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Dirigent Mercenary Corp
Book #06
Col onel

by Rick Shelley

The year is A D. 2830. The interstellar diaspora fromEarth has been in progress
for seven centuries. The nunbers are uncertain, but at |east five hundred worlds
have been settled, and perhaps well over a thousand. The total human popul ation
of the galaxy could be in excess of a trillion. On Earth, the Confederation of
Human 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
per manent outpost within Earth's system on Titan. Beyond Saturn, there are two
primary interstellar political groupings, the Confederation of Human Worlds
(broken away fromthe organization on Earth with the same name, with its capital
on the world known as Union) and the Second Comonwealth, centered on
Bucki ngham Neither of those political unions is as |arge or as powerful as they
will be in another seventeen decades, when their dianmetrically opposed interests
finally bring them to the point of war. In the neantine, humans who need
mlitary assistance, and do not want the donmination of either Confederation or
Conmonweal t h, have only a handful of options. Those who can afford it turn to
mercenari es. And the | argest source of those is on the world of Dirigent....

1

Al t hough Christrmas was a week past, a decorated tree still sat in one corner of
the Nolan living room Each of the three strings of lights was guaranteed to
i nclude bul bs of 120 distinct colors. They tw nkled in unpredictable sequences
and conbi nations-"Li ke snowf | akes, no two patterns will ever be exactly alike,"
the advertisenent had promised. The only other light in the roomcane fromthe
screen of the entertai nnent console. For the past three weeks, Dirigent City's
speci al -events channel had been offering holiday nusic of the last thousand
years. Although there was video to go with nost of the selections-perfornmance,
dramatic, or sinply nood-Lon had nmuted the nonitor to |leave only the dark blue
background of a vacant screen.

Lon Nolan and his wife, Sara, were sitting on the sofa, snuggled close. For the
monent, their attention had been diverted fromhypnotic staring at the tree
lights to watching the tineline on the entertai nment console as it counted down
the seconds of the final minute of the year 2829. Lon, Junior, stood |eaning
against the mantel of the rooms decorative fireplace, a bottle of beer in his
| eft hand. Juni or had been nursing the sane bottle for nearly an hour. Wen the
count down reached twenty seconds, he set the beer on the nantel and straightened
up. Although he was not in wuniform Junior stood alnpbst at attention. He was
nearly two inches taller than his father now, and perhaps five pounds heavier
As a boy. Junior had appeared to be the inage of his father; now he seened to
favor his mother nore, at least through the face. His conplexion was |ighter
than his father's, even though his face was tanned and beginning to show the
weat hering of a |ife spent |argely outdoors.

The screen of the entertainnent console canme to life then, programred earlier by
Lon, Senior. The several hundred couples who were seeing the new year conme in at
the grand bal |l room of Corps Headquarters had stopped danci ng. They were counting
down the | ast seconds. The band on the stage at the east end of the ballroom was
ready to junp straight into the traditional nusic for welcom ng the new year.

"Happy New Year!" the master of cerenpnies shouted at the appropriate second.
Bal | oons, streaners, and confetti filled the air at the grand ballroom The band
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| aunched 2830 with "Auld Lang Syne," a song whose origins had been partially
|l ost in the nythol ogy that had grown up around it when the song had been chosen
as the accompani nent to the start of the journeys of early colony ships |eaving
Eart h.

Lon and Sara wel coned the new year with a long kiss. Sara twi sted around on the
sofa until she was alnost sitting in her husband' s |ap. Junior turned half away,
as if distancing hinself fromthe denmonstrati on of parental enotion. He occupied

hinsel f by finishing the beer on the mantel. It was al nbst room tenperature by
now.
The new year was a full mnute old when Junior cleared his throat and said,

"I've got a taxi on order for quarter past."

That interrupted his parents. Sara got up fromthe sofa and took a step toward

her son. "Your sister won't be hone yet," she said.

Juni or shrugged. "I prom sed sone friends |I'd nmeet themin Cano Town. They'l| be
more than half plotched by now, but they'll remenber enough if | don't show up
at all. Besides, they'll need soneone around who's going to stay at |east

hal fway sober to get back to barracks by dawn."

Hs father was slower to get up fromthe sofa, but put his hands on Sara's arns
as if to keep her fromgoing to their son. "I appreciate you seeing in the new
year with us," Lon said.

Juni or shrugged again. "There haven't been all that many years when we've all
been together for the holidays." He grinned. "And this time it's Angie who's
m ssing, after all the tines she npaned when you were away on contract, and she
sure let me know how she felt when | was off on contract |ast year."

"Ch, it's not the same,"” Sara said. "Angle's just out for a few hours. W were
all together for Christmas, and all your grandparents as well."

"I know. Mama," Junior said, crossing and giving her a serious hug-picking her
off the ground with ease. "But you can bet I'mgoing to use it just the sane."
He grinned as he let her go.

"Stay out of trouble. Junior," Lon said.
Junior's grin threatened to becone a |augh. "Don't worry. Dad. |'mnot about to
do anything you'll have to convene a court-nmartial for. They don't call ne 'Ad

Sober-sides' for nothing." The two had quit hugging the day Junior had put on
the uniformof the Dirigent Mercenary Corps. He had enlisted as a private
shortly after his eighteenth birthday, seen conbat, then been chosen for officer
training. Eleven nonths wearlier, he had earned his lieutenant's pips after
seei ng conbat as an officer cadet. Now he was a pl atoon | eader in Delta Conpany,
1st Battalion, 7th Reginment. H's father was the reginmental conmmander, a ful
col onel and nenber of the Council of Reginents that governed the DMC and the
world of Dirigent. The Corps was full of cases where nore than one nenber of a
famly served in the sane reginment. Over many generations a set of rules and
commonsense traditions had grown to make sure that nepotistic favoritismdid not
weaken the fabric of the Corps. Every man wearing the uniformhad to earn his
own way, and being related to a senior officer had at | east as many drawbacks as
advant ages.

"WIIl you be here for dinner tonorrow ... today?" Sara asked.

"One o' clock?" Junior replied. Wien his nother nodded, he said, "Sure, 1'll be
here. Now I'd better get ny coat. On busy nights, the cabdrivers start their
met ers when they honk to announce they've arrived."
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"There are tines when | think it's all a conspiracy against the wonen of
Dirigent," Sara said when the taxi's tail-lights blinked out as it turned the
cormer .

"VWhat are you tal king about?" Lon asked.

"You finally get to the point where | don't have to worry about you going out so
often and |I've got to start worrying about Junior off on contract.” Reginenta
commanders only went off-world on single-battalion contracts under the nost
extraordinary conditions. If two battalions-half the reginent's line conpanies
were involved, the commander nmight go ;/ it were an especially inportant
contract, or one including considerable ancillary forces; otherwise, his
executive officer was nore likely to draw the assignnent. Only if three
battalions or the entire reginent went off-world on a contract was the conmmander
certain to go, and contracts that large were relatively infrequent.

"I tried everything | could to convince himnot to enter the Corps," Lon
whi spered. There were still noments when he found his nmind trying to deci de what
nmore he might have done to prevent Junior's enlistnent.

Sara turned away from the picture window at the front of the house and wal ked
toward the Christmas tree. "I know," she said, so softly that Lon hardly heard
"It was a losing fight fromthe start. This is Dirigent. The Corps is what we're
all about. We send our nen off to war, and sometimes all that cones hone is a
box and the official regrets of the General."

Lon went to Sara, stood behind her, and put his hands on her arns, resting his
cheek against her hair. "I knowit can't stop the worrying-it doesn't keep ne
fromworryi ng about himbut he is good. He's one of the coolest junior officers
in the reginment. He keeps his head in conbat and he's careful, with hinself and
his men. He's got good people around himand they take care of him the way Phip
and the others took care of me when | was in the same position."

"He coul d have gone into the technical end, becone an engineer, and worked in
the munitions side of things," Sara said. "He's got the brain for it. He's got
the brain to tackle any job he could dream of. No one on Dirigent would have
thought the worse for him The Corps can't take every boy, and he could have
done a | ot nore good for the world devel opi ng better equipnent.”

Lon swal | owed the sigh that wanted to come out. Nothing about this conversation
was new. Alone or together, Lon and Sara had gone through every phrase, every
word, uncounted times, spoken or thought.

The romantic holiday nmood was gone, and Lon saw little chance of recapturing it
that night. Wen Sara got fixated on this, there was seldomany cure for it but
sl eep and-sonetinmes-crying. It was holidays nore than anything else that could
bring this nmood out in her. It didn't happen often, and it had rarely happened
bef ore Junior neared the age when he could enlist. The Corps was so integral to
the existence of Dirigent that the need for young nen to becone soldiers had to
be the highest priority, and schooling and social pressure had al ways been used
to inpress everyone with that need. Dirigent is the Corps. Wthout the Corps
there would be no Dirigent. The truth of that was unfortunately easy to
denonstrate. Wthout the Corps and its ancillary munitions industry, Dirigent
did not have the resources to support 10 percent of its current population at
anyt hi ng beyond the subsi stence, everyone-a-farmer, level. It certainly wouldn't
be one of the dozen nobst prosperous col ony worl ds.

"You know his argunent,"” Lon said after a long silence. "He figures he'll have
time to do both, learn firsthand what soldiers face on the ground, then continue
his education and find ways to nake things better for them Look on the bright
side. He doesn't plan on spending his entire working career in the Corps. He
tal ks about five or ten years, and if he gets sone idea that really catches his
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i magi nati on, he nmight cut even that short, anxious to get involved in the
research and devel opnent end of the business."

"If he lives |long enough," Sara said. Then she expelled a sigh and turned to
face her husband. "I know, I|I'mmaking a botch out of the holiday and
shouldn' t."

"You worry because you care," Lon said. He knew it was a cliche, but he had
| earned years before that cliches were the safest way to handle a situation |ike
this. "You wouldn't be rmuch of a wife and nother if you didn't worry about us.
We m ght get to thinking that you didn't |ove us."

Sara buried her face against his shirt. To avoid a show of tears, Lon changed
the subject. "What tine is Angi e supposed to be hone fromthat dance?"

"By one-thirty," Sara said, pulling away from Lon. "The dance ends at one

o'clock." It was a well-supervised affair, chaperoned by teachers fromthe high
school on base that Angie attended and teachers from the three civilian high
schools in Dirigent City that also were taking part. "The bus will have the kids
back on base by one-twenty, and it shouldn't take her nmore than ten mnutes to
wal k home fromthe bus stop. And, no, | don't think you should wal k over to neet
her there. She'll have friends with her."

Lon chuckled. "I wasn't going to suggest that. The only thing | was thinking was

that | might stand on the porch and watch."

"Not even that," Sara said. "Angie is sixteen years old now, and you know how
touchy she is when she thinks we're still treating her like alittle kid."

"I can't help it. Wiere | grewup on Earth it wasn't safe for a cop to be out
al one after dark, let alone a teenager. My hometown had nore crine in any given
week than the entire world of Dirigent has had in the past quarter century.
still think about that at sone |evel."

"The kids think you' re nmaking that up, you know, even after they |ooked up the
statistics on the net. Besides, Angie probably won't be alone. She's got a new
boyfriend, and | imagine he'll walk her home."

"New boyfriend? Not that Bobby anynore?"

Sara | aughed. "You're way behind tinmes. There have been two others since Bobby.
Three with this |atest boy."

"Who's she seeing now? Soneone from her school ?" Lon did not even notice that
Sara had cone out of her funk

"His name is Gordon Aruba. His father is a battalion |ead sergeant in 10th
Regi nment . "

Lon closed his eyes for a nonment, trying to make a connection to the nane. He
shook his head. "I don't think I know him™"

"No, you probably don't, but Gordon knows who you are, so you can bet he'll be a
perfect gentleman. Now, let's get back to the nusic. W don't want Angie to cone
honme and spot us standing around looking |like we're just waiting for her to
check in."

2
Dirigent Gty and the DMC s primary base woke on New Year's Day to a fresh

coating of snow, slightly nore than two inches in nost places, which nade it the
heavi est snowfall of the winter. So far. The snow had started falling, [lightly,
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just after one o' clock that norning, before Angie Nolan got hone from her New
Year's Eve dance. By the tine Angie and her parents got to bed, near two
o' clock, there was already a dusting on the lawns and streets. The snow showers
peaked at about four, and started to taper off less than a half hour later. By
dawn the skies were clearing. The tenperature was in the md-twenties, and there
was just the hint of a breeze conmng fromthe northwest.

Despite, his late night, Lon was out of bed by seven o'clock. He had already
been awake for an hour. Mdre than a quarter century as a soldier had nmade it
virtually inpossible for himto sleep past dawn in garrison. Lon avoided noving
or getting out of bed as long as he could, not wanting to wake Sara. Eventually,
though, he could take immbility no nore. He got up, showered, shaved, and
dressed in confortable civilian clothes, then went to the kitchen to fix his own
breakfast. When he heard Sara noving about, he doubled everything. There was
little chance that Angie would rise before nine, and even then she would
probably eat no more than a single slice of toast... if that. Angie had given up
on breakfast about the time she reached puberty.

"One of these days I'mgoing to leam" Sara said when she came into the kitchen
wearing robe and slippers.

"Leam what ?" Lon asked.

"Leamto stick a sleep patch on you when you don't have to be up before the
chi ckens," Sara said. She sat at the table in her usual place-nearest the stove
and food replicator.

"I tried not to wake you," Lon replied. "Breakfast will be ready in two
m nutes."” He set a cup of coffee in front of her. Sara closed her eyes while she
took her first sip. Lon always made the coffee too strong, but-this noming-that
was just what she wanted. Sara had only had three drinks the night before, but
that was nore al cohol than she usually drank in a week. There was no headache-no
hangover. She had applied a patch, what men in the Corps called a killjoy patch,
to avoid that before going to bed, but she still felt a little sluggish.

"You called the officer of the day yet to nake sure the whole reginent didn't
nmove wi t hout | eaving a forwardi ng address?" Sara asked as she set the coffee cup
back down.

"No, | haven't called the OD yet," Lon said. "All | did was check the conplink
to make certain there were no inportant messages. And |'mnot planning on going
in to headquarters at all today."

"l noticed you weren't in uniform" Sara said.

"Conme on," Lon said, starting to dish up the eggs and sausages he had cooked. "I
have | earned to relax a little."

Sara smled. "Alittle," she conceded

"W've got snow on the ground,"” Lon said. He put one plate in front of Sara and
took his around to the other side of the table and sat across from her.

"I know. | |ooked out. Enough snow to |look pretty, not enough to be a nuisance
if we want to go anywhere. A few hours and the streets will all be clear." There
were few wheel ed vehicles on Dirigent. Mst autonobiles and trucks were ground
ef fect vehicles-floaters. The passage of one floater's fans normally left clear
pavenent behind, except when there was wet, heavy snow. Then it mght take
considerable traffic. It had been twelve years since the Corps had needed to put
snowpl ows on tracked vehicles to clear streets in the city or on base. This
time, the snow was not excessively wet and the tenperature would probably clinb
above freezing before noon. By sunset there mght be alnbst no evidence |eft
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that it had snowed at all.

Lon and Sara ate silently for several mnutes. The years had made them both
confortable with long silences. Neither one felt the need to fill every nonent
wi th sound. Wen they had finished eating, Sara got up and put the dirty dishes
and pans in the dishwasher, then went back to the bedroomto get dressed.

Lon went to the living roomand turned the entertai nment console on to get the
news sumaries. The night's snow was the major story, which was a relief, since
that neant that nothing nore ... traumatic had happened on Dirigent and no dire
news had cone in fromelsewhere. After a fewnmnutes he keyed in a filter
command for news about the Corps. New Year's Eve had passed wi thout mgjor
incident. There were notes of a couple of mnor fights, but nothing nore
serious. The fights had both been between sol diers, and none of the participants
had been injured. Had civilians been involved, it mght have been different.

"Anyt hing world-shattering on the news?" Sara asked when she cane out dressed
for the day.

"Maybe thirty thousand soldiers went out to drink in the new year |ast night,
and all that happened was two mnor fistfights,"” Lon said. "You' d think they
were nmonks instead of soldiers. Sonetimes | think we're the nost peaceabl e bunch
of humans in the galaxy." Even after nore than twenty-five years on Dirigent,
Lon found hinmself occasionally astounded by how little crine, howlittle
viol ence, there was. It had been five years since the last killing on the world,
and the killer had been a recent immgrant, not a menber of the Corps. The stem
discipline within the Corps was reflected to a large degree within famlies-the
tradition of obedience and duty. Al so, there was little econonmic distress due to
the al nbost constant influx of revenue fromoff-world. The police force, with the
best preventive and investigative equi prent nade, was also a deterrent to crine;
the odds of escapi ng detection-and puni shrent-were slim

Lon got up fromthe sofa and stretched. "I think I'lIl take a walk. | need to get
alittle exercise. It's been three days since | went to the gym"

"Just don't get carried away. It's cold out. And your parents night be here
bef ore noon."

"Just a quick turn around the nei ghborhood," Lon prom sed.

The houses for married personnel had been laid out with mlitary precision. The
sizes of houses and l|awns varied in strict proportion with the rank of the
sol di er each was designed for. The npbst senior officers, colonels and |ieutenant
col onel s, were along one street, nearer Corps headquarters than the rest. Mijors
and captains were quartered in the next blocks. Farthest off were the few
lieutenants and senior enlisted personnel who were married. At all ranks bel ow
major, nmarried nen were the mnority in the Corps. Marriage was-unofficially
di scouraged until the soldier had at least ten years in uniformand had reached
the rank of captain or lead sergeant... for officers and enlisted personne

respectively.

Lon had set hinself no route before |leaving the house. He turned right and
started wal ki ng. The sidewal ks had not been cleared, so he left a clear trail in
the snow, the ridged soles of his boots crunching snow underfoot, giving a nuted
sound track to his walk. The air was crisp, bringing a tingle to his face and
ears before he had gone a single block. He kept his hands in the pockets of his
overcoat, out of the cold. He had gloves with himbut did not bother to put them
on.

He wal ked, at sonething less than a nornmal nmarching gait. Even five years
earlier he mght have felt conpelled to jog. He still ran, perhaps three days a
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week in garrison, but not as far or as intently as he had when he was younger
and considered hinself a distance runner. He was not constantly trying to neet
his best recent tines for the mle ... or any other distance. It was enough for
himto maintain a significant edge over the tinme he would have to neet when he
took his annual physical fitness test. No one in the Dirigent Mercenary Corps
could let hinself get flabby or out of condition. Even the General, conmanding
officer of the Corps and head of state for the world, had to neet the sane
physi cal conditioning standards as any private just conpleting recruit training
to remain in the DMC

When Lon eventually increased his pace, it was strictly as a response to the
cold. It wasn't enough to turn himback toward hone imediately, but alittle
more speed did help offset the nip in the air. A brisk walk hel ped to keep stray
thoughts fromintruding as well. He was as off-duty as a reginental comrmander
ever could be. Unless the comrunications Iink in his pocket beeped, he was free.
He | ooked around, enjoying the snow covered scenery, the antiseptic |ook of
fresh white covering everything. The residential area was set far enough from
the rest of the base that there was nothing overtly nilitary about his
surroundi ngs. He saw children playing in a few yards, some attenpting to build
snownen ... Wwthout marked success. The snow wasn't wet enough for that. At
|l east no one tried to use himas a target for snowballs.

Lon wal ked three bl ocks, then turned to his left and wal ked a bl ock over to the
next street of houses, then turned | eft again and, unconsciously, increased his
pace a little nore. It was cold enough that he felt no desire to prolong the
morning walk. He found hinself whistling, sone wunidentifiable nelange of
partially remenbered songs strung together in a way guaranteed to offend the
ears of anyone who appreciated good nusic, but Lon had the sidewal ks to hinself.
There was no one to screamin agony at his efforts.

He went two bl ocks beyond the comer he would have turned at to go directly back
horme, then finally crossed back to his own street. His exertion had him feeling
alittle warm except for the persistent chill against his exposed face. He
intentionally turned the wong way on his street, away from honme, and went two
nmore bl ocks before he crossed the | ane and reversed his course.

Sweating and freezing at the same time, he thought as he kicked snow fromhis
boots on the front porch of the house the fam |y had noved into when he won his
pronmotion to colonel. This one had nore room than they could possibly need.
That's about standard/or an infantryman. He took his hands from his pockets and
rubbed vigorously at his cheeks. They were nore than a little nunb after a half
hour in the belowfreezing air. Before going inside, he turned and scanned the
street in both directions. There was no one el se in sight.

"You look like a |obster just pulled fromthe pot," Sara said when she saw Lon's
face.

"I'd al most trade places with one," Lon said, rubbing at his cheeks again. They
had started to tingle. "Very nippy out. You catch the forecast, by any chance?
Qur 4th Battalion is due to go out on overnight naneuvers tonorrow. The col der
it is, the nore hitching there'll be." He stonped his boots on the rug in the
entryway a couple of times to get rid of any vestiges of snow and to warmhis
feet.

"No, | haven't checked the forecast yet, but |I've heard sone of the things you
sai d when you had to go out in the cold, or in the rain," Sara said, turning
away to hide her grin. "Serve you right to be on the other end of it."

Lon took off his coat and hung it in the closet. "I never get to hear any of it
since | nade colonel. Everyone's too careful for that. But the |ooks." He
| aughed. "Especially since | won't be out wth them It's not the whole
regi nment."
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"Wl l, you could always go out with themjust to show the men your heart's in
the right place," Sara suggested, nore in jest than earnest. "Suffer with them
be the stalwart canpai gner you always claimto be."

"And listen to you conplain about nme being away when | don't have to?" Lon
asked, falling into the sane bantering tone. "I don't have three layers of nen
keeping nme fromhearing the awful truth at hone." Both of themwere confortable
with it after the twenty-three years they had been married. It had helped carry
them t hrough sone of the nore difficult days in those years. "You'd rem nd ne of
it for nonths. Besides, |I've been in the arny |ong enough to know not to
vol unteer for anything | don't have to."

"Me, conplain?"

"You know why Napol eon always had his hand inside his tunic, don't you?" Lon
asked as they nmoved from the foyer into the Iliving room "It was because
Josephi ne' s naggi ng gave himulcers."

"Are you two at it again?"

Angle's parents hadn't seen or heard her conme into the room Her unexpected
question startled both of them

"We're just talking," Sara said. "W do that now and then. It helps pass the
time between neals."

Angi e wrinkled her nose at her nother. At sixteen, An-gie Nolan was a beautiful
young woman with a trimfigure. Even just a few mnutes from sleep, her face
| ooked fresh and clear. There were no dark circles around her eyes, no hint of
sl eepiness in her face. Her shoul der-length blond hair had not been conbed yet,
but there were few visible snarls to it.

"You want breakfast?" Sara asked.

Angi e shook her head, which dislodged nmost of the tangles in her hair. "We'll be
havi ng dinner in a couple of hours. I'll just have some juice and maybe a piece
of toast."

"Too many cooki es and chips at the dance | ast night?" Lon asked.

"No," Angie said, drawing the word out |ike stretching a rubber band. "I'm just
not hungry. | don't like to eat right after | get up. Makes nme feel bloated. 1Is
Junior going to be here for dinner?"

"He said he would be," Lon said, nodding. "But I wouldn't count on it until you
see him He was going out to nmeet friends when he left here |ast night. They
m ght not have found their way back from Cano Town yet."

"Lon!" Sara said, a world of adnoni shment in the word
"What did | say?" Lon asked.

"Mother, I'"'mnot six years old. | do have sone idea what goes on in the world.
Not hi ng Daddy says is going to shock ne sensel ess.™

Sara took a deep breath. "It had nothing to do with you, dear."

Angi e | ooked from her nother to her father, then back. That response was not
what she had been expecting. "I've got to shower and get dressed," she said
then. She didn't wait for a reply. Sara watched Angie until she turned into the
hal I way and the stairs leading up to her bedroom Lon started chuckling as his
daughter went out of sight.
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"I never know what's going to cone out of your nouth," Sara said when she turned
back to Lon. "Honestly! Barracks talk."

Lon's chuckle threatened to get conpletely out of control. "If you think that
was barracks talk, then you' ve never heard the real thing ... and | know better.
You grew up in a pub. You probably heard worse before you were half Angie's
age."

"That's beside the point. Anyway, ny father never let the soldiers who canme to
the pub get too far out of line. He could tone them down in a hurry, and you
know t hat."

Lon noved to Sara, put his armaround her, and | ed her toward the kitchen. When
she started to resist a little, he tickled her side.

"Stop that," Sara said, but there was no protest in her tone. "l've got to get
this place ready for dinner. Your parents could be here in an hour." They kissed
qui ckly, and Sara pushed Lon away. "Go watch cartoons or sonething."

Lawr ence and Maddi e Nol an both | ooked younger after living on Dirigent for six
years than they had when they arrived. It was sonmething Lon and Sara tal ked
about occasionally, and even their children had noticed the change in their
grandparents. The stress lines had disappeared fromtheir faces, naking them
| ook softer, younger. The voices and novenents were nore relaxed. It was rare
for either of them to even nention Earth any longer, though Lon's father
admitted that they kept track of news fromthere. Filtered by distance and tine
the "latest" news fromEarth was always at least a nonth old before it reached
Dirigent-the information was rarely nore ... enotional than lines froma history
t ext.

Despite the quarter-century difference in their ages, Lawence and Lon now
| ooked nore like brothers than father and son. Lawence was a little heavier, a
little softer in appearance, but with the help of his inplanted nanotech health
mai nt enance system he was mai ntai ning his apparent age at about fifty, close to
Lon's real age. Lon's hair was beginning to show a little gray, since he did not
have his HVS programred for cosmetic effects. Few active nmenbers of the Corps
did. A senblance of age lent authority. Most waited until they resigned or
retired before having their systens reprogranmed in that fashion. Then they
m ght shed apparent years in weeks. Mdlecular repair wunits could even carry
mel anin out into hair to renove gray.

"You figure this will be the year you nmake General ?" Lawrence asked his son as
soon as they were alone in the living room Maddie had gone to help Sara in the
kitchen. Angie had come downstairs just |ong enough to greet her grandparents,
then had di sappeared upstairs again to resunme a conplink conversation wth one
of her friends from school

"We've been through this before. Dad," Lon said. "I don't ever expect to becone
General ." There was only one Ceneral at atine in the DMC, elected for a one
year termby the fourteen regi mental comanders from anong their own nunber. "It

woul d break too many traditions, and the Corps is alnpst as tradition bound as
any arny on Earth. No first-generation Dirigenter has ever held the post, no one
whose father wasn't an officer in the Corps has ever held it. And on and on."

Law ence snorted. "l've done a little research. Only one man who wasn't bom on
Dirigent has ever commanded a reginment. You. Only one man who didn't have any
ancestors in the Corps has ever commanded a regiment. You. And on and on.
There's no reason to think you won't be el ected General before you retire.”

"I"'mnot so sure. Maybe if | hang around another twenty or thirty years and
everyone el se on the Council of Reginments has had a turn or two already, they
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m ght decide the only way to get rid of me will be to let nme play General for a
year, but | don't expect to stay on that long. Staying fit enough to pass the
annual physical fitness test gets harder every year. Even if | don't decide to
pack it in and take over Sara's parents' pub sooner, | can't see nme staying in
the Corps nore than another decade. |If that. Once Angie graduates from high
school, | mnight decide enough is enough just about anytine."

"The kid who kept saying, '"All | ever want to be is a soldier'?" Lawence asked.

Lon frowned. "You don't know how nany years |'ve spent having nightnares about

that sentence. Ever since Junior started saying the sane thing. Anyway, |'ve
been a soldier nore than half ny life. |'ve seen nore than enough of what that
can nean."

"Sorry. | didn't nean to raise ghosts. Let ne ask you sonething else, then. Wo

do you figure will be the next General ?"

Lon smled. "/ don't have a clue, but Sara's back-fence gossip circle says it'll
be Bob Hay ley of 15th unless he's off-world when election tinme comes around in
March. And 15th Reginment is at the top of the rota for regi ment-size contracts,
so that's possible. And if Bob is off on contract, nere's no favorite for second
choi ce anong the wives."

"Not electing soneone who's off-world... is that another of your hidebound
traditions?"

"Pretty much. It's not a witten rule, but it's never been done. | don't know.
It might just be superstition, afraid to jinx a man who might be in a conbat
situation, or fear that he mght be killed or captured. But, once elected, the
General doesn't leave Dirigent during his term Ever. Any diplomatic travel is
generally done by civilians, usually <career bureaucrats or retired senior
of ficers."

"So if Colonel Hayley is off on contract when election time comes around and
there's no clear second choice, then your chances are as good as anyone else's,
right?" Law ence asked.

Lon |l aughed. "You got a bet on wth soneone?" He didn't wait for his father to
respond. "No, if Hayley isn't here, it'll probably end up with Murtaugh, MIIs,
or Dum brovski. They've all been on the Council |onger than me and haven't had a
shot at the top job yet."

"None of them has a record to match yours, and the word |'ve been hearing is
that Murtaugh hasn't got a shot at ever becom ng General. Sonething about a
contract on Aurora."”

"That was a long time ago, his first tine out as a conpany comrander. He's
completed a lot of good contracts since then." Lon knew about the Aurora
contract. He had heard it nentioned several times by senior officers, and had
eventually |l ooked up the record. Murtaugh, then a captain, had commanded one
company on a battalion-size contract. Exactly what had happened was still a
matter of dispute despite the video and audio recordings fromthe battle hel nets
of the officers and noncomm ssioned officers involved, but Mirtaugh's conpany

had suffered 20 percent casualties and had failed to fulfill their part of the
operation, which had led to serious casualties in the rest of the battalion
Anot her battalion had to be sent to Aurora to fulfill the contract.

"Maybe you're right about Mirtaugh,” Lon said after thinking about it for a
monent. "Menories can be long for sonething like that. The Corps |ost nobney as
well as too many nmen on that contract. It still |leaves MIIs and Dunbrovski
MIlIs's father and Dunbrovski's grandfather each served as General at |east
once. "
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"Don't you want to be General ?" Law ence asked.

"I'"ve never let nyself give it nmuch thought," Lon said. "Getting nmy own reginent

al ways seened to be right at the very edge of possibility. | never had the tine
or the inclination to |ook much beyond that. Do | want to be General ?" Lon
paused, then shook his head. "Not especially, not now OCh, | wouldn't turn it
down if by sone miracle the job was offered to ne, but | don't need the title to
validate my life. | don't have any driving urge to have it. Does that surprise
you?"

Law ence was slowto reply. "In a way. I'd think that going as far as you could

in your chosen career would be nore inportant to you."

Lon closed his eyes for an instant before he spoke again. "Dad, 1've got too
many ghosts haunting my dreans now. |'ve seen too much death, buried too many
friends. The way conditions are in the galaxy, we do a lot of good. | can see
the need for the Corps, despite the cost inlives. As long as |I'm a field
commander, | can nake a difference. I have to believe that fewer of our people

die with ne in comuand than m ght under soneone else. But the General isn't a
field commander. He never goes on contract. He just has the final word on which
contracts we accept and sends nen out where he can't personally affect what
happens. "

"I don't think it's quite that sinple."

Lon shrugged. "Maybe not, but the point remains. |It's bad enough for me now
sending a battalion off, or a conpany, and not going along to oversee the
contract personally."

"You oversee training. You have sone say in who gets pronoted. You affect
things, just at one renove. You're not God, Lon. You're human, just like the
rest of us. AU we can do is the best we can."”

"I'"'ma soldier. Wen the best I can isn't good enough, nen die. There are rows
and rows of nen who have died on contract under ny command, so nany that
sonetinmes | can't remenber all of their nanmes. That's part of the nightmare."

3

Al'though Dirigent used the same names for its nmonths that Earth did, they had
been synchronized with the seasons on Dirigent's primary continent, putting
Christrmas and New Year's Day in the two weeks past the winter solstice, and bore
no intrinsic relationship to the calendars of Earth. Wen Dirigent was settled,
directly fromEarth, its cal endar was "out of phase" with Earth's by ten weeks.
Over the centuries, slight differences in the length of the year between the two
worlds had taken it nearly one nore week out of alignnent. It was a comon
problem and the | engths of day and year on Dirigent were closer to Earth's than
many other colony worlds' were. Every conplink had automatic functions for
converting the local calendars of hundreds of worlds to the nonth and year of
any of the three "standards"-those of Earth, Union (for the br eakaway
Conf ederation of Human Worlds), and Bucki ngham (for the worlds of the Second
Commonweal t h) .

On January 2, 2830, Lon's staff car pulled to the curb in front of the house at
two minutes before seven o'clock in the nmorning-0658 hours in mlitary tinme.
Sunrise had occurred just six mnutes earlier. N ght was retreating west.
Shadows were | ong. The tenperature was slightly below freezing, and there were
pat ches of ice where the snow of the day before had nelted and frozen again.
Sergeant Jeremy Howel|l got out of the gray floater and held the passenger's door
open for Lon when he came out of the house.
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"How d you draw the duty this norning. Jerry?" Lon asked when they were both in
the warnth of the floater. "Wiere's Dorcetti?" Frank Dorcetti was Lon's usua
driver.

"Not due back fromleave until tonorrow, sir," Howell said. "And | was the only
sergeant around HQ this noming." One of the "honors" a colonel in the DMC was
"due" was to have a sergeant as his assigned driver. Jer-eny Howell was Lon's
ai de, one of the people Lon had brought along from 2nd Battalion to 7th Regi nent
headquarters when he was pronoted

"That's right. | guess | forgot,"
You have a good New Year's Eve?"

Lon said, nodding to hinmself. "How about you?

"Hol i days are al ways good when we're home, sir." Jer-eny, his two brothers, and
their father were all on active duty in the Corps. "W' ve got enough stripes
anong us to shame a zebra," he had joked once. His brothers were both corporals
in the reginent's 1st Battalion, and their father was 4th Battalion's |ead
sergeant. "I could count the nunmber of Christmases and New Years we've all been
honme on one hand ... and still have a finger left for an obscene gesture."

Lon | aughed, and Jereny started the floater down the street.

"Never yet been a year when the four of us and nmy uncle and all ny cousins were
all hone for the holidays," Jereny continued. He had six first cousins in the
Corps. Another uncle had been killed on duty ten years earlier, in a training
accident on Dirigent. The rest of those relatives were in 5th Regiment. It was
currently out on contract, not due back for at |east another six weeks. And he
had nore distant kin in two other regi ments-a not unusual situation in the DMC
"Just as well. Get too many of us together at one tinme and there's sure to be
trouble.”

"Your whole clan gets together at one time here and it pretty nuch nmeans the
Corps is out of work, doesn't it?" Lon asked.

"Ch, it works out sonetines, sir," Jereny said. "Some of us on planetary
defense, sone on training routine, everybody either just back from contract or
due to go out soon. Sonetines. Not often. W were all on-planet about four years
back for a couple of weeks in the sutmmer ... no, five years cone August. That
was the last tinme."

The drive to 7th Regiment did not take | ong. Wen Lon's car cane around the side
of the headquarters building he could see each of its battalion HQ I|ining the
regi nental parade ground. No one was standing out there at this tinme, and there
were only a couple of nmen crossing it. Reveille was past, and nost of the nen
woul d be at breakfast or getting ready for their work formations at 0800 hours.

"You figure you'll need the car before quitting tine this afternoon. Col onel ?"
Jeremy asked as he held the door for Lon to get out.

"Not that | know of. Jerry, but that's always subject to change wi thout notice.
We've got a Council neeting at ten, but I'll walk over to Corps headquarters for
that. | need the exercise. Check wth ne after lunch. If | can get anay |I'm
going to spend a couple of hours in the gymthis afternoon."

"Yes, sir." Jereny saluted. Lon returned the salute, then went into the
bui I di ng.

Al'l fourteen regi mental headquarters buil dings had been built to the sane plan,
inside and out. They were three-story stone and plascrete buildings with the
sizes of individual offices tailored for those who would use them Unli ke
company or battalion headquarters, which mght be left enpty if the unit was on
contract or sinply at one of the Corps' secondary training bases, a reginenta
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headquarters was always nanned, even if the reginent and all its ancillary
units-arnor/artillery, transportation, and nmaintenance-were away, and it was
extrenely rare for all of the secondary services to acconpany the reginent on
contract.

At the front of the first floor, the orderly room domain of the reginental |ead
sergeant and his clerks, was on the left, and operations was on the right. The
executive officer had his office behind, and connecting to, operations. A
conference roomwas across the hall fromthat. Lon's office was on the second
floor, above the orderly roomand connected to it by a private I|ift tube. The
intelligence officer and his staff were across the hall. There was a coffee room
for officers at the rear of the second floor. The third floor was given over to
ot her administrative offices.

Lon gl anced into operations, then went into the orderly roomon the other side
of the corridor. Only the duty sergeant fromthe night shift, Brian Kespean from
3rd Battalion, was in the orderly room waiting for the reginmental |ead sergeant
to arrive and relieve him

"Morning, Colonel," Kespean said, standing to attention and saluting. "Quiet
night, sir. Not a bit of trouble on the log."

"That's al ways good to hear,"
start the new year."

Lon said as he returned the salute. "Good way to

"Yes, it is, sir," Kespean agreed. "Nothing nmuch on the log for the whole
weekend." New Year's Day had fallen on Monday, which neant that there had been a
| ong holiday weekend. Only those units serving a tour as part of the planetary
defense system had kept nore than a skel eton staff on duty.

"Tell Phip I'll be in ny office when he gets here," Lon said, continuing across
to the door leading to the private 1lift tube. Phip Steesen had been another of
the men Lon had brought along from 2nd Battalion. Phip was the reginental |ead
sergeant now. "He can wait until his people get in before he conmes up. Tell him

there's nothing pressing on the docket."

"Yes, sir. | expect himin the next couple of mnutes. He's in the area. He
stopped by and said he was going to have a look around at the ness halls.
think he wanted to see how nmany hangovers he could spot."

Lon smled. "He seemto have one hinsel f?"

"Not that he was showing. Probably not. His wife wouldn't |let himhave one even
if he did get drunk and forgot to put on a killjoy patch soon enough."

"I think Phip lost the taste,” Lon said. The way | did, he thought. Drinking was
more fun when 1 was young and single.

Lon had never gone in for excessively decorating the various offices he had
occupied during his vyears in the Corps. There were hol ographi c photographs of
famly nmenbers on the desk, a small lunp of rock gathered in the G eat Snoky
Mount ai ns of Earth, near his chil dhood honme, on top of the single filing cabinet
in the room The wall directly across fromhis desk held a nanning chart for the
regi nent, showi ng each officer under his command. He could call up a nore
conpl ete manning chart on his desk conplink, showing each nan in the reginent,
with links to conplete service records and photographs. Even after two years,
Lon spent at least a few minutes every day with that when possible, still trying
to get to know all of the nmen under his command. At the reginental |[|evel, that
was an al nost inpossible task. Wth four line battalions and the auxiliary units
assigned to 7th Reginent, he had five thousand nen wunder him There was a
constant, if slow, turnover in personnel, as well as pronotions and changes of
assi gnnent for those who renai ned.
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There was a fresh pot of hot coffee on the cart next to Lon's desk when he got
there, alnost certainly prepared by Jereny Howel|l before he left to pick Lon up

Lon poured himself a cup, then carried it to the wi ndow and | ooked out over the
parade ground while he sipped at the liquid. He hardly noticed the taste, strong
and unadul terated by cream or sugar. Lon slipped into a blank stare, sonething
near the nmental nunbness of a soldier too long in conmbat with too little sleep

He was scarcely aware of what he was seeing outside; the novenents of his coffee
cup were automatic, unnoticed. There were no pressing problens waiting for his
attention, no special worries carried over fromthe past year. Lon could afford
the luxury of a few mnutes in sonething approaching a trancelike state, his
mnd idling. There were too few opportunities for this sort of passive escapism
inLon's life. Wien they did conme, he abandoned hinself to them conpletely,
knowi ng the respite never | asted.

What brought Lon out of his reverie was an enpty coffee cup. He had continued to
drink automatically until he brought the cup to his lips and there was nothing
left init. Lon blinked several times, then | ooked into the cup as if he thought

he m ght be nmistaken, that there still nmight be coffee lurking in a hidden
comer, reluctant to be drunk. Walking to the cart to get nore coffee was too
much bother. Lon sinply set the cup on the windowsill in front of himand put

hi s hands behi nd his back

The blank did not return. Lon was too aware of people noving outside, and the
slight sounds filtering through to his office fromother parts of the building.
His of fice was supposedly soundproof, but that insulation was not as thorough as
it mght be ... or mght have been when the building was new a century and a
hal f before. Renovation of all fourteen reginental headquarters buildings was a
perennial topic in the budget planning of the Council of Reginments, but it
carried a lowpriority even though the fourteen colonels who decided on the
budget would each get refurbished offices from the renovation. It might be
anot her dozen vyears before the project would be started ... after the |ast
barracks and battalion headquarters had gone through renovati on and renodel i ng.

The knock on the door was welcone. Lon turned away fromthe w ndow and said,
"Conme in." Phip Steesen opened the door and entered, carefully closing the door
behi nd him

"Happy New Year, Lon," Phip said. In private, they could still indulge in the
informality of longtime friends, even when they were both on duty. It was only
when others were present that they had to observe all the protocols of mlitary
life. Phip was ten years older than Lon and had spent nore than that nunber of
years in the Corps-not rising above the rank of private-before Lon arrived as an
of ficer-cadet. Since then, Phip's rise in rank had paralleled Lon's, going from
private to reginmental lead sergeant in the sane tine that Lon had gone from
i eutenant to col onel

"Happy New Year, Phip," Lon responded automatically. "You manage to stay sober?"

"Unfortunately,” Phip said, grinning. "Jenny and | shared a bottle of wine and
were both asleep before mdnight New Year's Eve. The kids were probably both
awake later than we were." Jenny was his wife. Phip shook his head. "Mkes ne
feel like an old man."

"Hell, you're not sixty yet. Still in your prime," Lon said.

"For sone things, maybe," Phip said. "But there are only three nen in the
regi ment older than ne, two |ieutenant colonels and one major. |'ve been in the
Corps longer than half the officers have been alive. If | had half a brain|I'd
get out. That'd save nme the aches of all the exercising | do to stay fit enough
to pass the annual test. And nmaybe |1'd have tine to do a little serious drinking
now and then."
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Lon went behind his desk and sat, gesturing for Phip to sit on the chair at the
side of the desk. "I know how you feel," he conceded. "When | was a kid | was a
fanatic about physical training. Used to think that if | invested enough sweat
I'"d get that little bit faster and get ny name in the record books for the
fastest mle. | won a few races when I was in high school, and even while | was
a cadet at The Springs"-the mlitary acadeny of the North Anerican Union on
Earth-"but | never even tied the existing record for the mle, let alone set a
new record. And as the record times got faster after | cane here, ny times were
al ready getting slower. Now it's been a dozen years since | came within a mnute

of the record, and four years since the last time | broke four and a half
m nutes."

"Hell, | couldn't break four and a half mnutes for the mile when | was twenty,"
Phip said. "And making the six mnutes | need to stay qualified for duty gets

harder every year. There's only one reason | don't hang up the wuniformright
now. "

"What's that?" Lon asked when Phip didn't go on to explain.

"I'd kind of like to be here when you make General ," Phip said after a snorted
chuckle. "Be nice to retire as Lead Sergeant of the Corps. You' ve dragged me
al ong every tine they changed the pips on your uniform"

"Anot her optim st. You' ve been in the Corps long enough to know they're never
going to el ect me General ."

"Back when you got your commission, | night have agreed with you, but now | can
get even odds on you being elected General within the next five years at any
betting parlor in Canp Town."

"1 thought you gave up ganbling when you got married.”

"I did, pretty much, but | still check the sheets every day. Make nental bets if
not hing else, just to keep ny hand in. Ch, by the way, there's nothing specia
on the programfor today, not that's cone to ny attention, anyway."

"Nornmal routine, no changes to the training or work schedules that | know of,"
Lon said, nodding. "No disciplinary problens over the | ong weekend. |1've got the
weekly council neeting at ten o'clock." He glanced at the tineline on his
conplink. "And it looks as if it's about time we got to work."

The building that housed the headquarters of the Dirigent Mercenary Corps and
served as Governnent House for the world was H-shaped, with the crossbar on a
north-to-south axis |ooking across a parade field |arge enough to hold seventy
t housand sol di ers without |ooking particularly crowded, toward the main gate of
the base. The wings of the building were two-thirds on the west side of the
crosshar. The facade was of polished white marble covered with a transparent
preservative that added a sparkle to the stone. In front of the north and south
wi ngs, on the side facing the parade field, were rows of artillery pieces-nmany
brought from Earth-showi ng the devel opnent of artillery fromthe earliest extant
bronze cannons to the nost nodem sel f-propelled howitzers and rocket |aunchers.

The neeting chanber of the Council of Reginents was in the central portion of
the building, on the second floor, with floor-to-ceiling w ndows overl ooking the
parade ground. A circular table in the chanber had built-in conp-links at each
of the fourteen places. Seating was in reginental order, clockw se beginning at
the north. The General, whoever he was during a particular year, presided from
the same seat he had held as regi nental conmander. The only visible distinction
his place showed was a small gold gavel and a red bokka wood pad to bang it
agai nst. Several snmall curved tables sat behind the nain table, with seats for
ai des or guests.
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The col onel s who nade up the Council started gathering in an antechanber about
fifteen m nutes before the schedul ed begi nning of their regular weekly session

Al'l wore the dark blue "working dress" uniforns that had a mi ni mrum of decoration
and | acked the high, stiff collars of "formal dress" unifornms. They drank coffee
and chatted anong thensel ves. Wth nothing pressing on the agenda, the talk was
mostly about the holiday weekend or fanmily gossip. Two nminutes before ten
o' clock, the Ceneral's senior aide opened the doors to the meeting chanber, and
the colonels started filing in. Al were present by that tine except the
General. He canme in thirty seconds after the last of the others had taken their
seats.

