the diversion had started, so did the advance out of the
thicket and up the hill.

/ just hope the rest of it is on schedule, Lon thought. Col onel Flowers had nade
one addition to Lieutenant Tai-ters' plan—lose air support. It would not be
much, no nore than two of the battalion's attack shuttles, but it would help.
They had been maintaining high surveillance nost of the day, in relays.

Lon had not left the thicket yet when he heard the sonic screamof a shuttle
stooping to the attack. The colonel still did not want to risk the craft too

|l ow, so the assault m ght not be as devastating as it could be if carried

wi thout regard to possible | osses, but even though the aircraft never cane bel ow
four thousand feet, their rockets and two or three seconds of gunfire could nake
a significant difference.

The distinctive stutter of a shuttle's Catlings was audi bl e over all the
small-arms fire on the ground. Four rockets, accelerating froma supersonic

| aunch platform whined toward their targets and expl oded, shattering rock and
wood at the top of the hill into mllions of shards of shrapnel
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Atop the ridge, the rebels had to abandon shooting at the approaching mlitia
and seek cover. Sone tried to take the attacking shuttle under fire, but their
rifles were of no use, and neither of the rockets they |aunched cane cl ose
enough to |l ock onto the shuttle—which had already pulled out of its dive and
started to accel erate upward, out of reach. The nercenaries and mlitia nmade
good use of the respite, racing up the slope. Even after the shuttle was gone,
the rebels did not imediately return to their positions facing down the hill.
By the tine they did, Mdlroney's mlitiamen were hal fway up the sl ope.

Then a second Dirigenter shuttle dove into its attack. The rebels were quicker
to react this tine, taking cover as soon as they heard the noise and getting
their antiaircraft rockets ready. But the shuttle was scarcely visible before it
unl oaded its own nunitions and pulled out of its dive, twisting away fromthe
ridge, accelerating away from danger at the hi ghest gee-forces its crew could

wi t hst and.

Even the mlitiamen bel ow had to duck the rocky shrapnel blasted out of the
hilltop by this attack. They were that close to the ridge. And before the rebels
had recovered fromthe second air attack, the mlitiamen were over the top,
moving in with bullets and bayonets.

Lon could not afford the luxury of |ooking around to see how many of the eneny
there mght be on the hilltop. The nearest were too close. He fired at the first
rebel his rifle's muzzle tracked agai nst and noved to the second with his
bayonet. That man was just getting to his feet and never nade it. Lon slashed
across his throat and he fell to the side. But there was another eneny cl ose
then, coming in fromLon's right, swinging his rifle like a club. Lon ducked and
threw a shoul der block into the nan, knocking hi m backward. Before the rebe
coul d recover, Lon shot him then noved toward his next encounter

The fight was over in less than ten mnutes. There was no sl aughter. The rebels
did not attenpt to fight to the last man. They w thdrew under order, retreating
down the east-
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ern sl ope, supported by nore troops who had been waiting beyond, on the other
hills in the area. Only a few small groups of rebels were unable to escape the
fight on the ridge. Those fought until they died or were too badly wounded to
continue. Not one rebel surrendered.

"I't wasn't as horrible as | thought,"” Lon told Arlan Tai-ters once the | ast

cl ose conbat on the ridge had ended. He was still breathing hard, and his face
remai ned flushed with excitenent and effort. The two squads fromthird platoon
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had not suffered any deaths or serious wounds; only a few nmen had picked up even
m nor scratches. The nmen in the other two squads—still on the west side of
Anderson's Creek—had suffered no casualties at all

"Captain Ml roney might disagree," Taiters said, gesturing at the mlitia |eader
who was going fromone platoon to the next, trying to get a casualty count. "And
it's not over. We're up here, but we're not going anywhere anytine soon. | don't
think we faced a fourth of the eneny force getting this far."

"Any idea just how long we're going to have to hold here?"

"Well into the night, at least," Taiters said, |ooking up. Sunset was three
hours away, but the sky was clouding up again. It |ooked as if there might
actually be rain, even though Mdlroney had said it was too early for anything
"really bothersone." The rainy season was still two nonths away. " 'Bout all we
get this tine of year," Mlroney had told the Dirigenters, ' 'is just about
enough drizzle to steamthe day up even nore."

"I"'mgoing to have third and fourth squads wait until dark before they try to

join us," Taiters said. "There's a chance that the rebels will encircle us
before then." He paused. "A damm good chance, | suppose, but even if they do,
the squads should be able to infiltrate after dark. If the clouds don't break

If it doesn't look as if they can get through safely, I'll send themto neet the

rest of the battalion.”
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/ wish | could see all the pieces of the puzzle, Lon thought. See where all the
different forces are, which way they're noving. If they had been fighting an
eneny equi pped with the sane sophisticated el ectronics systemthe DMC had, that
woul d have been possi bl e—+n theory at |east.