Jules Lecroix of 1st Reginent was serving his second termas General, not
consecutively. He had already announced that he would be retiring fromthe Corps
after conpleting this term His sixty-eighth birthday would fall three days
before his successor was elected, and on the day of the change- of - command
cerenony, he would mark fifty years in wuniforma rarely achieved length of
service; few nmen stayed in the Corps nore than forty years.

"Good norning, gentlenen," Lecroix said before taking his seat. "I trust you all
had a pl easant holiday weekend." The General was slightly bel ow average hei ght
for Diri-gent, built stocky. He had been a chanpion boxer in his younger days
but showed none of the injuries he had received during his "career" in the ring.

"Coming just after the first of the year, | had intended to keep this session
perfunctory. What little old business we had on the calendar was all pushed
forward until next week. W& do have one newitemto consider, but | don't have

details for you yet. There is a delegation from El ysiuminbound. Their ship cane
out of Q space less than ten hours ago, so it will be Friday norning before they
land. Since the delegation is headed by their chancellor-the nunber-two nman in
their governnent, as | understand it-we'll have a formal welcom ng cerenpny at
the spaceport. I'll get details to all of you as early as | can. The short
message | had fromthe head of the Elysian delegation suggested that a |arge
contract might be in the offing." The General shrugged. "As | said, no details
yet. Colonel Ruiz, vyou will chair the contract committee. Colonel Hayley, you
and Col onel Nolan will conplete it. I'lIl make sure that everyone receives any
pertinent information as quickly as possible, but the Elysians expressed
reluctance to say nmuch before they can do it face to face."

"Elysium the university world?" Lon said, naking it a question

"More than a university world," the General said, snmling, "though that was the
first thought that came to ny nmind when | received the initial call fromthe
ship. Their university is still inportant, draw ng students fromnore than a
hundred col ony worlds according to the data we have, but they've gone far beyond
teachi ng and abstract acadenic research. They are also heavily into nedical and
i ndustrial research and devel opnent, marketing their discoveries as freely as we
mar ket our services-perhaps mnore so. The last major advances in Nlssen
Generator technol ogy cane from El ysium which nakes theminportant to us and to
every other world that builds ships or depends on interstellar shipping ..
whi ch neans al nost every settled world in the galaxy. And they are heavily into
R&D in nilitary ordnance. Anything that threatens Elysium threatens us." He
turned to look directly at Jorge Ruiz. "Wich means that we aren't necessarily,
out to obtain every last coin in their treasury. | know how hard a bargain you
can drive, but while we don't expect to give our services away or | ose noney on
the project- whatever it is-we will have to be prepared to cut the phil osophers
alittle slack if necessary."

"l understand. General," Ruiz said. He had served for several years as head of
the Corps' Contracts Division. "W don't demand a Nol an fromthe eggheads." That
brought a laugh fromnost of the nen at the table. Lon nmanaged a slight blush at
the allusion. More than fifteen years earlier he had negotiated an addendumto a
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contract that brought the Corps a "piece of the action"-a percentage of the
| ooted precious netals and ninerals his conpany recovered for the contracting
governnent. It had been an unprecedented coup, rarely repeated since.

4

"No one ever wants to tal k about a contract by link," Jorge Ruiz said. The three
menbers of the contract conmittee appointed to deal wth the representatives
fromElysi um had decided to eat lunch together in the Oficers' Cub. They had

ordered their food and were waiting for it with drinks. "lIt's as if they're all
afraid they' Il | ose sone bargaining chip if they let us know what they're here
about before we're physically eyeball to eyeball with them" He chuckled while

he shook his head, then took a sip of his martini and set it back on the table.

"It sure would be nice to have some idea what this is all about," Lon said.
"What drives a world like Elysiumto |ook for nercenary hel p? They have a pack
of renegade intellectuals or sonething?"

"I can imagine a | ot of possible scenarios," Bob Hayley said. "Alot of worlds
m ght like to control the practical know edge com ng out of Elysiums R& | abs.
Better Nilssen Generators than anyone else, nore powerful beaners, new ship

designs. I'mnore curious what they consider a 'large' contract."

"Well, if they want a full reginment, yours is nunber one on the list," Ruiz
said. "Lon, | think 7th is second on the rota, isn't it?"

Lon nodded. "If Elysiumis so inportant to everyone, |'d think that there would
be a sort of balance. |If one major power tried to take it over, the other two

would be in a hurry to get involved to make sure it didn't happen. Earth. The
Conf ederati on. The Second Commonwealth. And it would al nmost have to be one of
those three trying to make a grab... if that's what this is all about. None of
t he i ndependent col ony worlds woul d dare. That woul d | eave sone sort of interna

problem but..." Lon stopped and shook his head. "I sure can't think that there
could be anything as big as a reginental-size contract conming, not from
El ysium "

Rui z spotted the waiter coming with their food. "Mybe not, but it doesn't do
any good to speculate. W don't want to build any preconceived notions that
m ght get in the way later."

After lunch, Lon returned to his office for an hour to work his way through the
inevitable routine reports-incomng and outgoing. Then he inforned Phip and
Li eutenant Col onel Tefford lves-Lon's executive officer-that he was going to the

gym

Lon put hinself through a full routine on several of the exercise machines, then
ran two nmiles, forcing the pace on his last half dozen |laps of the indoor track
so much that he felt alnpst ready to drop by the tinme he finished. After a ten
mnute rest, he got into the swiming pool and swam | aps for forty mnutes. By
the tine he clinbed out of the pool, his arms and legs felt as if the nuscles
had turned to jelly. He sat in the |locker roomfor five mnutes before he felt
recovered enough to shower and dress.

Three tines a week, in garrison, Lon put hinmself through such a rigorous
wor kout, and on the other days he tried to get in at least alittle "light"
work, even if no more than a mle's jog and a half hour of hand-to-hand conbat
drill wth other officers. And, at least one day a week, he took nmor ni ng
calisthenics with one of the battalions in 7th Reginent, rotating fromone to
the next. "A soldier is his own first weapon,"” an instructor in DMC recruit
training had told his charges the first day. "You have to keep that weapon in
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first-rate condition, just as you'll be expected to keep your rifle and every
ot her weapon the Corps entrusts you with ready for action at all tinmes."

It's alot easier to keep a rifle serviceable than it is a body, Lon thought as
he left the gymlinping a little because of a strained nuscle in his left «calf.
Hi s body's health nmai ntenance nanobots would need a little time to repair the
damage, but Lon did not <consider calling for his car to take him back to
regi nental headquarters. Walking's better therapy than riding, he told hinself,
but he walked slowy, favoring the sore leg as nuch as he could, and the
di sconfort had faded to insignificance before he reached the orderly room

"Phip, is 4th Battalion ready to go out for its night training?" Lon asked,
stopping just inside the |l ead sergeant's office on the first fl oor

"Yes, sir. They'll form up in about fifteen mnutes, due to |eave the area at
si xteen hundred hours." Phip's clerks were in the room so the niceties of
protocol had to be observed. "I spoke with Colonel Watson about a half hour

ago." Lieutenant Col onel Parker Watson was 4th Battalion's commander. "He call ed
to make certain there had been no schedul e changes."

Lon chuckl ed. "You mean he was hoping for a reprieve so he wouldn't have to be
out in the cold."

"He never actually said that, sir," Phip said, carefully suppressing a | augh of
hi s own.

"I'l'l stick around to see themoff," Lon said. "Just to keep you infornmed, [|'m
going to be serving on a contract comittee. W have a potential client comng
into offer what m ght be a large contract, so ny schedule is apt to get a bit
busy the next week or two."

"Yes, sir. I'lIl make a note. \When does the client ground?"

"Not until Friday norning. Details will be comng fromthe General's office as
avai l abl e. And make sure | see any nessages from Col onels Ruiz and Hayl ey."

Phi p nodded and keyed in notes on his conplink.

* * *

Lon stood off to the side as the nmen of 4th Battalion cane out of their barracks
and fell in for their night training session. There was no skin visible in the
formation. Cold would not be any real problem and should pose no nore than a
m nor inconvenience to the nmen. Insulated battle-dress uniforns over thernal
underwear with well-insulated boots and gloves were all that would really be
necessary for their protection, since the predicted |ow tenperature for the
ni ght would be no nore than ten degrees bel ow freezing. Battle helnmet facepl ates
woul d protect faces fromnost wind-chill effects. Still, the nen of 4th wore
field jackets as well; the fleece collars of those would keep the chill from
necks and hel p close off the gaps at the edges of their hel nets.

Soldiers had to be ready to fight in any weather. No winter training exercises
woul d be canceled for less than subzero tenperatures and blizzard conditions
circunstances that might be severe enough to halt real conbat. The battalion
fornmed up by platoon and conpany. Sergeants made their "all present or accounted
for" reports to platoon | eaders, who echoed the reports to conpany conmanders,
who repeated them once nore for the battalion comrander-all wth exchanges of
sal utes. Lieutenant Col onel Watson gave the orders, and the battalion started to
march of f toward their assigned training area sone six niles away.

As he passed Lon, Watson gave hima casual salute. Lon returned it with a smle,
but waited wuntil the entire battalion had passed before he returned to the
of fice.
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"Unl ess something's come up in the last twenty mnminutes that needs inmediate

attention, |'mgoing home," Lon informed Phip.
"Nobody's said anything to nme. Colonel,"” Phip replied. "No inportant nmessages
have cone in. Sergeant Howell just went to get your car. It should be outside in

two m nutes."

Sara Nol an opened the front door of their honme before Lon reached it. Lon
started to ask if something was wong but stopped when he saw the smle on her
face. In the doorway she put her arnms around his neck and gave hima long Kkiss.
Lon half-carried her inside and cl osed the door with his foot.

"Ckay, what did you see that vyou think I'm going to say we can't afford?" he
asked when she finally Il et himbreak the kiss.

"Conme in and sit down," Sara said, dragging himtoward the living roomand the
sofa. "Relax. I'Il fix you a drink."

Lon started to speak but shut his nouth again, realizing that the fastest way to
| eamwhat had his wife so happy was to go along with the scenario she had
obvi ously planned. He sat on the sofa and | oosened the collar of his shirt. She
ski pped off toward the kitchen, her red hair bouncing lightly. Lon just shook
his head, having difficulty keeping a smle fromhis face. She nust have a rea
beaut cooked up this tine, he thought.

Sara was gone less than a mnute, and cane back with a scotch and water on ice
Lon's usual honme-fromthe-office drink. She handed it to him waited for him to
take a sip, then sat at his side-pressed right against him He set the drink on
the end table.

"Ckay, what's got you smirking |ike the proverbial bird-eating cat?" he asked,
turning toward her.

Sara hesitated for a monent, fidgeting against Lon, then it all came out in one
Il ong breath. "I saw the doctor this norning. |'m pregnant."”

Lon was not aware of the seconds of shocked silence before his mnd processed
the information thoroughly enough for a reply. To his credit-and al nbost naking
up for the delay-his first words were, "That's great" ... even though his voice
did not show the proper |level of enthusiasmto underline the words. Luckily for
him Sara was too excited to notice.

"It is great," Lon said after he had a few nobre seconds to recover. He hugged
her tightly while his nmind fought to catch up. That's the last thing | expected,
he thought. Sara did not see the frown that acconpanied her husband' s next
thought: If it's a boy I'mgoing to get out of the Corps before he's old enough
to start thinking about being a soldier

5

Al berto Esteban Berlino was an inposing figure. Seven feet, three inches tall

he had to duck to get through the passenger door of the shuttle. But it was not
his height so much as his hair styling that caught the attention of the nenbers
of the official welcom ng del egation-which included the General and the three
col onel s who had been tapped as contract commttee for the Elysians. Berlino's
hair, dyed an inpossibly bright yellow, came dowmn to his shoulders in three
di stinct sections-over each shoul der and several inches below the base of his
neck in back. Those tresses were stiff with sone sort of styling spray. On top,
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the hair was curled wup into an outlandish ponpadour that added another two
inches to his already considerable height. His hair had been stiffened so much
that there was not the slightest hint of novenent, even though there was a
fifteen-m |l e-per-hour breeze blowing. His clothing was alnost as startling to
Dirigenters, a one-piece, formfitting junpsuit-nostly a reddi sh plumcolor wth
| um nous blue accents, vertical stripes of alnbst randomw dth and separation
that extended fromhis neck to his toes. The outfit seened a bit... thin for the
season. The tenperature was bel ow forty degrees Fahrenheit, and the wind made it
seemfar chillier.

Berlino paused near the top of the ranmp and scanned as nuch of the port as he
could see. A man and a woman waited behind him the woman unable to get out of
the shuttle until the other two started noving down the ranp. The General and
the rest of the welcom ng contingent noved closer to the bottomof the ranp as
soon as the Elysian chancellor resumed his descent. Berlino was a foot taller
than the tallest of the Dirigenters present.

Berlino tinmed his descent carefully. The band playing nmnusic for the cerenobny
ended a song when he was a single step from the ground. Jules Lecroix, the
General, made the wel conming remarks, as he had a nunber of tines before. There
was no real "set" speech, but there was little variation between one arrival and
anot her. Those standing with himlistened nore for the end than for content. The
chancellor replied with equal platitudes, sonewhat nore flowery.

Introductions came next. The nman with Berlino was Thomas Beoch, El ysiuns
mnister for external affairs. The woman was Flora Chiou, treasurer. In
appear ance both seened subdued, even plain, conpared to the flanboyant coif and
bright dress of the delegation's |eader, as if they wanted to be careful not to
upstage him Neither said anything other than polite responses to the
i nt roducti ons.

No one seemed upset at the brevity of the welcomng cerenmony. The officia
parties moved to |inousines that took themacross Dirigent City to the DMC s
mai n base and Corps headquarters. The visitors would stay in guest suites in the
north wing. Berlino rode with the General. Berlino's companions followed in the
second floater, with Colonel Ruiz. Lon and Colonel Hay ley were in the third
vehi cl e.

"Quite a dandy, the Elysian chancellor," Hayley said as the convoy cleared the
aerospace port. "I was afraid | was going to bust out |aughing there when he
first canme out of the shuttle, and that woul d have been ... enbarrassing. And

know | heard a few sniggers fromthe spectators.”

Lon chuckled. "If soneone stuck a big round ball on the end of his nose he'd
make a fine clown. He's no buffoon, though. The man is a physicist, apparently
one of the best on Elysium And we're going to be facing hima | ot over the next
few days. "

"If he represents high fashion on Elysium |'mdamed glad | don't live there,"”
Hayl ey said, shaking his head. "What a nightmare! The cl othes were bad enough,
but that hairdo. He nust have three pounds of glue holding that concoction
together. | may have to suck | enmons to keep a straight face."

"No one ever promised us that soldiering would be easy. Bob. Maybe he won't be
so ... extreme when we get down to business,” Lon said. "Especially now that
he's had a chance to see that fashion is a lot different here."

"Once he realizes that we're just poor country bunpkins with hay in our ears and
pig shit on our boots?" Bob Hayl ey asked.

"\What ever. Just hope that it's not the nornmal regalia of his office, something
Elysiums |aws force himto wear."
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"We've had people attend their university," Hayley said. "And we naintain
diplomatic and industrial contacts with Elysium have to, with the kind of
research they do. | don't recall seeing anything that bizarre in our files. 1|'ve
been back through the lot in the |ast three days."

"So have |," Lon said.

There was a short neeting at DMC headquarters shortly after the convoy arrived.
The General and the three nenbers of the contract conmittee met with Chancellor
Ber-lino and his two senior conpanions. There were several other Elysians in the
del egation, but they were aides and technical support people-staff nenbers whose
contributions to the m ssion would conme |ater.

"Basically, this is our situation,"” Chancellor Berlino said once the neeting
started. He had not changed out of the bright junpsuit or ... eased his
hairstyle, but he had put a sonewhat nore subdued mauve tabard over the bright
clothing. "For sone years now, a series of representatives from Union have been
pressuring us to 'acknow edge the sovereignty' of their Confederation of Hunman

Worlds. That would entail paying taxes to Union, and it would also-and nore
significantly-nean giving them unacceptable | evels of control over the direction
and products of our research prograns. | don't just nean first option on new

technology. They insist on the right to totally control distribution, who we
could sell to and when.

"W have refused, repeatedly and with a certain, ah, intensity, especially in
the last year. Union's diplomats urge us to accept their 'protection' against
any threats, internal or external, and warn that we m ght be opening ourselves
to conquest or raiding fromother powers.

"Nine months ago we did experience two rather mnor raids, causing mnima
destruction and resulting in the loss of some defensive assets. W were unable

to determine the identity of the raiders, but we have little doubt that the
raids were comm ssioned if not conducted by Union. They, of course, deny any
connection to those events and tell us 'I told you so' and renew their arguments

that we should concede their sovereignty and save ourselves fromany further
armed depredati ons.

"W have continued to refuse. Then, four weeks ago, we were invaded by a |arge
contingent of nercenaries from New Sparta, and nore of themlanded just hours
before ny ship left the system Had they known | was aboard and ny destination,
I don't doubt that they would have attenpted to intercept the ship to prevent
my, ah, escape. W have confirned their identity but not who hired them though
we assune their orders and pay cone from CHW headquarters on Union, though
perhaps with one extra... step between them By this tine, | assume that our
governnent has received Union's |atest protestations of innocence along with
anot her, ah, sales pitch for joining their enpire so that they could cone to our
assi st ance.

"W prefer to retain our independence. It is inportant, and not nerely as an
abstraction. | assume Dirigent's independence is sinmlarly inmportant to it. W
both need to be seen as operating freely, wthout hands tied by externa

al | egi ances. Wre we to submit to the Confederation or- on the other hand-apply
for nenbership in the Second Comonwealth, we would give up nuch of what
i ndependence nmeans for us. W would | ose our undisputed neutrality, which would
i mpact on our university and our research and devel opnent industry. Joining the
Conmonweal th would be |ess onerous than accepting the over-lordship of the
Conf ederation, but would not satisfy anyone on Elysium And joining the Second
Conmonweal th would be the only way we could obtain nmilitary assistance from
them We would accept that, as the lesser of two evils, only if it were the only
way to avoid falling under the dominion of Union and its idea of the
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Conf ederation. So | came here."

"Can you give us a rough idea of the assets that New Sparta has sent agai nst
El ysi um nen and shi ps?" the CGeneral asked.

"The | ast assessnent | had before our ship nade its first junp into Q space, New
Sparta had |anded about thirty-five hundred soldiers. There were five troop
transport ships overhead, two smaller transports, and one heavily arnmed weapons
platformthat also carried at |least a dozen aerospace fighters. Cbviously, |
cannot report on anything that happened after we entered Q space the first
time."

"What defensive assets does Elysium have?"

This time Berlino hesitated. "You nust understand, we have never felt the need
to maintain a massive defensive capability. W have relied primarily on our
di plomatic corps. Qur neutral status has al ways been observed, if not officially
recogni zed, by Earth, Union, Buckingham and the few other worlds prosperous
enough and popul ous enough to pose a serious threat. W have dealt with Di
rigent. New Sparta, and nost of the other worlds that are the primary sources of
mercenaries. Qur position has allowed us considerable freedom because of the
counterbal ancing interests of our various clients. Qur independence has been
important to a lot of different Wrlds." He paused for a few seconds, but it was
clear that he had not finished.

"El ysium has maintained a planetary nmilitia for nore than two centuries, a snall
active force and a nuch larger reserve, but we have never had universal training
or a requirenent for every young Elysian to, ah, participate. In part, the
mlitia served as an adjunct to the university, allowing us to offer mlitary
training to students from other colony worlds who could then go hone and
establish honme defensive systens. Over nost of the |ast hundred years we have
mai nt ai ned additi onal defense assets, heavy weapons systens, but nore as, shal
we say, marketing displays for our nmunitions and research and devel opnent
i ndustries-evidence of the variety and capabilities of our products. That neans
nore breadth than depth. W don't have a |ot of any particular system Defensive
m ssile systens, artillery, aerospace fighters, and two ships that are capable
of operating as weapons platforns in space. Mst of these advanced systens are
capabl e of being operated with mininmal human staff.”

How did they stand up against real-life enenies? Lon wondered when Berlino
paused agai n.

"When faced with a massive attack, the results were mixed," the El ysian

chancellor said, as if he had heard Lon's thought. "The systens thenselves
appear to have performed adm rably, but none of the defenses were fully staffed
at the tinme, and delays and confusion in human control linited their

effectiveness. Qur ground installations destroyed three shuttles carrying
i nvadi ng troops, and two of their aerospace fighters. But neither our ground- or
space- based systens were able to destroy or seriously damage any of the New
Spartan ships, and we | ost one of our two ships in the initial assault, and the
other was damaged so severely that it had to, ah, |leave the area to effect
repairs and had not returned as of the tine ny vessel junped to Q space.”

"How many ground troops did Elysium have under arns at the tine of the attack?"
the CGeneral asked.

"Approxi mately four thousand nen were on active duty, of whom perhaps eighty
percent could be called battle-ready. The rest would be support personnel and
the cadre needed to train the nilitia' s standing reserve. Those reserves were
being called to duty but were not yet organi zed and had not been put through the
two weeks' refresher training called for in our strategic planning," Berlino
said. "Qur training systemcan handle fifteen hundred at a tine, which neans it
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woul d take two nonths to fully nobilize our reserves and have themready to face
an eneny."

"So, assum ng that has continued on schedul e since your departure, there would
be about fifteen hundred of those reserves processed and trained by this time?"
the Ceneral said.

"Approximately that," Berlino conceded. "W obviously never foresaw a situation
in which we mght need the entire reserve so ... quickly. And with eneny troops
on the ground, the speed with which we can nobilize mght be, ah, seriously
conprom sed. "

And nmen pulled out of civilian jobs and put up against a professional army wth
only two weeks of training can't be counted on to be worth a hell of a lot, Lon
t hought. Confusion, heavy casualties, and rapidly deteriorating norale. They
m ght be nore of a liability than an asset.

"The situation is nmnost distressing,” Berlino continued, "and our governnent
decided that the fastest and nost efficient method of dealing wth it is to
bring in professional soldiers in sufficient nunmber to deal with the threat and
m nimze the danage to our infrastructure and people. | do, of course, have ful
authority to negotiate a contract."

"We'll have our technical people go over vyour requirenents in detail," the
General said, "but-in a prelimnary way-just what assets do you estinate you
will require fromus?"

"Since | have no way of knowing if New Sparta has put additional forces in
system we feel it necessary to bring in a force sufficient to deal with those
we know about and those who might well have been sent in as reinforcenents-say,
ei ght thousand men plus the space assets to deal with their capital ships and
aerospace fighters. | believe that would work out to two of your reginents. You
do have that many nen available for a contract at present, do you not?"

"Two full reginents of infantry, support troops-including arnor and artillery,
transports, and probably two weapons-platformships. This looks as if it will be
the largest contract the Corps has had in a decade or nore," Lon said while he
and Sara were dressing for the state dinner that evening. "If it goes through
the way it looks." He shrugged. "This early, that's not conpletely certain, but,
altogether, it <could nean nore than ten thousand nen for a mninmmof three
mont hs, with possible extensions.”

Sara stopped what she was doing and turned toward Lon. "This could be a bad one,
couldn't it?" she asked. "You'll be facing nercenaries from New Sparta, troops
every bit as professional and well trained as our nen are." Two reginents: She
knew that neant that Lon's reginent would be included, and since it was the
entire unit, he would be going al ong.

"It could be," Lon conceded with a reluctant nod. "On the other hand, it m ght
not be. The one thing we know we won't face is irrational fanaticism
Prof essionals aren't going to go into action wth a 'do or die, fight till the
|l ast man drops' nmentality. If we go in with clearly superior nunbers, establish
a solid perinmeter on the ground, and stym e their forces in orbit, it could all
be over in a relatively short period of tine. Once the conmander of the New
Spartan force sees that he's in a no-win situation, he wll look for a way to
end the conflict as quickly as possible, just as we would."

Sara sat on the edge of the bed. "What | really dislike about this is that it
will be the first tinme that you and Junior are both off on the sane contract."

Lon sat next to her and took both of her hands in his.
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"I know," he said very softly. "But you have to figure that it's unlikely that
the situation will ever cone up again. By the time 7th Regi ment gets back to the
top of the rota for reginmental contracts, |'Il probably be in Bas-conbe East
tending bar at the Wnking Eye, and Junior may well have had his fill of
mlitary life and be working a civilian job, or continuing his education. He
m ght even want to take an advanced degree on Elysium" He continued to hold her
hands. When she didn't reply, he added, "I suppose there's even a fairly good
chance this will be ny last off-world contract, even if | spend another five or
six years in the Corps. Jobs large enough to require a full colonel in conmand
just don't cone along that often.”

They sat together in silence for another minute before Sara pulled her hands
free and stood. "We'd better get busy or we'll be late to the CGeneral's dinner,"
she sai d.

"I know this is going to be bad timng for you," Lon said a nonent later. "I
wish | wasn't going to mss any of the next nonths, while you' re pregnant, but
at least 1'll be here when the baby is born, and through the holidays."

"l hope so," Sara said, too softly for Lon to hear

The state dinner at Corps headquarters was purely social, with no talk of the
pending contract or Elysiums difficulties. The conmanders of all fourteen
reginments were present with their wives, along with a few senior officers from
the headquarters staff and ancillary branches of the DMC, as well as the mayor
of Dirigent City and his wife and a few other <civilian notables. There were
toasts and short speeches. There was nusic. The food was the finest that the
chefs at Corps headquarters could provide, alnobst everything grown or raised
natural ly, not fabricated by a nanotech replicator

Chancellor Berlino dressed |less flanboyantly, in Ilight blue, but his hairdo
remai ned exaggerated. He and his conpanions received as nmuch attention as they
could handle during the cocktail hour before dinner and in the in fornal

m ngling that continued after the meal and speeches had been concl uded.

Lon and Sara got home shortly after el even o' clock that night. "I hope that hair
doesn't start a new fashion anmong the wonen here," Sara said. "It looks as if it
woul d be unconfortable, at least to sleep in."

"It won't be a fashion in the Corps," Lon said. He ran his fingers through his
own hair. He didn't keep his as short as many in the Corps did, but he knew he
woul d need two years to let his hair get |ong enough for the sort of arrangenent
the Elysian chancellor wore... and that woul d never happen

"I think the mayor's wife might try it," Sara said. "The way she stared at it.
"Bessi e Macklin?" Lon | aughed. "She's a hundred years old if she's a day."

"Don't tell her that. She'd slap your face." They both | aughed. "Bessie's kind
of nice, ina way," Sara said. "A little ponpous sonetines, but wusually quite
friendly."

"She has a great-grandson in the Corps," Lon said. "And a daughter who's younger
than Junior."

"Not younger, SsiXx months older," Sara corrected. "Six children, ni ne
grandchi I dren, and twenty-six greatgrandchildren. | think she tal ked about every
one of themthis evening." Sara put her hands over her face to hold in a |augh.
"I think Chancellor Berlino was about ready to pull that plastered hair out by
the roots before he was able to get away from her."

"That woul d have been a sight to renenber,"” Lon said. "I think if he bent his
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hair hard it would break off in huge chunks."

There was no weekend off for Lon. The contract committee net with the three
El ysian politicians twice Saturday and once Sunday. Support staff on both sides
were in al nost continuous session through the weekend. Chancellor Berlino was in
a hurry. Between open negotiating sessions, Lon spent nost of his tine either in
conference with Col onel s Ruiz and Hayl ey or reading the vol um nous docunentation
and evaluations being assenbled by the Corps' Contracts Division. Saturday
evening, it was nearly mdnight before Lon got hone.

Sara was waiting up for him
"How soon?" she asked after a quick hug and ki ss.

"Very," he said, knowing what the question referred to. "W could have a
contract ready for signatures as early as Mnday norning and ship out Thursday
or Friday. Ber-lino is extrenmely worried about the situation on Elysium and he
is conceding virtually every bargaining clause in short order."

They went to the kitchen. Lon sat at the table. Sara fixed hima drink and set
it infront of himbefore she sat. Lon closed his eyes as he drank down half the
scotch and water.

"I talked with Junior this evening," Lon said as he set the glass back down.
"He's got OD duty at 1st Battalion tonight. | told himnot to make any plans for
the next few nonths but to keep it quiet until he heard the official word."

"What did he say?" Sara asked.

' Does Mom know yet?'" Lon said, not neeting her 1look. "I told himyou had a
pretty good idea sonmething was coning up but that we didn't have anything
pl ascrete yet."

"There's no chance this will fall through?”

Lon shook his head. "I don't think so. The Elysians cane prepared w th enough
gold, platinum and transfer credits to hire twice the force we're talking
about. The transfer credits are drawn on Bucki ngham banks with the guarantee of
the Second Comonwealth. They've also brought diversion orders for other
materials we don't produce on Dirigent-shipnents that will cone here instead of
to Elysium™

"It sounds as if they're desperate," Sara said. Lon nodded. "Could it be that
Berlino knows the situation is nmuch worse than he's admitted to?"

A weak smle nickered across Lon's face. "That's the sort of thing we expect on
any contract, but nmy own guess is that his evaluation was closer than nost, as
of the tine he left Elysian space. And he hasn't tried to hide the fact that he
expects to leamthat the situation has gotten worse since he left."

"What happens if you get there and find that the war is over, that Elysium has
been conquered and occupi ed?"

"W evaluate the situation. |If it appears that we have an edge on the New
Spartans in nen and nmateriel, we go in and start the work of liberating Elysium
If it appears that we are outnunbered, we wait for additional nmanpower from
Dirigent-a third regiment and one or two additional battle cruisers." He paused.
"I't's been sonmething like sixty years since the last tinme the Corps nounted a
three-regi ment contract, and there's never been one |arger than that."

At 1023 hours, Monday, January 8, A D. 2830, the contract between El ysium and
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Dirigent was signed in the chamber of the Council of Reginents, five ninutes
after that body voted to accept the terns that the contract committee had
negoti ated. The |argest deploynment of Corps personnel in twelve years would
begin seventy-five hours | ater

6

Lon briefed his battalion commanders and executive officers as well as conpany
commanders and his senior staff officers Mnday afternoon, inmediately after
lunch. The conference room across the hall from his office in reginmenta

headquarters was crowded. The order to release nen fromduty for the next three
days had already gone out, so everyone knew that the subject of this briefing
was the contract.

"Thursday afternoon we leave for Elysium" Lon said w thout preanble once he
came into the room Wile others were eating, he had been nmaking notes for this
briefing. "This is probably the |argest contract any of us here have been on ..

or will be onin our careers. The initial deploynent will be two conplete
reginents, ours and 15th, along wth the heavy-weapons battalions of both
reginents, battle cruisers carrying two squadrons of the new Shrike Il fighters,
and several freighters to carry nmunitions and other supplies. Colonel Hayl ey
will be in overall command of the contract, and | wll serve as second-in
command. Dependi ng on what we find when we arrive, there are circunstances in
which a third regi ment mght be added to the force. There will be an operational
briefing for senior officers at Corps headquarters Thursday norning. That wll
be battalion COs and XOs and senior staff. By that tinme you should be famliar
with all of the background data available.”" He gave them the file codes.

"Naturally, we will have to wait to see what we find when we energe from our
final Qspace transit in Elysiumis systembefore we can settle on a fina

depl oynent plan. The information we have will be nore than a nonth out of date
by then and the situation on the ground could be ... just about anything. One
thing we know is that we are going to be facing professionals, nercenaries from
New Sparta, and twenty days ago they had a reginent or nore on the ground, with
all of the backup from aerospace fighters that we would use in simlar
circumstances. We need to keep that in mnd. W're not going to be facing
amat eurs, but well-equipped, well-trained career soldiers.

"The contract is open-ended, but if it lasts nmore than six nonths, 7th and 15th
can expect to be relieved by other units." Except in the npost extraordinary
circunstances, the Corps tried to limt a unit's continuous contract time to six
mont hs-seven months, including the transit tine in each direction. "Because of
the opposition, |I think we had better all hope that the contract does not | ast
that | ong.

"You will find detailed information and maps of Elysiumin the briefing files,
but I'Il give you a few basics.” This was the point where Lon had to start
referring to his notes. "The planet is slightly snaller than either Dirigent or
Earth, surface gravity .956 Earth Standard, not enough less to be significant.
The total population is about fifteen mllion, of whom approximtely three
hundred t housand are students drawn from perhaps a hundred different worlds. The
| argest concentration of people is in and around University Cty, which is the
pl anetary capital in addition to being the location of the main canpus of
El ysi um Uni versity. The population of the netropolitan area is roughly three
mllion. There are two other netro areas with popul ations topping one nmllion, a
hal f dozen with at |least half a mllion. The rest of the popul ace is spread out
in smaller cities, towns, and rural areas.

"There are three primary continents. Eighty percent of the inhabitants 1live on
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At hens. Mst of the remminder live on Ronme, with just a few scattered research
outposts on the continent the Elysians call Carthage.

"Athens, and nore particularly University City, is the focus of the New Spartan
attack, or-to be nore accurate-was the focus as of the time the Elysian
del egation left on its way here. University City has to be the focus of any
attack. Essentially, whoever controls it controls the world. The government is
there, the wuniversity, the center of its comunications nets, and nore than
thirty percent of the planet's industrial capacity, including several of its
primary research and devel opnent | aboratories.

"University City is located near the west coast of Athens, about sixty miles
fromthe ocean, prinmarily on the north shore of the river the initial colonists
called the Styx, an allusion to «classical nythology for those of you who might
not have encountered it before. There are two bridges across the river serving
University City and the few sections and suburbs on the south shore, which may
or may not still be intact. The Elysians were debating whether to blowthe
bri dges when the chancellor and his party left. The New Spartans | anded forces
on both sides of the river, outside the netropolitan area."”

Lon talked for another ten mnutes, then disnissed his officers. The briefing
woul d nove down the ranks, with conpany comranders telling their platoon |eaders
and seni or nonconms. Except for those nen who might have already |left base for
their three free days before depl oynent, everyone in the regi mnent woul d know t he
basics of the contract wthin an hour. A few officers stayed to ask questions
afterward, but those were related to preparing for departure, not about the
m ssion itself. Lon passed the questions to his executive officer, Tefford Ives,
and retreated to his office across the hall.

Alone, finally, Lon noticed that his hands were trenbling. He had started
sweating hal fway through the briefing, and the tenperature in the conference
room coul d not have been the cause. He stood just inside his office, |ean ing
back agai nst the door, taking deep breaths, trying to rel ax.

It's too soon to get tied in knots over this contract, he told hinself. The
ni ght mares had started com ng after himFriday night, as soon as it was apparent
that this would be a two-reginent contract, that he-and his son-woul d be going.
Finally, he had resorted to sleep patches to keep the dreans fromsurfacing and
di sturbing his nights ... but nothing could keep the thoughts away when he was
awake.

|'ve been away fromaction too long. The last time 1 cane under fire was

the second Bancroft contract, before |I nade colonel. He took a deep breath and
moved to his desk. He sat, but not for long. After less than a minute he got up
and went to | ook out the window. There's no reason to think you 'Il cone under

eneny fire this tine. Not yet. But Junior would be a lot closer to action. As a
pl at oon | eader, he would likely be on the front line of any conbat. That was the
real source of Lon's nightnmares now.

How could I come home and tell Sara and Angle that Junior had been killed? In

all the nightmares-asleep and awake-he had never found an answer to that
quest i on.
The general Corps policy that everyone should have seventy-two hours' |eave

prior to shipping out on a contract could not apply to a reginental commander.
When a battalion shipped out, the necessary preparatory work could be conducted
by reginent. Wen the entire regi nent was going, only so nmuch of the preparation
could be handled by the civilian staff, the people who would not be going, and
by Corps headquarters. Lon and his senior staff officers had to be available to
make decisions, to see that necessary steps were taken, to nake sure there were
no snags that could delay the departure. The ships and supplies. Additiona
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i nformati on about the contract. One afternoon was not |ong enough for all of the
conferences. Lon did not |leave his office wuntil after five o'clock Monday
afternoon, and planned to be back at eight the next norning.

"A contract this bigis a logistics nightmare," Lon told Sara at supper that
evening. He winced a little over the final word. "Dirigent is going to be short
on ships and soldiers until units get back fromsonme of the current contracts. A
coupl e of battalions of men who should still be on training routine are going to
have to nove to planetary defense assignments early to cover the gaps." He gave
a laughing snort. "This is one of those rare tines when we've got as many nen
off on contract as we like to have. Even a little nore once our two regiments
| eave. For the next couple of weeks, at |least, we won't be able to send out nore
than a single battalion on contract, and even that would strain our resources.”

"Anything else in the offing right now?" Sara asked.
"Not that | know of."

"Then it doesn't make nmuch difference, does it? You all must have taken that
into account when the Council accepted the contract."

"Yes. But if the situation is bad on Elysiumwhen we get there and we have to
call inathird reginment, it could be dammed hard to find ships to nove them
We're going to have to be awfully picky about accepting any other contracts
until we know what the situation is on Elysiumand get the word back here."

"Don't borrow trouble," Sara said, knowi ng that her words would have no effect.
"I't'Il be a nonth before you get there and have tinme to send a nessage rocket
back. There nust be enough contracts over or nearly over to get the situation in
hand. "

"Theoretically."” Lon shrugged and pushed his plate away, even though he had
eaten al nost nothing. He had started with little appetite and had lost that. "If
everyone gets back on schedule. [If none of the units got torn up too bad. |If,
if."

"The Corps isn't going to | eave anyone hangi ng, Lon. You know that."

He sighed. "l've got five thousand nmen |'m responsible for, Sara, |lives and
wel | -being as well as how they perform |'ve got to think about anything that
m ght possibly go wong, |ook for ways to deal with ... whatever happens."

A mllion details to keep track of. Ten mllion things that could go wong. Lon
sat in front of the conplink in his home study-the study was one of the perks of
the house he rated as a full colonel. It was past eleven o' clock Monday night,
and Lon was tired. He had been snothering yawns for an hour. Sara had just gone
to bed. Angie had gone to bed hours earlier

Bed. That's where | should be, Lon told hinself, but he did not nove. It wasn't
just that he still had a |lot of data he needed-or at |east wanted-to review. Nor
was it the inertia of atired man. Bed. Sleep. Nightnmares. Lon did not like to
rely on sleep patches all the time, but he knew a patch would be the only way to
keep the nightnares away, the only way to get restful sleep with a conbat
contract com ng up.

More than once this night he had thought, / don't have to go to Elysium | could
retire now and that would be that. There would be talk, but ny record is good.
But that would not end the nightmares. Junior would still be going on this
contract. There was no way to talk himout of staying in the Corps. For now. Two
combat contracts had taken the fantasy out of soldiering for Junior but had not
robbed himof his desire to be a soldier... to continue being a soldier, and he
seenmed excited by the size of the Elysiumcontract.
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He's good, probably better than | was at his age, Lon conceded, but he had seen
too many good soldiers die to take any confort from that. G rcunstances and
conditions. One brief |apse of judgnent. Bad | uck

I have to believe Junior has a better chance with me in command than with anyone
el se running the reginment. In the end, it cane down to that. No matter who ni ght
get the reginment next, Tefford Ives or one of the battalion conmanders, Lon
still thought he could do a better job.

Lon squeezed his eyes shut for a monent, then blinked several tines and tried to
focus on the conplink screen. He clicked the NEXT tab and stared at the first
screen of the next file on his queue: "Flora and Fauna of the Western District
of Athens, Elysium" a thesis on the ecology of the area, including the inpact
of inported Terran species. The Corps had unusually detailed and up-to-date
information on the world of Elysium nost of it highly reliable. There were
fairly frequent contacts between the two worlds-as a result of students going to
study at the nbst renowned university off-Earth, as well as industrial deals
with Elysiums R& corporations. And Chancellor Berlino had brought along
ext ensi ve dat abase wupdates that had been integrated into the data the Corps
al ready had.

He only scanned this file, |looking for key words such as "toxic," "dangerous,"
and "predator"-plants and aninals that m ght pose a hazard to peopl e-gl ancing
qui ckly at photographs. Key entries could be studied in nore depth later, on the
journey to Elysium There were no snakes-one of his routine checks-but there
were several carnivorous lizards, two poi sonous species and one that was | arger
than the extinct Konobdo dragons of Earth. The O ympic Dragon, the name of the
El ysian variety, was warm bl ooded and known to reach as many as eighteen feet in
Il ength and nore than two tons in weight. The entry said that they were "rare" in
the vicinity of University City but did not quantify their nunbers. Lon flagged
the entry so his officers and noncons would be sure to see it. He shook his
head. That's all we need, l|izards big enough to eat a man in one gulp.

Trees whose bark could produce a nasty rash; a flowering plant that triggered
allergic reactions in 3 percent of humans exposed to it, and anaphylactic shock
in 1 1/2 percent of those who were sensitive to it. Lon keyed that entry to the
reginment's senior medical officer. In transit, the health mai ntenance systens of
every man woul d have to be upgraded to deal with the threat.

Lon continued to scroll through the file until he started to doze, nodding off
as the lines of print clinbed the conplink screen. He jerked his head up and
bli nked rapidly several tinmes, then yawned-his eyes watering.

"I can't do nuch nore tonight," he said softly, then yawned again. But he
stretched and turned his attention to the screen once nore. He rubbed his eyes
and tried to focus, scrolling back a hundred lines to nmake certain he had m ssed
not hing inportant. Twenty mnutes |ater he dozed off a second time and didn't
awake until his chin hit his chest. He stared at the screen then, hardly aware
that there were words on it.

After several mnutes he pushed his chair back and stood, not even bothering to
put the conplink console in standby node. The room|ights went out when he left.
There was no help for it: He had to go to bed, and sleep

The last thing Lon did before he lay down was to stick a four-hour sleep patch
on his neck. It was well past one o'clock, so he could not afford to use a
| onger-duration patch. The medi cati on worked qui ckly, and knocked hi m out before
he had time to start a newround of futile worrying. For four hours he slept
deep and dreaml ess, but as soon as the patch wore off, the dreans started to
intrude. At first, his sleeping mnd was troubled only by vague inmages, a
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growi ng sense of foreboding. Soon, however, the nightnmare that had been doni nant
the past couple of nights forced itself forward. He saw hinself kneeling on sone
unidentifiable battlefield, holding the broken and dead body of his son, the
boy's blood covering both of them Dreamsobs seenmed to bring real physica
di sconfort, but the nightrmare progressed. Lon felt hinself being riddled with
bullets, feeling each inpact, seeing each wound and the bl ood spurting from it.
But Lon did not die in his nightnmares. He was denied that escape. He saw hinself

| ooki ng out of a trauma tube still-somehow hol ding his dead son. He woul d not be
abl e to escape his final excruciating duty, that of going honme to tell his wife
and daughter that he had failed to keep Junior alive. It's your fault! Your

fault! his mnd screaned at him over and over, |ouder and | ouder

No! NO "NO" The screaned denials in his nightmare finally escaped his lips ..
at their loudest. Lon woke al nost as quickly as Sara did.

"It's just a dream" she said, |leaning over him one hand on his shoul der,
gripping firmy. She could feel the way Lon was shaki ng, al nost out of control,
the way he might have wth an extrenely high fever. He was also sweat i ng
profusely. "Just a dream" Sara was used to Lon's troubled nights, though he
al nrost never shared his nightmares wth her. They cane-nbst often when a
contract was near, or expected, or in the first nights after he returned from a
conbat contract-and then they went away ... until the next tinme. She kept her
hand on his arm until the trenbling faded and sone senblance of recognition
appeared in Lon's eyes. He was gulping in air, his eyes openin a wide stare,
only slowy able to focus on Sara.

"A bad one?" Sara asked, her voice barely a whisper next to his ear. Lon closed
his eyes, then opened themagain. H's heart started to slow toward normal, but
he continued to breathe deeply, greedily, for another mnute before he was able
to reply.

"A bad one." He took in one controlled deep breath, then rolled onto his back,
| ooking up at Sara. "Wiat tine is it?"

She gl anced at the clock. "A few mnutes to six."

Once nore, he closed his eyes briefly, working to control his body. Wen he
opened his eyes, he said, "Time for me to get up, anyway. | need to get to the
office as early as | can today. There's still a lot to do before we |eave."

"The work will get done even if you're a little late. You' re pushing yourself
too hard. You've got a good staff. Ease up a little before ..." She couldn't
find a way to finish the sentence. She didn't have to. Lon could put a variety
of endings to it.

"I"'mresponsible for my reginent. | can't delegate that. It goes with the pips."
Lon sat up, then stood. That was easier than continuing the conversation

A driver from8th Regiment picked Lon up and took himto his office. To allow
all of 7th's enlisted personnel and junior officers their allotted three days
of f before the contract, a dozen people had been borrowed from 8th. That was a
routine courtesy in the Corps.

Regi mental headquarters was busy, but not nearly as busy as it would have been
wi t hout the pending contract. Most of Lon's senior staff officers were in before
he arrived Tuesday norning. They had the civilian staff and tenporary help from
8th hard at work well before the usual start of the workday at 0800 hours.

Lon went straight to his office. Wth Jereny Howel|l off, Lon had to brew his own
coffee. While that was in the works, Lon turned his conmplink on and scrolled
through the list of nessages that had been |ogged in since he had |ast checked
from honme the night before. There were half a dozen he would have to read right
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away, so he sat down and started ... tried to start. Halfway through the first
message, though, he pushed away from his desk, stood, and wal ked to the w ndow.

He stared out at the regi mental parade ground-virtually deserted. There woul d be
no formations wuntil it was time to nuster the reginent for the ride across
Dirigent City to the spaceport Thursday afternoon. Elysium Contract. Fighting.
Prof essional s. The words clicked in Lon's head, but there was no continuity, no
expansion. His mnd felt nunb, rejecting work. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying
to force concentration. It didn't help. Mnutes passed before he realized that
his coffee had finished brewing. He poured hinself a cup and drank it black, so
hot it nearly scal ded his tongue.

After he enptied the cup, Lon set it down and went back to his conplink. Instead
of continuing to work at the overni ght nessages, he nmade a call.

"Doc, you have a few minutes for ne this norning?" he asked when a face appeared
on the screen.

There was only a brief hesitation before the man on the other end of the cal
nodded. "I'Il be right there. Colonel."

Maj or Dan Nornman had been 7th Reginment's SMO, senior nedical officer, for a
dozen years. Despite the sophistication of nanotech health maintenance inplants
and the efficiency of trauma tubes, the |long-standing predictions that highly
trai ned physicians would "soon" be redundant had not cone true. The conputerized
equi pnent that dealt with physical problens had to be updated periodically,
especially since new worlds were being opened up every year with new toxins and
di seases. There were rare cases, nostly neurological, where HMSes and trauma
tubes were not entirely sufficient wthout guidance froma human specialist. And
every physician was now, by definition, an expert in treating psychiatric
di sorders, particularly those that were not caused by chemnical inbal ances.

In civilian practice, where the physician's primary function was delivering
babi es, one doctor per one hundred thousand peopl e was consi dered adequate ..
except on newer colony worlds, where birthrates were generally extrenely high
In the Dirigent Mercenary Corps there was one physician for each regiment and
one for each ship in the fleet. A reginental SMO did not function al one, though
Each battalion had seven nedical technicians assigned to its headquarters
detachnent, and there were also two medtechs attached to every |ine conpany.
They were qualified to performbasic nedical tasks to stabilize casualties
conditions, operate trauma tubes, and adm nister updates to individual HVBes. I|n
addition, every nman in the Corps received training in conbat first aid-the
techni ques needed to keep a wounded soldier alive until he could be put in a
trauma tube or treated by a nedtech. Anong colony worlds not affiliated wth
ei ther Conmon wealth or Confederation, perhaps only Elysiumhad a better nedica
school than Dirigent.

Maj or Norman reached Lon's office in less than two mnutes. The SMOwas in his
early forties, black hair and eyes, trimand athletic. He was one of the best
tennis players in the Corps.

"I've been expecting a call fromyou, Lon,
of fi ce door behind him

the mpjor said after he closed the

"Have a seat." Lon gestured at the enpty chair at the side of his desk. "Am|I
that predictabl e?"

Nor man shrugged. "I've been treating you for nmost of the |ast decade, Lon, and

know your nedical history back to the day you joined the Corps. |If there was
ever a situation designed to aggravate your anxieties, this would be it. The
whol e reginment is going out on a major contract. Your son will be going along.
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And your wife is pregnant.” |In garrison, the senior nedical officers al so
staffed the base hospital and dealt with dependents as well as soldiers. "By the
way, congratul ations."

Lon squinted, and shook his head mldly. "To tell the truth. Doc, |'ve been so
upset over the nightmares and all, that the pregnancy really hasn't sunk in
yet."

"You're exhausted because you're afraid to go to sleep at night. The only
hal fway decent sleep you do get is wth a patch, which affects the body's
chemi cal bal ance, especially when you use themfrequently. The nightnmares drain
you and wake you soon after a patch wears off. In addition, you have all the
nornmal stresses of any commander readying his unit for a conbat contract. You're
probably not eating decently either. Have | nissed anything?"

"I"'mnot getting nmy work done. My nind just mutinies, like this nmorning when
came in. | couldn't even deal with my nmail. | just had to get up and go stare
out the window. |'mnot thinking straight. | can't concentrate. | can't get the
worries out of nmy head. The way I'm going, |I'mafraid I'l| be a basket case by
the time we get to Elysium and | can't afford that, even though I'm not going
to be in overall commuand on the contract. There's too much to do between here
and there." <-

"Ckay, Lon, we've been through this before, so you know the routine. "I'll start

by running a chemical assay to see how badly you ve nanaged to get your brain
chem cal s out of whack and nake sure there are no anonalies that might indicate
an organi c probl emyour HVS hasn't been able to diaghose and treat. Then we'll|
talk. Mostly, you'll talk and I'Il listen. I'Il ask a few questions and maybe
spout a few platitudes you' ve heard before. Then we'll see where we are and what
we need to do next."

Lon nodded. Norman pulled a small black case fromhis trouser pocket and opened
it. He extracted a nmedpatch about a quarter inch in dianeter fromthe case and
peel ed the backing from the adhesive side. The patch went high on Lon's neck,
over the spine, just below his hairline. Norman snoothed it in place, then took
out a portable conplink and spent half a mnute keying instructions. By the tine
he had finished, the nanoagents in the patch had established comruni cations with
the nol ecul ar conputers that regulated Lon's HVS and were beginning to feed out
strings of nunbers and chem cal fornulas.

"Ckay, Lon. Tell ne about the |latest dreans,” Dr. Nornman said, setting his
conmplink on the edge of the desk, where he could continue to nonitor it.

There were no outside interruptions. Lon had set his conplink to take mnessages
but not to signal any calls, and he had told the duty sergeant downstairs that
he was not to be interrupted for anyone |less than the General. Lon talked-wth
assorted pronpts and comments from Dan Norrman-for nearly two hours. Norman took
a final reading of the nunbers on his conplink screen, then renoved the patch
fromLon's neck and tossed the patch in the trash can

"Wel [ ?" Lon asked. Although it was January and the tenperature in the office was
kept at seventy-two degrees, he had been sweating through nost of the ordeal

"Your brain chemstry is the worst |'ve ever seen it, Lon," the doctor said.
"And your blood is al nost outside normal parameters. Miuch nmore and |'d suspect
multiple mal functions in your HVS controllers . . . and that doesn't happen
You're not going to Iike what | have to say, but it isn't a suggestion. You and
| are going to | eave here together. Tell your sergeant that you'll be back after
lunch and can't be reached. We're going to the hospital and I'"mgoing to stick
you in a trauma tube-"
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"What ?" Lon shout ed.

"You heard ne. In a trauma tube. | suspect that it will only be for two hours or
alittle nore, but that's up to the tube. If you're going to lead 7th Regi nent
on this contract, we've got to get your body-and your head-back in ... bal ance
as quickly as possible. Wile you're in the tube, I'll have the |ab prepare
speci al medpatches for you to use wuntil just before we make our |ast Q space
transit en route to Elysiumsleep patches that will guarantee you eight ful

hours of undisturbed sleep every night, wth added agents calculated to make
certain your chem stry stays as close to proper bal ance as we can nanage. W'l

al so spend an hour or two together like this each day, and-depending on your
progress-there m ght be another tube session before that final Q space transit."

"Doc, with all the work that has to be done between now and Elysium | don't
have that nmuch tinme to waste. |I'Il get by, the way | always have."

"Lon, | told you it wasn't a suggestion," Norman said, his voice getting softer
al nost a whisper. "You'll have to nmeke tinme. Either we do this ny way or
report you nedically unfit for depl oynent and you stay behind."

Lon noved his gaze fromthe doctor to the top of his desk. He didn't speak,
though he wanted to shout protests. He knew that the doctor's threat was not
idle, and he al so knew the potential consequences. It could mean the end of his
career. Maybe that would be the easy way out, he thought.

"You're not the first conmander to suffer this sort of problem Lon," Nornman
said. "You mght be surprised to | eam just how comopn it is. It's sonething we
can handle, but I've got to have your full cooperation or | can't let you

command on a conbat contract. It's that sinple."

Slowy, Lon nodded. "We'Ill do it your way. Doc." |If | do Ileave the Corps, it
can't be this way, he told hinself.

7

When 7th Reginent fell in at 1300 hours Thursday, only one man was missing from
the formation. H s bus had been damaged by a | andsli de between Rai nbow Falls and
the airport, and he had mssed his flight back to base. He would, however,
arrive intinme to leave with his battalion. Rainbow Falls was a popular resort,
and it had frequent shuttle service. The later flight he had caught would arrive
at Dirigent City's public aerospaceport twenty mnutes before the convoy of
buses carrying the regi nent was due to | eave base. He would join his unit at the
port.

Lon took the nanning reports fromhis battalion comanders, then dism ssed the
troops-sending them back to barracks to conplete their preparations for
depl oynent. When they fell out again, in ninety mnutes, it would be to board
the buses. The reginent's heavy equi pnent, nostly the self-propelled guns and
rocket | aunchers of the Heavy Wapons Battalion, had already been ferried up to
the ships. The personal baggage of the troops would be going up to the ships
shortly.

"They | ook good. Col onel," Lieutenant Col onel Ives said. "Raring to go." He knew
that Lon had been seeing the SMO, and-1i ke nost of the people who cane in close
contact with the commander-he had been able to tell that Lon was having sone

kind of difficulties. Seeing inprovement in his boss was a major relief to Ives.

Lon grunted. "Contract pay and the chance for a big bonus at the end, Tefford.
think that's how we developed the tradition of giving the nen three days off
before a contract, so they could go out and blow all their noney and be | ooking
forward to earning extra."
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Ives | aughed. "Wyuldn't surprise me a bit. O course, it could be that they just
want to bathe in the intelligence of all the eggheads on Elysium"”

Lon grinned and shook his head. "I only w sh smarts rubbed off that easily,
Teff. We could rotate everyone in the Corps through Elysium a battalion at a
time, starting fromthe top. Make life a lot sinmpler for all of us." That

nmor ni ng, Lon had conceded to Doc Nornman that he felt better-"al nost one hundred
percent,"” was how he put it, followed by a suggestion that perhaps they could
forget about the rest of the course of treatnment the SMO had prescribed. Norman
had | aughed and suggested that the rest of the treatnent would renpbve the
"almost." Lon still had his worries-about Junior and about not failing his nen
but he was managing themwi th | ess stress than before.

The ni ght before, an MR-nessage rocket-had arrived in-systemfrom El ysium The
news the MR carried was nixed, but nore good than bad. The New Spartan
mercenari es had destroyed all of Elysiumis orbiting conmrmunications satellites
and its fighters had interdicted all air travel between cities, but fighting on
the ground had slackened off considerably in the four days following the
departure of Chancellor Beriino fromthe system In the twenty-four hours before
the launch of the MR there had been only a few small skirm shes between the
El ysi an defense force and the invaders. The nercenaries on the ground had noved
to cut off all major routes into University City, stopping the flow of fresh
produce and neat from the outlying farmng districts, but that could not be
called a real siege because the residents were, of course, able to fall back on
replicators. Even if the siege could be total, it would take years before
inefficiencies in the replicator systemcould cause serious shortages of raw
materials for the nanotech assenbl ers.

"It could nean that they were waiting for reinforcenments,” Lon had told his
staff and battalion commanders during a working lunch. "That nakes nore sense
than to think that they' re just padding their contract, addi ng unnecessary days
to the job. They certainly weren't hired just for minor harassment operations
unless it's just another schene to get the Elysians to submit to the CHW Put
the threat on the ground, then give themtime to get frightened enough to accept
what ever terms Union wants to grant."

"If it's that," Tefford Ives had said, "it could be a break for us. According to
Chancel lor Beriino, the CHWdidn't have a representative on Elysiumat the tine
of the attack. That would nean that the mercenaries would have instructions to
wait | ong enough for an exchange of MRs, and we might alnost be there by the
time they quit waiting."

"What if the governnent of Elysiumgives up before we get there?" Vel Gsternman,
now a |ieutenant colonel and conmanding the reginent's 2nd Battalion, asked.
"Beriino is only the nunber two nman. The president might have decided not to
wait."

"I don't think that's likely," Lon said. He shrugged. "If something like that
does happen, then we've got ourselves a nonth's cruise, paid for in advance

and then sone. | don't think anyone will conplain too loudly." Certainly not ne,
he had t hought.

The Dirigent Mercenary Corps had developed a ritual- alnpbst a spectacle-for
sending troops off on contract. Although there was a nore than adequate
aer ospaceport on base, used to transport equipnment and baggage to the ships,
departing troops were bused through Dirigent City to the civilian port across
town. When they returned fromcontract, they would conme back the same way,
paraded through the city ... unless they failed to fulfill their contract. Then
they would cone in through the port on base.
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The dead al ways cane home that way.

Wth two regi nents going out, the bus drivers had a hectic afternoon, taking one
load to the port and then hurrying back for the next. Cvilian traffic in the
city remained snarled throughout. Two regi ments al so neant nore noi se than usua
in the city because of the nunmber of shuttles taking troops up to their ships.
The civilian port was well away fromthe nost heavily popul ated districts of
Dirigent Cty, and the traffic patterns had been designed to mnimze
overflights, but there was still the noise of jets and rockets, especially when
the shuttles went supersonic. It was no secret how nmany nen were |eaving, and
the nore soldiers who worked off-world contracts, the nore noney woul d be
filtering back through the | ocal econony.

Col onel Hay ley and his headquarters staff were in the first shuttle that took
off. Lon and his staff would be in the last. The troops of 15th Reginent started
moving from base ninety mnutes before 7th Reginent was nustered for the
depl oynent. By the time Lon received the final manning reports in the reginenta
area, the buses had arrived to take 1st Battalion to the port, and the buses to
handl e the rest of the reginent arrived at less than ten-mnute intervals.

"It amazes ne that we can get this nany people deployed all at once," Lieutenant
Col onel lves told Lon while they were waiting for the staff car that would take
themto the port. "Two reginents strain the systemal nost to the breaking point.
Three woul d be a logistical nightmare. They'd al nbst have to hold one back a few
hours to get anything acconplished."

"This is all for show, Teff," Lon said. "It would have made a | ot nore sense to
send one reginment up this norning and the other now, or afternoon and evening,
space things out one way or the other. But thisis all to make sure the
civilians really feel the size of the deployment. Rub their faces in it. 'Look

what we're doing for you.' Hell, if we had four reginents going out together
they'd still try to do it all at once. Besides, two reginents going out on an
open-ended contract is a big deal. You know how rare a job this size is. The

El ysi um contract dammed near ensures a budget surplus for the year, even if we
get the mssion acconplished in only three nonths."

"As long as we cone out on top," lves said. "W' ve never gone head-to-head wth
New Sparta on a large contract."

The parade through Dirigent City had been going on so long that few people on
the streets paid any attention to the final buses or the staff car that carried
Lon and his executive officer. It nmight take a little time before the <civilians
realized that the show was over. The enpty buses would return to base by a nore
circuitous route, avoiding the main boul evard connecti ng base and port.

Lon didn't give the passersbhy nuch attention either. He was thinking about Sara
and Angi e, and the baby who wouldn't be born for seven nonths. If this contract
was extended, if 7th and 15th Reginments put in a full six nmonths on Elysium
there was a chance that the baby would be born before Lon got hone. A snall
chance, assumng | get home at all, Lon thought.

For the nonent. Junior did not occupy rmuch of his father's thoughts. Junior had
come to the house the evening before, spent the night before deploynent with the
famly. Junior had been somewhat nore subdued than before his previous
contracts, but not overtly nervous or apprehensive about the nission

Sara had been quiet and supportive, as always-watching Lon to see how he was
handling the situation-but restrained, both with her husband and their son

Angi e had been visibly upset, though she had tried to hide her enotions. Lon's
departures had | ong bothered her, and now she had to say good-bye to her brother
as well, with no guarantee that either of themwould return. Angie did not know
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that her father had heard her tell Sara, "I'll never marry a soldier. | couldn't
stand it year after year, not knowing if he'd cone hone." That's the smart way,
Lon had thought at the tinme, suspecting that she woul d change her mind, perhaps
many tines, before she narried.

Lon's comand shuttle was waiting near the nilitary terminal building. The
shuttles of his 4th Battalion were just taking off. The shuttles of the Heavy
Weapons Battalion would followin three mnutes. That would | eave only the three
craft that would <carry Lon, his staff, and the reginental headquarters and
service conpany. There had been no traffic tie-up in the air. The port's
controllers were efficient.

"We'd better get aboard," Lon told Ives. They were the only two who hadn't
boarded; their shuttle was the only one that had not yet "buttoned up" for the
ascent. The command shuttle's crew chief was standing in the one open hatch,

waiting to seal it as soon as the last two officers got aboard. The two nen
wal ked toward the hatch, not obviously hurrying. "I'mgoing to ride up front
with the pilots,” Lon said as they noved up the ranp and past the crew chief

into the shuttle.

The armada that had been gathered to take the two reginents to Elysiumwaited in
a circular formation roughly two hundred miles above Dirigent, several hundred
mles south and nore than a thousand mles east of Dirigent City. Mst of the
shi ps woul d have been visible fromthe ground in daylight, but they were over
deserted ocean and the desert that occupied much of the southeastern district of
the world's primary continent.

There were ten of the new Raptor-class troop transports, each nore than seven
mles long and half a mle in dianeter at the point of their greatest thickness.
Each could carry a battalion of soldiers along with their equi pment and supplies
for nmore than four nonths, in nore confort than the ol der Dragon-class ships
coul d manage. Three converted Dragons acconpanied the fleet to carry additiona
supplies and nunitions, including Long Snake, which had carried Lon on many
contracts over the years. The heavy weapons of the two reginents were on Patton
and Romel, along with their nechanics and crews. Aganemmon and Odysseus each
carried a squadron of Shrike Il aerospace fighters. Sidon, the snmallest ship in
the arnmada, would be used primarily as a courier vessel, alternating duty wth
Tyre, which would not be acconpanying this task force, traveling between
Dirigent and Elysiumon a nonthly schedule ... or nore frequently, as dictated
by conditions on Elysium The two smaller ships would carry nmessages, suppli es,
and-if needed-bring hone casualties who needed extended regeneration and
rehabilitation treatnent, and take replacenments to Elysium

Lon sat in the cockpit of his shuttle, behind and slightly above the two pilots,
and wat ched as they noved toward rendezvous with Col den Eagle, the ship he would
be riding. The entire fleet was visible, even though night had arrived on the
surface of Dirigent below it. Lights were visible on the ships-navigation
mar kers and open shuttle hangars. Over Dirigent there was no need for the
darkness of stealth conditions. |In any case, the Raptor-class ships were so
|large that stealth was a relative concept. Wthin nornmal operating distances
froma planet they could be seen from the ground during daylight hours and
occulted a significant arc of space after dark

"Quite a show, ain't it. Colonel?" Captain Art Felconi, Lon's pilot, said as he
started to move the command shuttle into line for its rendezvous with Golden
Eagle. "I know 1've never seen anything like this in the ten years |'ve been
flying these bugs for the Corps."

"Quite a show i ndeed. Nobody's seen a show like this in along tine. Art," Lon
said. Felconi had been "his" pilot since Lon had assuned conmand of 2nd
Battalion, and had noved along with himto reginent. There were still a few
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shuttles visible ahead of them rendezvousing with their ships. Mdst were
already secure in their hangars, their passengers noved out to shipboard
quarters. "Been a dozen years since there was anything close to this. It may be
anot her dozen years, or nore, before it happens again." Long after | hang up ny
pi ps, Lon thought.

"I''"'m handing control over to Golden Eagle now, sir," Felconi said. "I show a
|l ock on rempte. The | aunchmaster has the con. All we have to do is sit back and
l et her drag us in."

"Just don't take a nap," Lon said, leaning forward against the straps of his
safety harness to tap the pilot on the shoulder. "I feel a |lot better with a
good pair of hands at the controls here, just in case."

"You and ne both. Colonel," Felconi said with a laugh. "I always stay ready."
The pilot did not take his eyes fromthe nonitors in front of him and his hands
al ways renai ned near the controls, ready to override Gol den Eagle's |aunchnaster
if he thought it necessary. The odds were against that happening, but Art
Pel coni was an al nost obsessively cautious man.

Lon | eaned back. Al mpbst unconsciously, he gripped the arnrests of his seat nore
firmy, though it was not the death grip he had achieved the first fewtines he
had ridden in a shuttle cockpit. This was a routine naneuver. Mshaps were
vani shingly rare, fewer than one per hundred thousand dockings, and nost of
those produced no casualties. The shuttle decelerated, quickly at first, then
more slowmy, finally coming to a stop-relative to Golden Eagle-thirty feet from
the hangar door. A boomtel escoped out fromthe top of the hangar and grappl ed
the conmand shuttle, then drewthe craft inside, turning it so it would be
facing out. Captain Felconi did not take his hands fromthe controls until the
shuttle had cone to rest and its passengers felt gravity fromthe ship's N lssen
generators. Felconi switched off the shuttle's engines and seenmed to slowy
slunmp back into his seat, finally rel axing

The hangar bay's huge clanshell doors closed in silence. The hangar was
pressuri zed, a process that took nearly three mnutes. Wen it was conplete, a
series of green lights appeared on the hangar wall and on one of the nonitors in
front of Felconi. That was followed by an announcenent fromthe | aunchmaster
that it was safe to open the hatches of the shuttle.

Only then did Lon and the crew of the shuttle unbuckle their safety harnesses
and stand. "Another uneventful hop," Felconi announced. "Just the way | like
Cem "

By the time that Lon got back to the passenger conpartnment of the shuttle his
staff was already noving onto the hangar floor, where a man fromthe ship's crew
was standing to direct them Although 7th Reginment's headquarters staff had
never depl oyed together on contract since Golden Eagle had been comm ssioned,
they had rehearsed this a half dozen tines to make certain that everyone woul d
be able to find their way around the ship. The Corps did not like to | eave
anyt hing to chance.

Lon was net at the hangar exit by the launchmaster, a |ieutenant commander from
the ship's conplenent. "Sir, the captain's conplinents," the | aunchmaster said,
saluting. "He asked ne to extend an invitation for you and your executive
officer to dine in the wardroom wth himand his departnent heads this evening
at ni neteen hundred hours."

"Thank you. Conmmander," Lon said, returning the salute. "Tell Captain Ewell that
we will be delighted to dine with him" There was no surprise to the invitation
It was a tradition in the Corps.

By 1900 hours the armada was under way, heading out-systemtoward their first Q
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space junp, five days away.

8

Accommodat i ons aboard Colden Eagle were not as |luxurious as those aboard the
best passenger liners, but they were a marked step up fromthe Dragon-class
ships, and worlds better than the extrenely cranped quarters available on Port
cl ass ships such as Tyre and Sidon, each of which could carry a single conpany
of soldiers or function as a small freighter. The inprovenment that nost
passengers appreci ated nost, however, had nothing to do with living space. The
Rapt ors escaped what had been the nmajor inconvenience of interstellar travel
O der classes of ships required passengers to be strapped in during Q space
transits because that maneuver demanded the full power of all three N lssen
generators-which provided artificial gravity as well as propul sive energy. That
meant that all activity had to be suspended three tinmes during each interstellar
journey. Raptor-class ships had a fourth N lssen, allowing themto maintain
artificial gravity even during Q space transits.

A conbination of factors had led to the inclusion of what had previously been
decried as "useless luxury." The size and cost of the latest Nilssens had
declined, making the addition of a fourth to each new ship nore practical. But
the rationale had little to do with the nonentary confort of soldiers. A fourth
Ni | ssen gave a ship an el enent of redundancy, a "spare" in case one was danmaged
during a conbat contract, allowing the ship to perhaps escape destruction
wi thout being forced to wait in hostile space until repairs could be effected.

Lon arranged to view Golden Eagle's first @ space transit of the voyage fromthe
| aunchmaster's station, one of the few |locations that offered the illusion of a
direct w ndow on space. The done-shaped protrusion boasted floor-to-ceiling
monitors giving a real-tine view outside, allow ng the launchmaster to handle
i ncom ng and outgoing shuttles as if he could actually see them The resolution
was so high that the illusion was nearly perfect. Wen he first stepped into the
chamber, Lon felt an instant of vertigo, as if he had stepped out into open
space.

"Whew! That's sonething," Lon said. There were only two other people in the
room an ensign and a petty officer. The only interior |Ilighting was nuted,
coming fromthe conplink nmonitors and various status lights on different pieces
of equiprent, all of which were arranged in the center of the room

"Yes, sir," the ensign agreed. "It gets everyone the first tine, and sone people
al ways have that kind of reaction. 1've even seen people gasp for breath, as if
they thought they stepped into a vacuum" The ensign chuckled. "By the way, sir,
we' ve got about five mnutes before Q space insertion."

Lon glanced at his watch and nodded. He had started naking his way toward the
dome as soon as the thirty-mnute warning sounded. That hadn't changed, even
though the reason for it did not exist about Raptor-class ships. Tell everyone
what's comng so it doesn't catch anyone by surprise.

"Don't expect to see much during the junp. Colonel,"” the ensign said. "It's
really not nmuch of a show. "

"I've seen it on nonitors-small nonitors-before, Ensign
to get the, ah, full effect."

Lon said. "I just want

"You will get that here, sir," the ensign said. "Best view on the ship, better
than what the skipper has on the bridge."

Lon wal ked around the center island, |ooking outward, picking out stars he could
identify, and the rockets of some of the other ships in the fleet, hot points of
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light. One minute before Q space insertion there was another warning broadcast
t hroughout Gol den Eagle. The entire arnada would junp sinmultaneously and, if
every ship's calculations were correct, energe in the sane formation at the far
end of the transit in one of the major shipping |lanes, forty light-years away.

Thirty seconds: another warning. At ten seconds, a countdown was broadcast on
the |oudspeakers: . . . Three ... two ... one. "Qspace insertion," the
| oudspeaker announced.

Under the | ast nunbers of the count, Lon had felt the ship's normal vibrations
increase markedly as the Nilssens cycled up to full power. There was no audible
sound to acconpany the vibration. The Nil ssens were in separate pods outside the
mai n hull of the ship, with the connections well insulated. The vacuum of space
carried no sound. As the voice on the | oudspeaker said "Q space insertion," the
vi ew around Lon changed instantaneously. The famliar rich star field visible
fromDirigent's systemwas replaced by a featureless, uniformlight gray. There
were no visual clues to tell the observer how far away the "horizon" was.

"A void without form" the ensign said, "like it says in the Bible. I know what
the manual s say, sir, and | had to sweat ny way through the transformationa
math in training-the basic, practical |evels, not the deep theoretical stuff-but
| can't really say | understand it. The N |lssens generate an ovoid bubble of
quant um space, a pocket universe, that is just barely larger than the ship.
Theoretically, we are tangent to every point in the 'real' universe, but we're
all alone, out of touch with that wuniverse or the sinilar Q space bubbles
hol di ng each of the other ships in the convoy. The Nilssens stress the bubble
just so for just so long and then reverse polarity, dropping us back in nornal
space however many |light-years we nmay have junped. CQur bubble wuniverse will

di sappear, cease to exist, its Big Bang and Big Crunch happening just mnutes
apart-if tinme has any real neaning in it-the only evidence that the bubble ever
existed a series of gentle gravity ripples that danp thenselves out until they

can't be detected. That's why we wait three days between transits, to make sure
the, ah, residue fromone junp doesn't affect the next."

I know the theory, Lon thought, but he just nodded, not paying much attention to
the ensign's school text recitation. Lon was too busy staring at the blank gray
surround, illum nated only by the few exterior lights CGol den Eagl e showed.

The transit did not last long; they rarely did. Two mnutes after Q space
insertion there was an announcenent that extraction would occur in thirty
seconds. Lon waited. Again there was a countdown through the last ten seconds
and then normal space blinked back into view, abruptly. The star field visible
through the done's nonitors was considerably different. GQher ships were
visible, right where they were supposed to be-as far as Lon could tell

"Thanks for the briefing. Ensign," Lon said. "An interesting show "

"G ad you're so easy to please. Colonel. Always nice to have conpany here. Don't
get many repeat custoners."

Lon kept busy during the voyage. He spent hours each day studying the database
on Elysium committing as nmuch of the nmaterial to nenory as he could
concentrating on the nost likely area of operation, the region surrounding the
capital. University City. He sketched out possible plans of attack, based on the
informati on that Chancellor Berlino had brought to Diligent, and the updates
contained in the M that had arrived just before the fleet left. Lon scanned
| arge-scal e maps, |ooking for whatever advantages of terrain mght be found.
What would | do in this circunstance, or this? Try to determ ne what the eneny
nm ght have done in the four weeks between the dispatch of that MR and the
arrival of the Dirigenters. The final plan, based on what the Dirigenters
| earned when their ships enmerged fromthe final Q space transit of the journey,
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woul d be made by Bob Hayley, but he would seek the advice of Lon, the senior
staff officers of the two reginents, and the battalion commanders, as well as
the planners in the conmbat information centers of the fleet ships.

In addition to the routines of admnistration and his planning efforts, Lon had
to reserve an hour each day for physical exercise in one of Golden Eagle's four
gymasi ums. An hour was spent with the SMO, Dan Norman. Eight hours for sleep
guaranteed by the patches that Mjor Norman had prescribed, another two hours
for eating and ot her personal necessities.

"You're doing well,"” Norman told Lon the day after the second Q space transit.
"And the reginment is holding together nicely as well."

"I"mstaying too busy to ... brood," Lon said.

"That's part of the therapy. By the way, unless sonething goes terrifically
haywire with your bl ood chemistry in the next twenty-four hours, | think we'll
be able to forget that second session in the trauma tube."

"Best news |'ve had since we left honme," Lon said. "W mght have had trouble
fitting it in, since Colonel Hayley wants a full staff neeting on Peregrine
before we make the final transit. Senior reginmental staff and all the battalion
commanders and executive officers. That could take nost of a day, with the
commute there and back." Peregrine was the ship carrying Colonel Hayley and
woul d serve as flagship for operations during the Elysiumcontract. |Its conbat
informati on center would coordinate all activities of the ships and woul d handl e
conmuni cati ons between the fleet and the force on the ground.

The three senior Elysians-Chancellor Berlino, Mnister for External Affairs
Beoch, and Treasurer Chiou-were also present for the planning session aboard
Peregrine, nmore as observers than as participants; primarily, they were there to
answer questions. The conference was held in a roomnext to CIC, in the area of
the ship between crew territory and the passenger section. There weren't enough
complink stations around the U shaped table for everyone to have a place. Staff
of ficers and seconds-in-command had seats behind their principals.

In the center of the U a three-dinensional projection of Elysiumand its system
spun, mmcking in scale the notions of the real system Elysiums sun was
slightly hotter than Earth's sun. Elysiumwas slightly farther away, giving the
pl anet conditions very simlar to those on Earth, Dirigent, or hundreds of other
wor |l ds that humans had settled. So many hospitable worlds had been found that
colonists rarely had to accept anything that was not "just right."

"Tonmorrow norning, we transit Q space into the Ely-sian system" Col onel Hayley
said once everyone was seated and the initial small talk had ended. He gestured
at the holographic chart. "The plans we nmake today nust be seen as extrenely
prelimnary and subject to al nost certain change once we are in-systemand |eam
what devel opnments there have been since the Elysians sent that |ast MR The

information that contained will be twenty-nine days out of date when we hit
Elysian space, so it is possible that the situation may have changed
drastically." The Elysium contract was no different fromany other in that

regard, and the situation was often much worse. The available information m ght
be two nonths or nore old by the tine the nercenaries reached their destination
Most commanders nmade a point of enphasizing the age of their data.

"As a precaution, the fleet will emerge from Q space in three separate el enents,
wi dely spaced, too far apart for the eneny to easily intercept all of us even if
they're sitting there just waiting for us to arrive." He cleared his throat and
made a hand gesture. A chief petty officer fromPeregrine's crew, sitting at a
console at the rear of the room inserted red arrows in the hol ographic map, all
well away fromthe systemis ecliptic, two coming from "above" and the other from
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"bel ow. " Col onel Hayl ey detail ed which ships would conme in at each point. "The
commanders of each ship already have their navigational data," Hayley said. "W
will-subject to change once we see what the New Spartans have waiting for us-be
able to rendezvous in attack orbit seventy-one hours after we enmerge fromQ
space." That elicited a few soft murnurs around the table. Standard doctrine
called for ships to enmerge seventy-two hours, or nore, out fromany significant
pl anetary nass.

"An hour is the nost we can afford to risk, even though the commanders of al

the ships agreed that it |eaves a considerable safety margin," Hayley said. "The
problemis that we don't know how considerable. But being able to get into
position even that rmuch sooner night give us a slender advantage, even though we

can expect that the New Spartans w Il calcul ate our course and speed in fairly
short order once we enmerge from Q space." He smiled. "W should, at a mininmm
throwa hint of wuncertainty into their planning. If we're wlling to chance

doing one thing that the 'book' says we shouldn't, what else mght we attenpt
that they won't be expecting? That is, at |east, our hope.

"The basics of our attack plan are fairly sinple, again, depending on what we
find." Hayley gestured again, and the CPO at the controls adjusted the
hol ogr aphi ¢ view again, noving Elysiumto the center, enlarging it, and show ng
only the surface of the planet and space directly around it. The anpunt of
surface detail increased, and the district centered on the capital was
hi ghlighted in a bright yell ow

"Aganemmon and Odysseus will nmove to engage the eneny's capital ships with their
own weapons and the Shrikes they carry, striving to keep themfully occupied
while we put troops ashore. If the eneny's strength and disposition on the
ground have not changed significantly, the initial landing assault will include
seven |ine battalions, leaving 7th Reginment's 4th Battalion aboard ship as
reserve. The heavy-weapons battalions of both reginments will also renmain aboard
ship until our people on the ground establish safe LZs to bring in their tanks
and guns and we can use Shrikes to cover the |Ilanding of their equipnent. If
initial operations go well, the delay m ght be no nore than an hour or two. If
necessary, we can use a landing by 4th of the 7th as a diversion for the heavy
weapons." Another gesture, and the projection of Elysiumstopped rotating and
the i mage of the highlighted area trebled in size.

"Once on the ground, our initial objective will be to engage the eneny around
University City and break the siege. Once we break the cordon the New Spartans
have thrown around the capital, we can start working to roll up their line and
hopeful | y-convi nce themthat their contract is one they cannot fulfill."

"Do you plan to wuse all the Shrikes against the eneny ships?" Tefford Ives
asked. "Or will you reserve sone to cover the initial |anding?"

"That depends on how the New Spartans use their fighters. If they wthdraw all
of them to defend their ships or to attack our vessels, we'll use all the
Shrikes in space. If they leave sone fighters lowto oppose the |anding and
continue interdicting local air travel, then we may divert sone of our Shrikes
to keep them occupied." Hayley cleared his throat again and let his gaze drift
all the way around the table.

"Just remenber, gentlenen, this is still extremely specul ative. The New Spartans
have had four weeks to redeploy, reinforce, or even withdraw their forces. Unti
we see what assets they have in place and how they are depl oyed, we can't nake

firmplans, and even those will be subject to change dependi ng on how they react
to our arrival. But this briefing will allow you to tell your nen what our
thinking is at present. Make sure everyone knows where we stand." Keepi ng

everyone as inforned as possible was standard procedure in the Corps. Bob Hayl ey
went perhaps a little farther than sone commanders.
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"Ri ght now," he continued, "I just want you to recall one inportant provision of
our contract. |If we arrive in-systemand find that the New Spartans have
massi vely reinforced their presence beyond what we can expect to handle readily,
our instructions are to report that fact to Dirigent imediately and await our
own reinforcenents, even withdrawing fromthe system if necessary, to avoid
usel ess | osses before those reinforcenents reach us. W don't spend our nen
carel essly. "

9

Lon spent fifteen mnutes with his battalion conmanders before they all returned
to their respective ships. He asked how things were going, repeated Hayley's
admonition to nake certain the men were told everything, then wi shed them [ uck

"The next time we neet, we should be on the ground on E ysium" Lon and his
senior staff officers waited until all of the battalion conmanders and executive
officers had |l eft before they boarded their shuttle to return to CGol den Eagl e.

"I don't knowif it's progress or not," Lon said after his shuttle had been
| aunched from one of Peregrine's hangars, "but we've cone a |ong way in how
qui ckly a mmjor operation can be planned and executed. Back on Earth, as late as
the end of the twentieth century and into the early twenty-first, an operation
this size would have taken weeks-nore likely nonths-to plan and |aunch, and
there woul d have been none of the inprovisation we'll have to do in |less than
three days to actually decide how to use our assets. The planners woul d have had
virtually constant surveillance information available to themthroughout the
pl anning period. Half a <century earlier, a major operation mght have taken a
year or nore to plan and nount."

"I seemto recall that there were exceptions," lIves said, "operations on the
scal e of what the Corps gets involved in that were planned and executed in short
order. And operations where one of the major powers of the tine couldn't defeat
an eneny whose total population was |ess than the size of the military force
that coul d have been brought to bear against them"

Lon nodded. Torrey Berger, now a major and regi nental operations officer, spoke.
"There was a lot nore to consider in the last half of the twentieth century.
That was the era of massive nucl ear weapons establishnents. The two maj or powers
had enough nucl ear warheads to totally waste a hundred planets, and no way to
get those war heads anywhere but their own world."

"That's one concern we don't have today, thankfully,"” Lon said. "It's been nore
than seven hundred years since a nuclear weapon was used, alnpbst as |ong since
the |l ast stocks on Earth were destroyed."

"Assuming, of course, that no one has started making themagain. Union or
Bucki ngham for exanple-or even Earth," Ilves said. "The information is
avai l abl e. The technology hasn't disappeared. Constructing one would be nuch
sinpler today than it was then. You'd just have to program nol ecul ar assenblers
and nake certain they had the necessary raw materials."

"l can't see anyone risking that," Lon said. "The repercussions if the secret
got out would be too overwhel ming."
Twel ve hours remained until the fleet would nmake its final Q space transit,

energing in Elysiums solar system Lon had talked with nearly every nan in his
headquarters and service conplenent. It gave hima chance to judge the noral e of
hi s people firsthand, though surveying the H&S ranks was certainly not the sane
as talking with the frontline troops. One nore renove fromthe heart, he thought
as he ate supper with his staff, one nore stage of isolation. There was the
expected | evel of tension, but nothing so great as to give himcause for alarm
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Sone tension was needed; it wouldn't do to have the nen as relaxed as if they
were going to a picnic in one of the parks around Dirigent City. The talk anong
his senior officers at supper was generally casual. There was curiosity about
what they would find when the fleet energed in Elysian space, speculation about
what the New Spartans m ght have been doing the past nonth

Lon did nore listening than tal king, observing the faces of his officers. And he
attenpted to take stock of his own nental condition. I'm doing pretty well,
maybe better than |'ve felt just before hitting hostile country since .
before Junior was born. Lon's worries had not evaporated, but they were no
| onger paralyzing him Junior. Angie. The unborn baby not due until after Lon
was schedul ed to get back hone, even if he spent six nonths on Elysium Sara.
Sonetinmes | wonder how she's put up with ne all these years, Lon thought with a
smle. Between the brooding before a contract and the |long absences, it's a
mracl e.

After supper, Lon spent a couple of mnutes chatting with Tefford lves, nostly
about mnor admnistrative details, then retired to his stateroomactually a
two-room suite-leaving instructions that he was not to be disturbed until three
hours before the schedul ed Q space transit except in case of energency.

Lon sat on the edge of his bunk and took off his boots and socks. Only one of
Doc Norman's special eight-hour sleep patches remained, one nore certain night
of undi sturbed sl eep. Once we ground, sleep takes a backseat again, Lon thought.
He gl anced at his watch. He still had a half hour before he needed to put the
patch on his neck and go to bed-to give himhis eight hours of sleep and allow
himto wake three hours before the fleet nmade its final Q space transit.

He spent five mnutes recording a letter to Sara and Angie, adding on to
portions he had recorded alnost every day since leaving Dirigent. Wen he was
away from hone, his letters were alnost a diary, added to when he had a chance,
sent when a nessage rocket was being dispatched. Return nmail from Sara and Angi e
was sinmilar. They'll see that I'm calm not agitated or overly worried, he
t hought when he switched off the conplink's recorder. Gve themless reason to
Worry.

Then Lon fini shed undressing and did the things he needed to do before going to
bed. After he turned out the cabin Ilights, he lay down and put the sleep patch
on his neck. In less than two minutes, he was asl eep

There was no foggy area of transition. Lon went from the oblivion of drug
enhanced sleep to total alertness in a heartbeat. The special patches Dan Nornan
had provided always brought Lon out of sleep quickly at the end of their
allotted time, but this time it was abrupt, alnpst disconcerting. He blinked
several tines and sucked in a deep, convul sive breath. Briefly, his heart rate
increased dramatically, then settled to a nornal resting rhythm He turned his
head to ook at the tineline on the conplink near his bed.

Ri ght on schedul e, he thought. This is the day we find out what we're going to
face. Any landing was three days away at a mininum but that did not nean that
there could be no danger for those three days. How fast will the New Spartans
react? Lon wondered. |If they responded pronptly to the arrival of the fleet,
conmbat might come in little nmore than thirty-six hours-conbat in space, between
shi ps and aerospace fighters, conbat that the soldiers in the transports could
not affect. If they come after us, Lon thought as he sat up and swung his |egs
off the berth. There was even a slight chance that conbat could cone sooner, if
the. New Spartans had ships posted farther out from Elysium waiting for the
arrival of the Dirigen-ters.

It woul d take one hell of a stroke of bad luck for themto be soneplace where
they could get to us quickly, Lon told hinself as he stood and stretched. That
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was one situation he had never experienced in all his years in the Corps-having
his ship cone under attack. The odds must be |longer than having two roya
flushes honestly dealt in the sane hand of poker. The eneny would have to be in
the right place, at the right distance, on alert, ready to strike.

"Not too dammed likely," Lon rmunbled. He crossed to the conplink and checked for
messages, scrolling through the only two entries in his comunications |og
before going to the bathroomto get ready for the day. After showering, he stood
and | ooked at hinmself in the mrror. There were no scars to remnd himof the
many wounds he had suffered in the Corps. The body's HVS was far too efficient
to leave visible scar tissue. But Lon could recall each injury. He touched
several of the spots, as if trying to evoke sone nmenory of the pain he had felt.
Not hi ng.

"Li ke the dreans," he whispered, focusing on his eyes in the mrror. "Nothing
visible."

When he enmerged fromthe bathroom he | ooked at the conplink again. It was three
in the norning. Ship's tinme had been adjusted to match local time in Elysiuns
University Cty. The fleet would emerge while it was still night over the
capital, and they would reach attack orbit in the night... in three days, if
not hi ng happened to disrupt their schedule. If.

Reveill e sounded for the troops aboard Golden Eagle. "There shouldn't be any
sl uggards today," Lon said, alnbst managing a chuckle. Everyone knew the fleet
woul d be junping into Elysiums systemwi thin hours and that shortly after that
they shoul d know the size of their opposition. Unless the government of Elysium
had fallen, there would be direct updates as quickly as the ships could
establish contact. The ships' own sensing gear would quickly seek the eneny's
ships and start trying to determne the situation on the ground-though this gear
woul d be only minimally hel pful until the final day of the approach. Later, once
the planners knew nore, the troops would be put on a relaxed schedule, their
main instructions to get as nmuch rest and eating in as possible for the
| andi ngs. Once they were on the ground, sleep and nmeals m ght be scarce.

Lon took his tine dressing, even taking a nonent to buff his boots before going
to the galley to eat breakfast. Look snmart, project confidence: Those were
important for an officer. Don't give the rank and file any reason to suspect
that their commander m ght be | ess than suprenely confident about the outcone of
the pending operation. Put on an act if you have to, but sell it. Matt Olis had
told himmany years before. Recalling Matt took the snile fromLon's face. Matt
had retired fromthe Corps after his only son had been killed in action. It was
a rem nder Lon would rather have m ssed.

Lon and Tefford Ives waited for the final Q space transit in the small office
attached to Lon's cabin, drinking coffee and doing a poor job of trying to make
small talk. This was a tinme for mnor jitters, which made it an excellent tinme
to be amay fromthe rest of the nen aboard the ship.

"I wonder if the New Spartans even suspect that the Elysians mght have help on
the way," lves said when the waiting got to be too nuch for him

"If they notified Union by MR i medi ately when Ber-lino's ship left, they could
have word back that he didn't get there," Lon said. "They night have had a
coupl e of days' notice. That wouldn't give them tinme to get additional forces
here, unless they were already on the way. | think what we face will depend on
just one thing. Were the New Spartans sent to conquer Elysium or just to scare
theminto accepting the Confederation?"

"Atoss of the coin," lves said, "and |'ve been tossing it nmentally since we
first learned of the contract." He glanced at the time. "W should have a pretty
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good idea soon."

He had scarcely finished saying that when the announcenment was broadcast that
one minute remai ned until Q space insertion. Both nmen | ooked at the tinmeline on
the conplink then.

"Don't hold your breath,"” Lon said, grinning.

"I quit doing that years ago. | think." lves shook his head. "At |east we're not
strapped down in our bunks for transits anynore. | always hated that. Made ne
feel like | was a prisoner and sonmeone was ¢oing to do unspeakable things to

ne.

The final seconds of the countdown dragged past, concluding wth the standard
announcenent "Q space insertion." Lon closed his eyes, feeling the vibration of
the ship as the Nilssen generators ran at their maxi muns, stretching the bubble
uni verse around CGol den Eagle, stressing it according to some arcane mat hematica
formul a containing nore variables than a six-nonth weather forecast. Lon opened
his eyes and stared at the el apsed-time indicator on the conplink. This would be
the longest transit of the journey, alnmost three mnutes. It felt like a long
three mnutes, and the final ten seconds of the countdown to extraction seened
to occupy ten minutes. Wien the speaker announced "Q space extraction," Lon |et
his breath out, slightly enbarrassed to realize that he had been holding it in.

"I figure it will be an hour, mninmum before we get anything fromEl ysium" Lon
sai d, hoping that Ives had not noticed the breath-holding. "But we should have
our first view of the New Spartans' ships in mnutes." Qut of date by the nunber
of light-m nutes away the planet was:

If a ship were ten light-minutes away, the view would be of where that ship had
been ten nminutes earlier, not where it was now Every ship would be scanning,
and the information would be collated in ClIC aboard Peregrine, then relayed to
each ship in the Dirigenter flotilla.