"As long as they don't work thenselves up to an all-out charge too soon,"
Taiters said, whispering now "If they've got enough nen out there willing to
die to doit, they could run us over in no tinme flat."

If they're Divinists, they've got men willing to die, Lon thought. He closed his
eyes for a monment, fighting the wave of fear that came over him Hi s paterna
grandparents had lost relatives in the early stages of the Divinist Uprising on
Earth, before the North American Union's arny had a chance to nobilize to neet
the threat.

The nercenaries and mlitianen were forced to stay down. The rebels did not
mount a full-scale offensive before sunset, but they did apply pressure, staging
smal | raids partway up one section of the hill or another to test the defenses
occasional ly, and sniping fromthe neighboring summts constantly. Those were
near enough the same height as the one Lon was on that there was danger to
anyone who was at all incautious about staying |ow. Defenses were inproved
Rocks were noved. Soil was scraped away for slit trenches, the dirt piled up in
front, or packed in as nortar between stones.

Mol roney and his men cared for their wounded as best they could wi thout trauma
tubes. Most could be stabilized, but two nen died of their wounds before sunset.
Their bodies were placed with the other mlitia dead on top of the hill. Those
who had fallen in the creek or during the ascent had been | eft behind. The dead
were relieved of amunition and other supplies that m ght be useful to the
living. Even the weapons and amunition of the dead rebels had been collected
for possible use.
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As soon as darkness settled in, the anpbunt of incomng fire decreased by two
thirds. Only a fraction of the rebel rifles were equi pped with ni ghtscopes, and
the night was unrelieved by any glint of starlight. The cloud cover was too
thick, and | owering. Captain Mlroney predicted fog during the night. ' 'It can
get so thick in these hills that you can hardly see your hand at arms length,"
he told Taiters and Nolan. "And cap all the noise as well. Best damed sound

i nsul ation you ever saw. Themrebels could wal k on up w thout us hearing or
seeing them"

"Not a chance," Taiters replied. "W'Il|l see them Fog won't affect our
night-vision gear. It would even nmake it a little easier to see anyone comi ng
in. Geater tenperature difference between the environnent and the hot bodies.
The one thing fog would do is nake it easier for nme to bring the rest of ny nen
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in fromthe other side of the creek."

Mol roney nodded slowy. "You do bring '"emin, make sure ny peopl e know where and
when. 1'd hate for any of your nen to get shot by us by m stake."

The two nmercenary squads already on the hilltop were spread around the
perinmeter, two nen together so that one could watch while the other slept—er
tried to. Taiters and Nol an stood the sanme watches, as did the Norbanker

mlitia.

It was ten mnutes before midnight when the rebels staged their first serious
assault. Fog had started to cling to the hillsides and flowinto the vall ey,

al though the hilltop was still clear. The third and fourth squads fromthe
mercenary platoon had just made it up the west slope at about el even-thirty.
They had noved into positions on the perimeter, giving the defenders nore
eyes—ore ni ght eyes.

The rebels cane silently, nore than two hundred of them crawling up the slopes
on the east and southeast. Behind themthere was no change to the tenpo of the
sniping. Afewrebels got within forty yards of the sunmt before one of the nen
in Grana's squad spotted them A quick radio call alerted the rest of the
mercenari es, and they
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alerted the mlitia, alnpst as silently as the nmen crawing toward the crest.

It took the nmercenaries a couple of mnutes to be certain that they had marked
how far around on each side the rebels extended. By then the | eaders were no
nmore than fifteen yards below the crest, forty yards away laterally. One whole
mercenary squad noved into position over the rebels. Lieutenant Taiters signal ed
Captain Mol roney, gesturing, then raised his hand. Wen Taiters brought the hand
back down, quickly, Mlroney whistled softly. The militianen over the rebels
started firing down the slopes, unable to see targets until the rebels shot

back, but know ng approxi mately where the eneny was. The nercenaries could see
their targets, and fired nore effectively. They nmade the difference. No rebels
made it to the crest. Forty died. Most of the rest retreated down the sl ope,
continuing to shoot at the summt as they did.

The second wave cane fromthe north, nore nen than in the previous attack. This
group started its clinb while the first was still engaged. They were not spotted
as quickly, and there were fewer nmercenaries in position above them As soon as
the first shots were fired their way, these rebels got up and charged toward the
top of the hill. A series of flares were fired into the air, illumnating
everything in a harsh white light.

Mol roney ran toward the new attack with a squad of his nen. Lon Nol an stayed
with them By the tine they reached the north end of the crest, there was
hand-to-hand fighting. More than two dozen rebels had already nade it to the
top, and nore were pressing up frombelow The few nercenaries who were there
found thensel ves targeted by groups of rebels. The uniforns and hel nmets of the
Dirigen-ters set them apart.