"What will it be, about twelve mnutes before the New Spartans get their first
view of us?" |ves asked.

Lon shrugged. "Sonething like that. If they're looking in the right direction.”

"They will be," lves replied. "W would. Scanning the entire systemeven if we
had no reason to suspect that trouble nmight be coning. They're professionals,
too." He paused. "I have to keep reminding nyself of that. This time we're not

goi ng up agai nst amateurs."
I know, Lon thought but did not say. He just nodded.

The conplink started to show an image of Elysium still little nore than a dot
nmovi ng agai nst the star field until the conputers nmagnified and enhanced the raw
feed. The system needed another five mnutes before it could highlight the even
smal l er points that indicated ships in orbit around the world-seven blips, seven
shi ps.

"Enough to account for a single reginent,’'
rei nforcenents. "

Lon said. "They haven't brought in

"Yet," Tefford lves said, but that was not enough to stemthe relief Lon felt.

The news that started to arrive from Elysiumwas not nearly as bad as it mght
have been. There had been no large-scale fighting in the past nobnth, just
skirnmi shes between small units of the defense force and the invaders. In the
farm ng districts surrounding University City, the invaders had dispossessed
people, sent themin toward the capital with no nore than they could carry, but
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the New Spartans had been <careful not to harm anyone who did not actively
resist. Buildings and farm equi prent had been destroyed nethodically. Crops in
the fields had been burned if they could not be easily harvested by the
i nvaders. Livestock had been commandeered to feed the New Spartans

There was no orbital video of the deploynent of the New Spartans on the ground

They had destroyed every Elysian satellite on the first day following their
arrival, and had thwarted the few attenpts the Elysians had made to replace
those | osses. That also neant that there was virtually no comuni cati ons between
popul ation centers. Travel between <cities was inpossible. New Spartan aircraft
kept local shuttles out of the air, and there were occasional raids against
ground vehicles attenpting to nove fromone city or town to another.

Wthin four hours following the arrival in-systemof the Dirigenter fleet, the
New Spartans had recalled all of their aerospace fighters, bringing them back
aboard their carriers. Shortly after that, the two fighting ships of the New
Spartan task force started noving to a higher orbit, a thousand mles above
their transports. But they did not attenpt to intercept the Dirigenter fleet
away from El ysium

The three separate elenents of the Dirigenter force continued toward El ysi um and
rendezvous. Aganemon and Odysseus slowy pulled ahead of the other ships. The
plan was still for themto engage the New Spartan battlecruis-ers, the ships
that carried their fighters and heavy arnanents.

"The idea is to tie up their firepower, especially their fighters, so they can't
oppose our landing," Lon said on a |linkup that included all of his battalion and
company commanders. "If that works, it will nmake our |anding nuch easier. Al
we'll have to worry about is the eneny on the ground."

"Col onel, do you know vyet if we're going to have any Shrikes to cover our
| andi ng?" Captain Hariey Stossberg, now commanding A Conpany, 2nd Battalion
Lon's ol d conpany- asked.

"No, and we probably won't know until we're in the boats ready to go in," Lon
sai d. "That depends on what the New Spartans do. |If they hold all their fighters
to defend their ships or to attack Aganemmon and Gdysseus, then we'll nost
likely have to use all our Shrikes in space. We're going to try to ground far

enough from any New Spartans to stay out of reach of any surface-to-air
mssiles. W haven't decided on the details of deploynment vyet, but the
prelimnary plan calls for 15th Reginment to |and outside the cordon around
University City and for our first three battalions to land inside. W nopve at
the New Spartans from both sides then, put themin a pincer, break the |ine, and
do our best to roll themup in a hurry. Qur initial operations will probably al
be on the north bank of the Styx River, where the majority of the eneny troops
are. "

"There isn't a lot of current data on the New Spartan nercenaries in our data
banks, not specific data," Parker Watson of 4th Battalion said. "Do we have
anything at all on how they're arnmed?"

"W don't have much," Lon conceded. "They're as tight about security as we are.
I couldn't find any reliable information on the armanent and capabilities of
their aer-ospace fighters. As for the nen on the ground, we assune they'l|l be
equi pped about as we are, with one possible exception. One of the reports we
have fromthe people on Elysium says that sonme of the New Spartans are arned
with needle rifles, capable of firing huge quantities of tiny slivers of netal,
possi bly depleted uranium at extrenely high mnuzzle velocities. W don't have
reliable confirmation, but it is possible. Qur R& people are working on simlar
weapons, though it will be a year or nore before they're ready for issue, if the
Counci | of Reginents decides to go into full production.”
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More raw data flowed into CIC  Thousands of scenarios were created and
critiqued, tweaked, and run through every conceivable variation. As the fleet
continued to move toward Elysium obsolete scenarios were discarded, the
remai nder graded, the rankings changed with each new influx of data. Lon and
Col onel Hayl ey spent hours linked together wth the staff of Peregrine's CIC
Thirty-six hours after the final Q space transit, they had narrowed the possible
assault scenarios to a manageabl e dozen, depending on what the New Spartans did
in the last hours before the DMC soldiers entered their attack shuttles. Beyond
the nmonment of |anding, battle plans had to remain generalized, linmted to
primary objectives and very elastic tinetables. The nunber of variables quickly
becane too extreme for precision

Aboard the troop transports, nmen recorded letters hone. Those were nerged on
| arge nmessage chips, ready to be dispatched via MR before the attack began. For
sonme, it mght be the last word their famlies ever would have fromthem

10

The day before the |landings, Lon spoke to his nen. Conpany by conpany, he
addressed the officers and sergeants through ship-to-ship links, and he recorded
messages to the rank and file, individualized for each battalion. The sessions
with officers and sergeants were two-way, allowing them to ask questions and
receive answers. It also gave Lon a few seconds to speak with his son, though
they could do little nore than wi sh each other good luck. The conversation was
not private. Aboard Gol den Eagle, Lon spoke to officers and nmen face-to-face in
smal | groups. Those sessions ran |onger than the conp-Iink hookups. Altogether,
Lon spent nore than six hours giving his pep talks and laying out the |atest
versi on of the plan of attack.

"This may be the hardest day's work I've ever put in," Lon told Phip Steesen

after the last session. "lI'd hate to be a politician and have to talk this rmuch
every day. Par-ker Watson is still upset at having his battalion held in
reserve. Wuldn't matter who drew that, the commander would still bitch.”

Phip | aughed. "Goes with the territory, 1'd say." The two nen were alone in

Lon's office.

"This contract is going to be different fromany we've been on," Lon said after
a short silence.

Phip snorted. "Sure is. | bet the brass in the Contracts Division are already
licking their chops. If we best the New Spartans head-to-head, it gives us a big
boost in marketing. Proof we're the best. Mre contracts, higher

rates. "

For a nmonent, Lon stared at his | ead sergeant and best friend, alnbst stunned by
the comment. Then he burst out laughing. "I knew you were cynical," he said,
"but | never realized just how cynical."

"Cynical, hell, just looking at it honestly. Tell the truth, Lon, didn't that
get nentioned when you were tal king about the contract?"

Lon hesitated before he said, "Not in so nmany words, but, yes, | guess the
inplication was there ... and the concern that if we were to lose it mght cost
us future business, send sone potential custoners to New Sparta. But every
contract has that elenment of risk. Anytine we fail to fulfill a contract we risk

| osing business to conpetitors. Anytinme we succeed, it gives us a better record
to show custoners."
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"This is orders of magnitude beyond that, Lon. Diri-gent and New Sparta are the
two major nercenary worlds, and we're going head-to-head, in strength. What
happens here could affect the economies of both worlds for decades. W can't
afford to let themwin; they can't afford to let wus win. Can you inagi ne what
conditions would be like at hone if the Corps had to lay off three or four
regi nents because there wasn't enough work? What that would do to the econony?
Take jobs fromfifteen or twenty thousand soldiers and it would nean a |ot of
lost civilian jobs as well, in Canb Town, in factories, everywhere. Mdre people
woul d be forced to live on basic maintenance in neighborhoods like the Drafts.
More crine. On and on."

"l guess | never thought it that far through,” Lon said after considering what
Phip had said. "I've just thought about it in terns of a hard job that has to be
done... nostly because it is our job, and if we're not the best, then too many
men don't neke it home."

"I mght not have thought of it either,"” Phip admtted. "Jenny pointed it out to
me, at sone |length, the night before we left." Jenny was his wife. She and her
brother Kai ko had grown up in the Drafts, the closest Dirigent City had to a
slumdistrict. "A discussion of the econom c necessity of victory wasn't exactly
what | was expecting the night before | shipped out on contract."

Come hone with your shield or on it'?" Lon quoted softly.
"What's that?"

Lon shook his head. "Ancient history. Wiat the wonen of the original Sparta, on
Earth, supposedly told their nmen before they went into battle. War was their
busi ness, too, in a way."

"Sparta, a city-state in classical Geece, noted for its mlitary prowess," Phip
recited, showing that he had |earned sonething along the way. "I |ooked it up
once, wondering where the 'New in New Sparta cane from"

"You get to where three hundred Spartans held off an arny of a hundred thousand
until they were outflanked and sl aught ered?”

" Ther no- sonet hi ng?"
Lon | aughed. "Thernopyl ae."

"All in all, |I've never been fond of last stands,” Phip said. "No curtain calls,
no rematches."

A short while later, Lon was getting ready to head to the galley for supper when
he received a call from Col onel Hayley on Peregrine. "Are you al one there?" was
the first thing Hayl ey said when he saw Lon's face on his conp-link screen

"I'"m al one. Bob. Sonething wong?" Lon asked. He sat at his desk to get his face
on the sane | evel as Hay-ley's.

"Not wong, just something | can't renenber if | nentioned to you before."
Hayl ey hesitated. Lon thought that he |ooked troubled. "Fromright now unti
this contract is concluded, one way or the other, you and | stay as far apart
physically as we can. No face-to-face neetings, nothing that mght |et the eneny
get lucky and take us both out at once. | know we've both got capabl e execs who
can take over, but. .. just the sane. Keeping the top commanders separated is
sound practice."

"Sure, Bob. 1've got no argunment with that," Lon said, thinking. No, you didn't
mention it before, and why do you think it has to be brought up now? Keeping top
commanders, or a comrander and his second-in-comrand apart whenever possible on
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a conbat contract was a standard precaution, sonething that shouldn't have
needed this sort of special mnention

"W stay in contact by conplink or radio. My staff and CIC will route everything
to your staff. That way, if something happens to ne, you can take over at the
doubl e, not waste time getting up to speed." Hayl ey gl anced away, then back

"No need to borrow trouble. Bob," Lon said. "Sure, we're up agai nst
prof essionals, but we've got the nunbers on themtwo to one or (hereabouts, not
counting the Elysian Defense Force, and if the Elysians have been able to stand
up agai nst New Spartans for a nonth, they've got sonething on the ball. even if
the Spartans weren't given orders to conquer Elysiumoutright."

"Just covering all the possibilities, Lon," Hayley said, attenpting to pass it
off lightly. But his face didn't agree with the words. "If our intelligence is
right, a New Spartan reginent is about twenty percent |arger than one of ours,
but you're probably right. No reason not to think that the |andings and initia

depl oynent will go smoothly. | just don't want to forget anything that night
prove inportant later." .
"Yeah, | know how it goes. W worry about it every contract," Lon said, going

along with Hayley's rationalization. "Wrry so nuch we don't get enough sl eep
My SMO nags me about it all the tinme." / do understand, Lon thought. It could be
me. It has been me, nmany tinmes. He blinked. Have | ever |ooked that nervous to
the people around me? He was afraid that the answer was yes, many tines.

"So does mne. One other thing. You get any brilliant ideas, don't wait to be
asked. Ht ne with themright away."

"The only brilliant idea |I've had lately is for us to keep our heads and butts
down so they don't get shot off," Lon said.

Bob Hayl ey managed a weak laugh. It was a good note to end the tal k on.

Supper the last night aboard ship was shared with Lon's staff officers. Al though
Lon kept trying to direct the conversation el sewhere, the talk kept coning back
to the contract, and the conbat |andings scheduled to take place before dawn.
There were traces of jitters, but no nore than usual, Lon thought, and everyone
was trying to cover their nervousness-with nore or |ess success. That was
normal , sonething Lon saw every tinme he was | eading nmen into a conbat contract.

Men ate past what they were confortable with, until they couldn't force another
bite. That, too, was standard. Eat when you can; you never know where the next
meal is coming fromonce you 're in conbat. Each tine, each contract, Lon
recal l ed the way everyone had seened preoccupied wi th nmaking himstuff hinself,
as if he m ght have been in danger of starvation, even in garrison. Even those
who finished eating early did not |eave the table. They waited. Lon knew what
was expect ed.

"As long as everyone keeps on their toes and does their job, we should nake out
all right on Elysium" he said when it was clear that the few who were stil
eating were just waiting for himto speak. "W've got the manpower advantage,
even if the New Spartans are as good as we are, nman for man, and we don't know
that they are." That elicited a few nervous | aughs.

"They' ve been on the ground nore than a nonth, doing pretty nmuch what they want,
terrorizing civilians and swatting at the Elysian Defense Force. Until we popped
out of Q space they probably had no idea they nmight have to face the hardest
opposition they've ever seen. Now they've had two and a half days to worry about
that, to wonder just what they've gotten thenselves into." Two and a half days
to plan what they 're going to hit us with when we get in reach, Lon thought.
"Their conmander is probably |ooking hard at his contract, trying to find an
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honorabl e | oophole to let himget his people out relatively intact."”

"They want to run for hone, we let then?" Torrey Ber-ger asked, drawi ng a bigger
| augh than Lon had received.

"In a second,"” Lon said. "But don't count on that. They m ght not have been
cautious enough getting escape clauses in their contract."

"Man's gotta have a few dreans. Col onel," Berger said.

"You give up dreani ng about wonen, Torrey?" soneone asked fromfarther down the
tabl e.

"Even asleep they slap his face," someone el se contributed. "He can't stand the
rejection anynore."

Lon smled and nodded. He couldn't answer for the line battalions, but his
headquarters people were as ready as they were ever going to get.

Lon sat on the edge of his bed. The only light in the cabin came fromhis
complink screen, and that was bl ank, a dark blue, except for the red nunerals of
the tineline. Ei ght hours remained until the scheduled call to board the attack
shuttles. Reveille would be in five hours, to give everyone tine for one fina
meal aboard ship. Lon knew he should already be asleep-long since. He had
undressed two hours ago. He had a four-hour sleep patch handy. He suspected that
he woul d be forced to use it if he were to get any sleep. Soon ... but not quite
yet.

They-the New Spartans-could have run as soon as they could make out how many of
us there are, he thought. They could have been on their way out-system quickly
enough that we couldn 't have caught them They chose to stay, even though they
nmust realize that they're out nunbered. Why? That question, rather than persona
worries or obsessions, was the one that had kept himawake. This tinme. He had
made his preparations for sleep in plenty of time to allow himeight hours. He
had laid out his gear for the norning, recorded additions to his latest letter
to Sara and Angie. He had gone back through the main points of the assault plan
a couple of times. It was that process that had brought the question to the
fore, forcefully. 1t had cone up, in passing, a couple of tinmes during the
pl anni ng conferences. Staff nenbers had proffered a dozen possible reasons for
the New Spartans to remain in place, ready to face a superior force. The
sinmplest and |east satisfactory was, "They're too dammed cocky. They think
they're twice as good as we are." The nore likely, and nore disturbing, were
variations on two related themes. "They know they have heavy reinforcenent
comng in, soon, and figure they can hold out |ong enough." "They have a hole
card, some weapon or systemwe're not allowi ng for, something they figure either
evens the odds or tilts themin their favor."

They nust hope to be able to knock out a |ot of our shuttles before we get on
the ground, Lon thought. He did not rule out other possibilities, but that
seened to be the nost |ikely. Knock off as nmany of us as possible before we can
get out of the box. That was the way Lon and his nen thought about a conbat
landing in a shuttle. Wiile they were in the box, the shuttle, they could not
defend thensel ves. A rocket or heavy cannon fire could knock out a shuttle ..
and everyone inside.

We plan to land far enough from their men on the ground to elimnate-as far as
we can-the danger from shoulder-fired SAMs, Lon rem nded hinself. The plan of
attack called for the shuttles to followroutes that kept themaway fromthe
Iines New Sparta had established around the Elysian capital, comng in well away
fromthe ships in orbit, getting low and following the terrain in, grounding
m |l es from known eneny positions. That would al so, theoretically, mnimnmze the

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2006%20-%20Colonel.txt (50 of 131) [12/29/2004 1:12:23 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962006%20-%20Col onel .txt

danger from eneny aerospace fighters, if they were sent after the |landing craft
i nstead of being held to defend the New Spartan ships

VWhat else is there? Wat are we mssing? Lon asked hinself. // anything. He
blinked as the tineline on his conplink ticked over fromone mnute to the next.
We know how many ships they have, how many men they coul d possibly have on the
ground, how many fighters their weapons platforns can carry. Al of the eneny
shi ps woul d have sone armanent-missiles and heavy-duty energy weapons, beaners
but those were nore defensive than offensive, especially on the transports.

"At least the way we use them" Lon whispered. The New Spartans had not noved
their transports out of harms way. They were still in orbit over Elysium not
quite directly above University Cty. "That may be it." Lon turned to the
complink and typed in a short nessage to ClIC aboard Peregrine, with a copy to
Bob Hay | ey.

"Suggest watching eneny transports closely in case they use their energy and
projectile weapons to target our shuttles."

"It might be a long shot," Lon whispered as the nessage was acknow edged by CIC
"but it mght be the answer, at |least part of it." This landing could be hairier
than any of us wants, he thought as he bl anked the conplink screen again. W may
have to use Shrikes to cover the shuttles regardl ess of how the eneny uses his
fighters.

Lon lay down, finally, but he stared at the overhead for several mnutes, hardly
blinking, trying to think of any additional steps they m ght be able to take to
protect the troops on their way in. Eventually he shook his head. It was too
|late, and reveille would cone too early. He applied the sleep patch to his neck
and barely had tine for a prayer before he fell asleep

Pl ease don't let me fail ny nen.

Reveil |l e sounded before the nightmares had time to build after the patch wore
off. Lon had just started to sweat in his sleep

11

There was no indication of chaos in the norning- actually, the mddle of the
night-as ten thousand nen woke and prepared for the |I|anding. Breakfast was
served. The men who were to take part in the initial landing ate as heartily as
they could, then returned to the troop bays aboard their transports to give
helmets and field gear one final check before putting them on. Hel net
el ectronics were put through diagnostic routines; radio channels were checked.
By squad, platoon, and conpany, the nmen went to arnories to draw weapons and
ammuni ti on. Squad | eaders inspected their nmen. Pl atoon sergeants inspected squad
| eaders. Conpany | ead sergeants inspected platoon sergeants and officers. Lead
sergeants were checked by their comanders. No one would board a shuttle unti
he had thoroughly inspected his owm gear and weapons, and had his judgnent
confirnmed by soneone el se

On nine ships, nen were ordered to their shuttles. Roll was taken at the hangar
door and again once everyone was in their shuttles. The nen found their seats
and fastened their safety harnesses, each man's rifle clipped securely to the
front of the seat between his |egs.

Lon found the routine conforting. The normal demands of |aunching a conbat
assault kept himtoo busy for nental roving. He thought about his famly only in
passing, instants marked by a quick stab of |onging. There was no time for nore.
O his nen on Golden Eagle, only a few would not be going down in the first
wave. Tefford Ives and one platoon from headquarters conpany would remain
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behind, with half a dozen technicians who would not be needed at once, to be
deployed with the Heavy-Wapons Battalion or 4th Battalion, whichever cane
first.

He al so kept a radio channel open to CIC once he had his battle helmet on. The
battl ecrui sers Aganmemmon and Odysseus had each | aunched half of their Shrike 11
fighters to engage the eneny's capital ships and aerospace fighters, holding the
rest until the enemy's reaction could be gauged. They also had started direct
fire on the eneny ships with mssiles and heavy beanmers. The New Spartans were
returning fire. They launched two dozen fighters to intercept the Shrike Us.
Both sides had their antimssile defenses ready.

Lon was the last man to board his command shuttle, the last nan in 7th Regi nent
of those going down in the first wave-to board a shuttle. He did not choose to
ride in the cockpit this time. That was not exclusively because he didn't want
to have the nost vertigi nous view possible as the shuttle accelerated toward the
surface of Elysium then skimred the ground reaching for its |anding zone. Wen
the shuttle landed, Lon and his nen would need to exit the craft as quickly as
possi bl e-get out of "the box" before it cane under eneny fire. And a speedy exit
was far nore difficult fromthe cockpit.

Two shuttles were required for each full line conpany. That neant eight |anders
for a battalion, plus a command shuttle. There were seven battalions in the
first wave- sixty-three shuttles-plus four shuttles from Gol den Eagle and four
from Peregrine. The shuttles from each ship were |aunched and rendezvoused
several nmles from the ship. The various groups noved toward their |anding
vectors, courses spread to make it extrenely difficult for the eneny to
intercept all of them or to target them effectively at long range. Each
battalion's shuttles started their descent to tinme the landing so that all of
the troops would hit the ground at the sane tine.

The | andi ng zones had been chosen and assi gned. Each pilot knew exactly where he
was supposed to touch down. Especially near the end of the flight, many of the
shuttles would be in close proximty, landing only a few dozen yards apart,
cl ose enough to let the troops energe and set up an initial defensive perimneter
the way they practiced every nonth in training on Dirigent. Throughout the
flight, each battalion's shuttles would remain as close together as practical,
allowing themto nass their fire-power-rockets and multibarrel cannons-if they
were attacked by aerospace fighters.

Pl ease don't let nme fail ny nmen. Lon repeated his prayer as he felt the first
accel eration of his command shuttle as it dove toward the atnosphere of Elysium
Shuttles had no artificial gravity, but the accel eration pushed Lon back into
his seat with nore than the equival ent of one g, and the push grew stronger. The
shuttl e appeared to be diving directly toward the center of the planet, intent
on self-destruction. Mnitors spaced around the passenger conpartnent ensured
that everyone coul d see where they were going. Many of the nmen around Lon cl osed
their eyes, or did everything they could to avoid seeing the images. This was
the point where those who were subject to notion sickness were nost |likely to
vom t .

"We're being tracked by hostile radar," the shuttle pilot told Lon. "Looks as if
they're trying to target all the boats, fromtheir transports as well as the big
shi ps. "

"VWhat about their fighters?" Lon asked on the sane channel

"They don't seemto be noving to pursuit vectors," Felconi reported. "Still

worried about our Shrikes, | guess, defending their ships. But the roundabout
way we're going in, they'll be able to cone after us even if they don't start
for another nine mnutes. It'll be alnbst as |ong before we can be sure we're

out of reach of rockets |aunched fromtheir transports.”
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"Keep your eyes open for anything. Art. |'ve got a hunch they have something
extra to hit us with, and I don't know what."

Most of the shuttles were still nore than forty miles high when the New Spartans
started to hit. A few eneny fighters had been diverted to the chase, but npst of
the counterstrike cane fromthe transports-rockets and guns. Shuttle pilots
maneuvered and used electronic counter-neasures against the mssiles. Crew
chiefs rotated the high-speed cannons as a last line of defense against
m ssi | es.

Lon had started to sweat al nbst as soon as he heard that the eneny had targeted
the landing force. He listened to the conversations anobng the shuttle pilots and
the Di-rigenter ships, heard the first reports of hits. At times the talk was
hard to foll ow because there were so many nen tal king at once, but it was clear
that the Dirigenters were taking casualties ... losing nen by the hundreds. Each
attack shuttle carried about one hundred nmen, soldiers and crew.

The surviving shuttles hit atnosphere at nore than three tines the speed of
sound, braking at the | ast possible mnute-reversing thrust, at full throttle-as
the pilots adjusted their angle of approach. By that tine, Lon was certain that
at least three shuttles had been | ost, the chance of anyone aboard those | anders
surviving infinitesimal. The stress on the nen aboard the shuttle was greater
than it was on the craft. Lon and the rest were thrown against their safety
harnesses. Lon felt blood rushing to his face, as if looking for any avail able

exit. If there were no explosion aboard, a Dirigenter shuttle night be
sal vageable after plunging headfirst into ground at a thousand mles. per
hour... after the remains of its unlucky passengers were hosed out.

When the shuttles leveled out, three hundred feet above ground |evel, they were
traveling a thousand mles per hour, braking nore gradually now, relying nore on
air brakes deployed fromthe fuselages than on reverse thrust fromthe engines,
reduci ng the pressures on passengers and crew. Breathing becane sinpler. The few
men who had suffered nosebleeds were able to tend to them Up and down had a
nmore normal feel

"Lock and load," Lon ordered. He slipped a full magazine into his rifle, then
ran the bolt to insert the first cartridge into the firing chanber. He took the
rifle fromits clips on the front of his seat and noved the safety to the "off"
position, the selector switch to "automatic."

Art Felconi warned his passengers that thirty seconds remained wuntil |anding.
They passed quickly. The shuttle's engines reached maxi num again, reverse
thrust, as it braked and slid into the final glide toward the LZ

The shuttles of 7th Reginment had the safer |anding zones, outside the ring of
New Spartan nercenaries around Elysiumis capital-a change in assignnment Bob
Hayl ey had ordered, to put his full reginent between the New Spartans and the
El ysian capital. Only one of 7th's shuttles had been hit conming in. Fifteenth
Regi ment had lost two shuttles, and it lost three nore as they crossed eneny
lines to land inside the ring. The rockets the New Spartans | aunched were not
the shoulder-fired variety, but |longer and heavier, fired fromat |east six
different | ocations on the ground-nobile rocket artillery.

Lon did not have time to realize that those rocket |aunchers were one item that
the planning had not allowed for. By the time he heard a pilot conment on them
Lon's shuttle was skidding to a stop in an open field, in the nmiddle of the
shuttles of his 2nd Battalion. As soon as it cane to rest, Lon shouted "Up and
out!" on the radi o channel that connected himto all his people in the comrand
shuttle. At the sane tine, he slapped the quick release on his safety harness
and lurched to his feet. By that time the two exits were sw nging open. It took
less than thirty seconds to get everyone out of the shuttle.

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2006%20-%20Colonel.txt (53 of 131) [12/29/2004 1:12:23 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962006%20-%20Col onel .txt

In less than another minute, all but two of the shuttles were back in the air,
burning for orbit. Lon had intended to keep his command shuttle on the ground,
but the crew remai ned aboard, ready to use its weapons or try to escape if eneny
fighters targeted it. One shuttle from 1st Battalion's Delta Conpany had
experienced trouble | anding, being nipped on its side when it skidded and hit a
rock. No one aboard was seriously injured, but they were slow getting out of the
box. By that time, 2nd Battalion and reginental headquarters had noved into
their initial defensive posture, ready for any eneny attack on the ground or
fromthe air. Lon was receiving reports fromhis three battalion commanders. Al
had hit their designated LZs north of University City. The 1lost shuttle had
carried half of 3rd Battalion's Bravo Company, including the conpany commuander
and one of its two |ieutenants.

Reports from ClICindicated that the eneny fighters that had cone after the
Dirigenter shuttles had broken off the pursuit. Instead of going after the enpty
| anders headi ng back toward their ships, the New Spartan fighters were racing to
protect their own ships. One of the New Spartan transports had been severely
damaged by rockets fired from Shrike Il fighters. The attacking pilots reported
that one of the transport's N |ssen generator pods had been bl own off the ship,
meaning that it would be unable to junp to Q space.

Three mnutes after he had left his shuttle, Lon contacted Col onel Hayley.
"We're on the ground, in position exactly where we're supposed to be. Bob.

| ost one shuttle and the nen it was carrying, one other shuttle danaged on the
ground, no one lost fromit. W've set up our initial perineter and are not,
repeat not, under attack. My 3rd Battalion reports that they can hear gunfire at
a distance, closer to University City, but they' re not part of it."

"l expect they're hearing the Elysian Defense Force. The EDF was to nount
di versionary attacks to cover our landing," Hayley replied. "You were |ucky,
Il osing only one shuttle. Five of mne didn't make it in. That's nore than half a
battalion. Between us we've lost three conpanies before the fight even started.

I"ve lost two conpany commanders and Tony Falworth." Falworth, the newest
Ii eutenant colonel in 15th Regi nent, had commanded its 2nd Battalion. "But we're
on the ground, also in position. and not under attack. I'mgoing to need fifteen
or twenty minutes to get the holes in our deploynent covered, then we'll proceed

as planned, start noving against themwhile we bring in the heavy- weapons
peopl e." Hayley hesitated. "And your 4th Battalion to make up for sone of the
| osses. ™

The plan was for the two reginents to nove in concert, toward each other
attenpting to pincer the New Spartans, fragnent their line, cutting as many
hol es as possible through the center. Seven battalions were to nove toward the
line of New Spartans, neshing |like the teeth of a zipper

"I'f this goes as planned,” Lon told Phip Steesen, "the New Spartans won't have
many options, and none of them good. If they try to withdraw one way or the
other, we've still got them cut in two and can take our time rolling up their
lines. If they bring nmen in fromthe sections we're not attacking, they stil
don't have the people to even the odds, and they |eave thenselves open to an
easy flanking novenent."

"I don't think they're going to fall in with our script,” Phip replied. "They've
made it clear they' re not going to just roll over for us. That rocket artillery,
they mght start aiming it at us anytime if it's dual-purpose stuff, and |'d bet
a month's pay it is."

"They can't keep it hidden while it's firing," Lon said. CIC had |ocated the
batteries that had fired at the incom ng shuttles, but those batteries had gone
silent, «cutting all electronic emssions, as soon as they had |aunched.
Undoubtedly they had started noving as well. Fire and nove, or fire while
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nmovi ng, then cut emissions to nake tracking nore difficult-standard maneuvers.
"And once we get our heavy weapons on the ground, we'll negate their advantage."

"If we get our guns and rockets in soon enough," Phip said.

They didn't. Two mnutes later, CIC broadcast a warning that eneny rocket
| aunchers were active. Lon warned his people to stay down, but none of the
rocket fire came toward 7th Regi ment. A heavy bonbardnment was directed entirely
at 15th, |ocated between the New Spartans and University Cty.

"At least six launchers involved," Lon told his battalion commanders, relaying
word from ClC on Peregrine. "Looks like four-rack self-propelled carriages, and
they're popping mssiles out as fast as they can. So far 15th is catching al
the hell, but don't let anyone get carel ess. The eneny mght switch targets any
m nute. Be ready for anything. W night have to go | ooking for them"

Heavy artillery fire, either rockets or shells, was sonething that Lon had never
been on the wong end of. The closest he had come was nortar fire, so long ago
that he had nearly forgotten that the incident had ever happened. Was it on
Cal ypso or Aldrin? he asked hinself. It was inconsequential at the nmonment, but
he coul d not avoid thinking about it. Aldrin, 1 think. In between two col onies
fighting to dom nate the world

Men were scraping out shallow trenches and piling the dirt around the edges.
They wor ked qui ckly, knowi ng that every inch down they could go inproved their
chances of survival if their turn did conme at the receiving end of eneny
artillery fire.

Lon kept glancing at the tineline on his helnet's head-up display, waiting to
hear that the order had been given to launch the shuttles <carrying the HW
battalions and 4th Battalion of 7th Reginment. / thought Bob was going to order

themin right away, he thought, but he waited, not wanting to interrupt Hayl ey
while his people were under bonbardnent. He won't forget. But as the ninutes

ti cked past, Lon grew nore concerned. The faster we get our guns on the ground,

the faster we can go after those rocket |aunchers.

"Col onel Nol an?" The voice was a shout in Lon's ears, someone al mbst scream ng
into his radio transmtter. "Col onel Nolan, are you there?"

"I"'mhere. Who is this?"

"Pal Jensen, XO of 15th. Qur regi nental headquarters took a direct hit from one

of those rockets, maybe two. W're still trying to get to the casualties.
Col onel Hayley is down. |I'mnot getting any signal fromhis helnet, not even
vital signs. | don't knowif he's dead or alive, but it looks like you're in
command now, at least until . . . whenever." Jensen's report cane out in one

| ong burst, ending when he had to gasp for air.

"Ckay, Pal. Take it easy,"” Lon said. "I'll link to ClIC and get things going
again. You take care of 15th. Let your battalion commanders know what's going
on. Find out what shape Bob Hayl ey and his people are in and get back to me when
you know sonething definite. 1'll keep you in the loop, fast as | get things
sorted out."

Lon heard the sound of soneone gulping air before Lieutenant Colonel Jensen

replied. "Yes, sir. I've got ny sergeant talking to the battalion commanders
now. The reginmental |ead sergeant is down, too, wth Bob Hayley. | don't know
how nmany others. | think two rockets nust have hit pretty close together

Knocked out a lot of helmet electronics. That's why | can't be sure who's dead
and who's alive. W've been hit hard. Col onel."

"Listen, Fal, I'"'mgoing to postpone the start of our offensive, give you nore
time to get set, but we can't wait too long. Twenty minutes fromnow, we nove as
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pl anned. G ve the enenmy sonething to think about besides plinking us where we
sit."

"Yes, sir, twenty mnutes," Jensen said. Lon squeezed his eyes shut. Jensen
still did not sound as if he were totally in control of hinself. That could be a
maj or probl em

12

A deep breath, let out slowy. Lon opened his eyes and | ooked around, a quick
scan. | wasn't ready for this could not be an excuse, only a confession. He had
to deal with the situation he had inherited, whether he was ready or not. Lon
passed along the new tinetable to his battalion commanders, then |inked through
to Cl C aboard Pere-grine. Four Shrike 1[Il fighters had already been vectored in
totry to knock out the eneny's rocket artillery. Lon gave the order for the
rest of the troops-and the weapons of the two heavy-weapons battalions-to be
| aunched as quickly as escorts could be assenbl ed. The tanks and self-propelled
artillery were already | oaded aboard their shuttles on Patton and Rommel. Their
crews, and the men of 7th Reginent's renaining battalion, were noving toward the
shuttles. It would be fifty mnutes before they were all on the ground, and the
heavy-weapons people would need five mnutes to get their vehicles out of the
shuttles and ready for action

Call it an hour before everyone's on the ground and ready, Lon thought. The
heavy-weapons battalions would be | anded west of University Cty, thirty mles
fromthe nearest eneny units. At that distance, only the rocket batteries-ten
vehicles in each battalion-would be able to take the eneny wunder fire
i medi ately. The self-propelled howitzers needed to get within twenty mles, and
the tanks' 125mm cannons had a naxi mumrange of nine mles. Each heavy-weapons
battalion had six 225mm howi t zers and ei ght tanks nounting 125nmm cannons.

Fourth Battalion ofLon's regiment would be put on the ground to link up with the
reginent's right flank, not quite directly in front of the heavy weapons but
cl ose enough to be able to nove south to keep the New Spartans from attenpting
to intercept the big guns on the ground.

By the tine we get the rest of our people down, the fight should be fully
i nvol ved, he thought. The New Spartans should be too damed busy to be able to
do anythi ng about our heavy weapons. That was the hope, anyway. The shuttles
carrying the big guns were slower and | ess naneuverabl e-nore vul nerabl e than the
attack shuttles that brought in the infantry.

For ten mnutes Lon was continuously on the radio, going fromone channel to
another, receiving reports and giving orders, occasionally involved in two
conversations sinmultaneously. Then Lieutenant Col onel Jensen cane back on |ine.

"Col onel Hayley is alive," Jensen reported, sounding only marginally nore in
control than he had ten mnutes earlier. "But the nedtechs aren't sure he's
going to nake it, even though they're putting himin a trauma tube right now |If
he does survive, he'll be out of action for weeks, nmaybe nmonths. On top of
everything el se, he has massive head trauma that's going to need extensive tine
for regeneration of brain tissue."

"Get himand the rest of your npbst seriously wounded nen ready for evacuation to
Peregrine," Lon said. "Use whatever shuttle you can get them aboard, fast. W' ve
got Shrikes comng in to target the eneny rocket artillery, and our best bet is
to get the shuttle off while you' ve got that cover. Understand?"

"Yes," Jensen said. "W'Il nove the colonel as soon as he's in the portable
trauma tube. As nmany of the others as we can nmnage, too. How | ong do we have
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until the Shrikes get here?"
"Three mnutes."
"W can't be ready that fast."

"I know, Fal, but the Shrikes will stay on station as long as they can, unti
they run short on nunitions. Get that shuttle |oaded and ready for takeoff as
qui ckly as you can. Try to have themready before we |aunch our attack." Lon
glanced at his tineline. "That |eaves just over eight minutes."

"We' Il manage sonehow," Fal said.

"I know you will, Fal. Keep this channel open for nme. Once we start hitting the
eneny, we'll need to stay in touch. One nore thing. Ww's your second-in
command?"

Jensen hesitated several seconds before he replied. "I guess that would be

Cooper McBride of our 1st Battalion. He's the senior battalion conmander."

"Make sure he knows he's your backup, and have him contact Tefford Ives directly
to nake sure we've got two |iaison channels operating. You'll have to patch
together a staff as best you can, once you know who you have left."

After ending the conversation with Jensen, Lon had a few seconds of silence on
his radio, a chance to take another | ook around to doubl e-check the depl oynent
of his headquarters detachment. Men who were «clerks or drivers in garrison
manned their rifles wth every bit of conpetence that the men in the Iline
conpani es possessed. In the Corps, everyone was a rifleman first. A secondary
perineter had been established around Lon. Seventh Regi ment had noved out of the
open field where they had | anded, under the cover of trees and wld shrubbery,
inmproving their positions as the terrain pernitted.

What an unholy ness, Lon thought. Myre than six percent casualties before we get
our first licks in. Six shuttles neant three conpanies, six hundred nen, plus
the casualties on the ground fromthe eneny bonbardnent. There'll be hard
questions to answer when we get hone, even if we don't |ose another man in tire
canpai gn. And that was an unlikely possibility.

"It's not working out the way we thought it would,” Phip Steesen said on a
private channel to Lon. They were forty yards apart, in a standard dispersa
pattern. There wasn't anyone above the rank of corporal within ten yards of Lon
except for his aide and driver. Sergeants Howel| and Dorcetti.

"You've been reading ny mnd again," Lon replied, no trace of hunor in his
voi ce. "W thought we'd cone in, show themwe had them out nunbered, outgunned,
and outcl assed, and they'd be ready to cut their losses and run. | haven't heard
an offer to surrender and | eave comng fromthe New Spartans yet."

"I think we're in for the fight of our lives," Phip said. "All that stuff Jenny
told me about the economics of this, why neither side can afford to | ose."

"Yeah, | renmenber. W ready to nmove out?"

"I've talked with all the battalion |ead sergeants. W're ready. The consensus
is that it's tine to start getting a little payback. Can't say that | have any
argunent with that."

"Don't let it get anyone careless. Tinmes like this are when it's npbst necessary
to renmenber that we're professionals. Four minutes, Phip. Get back to the |ead
sergeants. Make sure they keep a lid on their people.”

"I warned 'em all before, Lon. 1'll do it again, too," Phip added before Lon
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could tell himto.

There were last-minute reports fromC C, Lieutenant Col onel Jensen, and the
battalion commanders in 7th Reginent. Lon set up a comuand conference channe
with the battalion conmmanders in both reginents. The order to begin the
offensive would go directly to each wunit. Seven battalions would attack
simul taneously. There would be little air cover. The Shrikes that had cone in to
hunt the rocket artillery mght be able to nake quick strafing passes on eneny
infantry positions, but they would have to burn for orbit again very soon, to
replace the Shrike Us that would be escorting the remainder of the Dirigenler
force in. The ships could not be left without protection, not even briefly, as
long as the New Spartans still had capital ships and aerospace fighters to
threaten them

Two minutes. Lon glanced to his left, in the general direction of 1st
Battalion's positions, though it was too far away for himto see anyone there.
That was where Junior was, with the two platoons he led-on the left flank, wth
no friendly troops to guard it. The units of the EDF weren't all that close.
Their job was to harass the sections of the New Spartan |ine that were not
directly confronted by Dirigenters, to keep themfrom reinforcing the units
caught in the mddle. Any serious coordination with the |ocal forces would have
towait until after this first battle was fought. Chancellor Berlino and his
conpani ons were still aboard Peregrine. They weren't scheduled to land until the
Dirigenters could nake that safe.

WIl we both make it through the day? Lon wondered, still thinking about Junior.
H dden deeper in his mnd, Lon was alnmst unaware of What would | tell his
mot her ? naggi ng at his subconsci ous defenses. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying
to force his thoughts away from that unpleasant prospect. / can't allow nyself
to be distracted, not now.

One mnute. Tinme for a last hurried call to CIC for the |atest updates. One of
the eneny artillery units had-apparently-been hit by the Shrike Us and put out
of comm ssion. The shuttles carrying the three remaining battalions of the
strike force were on their way in and woul d soon be out of reach of the weapons
aboard the New Spartan transports

Time....

Lon watched the | ast seconds tick off, then gave the command. "Mwve out." Only
right in front of his own position was he able to see any novenent directly. The
men of 2nd Battalion got up and started noving forward. For the first half mle
barring any surprises-they would nove forward in three staggered skirmsh |lines,
closing in as quickly as they could. Then, once they were in range of rifle fire
fromthe New Spartans, the troops would switch to fire and maneuver tactics.
That would be slower. How rmuch slower would depend on the |evel of eneny
resi stance. Wth seasoned nmercenaries on the other side, it mght be very slow
i ndeed. The corridors of advance for the battalions of the reginments on either
side had been carefully calculated to mnimze the chances for friendly-fire
casual ti es.

Watch out for mnes and booby traps, Lon thought, as if he were instructing his
men. Watch for eneny electronics, not just helnets but also snoops. Renenber
that they're good, dammed good. We've got no room for m stakes.

"Phip, we'll let the advance nove three hundred yards, then nove ny command post
to just this side of that creek out there, behind that patch of heavy
undergrowmt h. We'll set up there, close enough to see sone of what goes on, far

enough back that we shouldn't have to scranble to get out of the way."

"Right," Phip replied. "I had already marked that spot. There's a rock
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outcropping to give us a little protection fromstray shots, too well conceal ed
by the trees for there to be nmuch chance the eneny registered it for their
artillery."”

Both of themcould hear gunfire, just starting. At first there were just
scattered shots fromthree or four points, quickly answered by Dirigenters, but
within thirty seconds the firing became general. "They didn't wait for us to
come to them" Lon noted, still wth a channel open to Phip. "W sure didn't
move a half mle before the action started.”

"Suits me," Phip said. "The sooner we start, the sooner we can nake a finish of
it."

That's easy to say when we're this far away fromit, Lon thought. He knew he was
where he bel onged, out of imediate danger, in position to direct the entire
fight, but he couldn't banish a nagging guilt at being relatively safe while
sendi ng thousands of men into imrnent peril, knowing that sonme of them would
not live through the engagenent. It wasn't just that his only son was one of the
men in danger. He had felt this way before, |ong before Junior joined the Corps.

Lon scanned the various comrand frequencies, eavesdropping on reports from
company commanders to their battalion comranders, even from pl atoon | eaders to
their captains. The New Spartans had used the tinme well, forming lines facing in
both directions, closing the gap on either side, preparing what defensive
protection they could. The shuttle carrying Col onel Hayley and two dozen other
wounded nen from 15th Regi ment got off the ground, trailed by the Shrike Us that
had attacked the New Spartan rocket artillery.

"Been a long time since we fought a pitched battle this soon after grounding,"”
Phip comented in one of the rare silences on the radio. "Ofhand, | can't
renenber ever fighting this soon.”

Once or tw ce, Lon thought, but he renained silent, sw tching channels again and
agai n, stopping just long enough to catch what he could. O fhand, he couldn't
renenber where or when those instances m ght have been either. There had been
too many fights on too many worlds ... and far too many deat hs.

"I make it three hundred yards 2nd Battalion has noved," Phip said a nonent
later. "Along way short of the half mle we hoped. They've dropped, using fire
and maneuver now." The advance sl owed dramatically, one platoon of each conpany
moving forward a few yards while the rest laid down covering fire. The next
pl at oon woul d | eapfrog them and the next, and...

"Right, Phip. Let's get our people noving," Lon said. He waited until the order
had been passed, then got up and starting noving toward the | ocation he and Phip
had chosen for their next sanctum The distance was only about two hundred
yards, but before Lon had run half that distance, he felt as if he had run a
mle. Lon paused for no nore than twenty seconds, sucking in a couple of deep
breaths. His chest was heaving as he gasped for air. He was a little light
headed. For an instant his vision blurred, then cleared after he blinked severa
times, quickly, and shook his head.

This is ridiculous, he thought. / know damm well I'mnot this far out of shape.
He shook his head again and trotted the rest of the distance, noving nore slowy
now. At |east there was no inconming fire to worry about. Yet.

The rock outcropping that he had spotted was nowhere nore than eight feet higher
than the ground just north of it, rising abruptly on the left and dw ndling away
gradually on the right. On the far side, the south, the rock fell sharply into
the edge of a shallow, narrow creek-five feet wide and two feet deep-that
meandered across the entire 2nd Battalion front. Mich of the stone was covered
with a nosslike growth. Vines clinbed up over the top fromthe creek on the far
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side. A nunber of bushes henmed the rock in on either side.

Lon did not sinply collapse against the rock and slide to the ground, though the
notion tenpted himuntil his breathing got back to something approachi ng nor mal
He remained on his feet, protected by the rock, |ooking around to see that all
of the men who were wth his headquarters detachment nmade it to their new
positions. Wthout instruction, they formed their new perineter and started
scooping out slit trenches, working quickly in noist soil, taking advantage of
the terrain to give thensel ves what protection was avail abl e.