It was difficult for Lon to tell friend fromfoe. He was not certain that he
knew all of the militianmen by sight, not under these conditions. At first he
concentrated on firing at nmen comng up onto the hilltop. Then he went to the
aid
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of one of his conrades fromthird platoon. Anyone attacking a nmercenary had to
be one of die rebels.

Bayonets and rifle butts, feet and fists. The Norbankers, fromboth sides, were
rough-and-tunble fighters, but fewif any had any real training at unarned
conbat. The Diri-genters were nore than able to hold their own, and with the aid
of the loyalist mlitianmen, eventually pushed the rebels off the crest.

They had to do it on their own, with just the few extra nen that Mol roney had
brought along at the start of the attack, because another foray up the hill had
begun, coming over the sane ground the first attackers had clinbed. And then
anot her probe was | aunched up the western flank of the hill.

Each smal|l battle was a chaotic realm independent. The nmen in one fight could
not worry about the others. For the nbst part they were not even aware of them
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Even the Di-rigenters with radio links were too hard-pressed to pay attention to
anyt hing but the nost inmmedi ate warnings they heard. A fight fifty yards away

m ght as well have been on a different planet.

Once into the nelee, Lon discovered that he did not have to worry about being
able to identify a Norbanker as friend or foe. Rebels attacked. MIlitianen did
not .

Hundreds of hours of drill in bayonet and unarmed conbat techni ques paid off for
Lon. Reaction had to be automatic, reflexive, imediate. There was no tine to
consci ously choose and choreograph novenents and bl ows. The trap was that the
Nor banker rebels did not have the sane sort of training. They were as likely to
come up with an unexpected sequence of noves as with one that cadets at The
Springs or recruits in DMC training cane up agai nst regularly. But they were
even nore likely to cone in with no thought of skilled bayonetplay at all,
charging blindly toward a target, screaning, trying to skewer an eneny before he
coul d react.

Lon faced two of those. They were easy to deal with and
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i mpossible to forget. Block the rebel's rifle to the side, let the nan's
monent um carry him past, wheel, and either club himwith a rifle butt or stick
the bayonet into his rib cage. Then make sure that the nman would not be able to
get up again and resune the fight after your attention had turned el sewhere. And
the only way to do that was to make certain that the nan was dead.

As the fight continued at the north end of the hill, the Dirigenters gravitated
toward each other. As a teamthey were nore than the sum of their individua
skills. Lon felt stronger, nmore confident, with men he knew at his side. The
nmore of them got together, the better he felt. Together, the nercenaries pushed
forward, trying to force the rebels off of the hilltop

The rebel s gave ground slowy, reluctantly. Many refused to retreat and fell as
the attack lost its nmomentum Finally, there were no nore rebels left on their
feet at the north end of the hill. Lon turned to scan the rest of the crest and
spotted the other two areas where fighting was still going on

"Li eutenant? Should we stay here or nove to hel p?" Lon asked.

"Stay put,"” was all that Taiters said.

Tebba G rana touched Lon's arm then pointed toward the northwest section of the
hilltop. Several Norbanker militianen were firing down the slope. "Looks |ike
anot her batch of rebels conming," Grana said. He detailed three nen to stay put
and keep watch, then took the rest of the Dirigenters at the north end over to
help repel the |atest assault.

Ei ght nmercenaries took up positions and fired down into the new rebel force,
concentrating on the nearest nmen, sweeping the upper reaches clear. This time no
rebels nade it to the top. But there were others comng, in other sections. The
rebel s appeared to be increasing the frequency of their assaults.
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It's not going to take nuch nore to overwhel mus, Lon thought as he foll owed

G rana and Captain Mlroney toward the next |ocation, on the east. W're not

going to last till norning. Where the hell is the rest of the battalion?
Two o' clock in the norning. For the first tinme in nore than two hours, the nen
defending the top of the hill east of Andersen's Creek had a chance to rest and

catch their breath—for a few minutes. N ne separate assaults on the ridge had
been repelled...or destroyed. At last the defenders had a chance to regroup, to
take care of their wounded and count the dead. Three nercenaries had died; seven
ot hers had been wounded, but only two of those were incapacitated by their
injuries; anyone who could still nove and hold a weapon would have to fight if
nmore attacks cane. Ammunition was checked—and scavenged fromthe dead and those
who were too badly wounded to use what they had.

"I't's not good," Lieutenant Taiters said. Sergeant Den-drow, Captain Ml roney,
and Cadet Nolan were with him near the center of the hilltop. "They hit us many
more tines and we're not going to have a bullet left." Sone of the mlitianen
were down to fewer than a half dozen rounds; few had nore than twenty. If it
were not for captured rebel weapons and amunition, sonme of the |oyalists would
al ready be without. Anong the nercenaries, the situation was not quite so
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desperate, but no one had a full magazine of rifle ammunition left. And the nen
with the beaners were all on their |ast power packs—that neant no nore than
about fifteen seconds of use.

"Where are the rest of our people?" Mlroney asked. "M ne and yours?"

RI CK SHELLEY
"OFf where that gunfire is coming from" Taiters said. That had been audible for
the past twenty mnutes, since the last fighting on the hill had ended. "A

little nore than a mle north of us. Half of our people are there. The rest are
about the same distance away to the southwest. They plan to cross the creek at
the | owest spot you said could be forded."

"At best, it'll take either group twenty mnutes to get here, nore likely a half
hour or nore, even w thout reckoning the opposition," Platoon Sergeant Dendrow
said. "Be nore realistic to figure that it's going to be an hour, mnimm?"

"Has that batch to the south of us hit any opposition yet?" Molroney asked.

"Not that |'ve heard," Taiters said. "Nothing nore than a small patrol, anyhow.
But the way the land lies, they'Il need |longer to get to us than the others,
even if the fight to the north ends right now and the group on the south doesn't
have to fight at all before they reach us."

"W've got a good chance yet," Dendrow said. "Anyway, maybe we've blunted the
rebel s' enthusiasm W've had—what ?—al nost twenty-five minutes w thout any
attacks now. "

"They' || be back," Mlroney said. "They've had a taste of bl ood tonight. And as
soon as they find out that we've got reinforcenents close, they' |l want to
finish us off before the odds go against them"

"They' ve got to be able to hear that shooting, even if they haven't had any
messages get through,” Lon said, his voice as dulled as the others. There was no
| onger any hint of enthusiasmor excitement left in him He was even too
exhausted for fear.

"l expect you're right, lad," Mdlroney said, glancing toward the sound of the
gunfire. "And | expect they're getting into position for their next attack now.
It won't be long."
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Mol roney and the others had scarcely returned to their positions along the
perinmeter when the first rebels of a new attack were spotted com ng up the sl ope
on the southeast. This tinme the rebels did not try to stagger their assaults, or
overlap them as they had before. They cane up both sides and ends of the hill at
once.

Short on ammunition for their rifles, the nercenaries freely used their

al so-dwi ndl i ng supply of grenades. Conditions were poor for grenade |aunchers.
They were neant for |onger range, not for firing downhill at nen on a slope
bel ow them The rocket-propelled grenades tended to go too far, or to ricochet
away fromtheir targets before exploding. But the Dirigenters used themfor as

| ong as possible, aimng themas close as practical. The few renmi ning hand
grenades were husbanded, used when the attackers got to within twenty or
twenty-five yards. It was against training to use themthat close—the killing
radius was nomnally thirty yards—but the terrain nade it possible.

Lon used his pistol first, saving what ammunition he had left for his rifle
until the fight closed to bayonet range. Sonetinmes a bl ade would not cone free
and had to be bl own | oose with a bullet. He enptied the nagazine in his pistol
and rel oaded—his last clip for the handgun. Wen that too was enpty, Lon had no
time to rehol ster the weapon. He nerely dropped it in his hurry to get his right
hand back on his rifle stock. The rebels were alnpst to the crest.

Lon's mind had attained a sort of nunbness, insulation against the havoc around
him the killing and dying, the odor of gunpowder and fear, the sight of blood
and gore. Conscious thought was virtually absent. His training carried himand
his conrades—as it was neant to do.

At first he was not even aware of the slash he took across the left side of his
body, a tear fromthe arnpit to the bottomrib. A rebel had cone at himwith a
bayonet, and Lon had been just a fraction of a second slowin his attenpt to
parry the thrust. Lon turned toward the man, bringing
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his rifle butt up and around, and cl ubbed himfrom behind as the rebel's
momentum carried himby. Then Lon took a step closer and brought his own bayonet
down into the mddle of the fallen man's back, twi sting the blade as it went in,
then propping a foot on the man's back as he pulled the blade back out, slicing,
snapping a rib.

Soneone el se bunped into Lon, staggering him He turned as he fought to regain
hi s bal ance, and al nost fell. The nan who had bunped into himwas on the ground,
dead. It was a Dirigenter. Lon knelt and opened the hel met vi sor—Raphael Macken,
fromGrana's squad.

Sorry, Mack, Lon thought. There was tine for no nore. He was al ready back on his
feet, looking for the next man he would have to fight. Rebels were still comng
up the sl ope.