Before Lon had a chance to say anything, he heard two expl osi ons, separated by
five seconds or |ess, well separated, al nbst bl anketing other explosions farther
away.

"They' ve got that rocket artillery working again," Phip said on their private
channel . "Most of it's still going against 15th, but that's two ained toward our
peopl e, near both ends of the line, in 1 st and 3rd Battalions."

Junior? screaned in Lon's head |like the stab of a severe headache, but what he
said was, "Get reports on casualties when you can, Phip." H s voice sounded
al nost calm

What do we do next? Lon asked hinself. He wasn't too disconcerted by the fact
that the prelimnary plan of attack had proven inadequate, obsolete al nost
before it could be begun. Once we get on the ground, we start with a bl ank page.
It was all too frequently like that. Few enem es were considerate enough to do
exactly what the Dirigenters hoped they woul d do.

Lon's nusings were interrupted by a call from Fal Jen-sen. "W've got to do
sonet hi ng about those rockets," Jensen said. "They've got us zeroed in. W're
taking casualties fromthose and fromthe eneny on the ground in front of wus."
There was no hint of panic in Jensen's voice now, but there was tension

"Keep pushing forward, Fal. Get close to the New Spartans on the ground and
they'Il have to quit firing rockets at you. It's going to be at least twenty
m nutes before the next flight of Shrikes can get in, longer than that before we
get our heavy weapons on the ground and out of the box. W' ve still got to dea
with the enenmy on the ground between us."

"Are we getting any help fromthe Elysians?" Jensen asked.

"Very little so far, but they weren't supposed to be doing much nore than harass
the eneny away from our positions."

"If we've got any liaison, the nore they can do right now, the better off we're
going to be, Lon."

You know what |iaison we 've got, Lon thought. Jensen should know better than
anyone. He had been aboard Per-egrine, privy to the discussions between Bob
Hayl ey and Chancel | or Berli no.

"Just as soon as | get a chance, I'll put a call through to Berlino," Lon said.
"But don't expect nuch, not soon. Even if they have forces available, it's going
to take tinme to get themin position to act. W've got to sort out this nmess on
our own."

"I was afraid you were going to say that," Jensen said before signing off.

If he doesn't pull hinself together, he's going to be no help at all, Lon
thought, frowning in the privacy of his helmet. Maybe he's spent too nany years
in staff jobs, not enough on the line. Lon had known Jensen, casually, for
years, as he knew all the senior officers in the Corps. But he did not know him
wel |, and what he had heard so far did not give himgreat confidence. I'm going
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to have to find out who else is left over there, just in case, he thought. But,
like so much else, that would have to wait until the imediate situation was in
hand.

"Lon." Phip waited for Lon to acknow edge the <call before he continued. "I've
been checking with the non-corns up front. | think we underestimated the numnber
of New Spartans here, nmaybe by fifty percent. They nust not have left all their

transports in orbit. Maybe some of themhad to nmake two trips to get everyone
here. There could be as many as ei ght thousand of them on the ground between us
and 15th Reginment. We sure as hell don't have them outnunbered two to one. Even
when we get the rest of our people down here, the nunbers won't be much better
than even."

"The way they've hit us so far, | can't say that surprises nme," Lon said. "How
good are the estinates you're getting?"

"I wouldn't bet against themno matter what odds you offered," Phip said. "Il've
sorted through the wusual exaggeration, cross-checked, everything. One other
thing. One of Junior's platoon sergeants says the New Spartans do have those
needl e guns we heard about, at least a few Says they can turn a tree to nulch
in ten seconds, but the effective range doesn't seemto be nmuch past a hundred
yards. "

"W get the chance, 1'd like a | ook at one of them and a little anmo-sonething
to take home and let the R&D people play wth," Lon said. "But | don't want
anyone taking foolish chances to get it."

"l already passed the word, Lon," Phip said.

* * *

Lon sat with his back against the rock outcropping and took out his nmapboard, a
speci al i zed conplink that unfolded for use in the field. He put as rmuch of the
area around University City on the screen as he could to get a feel for the
battle that was devel oping. The New Spartans were not being shy about using
active electronics. There were so many blips that they blended into snudged
lines-red for the enemy, blue for the Dirigenters, yellow for the few nmenbers of
the El ysian Defense Force who were involved in the fight.

I hope soneone on Peregrine is going through this, tryingto get a solid
estimate of eneny nunbers, Lon thought. By increasing the magnification and
going through the area one small grid at a tine it would be possible to tel
exactly how many eneny soldiers were using helnet electronics at any given tine.
Sonething we can report back to Dirigent on with reasonabl e assurance. As soon
as possible, he was going to have to send an MR out, report to the Council of
Regi ments on what they had found and what had happened-including the fact that
Bob Hayley was out of action for at |least the next several weeks ... if he
survived. / mght not even know that for another hour or nore, Lon thought,
glancing at the tinme-line on his visor display. / guess 1 need to wait until |
get sonething fromthe nedtechs about Bob, if he's going to survive.

He | ooked up fromthe mapboard. And |'mgoing to have to make a recomrendation
on whether or not we need another reginment to reinforce us. H's inmediate
i mpul se was to say. Yes, we need help. but it was too soon to nake that call
and-in any case-it would be at |least a nonth before help could arrive.

By then it mght be far too | ate.

13

"W're at a stalemate here, Lon," Lieutenant Col onel Vel Gsterman, CO of 2nd
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Battalion of the 7th, reported. "The New Spartans are dug in. W can't break
through their Iines without taking unacceptable |evels of casualties, and I'm
not sure we could do it even if we weren't worried about |osses.”

"Have your nmen dig in as best they can until we get the situation sorted out,
Vel ," Lon said. Less than an hour and a half had passed since the Dirigenters
had | anded. So much had happened so quickly that it seened inpossible. "I'm
getting the same kind of reports fromother wunits. For the nonent, |'mnore

concerned with holding what we've got and keeping the New Spartans contai ned
until we can bring our full force to bear.

"Qur 4th Battalion and all the heavy weapons will be down in a few mnutes. |l
put the rocket batteries to work as soon as they're out of the box, the |ong
guns should join in about fifteen mnutes later, and the tanks will head ful
tilt toward the eneny, along wth our 4th Battalion. | just got off alink to
Chancel lor Berlino. He's going to see if nore of the Elysian Defense Force can
nmove agai nst the New Spartans, but that's going to take rine, probably severa
hours."

"I hope we can shake sonething | oose sooner than that," Gsternman said. "Anyway,
so far the New Spartans haven't shown any inclination to try to push us back
They're in inproved positions, dug in well. They've had three days to get ready
for us. That's part of the problem™

"W get all our people down, it'll be nore their problemthan ours,"” Lon said
"They're geared toward mobil e operations, the same as we are. Static defensive
positions rob them of a good part of their strength. As long as we're on the
outside with freedom of novement, the advantage is still ours."”

"W'll hold on," Gsternman sai d.

Well, 1've got himconvinced, Lon thought. Now, if |I can just convince nyself.
The trouble is, we can't use our mobility yet, not w thout unpinning the New
Spartans in the process.

The heavy-weapons battalions would cone in first. Lon's final battalion would
land a few m nutes later. There would be four Shrike Us in for those few minutes
as well, to protect the shuttles and make a few passes at the New Spartan
defenses. Wth a little luck they m ght knock out one or two nore of the eneny's
rocket artillery |aunchers.

W' ve had one break. The New Spartans haven't been able to bring any fighters

down to hassle wus, Lon thought, glancing skyward. He had received severa

updates on the continuing struggle in orbit. Both sides were noving ships,
trying to stay out of each other's way, taking stabs at the other as best they
could. The one New Spartan transport that had been damaged was noving farther
fromElysium under only partial power. Since it would be unable to junmp to Q
space, it could only hope to escape further damage-or destruction-by putting as
much nornmal space between it and danger as possi bl e.

Don't let this settle into a long-termstatic front, Lon reninded hinself. The
first side to get truly nobile should have the advantage. He had al ready deci ded
how he wanted to use his 4th Battalion and the heavy-weapons wunits. The
artillery-howitzer and rocket-wuld take the eneny wunder fire as quickly as
possi ble. Lon would aimthe tanks and his 4th Battalion at the eneny line, just
south of where the units already in place faced each other

Punch a hole in the line and turn up the mddle, like closing a zipper. It
sounded good.

The last three Dirigenter battalions made it safely to the ground. No shuttles
or men were |lost. The New Spartans |aunched rockets toward the LZs, but by the
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time those rockets arrived, the nen and vehicles were out and the shuttles were
back in the air, burning for orbit. Separately, one shuttle was coning in with
equi pnent to get the lander that had tipped over upright. Those shuttles could
then both be used to evacuate wounded.

That was the good news. The bad news was that the opposing fleets had noved far
enough apart that the New Spartans had aerospace fighters heading in to provide
close air support for their troops. And they would arrive a couple of mnutes
ahead of the Shrike Il fighters that Aganemon and Gdysseus were dispatching to
counter them Lon's rocket artillery and the shoul der-1aunched surface-to-air
m ssiles would have to hold the eneny fighters off until help arrived.

"Well, Colonel, we've got holes to flop in at Ileast," Jereny Howell said,
lifting his helnet visor partway so he wouldn't need to use his radio to talk
with Lon. Howell and two privates fromLon's security squad had been "fixing up"
the area behind the rock outcropping for Lon's command post-nostly digging slit
trenches, piling the dirt up around them

"Thanks, Jerry," Lon said, |ooking around and nodding. "Let's hope we don't need
it for long." Everyone was on the ground. The Dirigenter rocket artillery had
joined the fray. In another three or four minutes the howitzers would be in
range. It would take nearly an hour before the tanks could join in, and after
that it would only be a few mnutes before the tanks and 7th Reginment's 4th
Battalion would hit the eneny line.

"l don't know about you. Colonel, but 1'd feel better if we could get under this
rock," Howell said. "Those rockets are nore'n | bargained for. This is begi nning
to look like one of those old wars from Earth, whole arm es on both sides."

"It's not that big. Jerry, but | know what you mean. This is the biggest fracas
I'"ve seen.” Too big, he thought. A battle this size isn 't always decided by
which side has the better leader. It's the nen wup front, junior officers,
noncons, and nen in the ranks who can neke the difference. But it was the
commander who woul d take the blanme for any defeat, or for losing too many nen in
a victory. Too many ways to lose, not nearly enough ways to wn, Lon thought,
shaki ng hi s head.

"W lost too many nmen coming in. Jerry," Lon said. "Nothing can nake up for
that." There had been years in which the entire Corps had not suffered as nmany
contract deaths as 7th and 15th Regi ments had taken during the initial |andings.
Even a resounding victory would not balance the books. Alnbst as bad-the
addition of insult to injury-it would probably be inpossible to return the
bodi es of nbst of those dead to Dirigent. The shuttles that were blown apart in
space woul d | eave few remains to recover

"This is Jensen." Lon held a hand up to keep Howell fromreplying so he could
concentrate on the radio call.

"CGo ahead, Fal," Lon said.

"The New Spartans are attenpting to break through ny lines on the left, toward

University City. | guess they've been told about our new | andings. |'mnot sure
we're going to be able to hold them If | nove nore nen in front of this thrust,
it'll just open the way for a breakthrough sonewhere el se."

"Do what you can, Fal," Lon said, relieved that Jen-sen's voice sounded firner
now, nore under control. Lon scrolled the view on his nmapboard to show the
center of this newest fighting. "W don't want to let them into the city.
That' Il nmake it a lot harder to take care of them and we risk friendly civilian
casualties. Don't forget, they're going to have fighter cover. Those aircraft
will be on station in less than two mnutes now. "
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"We're doing what we can, Lon. Can you redirect sone of our heavy-weapons fire
into the van of this thrust?"

"You've got it. I'll switch over and give the order now The self-propelled
howi t zers should be just comng in range. We'll give you as nuch help as we
can."

Even at a distance, the runble of the artillery shells as they exploded was
unm st akabl e, the sound of thunder but far too regular for nature. For a few
m nutes Lon kept his nmapboard open, watching the pattern of explosions on a
vi sual overlay. The targeting, using data fed from CIC and directly from 15th
Regi ment, was deadly accurate, hitting the point of the wedge that the New
Spartans were trying to push through 15th Reginent's line. At first the New
Spartans kept pushing forward, but soon the advance stalled and, finally, they
pul I ed back into the positions they had held before.

"We'll keep an eye on them Fal," Lon said when he called Jensen back. "For now,
I"mgoing to redirect our fire to support our attenpt to roll themup. Qur heavy
weapons have to do sone fancy noving, staying out of the way of the eneny's air
cover."

The New Spartans had sent in six aerospace fighters, Javelins. One was brought
down by 15th Reginent's rocket artillery on its initial approach, before it had
a chance to fire any of its own nunitions. A second Javelin was bl own out of the
sky by a shoul der-fired rocket |launched from7th Reginent's 4th Battalion. After
that, the eneny fighters tried to stay above ten thousand feet, to give them a
chance to outrun anything else fired at them fromthe ground, which linited
their effectiveness. And then the Shrike Us were on them and the aerial fight
moved away fromthe ground forces, drifting quickly to the east.

| feel so damed useless, Lon thought as the last aircraft noved beyond
University City. |I'mnot contributing anything. He had spent too nany years
fighting on the front lines, in direct contact with the eneny of the nonent.
This doesn't feel as real as the arcade ganes Junior used to spend hour s

pl ayi ng.

Reports and requests kept comng in. Questions and replies went out. Lon
swi tched anong nore than a dozen radi o channels, talking with others and trying
to plot what he |earned against what his napboard showed him CIC tried to
coordinate as much of the raw data as it could for him H's own staff put
toget her individual pieces of it.

He tried to nonitor his 4th Battalion's attack on the New Spartan |ine nopst
closely. As soon as they managed a breakthrough, i/they did, things would heat
up all along the lines. Lon had everyone alerted to put as nmuch pressure on the
eneny as possible. "Don't let themreinforce their people in front of 4th
Battalion," Lon told all of the other line battalion conmmanders. "As soon as the
tanks and 4th turn the corner, we're going to hit themwith everything we've
got, all along the line, try to end this quickly."

Even while planning for that, Lon kept asking hinself, What will the eneny do to
stop us? They nust have sone plan, sone ace still up their sleeve. It <can't be
this easy, not against pros.

The answer cane just as Lieutenant Col onel Parker Watson was reporting that 4th
Battali on had cracked the eneny line and was starting to feed nmen to the |eft,
whi |l e | eaving one conpany in place to keep the New Spartans from hitting their
flank fromthe south. Lon's mapboard showed the sudden appearance of nore eneny
electronics, well to the north of 7th Reginent-behind them Twenty seconds
|later, CIC reported that a considerable nunber of rockets had been | aunched from
the newy reveal ed eneny position
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"Everyone down!" Lon said on the channel that connected himto all his battalion
and conpany comanders. "lncoming!" He took what cover he could hinself,
scanni ng the headquarters area on his way down to nake certain that everyone
el se al so was taking cover

The di stance was not extrene. The first eneny rockets started to fall wthin
seconds after the warning. The New Spartans had obviously pinpointed the
| ocation of virtually all the Dirigenter infantry units. Rockets were fired as
qui ckly as launchers coul d be rel oaded. The New Spartan batteries that had been
identified earlier also joined in. As many as a dozen eneny rockets at a tine
m ght be in the air.

For three mnutes, the rocket fire was primarily New Spartan. The Dirigenter
units had to nove before they could start firing back-counterbattery fire,
targeting the enenmy launchers while trying to avoid being targeted thenselves.
As the artillery units dueled, the New Spartan infantry gained a breather, and
Par ker Watson's battalion had to dig in where they were instead of starting to
roll up the eneny Iine.

At the same tinme, the New Spartans did nove. Those trapped between 7th and 15th
Regi nents slid clockwi se around the senmicircle, running the gauntlet. The New
Spartans in the southwestern portion of the line surrounding University Cty
moved toward the Elysian capital, pushing aside two conpanies of the |I|oca
defense force that were rushing to bl ock them

As soon as Lon received those reports, he called Watson. "Parker, you re going
to have to turn your battalion the other way. | want you to overtake the New
Spartans before they get into the city, if you can; at least don't give thema
chance to set wup solid defensive positions. Forget about trying to close the
zi pper. The New Spartans there are noving away fromyou. As soon as | can get a
few Shrikes in, 1'll set them against the eneny van in front of you, to slow
them down. Keep 7th Reginent's tanks wth you. I'm going to direct 15th
Regi ment's tanks across the arc to try to hit the New Spartans' main force."

Wat son' s acknow edgnent was lost in the blast of an eneny rocket that inpacted
eighty yards fromLon. Lon felt the ground shake violently. Rock, dirt, and
other debris rained down on him for nearly a mnute following the blast. The
ringing in his ears was even slower to fade. Wien he was able to lift his head
past the ridge of dirt surrounding his trench, he saw that nany of the trees
that had sheltered regi mental headquarters had been broken or knocked over

It looks like a war zone at last, seened to echo through Lon's head. Then
casualty reports started to cone in.

From both ends of the semcircle the New Spartans noved toward University GCity.
Par ker Watson's nmen weren't able to stop the units noving fromthe western flank
of their initial line, and those on the eastern flank had no opposition at all
But the New Spartans who had been on the northern arc of the perineter had to
nove east, away fromthe city; that meant about 60 percent of their strength ..
their known strength, Lon rem nded hinself-known strength north of the River
Styx. CIC was no |longer certain how nmany nen the New Spartans m ght have south
of the river. The bridges across it had been blown, cutting them off fromthe
main fight. CIC was al so no |l onger certain what the total nunber of New Spartans
on the world mght be. The exposure of nore rocket artillery units had been a
conpl ete surprise. There nmight be significantly nore infantrynen as well.

"There's a good chance they're going to be short on rockets," Lon said on a
conference call that included Col onel Jensen and battalion commanders from both
reginents. "They've used one hell of a lot, and their supplies can't be
infinite. If we can keep them fromresupplying the rocket batteries, we'll save
ourselves a lot of grief later on. Aganemmon and Odysseus are on alert for that,

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2006%20-%20Colonel.txt (65 of 131) [12/29/2004 1:12:23 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962006%20-%20Col onel .txt

to intercept any eneny shuttles. I don't know if the New Spartans have any
resupply setup like ours, but even if they do, | doubt that it's set upto
handl e anything as |arge as rockets for those launchers." The resupply rockets
the Dirigenters used were not identical to those Lon's conpany had tested nore
than twenty years before, but they were direct descendants. These rockets could
be launched by shuttle, Shrike, or directly froma ship in orbit, with the fina
stage of their descent guided by a man on the ground. A trained operator could
soft-land a rocket within ten feet of a nmark, close enough to retrieve its
cargo-up to five thousand rounds of rifle ammnition or two cases of rocket
propel | ed grenades-controlling the landing through his helnmet radi o. Everyone
received some training in the operation, and at least two nen in every |line
squad drilled enough to be consi dered experts.

"W don't know how many they stockpiled before we got here," Tefford Ives
poi nted out. "They mi ght have nore rockets for their artillery than we do, on
the ground.™

"Possi bl e, but unless they knew we were coming it wouldn't have nade nmuch sense,
and they didn't put a lot of shuttles on the ground after we appeared in
system" Vel Osternman said

"W can't underestimate the possibility,” Fal Jensen said. "They had the
| aunchers on the ground. They had to plan for enough firepower to handle the
arnmor and artillery the Elysians have. |f the New Spartans are anywhere near as
thorough as we are, they would have included enough and to spare for that."

"What ever, " Lon said. "CIC says they've used a hundred rockets this norning, and
the two | aunchers we're sure we've destroyed might each have had eight to ten
| eft onboard. The estimate is that each of their |aunchers can carry two dozen,
pl us whatever their attendant supply trucks carry."

"Either way, it could be difficult for either of wus to resupply our heavy
weapons, " lves said. "They're sure to go after our shuttles, and | assune we'll
go after any they launch."

"Both of wus have to use our fighters to defend our ships, ahead of anything
el se,” Lon said. "That gives both sides roomto naneuver, to get things in and
out. Maybe we have a slight advantage, since our shuttles are armed and theirs
aren't. Whatever the situation, we'll deal with it.

"Right now, there's one other thing. I'mgoing to send an MRto Dirigent wthin
the next hour or so. Link vyour reports through to CIC on Peregrine, anything
that needs to go out, casualties and operational status, and any personal nai
that m ght have collected."” Lon shrugged. "There shouldn't be nuch of that,
since we sent mail back just ahead of the |anding.

"Fal, 1'll give themthe news on Colonel Hayley, that he's going to need
extensive tinme for regeneration and rehabilitation, that |I've taken over conmand
of the contract, and that you have assunmed command of 15th Regi nent. As soon as
I finish ny report, the MR wll be launched, so don't dally. Get your nen
reorgani zed-fed if there's tinme. Figure we'll be noving in an hour or so. |'ll
gi ve you detail ed depl oynents shortly, but we're going to have to operate in two
mai n sections again now that the New Spartans have split up. W have to deal
with the wunits noving into University City and those we forced out into the
wild. "

An hour, Lon thought after he had acknow edgnments fromall the others. / have to
finish ny report on what's happened so far. And | have to deci de whether or not
to ask for another reginent. The easy decision would be to opt for requesting
hel p. But reinforcement will require a nonth. W'd still have to hold out that
| ong. Lon shook his head. He worried over the question until that was the only
itemleft to add to his report, taking every mnute he could before he dictated
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the |l ast sentences. Asking for reinforcenent if it wasn't absolutely necessary
woul d be al nbst as bad as not asking for it if it was. Al nost.

"It is aclose call. W have really not been able to fully assess the situation
yet, or to determne exactly how many nmen the New Spartans have depl oyed on
El ysium Rei nforcenent m ght be necessary, it is perhaps even extrenely Iikely,
but I think I should take nmore tine before making that decision. | would suggest
alerting the troops for possible deploynment, subject to nmy next report. | will
try to get that out within the next forty-eight to seventy-two hours."

Not very satisfactory, Lon thought, putting off the decision that way. Wshy
washy. But he didn't change it. Peregrine |aunched the nessage rocket t wo
m nutes |ater.

14

The senior nedical officer of 15th Reginent had been killed by the rocket that
had wounded Col onel Hayley. Six other men had been killed by the same expl osion

The only thing that had saved Hayley was that a portable trauma tube had been
cl ose and had- sonmehow avoi ded serious damage. The nedtech who had treated the

colonel told Lon that it had been a miracle that Hayley had survived. "I don't
think 1'm exaggerating when | say that if we'd been five seconds slower getting
himinto the tube he woul dn't have nmade it. | didn't think he was going to mnake

it as it was." Listening to the detailed listing of Hayley's injuries had been
al nost enough to nake Lon physically ill.

The back of Bob Hayley's head had been literally blown off, along with a
significant percentage of his brain. That was the injury that mattered. The
fractures and shrapnel penetrations were minor by conparison. Hayley would
require three weeks for the physical regeneration of lost brain tissue and the
m ssing section of his skull, nost of that tine sealed in a trauma tube. After
that there would be nonths of rehabilitation. The SMO on the flagship said that
Hayl ey woul d have to eamhow to walk and talk again, and the odds were strong
that he woul d never regain nmuch nenory of his life before the injury. "I don't
think there's one chance in a mllion he'll be able to continue in the Corps,"
the ship's SMO said. "But he will survive."

It was sone hours |ater before Lon thought. There goes the odds-on favorite for
election to General. .. not that we were likely to make it hone in tine for him
to get it this year. He shook his head. Even if we were going to make it hone in
time, the Council wouldn 't give it to himthis year, not after we |lost so nmany
men making our | anding here. There'd have to be a board of inquiry first. Even
if a board cleared himof msjudgnent, losing so many nen would remain a mark
agai nst Hayl ey and m ght keep himfrom ever becom ng General

By noon, the fighting had decreased to alnpst nothing. Parker Witson's
battalion, 4th of the 7th, was skirmishing with the eneny on the outskirts of
University City. Vel GCsternan's battalion, 2nd of the 7th, was noving toward the
eneny rocket artillery north of the city. Fal Jensen was noving 15th Regi nent
east to stay between the bul k of the New Spartan forces and the El ysian capital
His 4th Battalion was angling toward the southeast, |ooking to engage the eneny
troops who had noved toward the capital on that end of the perineter.

Lon was noving with his remaining two line battalions-closer to University Gty,
staying on the north, ready to nove whichever way necessary, depending on how
the situation devel oped through the next hours ... or days. He wanted to be able
to nove into the capital to prevent the two elenments of the New Spartan force
fromlinking up inside the netropolitan area. The rocket and howitzer batteries
of both heavy-weapons battalions were noving closer to Lon's 1st and 3rd
Battali ons. The tanks were nmoving to reinforce both reginments' 4th Battalions on
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the edges of University City.

Chancel lor Berlino and his conpanions had just |anded, without incident, near
Lon's position. Overhead, the two fleets were noving farther apart, and higher,
away from Elysium But not too much higher. Both wanted to stay cl ose enough to
use their fighters to support operations on the ground.

Berlino and the two other Elysian cabinet ministers were escorted to Lon's
command post by two platoons from7th's 3rd Battalion. The chancellor appeared
qui te shaken, his eyes w de, constantly noving, |ooking around as if he feared
attack at every step. Thomas Beoch, the mnister for external affairs, and Flora
Chiou, the treasurer, sinply |ooked exhaust ed.

"I can't offer you nuch hospitality,” Lon said. "Sorry. We thought it safer to
bring you in well outside the city. Too much chance that the New Spartans would
shoot the shuttle down. They have at |east a battalion of troops near your rmain
spaceport. They might control it. They're certainly close enough to shoot down
any shuttle trying to land there. Make yourselves as confortable as you can
Sitting on the ground might not | ook dignified, but that's all we have."

"I"'mnot too proud to sit on the grass,"” Chiou said. Beoch sinply dropped to the
ground next to her. Berlino was slower to sit, but that seemed to be just
because of his nervousness.

"I'"ve been following the reports fromyour CIC," Berlino said when he finally
did sit. "Up until we got off the shuttle. Any significant change. Col onel ?"

Lon shook his head. "I wish | could say that there is, Chancellor, but there
isn'"t. As soon as we can do so safely, we'll get you into the city, back to your
coll eagues and fanilies. It appears that, so far, the New Spartans aren't trying
to fully occupy the capital. There aren't enough of them on that side to nanage,
not with nost of your defense force still active and nearby. Right now we're not
sure if they're just trying to get as far fromus as they can or if they hope to
fortify sections of the city to try to hold agai nst us."

Berlino nodded slowly. "I was able to followthat rmuch. How do you intend to
proceed?"

"W have three i mediate goals on the ground,” Lon said. "W want to neutralize
destroy-their artillery. W need to isolate the troops they have inside
University City. And we want to keep those troops and their nmain force from
reuniting, nostly by keeping the nmain force away fromthe capital. The artillery
and the eneny force inside the city will be our priorities. After that we can
worry about their main force. As long as they're amay fromthe urban areas,
they're the minor threat, unable to cause major difficulties for your people. W
can take our time with them"

"I agree," Berlino said. "Qur first concern has to be the eneny force inside
University City. Is it possible that they will try to use our civilian popul ace
as ... hostages?"

"Possi bl e but not probable,” Lon said. "I doubt that the New Spartans are much
more likely to do that than we would be, and Dirigenters would absolutely not
use unarmed civilians as hostages or shields. But you can assune that the New
Spartans will deal harshly, and summarily, wth anyone they catch or strongly
suspect of actively operating against them Conbatant civilians forfeit any
speci al consideration."

"Qur people will resist, strongly," Chiou said, lifting her head for the first
time. She had been staring at the ground in front of her. "W cherish our
i ndependence, and there was intense anger over the invasion fromthe start. Many
of our people will seize any opportunity to strike at the invaders."
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"I agree," Berlino said. "There will <certainly be acts of resistance, which
means that the sooner we can . .. evict the invaders fromthe city, the fewer of
our people are likely to pay the ... ultimate price."

"We're doing our best to keep the eneny too busy to worry rmuch about civilians.
Chancel lor," Lon said. "But we're linmted, too, if we want to avoid civilian
casual ties and excessive damage to buildings and so forth. And we do want to
avoi d those."

"W can repair or replace buildings. Colonel," Berlino said.

"People aren't so easy to replace,"” Lon said. "W hate to see lives wasted
civilians, our own, even those of our enemes. W'Il do what we have to do.
Chancel l or, but as economically as possible."

" Speaki ng of economics. Colonel," Berlino said, "I will authorize bringing in a
third regiment if you think it's needed. And another fighting ship with its
aircraft.”

"l haven't decided yet, Chancellor,'
possi ble, but..." He shook his head.

Lon said. "I warned Dirigent that it is

"But what. Col onel ?"

"You know the limts of interstellar travel. Chancellor. It will take a nonth to
get reinforcenents in. And if we don't have enough people here now to do the
job, there m ght not be enough of us left in a nonth to be an effective fighting
force. One reginment mght not be enough to do nore than cover an evacuation of
survivors, and that wouldn't do your people any good. | know we nmade provisions
in the contract for reinforcenent, but the scenario involved was if we arrived
and knew ri ght away that the New Spartans had brought in nore nmen, we woul d have
waited in space for our reinforcenents, not |anded the way we did. The only way
I could be... fairly certain of mamintaining an effective force for a nonth would
be to sinply pull out intothe wlds, away from the eneny, to wait for
rei nforcenents. That would give the New Spartans a nonth to do ... whatever they
want to your cities and people. W don't even have a realistic option of
returning to our ships to wait. Awithdrawal I|ike that m ght cost another six
hundred nen, the way the landing did, or nore."

"Besides, if you pulled away from the eneny, disengaged," Chiou said, "I doubt
that the New Spartans would sinply sit around and wait for the next act. W
can't count on their continued willingness to sinply lay siege to University
Cty."

"There is that," Lon conceded. "W've joined the fight. There's no way to back
of f." No honorable way, he thought. No way that does not concede victory to the
New Spartans and rel egate us to second- best status.

* * *

In the next hour, Lon noved his conmand post again, this time to the ruins of a

farmhouse. Only the plascrete shell of the house remained intact. The interior
had been burned out; the roof had collapsed. Lon's nen cleared out enough of the
rubble to let him set up an "office" inside, for what mninmal protection it

woul d provide. They checked for nines, booby traps, and el ectroni c snoops, then
set up their sentry posts outside.

"We're not going to stay here long," Lon told Phip. "Twenty m nutes, tops. Too
much chance the New Spartans wll have this location registered for their
artillery."

"I was afraid you m ght have overl ooked that possibility,"” Phip said. "They drop
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a high-angle shot inside these walls, the medtechs would have to scrape our
remains off the plascrete."” He gestured around. Sone of the stains on the walls
m ght have been fromthe previous occupants.

"We'll set up outposts just inside the ring the New Spartans set up, past where
they burned everything, but | don't want to nove all our people into the city if
we can avoid it. That mght tenpt the other side to start |obbing rockets in

anong civilians. W'Ill wait for dark to nove against the first batch of the
eneny in the city, get the ones around the spaceport. Wile that's going on,
we' |l send the chancellor and his people in under heavy escort. 1'Il feel better

once they're off our hands.”

"You really think we're going to be able to pull this one off, Lon?" Phip asked,
moving closer to Lon, sinply whispering with the faceplate of his helnet up
hal f way.

Lon gl anced around the ruins of the farnmhouse. The only other person inside was

Jeremnmy Howell, and he was over near what had been the front door. "W don't have
any choice. W have to pull it off. Somehow. Probably with just what we have
here now Even if | call in another reginent, we're going to have to do it
ourselves." He shook his head. "Now |l et ne be for a fewmnutes. |'ve got to see

where everyone's at."

Pieces of a puzzle. | don't have all the pieces, and there's no cozy holo to
tell me what the finished puzzle is supposed to |ook Iike, Lon thought as he
scrol l ed across his mapboard, seeing where each of his battalions were and where
the eneny units were |located. The eneny's main force was still noving east,
doing what they could to stall the pursuit-leaving booby traps and snal
rearguard units to harass the Dirigenters-apparently |ooking for sound defensive
positions, rather than sinply looking for a little space to regroup, or actively
trying to consolidate their forces, bring the smaller units back to them

That doesn 't make a hell of a lot of sense unless they know they've got
rei nforcenents com ng, Lon thought, shaking his head idly. The farther they go,
the nore likely it is that they 've got nore assets comng in. .. and soon. He
stared at the chart for a nonent, then touched the screen softly. |If they go
past this point, they nust know they have help on the way. It was an arbitrary
decision, with no guarantee that it would have any relationship to reality, but
he needed sonme reference mark to help focus his thinking. Then he turned his
attention to the snmaller New Spartan el enents.

The New Spartan rocket artillery was still trying to get lost inthe wld
country to the north, staying under cover of the forests, nmaintaining electronic
silence as far as possible. For the nost part they were successful at evading
detection. They were noving too fast, and too erratically, for the Dirigenter
artillery to knock them out on the rare occasions when they were |ocated. And
the infantry of Lon's 2nd Battalion had not been able to close wth the eneny
yet.

The eneny troops who had manned the southwestern arc of the New Spartan line
around University City were in the industrial district neighboring the capital's
primary aerospaceport. Parker Watson had his battalion close, noving to keep the
New Spartans in place. Vel Osterman was with Watson, taking tactical command of
4th of the 7th and the heavy-weapons units supporting it. Several conpanies of
the EDF were noving into position behind those New Spartans. They were in direct
contact with Os-terman.

Fifteenth Regi nent had not yet closed with the New Soartans they were chasing
the units that had been on the southeastern end of the perineter-or scare them
into static defensive positions. Fal Jensen had one battalion noving to get
between those New Spartans and the npbst heavily inhabited districts of
University City. He was | eading the rest of his reginent out on the other flank,
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hopi ng to keep the eneny units he was after fromturning northeast to rendezvous
with their main force.

And here | sit with two battalions, as far fromthe fighting as 1 could get
wi t hout actually running fromit, Lon thought, naking a face of disgust. Half a
reginent that can't contribute to any of the battles for at |least three hours.
That did not feel proper, though he kept telling hinself it was. He had three
menbers of the Elysian cabinet with him and a dozen of their staff people. Al
had to be turned over safely to their own people, noved inside University City
and the defensive lines of the Elysian Defense Force.

Lon gl anced skyward. The dance going on involving the ships and fighters of both
sides was another elenent of the puzzle, one he felt far from qualified to
judge, let alone direct. The skipper of Peregrine remained in tactical command
of that part of the Dirigenter force. Even when it canme to using the Shrike Us
for ground support or attacks on eneny ground forces. Captain Kurt Thorsen
Peregrine's captain-had to be consulted, not commanded. That was part of the

interservice di plomacy between the Corps' line officers and the officers of its
ancillary services. The defense of the ships was Thorsen's responsibility, and
the Shrike Il fighters were his first |ine of defense.

Lon got to his feet, folded his mapboard, and stuck it in the specially designed
pocket on the right leg of his battledress trousers. / can't see anything better
than keeping on the way we've been going, he thought, gesturing to Phip Steesen,
who had drifted off to the other side of the room "Let's get the nmen up and
movi ng, Phip," Lon said over their radio link. "W're not doing any good here
chewi ng our tongues." Lon alerted the two battalion conmanders, then went out of
the shell of a house to where the Elysians were sitting together

"We've got to get noving again. Sorry the rest couldn't have been |onger," he
told them "Wth a little luck, we'll get you back to your people tonight. If
not hi ng el se goes wong."

"Don't worry about us," Berlino said, the first of the Elysians to get to his
feet. "We'll manage." He seened |less nervous than before, as if all he had
needed to collect his wits were a fewmnutes to rest. He gestured to hurry his
conpatriots to their feet. "W can all do with the exercise, in any case."

Movi ng half a reginent was not as sinple as moving a platoon or a conpany. It
was not just scale, but growi ng conplexity as the nunber of |evels increased,
communi cati ons and naking sure that each subordinate conmander knew his wunit's
responsibilities and which other wunits were responsible for other necessities.
The two battalions with Lon were spread out over nore than half a square nile.
Even for a short break they had noved into a defensive perineter, no one
completely relaxing, no one forgetting that there were hostile soldiers about
and the possibility of rocket attack wth very Ilittle warning. Now, flankers
were put out on both sides. Platoons were put out in front to scout the line of
march and warn of any anbush. One conmpany waited to follow the rest as rear
guard. This tine the rotation of duties put Junior's conpany from1lst Battalion
behind the rest, split in two elenents, covering both |ines of march.

Lon was very near the geographical center of the strung-out formation, with his
headquarters detachnment, the men form ng a | oose shield around him Phip Steesen
was near the front of this inner formation. Torrey Berger was near the rear. In
the mddle, only Jereny Howell|l was especially close to the regi nental commander
He al ways stayed close to Lon. Two squads of troops flanked them The Elysians
were not far behind, with their own squads of bodyguards.

Several tines in the next hour, the entire formation canme to a halt when the
poi nt squads spotted possible mnes or booby traps. Those had to be checked out
carefully and the real explosives detonated or inactivated before the narch
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could start again. Electronic snoops-left to report on troop novenents-were al so
deactivated, destroyed, when they were found.

On the march, Lon noved just |I|ike any private under his command-rifle at the
ready, finger resting over the trigger guard, his eyes sweeping fromside to
side, looking for any possible threat. That there was little chance of any eneny
getting close to himmattered little. He felt no | essening of the tension he had
always felt in a potential conbat situation, though he handled it far better
than he had as a young man. There was always a chance of trouble-a sniper, a
booby trap that had sonehow been m ssed by everyone el se, anything.

At the same tinme, he was kept busy with the demands of command, keeping track of
his far-flung wunits, receiving updates from Jensen and his own battalion
commanders and from CIC. The one good thing about the sheer volune of
conmuni cations was that it gave him no tine to worry about his own physica
well-being ... or that of his only son, now about five hundred yards north of
him in the rear guard.

That was where the troubl e cane.

15

Lon heard a crackling sound |like wood burning in a fireplace, distant and faint,
but he recogni zed the sound for what it was: automatic gunfire. He had heard it
often enough over the vyears. Seconds later, he took a call fromCaptain Jaz
Taiters, commander of D Conpany, 1st Battalion, 7th Regiment-D-1-7 in mnmilitary
shorthand. Taiters was a nephew of Arlan Taiters, the lieutenant who had
mentored Lon through his stint as an officer cadet... and who had been killed on
Lon's first combat contract. Jaz al so was Junior's comnpany comrander.

"We're being hit on the left. Colonel," Taiters reported, his voice well wunder
control. "Sounds |ike maybe two platoons. They were already firing before they
swi tched on electronics, so we didn't have any warning. | guess they infiltrated

after everyone el se went by. Doesn't seem possible they could have been sitting
there for long and not been spotted."”

"Can you handle themalone, or do you need help?" Lon asked, funbling his
mapboard out of its pocket.

"If we've got anyone close, | wouldn't turn down help," Taiters said, "but I
think we can handle themalone if we have to. | do have four nmen down already,
and they're gonna need medical help in pretty short order."

Lon bit off the question he wanted to ask, about Junior. "Have vyour nen keep
their heads down. ['Il order an artillery strike. | have the positions of your
opposition on the mapboard. Can you tell if any of your wounded are in critica
condi tion?"

"Two of themare going to need trauna tubes as fast as we can get them Hang on
while | tell everyone to get down. Your son is leading a platoon to try to flank
t he anmbushers. "

Lon used the delay to order one battery of self-propelled 225mm howitzers to
drop a load on the New Spartan positions. "Take care with the coordinates," he
told the battery conmander. "W've got men within fifty yards of them" Junior's
okay. So far, he thought with relief-alnmst with too nuch relief, considering
how many other nmen were also in harm s way.

"Fire mssion on its way," Lon told Taiters when the captain cane back on |Iine.
"I"ll get the nedtechs and trauma tubes started your way while you finish off
any of the eneny the artillery msses."
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"WIl do. Colonel, and thanks."

It was only marginally appropriate, but after he had sent the nedtechs on their
way, Lon dialed up his son's platoon channel to listen in. He could hear gunfire
nmore clearly over this channel-Junior apparently was nuch closer to the New
Spartans than Captain Taiters-but there was no unnecessary chatter. The order to
take cover had already been given. He heard the whistle of incoming artillery
rounds and then the explosions. The first blast was isolated, but the rest
overl apped each other so thoroughly that it was inpossible to guess how nmany
rounds had been fired.

When the barrage ended, there was only an instant of silence before the rifle
fire resuned. Lon heard Junior say, "Conme on. Let's finish this before they pul
their heads outta their asses." Stifling a | augh was al nost painful for Lon. He
shook his head. Colorful, he thought, but at |east he comunicates effectively.
For many young officers, that was the hardest skill to acquire.

Lon blinked several times and | ooked around. The march had not stopped, but Lon
had all owed his vigilance to flag ever so slightly while he concentrated on the
probl ems of his son's conpany. He continued to listen as Junior's platoon closed
with the remmants of the New Spartan anbush, but he forced hinself to pay nore
attention to his own surroundings. Briefly, he switched channels to tell all of
hi s commanders about the anbush on the rear guard, and to urge greater vigilance
in case there were other attacks along the flanks or against the point. Then he
returned to nonitoring his son's channel

"We've got themall. Captain,” Junior reported to Jaz Taiters. "Two of them
still alive, but in extrenely bad shape. | don't know if either will last |ong
enough to reach a tube."

A few seconds later, Taiters called Lon to give the same report. "One of the
conpany's nmedtechs is already with them" Taiters said. "He said there doesn't
seemto be nuch purpose in hurrying trauma tubes, that they're not likely to
make it."

"I''m sending them anyway, Jaz, Lon said. "W nmake the effort whenever

possi ble.”
"Yes, sir, that's what | told the nedtech.”

"We're setting up a tenporary hospital near where | amnow," Lon said. The SM)
Maj or Norrman, was handling the details, and positioning the two platoons of |ine
sol diers who would provide security for the nedical personnel and wounded-and
move the tenporary facility to new | ocations as that becanme necessary. It would
not be left too far fromthe bulk of 7th Regiment. "Bring the casualties here.
We'll treat those we can and nake arrangenents to evacuate anyone hurt too badly
to return to duty after a few hours in a tube. Wen we can."

When we can might not be anytime soon. After Taiters acknow edged the message,
Lon dropped out of the line of march and went to where Major Norman was setting
up the field hospital

"You've got four nen coming in fromDelta of the 1st, two in tubes,” Lon told
him "Maybe one or two New Spartans in tubes as well, if they survive until we
get tubes to them"

"I know about them" Norman said, nodding. "You have any i dea when we'll be able
to evacuate casualties?"

"Not a clue. The situation up top is ... uncertain just now The two fleets are
dancing around trying to stay out of each other's way. That keeps the New
Spartans out of our way, but it limts what we can do. My hope right now is that
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we won't have anyone hurt badly enough to need evacuation in a hurry, until...
well, until things are a little clearer."

"Fromthe reports |I've had from the nmedtechs on the scene. Delta's wounded are
all going to be able to return to duty after they do a few hours in the tubes.
If the two New Spartans make it, they might both need additional treatment. |f
we get that far, stable and out of danger, perhaps we can arrange to transfer
them back to their own people.” Norman hesitated just a beat before he added,
"Since we're dealing with professionals.”

"One step at a tine," Lon said. "The situation mght not arise, fromwhat I
heard. The medtech on the scene doesn't think they' |l last until we get trauma
tubes to them™

Nor man shrugged. "If the fighting picks up, there night be others. I'd rather
stabilize eneny casualties and get them off my hands than tie down resources we
need for our own people."

"Transfer any who are hurt too badly to be able to pick up arifle and rejoin
the fight after four hours in a traunma tube," Lon said. "W don't want to have
to put the same people down twice." He turned and wal ked away before the SMO
could reply to that.

Sunset. It had been nearly fifteen hours since the initial |andings. Lon had
stopped the two battalions wth himan hour before, after making contact wth
two compani es of the Elysian defense force on the outskirts of University Gity.
The nearest residential district started half a mle fromthe point of contact,
past a thickly wooded strip of ground that sloped gently toward the Styx. The
men had dug in, defending an oval area a mile long and about a third of a nmile
wi de at the broadest section. On the south and southeast, there was a creek in
front of the Dirigenter line. Electronic snoops and nines had been planted out
beyond the perineter, around the entire oval. Patrols, generally single-squad in
strength, would start scouting around farther out once dusk gave way to dark

Inside the perinmeter, everyone had eaten. Once the defensive positions were
prepared, Lon gave the word for each unit to go on half-and-half watches-50
percent on watch, the other 50 percent sleeping, or trying to. Lon was sitting
in atrench that was covered by a canouflage tarp that al so served as a thernal
i nsul ator-another |ayer of camouflage in the dark to defeat eneny infrared
ni ght-vision systenms. He had |oosened the closures on his boots but had not
taken them off. He had eaten, nmechanically, nore because of training to eat
whenever possible in the field than because he had been hungry.

The afternoon had ended up relatively calm Neither side had been able to bring
in fighters for effective mssions against the eneny, because when one side
| aunched fighters, so did the other, and they either fought plane-to-plane or
had to take up defensive positions around their ships.

On the ground, nobst of the New Spartan forces continued trying to put distance
bet ween thensel ves and the Dirigenters. The rocket artillery that had been north
of the landings, now estimated at half a battalion in strength, was noving
farther north. They were very nearly out of range of any Dirigenters except the
ones who were pursuing them on the ground. The other New Spartan rocket
artillery, what remained of the batteries that had first taken 15th Regi nent
under fire-perhaps only a single battery of four or five |aunchers-had noved
east with the New Spartan nmain force, which was now nearly fifteen mles away
fromLon's headquarters, still pursued by 15th Regi ment.