It looks like this is it. Lon raised his rifle and fired at one man who was a
clear target—ten feet away. That man tunbl ed backward, off of the crest. Lon saw
nmovement to his left and turned, bringing his rifle around to parry another

reckl ess bayonet charge

But this rebel did not depend on the blade his rifle carried. Lon saw a nuzzl e
flash and felt fiery pain in his shoulder as the bullet spun him hal fway around.
H's return shot was a reflex. That it hit at all was absolute chance; that it
destroyed the rebel's face was incredi ble serendipity. Lon watched the nan he
had just shot stagger backward before he fell, dead three steps before he fell
unaware that he hinself was falling, settling to the ground al nbst in slow
motion. It was not until his buttocks hit rock and he fell backward that Lon
reali zed what had happened to him

Lon tried to get back to his feet, but his body would not respond. He had
trouble taking in a breath. Inhaling hurt. He | ooked at his shoul der. The wound
did not appear to be all that serious, not nearly as bad as his injuries in the
earlier fight. The bullet had nerely carved a notch across the outside of his
shoul der. It had not gone deep into the joint or broken bone.
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Shock. Lon felt hinmself blink, slowy. 1've lost a ot of blood. I'min shock.
That was not good. He squinted, focusing against the rising pain in his shoul der
and side, concentrating, trying to force his mnd to ignore the

i njury—njuries—and get back to work.

/[ can't just lie here. |'ve got to get up. The fight's not over. He felt a surge
of fear. The inmage of a rebel com ng along and sticking himw th a bayonet had
run through his mind. Like squashing a bug. | don't want to die like that. He
managed to turn half onto his side and brought his rifle around and used the
weapon as a prop to help himget to his knees and then, after a rest, to his
feet. Lon swayed unsteadily, |ooking for the nearest danger. Hi s vision was
blurred. Squinting seened to help relieve that, but only mnimally.

Soneone ran at him rifle and bayonet coming around into line. Lon got his
rifle's muzzle |owered and pulled the trigger, not even certain whether he had a
bullet left in the weapon. But it fired, and the rebel went down. The recoi

made Lon stagger backward a step and nearly knocked himfl at.

"Here, stick with nme." A hand gripped Lon's arm He turned his head, blinking
again. Corporal Grana. "You're hurt."

“I''l'l manage," Lon said, though it was an effort. "Not |like that, you won't,"
Grana said. Lon did not see the foot that the corporal swing, knocking his |egs
out fromunder him Tebba caught Lon on the way down, |owered himal nost gently
to the ground. "Just stay there," he said. "Use whatever amo you've got left if
you have to, but stay down."

Sure, Lon thought as a wave of dizziness broke over himand flowed past,

di ssipating. Just sit here and |l et soneone kill ne. No way. But neither could he
get back up right away. It was not just that Tebba stayed close. Wen Lon tried
to nove, the dizziness returned and he had to stop. /'// just rest for a mnute.
Then 1'I1 be ready, he told
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hi nsel f. He had to squeeze his eyes shut again. The pain in his armand side was
mounti ng, and the dizziness stayed |onger each tine it returned. Am| going to
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faint? That felt...ludicrous. Lon |leaned forward, using his rifle as a prop
again, bending his head forward, trying to stop the blood from draini ng anay
fromhis brain. I've got to stay conscious. |'ve got to stay awake

The vomt came as a total surprise. Lon scarcely had tinme to lift his faceplate
to let it out. Three wenching spasns |ater, he felt weaker—but the last of his
verti go was gone. He spat several tinmes to get the foul taste fromhis nouth

and t hought about trying to get a drink of water to wash out his nouth nore

t hor oughl y.

First things first. He | ooked at his shoulder. It was still bleeding, but not at
any great rate. Then he twisted around to look at his left side and saw the |ong
gash there. His battledress shirt was split, and soaked with blood all along the
side. Were did that come fron? Lon wondered. He needed a nonent to recall the
encounter in which it had happened. He could not tell if the cut was stil

bl eedi ng. Bl ood was certainly not gushing, so no arteries or mmjor veins had
been severed. He funbled at his web belt for the first-aid pouch, uncertain

whet her the bandage he carried would be sufficient to cover the wound in his
side. Find the deepest spot and nmake sure at |least that nmuch is covered, he told
hi nsel f. Cover as much of it as possible. For the tine being, the fighting going
on around hi mconpletely escaped his notice. He had to concentrate to do
anything, and seeing to his injuries was, nonentarily, nore inportant. He was
scarcely aware of Tebba G rana hovering nearby, nmaking certain that no rebels
got to him And he was certainly not aware that the pace of fighting had
slowed—+inally. He got the bandage out, unw apped, and in position over the |ong
cut on his side. The bandage was sel f-adhesive. Lon woul d have been unable to
tieit in place.

There, that's done, he thought with relief. He rested for a nonment, then started
to | ook around again. He saw that
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Tebba was still on his feet, then realized that there were no rebels close to
them There was still fighting on the bloody ridge, but it was farther off. From
his position on the ground, Lon's field of view was restricted. He could see
only a small portion of the crest. There was no way to tell what the fighting

m ght be like farther away.

Not aware of how slowly he was noving, Lon |levered hinself up onto one knee and
braced hinself by |eaning against his rifle, the side of his hel net agai nst the
forestock. To Lon it seened to be just a few seconds that he rested that way,

not the four mnutes it really was. Although no longer dizzy, he still felt

weak, unable to collect the energy to nove any farther

Finally stirring hinself to the attenpt, he used his hands to "craw " up his
rifle, relying on that support until he was—nore or |ess—en his feet, bent over,
hi s hands | ocked around the nuzzle of his rifle, still dependent on that third
"l eg." Tears were stream ng down his face, unnoticed, at the effort it took to
get to his feet and stay there.

Where is the rest of the battalion? Wiy aren't they here yet? he asked hinsel f.
Slowy he lifted his head, blinking to clear his vision. He wanted to know what
was going on around him For the first time, he had a second to nmarvel at the
fact that he had been unnol ested during the tinme when he had been unable to

def end hinsel f.

Two nen in DMC battl edress were wal king toward him slowy, each holding his
rifle in one hand, casually. Lon tried to straighten up, wondering who they
were. Behind tinted visors they were anonynous, and nothing about their posture
or nmovenent suggested familiarity to Lon

"I's the fighting over?" Lon asked, lifting his faceplate enough to talk freely.
He | ooked around. Were had Tebba gotten to? Lon did not see him

"Near enough, | expect." Lon recogni zed Sergeant Den-drow s voi ce, though he had
never heard it sound quite so strained before. "I hope."

"Tebba was here just a mnute ago," Lon said, |ooking
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around again. "I don't know where he's gotten to."

"He's off tending to the rest of his squad, Nolan," Den-drow said. "You | ook
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i ke you need sone help."

"I'"'m okay," Lon said, nodding very slowy. "I'm okay now. "

"Lieutenant Taiters is dead," Dendrow said. "He was killed in the last big
attack, maybe forty-five minutes ago."

"No!" Vertigo swirled closer to Lon, poised to reclaimhim threatening his
stability.

"I'"'mafraid so," Dendrow said. "Captain Mlroney too. And a | ot of other good
men, ours and militia."

"The battalion got here?" Lon asked, his mind distracted by the fact that the

pl at oon sergeant had said that Taiters had been killed forty-five mnutes
earlier. It did not seempossible that the fight, and Lon's efforts to recover
from his wounds, could have taken that nuch tinme. He sat down suddenly, as if
standi ng had sinply becone too nuch of an effort.

"They're cl ose," Dendrow said. "C ose enough that the rebels attacking us pulled
back to concentrate against the rest of our people and the rest of the Norbanker

mlitia. There can't be nore than a dozen or so rebels still up here, and
they'll be accounted for soon."

Lon | ooked up, the dizziness gone again. He turned his head, listening to the
fighting. "I hear it," he said, nodding. "Have you heard anythi ng about how
that's going yet?"

Dendrow and the other soldier-who still had not lifted his faceplate or
spoken—squatted by Lon. "The col onel thinks that the rebels have put everything
they've got into this one," Dendrow said. "lIt's a real donnybrook, but there

doesn't | ook to be any doubt about the outcone."

"Then we can get on with the training?" Lon started to try to get to his feet
agai n.

"Then we can get on with the training," Dendrow agreed, noving quickly to catch
Nol an as he fell backward. Lon had finally passed out.

I nchoat e ni ght mares chased each other through Lon's mnd in such rapid
succession that he could hold on to nothing of them There was only a vague
realization that they were present, a web fromwhich he was powerless to escape.
But neither was he able to grasp pain or disconfort, or sense the duration of
his sojourn in linbo. Even when his mnd started to clinb back toward

consci ousness, he could hold nothing of what was transpiring inside his head or
happening to his body. It was not until he was actually waking that he realized
that the experience had not been like the other tine. Wen he opened his eyes
and saw that he was not in a trauma tube, he was not surprised. A tube would
have prevented nost of the nental nonsense.

"How do you feel ?"

Lon blinked. It was daylight. The sun was out. He did not recognize the face
that was | ooking down at him The man was dressed in the work uniformof ship's
crew, the insignia of a nedical orderly on his chest. "lI've felt better," Lon
said, his voice cracking over the words. He tried to clear his throat.

"Here, have a sip of water." The orderly held Lon's head up and brought a
canteen to his lips, but did not leave it in place | ong enough to begin to
quench Lon's thirst.