The New Spartan infantry wunits that had been on the southeastern section of
their initial encirclement of University City had noved alnbst to the R ver Styx
before turning east, also withdrawing as rapidly as they could. The only eneny
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force that had not been able to pull away from the Elysian capital was now
trapped in and around the aerospaceport. That was where Lon expected the only
heavy fighting in the next few hours. Parker Wtson's battalion and two
conmpani es of Elysians, supported by 7th Reginment's tanks and artillery, were
going to attack at 2200 hours-ten o' clock that night-little nore than an hour
awnay.

Lon took his helnmet off for the first time since before boarding his shuttle on
Col den Eagle nmore than sixteen hours earlier. H's scalp itched; he scratched it,
vigorously, with both hands. He rubbed at his face and eyes. |I've got to find a
little time for sleep nyself, he thought. He was tired, physically and mentally,
whi ch seemed to aggravate the mnor aches that being on the nove all day had
brought. Sleep before ny mnd gets too fogged up to function. Stim patches woul d
hel p, but there was a limt, and sonetines there were side effects.

I"lI'l wait wuntil | knowthat we've got Berlino and the others back to their
people, Lon decided, nodding to hinself. As soon as the attack on the
aerospaceport started, two conpanies from 1st Battalion would escort the
El ysians who had traveled to Dirigent into the capital to hand themover to
their owmn mlitary for escort hone. By that tine we nmight even have a decision
at the port. He did not doubt that the New Spartans there would be defeated,
forced to surrender. The nmain question in his mnd was how expensive it would
be. How many of his own people would be Kkilled? Conbat econom cs was how t he
Corps referred to the subject, and it came conplete w th budgets and bal ance
sheets-a nacabre species of bookkeeping that disturbed many field commanders
when they could put names and faces to the nunbers on the spreadsheets.

Lon yawned, al nost out of control. H s eyes started to water. Maybe |1'd better
not wait, he told hinself. He took a deep breath and let it out slowy. / need
sl eep.

"Teff," Lon said, putting on his helnet to talk to his second-in-command. He
waited for Ives to acknow edge, then said, "I'mgoing to try to get a nap in
before you hit the port. 1'Il have everything fed through to you wuntil then

Gve nme a call when Parker is ready to nove."

A nap. Sleep. Get it while you can. That was one of the first tricks nost
sol diers | earned about conbat contracts. Lon lay back in his slit trench, using
the webbing of his helmet as a pillow. Fifty mnutes, even forty, and | can get
through the night, he thought as he shifted around to get as confortable as
possi bl e. The tenperature was acceptable, and it wasn't raining. There wasn't
much nmore an infantryman could ask for in the field. Lon closed his eyes and
concentrated on his breathing-long, slow breaths-while he tried to shut out
everyt hing el se.

This time it even worked. He drifted into sleep-light and easily disturbed
within two minutes and didn't conme all the way out of it until forty mnutes
|ater when Tefford Ives called to tell him that 4th Battalion was staged to
begin its assault on the aerospaceport and the New Spartans around it. "Two
m nutes," lves concl uded.

Lon had cone conpletely awake at the mention of his nane on the radio. "Keep ne

posted, Teff. As soon as you get things going there, I'lIl start our Elysians
honme. We'll get themin before the New Spartans can even think about getting in
the way."

Next, Lon called Jaz Taiters, who was |eading the two-conpany el enent of 1st
Battalion that would escort the New Spartans on the last part of their journey
hone.

"We're ready to nove whenever you give the word, Colonel," Taiters said. "W got
everyone up forty-five nminutes ago. Qur guests seemanxious to get this over
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"Just make sure your point men keep their eyes open for mines or other booby
traps, and snipers," Lon said. "Oher than that, you should have fairly clear
sailing. Get our VIPs honme safe, then check in with me. | don't know yet if |I'm
going to bring you back here or not. W may want to use you to help seal the
eneny in near the port."

The first distant sounds of cannon fire runbled in then. The tanks and howitzers
had opened up on the New Spartan positions. In less than a minute the infantry
woul d start noving forward as well, if the schedul e held.

"Five mnutes, Jaz," Lon said. "I'lI|l get back to you."

Lon spent those minutes listening to reports fromlves, Parker Watson, and CIC
Wat chers on Peregrine had the best view of the barrage | aunched agai nst the New
Spartan positions. A nunber of buildings were either destroyed or severely
damaged, including the port's main termnal. It was suspected that the New
Spartans had been using those buildings. Better to waste buildings than our
peopl e, Lon thought, shaking his head. Even if they are our hosts' buil dings.

"We're on the nove," Parker Watson reported, right on schedule. "Only light
eneny small-arns fire so far, except in one location on ny left. The tanks are
going to help there." There was a pause, during which Lon heard what sounded
|i ke several rounds of tank fire hitting alnost as one. "There, that should do
it," Watson said. "I'll get back to you as soon as | can."

Lon watched the tinmeline on his helnmet display, then called Captain Taiters.
"Get noving, Jaz. The fight is joined at the port. Good |uck."

16

The sun can be your enemny. It lets unfriendly eyes see you, target you. Night is
your friend. Enbrace it as a vanpire might. Revel in the darkness; wuse it. No
matt er how good the night-vision systemyour opponent uses, it won't give himas
good vision as daylight. That gives you an edge, a slight extra margin of safety
in al most any operation on al nost any world. The nenory came fromLon's days in
recruit training just after he had arrived on Dirigent, before he had qualified
as an officer cadet and been assigned to A-2-7. One of the drill instructors had
shouted that nmessage at his troops, virtually every day. Even now, Lon could
al most hear the man's voice, even though that D had died twenty vyears before
and a hundred |ight years away.

I never seemto think about the ones who retired or resigned, just the ones who
died in battle, Lon thought. He tilted his helnet's visor up to |ook around,
sticking his head out beyond the cover of the canobuflage tarp. The darkness was
not quite conplete. It was never total... aboveground. Here, heavy tree cover
and a | ow cl oud deck had conbined to mnimze unaided visibility, but the clouds
were just nmoving in. To the east, just above the horizon, the sky was partially
clear. A few stars and El ysium s noon-which was al nost as large as Earth's- gave
texture to the darkness, a backdrop against which trees noved in the breeze.
Si | houettes danced agai nst the bl ackness.

It's going to rain before long, Lon told hinself. He fancied he could feel the
approach of precipitation on the breeze, confirnming the forecast he had received
fromC Cearlier. A front was noving in fromthe northwest, with rain showers
and occasional thunderstornms. CIC thought that the heaviest storns would nost
likely stay farther north, away from the main zone of operations. Only 2nd
Battal i on night experience any of those and, according to CIC, even that was not
especially likely.
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Lon pulled his visor back into place. Vision inproved to about 80 percent what
it would have been in broad daylight, the faintly greenish tint of objects too
famliar to even be noticed; his brain trained to integrate .the view from
infrared sensors and available-light nultipliers in the duplexed night-vision
system The fighting around University City's main port had been going on for a
bit nore than an hour. The New Spartans were being forced into a snaller
perineter, conpressed and pressed. They're running out of places to hide, Lon
thought, trying to reassure hinself. They'|ll have to surrender before nuch
| onger. None of their other forces are close enough to cone to their aid.

not in tine.

Chancellor Berlino and his conpatriots were only mnutes frombeing reunited
with their people. Then the two conpanies fromlst Battalion would be avail abl e.
/"Il have to decide if I'mgoing to use themto reinforce 4th Battalion pretty
soon. Turn themwest to force the issue there or... Lon had several options. He
could send those two conpanies east to help block the fragment of the enemny
force that had gone south to the river before turning, try to keep themfrom
rejoining the main New Spartan force. He could bring themback to rejoin their
battalion. O he could send them northeast, set up another |ine between the main
New Spartan force and the El ysian capital

The fewer pieces we split into, the better off we are, Lon rem nded hinself.
Make sure we have tactical numerical superiority over any eneny force we engage.
There's no need to fragnent ourselves. So | bring those conpanies to one or
anot her of the segnents we've got out now. Back under the cover of his tarp, Lon
pul I ed out his napboard and opened it.

I need to start noving 7th east, east-northeast, he thought, adjusting the view
until it included all known eneny positions as well as those of the Dirigenter
troops. As soon as we know we've got this one batch of the eneny taken care of.
Wirk at enveloping their main force with 15th on the right and us on the left,
keep themfromturning off in either direction. Maybe reinforce 2nd Battalion to
put down the enenmy rocket artillery running around north of here. There were two
segnments of 15th Reginment operating apart from each other. One shorthanded
battalion was keeping pressure on the New Spartans noving east along the Styx

The rest of the reginent was following the main enemy force east, drifting
gradually nore to the north.

He | ooked up fromthe mapboard, trying to picture the nmovements in his head. |If
we can get rid of those rocket |aunchers, the rest should be just a matter of
runni ng the eneny down and forcing themto fight or surrender. He squeezed his
eyes shut. The pl anni ng al ways seenmed so sinple-crisp, clean, unconplicated. But
no eneny could be counted on to fall in with those plans, no matter how el egant
they seened.

How far can they run? How far will they run? Lon shook his head, then opened his

eyes to stare at the map-board. He still had no hard count on the nunber of New
Spartans on Elysium but C Cs best estimte was that Lon had themslightly
out nunbered, maybe six-to-five, overall. Wich will inprove if we neutralize the

one batch around the port, he rem nded hinsel f.

He didn't think that the firefight around the port would continue very nuch
| onger. Soon, very soon, the New Spartans would have to realize that they were
hemmed in, outnunbered too heavily-locally-to win that engagenent. Then .

"Twenty eneny rockets vectoring toward our troops near the port!" There were no
prelimnaries to the report fromCC The speaker followed by saying that the
war ni ng al so had been broadcast directly to the Dirigenter units around the port
and that coordinates for counterbattery fire had been fed to the rocket
| aunchers and howitzers of 7th and 15th Regi nents.

Seventh Reginent's 4th Battalion had less than a mnute's warning before the New

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2006%20-%20Colonel.txt (77 of 131) [12/29/2004 1:12:24 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962006%20-%20Col onel .txt

Spartan missiles started exploding anong them The Elysian troops behind the
port had virtually no warning at all. There were no direct conmuni cati ons
channel s between Peregrine and the EDF units. Mre than half the rockets
targeted that section of the encircl enent.

"Lon, they're naking a breakout!" Tefford |ves shouted over the noise of a pair
of secondary expl osi ons-sonmewhere near him "Right through whatever's left of
the Elysians on the far side, nobving a little south of east. There's not one
chance in hell that we can head them off on the ground.”

"Easy, Teff," Lon said. "Get ne a report on our casualties as quickly as you
can. Leave enough people to take care of the wounded, then pursue the New
Spartans. 1'll nobve the two conpanies fromlst Battalion to intercept.” Wile he
tal ked, Lon scrolled the view on his napboard and increased the magnification to
give hima better view of the area between Captain Taiters and the fleeing New
Spartans. It |looked as if it mght be a tight race. Lon switched radio channels
and gave Jaz Taiters his new orders, then switched back to talk with Ives again.

"It's going to take an hour to get those two conpanies noved, and I'm not sure

that'll be fast enough. I'll have the rest of the reginent noving in fifteen
m nutes, sliding in on the side. If the eneny looks as if they're going to try
to nove deeper into University City, you'll have to try to get around on their

south, force themto keep going east, or even northeast."

"Should we just start angling that way now? Keep themfromeven trying?" |ves
asked.

"No." Lon shook his head, even though there was no way lves could see the
gesture. "You do that and they're liable to double back to the west and get out
of range of interception. W'll have to wait until | get the troops here close
enough to nmake it inpossible for those New Spartans to nove in that direction

Get on with Parker and get his battalion noving as quickly as you can

Coordinate with the Elysian wunits you've been working with. I've got to get
things started here."

Lon spent five mnutes giving orders to conpany and battalion comanders, and
setting up mnmissions for his artillery-as nmuch to slow down the escaping New
Spartans as to cause casualties. There nmight be as nuch as a battalion and a
hal f of New Spartans trying to get out of the pocket, twelve hundred nen. Half
of Lon's 1st Battalion and all of 3rd were ready to nmove in less than ten
m nutes. The advance scouts had already started along the routes that the six
conmpani es would follow. Lon's headquarters detachnment formed and noved onto the
I'ine of march.

"They sure don't seemto know how to give up,"” Phip Steesen said on his private
link to Lon.

"Maybe they' ve decided that they don't have to defeat us conpletely to fulfill
their contract,"” Lon said. "Maybe the commnder of the New Spartans has
convinced hinself that all he has to do is denonstrate to the Elysians that
they're vul nerable even with outside help-unless it's the Confederation's help.
Make the Elysians too frightened to say no, which nust have been their origina
m ssion in any case."

"You nean, even if we beat the New Spartans it might not be enough?" Phip asked

"That mght be what the New Spartans think. I don't think that's the case
mysel f. | think our enmployers are too set on maintaining their independence, no
matter the price." / hope, Lon thought. OQtherwise this whole exerciseis a
wast e.

The lights went out in University Cty. There had been no blackout during the
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weeks that the Elysians had waited for the Dirigenters to appear out of Q space.
The locals had tried to keep everything as nornmal as possible. Now, though, the
lights went out-not all at once, as if all power had been cut, but gradually,
over ten or fifteen mnutes, as the nmessage circul ated from one nei ghborhood to
the next. Lon saw the lights go out a floor at a tinme, top to bottom on one of
the three tallest buildings in the Elysian capital. He wasn't certain what the
structure was, but thought it was the main building on the university campus.
The urban gl ow faded qui ckly.

The point squads on the two colums set a fast pace, and Lon did nothing to slow
them Use the night. It doesn't last forever. He felt a prickling sensation at
the back of his neck, the anticipation of action, the al npbst subconsci ous
thought that he hinself mght get close to the front in the next firefight.
Antici pation, alnost a perverse eagerness for battle-sonething he had not felt
since he was an officer cadet out to prove hinmself and win his lieutenant's
pi ps. When he realized that, his pace faltered for a second. He al nost stunbl ed.

That's crazy, he told hinself. This is just another job that has to be done, not
the spring dance back at The Springs. The Springs was the unofficial nane of the
mlitary acadeny of the North American Union, back on Earth, where he had al nost
becone an officer. He would have, too, and perhaps never left the planet of his
birth, except for a political decision to commandeer the top graduates of his
class for duty in the federal police, suppressing the dissident poor in their
urban circuses-ghettos-putting down riots with nmaxi mum vi ol ence and hunting out
those who might fonent future difficulties. Mght. As an idealistic young cadet,
Lon had considered that career revolting-as had others, including the comandant
of The Springs, who had hel ped Lon and a few others escape the onerous duty.

Maybe sone of those others are in the New Spartan force, Lon thought, and the
notion was startling. MNone of the other cadets who had used the commuandant's
disciplinary scam to escape duty in the NAUs federal police had conme to
Dirigent with him though at the tinme Lon had understood that Dirigent was to be
the destination for all of them

Not too likely, | guess, not after all these years, he told hinself. He took a
deep breath and | ooked around. If's been too long. Even if some of them did go
to New Sparta, the odds are against any of themstill being on active duty, nore

so agai nst even one of them being here, across the lines fromme. That would be
too nmuch of a coincidence

Hi s nmonmentary distraction was ended by a call fromCC. The |atest estimate was
that two-thirds of the New Spartan rocket |aunchers had been destroyed by
counter-battery fire following the barrage that had |l et the eneny that had been
hemmed in around the port break out. Two-thirds of the launchers that had taken
part in that attack, CIC qualified. Mre hopeful than certain, the duty officer
in CIC added, "They can't have nany nore rockets available for the |aunchers
they still have, not with all they' ve expended since we've been here."

"Don't let that hope blind you to what they night have," Lon cautioned. "They
haven't started waving white flags yet." He didn't hesitate | ong enough to get a
reply. "Sorry, that was uncalled for. |I know you won't quit watching."

Lon kept his nmen on the march for an hour and a half- covering nearly five
m | es-before he permtted a five-mnute rest. He sat with his back against a
tree trunk and pulled out his mapboard. He had been receiving frequent updates
fromhis subordi nate commanders as well as from CIC. Now he needed to |ook at
the chart to help himfix all of the changes in his head.

The nmin eneny force had stopped noving and appeared to be setting up and
rei nforci ng defensive positions-even if they only intended to remain in themfor
a few hours, long enough to give their men a chance for a little sleep. The

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2006%20-%20Colonel.txt (79 of 131) [12/29/2004 1:12:24 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962006%20-%20Col onel .txt

smal ler force to the southeast was still noving, trying to angle north, hoping
to rendezvous with the main force ... but unable to because of the battalion
from 15th Regi nent between them The force that had broken out of the trap
around the port was al so noving east, but |eaving skirm shers and booby traps to
slow pursuit. That was where the only real fighting had been going on. To the
north, Lon's 2nd Battalion had conme across the remains of four rocket |aunchers
and several dozen dead soldiers. There was evidence that some of the eneny had
survived and were continuing to nove away, nhorth and east, but not obviously on
a route designed to rendezvous with the nain New Spartan force

Phip Steesen sat next to Lon. Phip laid his rifle across his |egs after checking
to nake certain that the safety was on, then lifted the faceplate of his visor.
"They get off into the wilds, we mght chase them for nonths and never be able
to force the issue," he said when Lon also raised his faceplate. "Tine for them
to get reinforcenents in or force the issue up top. Wiatever." Phip shook his
head.

"That's okay," Lon said. "If we can get themall away fromthe city, past the
main farmng belt, and far enough in the wild to let the Elysians get back to
busi ness as usual, we've got the tinme. Three nonths, six, even |longer. Keep the
New Spartans occupied until the General can send another reginent and a fighting
ship or two. If it comes down to it, Dirigent has nore resources to call on than
New Sparta does-nen, ships, and everything el se."

"Yeah, but even Elysium doesn't have bottom ess pockets," Phip said. "And
doubt their patience will be endless either. You think we're going to be able to
bottle up that one batch of the eneny yet? The ones who broke out fromthe
port."

Lon tilted his mapboard so Phip would be able to see it clearly. "I'"mnot sure.
Right now I'lIl be happy if we can nake them keep noving on their current route.
If they take a right turn and head into the city, then we could have nore
serious problens. They're only two mles fromthe main campus of the university.
If they get in there, the Elysians will really get their tail feathers ruffled."”

"Can we stop thenP"

"It's close, too dammed close. The EDF is on that side, about six hundred nen,
doi ng what they can. Parker can get maybe two conpanies in the way, and we're
still using our artillery to harass the New Spartans, but they're zigzaggi ng
enough that we can't be too ... profligate with the artillery. Too nuch chance
of destroying Elysian buildings nowthat they're right on the edge of the urban
district, and I'mnot sure that all of the civilians are out of that area.”

"The way we're nmoving here, we might force the New Spartans farther into the

city," Phip said. H s finger noved across Lon's nmapboard, tracing the route. "If
I were commandi ng that unit of New Spartans, 1'd sure as hell want to get out of
our way."

"That boxes them in, sooner or later,"” Lon said. "They've already shown they
don't |I|ike boxes. They're like wus, Phip. They want to be where they can

maneuver, where they have freedom of novenent." Lon tilted his visor down just
enough to viewthe tineline on its display. "Speaking of novenent, it's tine for
us to get on our feet again."

"Yeah, 1'd better get back where | belong." Phip got to his feet and pulled his
faceplate into place, then jogged toward his position fifty yards away.

Lon was slower to get to his feet, using his rifle to help him W can't go
forever without taking nore time for rest, he thought, shaking his head. That
forty-mnute nap he had taken seemed weeks ago, and he doubted that many of his
men had managed nmuch nore sl eep than he had. Some of them had probably had rmnuch
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less, and a fewespecially anong his junior officers and noncons- likely
woul dn't have had any. Not yet, he told hinmself after giving the order to start
nmoving again. W can't afford the time wuntil we either catch this batch of the
eneny or drive themaway fromthe city.

* * *

It was 0300 hours. The left-hand colum was stopped again. The platoon on the
point had run into an anbush set by a squad or two of New Spartans. Jaz Taiters
was nmoving the rest of his conpany up to finish the firefight as quickly as
possible. It gave the other conpanies in the two colums a couple of mnutes to
rest-though everyone remained alert in case there were nore of the eneny nearby
hi di ng, ready to pounce.

Lon did not sit this time, but rested on one knee, using his rifle to help keep
his bal ance while he waited for Taiters' conpany to finish the firefight. Rotate
them off the point when it's done, he told hinself. Gve them a break. Rotate
the point on the other side, too. He tried to focus on the few reports he could
hear on the radi o, eavesdropping on the platoon frequency to get sone sense of
what was goi ng on. Hear the sounds of fighting, the rifle fire that occasionally
sounded like strings of small firecrackers going off in quick succession. Mstly
he tried not to think about Junior. It had been one of his two platoons on
poi nt, though he had been farther back with the other platoon- which had quickly
moved to support the first-when the anbush was sprung.

"Captain! The lieutenant's been hit. He's down!"

The words hit Lon like a hard blowto the gut. The first coherent thought that
came after that was. Not Junior: the other lieutenant, but it -was a vain hope.
At the nonent, Lon couldn't recall the nane of the other lieutenant in Junior's
conpany. He held his breath, waiting for sonething else ... and dreading what it
m ght be.

"How badly is he hurt?" Lon recognized Jaz Taiters' voice.

"I don't know. The nmedtech just got to him" That was one of Junior's platoon
sergeants. There seenmed to be an inpossibly loud rushing noise in Lon's ears.
"I'"ve got two other men down, too; one of them dead."

"Hang on, we're in position."

Over the radio, Lon could hear a sudden nmassive increase in the anmount of
gunfire. That I|asted for nearly a minute, and when it ended, there was ..
sonet hi ng approaching total silence.

What's going on?! Lon's mind screamed at him It took total concentration to
keep fromyelling over the radio for news about his son. He didn't even notice
that he had gotten to his feet and taken a couple of steps in the direction of
the firefight-half a mle away. It nmust have been another two minutes before Lon
received a call fromJaz Taiters

"Junior's been hurt. Colonel," the captain reported. "The nmedtech says he shoul d
be okay. They're noving himto a traunma tube now. "

Lon did not acknow edge the nessage. Hi s knees buckled under himand he fell

the wei ght of his conmbat pack pulling himover backward. He hit the ground hard,
butt first, stunned, but did not quite | ose consciousness.

17

The flush of enbarrassnent was worse than anything else. His fall had knocked
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the air out of him but as soon as he recovered fromthat-twenty seconds or
| ess-he started to get back to his feet. It was not quickly enough for him to
escape notice. Frank Dorcetti and Jereny Howell were both at his side before he
could stand, and Lon saw Phip hurrying toward them as well.

"I'"mokay," Lon said as Dorcetti and Howell noved to support him "I just |ost
my bal ance and fell. Nothing's hurt." Nothing but pride.

"Maybe you'd better let a nmedtech check you out anyway," Howell said. "I knew a
guy got a concussion falling that way."

Lon took a deep breath and closed his eyes for an instant. "The nedtechs have
enough to do with real casualties. |'mokay."
By that tine Phip had arrived, and Lon had to tell him the sane thing. "I'm

okay. Come on. We've got work to do. First Battalion has squashed that anbush.
Get the conpani es novi ng agai n. Everyone back in place."

Howel | and Dorcetti noved away fromthe colonel, but Phip didn't. "I heard about
Junior," Phip said softly, with his visor up so his words weren't transmtted.
One of Junior's platoon sergeants had called Phip directly. He had al so received
an update fromthe nedtech. "His wounds aren't life-threatening. They've got him
stabilized and on his way to a trauna tube."

Lon nodded abruptly. "I know, Phip. He'll be okay, and so will |I. W can't let
this interfere with what we've got to do." H's voice sounded harsh, but Phip
j ust nodded and headed back toward his own position in the line of march.

We can't let this interfere, Lon told hinself as he watched Phip nove away. He
felt anger, but it was directly entirely at hinmself. It had been difficult not
to snap at his aide and driver-even at Phip, his best friend-but that woul d have
just been to cover how foolish Lon felt, and he would have felt even worse if he
had. He was certain his face had flushed bright red, but that was sonething the
others couldn't have seen through the tinted faceplate of his helmet. Get a grip
on yoursel f. The anger had not faded. If anything, it had grown stronger, and
the nmore rational part of Lon's mind noted that as well. Take a deep breath.
It's done and over. Concentrate on what you 've got to do now. You 're
responsible for nore than eight thousand nmen. You can't let worry about one of
t hem paral yze you.

One deep breath, let out slowy. A second. Lon started wal king, his head noving
fromside to side, his eyes scanning. Get back in the rhythm Junior will be
okay. Make sure you don't do sonmething stupid and get yourself hurt, or show
everyone that you're falling apart. Years of worry about Junior joining the
Corps and then about his safety once he did had all hit himat once, knocked him
for the proverbial loop. I'mstill not thoroughly Dirigen-ter, he thought. /
can't take sonmething like this in stride.

Jaz Taiters called to say that the eneny anmbush had been wi ped out--twenty New
Spartans dead, or wounded and captured; no nore than two or three had escaped.
If Taiters hadn't added his assurance that Junior would recover, the routine
message woul d have hel ped Lon bring his mind fully back to the necessities of
the nmonent. As it was, the comment made it that nmore difficult, rem nded hi mhow
vul nerabl e he had becone through worrying about his son

Lon forced hinself through another series of breathing exercises, designed to
help him relax. He called each battalion commander in turn, to ask about
position and progress, and added an unnecessary reminder to be especially
wat chful for anbushes. Then he called Fal Jensen to check on 15th Reginment.
Finally, he made a routine check with the duty officer in ClIC aboard Peregrine.
Concentrating-fiercely-on the mnutiae of routine helped. Lon could feel his
body adjusting, com ng back down to the "normal” |evel of tension for a field
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situation with conbat possible but not probable at any mnute.

He gl anced at the tinmeline on his head-up display. Less than thirty mnutes had
passed since he heard that Junior had been wounded. W've only been on the
surface twenty-four hours. That realization was startling. It seened as if the
El ysi an canpaign had lasted half an eternity. Lon squeezed his eyes shut for an
instant. His head throbbed dully wth the tension. He forced another deep
breath, opening his eyes so he woul dn't stunble and have everyone on top of him
asking after his health again. Though he tried to ignore it, the thought You'l
be rem nded about falling on your butt as long as you're in the Corps would not
be denied. Lon grow ed, al nost under his breath.

The terrain the Dirigenters were crossing was tame, farm fields and orchards,
country lanes, with occasional stands of "wld" trees. What fencing there had
been had all been knocked dowmn by the New Spartans during the weeks in which
they had surrounded University City and raised havoc in the farming districts.
There were no civilians around, and no intact houses or barns. No |ivestock, and
not even nuch wildlife, Lon thought as his headquarters group crossed what had
been a farnyard. The ruins of house and barn had already been checked to nmake
certain they harbored neither eneny nor booby traps.

The last of the night's stars had been occulted by the encroaching clouds. Lon
heard talk over the radio that the nmen in the rear guard had already started to
see rain, noving faster than the colum, so he was not surprised when the first
drops spattered against his faceplate. At first the drops were large but few It
was another ten minutes before the tenpo increased significantly. Lon tightened
the collar of his battledress blouse to ensure that no water would run off his
hel met and down his back. The canouflage battledress was water-resistant. It
woul d take a |l ot of heavy rain to soak through the fabric. Helnmet and faceplate
shed water so efficiently that there was scarcely any beading to obscure vision,
rarely a need to wpe water away. And Corps boots were alnost totally
wat er proof, so the rain should not prove too nuch of an inconvenience.

Anot her distraction, Lon thought, but at the nmonent mnor distractions were
wel come. Lon stopped, stepping out of the line of march to watch men nove past.
Each gl anced his way in passing, but no one said anything. Jereny Howel |l dropped
out of line as well, to stay near his boss. There was nothing unusual about
that. Lon sometines thought of Howell as "ny sizadow. " Nothing was said just
then, and after a few m nutes Lon noved back into the line of march and Jereny
foll owed him

"Al most woul dn't know we were on contract if it didn't rain," Howell said once
they were wal king again. He had a private channel connecting himwith Lon, one
that was shared only by nenbers of the headquarters staff. "The eternal foot
sol dier, rain above and nud below. | think there's sonething in the manual says
that's the way it's supposed to be."

Lon smled. "Don't give up your day job just vyet. Jerry. You're not ready to
take the stage as a comc. But get wused to the rain. The forecast says it wll
probably continue through nost of the norning. Wien we stop for a |ong break,
we' |l be sl eeping under the faucet."

"That won't bother ne. Colonel,"” Howell replied, "but one of these times Frank
Dorcetti is liable to drown in his sleep. He sleeps with his mouth open, and his
snoring through a nouthful of water is purely god-awful, if you know what |
mean. "

This time Lon did chuckle. "I know what you nean. Lead Sergeant Steesen used to

be the sane way." He took in a deep breath and let it out slowy. He did fee
better. It would be easier nowto resist the urge to call the ned-techs to ask
about Junior. They'll let nme know when there's sonmething to say.
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It was just past 0430 hours when both Jaz Taiters and Parker Witson called to
report hearing a series of explosions. In each case the blasts were sone
di stance away and not directed at their nmen. By conparing the direction given by
the two nen, Lon was able to pinpoint an area on his mapboard. A ninute |ater,
ClC confirmed the | ocation of the expl osions.

"They're using surface-to-air mssiles against civilian targets,” Lon reported
to his battalion comuanders and Fal Jensen. "Buildings not being used by the
El ysi an Defense Force. | don't know if it's random or not. Yet. | don't even
know i f there were any civilians in any of those buildings."

"You think they're trying to divert our attention?" Jen-sen asked. "Make us
si phon of f resources to firefighting and rescue work?"

"If that's their intent, it won't work," Lon said. "The Elysians will have to
attend to that. W'll have a better idea what the New Spartans are up to once we
find out if they're hitting randomtargets to cover their wi thdrawal or specific
factories, maybe nunitions facilities or sonmething simlar." He scarcely
hesitated before he said, "I know we all need a chance to get a few hours

sl eep, but that has to wait. W have to keep pushing to get that one detachnent
of eneny soldiers away fromother civilian targets first. That doesn't apply to
the nmen you've got near the eneny main force, Fal. Let your nmen get what rest
they can. You're going to have to be ready if those New Spartans try sonething."

"I'"ve already got those nen on half-and-half watches," Jensen said. "Wen the
main force settled in, | figured we'd have to be able to match themin the
mor ni ng, what ever they decide to do next. Any good estimtes on what that night
be?"

"I"'mbeginning to think they nmust expect massive reinforcenent fromNew Sparta,"”
Lon said. "How soon that mnmight be, | can't even guess, but the |onger they go
without trying to go on the offensive, the nore likely it is. Wat |I'm |ooking
for nowis, mainly, what the eneny nmain force does this norning. If they start
moving farther away from University Cty and not directly toward one of the
ot her urban centers, we should have a pretty good indication."

"If that's what they do, wll you advise Dirigent to send out our
rei nforcenments?" Jensen asked, al nost hesitantly.

"I"'mnot going to make a decision on that yet, Fal," Lon said. "I'm|leaning that
way, but | want nore information before | blow the panic horn. Assuming, for the
sake of argunment, that the New Spartans do have reinforcenments on the way, we'l
be a lot better off if we can force the issue on the ground before nore players
join the cast. By the way, Peregrine says Colonel Hayley is definitely out of
danger now. He will recover."

"That's good to know," Jensen said. "He's a good man."

A good man who 'Il never be the sane, Lon thought. A man who 'Il never be able
to renmenber just how good he was. There are still sonme things a trauma tube
can't fix.

"We'll talk again later, Fal. You' d better try to get some sleep. I'll let you
know i f anything cones up, and we'll talk before 1 decide whether to ask for

anot her regi nent."

El ements of 1st Battalion managed to close with the New Spartans noving east
across the northern edge of University City just before sunrise. The firefight
| asted twenty mnutes before the New Spartans were able to disengage, stil
moving east. This tinme they had no assistance from their rocket artillery.
Either we got all of them or they just don't have the mssiles to spare, Lon
thought. He would gladly accept either option
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Second Battalion had settled in for a few hours' sleep earlier. Lon had decided
to stop the pursuit of the small New Spartan force to the north, leaving just a
few patrols to make certain he would not |ose contact with them Ten ninutes

after the end of the latest clash on the outskirts of the Elysian capital, Lon
gave the order for the rest of 7th Reginment to find good defensive positions and
settle in. "I hope to mmke it for at least four hours," he told the battalion

commanders, "but no guarantees."

Set up a perineter. Dig mnimal slit trenches. Put out patrols, electronic
snoops, and a few |land m nes-just to keep the enemy on his toes. In each squad,
one fire teamwould try to sleep while the other remined on watch against
possi bl e eneny activity. Make routine comuni cati ons checks. Lon spoke with each
battalion commander and with CIC. There was nothing urgent. Finally Lon yawned
and lay back in the slit trench Howell and Dor-cetti had fixed for him wth the
camouf | age tarp propped over it, arranged to catch the slight breeze from the
nort hwest whil e keeping nost of the continuing rain off.

The rain had been al nbst constant since it had started, never heavy, sonetines
little nore than a mst. For the nost part, Lon had been able to ignore it. The
ground he had been wal ki ng over drained well. There had been few patches of nud,
even after several hundred nen had crossed. It was only when he |ay down that
Lon really thought about the rain, watching it. He was careful where he lay his
rifle, keeping it close to his body, the nuzzle propped up close to the tarp

Sl eep, Lon told hinself. He was exhausted enough that sleep would conme w thout a
patch. He had allowed hinself thirty seconds to call the nedtechs to check on
his son. Junior was out of the traunma tube and back with his unit, so Lon had
given hinmself another thirty seconds to talk directly to him He sounded a
little unsteady, Lon thought, but that's to be expected. It was his first tine
hurt. "Don't dwell on it," Lon had advised. "I know that's not easy, but it's
the best way."

Sl eep came, the deep void that permitted no dreans, no nightmares. Sleep that
consuming was rare on a conbat contract, alnost unprecedented, a dangerous
luxury. The only problemwas that it did not-could not-last |ong enough. Lon had
left instructions. After three hours, Jer-eny Howell woke him

"I really hated to do it. Colonel,"” Howell said. "Seens |ike nothing' s
happeni ng. Another couple of hours would do you a world of good, sir. Lead
Sergeant Steesen has reports from every battalion and conpany in the reginent,
and he talked with 15th's | ead sergeant, too. Things are quiet everywhere."

"Anot her couple of hours would be nice," Lon agreed after a long and satisfying
yawn, "but it will have to wait." He tilted his faceplate up and rubbed at his
face and eyes wth both hands for a nonent. "I need to talk to CIC, Colone
Jensen, and our battalion commanders first. W have any coffee packs handy by
any chance? | could use a good caffeine jolt."

"Ten seconds. Colonel," Howell said. "I got the water poured. Just need to put
the coffee crystals in." He started doing that while he talked. He ripped open
the plastic packet and dunped the coffee in, then shook the field cup gently to
help m x it up. The ten seconds were what the heating catalyst in the pack would
need to bring the water up to drinking tenperature.

As soon as the coffee was hot, Lon started to drink, taking down half the
beverage before he took the cup away from his lips the first tinme. He watched
Howel | pull the heating strip on a neal pack-which also opened the container
Lon took one nore sip of coffee, then set the cup down carefully and took the
meal that his aide offered him "You eaten yet. Jerry?" Lon asked before he took
his first bite of the ham eggs, and hard biscuit.
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Howel | nodded. "Two packs. | was hungry. You gonna want a second pack, sir?"

Lon smled. "Probably, but not right away. 1'Il get this down, then make the
calls | need to make." He concentrated on his eating, taking no nore than three
mnutes to finish the battle rations-two thousand calories enriched with
vitam ns, mnerals, high in protein and carbohydrates. One neal pack-breakfast
or lunch/supper-was supposed to include all the necessary nutrition to get a nan
through twenty-four hours. "They put in everything but good taste,”" was the
usual reaction of men forced to live on themfor any length of tine.

As soon as he finished his breakfast and coffee, Lon started making his calls.
CiCinformed himthat the remaining New Spartan transports had continued to
wi thdraw. They were now eight hours out from Elysium noving in an elliptica
orbit with a period of slightly nore than three days. The capital ships were
much cl oser, staying near enough to wuse their fighters to support their troops
on the ground in a crisis.

On the ground, the New Spartans were continuing a general nove toward the east
northeast, away from University Cty, and apparently not toward any of the other
maj or concentrations of inhabitants. "It |ooks as if you were right," Fal Jensen
said when Lon talked with him "They're going to stooge around in the wild so
they nmust expect hel p, but probably not too soon or they wouldn't go far."

"Unl ess we're overl ooki ng somet hing we shouldn't,"” Lon said. "I need your honest
opi ni on on something, Fal. Do you think I should ask for another reginent now or
hold off until we know something nore definite?"

Jensen did not hesitate. "I think we should ask for it while we can. W don't
knowif we'll be able to finish operations against the eneny we have on the
ground now, how long we'll have before the New Spartans bring in nore people,

how | ong we mi ght have to hold out against their reinforcenments before ours can
arrive. The time lag could be a killer, since we have to figure thirty days
bef ore our people can get here."

"I agree," Lon said. "If it conmes dowmm to a chance of us |ooking foolishly
overcautious or unnecessarily risking our nmen, we have to opt for the former. In
our first MR | said that I'd try to get my recommendations off within forty
eight hours, but I don't see any point in waiting that long. Get your reports
ready for transmi ssion as quickly as you can and we'll get the MR off within the
hour. WIIl that give you enough tine?"

"I'"l'l get everything transmtted to CIC in thirty minutes," Jensen prom sed.
"The sooner we get that MR off, the better 1'mgoing to feel. This thing is
giving me an itch | can't scratch."”

Lon decided to nove his 1st and 3rd Battalions another nmle and a half east, to
cut down on the distance to the nain New Spartan force and to have better
defensive positions in case the eneny doubled back to attack. The nove and
getting settled into the new perinmeter took nearly two hours, and Lon told his
commanders that-if possible-they would stay put at least until nightfall
perhaps | onger. The last New Spartans were away from University City by then
with all of them nmoving east and northeast, apparently intent on a rendezvous.
Lon held back the wunits chasing the eneny. "Let themrendezvous," he told the
concerned battalion commanders. "If they're all in one place it'll be easier for
us to keep track of them"

Lon took forty mnutes to tour the new perineter hinself, at |least the eastern
hal f of it, where trouble was nost likely to conme. The line on that side was
established at the top of the slope leading down to a creek and its nowdry
floodplain. The creek was no more than four feet deep now, in mdsunmrer, but
fromthe extent of the floodplain on the eastern side, in the spring it mght be
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extensive. There was another creek near the far side of the plain- a mle away
but it hadn't slowed the New Spartans at all, so it couldn't be very deep
ei t her.

Bef ore noon, Peregrine reported that the MR was far enough out that the New
Spartans could not intercept it. A New Spartan MR had been | aunched by one of
their transports forty mnutes before Peregrine |aunched its message rocket.
Because of the position of the transport, there had been no chance for the
Dirigenter ships to intercept or destroy that courier packet.

At |east we know we're going to have help comng, Lon thought. O soneone to
pick up the pieces if we 've got the short end of the stick

18

Mel vin Rogers had been president of Elysiumfor six years. Throughout his term
of office, he had continued to teach at the wuniversity, primarily graduate
physi cs courses in Quantum Space Dynanmics. Nearly eighty years of age, he wore
his curly strawberry blond hair shoulder-length, and tended to wear sinple
junpsuits in primary colors. He came to Lon's headquarters by floater just
bef ore sunset, acconpanied by Chancellor Berlino and four bodyguards fromthe
El ysi an Def ense Force

"Sorry | can't offer anything appropriate in the way of anenities, M.
President,"” Lon said after the introductions were conpleted, "but, as you can
see, our resources are rather nmeager at present." Lon's comand post was in a

grove of pear trees. The little fruit that had been left by the New Spartans was
on the ground, rotting. Several of the trees had been banded, the bark cut

completely around the trunk to kill them
"That's of no concern, | assure you. Colonel," President Rogers said. "I tend to
teach ny sem nar course out on the |awn when the weather is anenable. | wanted

to speak with you, face-to-face, at the earliest possible nonment, and this
seened appropriate." He sat on a tarp that several of Lon's nen had spread after
ki cking away a few of the rotten pears. Rogers gestured, and Lon sat across from
him not too far away. Berlino also sat, formng the third point of an
equilateral triangle with the other two nen.

"It is a trenendous relief to have you and your nen here. Colonel," Rogers said.
"l understand that you |l ost quite a few nen making your |andings. | give you ny
personal regrets and condol ences, as well as those of the governnment and people
of Elysium | wi sh there had been sone way that we coul d have nmade your arriva

|l ess painful, less costly in human terms, but, unfortunately, that was beyond
our power."

"Thank you, M. President,” Lon said, nodding. "Thankfully, your arrival has
al ready had sone salutary effect on the situation. The siege of University City
has ended. The New Spartans have suffered heavy losses as well and have

wi t hdrawn nost of their forces into the hinterland."

"l doubt that vyour troubles with themare over, M. President,” Lon said. "I
don't know what your analysts have forecast, but ny senior advisers and | are
convinced that the New Spartans expect significant reinforcenents, that they
have w thdrawn to preserve their current forces on-planet until those
rei nforcenents arrive. Although that m ght happen at any tinme, we suspect that
we have at |east several days, perhaps a week or even tw, before they are
likely to arrive in-system But we have no hard intelligence, so all we can say
for certain is that those reinforcenments have not arrived in-systemyet, so we
know we'll have at least three days to try to degrade the New Spartan assets
al ready here before help arrives for them"
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"My mlitary advisers have suggested that we have to prepare for possible New
Spartan reinforcenents,"” Rogers said. "They have given it a seventy percent
probability rating. The invaders did not fully exercise their potential in the
weeks they had on Elysiumbefore you and your nen arrived. They could have
overrun our defense forces with little difficulty, though it pains me to say
that. Instead, they toyed with us, put their siege around our capital, destroyed
honmes and crops, and the rest. In some ways that was nore... humiliating than
had they defeated our full arny in battle. But they never gave us the
opportunity for that, and nmerely flicked off such raids as we were able to nount
the way a man nmight wave at a fly buzzing his head." Rogers' face clearly showed
the hunmiliation he felt. "They toyed with us. Colonel Nolan, as if we were of no
account at all."

"Had their contract called for themto conquer Elysium no doubt they would have
acted differently,"” Lon said. "If their contract was, as we suspect, nmerely to
force you to submt to the overlordship of the Confederation of Human Worlds,
then their actions are perfectly understandable. Their job was to frighten vyou,
or enbarrass you into accepting the CHW and the Confederation would have |ess
use for an Elysium devastated by extrene rul es of engagenent.”

"W will never accept the Confederation," Rogers said. "W were not so inclined
before and, after what we have been through in the |ast weeks, we woul d not
submit as long as one Elysian remained alive to contest the issue. W sincerely
hope that your people will be enough to convince the Confederation to forget

about Elysium If not, though, we will still not accept them Should all else
fail, we will seek nenbership in the Second Cormonweal th, though we woul d prefer
not to."

"There is one matter that we need to bring to your attention now Colonel,"
Chancellor Berlino said after a glance at the president indicated that Rogers
was done speaking. "lIt's sonmething that rmay have slipped the attention of your
staff. The New Spartans do still have approxi mately six hundred nen south of the
Styx. Since both bridges across the river were destroyed early, those men have
been of |ess concern, but we have reports that they are noving upstream nost
likely looking for a place they can cross to the north shore.”

"W haven't forgotten them" Lon said. "Qur ships have been keeping track as
best they can. Those conpanies have been mnimzing electronic enissions, but
every time they use active electronics, we update our fix on their positions,
and we occasionally get a visual sighting as well. As | understand it, there are
no other bridges across the Styx, and they will have to go forty mles east of
University City before they can find a place where the river can be forded,
correct?"

"Correct," Berlino said, and Rogers nodded. "Just slightly less than forty niles
right now, because of the season. That is about twenty-six mles fromtheir
current position ... as of fifty minutes ago."

"Are there boats on the south shore they could commandeer to make the crossing
before that point? O a place where they could use ground effect vehicles?" Lon
asked.

"Not in sufficient nunbers,"” Berlino said. "They might find half a dozen snall
rowboats and possibly tw ce that nunber of floaters. There are several places
where t he banks sl ope gently enough on both sides for floaters to get in and out
of the water, but even if they used all of the floaters and rowboats they might
find, they could hardly nove sixty men at a tinme. But there are plenty of trees.
I would think that they could assenbl e enough rafts to cross in short order. O
simply fell trees and |let their nen paddl e across using them"

Lon's smle was mnimal and quickly gone. "It's always good to see all of the

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2006%20-%20Colonel.txt (88 of 131) [12/29/2004 1:12:24 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962006%20-%20Col onel .txt

possibilities, but | suspect that paddling rafts or | ogs across rates rather |ow
on the scale. The crossing would take too long, and there would be far too great
a chance that their preparations would be observed and we would be waiting to
pounce as soon as they got in the water. An infantry commander would prefer to
keep his nmen dry as long as possible, then nake the npst rapid crossing
possible. If there aren't enough boats or floaters, they'll alnost certainly
wait until they get far enough upstreamto ford the river." Lon shrugged. "If it
were a matter of getting a patrol across to strike a specific target, it nmight
be different."

"You do think they wll attenpt to cross at some point, though, don't you
Col onel ?" Berlino asked.

"It seens likely. They appear to be drawing all their forces together. W'll be
wat chi ng, though, and once those six hundred nen get in the water, we'll use our
rocket artillery to nmake the crossing expensive for them In the neantine, we
| eave themstrictly alone. If they think we've forgotten about them so nuch the
better. It mght nake them carel ess when they do nake their crossing.”

"And their main force?" President Rogers asked. "You do plan to nove against
t hem soon?"

Lon smled. "Very soon, M. President."

The Elysians left, under strong escort. Lon's conmand post was relocated, half a
mle farther east, and nuch of 7th Reginment shifted position as well, nore to
the north and east. Shortly after dark, elenments of 15th Reginment started a
series of harassing attacks against the perineter of the New Spartan nain force,
never in nore than conpany strength-with the nen in each raiding patrol
mai ntaining electronic silence as long as possible-in what Lon hoped would
appear to be a totally random fashion. Sinilarly, the Dirigenter rocket
artillery launched an occasional missile at the New Spartan positions. Lon knew
he had to be sparing with his use of the artillery. There nmight not be a chance
to land nore rockets or how tzer shells, and Lon did not want to run out at a
critical point. Keep themoff guard and guessing. Make it inpossible for themto
get any sleep. Frazzle their nerves.

There was nothing radical to the plan Lon had laid out, but harassing tactics
could never settle the min issue. Al he wanted was to degrade eneny
capabilities-psychologically and physically-while he moved his forces into
position for what he hoped would be the final engagenent of the contract. At the
earliest, that would not begin for another twenty-four hours ... unless the New
Spartans forced the issue sooner. And that seened particularly unlikely.

"They may turn and fight at some point," Lon had told Phip Steesen a little
earlier, "but only when their commander decides it's the only viable option
left. | expect the first thing he'll try, once he decides they can't just sit

and absorb the punishnent, is a further withdrawal, maybe nore to the north,
where the land gets rougher, try to find ground to his liking for the next
fight, or just try to postpone the battle until he gets reinforcenents."

"And we don't want to give himthat nuch tinme because that will reverse our
relative positions and put us on the short end of the stick," Phip had noted.

"Exactly."

The New Spartans had brought together all of their forces north of the River
Styx ... save, perhaps, for patrols that mght have been |left out for
reconnai ssance purposes, or to stage anbushes as the Dirigenters noved after the
mai n force. South of the Styx, the approximately six hundred New Spartans there
the equival ent of three conpanies, a short battalion-were still noving east. It
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appeared as though they might reach the first ford slightly before first 1ight
if they pressed-but it seened nore |likely that they would not try to cross
before dark the next night.

Lon spent twenty minutes conferring with Fal Jensen and the battali on comuanders
fromboth reginments. "It's too soon to start claimng victory," Lon told them
"but the situation |ooks fairly favorable. They can't have nuch rocket artillery
| eft, maybe four or five | aunchers, but probably few or no rockets left for them
to fire. Qr own supply of artillery munitions is limted, but not near
exhaustion. If we can't get new supplies of those in, we can at |east keep the
eneny fromgetting resupply. W definitely have at least a slight nuneric
advantage in troops, six-to-five, nmaybe even seven-to-five, even including the
short battalion they have on the other side of the river."

"We are set up to get resupply of small-arnms anmunition, aren't we?" Fal Jensen
asked.

"W are," Lon confirmed. "I hope to bring in fresh supplies during daylight
tonmorrow, before we force battle with the New Spartans, at |east for those
conpani es that have had the greatest expenditure of ammunition so far."

The distribution had been uneven; some units had scarcely fired a single shot,
whi | e ot hers had been through several intense firefights. "Assune that will nean
using resupply rockets to bring it in, since it's not likely we'll be able to
use shuttles safely."

At ten-thirty-2230 hours-7th Reginment started noving east, angling a little
north. As they got close to the eneny, 15th Reginent would slide around the
perinmeter to the south, so that the Dirigenters would have the New Spartans
pi ncered. The heavy-weapons battalions were al so noving, on both sides, staying
far enough away to be out of the reach of the New Spartans, but close enough to
take part in the fight. .. when it cane.

The day's rest had been wel conme and needed, but Lon felt relieved to be on the
nmove again. He walked with his headquarters detachnent, near the nmiddle of the
two battalions with him Second Battalion was to the north, nopving toward a
rendezvous with 1st and 3rd Battalions before dawn. Fourth Battalion was stil
to the south, and farther east than the rest of 7th Reginment. Coser to the
eneny, 15th Regi ment conti nued harassing the New Spartan perimeter, giving them
no rest. The two heavy-weapons battalions were also on the nove-alnpbst a
constant for themin the field; standing still was an invitation to disaster
The rocket launchers could cover the nmain New Spartan force and the short
battalion on the south side of the river

Lon felt as relaxed as he ever had during a conbat contract when battle was in
the offing, even though it did not seem inmnent. It was alnmost a peacefu
feeling, ironic though that m ght be. Junior had come by for a short talk during
the afternoon. Father and son had spent thirty mnutes together. Junior showed
no obvious aftereffects of his wounds. In fact. Junior had seened nore concerned
with his father's reaction than with what had happened to him They had parted,
their final words to each other the same: "Be careful." Junior had grinned and
flipped his father a casual salute. Lon had returned it, his face serious,
al nost sonber. Be careful

Ten minutes past el even was when the first report cane in fromFal Jensen. "The
New Spartans are heading northeast, as we expected. Their rear guard and
fl ankers are keeping us occupied at the nonent, resistance in strength. The tine
they've had, | think we can count on a few nasty surprises if we try to go
through where they were canped, so |I'mgoing to start angling nmy nen around
their flank, on the south."

"You have any people in front of themto slow them down?" Lon asked.
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"Not enough, just a one-platoon patrol, and they're not directly in front."

"Have them do what they can. | don't want to call in an artillery strike yet. W
may need the rockets and shells later. I'Il turn nmy people to the north a
little, and push the pace as nuch as | can. W're a bit farther fromthem than
you are."

It's a good thing we had a day to rest, Lon thought after he gave the orders to
his battalion and conpany commanders. W're going to have to race to get
anywhere near the eneny. And if the New Spartans pressed their own nove, it
m ght be inpossible to close with them before they reached ground they night
choose to defend ... or before their reinforcenents reached El ysium

It was inpossible to just wheel the entire formation around to march on the new
heading the way it could be done on a parade field in garrison. Advance scouts
had to nove onto the new route first to | ook for any surprises left by the eneny
and to mark a trail. Flankers had to be noved as well. Then, conpany by conpany,
the rest made the thirty-degree turn. After fifteen mnutes everyone was noving
in the right direction, and Lon gave the order to the point platoons to pick up
the pace. Lon passed orders to Kkeep active electronics use to a nminimm as
close to electronic silence as possible, to make it that much nmore difficult for
the New Spartans to track their progress. Not total electronic silence: An
occasional blip on their tracking systens would not tell the New Spartans if the
target was a squad or a battalion, and it mght Ilull them while tota

electronic silence would sinply make them nore wary.

How hard can we push the inarch ? Lon asked hinself. If they went too slowy,
the New Spartans woul d keep their distance, even increase it, postponing battle
until... whenever. If they went too quickly, the nen would get exhausted, be
unready for the fight when it cane. There was also the danger of losing nen to
| and m nes or booby traps if the pace was too rapid to allow the nen on point
enough tine to spot conceal ed devi ces.

Take a little nore tinme between breaks, and keep the rest stops as short as
practical. Don't push the pace too much to be dangerous. Lon shook his head. He
really had little choice, at least during the hours of darkness. At night, the
trip wire for a mne or a booby trap would be nearly invisible. Once norning
came, there would be a chance to reassess, depending on how far the New Spartans
had travel ed, how fast they were noving.

If we have to, | can order a few rockets fired at their van then, Lon decided.
In the nmorning. Slow themdown at least a little, or goad theminto changing
direction to sonething nore favorable for us. He hoped that would not be
necessary. He still wanted to husband the finite supply or artillery rmunitions

as long as possible, save themfor the battle he hoped to force before the New
Spartans coul d be reinforced from out-system

It was not until just before one o' clock in the norning that Lon signaled for
the first rest stop, and he held that to only five mnutes. He sat down in
pl ace, stretching his legs out in front of him After taking a quick sip of
wat er, he massaged his calf and thigh nuscles through the rest of the break,
easing the aches that had started, and hoping to prevent cranps later. Lon was
ready to get back to his feet when Phip cane over and squatted next to him and
rai sed the faceplate of his hel net.

"You know, we can't go on forever |like this, tw and a half hours hiking, five
mnutes resting," Phip whispered. "We'Ill end up going slower rather than
faster."

Lon lifted his faceplate. "I know, Phip," he said just as softly. "There aren't

many |l egs here older than nmine, and they're talking loud and clear. | just
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wanted the fast start. If we can travel just a little bit faster than the New
Spartans think we can, it gives us a little extra edge, nmaybe. W' ve got a |ot
of distance to cover and we can't expect themto sit still and wait for wus to
catch up. W'll go for maybe an hour and a quarter this time, then take ten
m nutes. After that... well, after that depends on what the situation is later."

Phip grunted. "Gve it our all now, then fifteen percent nore later. | know how
that works." He got back to his feet. "Just remenber, it won't do us any good to
catch those buzzards if we're too tired to fight when we do."

"How could | forget when |I've got you for a conscience and nenory bank?" Lon
| aughed as he stood and adjusted the straps of his backpack. "Between you, ny
legs, and ny feet, I'm not likely to forget. Come on. It's tine to start

hobbl ing forward again."

The next break cane twenty m nutes sooner than Lon had pl anned. The point nen on
the left cane across a series of explosive devices that had to be deactivated
before the march coul d resune.

"They weren't concealed very well," the sergeant |leading the point squad
reported. "It's alnpbst as if they wanted us to find these. Makes ne think nmaybe
they've got a second set hidden better, to get us when we think we're in the
clear."

"Take whatever tine you need to nake sure," Lon said. "If you can do it safely,
just deactivate everything instead of detonating it. That way we avoid giving
the eneny an easy marker for our progress.”

"No problem Colonel. That's what we had al ready started doing."

The del ay gave nost of the nmen tinme to eat a neal pack and get off their feet
for a little longer. Once the nmines had been cleared, Lon ordered a slight
change in the direction of the advance, hoping to avoid any further traps that
the New Spartans m ght have left.

On through the night the Dirigenters hiked, nearly silent, advancing toward the
retreating New Spartans, moving to flank themon both sides. Men from 15th
Reginent ran into two eneny patrols, occasioning brief and indecisive
firefights; the New Spartans broke contact as quickly as they could. Second
Battalion of the 7th encountered slightly heavier resistance, an anbush rmanned
by perhaps half a conpany of New Spartans. That fight |lasted nearly forty
m nutes and ended with nost of the anbushers w thdrawing safely. An hour before
dawn, the point squad for 4th Battalion of the 7th tripped an eneny nine. Two
men were Kkilled. Another nman was seriously wounded and had to be transferred to
a trauma tube

Overall, 7th Reginent averaged nearly 2 1/2 miles per hour through the night.
Not bad, Lon thought, though he woul d have been happi er had they nanaged better.
By dawn they were near where the New Spartans had been canped before this
pursuit had started. The eneny was nine mles east-northeast of nost of 7th
Regi ment, and continuing to nove away fromthem Fal Jensen's reginent was two
mles closer. A battalion of Elysians was also on the nove, on the right flank
of 15th Reginent, alnost even with them pushing thenselves to try to get in
front of the New Spartans.

As the sun peeked over the eastern horizon, Lon called a halt for his reginent.
"Thirty mnutes," he said on the channel that connected himto his battalion and
conpany conmanders. "Make sure everyone eats."

Lon was hal fway through his own breakfast when he received a call from Peregrine
that conpletely killed his appetite. "Five New Spartan ships have just energed
from Q space, four transports and one fighting ship, one of their heavy cruisers
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with roomfor maybe another twenty fighters. W estinmate that they're seventy
four hours out fromassault orbit."

19

"Ckay, gentlenen, we've got our deadline," Lon told Fal Jensen and all of the
battalion commanders. He had just passed the news from Peregrine about the New
Spartan ships that had arrived in-system "W need to get the issue settled on
the ground before this new fleet can land its troops, and we'll be a hell of a
| ot better off if we finish with the eneny we're chasing soon enough to let us
get sone rest and get any wounded back to duty before we have to face the
rei nforcenents. Four transports nmeans a full reginent, or close to it. W don't
dare let them !l and before we take care of what we're already facing." That rmuch
was obvious. No one on the channel questioned it.

"Fal, you've got troops closest to the New Spartans. That means you'll be the
first to face themunl ess the El ysians set sone kind of record noving around in
front of them |I'mgoing to use thirty percent of our remaining rocket artillery

rounds and half the howitzer nunitions to try to slow themdown enough to |et
you catch up with them by dark tonight and |aunch your attack. We'Il pull the
tanks from both heavy-weapons battalions forward to coordinate wth your
assault. My 4th Battalion shouldn't be nore than half an hour behind you, and
they'll join the fight as soon as they arrive. The rest of 7th will close as
quickly as it can, but we're probably looking at two hours or nore after you
begin the action before we're all conmtted."

"Are you going to hold any troops as reserve?" Jensen asked.

"No line wunits," Lon said. "The rocket and gun artillery wll stand by for

possible fire missions. |If things get too rough, we mght end up using their
crews as infantry." In the DMC, every nman was a rifleman first. "The only other
reserve will be the headquarters detachnments, and they might get into the fight
as well. W& have to put everything we can into this."

"No argument on that," Jensen said. "Since this is an all-out offensive, wll

you try to bring in Shrikes to hel p?"

Lon hesitated. "Probably not. Realistically, the nbost we m ght manage is four to
six, with the rest trying to keep the New Spartans occupied defending their
ships. Captain Thorsen will undoubtedly argue against using even four fighters
for close air support, especially with nore eneny shi ps approachi ng. On bal ance,
the good that four Shrikes mght do isn't worth the risk, except in extrems."

"So we're on our own." Jensen did not bother to give that the inflection of a
quest i on.

"We're on our own," Lon agreed. "The next order of business is resupply of
small-arms ammunition. We'll set that up for our next rest periods, have the

shi ps gang-launch the resupply rockets while our Shrikes are out to keep the
eneny fromtrying to intercept them That way, maybe nost of the ammunition will
make it down intact. W'll want to have the men who are going to guide each
rocket in out in the open to give themthe best view for the work. Get the
rockets in and get the ammunition distributed as quickly as possible. W'l
bring in as nuch as we can. Any surplus will be used quickly, I think." Besides,
no sol dier ever conpl ai ned about carrying too much amunition when a fight was
expect ed.

"No one's ever tried to resupply two whole reginents at one tinme," soneone said
on the circuit. Lon did not recognize the voice. It was one of 15th's battalion
commanders.
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"We're spread out enough that it shouldn't be a major problem™ Lon said. "There
are nore than enough control frequencies to avoid having the wong rocket
respond to commands. The nen running the controls will have an acquisition blip
on their head-up displays. After that, it's pretty much the same whether there's
one rocket comng in or a thousand, as long as the controllers are paying
attention. And bringing themall in at once buys us a measure of safety from
eneny interception. There'll be too many rockets in the air for themto have any
hope of targeting even ten percent of them"

It sounded good, and Lon had not been able to find any reason why it mght not

wor k, but the anonynous voice had been right. It was sonething that had never
been tried before. Qperations this large are so rare, the need has never cone
up, Lon consoled hinself. 1t was, of course, still one nore thing to worry
about .

H's primary worry, at the nonent, was forcing the enenmy on the ground to fight.
There was no guarantee it would be possible. Both reginents pushed as hard as
they could through the day. The rocket artillery and, later, the self-propelled
howi tzers forced the New Spartans to stop three different tinmes, and slowed
their pace for nearly three hours before the artillery exhausted the percentage
of munitions that Lon had allotted to the task

There had been no answering fire from the New Spartans. |If they had any nobile
rocket | aunchers left, they nmust certainly be out of amrmunition-at |east that
was what Lon tried to convince hinself of. But there was a nagging worry that
the eneny might be reserving a fewrounds for a nore desperate situation. /
would if | could, he thought.

Through the day, the only long stops the New Spartans nade were those occasi oned
by the artillery fire, when it becane sinply too dangerous to advance. G her
than that, they took no nore than five mnutes every hour and a quarter or so.
"We'll take two breaks for every three they take," Lon told 7th's battalion
commanders. Fal Jensen pushed 15th even harder. It was a questionable trade-off,
speed in catching the eneny against how tired the Diri-genters would be when
they did.

"W have to take the risk," Fal Jensen told Lon. "W can't |let these New
Spartans evade us until their reinforcenments |and."

Lon had not tried to argue the point.

Still, an hour before sunset, both reginmental commanders did allow a |onger
rest-tine for a neal, tinme to let everyone get off their feet for an hour

and maybe get thirty minutes of sleep. "I think we're close enough to risk it,
not that we have nuch choice,"” Jensen said when he and Lon conferred about the
necessity. "The New Spartans are noving a lot slower as well. They'll have to
take nore tinme or have too nmany stragglers to be effective. W' ve already picked
up a couple of them™

"The Elysians are alnmost on top of the New Spartans,” Lon said, closing his
eyes. He did not expect to get any sleep hinself during the short stop. He
doubt ed he would get a chance to try. A neal and coffee would have to be enough.
"As soon as it's dark, they'll hit. That'll slow the eneny sone nore. The tanks
will be in position to cover the fight by then as well."

"I'"ve just had a report fromone of nmy patrols,"” Jensen said, alnbst overriding
Lon's final words. "The New Spartans have stopped and seemto be noving into a
defensive perineter. Maybe the chase is over. They're no nore than two thousand
yards out fromny |eading el enents.™

"The other batch of them south of the river, are nearly to the ford," Lon said,
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after switching the view on his mapboard just |ong enough to check the | atest
position. Though none of those New Spartans were currently using active
electronics, CIC had pinpointed the nost recent sightings. That |eft roomfor
error, or deception, but it was nore reliable than guesswork.

"That still leaves themat |east five or six hours away, no matter how hard they
push," Jensen noted. "If we can handle the main force quickly, the troops south
of the river will be pretty much irrelevant."

"Don't count on this being over that quickly," Lon said. "These are
professionals, like us. They mght still have a few surprises for us. 1'll be
surprised if they don't. W can't even be certain they don't have any rocket
artillery left."

"Maybe, " Jensen conceded, "but | think they'd have used that before now, while
we were pounding them so hard before.™

"Like they say, 'Don't bet the farm' "

Lon made the rest of the calls he had to nmake, trying to keep each brief. The
| ongest conversations were those with Jensen and Ives. Lon wanted each to be
absolutely clear on what he planned. In case sonething happened to him before
the night ended, there would be no | apse in command. Lon ate during the process,
a mout hful here and there, spaced around the talk. Phip, Torrey Berger, Howell,
and Dorcetti ran errands and brought nessages as well.

Sunset cane. In the next half hour Lon noved sone of his conpanies nearer to
their attack positions, closing possible avenues of escape for the New Spartans

who showed no sign of trying to escape. The artillery was alerted against
the possibility-probability-that the eneny troops south of the Styx mght try to
cross within the next hour

Finally, Lon had an all-too-rare noment to hinself. He | eaned back, rotating his
head to help ease a strain in his neck, then closed his eyes-just for a few
seconds. He rested his head against the tree trunk behind him There was an ache
over his right eye, and he felt the beginnings of a tic-pure nervousness,
tension. It couldn't be anything physical; his nano HMS woul d correct any
physi cal probl em quickly, autonmatically.

VWhat am | missing? Wiat do the New Spartans have up their sleeves? He had no
i dea how many times he had asked hinmsel f the same questions before. There had to
be somet hing, sonething perhaps vitally inportant. The New Spartans woul dn't
just calmy put their collective head in the noose w thout some plan, sone
realistic hope of turning the tables.

"They're not acting desperate,” Lon whispered. He opened his eyes again. "Wat's
their hole card?" Wat could it be? He shook his head. More ammunition for their
rocket artillery than he thought possible? More |aunchers that hadn't been
spotted yet? Both? Or did they maybe have nore nen on the ground than he knew
about, nmen who had been observing strict electronic silence since t he
Dirigenters arrived? Maybe we 're supposed to worry about the six hundred nen
south of the Styx, to keep us from | ooking el sewhere, Lon thought.

He called CIC on Peregrine again, to ask about novenments of New Spartan ships

especially the cruiser that was close enough to interfere. It was naintaining
positi on;
the transports were still well out on their highly eccentric orbits, apparently

doi ng everything they could to stay out of reach. Peregrine and the rest of the
Dirigenter fleet were continuing a close scan of everything within forty mles
of the DMC troops. There were no anomalies, no hint of additional eneny units,
but nost of the ground was tree-covered. Forest canopy coul d hide hundreds of
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troops as long as they did not use active electronics. Even thermal signatures
could be concealed, or disguised, with the right kind of insulation and
di scipline.

We could do it without rmuch difficulty, Lon thought. W have to assune that the
New Spartans can. But there was little, if anything, he could order done that
wasn't already being done to discover any surprises the enemy m ght have.
Patrol s were being run. Electronic snoops had been set out in al nost spendthrift
fashion. The ships had the terrain wunder constant surveillance, from severa
angl es, scanning from infrared through ultraviolet, and throughout the usable
spectrum of radio frequencies. // they do have anything, we'll get at |least a
few seconds' warning before anything hits, Lon told hinmself. It was not nuch
consol ati on.

I could bring Junior here and keep himcl ose tonight, out of the way of trouble.
That thought, unbidden and unexpected, was sonething of a shock. Junior had not
been in Lon's conscious thoughts for sone tine. He shook his head. / can't do
that, for many reasons. Junior would resent it, and too many people would see it
for what it would be, an effort to keep the younger nan away from the greatest
danger.

Doc Norman woul d shake his head and cluck his tongue just at the suggestion, Lon

t hought. He shook his own head. | guess | haven't conpletely put all ny worries
to sleep. | guess | never will, not as long as he's in the Corps and in harms
way. |'mstill not conpletely a Dirigenter in ny head. Lon sighed, softly, and

shook his head again. But | wouldn't be a proper father if | didn't worry about
my only son.

Fal Jensen | aunched his attack, supported by 15th Reginent's tanks. At first the
attack made sone progress, but it was stopped three hundred yards short of the
New Spartan |ine by concentrated-and extrenely accurate-snmall-arns fire. Too
much fire for the manpower they have? Lon wondered. Farther east and south, the
conpani es of Ely-sian soldiers raced to join the fray. They had hardly begun to
contribute when CIC relayed the news that the other contingent of New Spartans
had started to cross the Styx. As planned, Lon commtted nost of the rockets his
artillery still had to making the crossing as expensive for the eneny as
possi bl e.

Lon's 4th Battalion was the next unit to join the fire-fight. The rest of 7th
Regi ment remmined too far away to participate. Lon had those three battalions on
t he nove, though, heading for the northern flank of the New Spartans. The eneny
had hi gh ground behind him and secondary positions, allowing them to wthdraw
into even better defensive posture, higher

"We're about forty mnutes fromengagenent,” Lon told Fal Jensen. "Keep them
occupi ed. "

Lon did not hear Jensen's reply. That was when the New Spartans chose to spring
their surprises.

20

That the Mew Spartans still had self-propelled rocket |aunchers and mssiles for
themto fire was not the nost startling surprise possible. Wat Lon was not
prepared for was the sheer volume of fire and the area where it originated-south
of the river, and farther east than the area near the ford that had been under
closest scrutiny. In less than a mnute after the first crew served rocket was
fired, it appeared certain that the New Spartans had at |east eight and perhaps
a dozen or nore launchers across the Styx, platforns that had not been spotted
or even suspected- before they started firing at the Dirigenter positions. The
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mssiles canme with profligate abandon, the |aunchers noving as they fired,
foll owi ng courses designed to be too randomin appearance to pernit successfu
counterbattery fire. Sone of the rockets targeted the Dirigenter artillery, but
nmost were directed at the infantry units pressing the attack against the nmain
New Spartan force.

At the sanme tine, obviously coordinated, the New Spartan cruiser in orbit
launched all of its aerospace fighters on an attack against Agamemmon and

(dysseus, ensuring that the Shrike Il fighters could not be wused for ground
support.
"We've got to do something about that artillery!"™ Fal Jensen shouted into his

radi o connection with Lon. "They're right on target, tearing us to pieces.”

"There's not much we can do, Fal,"” Lon said. "W don't have enough rockets yet
to saturate the areas they're firing from they're too far away for the
howi tzers, and it's going to take forty mnutes or nore to get the big guns
cl ose enough. The best we can do is close with the eneny infantry fast, get
right in with themso their artillery can't hit wus without hitting their own
peopl e. "

"Can't we use what rockets we do have?" Fal asked.

"We've used al nost every rocket to hit that short battalion of infantry crossing
the river," Lon replied. "We'|l|l put one or two rockets in the area where they're
shooting from but we don't have anything nore. Keep your men down and di spersed
until you can close with the enemy. As nuch as possible, passive electronics
only. Don't give them anything they can horme in on."

"They don't need electronics to home in on us. The New Spartans in front of us
know exactly where we are."

"So don't help them And we're not all in sight of the eneny. I'"'mgoing to make
the order general. No radio or any other active electronics em ssions unless
absolutely essential," Lon said. "Pass that to your battalion and conpany
conmmanders while | do the sane for mine."

Lon had not finished passing that order along when the New Spartans unveiled
their next surprise, an attack against the rearnost units of 7th Reginment. Since
Lon's headquarters was, at the nmonment, very near the rear, he did not need
reports to know about this attack. It seened to be aimed directly at him

Jereny Howel |l al nost bowl ed Lon over, trying to get himflat on the ground. The
headquarters detachnent had been on the nove with the rest of the reginent, so
they did not have slit trenches or any other cover available. The two nen were
scarcely down, and turned to face this latest threat, when a rocket-propelled
grenade exploded eighty yards fromthem quickly followed by several others
along an arc, all at about the sane distance.

"Maybe they're wasting rounds," Howell shouted near the side of Lon's hel net,
"but there's no need to take chances. Gve the rear guard tinme to deal with
them sir."

"I know. Jerry. Now will you kindly get off me?" Lon said, shrugging his entire
body to nmove Howell's weight off his back and side. "I'mnot so old | can't fal
down on ny own." Howell slid sideways.

"Sorry, sir," Howell nmunbled, but both knew he would do the same thing again
wi t hout thinking past the need to keep the dd Man safe. "Things sure went to
hell in a hurry. Were'd they all cone fron?"

Lon didn't even try to answer. He adjusted his position, bringing his rifle to
the ready, jacking a cartridge into the chanber and switching the safety to off.
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At least | still know how to use this, he thought. There was no need for him to
start issuing comands to deal with the attack. The trailing conpanies of 1st
and 3rd Battalions were already noving to isolate and elimnate the attack
against the rear of the formation. Wthin three minutes he had a prelimnary
estimate of the nunber of New Spartans involved-no nore than a single conpany,
two hundred nen, and nore likely only half that nunber.

Those nen did only mninmal damage directly, but they were close enough to cal
in accurate ranging information to their supporting artillery, and rockets
started falling by the time Lon knew how nmany of the eneny there were west of
him "That means we've got to nove, and now," he told Howell before broadcasting
the order to the affected commuanders.

The two compani es on rearguard duty would do what they could to hold the enemny
in place while the rest noved north and east, hoping to escape direct
observation. Lon's security detachnment formed up around hi mnot a human shield,
except for Howell and Dorcetti, but a properly dispersed infantry platoon
adopting fire-and-maneuver tactics, using their rifles and rocket-propelled
grenades to suppress eneny fire. The security troops were nore heavily equipped
with RPGs than |ine conpani es were, two per squad rather than one.

It was an orderly withdrawal and, since they were noving in the direction of an
even stronger eneny force, it could not be properly called a retreat-an ironic
thought that flittered through Lon's mnd as he noved fromone tree to the next,
running bent |ow, zigzagging as erratically as he could. Leaving others to do
the dirty work. There was no tinme to pursue that thought. He would be derelict
in his duty if he did get involved in a mnor skirmsh at the edge of the main
battle, distracted fromhis primary responsibilities.

After he had covered forty yards, Lon did stop nonentarily, nmostly to catch his
breath. He sank to one knee, the trunk of a massive tree covering himfrom nmuch
of the eneny fire. Before he got up to start noving again, he did | oose severa
short bursts of rifle fire toward the eneny, nore for his own satisfaction than
because he hoped to seriously contribute to the effort. He | ooked around, noting
the positions of Jereny Howell and Frank Dorcetti-never too far fromhim

"I'"l'l take care of this end of things, Lon," Phip Steesen said on their private
channel . Lon noted Phip's position, by a blip on his head display, as thirty
yards away, sonmewhat closer to the New Spartans. "You get out of the line of
fire and worry about the other end."

"Just don't stick around too long. There are two conpanies back to handle this
attack, so let themdo it. Gve ne three mnutes, then bring your people along.
Let the rear guard do its job," Lon repeated. / don't want to | ose you the way
we | ost Dean on Bancroft. There was no tine for the pain of that nenory to
assert itself. There had been four of themoriginally, best friends as well as
teammat es, inseparable. Dean Bricks, Janno Bel zer, and Phip Steesen had been the
three nusketeers of their platoon when Lon was assigned to their fire team Lon
had conme under their collective wing, their D Artagnan, a young officer cadet
out to win his commssion. Janno had quit the Corps and married. Lon and Phip
saw himonly infrequently these days, usually with his wife. Dean had died on
contract.

Lon started noving again, his escort keeping pace even though they kept their
attention more on what was behind than on where they were noving. Use the
terrain for cover and concealnent. Don't followa predictable pattern. Be as
erratic as possible. Up and down. Side to side. The New Spartans were too
occupied with the counterattack by the Dirigenter rear guard to pay nmuch
attention to a few dozen nen at extrene range and noving farther away. Still, an
occasional round did come close enough to hear-or to see it hit. Wod splintered
fromthe trunk of a tree just before Lon passed it, alittle above head high

Sone of the splinters bounced off the faceplate and side of Lon's helnet. He
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ducked instinctively, though it would have been too |l ate had the wood been able
to penetrate.

It was nearly ten ninutes after the start of the attack on the rear before Lon
was able to sink to the ground for nore than a few seconds. The fight behind was
dying away. He finally had tinme to turn his attention to the nain battle again.
There had been a few scattered reports before, but Lon needed to catch up ..
and qui ckly.

"At |east we seemto have |ost the eneny rocket artillery here, sir," Sergeant
Howel | said. "Mowved too much for themto keep track of us, | reckon."

Lon took a nonent to just listen. There was noise, including the explosions of
heavy artillery, but none of it was nearby. "Maybe you're right. Jerry, but keep
your butt down, just the sanme. Hunor ne. Now give ne a minute to find out what's
goi ng on."

At first Lon did no transnmitting. He sinply shifted fromone conmmand channel to

the next, listening for reports from those closer to the fighting, nore
concerned with getting a "feel" for the action than with specifics. The New
Spartan infantry south of the river was still noving across the Styx-nmore than

two-thirds of the men were already on the north bank and noving toward the rest
of the fight. The rocket artillery had not nanaged to stop the crossing or-from
what Lon could gather-make it as costly for the eneny as he had hoped.

"Brief me," Lon said on his link to CC. Wile he noved, anxious to get away
fromthe position he had-briefly-revealed through transmitting, he |istened,
gaining confirmation of what he had gathered from his eavesdropping. N nety
percent or nore of the New Spartan infantry nmight make it across the river-nore
than five hundred nmen. The Dirigenter heavy-weapons battalions had had too few
rockets left to seriously inpact the crossing and the eneny artillery firing
fromsouth of the Styx. As a result, neither attenpt had been particularly
successf ul

"Qur best estimate right now. Colonel,"” the duty officer in CICreported, "is
that you m ght not have nuch nore than parity with the eneny on the ground, and
that does not take into account <casualties within the Ilast quarter hour." He

went on to give nunbers-estimates-for both sides, along with wupdated position
reports. The picture was not overly optimstic, but neither was it as bad as Lon
had feared it mght be

"I"'mgoing to nove the tanks in as close as we can," Lon said. "Run them and the
ot her heavy weapons wuntil they don't have any ammunition left, then pull the
crews to fight on foot." He «closed out that conversation, then |linked to Pa
Jensen and the commanders of the heavy-weapons battalions and gave themthe sane
orders. It's a good thing we got the re supply finished, he thought. There had
been no incidents, and only one supply rocket had been lost-due to a fault in
its guidance system Then it was tinme for Lon and the nen around himto nove
again ... before the New Spartans could target their new | ocation

This time, the nmove was not as frantic. Lon and the people wth himwere not
under direct small-arms fire, nor under direct eneny observation. The rearguard
action had ended, with the few surviving New Spartans retreating, pursued by a
single conpany from 7th's 1st Battalion. Not Junior's conpany, Lon noted. He
wasn't certain whether he should feel relieved by that. No one was likely to
escape danger for long this night.

It used to be so nmuch easier, Lon thought, his eyes searching a wide arc of
ground in front of him hack when 1 only had to worry about two platoons, or a
singl e conpany. | knew everyone better, what they could do, what to expect. The
price of that intimcy had been that he had been closer to the nen under his
command. Every | oss was a personal one. This operation was too big, spread over
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too much ground, for one man to stay on top of everything that was happening
every mnute. By the time he could get a conplete picture from his subordinate
commanders, the situation had changed. And there were too many nmen for Lon to
know themas well, to feel as close to them

Lon stopped nmoving and went down to one knee. There had been a hint of novenent
ahead, and a squad was investigating. Before they had gone far, the novenent
came again. This time Lon saw that it was a large bird that | ooked something
like an owW, getting away fromthe advancing humans. At least it's not one of
those big |lizards, he thought. Then: How can anyone keep track of this nmany
peopl e and what's happening to thenf

This was no tinme for philosophical pursuits. Inwardly, Lon shook his head. He
bl i nked several times. He did not want to use his radio and give the eneny a
chance to pinpoint his location. He listened, scanning the frequencies his
of ficers would use. Those who were already in direct contact with the eneny had
little reason to maintain electronic silence. And CIC was nmi ntaining a constant
update on a channel that the reginental and battalion commanders and staff could
audi t.

Bef ore | ong, 15th Regi nent would have to divide its attention between the main
eneny force and the group coming north from the Styx. Fal Jensen was aware of
that. He had started to space his troops accordingly. One of his short
battalions was noving to establish aline, and to space land mnes and
el ectroni c snoops farther out to give warning of the eneny's approach. The tanks
of 15th's heavy-weapons battalion also were noving in that direction, hoping to
get close enough to strike at the New Spartan rocket artillery south of the
river. Seventh Reginment's tanks also were noving that way, farther back. They
woul d be able to take the eneny infantry under fire before they could touch the
artillery. It probably won't do much good, Lon thought. Those rocket |aunchers
can pull back until they're out of range of the tanks and still be able to hit
us up here. But he did not countermand the order. The effort had to be nade.

At present, the main New Spartan force was being faced on three sides. If they
wanted to, they could still retreat east, over the crest of the line of hills
they were on now. If they 're going to try moving, they 're going to have to do
it wthin the next half hour or so, Lon thought, taking a monent to glance at
the di splay on his mapboard. They wait much |onger than that and we'll have them
effectively surrounded, able to cover the remaining gap with small-arnms fire
fromeither side

Lon shook his head. |If they were going to retreat any farther, they'd have
started before now, not waited until we were close enough to nake it too costly.
They've got to be counting on that extra-short battalion and the rocket
artillery south of the river. And any other surprises they mght have Ileft, he
added. There was still that possibility, that the New Spartans had not yet shown
all their cards. Still nore than two full days before those new ships can get
cl ose enough to contribute anything. How do they expect to hold out on the
ground that |ong? Do they even have enough rifle amunition to hold us off if we
keep pressing the attack?

"That m ght be the key," Lon whispered. Unless they cached amunition and chose
that spot for their stand because of its location, they'll run short on ammo
before the new force can land. He tried to focus on that, looking for flaws in
his reasoning. What were the chances they had cached amunition along that
ridge? After a nonent, Lon conceded they were pretty good. The New Spartans had
not been driven to the site. They had picked it. In addition to the tactica
advantages of the location, knowing they were sitting on a stock of extra
ammuni ti on m ght be a najor bonus.

Just nmeans we 'Il have to press that nuch harder, Lon thought. W started action
tonight wth all the anmunition we could carry for our rifles and grenade
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| aunchers, and if we have to, we can get another resupply drop in before the new
eneny fleet gets close enough to interfere. He was glad that there had been no
i ndication that the New Spartans had the capacity to resupply nen on the ground
by rocket. We might find out soon enough if the intelligence on that is right,
he deci ded.

"Lon, this 1is Fal Jensen. |I've got an idea you're going to think is totally
i nsane, but hear nme out."

"Go ahead, Fal," Lon said, getting up and signaling his detachment to get ready
to nove.

"The eneny rocket artillery isn't going to let our tanks sit north of the Styx
and shell them They can pull south, out of our reach, and keep on clobbering
us. Wiy not send our tanks-from both reginents-across the river? The info | have
is that the ford is shallow enough and has a firmenough bed to Il et them cross
safely. Even if we can't destroy the rocket |aunchers, we can drive them out of
range of our people up here."

"What about the time it takes them to cross the river?" Lon asked. "They'll be
sitting ducks if the New Spartans are watching, and they probably will be."

"Three m nutes, maybe four for the crossing," Jensen said. "They bl ow across at
best speed and get out of the open before the New Spartans have tine to target
them and get rockets to the river."

Lon hesitated, for perhaps as long as thirty seconds. He closed his eyes. It

would be a terrible ganble, but... "Set it up, Fal. W'll give it a try. Mybe
it's just crazy enough to work. But keep ne informed. If it goes bad, we may
have to pull themback in a hurry." I/there's time, he thought.

21

It was 0100 hours. The battle for what Lon had started to think of as "Spartan
Ri dge" had been going on for three hours. The New Spartans had been in position
| ong enough to dig in. The Dirigenters had to scoop out what defensive positions
they could wunder fire. At least the ground was wet enough to make that
relatively easy, but not so nuddy as to make the resulting trenches swanmpy. The
earlier showers had, nostly, stopped. A few minutes of drizzle, now and then,
were all that was left fromthe cold front that had crossed the area

The shooting had progressed by fits and starts as the Dirigenters probed for
weak spots in the eneny line. The battle had never been general, all along the
New Spartan perinmeter simnultaneously. There were al so occasi onal skirm shes away
fromthat perimeter, patrol neeting patrol. And the New Spartans coming up from
the river were net, anbushed, and stopped short of rendezvous with their main
force on the ridge. Part of 15th Reginent was involved with that, and the EDF
troops had been diverted to help. The radio reports Lon heard suggested that the
El ysi ans were doing their best to exact revenge for the New Spartan invasion

The New Spartan rocket artillery was no longer firing so heavily at the
Dirigenters. They had used so nany missiles in the early stages of the fight
that they had to be running short of ammunition again. Just before 0100 hours,
the Dirigenter tanks had crossed the Styx. Two of those tanks, near the end of
the lines, had been hit by rockets. The weckage stood in the river, stil

smoki ng. No one fromthe crews had made it out-six nmen dead. But the rest of the
tanks were now on the south shore of the Styx, racing toward the New Spartan

rocket artillery ... which was noving farther awmay fromthe engagenent, just
what Lon and Fal Jensen had hoped. Soon, if everything went well, the New
Spartan rocket |aunchers would be too far away to continue striking Dirigenter
infantry at all. Lon tried not to think of the cost to the tank conpani es.
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Hal f of Lon's 2nd Battalion had noved across the ridgeline and were sliding into
position behind the New Spartans, forcing them to worry about their entire
perineter and not just the western and southwestern sections of it. Fal Jensen
was attenpting to edge a conpany and a half of his 3rd Battalion around the
sout hern fl ank.

"If we can box themin, we've about got the issue settled,” Jensen said when he
and Lon conferred-just before the tanks crossed the Styx. "Pop 'emfrom al
sides until their lines start |eaking, then close in and finish 'emoff."

"I hope it's that sinple," Lon said. But | still can't nmake nyself believe it
will be.

It was now 0125 hours. The fighting heated up on the reverse slope of the ridge,
east, as the New Spartans noved to keep from being surrounded. A full battalion
of them canme out and turned north, to face the stronger of the two Dirigenter
elements trying to close the noose around them Ten minutes |ater, a second
battalion wheel ed toward the south, engaging six platoons from 15th Regi nent on
that end. The rest of the New Spartans started noving uphill, to the ridge, to
secondary positions that apparently al so had been prepared i n advance.

"Are they just taking new positions, or ready to try a breakout?" Lon asked. "I
need information, fast."™ He was on a channel that connected himto CC Fal
Jensen, and each of the battalion commanders. He Ileft that channel open for
replies, but switched to another channel to connect to Phip Steesen

"We're nmoving in closer," Lon said. "Saddle "emup and let's go." As soon as
Phi p acknow edged, Lon went back to the other channel. "I'm noving ny CP closer
to the ridge, between 7th's 1st and 3rd Battalions. If the New Spartans are
trying to get away, |'ve got to be near enough to react." This tine he did not

wait for acknow edgnents. His security detachnent was up and ready to nove,
spread around their commander. Lon used hand signals to indicate the direction

There was already a noticeable slope to the ground, clinbing toward the east.
The land rose at a gentle angle, no nore than ten degrees. The tree cover
started to get sparser, and within a few mnutes Lon started to see the damage
that the fighting had caused-trees felled or shattered by artillery; trunks
scarred by bullets; a fewsnall, snoldering fires and the ashes of others. The
trees and grass were too wet to bumeasily.

He al so saw bodies on the ground, Dirigenters who had fought their last fight.
Lon counted eight, within not too great a space. All were lying on their backs,
with indications that each had been checked by one of the ned-techs. Lon gritted
his teeth and tried not to think how many nore dead there already were, how many
more mght fall before the fight came to an end.

Ten mnutes on the nove: Lon and his security detachnment stopped, taking what
cover they could. The sounds of fighting were noticeably closer in the east, but
the battle still was a thousand vyards away. Lon asked for news, any indication
that the New Spartans had tipped their hand

Were they taking new positions or trying to escape? There still was no answer.

What's it going to take to get themto quit? Lon asked hinself as he got up and
started noving east again. How can we convince themthey can't hold out unti
their reinforcements |and? The New Spartans were mercenaries, professionals.
Surely they wouldn't make a futile "last stand." That was bad for business,
worse than accepting an inevitable defeat and rebuilding, living to fight
anot her day, on some other worl d.

We woul d never push it that far, Lon thought, though units of the Corps had in
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the past-at |east on one regrettable contract. An entire regi nent had been w ped
out on a world known as Wellman, and the second reginent sent in also had been
def eated. He squeezed his eyes shut for an instant as he knelt next to a tree.
If we can't finish this batch off, at |east seriously degrade their strength
before the new fleet reaches attack orbit, we may have to concede defeat
oursel ves. That thought hurt, but Lon would not |let his comand be totally w ped
out if there was no chance of success-or hope of holding out wuntil another
regi nent and nore ships could arrive fromDiri-gent. And that would take another
four weeks, absolute m ninum

Lon took a deep breath. Come up with sonething brilliant so you don't have to
worry about that, he told hinself. Find away to end this in the next forty
hours. That would give himhalf a day to get ready for the incomng fleet.
Convi nce the New Spartans to surrender. Lon snorted softly and shook his head

Brilliant ideas seemto be in short supply. And the New Spartans aren 't making
any maj or m st akes.

A call from Vel Gsterman took himout of his thoughts. "I'mon the north flank,"
Csterman said. "Near the ridge, with a clear view down into the area the New
Spartans were originally defending. I think they're pulling out conpletely,

probably aimng to withdraw to the next ridgeline, five mles farther east.
They' re showi ng good discipline, an orderly nove, covering their asses. Once
they get clear of this ridge-in naybe ten mnutes-the entire western slope wll
be w de open."

"Except for whatever mnes and booby traps they're |leaving behind," Lon said.
"And rmaybe the occasional patrol or sniper."

"That's why | called, Lon," Osterman said. "I haven't seen any preparations of
that sort, and I'min good position to. It mght be nothing nore than creeping
paranoia on ny part, but | think they want us to chase them straight over the
hill, that maybe they've got nore than the usual presents waiting for us,
somet hing they set up before we got here."

"You nean sone kind of trap," Lon said.

"That's what I'm thinking. | could be all wong, but this gives ne an itch
can't scratch. |If they wanted to, they could probably hold this ridge 1ong
enough for their reinforcenents to | and, and novi ng exposes themto dangers they
can't be sure of accurately gauging. Unless...." He let that hang.

Lon hesitated a nonent before he replied. "I wouldn't put it past them but if
we detour conpletely around we're going to lose a couple of hours, give them
that much nore chance to put distance between us and settle thenselves in
sonewhere new. " Another hesitation. "I think we have to take our chances, Vel,
but I'lIl put several squads out to cover the ground before the rest of us nove
t hrough. Thanks for the warning."

Lon switched channels to call the commanders of his 1st and 3rd Battalions, Ted
Syscy and Benjanmin Dark. "Get your best scouts out to ook for traps in the area
the New Spartans have just vacated. Tell themto be especially careful. | know
they always are, but even nore than usual. There's a damed good chance the
eneny has left sonething extra behind to catch us with our pants down."

Both of the battalion commanders acknow edged the order. "It m ght be nothing
nmore than that they've had tinme to register every rock and tree on that sl ope
for their rocket artillery, with spotters to pass the word where we are," Syscy
added. Early in his career, before transferring to 1st Battalion, he had spent a
year in the reginent's heavy-weapons battalion. He considered hinself an expert
on artillery. "No way to tell how nmany of the big rockets they've got left to
dunmp on us."
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"I hope there's nothing nore to it than that, Ted," Lon said, "but we've just
about got their rocket |aunchers out of range, unless they have even nore they
haven't used, and that's unlikely. They've already shown a lot nore than they
shoul d have had. |I'm guessing that it's something nore like a thick screen of
command- det onat ed mi nes, concealed well enough that a casual patrol night go
past wi thout spotting them Sonmething on that order. Hard telling what they've
dreaned up. Just tell your patrols to be alert for anything."