"Not too nuch," the orderly said. "You' ve had a rough tine. W didn't have
enough trauma tubes to go around, and the ones who were hurt worst had to have
priority. All we could do for you was punp in blood bugs and pai n-
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killers. You'll have to do four hours in a tube on the way hone to get rid of
the scars and patch up the danage." He smled. "Like as not, they'll schedul e
you for a night in. That way you won't miss any duty at all."

"On the way hone? What about the couple of nonths of training we were supposed
to provide?

"Don't know about that, mate. Word | had is that this battalion will be going
hone in a couple of days. Maybe they're going to have sonebody el se cone in for
the training. O maybe that's been called off. They don't tell me everything.
I"'mlucky if they tell me when it's time for chow "

"When can | get back to ny nates?"

"Soon as you feel fit enough to get up and walk. Don't be in any big hurry about
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it, though. Sit up, have sonething to eat—+f you can stomach food yet—-and have a

drink or two of water. That'll go a | ong way toward naeking you feel fit. Just
don't push it. Renenber, you haven't had your gig in a tube."

Lon sat up. There was still a little pain in his |left shoul der and si de—anot her
rem nder that he had not been in a traunma tube—and he still felt short on

energy, but there was no hint of dizziness or nausea.
"I guess I'"'mgoing to nake it then," he said under his breath. Not |ike sone.
Li eutenant Taiters canme to nmind. / ewonder how it happened?

"You'll make it, in my professional opinion," the nmedical orderly said with a
short laugh. "I'lIl leave this canteen with you. Yours were enpty. And |'ve left
you a neal pack here as well, straight fromship's stores, not the battle

rati ons you' ve been living on."

Lon nodded his thanks and reached for the water. The nedical orderly got to his
feet. "Take it slowwith the water for a bit. You have any problens, there' |l be
one of us around. |If not, good |uck."
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He ate slowly, savoring each bite as if it had cone froma gournet kitchen
instead of ship's stores, and taking a lot of small sips of water. The water was

actually cool, not tepid, like nost of the water he had drunk since coming to
Nor bank.

Wil e he ate, Lon | ooked around. He was in a valley with at least forty other
wounded nen. Mbst were still on their backs. A few were up and eating. Al

| ooked the worse for wear. Lon was not certain if the valley was one he had seen
before, or just where it was.

The sun was hi gh enough that it left no shadow on the slope to the east, but Lon
had to pick up his helnet and look at the tineline to see that it was after ten
o'clock in the norning. He put the helnet on after he finished eating and

sel ected the channel that woul d connect himto Sergeant Dendrow.

"The nedicos are turning ne | oose for now," Lon said when Dendrow answered his
call. "Were do | find you?"

"Don't try," the platoon sergeant said. "Just stay put. We'lIl pick you up in
about twenty mnutes."

"I'"'mokay now, Sergeant, really. | can nmake it on ny own."

"Maybe, but save the effort. W' ve just got orders to nove back to the capital,
and we've got to go right past where you're at to get there."

Lon chuckled. It was not so nmuch returning hunor as sinple relief at the
prospect of getting back to his unit, his friends. "Okay, |I'Il be here. |I've got
nowhere else to go." There was a tenptation to stay on the line, to continue
chatting, just for the sake of hearing a famliar voice, but Lon knew that it
woul d not be proper. Nor did he call Corporal Grana or get on that squad's
frequency. The reunion woul d conme al nost soon enough. He could wait.

Fortified as nuch by that as by the food and water he had consuned, Lon felt
stronger, better. The pains in his shoulder and side seened sonehow to recede

He got to his feet carefully, testing, waiting for any increase in his
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di sconfort, or a feeling of greater weakness, but neither came. / guess | am
going to nake it, he conceded.

A few cautious steps reinforced his optimsm No one's going to have to carry
me. He | ooked around the open-air hospital with a little nore attention. Sone
thirty yards away, one sol dier stood guard over several dozen weapons. Lon

| ooked at the ground near where he had been Iying. His rifle was not there. The
web belt with his pistol—the hol ster anyway, Lon recalled dropping the handgun
on the ground during the battle and he had never had a chance to retrieve it—was
al so gone.

/ guess I'd better see if ny rifle got here, at |east, Lon thought, starting
toward the guard. The soldier | ooked up as Lon approached, then lifted his
visor. Lon did not know his name but recogni zed the face. He thought the man was
from Charlie Conpany.

"My weapons weren't with ne," Lon said. Then he identified hinself. "I still had
arifle when | was hit last night. The pistol nmight have been | ost before.”
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"You remenber the serial nunbers?" the guard asked

Lon recited his rifle's serial nunmber first. The guard pulled his helnmet down to
scan the list he called up on his head-up display. Then he lifted his visor
again and went alnost directly to the rifle and pulled it free fromthe stack
Lon took the weapon, checked to nmake certain that the safety was on, then pulled
the bolt back to see if there was a round in the chanber. There was not. The
magazi ne was enpty as wel | .

"What about the pistol?" the guard asked. "Just in case it was turned in."

The sidearmwas al so there, and back in its holster. "That's nore than
expected," Lon said. "Thanks." There was no need for himto sign for the
weapons. The canera in the guard's hel met woul d have recorded the transaction
"That's what |'mhere for," the guard said. "That and to nake sure nobody cones
in and steals them™"
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"One question. Just where are we? How far fromthe hill where we fought |ast

ni ght ?"

"You were in the platoon up on the hill?"

Lon nodded. The guard pointed due north. "That's where you were, right there,"
he said. "Top of that hill."

Lon turned and | ooked. Nothing about the hill |ooked familiar fromthis angle.
He coul d not even see the thicket to the west of it, or Anderson's Creek. "Looks
different now," he said. "Thanks." Then he turned and wal ked away, |ooking for
the rest of the platoon, wondering if it was just third platoon or the whole
conpany—er perhaps the entire battali on—+that was headi ng back to Norbank City.
Lon was sitting under a tree when Al pha Conpany arrived-wal king in | oose col ums
rather than marching. It was shocking to see how shorthanded the conpany
appeared. Maybe it's not all casualties, Lon thought, trying to reassure

hi nsel f. Some of themcould still be on duty, just not with the rest of the nen.
But he was not conforted by that possibility.

The conpany took five mnutes, resting while officers and noncons checked to see
if any of their other wounded were ready to return to duty. Lon felt guilty that
he had not even | ooked around anpng the other casualties to see if he knew any
of them It had not even crossed his mnd.

Third pl at oon—what was | eft of it-—wel comed himback warmy. There were m ssing
faces. Lieutenant Taiters had not been the only one killed on top of the

namel ess hill. And there were nmen who had been shipped back to Long Snake in
trauma tubes. OF Lon's special friends in second squad, only Dean Bricks was

m ssi ng—and Phip and Janno were both quick to tell Lon that Dean was only
wounded, that he had been anong the first casualties sent back up to the ship,
and that he would be all right. ' 'Probably in better shape than you are, right
now," Phip said, pointing at Lon's torn and bl oody battl edress top
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"I's it true that we're going right back to Dirigent?" Lon asked. "That's what
the nmedi cal orderly said he had been told."

"l guess," Phip said. "Tebba said we're all going back to the ship anyway, today
or tonmorrow. The old man nust be calling in soneone else to do the training part
of the contract."

G rana canme over. He wel comed Lon back, then said, "W're going honme. Delta
Conpany is staying over to handle the training. Tyre is going to stick around to
ferry themback to Dirigent afterward.” Tyre was the supply ship that had
acconpani ed Long Snake. Earlier in its career, Tyre had served as a one-conpany
transport. It would not be as confortable as the |arger and newer Long Snake,

but it could handl e the chore.

"So the rebellion is over?" Lon asked.

Tebba shrugged. "I guess they figure there aren't enough rebels left to be that
big a threat. This is just runor, but the word is that nore than two thousand of
them have been killed since we got here. | know for a fact that the mlitia

coll ected nore than twelve hundred rebel rifles this norning, froma |ike nunber
of bodies."

Lon could not repress a slight shudder. "Bodies? No prisoners?"

"Not many," Tebba said. "I know of only five rebels who were taken alive and
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unwounded. There may be a hundred or nore who were wounded too badly to keep on
fighting. They're being cared for by our people right now. Guess the old nman
doesn't trust themto the governnent. Don't say as | blane him"

The wal k back to Norbank City was taken in easy stages. The conpany stopped for
five minutes each half hour. Even so, it took only two hours to nmake the trip.
The people in the capital were in a festive nood, despite the fact that their
mlitia conpani es had suffered 38 percent casualties—killed and wounded—n the
previous night's battle. No one
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seened to have any doubt that the danger of the Divinist rebellion was past,
that they would be able to handl e those who renmi ned.

Twenty m nutes after Al pha Conpany reached the city, Bravo arrived. They were
guarding the few prisoners who were not wounded. Tebba G rana had m ssed the
count. Bravo had eight rebels with them

More than a hundred civilians came to stare at the prisoners, to jeer and curse.
The soldiers of Bravo's first platoon kept the civilians away, formng a ring
around the prisoners, rifles at port arns. The rest of the conpany renai ned

near by, but not overtly part of the protection. Al pha Conpany was also close, in
case things got out of hand.

/ don't give nmuch for the odds of themsurviving long after we | eave, Lon

t hought. Sonebody gave this nob the idea, they mght try to stone the prisoners
to death right now.

It took fifteen mnutes before a p