"How rmuch tinme do we have to get the scouts through?" Syscy asked.

"Not enough, I'mafraid. W can't give the New Spartans a mnute nore than
absol utely necessary. | can't funnel enough nen around the flanks fast enough to
catch and hold themuntil the rest of us tiptoe across the ridge. I'm going to
nmove everyone as close as we can, then ... well, we'll give your nen a few

m nutes. Not many."
"We'll do what we can," Syscy said. Dark clicked his transmtter to agree.

Lon had kept noving during this conference. As soon as it was over, he signaled
Phip to change direction, angling southeast instead of north of east-to throw
of f any eneny response if they had been tracking the detachnent. There were nore
orders to pass, and Lon had to apprise Fal Jensen of what 7th Regi ment was goi ng
to do. Keep the pressure up on both sides. Make sure the New Spartans have to
wi thdraw slowy, under fire. Don't give themtime for anything else. The New
Spartans had cone out to north and south to hold off the Dirigenters, letting
the rest of their force w thdraw through the gap. Then the flanks had closed in
behind, withdrawing in orderly fashion

They're doing it awmfully well, Lon thought with grudging adnmiration. An orderly
wi thdrawal under heavy eneny pressure was one of the hardest maneuvers to
acconplish, and it could be extrenmely costly in lost nen, even if the w thdrawal
did not turninto a mndless rout. And Lon saw no indication that this was
likely to degenerate into a mad retreat. That would be a major surprise, he
t hought .

He finally called a halt for his headquarters detachnment, no nore than three
hundred yards fromthe van of 1st and 3rd Battalions, which was near the foot of
the hill the New Spartans had evacuated | ess than an hour before. There had been
consi derably nore destruction to the forest here. Fewtrees were still standing
and unmarked by the fighting. There was a smell of snoke and gunpowder heavy on
the air, clinging.

Lon sat in the crook between two trees that had fallen, one across the other.
Snapped and bent branches, charred and wilted |eaves formed sonething of a
canopy over his head. He lifted the faceplate of his helnet, then took one of
his canteens fromhis belt. He splashed a little water on his face and rubbed
the water around. That hel ped nmore than the sip of water he actually drank. That
had a slightly bitter netallic taste to it, the taste of gunpowder and burned
wood that was already on his lips and in his nouth. The snell of fire was heavy
on the air. Lon considered opening a meal pack for a couple of nmouthfuls of food
but decided against it. Food could wait a little | onger.

The scouting patrols fromi1st and 3rd Battalions were halfway to the ridge, near
the second line of slit trenches that had been dug by the New Spartans. So far
the patrols had not found anything unexpected. In fact, there was a dearth of
| and m nes, booby traps, and electronic snoops- the very itens that a well
equi pped eneny would be nost likely to leave behind to slow pursuit. Either
they've run out of everything or they are very anxious to have us follow as
qui ckly as possible, Lon thought, recalling Vel Gsterman's warning. And we can't
assune that they're out of anything.

He stared up the slope, squinting, as if that might help himspot an answer from
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a di stance when the nmen wal ki ng the ground had not found anything. Something. He
shook his head, which was beconing all too frequent a gesture for confort. If we
can't find whatever they have in nind, nmybe we can trick theminto tipping
their hand a little too soon

Maybe. Lon signaled for Phip to come to him "Listen closely,” Lon said after
both men had raised their faceplates. "I want to try something a little
unusual ." He spent two mnutes explaining exactly what he wanted done, going
back over everything a second tine; then he nade Phip repeat the instructions
back to him to make certain there was no confusion. "I don't know that this is
going to do us any good, but | think we need to do sonething."

"Ckay, | see your point," Phip said. "I think it's probably a crazy waste of
time, but we're better off with that than maybe wal king into something that'l
kill any chance we have of finishing this job the way we want to. I'll grab

Dorcetti and get started." Then he hurried off to inplenment Lon's instructions,
hardly hearing the softly sardonic "d ad you approve" Lon sent after him

Lon pulled his faceplate down and checked the tinme. W 've been on this world
| ess than seventy-two hours, he thought wth amazenent. It seened far |onger
All he could do nowwas wait to see if his ruse would work... if there was
anything up there. Ten minutes. Phip would need that nuch tine to get started,
and the scouts high on the slope would need that nuch tinme to reach the ridge
and take cover. Lon settled hinself nore confortably behind the two tree trunks.
Maybe it is crazy, he conceded, but if it isn't, maybe this will save sone
lives as well as tine.

He took another drink of water, a little nore than before. The taste hadn't
improved. His mouth and throat remained dry. If this doesn 't turn anything, we
‘re going to have to just go ahead and nove forward. W can't take the time to
move nmost of a reginment around on either side. And there's no guarantee the New
Spartans didn 't |eave deadly surprises for us there

He gl anced at the tineline on his visor display again. The seconds seened to be
marching in place instead of noving forward the way they should. Tine: 1In
perhaps as little as fifty-five hours, the New Spartans would have another
regi ment on the ground, or landing. There's no way we can face what they have on
the ground now and what's conming at the sane tine. They'll run all over us. Lon
closed his eyes and took a long, slow breath, as deep as he could, holding it
before expelling it just as slowy, tried to ignore the bitter odor on the air.
Even that spent less than a mnute of the waiting tinme. Phip hadn't even had
time yet to tell everyone what they were going to do

I shoul d have saved sone of the work for nyself, split it with Phip. That would
have kept ny mind busy and nmade the waiting shorter, Lon thought, but it was too
late to change that. Al he could do was suffer through the waiting. Another
seven mnutes to go, at least. Phip would give the signal to the chosen nen once
everyone had been told what to do. I'll give the order for everyone else to get
down and stay put once | see the blips light up for the guinea pigs. O
sacrificial goats.

Lon | ooked around, pulling his faceplate down to take advantage of its dua
ni ght-vi sion systens. Phip was barely visible eighty yards away, off to the
right, zigging i his way through the trees-both standing and felled. On the
other side. Sergeant Dorcetti was mnoving in simlar ' fashion, carrying
instructions to others. Dorcetti had been the first man Phip had tal ked to. They
were splitting the notification. Altogether, Lon hoped to have fifty nmen taking
part in the deception. Limt the risk, but use enough nen to make it believabl e.
\

He switched channels to listento the feed fromC C, the running comentary
provi ded fromwhat the ships could see through its own caneras and other sensors
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and t hrough the canmeras mounted in the helnmets of officers i and noncons, and
hear on the many radio channels avail - ( able to the troops about the
engagenents on the ground. ( The fight on the other side of the hill had
sl ackened off. '' The New Spartans were on the slope |eading up to the next
ridgeline, across an alnost dry creekbed. The Diri-genters on both flanks were
moving east as well, staying off to the sides, trying to pick up alittle
distance to give thema chance to eventually get behind the eneny. The fight
against the snaller group of New Spartans, the nen who had crossed the Styx
earlier, also was continuing, nmoving gradually to the east as well, but 15th
Regi ment was naking certain that those conpani es could not nove north, closer to
rendezvous with their main force.

One nore sip of water. Lon quickly pulled his faceplate back down and gl anced at
his tinmeline. Two mnutes were left of the ten he had estimted for
preparations. He adjusted his position, getting farther down into the cover
offered by the two fallen tree trunks. / wonder where Junior is? Lon wondered,
gl ancing toward the north. Junior would be with 1st Battalion. O is he with one
of the patrols up near the ridge? Lon had not asked who was |eading those. It
woul d have been ... not quite proper. / hope he knows to get his head and butt
down at the right time. Lon swall owed hard

I could sure use a pint of Geoff's best |ager right now, Lon thought, startled by
the intrusion of nmenories of his father-in-law and the pub he ran on Dirigent.
He coul d al nost taste the beer, feel the nuggy warnmth of the pub. Maybe it is
time to retire and nove to Basconbe East. Spend the next few decades tending
bar. Be around to see at |east one child grow up, not niss al nost every birthday
and Christnmas the way 1 have with Juni or and Angi e.

He blinked furiously for several seconds and | ooked at his tinmeline. This was
not the tinme to think of honme and the baby whom Sara was carrying. Any tine now,
he told hinself. Phip and Frank have had tinme enough to get the word out. He
stared at the head-up display on his visor, looking for the appearance of
friendly blips along the line that the two noncons had foll owed. Phip's would be
the first to show The rest should appear alnost instantly after that.

Now! Lon saw the blips appear. In a ragged line they started noving forward.
Sone went out, then reappeared a few yards farther on in staggered sequence-the
sort of display that mght result fromofficers and noncons giving orders and
taking reports as their battalions started a broad advance. Lon switched to an
al | - hands channel that would connect himto every man in 7th Regiment. He spoke
one word: "Down!" The nen Phip and Frank had enlisted knew the conmmand did not
apply to them

Lon got under one of the trees, squirmng to get as nuch of his body touching
the ground as possible. Now we wait, he told hinmself. Again. And find out how
foolish I'"'mgoing to | ook

The wait was not as long as he had feared. Little nmore than ninety seconds
passed before the entire western slope of the hill seened to expl ode at once.

22

First, there were two thin strips of dirty orange-red light, roughly parallel to
each other on the slope, approximately following the lines of slit trenches and
foxhol es that the New Spartans had dug earlier. The orange-red glow drew Lon's
eyes. He lifted his head-just a couple of inches-to see what was happeni ng, an
instinctive notion that mght better have been suppressed. The sound of the
expl osi ons and the concussi on wave swept down the slope and across his position
as the line of light stretched into the sky-bulging, blossoning as it raised
snoke, dirt, and heavier debris. It cast rock and soil up and out, broke off
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heavi er chunks, and started them rolling down the slope, beginning a prolonged
rockslide. Lon could feel the ground shaking beneath him even after it had
stopped. The initial concussion had knocked the air out of him and recovery
seened infinitely prolonged. He could hear nothing but echoes of the explosion
for nmost of a minute, and his ears continued to ring after that.

Lon, like nost of the troops of the two waiting battalions, was far enough back
that the heaviest debris fell far short of where he lay trying to cover hinself
as the sky fell, but dirt and small stones pelted himand the others, sone of

the objects with enough force to be painful. A shower of very small bits of rock
and dirt rained on Lon's helnmet, a staccato rattle that tenporarily obscured the
ringing in his ears.

The assault from above seenmed eternal, but lasted less than a mnute. The
rockslide lasted longer, only gradually coming to a halt. The snoke above the
sl ope dissipated, lifting, thinning, dispersing. The dust settled. Lon found
that he was holding his breath and released it quickly, then inhal ed deeply. The
snmells of explosives and din were al nost overpowering, choking. He coughed
several tinmes, then shook his head to dislodge the grit and dust that had
collected on his helmet. Finally, he cautiously lifted hinself to his elbows to
| ook out through a gap in the trees he had sheltered behind and bel ow.

He | ooked up at the slope of the hill. There were a few small fires-grass and
| ow shrubbery burning along the lines of the expl osions-and the infrared display
of his nightvision system showed alternati ng bands of hot and cool spots on the
hi || si de-hot where the blasts had originated, cool where deeper |ayers of rock
and soil were now exposed on the surface.

Only slowmy did Lon become aware of talk on the radio, faint, alnbst unable to
compete with the volume of the tinnitus that remained fromthe concussive force
of the explosions. He adjusted the volunme on his receiver until the voices were
| ouder than his inner-ear static. There was still a junble of sound, too many
voices trying to talk at once, electronic silence forgotten. Still, Lon needed
nearly a mnute before he was able to respond, to say, "Can the chatter"” on his
al I - hands channel

It spoke well for the training of his men that silence came to the troop
channel s i nmmedi ately. Lon switched frequencies. "Phip, are you there?" he asked
on the channel that connected them directly. "Phip?" Lon held his breath while
he waited for a reply, switching his head-up display to show vital signs. There
was no indication of any signs for Phip. Lon | ooked for Frank Dorcetti's vita
signs then. Sonething nickered across his display then, and vanished. It hadn't
been a proper readout, sinply static.

Damage to the electronics, Lon thought, fighting dowmn the fear that he m ght

have | ost another friend-the closest he had ever had. W'l|| probably have a |ot
of that, after a blast that strong. That did not totally erase the agitated
t hunpi ng of his heart, the edge of fear. He switched channels again. "W need

medt echs and several squads to help themfind the nen we had out front," he
said, speaking to the battalion and conpany conmmanders in 1st and 3rd
Battalions. "Lead Sergeant Steesen and Sergeant Dorcetti were |leading them
We'll have to find themto find out just how nany people they had with them"

Lon got to his feet, |eaning against one of the fallen trees that had sheltered
him He rested his gun across the trunk, the nuzzle pointed vaguely up the
slope. It was, perhaps, reckless to expose hinmself, but that never even crossed
his mnd. In the wake of such nassive explosions, any other danger seened
unreal. His eyes scanned the terrain, which certainly |looked like a war zone
now, as stark as some of the old battlefield photographs he had seen at The
Springs on Earth, images fromthe two gl obal conflicts of the twentieth century.
Several bands of lowlying snmoke or dust clung to the hillside, slowy
descending, only slowy being torn apart by the |ight breeze.
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H s men were out there, and two of themcounted as friends. Resisting the urge
to look for thempersonally was the nost Lon could manage. He stood and watched
as squads of searchers noved forward, weapons at the ready, eyes gl anci ng
nervously up the hillside, as if in anticipation of nore expl osions. A medtech
moved with each squad, his nmedical bag over his shoulder, a folded stretcher on
his backpack. But each medtech also carried arifle and held it ready for
i nstant use.

Lon called the commanders of 1st and 3rd Battalions. "Get a check from your
conpani es. Make sure we don't have any other casualties fromthe blast. Then get
ready to nove out before the New Spartans have tinme to figure out that they

didn't decimate us. We're going to the top of the hill. And beyond. | want us
ready to start in five mnutes.”" Five long mnutes. Lon had been tenpted to
order an i nmmedi ate advance. That was what he wanted to do, al nbst desperately.
Cover the ground. Cose wth the eneny. Force the fight... and take sone

payback. But he could not order some nmad charge. This had to be done properly,
inmlitary order.

Li eutenant Col onels Syscy and Dark acknow edged the order-indicating that they
had al ready started checking for casualties anmong their nen. Their voices seened
distant, hollow, to Lon, though the ringing in his ears had decl i ned
consi derably. He shook his head, gently, trying to rid hinself of the remants,
but it was not that sinple. It would take tinme for the effect to end. This was
sonet hing Lon had experi enced before.

"I think our deception worked," he said, still on alink with the two battalion
commanders. "Those bl asts were neant to catch wus all on the slope, in the kil
zone. We got |ucky."

"I't would have done a nunber on us if we had all been noving, that's for sure,"”
Dark said. "But | wouldn't call it all luck. That was fancy thinking, setting up
decoys that way."

Alittle bit of occupational paranoia, maybe, Lon thought as the word "decoys"
tied his stomach in new knots. Decoys were neant to be sacrificed to draw out
the eneny. How many nen did | send to their deaths this time? Lon closed his
eyes for an instant. It's time | start getting reports on that. The first report
came within seconds. Six nen were dead. Twenty were wounded, half of them
seriously enough to need tinme in traunma tubes. Frank Dorcetti was anong the
dead. Phip Steesen ..

"H's left shoulder is in pretty bad shape, Colonel," the nedtech who exani ned
Phip said, "but | don't think he'll lose the arm" Hesitation. "It's going to be
cl ose, though. The shoul der and upper armwere crushed, the joint pretty well
shattered. | can't tell how much nerve danage there is-sonme, certainly. W' ve
m nimzed the bleeding and got himon a stretcher. He'll be in a tube in three
m nutes. He's not conpletely conscious."

Lon called Lieutenant Colonel Dark to arrange for a security detail to stay with
the nedtechs and their charges when the battalions noved on. Then Lon gave the
order to advance. He clinbed over the fallen tree in front of himas the nen of
his security detail started forward in a ragged line. As always, Jereny Howell
was too close, a couple of steps to Lon's |eft.

Dorcetti's dead, Lon told hinself as he put one foot in front of the other
Frank had been his driver since Lon had taken command of 7th Regi nent. Lon had
never felt quite as close to Dorcetti as he felt toward Jereny Howell, but
still, Frank had been there every day, always with a joke and a grin to help Lon
al ong. Not al ways good jokes, Lon thought, but he tried. He always tried.

Lon tried to fight through the enpty nonment, the void of loss. The tinme for
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grief would cone later, after the fighting was over and they were on the way
home. For now, Frank was sinply one man anong nmany who had died on this
contract. It was always the sanme, difficult to be that abstract about the
inevitabl e cost of battle. The hundreds of nen who had been killed in their
shuttles trying to land on Elysiumwere |ess inportant-at this minute-than one
man who had died a few hundred yards from Lon.

But even thinking about Frank served nostly as a shield to help Lon avoid
worryi ng about Phip's condition. A full session in a trauma tube, nmaybe nore,
even if the medtech had not wunderestimated the extent of Phip's injuries. |If
there was serious nerve damage in the injured shoulder and arm Phip mght be
out of action for weeks. Left shoul der crushed, Lon thought. A few inches to the
right and it would have been his head, and he m ght have been beyond help. Lon
stunbl ed as he closed his eyes against that thought.

The advance slowed as the | ead conpanies started to cross the debris field at
the base of the slope. Men had to pick their way over or around obstacles, and
often a footstep started the man-nmade scree sliding again. Turn big rocks into
little rocks swept through Lon's mind when he reached the raw gravel and dirt
hinsel f. There were sizable boulders anong the debris, but nost of it was
smal l er, |oose. The footing could scarcely have been nore treacherous if the nen
had been clinmbing an icy slope against a strong headwi nd. Mre than once Lon had
a foot slide out fromunder him forcing him to catch his bal ance awkwardly.
Each tinme, Jereny Howell noved closer, ready to help, nmoving back when Lon
gestured at him

It took twenty-five mnutes before Lon reached the line of the first New Spartan
def ense perineter, the site of the | ower series of explosions. The fronts of the
slit trenches had been bl own forward, |eaving raw gashes in the dirt and rock,
reaching down to the heartstone of the hill in places. Behind, sharp rises of up
to three or four feet that had to be clanmbered over

Lon started paying attention to reports from Fal Jensen and CIC as well as from
his battalion comranders. The snaller group of New Spartans was still being kept
frommoving north to rendezvous with their main force, which was establishing
def ensi ve positions on the next ridge. They were being harassed by Lon's 2nd and
4th Battalions and by nbst of what remained of 15th Regi nent.

The New Spartans were still fighting as smart as they could under the
ci rcunst ances- keepi ng good order, not allowing the Dirigenters to roll over or
around them and husbanding their amunition, relying on accuracy nore than
vol unme. They still think they can hold out until those ships get in with their
rei nforcenents, Lon thought. It was a discouragi ng notion. They m ght have good
reason for their optimsm Wat nore can they do? Lon wondered, but his m nd was
too nunb to explore the possibilities. Just hope they' ve run out of surprises,
he thought. They have to, sooner or later. That m ght be nore w shful thinking
than | ogi cal deduction, though, and Lon knew it.

The sl ope steepened above the line of the first explosions-nore than Lon had
realized fromlooking at the hillside froma distance. The blasts and | andsli des
had taken the slope down to rock, stripping the thin covering of soil, and in
many places the rock itself bore the scars of new fractures, areas where rock
had broken | oose and fallen. Mich of the |oose stone that had gathered in the
few relatively |l evel areas was sharp-edged

The nuscles in Lon's calves and thighs started to tighten. The advance sl owed
nmore. Lon stopped noving forward for nearly two minutes, rationalizing that he
was getting too close to the van, closer than he should be. Jereny Howel | | ooked
toward him an unasked question about Lon's well-being clear in the tilt of his
head. The rest of the squad charged with protecting the regi mental conmander
took their positions around him looking up and outward, vigilant. . . and
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nervous.

We're alnost five mles fromthe eneny, Lon thought, noting the disposition of
the men around him After those explosions, there can't very well be anything
left to go off close. But he did not say anything. Hi s men were doing their job,
and woul d continue to do so despite any protests he m ght nmake. All the nore now
that the reginental |ead sergeant was out of action.

As he started noving up the hill again, Lon got on the channel that connected
himto everyone in his security detail. "W'll take five just before we reach
the ridge, give the rest tine to get farther ahead of us." The squad | eader
voiced his acknow edgrment. Lon saw a couple of heads nod, in either
acknow edgnent or relief. They 'd all feel a lot better if I never got within

twenty mles of any fighting, he thought, and not because it would keep them
that far from danger. He shook his head in amazenent.

By the time he got near the ridgeline, Lon was glad he had decided to halt
there. The clinb had himbreathing hard, and he had slipped once, bruising his
right knee badly, with a two-inch gash at the center of the bruise. The knee
hurt, and had already started to swell. Once he settled to the ground, Lon
pulled up the trouser |leg and put a nedpatch over the cut and bruise; that woul d
hel p his body's health inplants speed through the work of repairing the danage,
and kill the pain.

The two battalions with Lon kept noving, scouts checking the eastern sl opes for
m nes and booby traps. There were only a few, and even fewer electronic snoops.
Apparently the New Spartans had concentrated their avail abl e expl osives on the
western sl ope, in what they had hoped would be a coup de main. | hope they used
everything they had, Lon thought after hearing a report fromone of the point
patrols.

He glanced at the tineline on his visor display, then tilted his faceplate up
and | ooked into the sky. There were still a couple of hours of darkness left,
and the sky renmai ned heavily overcast even though the rain had ended. There were
no stars visible, nor any light fromE ysiums noon. Lon couldn't even see a
glow fromlights in University City, off to the southwest. /( would be great if
we were up against an eneny wi thout nightvision systens, Lon thought, but the
New Spartans had gear as advanced as that of the Dirigenters

"Col onel, why don't you have a neal pack as long as we're going to be here a few
m nutes," Jereny Howell said. He knelt next to Lon and lifted his faceplate.
"Got to give the body fuel to work, sir." Wen Lon chuckled, it startled Howell.
He drew back a little.

"Sorry, Jerry, | wasn't laughing at you," Lon said. "You just triggered a
flashback. Back in prehistoric times, when | was a cadet, everyone in the
company seened infernally preoccupied with naking sure | shoved cal ories down mny
throat every time | opened ny mouth. They weren't happy unless | was as stuffed
as a Thanksgiving turkey." He hesitated. "Yes, |1'd better have a little food

while we're stopped. A nap for an old man would be nice, too, but that'll have
to wait." Maybe a long tine, he thought as he accepted the neal pack Howel |
handed hi m

The New Spartan main force did not stay long in their positions on the next
ridge, hardly long enough to dig mininmal slit trenches, eat, and-perhaps-get a
little rest. Once they saw the Dirigenters advancing again-obviously not
destroyed or seriously weakened by the explosions left to catch themthey
abandoned their new holes and started east again. According to the nearest
Dirigenters, the New Spartans appeared to be noving slowy. They had been under
constant observation this tinme, and it seemed clear that they had not booby
trapped those positions as thoroughly as they had the earlier lines.
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North of the New Spartans, the Dirigenter 2nd Battalion, 7th Reginent was
pushing east as rapidly as the nmen coul d-faster, perhaps, than was prudent. On
the south, 4th of the 7th and half of 15th Reginment also were pushing east
qui ckly, though not quite at the sane pace as Vel Osterman's battalion. Gsternan
had his | ead conpany as far east as the van of New Spartans, with the advance
patrols starting to curve south, attenpting to slow the eneny until the rest of
the battalion could get in place to hold them The rest of 15th Regi ment was
still engaging the smaller New Spartan force near the Styx. The New Spartans
were finding it increasingly difficult to keep nmoving toward a hoped-for
rendezvous with their nmain force.

"We've still got two days to bring this to resolution,” Lon said, conferring
with Fal Jensen and the battalion commanders from both regi nents, "but we don't
want to use every minute until those new ships get close enough to | aunch troops
and fighters against us. W get that close to the end and there's little chance
the New Spartan comander on the ground will surrender. They'll try to Kkeep us
occupied right up until the new force can get into the act. And if that happens,
we're in big trouble.”

"They can't have any rocket artillery |left, not close enough to hit wus," Fa
Jensen noted. "CQur tanks have driven the few Ilaunchers they had left out of
range. If they had anything closer, they would have hit us by now And our
Shri kes are keeping themfromusing their fighters for close air support."

"And vice versa," Lon said. "W can't get Shrikes in to help us either. That end
of it is a stalemate, at least until the new force gets close enough to use its
fighters. Then our fleet is in trouble, too. Maybe the New Spartans don't have
any rockets left for their self-propelled |aunchers, but we're also out of
ammuni ti on for our rocket |launchers and artillery, and getting close to out of
amunition for the tanks as well."

"I's getting the New Spartan conmander on the ground to surrender going to be
enough?" Tefford Ives asked. "That new fleet mght still attack our ships. W
m ght end up being stranded without a way off. If that happens, the New Spartans
can | and what ever troops they're bringing and give us as much trouble as we can
handl e. "

"One step at a tine, Teff," Lon said. "The troops on the ground are the only
ones we can do anything about. |If we force them to surrender, strip them of
weapons, ammp, and conmmuni cations gear, we'll have a chance, no matter what the
newconers do. |f the eneny can't provide replacenent equi pnment, the nmen won't be
much use. We'll get in another ammunition resupply before the new fleet gets
cl ose, maybe risk shuttles to bring in food and amunition for the heavy-weapons
battalions." He paused. "W'Il have torisk that, as long as there's a
possibility we'll have to keep fighting. After that... we'll do whatever we have
to do."

23

Lon took time to visit the treatnment center the ned-techs had set up on the
western sl ope of the ridge the New Spartans had bl own. Twenty trauma tubes were
in use. Another forty nen were |ying on blankets spread on the ground. Those
were men whose injuries were not serious enough to need tine in a trauma tube..
or who had to wait their turn because their injuries were not as critical as the
men already in the tubes. Lon stopped to say a few words to each of the wounded
who were not in tubes but were conscious-words of encouragenent, confort. He
asked the medtechs about each nman in a tube, and stopped hardly | onger next to
the tube hol ding Phip Steesen than any of the others.
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Get better fast, Phip, Lon thought, resting his hand on Steesen's tube before
nmoving to the next casualty.

"We're okay for the nonent. Colonel,"” Major Norman said during their t our
together, "but | can't answer for how much | onger. One nore major firefight and
we could run low on nedical supplies, even critical components for the traum
tubes-assenbl ers and controllers. | talked with 15th's acting SMO an hour ago,
and they're much closer to that point than we are. They lost a third of their
medi cal stores in the shuttles that were destroyed. And, of course, the one
thing there never seens to be enough of is trauma tubes."

"W can't do nuch about the tubes,” Lon said. "Set things up to use resupply
rockets to bring in consumabl es-whatever can survive a landing in one of those

rockets. We'll do double drops in case sone of the rockets don't nake it."
"BEven if all the rockets are brought in on target, we'll probably |ose sone
cargo, possibly thirty percent of the nost delicate itens," Norman said. "The

mol ecul ar controller units are particularly fragile. They can't take a hell of a
lot of hard treatment. That's why we've never really considered the resupply
rockets as a routine neans of bringing in nmedical stores."

"I know, but since we don't have any viable options, we have to use what we've
got," Lon said. "I'lIl give ClIC authorization. You get on with Peregrine's SMO on
what you want and any tips you can give him on how to pack it to mnimze
| osses. ™

Nor man nodded. "Lon, there's one other thing | have to bring up as senior
medi cal officer. How long do you plan to push the nen w thout sleep? W're not
to the critical point yet, since a lot of our people had a chance to get sone
sl eep yesterday afternoon, but we're on the nove, heavily |oaded, and | ooking
for a major engagenent at the end. If the chase goes on until dark tonight, with
a fight after that, we'll be getting critical. Tired nen make nore nistakes, and
m stakes in conmbat get nen killed and wounded. "

Lon hesitated before he replied. "I knowthe situation, Dan," he said, very
softly, "but... we just don't have nany realistic options. | hope we'll be able
to get enough nmen behind the New Spartans that they won't be able to keep
running, or that they'll get tired enough that they have to nmake a long stop to

let their nen sleep. But with that new eneny fleet conming in, we don't have tine
for luxuries like sleep. W can't stop until the New Spartans already on the
ground stop. Once we get the eneny nmain force |ocked into position, I'Il try to
give us enough tine to let everyone get a few hours' sleep. If possible. A lot
depends on how long it takes us to force themto stop- and whether they try to
force a breakout when we do."

"My concerns about sleep extend to you as well, Lon," Norman said. "You need
enough to be able to function at your best as well. Maybe nore for you than for
the younger men in the line compani es. You' ve been at this business since before
a lot of themwere bom If you're a glutton for punishment, | can get the exact
percentage for you in about five seconds."

"I know how old | am Doc," Lon said, his voice showing a harsh edge. "And |'ve
al ready got a pretty good idea about the other. No need to rub nmy face in the
obvi ous." He shook his head. "I do that nyself every time | look in the mrror."

"Tell nme, did you ever get a chance to neet Warren G eavy?" Norman asked.

Lon |aughed. "Ad Prune Face hinself? Yeah. | was introduced to him at a
Founders' Day ball, back when | was a fairly new lieutenant. Matt Olis told ne
that Geavy was a hundred and thirty years old, and he | ooked tw ce that."

"He was fifteen years older when | nmet him not long before he died." Nornman
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shrugged. "1 was surprised when | heard about that. O d as he was, he had | ooked
fit enough to | ast another ten or fifteen years, and you couldn't get a bet that
he woul dn't reach a hundred and fifty. M point is, he remmined on active duty
until he was well past ninety, set all kinds of records, conmmanded 4th Regi nent
twenty-three years, served three terns as Ceneral-and flatly refused a fourth
term He took his annual physical qualification test just before he finally
retired, and passed it with nunbers to spare, not a hell of a |ot worse than you
did on your last qualification. He was eighty-nine the last tine he |l ed a conbat
contract, and from the reports | read, it was no beer run. He nanaged to get
hi nsel f shot on that one, but kept fighting for twenty ninutes before a nedtech
got to him"

"So he was an omery old goat. So?"

"So don't get yourself hooked on thinking about how old you are, or how | ong
you' ve been in the Corps,” Norman said. "Don't rub your own face init, or beat
yourself over the head with the calendar, any of that nonsense. Wth all the
nanotech floating in our systens, age is nore a state of mnd than anything
el se." Lon sniled. "Point taken. Doc."

Wen he returned to the ridge, Lon nmoved his command post into the valley
between it and the next line of hills- which the New Spartans had already
abandoned. His 1st and 3rd Battalions had already pushed past the creek that
marked the lowest line through the valley and were clinbing toward the next
ridge. The point conpanies were within two niles of the eneny rear guard. The
situation on the flanks was better. Dirigenters were level with the New Spartan
point, closing in fromnorth and south. Lon concentrated on getting updates from
CIC, Fal Jensen, and the commanders of each battalion. They were nmaking definite
progress, as much because the New Spartans had sl owed down as for the increased
speed the Dirigenters were attenpting.

"Unl ess they pull another rabbit out of the hat, we should have thempretty well
encircled by sunset," Jensen said. "And the snmaller force is just about taken
care of. The reports I'mgetting fromny conpany commanders is that those New
Spartans seemto be running critically short on ammunition."

"Critically short, or just saving it for when the situation gets critical?" Lon
asked, noting the change in Jensen's tone. He sounded optimstic now, not
worried that disaster was only nonents away. He was growi ng into his conmand

"That's the point, of course,” Jensen said. "No way to be certain. |I've got two
eager young officers-one who's been a captain |l ess than a year, and a |ieutenant
commandi ng half his company because the shuttle carrying the rest was bl own
apart before landing, with their captain and the other |ieutenant-who think we
can overrun the five hundred New Spartans they're facing w thout too much
trouble. 1've told themto continue as they have been, keeping our exposure to a
m ni mum "

"And they want to charge right in and finish it off?"

"I'sn't that the way it always is?" Fal said, almost a hint of hunor in his

voice. "If | could be anywhere near certain that their estimate of the situation
is right, it mght work. Both nen are good officers, but-"

"Are you asking me to nake the call?" Lon asked.

"You're the boss," Jensen said. "l've told them for now, to keep pressuring the
eneny without doing anything, ah, foolish. No enpty heroics. Personally, | think
it's alittle soon to try to finish that batch. They haven't taken all that many
casualties since they crossed the river and we diverted the tanks to handle
their rocket |aunchers. There could be five hundred New Spartans |left there, and
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I"ve hardly got that nany nen around them It is, as | said, your call, if you
want to overrule nme."

"Who's your battalion commander on the scene?”

"Captain JimBinnes is acting CO Marty Turin and his entire staff were |ost
comng in."

"Binnes the captain urging a full-scale assault?" Lon asked.

"No. Binnes just passed the request to ne without coment. Jimis adequate for
the job for now, but...." Jensen snorted. "If | had someone else | could nove
into the job...." He didn't need to finish that statenent.

"I think you've made the right call, Fal. W'Il play it your way, at |east for
the next couple of hours. Put as nuch pressure on themas we can without forcing
a last-stand brawl. W go in before those New Spartans are ready to call it
quits, and it could cone down to bayonets. Keep a watch on the situation and | et
me know i f you see enough to want to go ahead."

"Right. My estimate right nowis that another two or three hours of constant
pressure m ght be enough, but I'lIl keep an eye on things there, as best | can."

Two or three hours. The phrase kept running through Lon's head as he hi ked east.
If we could spring a couple of Shrikes |oose, we could turn the situation over
faster, he thought. But if we could spring Shrikes for close air support,
everything would go a |ot easier. W could finish the business on the ground in

no time at all. But bringing Shrikes in would draw the New Spartan Javelins as
wel |, or put the ships at hazard.
If it comes dowmn to it, we "Il have to take the risk, Lon decided. Soon enough

to give us tine to recuperate before the new fleet gets in range. Can we do it a
little sooner, take out the smaller eneny force, then go right into the main
force? He kept walking east as he turned the question over in his head. A
captain tenporarily thrust into command of a battalion in conbat mght be
excused for indecision, after a tine. A colonel commanding a reginent-two
regiments-would not. I'mthe contract officer. |'mthe one who has to nake the
final call, Lon renmnded hinself. I've got to make a decision.. . and it had
better be the right decision

Anot her fifty paces forward, with his security squad ranging in front and to
either side, weapons at the ready. Lon continued to listen to the continuous
updates fromCIC, interrupted only when he received a report from sonmeone on the
ground. There were no surprises in any of the nessages. The situation was
nmovi ng-slowy, but in the right direction

Just not fast enough, Lon thought. This all gets down to timng. Hit at the
right time, providing we can hold the New Spartans in place |ong enough. Tinng
Lon kept walking. I1'd like to have the situation on the ground resolved within
twenty-four hours, soon enough to give us plenty of time to rest up for the new
peopl e comi ng in.

Time to rest. W need to rest our people before the big fight, if we can. And we
‘d better find a way. Tired soldiers becanme casualties nore easily. They nade
stupid m stakes. They quit caring enough to be careful. Wien things got bad
enough, a bullet seenmed a small enough price for the luxury of four hours of
rest-even in a trauma tube. If we can lock the eneny's main force in place, by
sunset or so, then nove everyone into place and take a few hours for sleep. Hit
the New Spartans maybe an hour or an hour and a half before dawn. And bring in a
few Shrikes to help, despite the risk

Lon felt as if he had shed half the gear he was carrying. Tentatively, at |east,
he had made his decision, even if he was not ready to start issuing the orders.
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Now, if we can just force the New Spartans to halt so we can inplenment it, we'l
be all set, he thought.

24

Morning. Daylight. Unlike the day before, this one I|ooked to be only partly
cloudy. The weather front had pushed through, |eaving only scattered high cl ouds
behi nd. There was a noderate breeze coming out of the northwest, holding the
tenperature down sonewhat. The |ocal forecast out of University Gty was for a
high in the md-eighties, Fahrenheit. The tenperature that night night dip into
the fifties, away fromthe city.

At dawn, the New Spartan fleet bearing in on Elysiumwas still fifty-three hours
out froma standard attack orbit;

A sword of Danobcles, Lon thought after receiving the |atest update from CIC
except we know when this sword is going to fall.

By the middle of the norning, Lon was beginning to feel confident that his nen
woul d be able to force the New Spartans already on Elysiuminto battle before
dawn the next norning. |If we can do that on our terns, | think the odds will
favor us, at least a Ilittle, and we <can force the issue before their
reinforcenents get in, he told hinself. Even if we only have parity in nanpower,
we should have the edge in ammunition. After that, we trust that our nen are
better trained and that our officers are better |eaders. Including ne. He felt a
tiny shiver of doubt. |In the end, it mght cone down to which side had the
better commander.

Lon started slowing the pace of 1st and 3rd Battalions just a little, allow ng
ten mnutes for the men to rest after each hour on the nove, instead of five.
"Hal f an hour for lunch about noon," he informed the battalion commanders at
el even o' clock. "W don't need to push so hard here. It's the wunits on the
flanks that need to hurry to surround the eneny."

Fifteen m nutes before noon, the snmaller band of New Spartans tried to break
through the ring of Dirigenters, aimng to cut the siege on a direct line to
their main force. The units of 15th Reginent that had boxed the eneny had been
wat chi ng for the maneuver-sone of the nmen had been hoping for it-and they net
the eneny spearhead with a volley of rocket-propelled grenades and autonmatic
rifle fire. The New Spartans kept coming, and the fighting in the northeastern
quadrant of the sector quickly becanme hand-to-hand. The engagenent |asted nore
than an hour, and casualties were high on both sides.

Lon extended the lunch break for the two battalions with him listening to
reports fromthe battle to his south, wondering whether he m ght have to send a
conmpany from 3rd Battalion to reinforce Lieutenant Col onel Jen-sen's nmen. Then
that fight ended, suddenly, not ten minutes after Lon had given the order for
1st and 3rd to resunme their novenent east.

"They surrendered,"” Fal Jensen reported, sounding al nost ecstatic. "I don't have
a firmcount yet, but it looks as if we've got nearly three hundred prisoners.
It's going to take a tine to get things sorted out, but we can put everything to
taking on the main enemny force when we catch them up."

"Good job, Fal, and pass that on to the officers and nen involved," Lon said.
"Get the wounded cared for, ours and the New Spartans'." He did not have to
specify that Dirigenters cane first, and had first call on trauma tubes. "Strip
the New Spartans of weapons, anmunition, helnets, and any other electronics.
Destroy the helnets and other electronics and do the best you can to nmake the
weapons inoperable. Dig a pit and burn the anmunition. Just in case we have to
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face the reinforcenments they've got coming in and |ose our prisoners, | don't
want to | eave anything for themto use against us."

The el ectronics were inconpatible with DMC systens. |In other circunmstances, Lon
m ght have ordered the weapons and anmunition held as a reserve for his owm nen
he had done that before-but here, he decided that the greater danger was that
the eneny mght recapture the munitions, not that his people nmight run short of
ammuni ti on. Havi ng workabl e resupply rockets erased any worry Lon m ght have had
about running short.

"I'"ll take care of it," Pal said. "It's going to take nost of the nmen I've got
down there to treat the wounded, get rid of the eneny's gear, and guard the
prisoners, unless we can turn the prisoners over to the Elysians. You want |
shoul d do that?"

"Not yet," Lon said after a very brief hesitation. "Maybe we don't have to worry
about the Elysians mistreating prisoners, but they want to be in on the fina
fight, and all the soldiers they have available are moving around in front of
the New Spartan main force." He had never quite forgotten about the conpanies
fromthe Elysian Defense Force noving in on the southern flank, but they had not
been at the front of his mnd until Jensen nentioned them

"I'd feel less nervous wth us pushing the final attack and the Elysians away
fromthe action," Jensen said. "W don't know how good they are, and we can't be
sure what they'll do."

"I know the argunents, Fal, but this is their world, and they're our paymasters
on this contract. They are good. We'll just have to keep an eye open. For now,
just keep ne inforned on the progress your people make." Lon got to his feet and
started following the two line battalions again, and his security squad noved as
if they were physically linked to him

"Hey, what's the big hurry?"

Lon stopped and turned at the sound of Phip Steesen's voice. Phip was hurrying
toward him Lon's eyes were immediately drawn to the sling Phip's left armwas
in, the armstrapped tightly to his body. Phip also seemed to be linping a
little, favoring his left leg. He carried his rifle in his right hand.

"What the hell are you doing here?" Lon asked when Phip finally reached him "I
know dammed wel |l Doc Norman didn't release you for duty with that arm strapped
up like that. Wiy aren't you back at the field hospital, where you bel ong?"

"They got enough work wi thout ne hangi ng around. Never mind my arm | can do ny
job, much as anyone ever lets nme do it anynore. Nothing wong with ny nouth, or

my brain,” Phip said. "I'mnot about to sit on nmy ass and |let you do everything.
And if it comes to it, | can shoot better one-handed than half these kids can
with both. Any way you slice it, | can do you nore good here than there
Besides, |'ve had ny rest, nore than | need."

Lon stared at Phip, clenching his teeth against the inmpulse to order his friend
back to the field hospital. "Just what did the nedtechs tell you?" he asked
finally. "How much recovery time do that shoul der and arm need? Straight out."

"Only mnor nerve damage- pi nched, not severed. |'ve got a little tingling in the
fingers. The bone is pretty well repaired-eighty percent, anyway. Another eight
to ten hours and I'Il be fully functional. And the big fight won't conme before
then, will it? I've been listening in on as much as | could the | ast hour or so,
since they pulled ne out of the tube."

"The big fight won't conme before then if things go the way | hope they wll,"
Lon said. He did not question how Phip had nmanaged to replace his danaged hel net
el ectronics. There had undoubtedly been casualties whose helnets had survived.
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"There's a chance the New Spartans will force the issue before then, though
They m ght be better off if they do."

"That smaller force waited wuntil it was too late to try to break out," Phip
said. "Any reason to think that the main force will play it any smarter?"

"They can see what happened playing it that way," Lon replied. "That night be
enough to make their commander decide to try sonmething different. | would if the
tables were turned."

Phip snorted. "If the tables had been turned, you'd have attacked soon as it got
dark last night, anything to keep the eneny fromplaying it his way. Maybe
charged in right after blowing that stupid hill down on top of them"

Lon shook his head. "I don't know what |'d have done if | had the other hand in
this. 1 don't even want to guess. Watever seened to offer the best chance of
hol ding out until help arrived, | expect. R ght now, running |ooks to offer nore
hope for the New Spartans than sitting still, or turning and attacking us."

"How seriously you figure they take their nanme?" Phip asked.
"What do you nean?"

"I got to thinking about that fight the old Spartans had, back on Earth, that
one we tal ked about."

Ther nopyl ae?"

"Yeah, three hundred nmen standing off an arny of unpteen thousands, fighting to
the |l ast nman."

"I don't think we have to worry about that," Lon said. "The New Spartans are
mercenari es, not maniacs. No professional is going to accept a contract that
requires a last stand." Lon shook his head. "There's no future in it." Phip's

groan at the pun nade Lon feel better-about both of them

Lon kept Phip close through the afternoon, and nade certain that Jereny Howell
and the nmenbers of his security detachnent knew to | ook after the | ead sergeant,
no matter how nuch he tried to discourage the attention. As nmuch as he could
wi t hout being obvious about it, Lon kept a close eye on Phip as well, noting
that the |inp disappeared within a half hour even though they were hiking across
rough ground. Not |long after that, Lon noticed Phip flexing the fingers of his
|l eft hand, repeatedly making a fist, testing the arm as far as the sling and
straps would allow. Phip kept the faceplate of his hel met down, so Lon could not
see if he was in any disconfort.

It was after 1430 hours when Lon finally got a count on the nunber of New
Spartans who had been captured by 15th Reginment. Three hundred twenty had been
taken, seventy-three of them wounded. Jensen's nen al so had counted ei ghty-three
eneny bodies at the site of their last firefight and the attenpted breakout.
Twenty-four Diri-genters had died in the fight, and there were forty wounded
men, about a third needing tinme in trauma tubes.

A few nmnutes later the two companies fromthe EDF opened fire on the main New
Spartan force, tying themdown for twenty mnutes before withdrawing to better
positions-now right in front of the eneny, due east of their |ead conpanies. The
New Spartans nade a few attenpts to find a way out to the northeast, but 2nd of
the 7th was in the way there.

"I think we've finally got themcornered,” Lon told Phip when a report from Ve
Csterman said that the New Spartans were setting up a defensive perinmeter and
digging in. "They don't have anywhere to go but through us now "

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2006%20-%20Colonel.txt (117 of 131) [12/29/2004 1:12:24 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962006%20-%20Col onel .txt

"If they realize that, they're liable to try it before we get everyone in
pl ace,"” Phip replied. "Right after sunset at the latest, 1'd guess."

"If they wait until sunset, it'll be too late," Lon said, glancing at the sky.
"Four hours from now we'll have all our people in place, a tight ring around
them "

"But that gives themfour hours to rest, while we're still hunping around," Phip
said. "I'mokay. | had all that rest in the tube, but nost of our nen haven't

had the luxury. They've started to drag their butts along the ground."

I know, Lon thought. "We'll keep the New Spartans' m nds occupied, enough to
keep them fromgetting nuch rest, at least. 1"'mgoing to try to give our people
most of the night to try for some sleep, plan on going in about ninety mnutes
before sunrise if the New Spartans don't do something sooner." Go in wth
everything we can nuster. Maybe it's not smart to put everything on one roll of
the dice, but we don't have many choices if we want to hope to avoid facing them
and all the reinforcements comng toward us.

The New Spartans had no real advantage in the terrain they had been forced to
defend. They were on a gradual slope, the ground rising to the east, not to
another ridge but just into rolling prairie with waist-high grass and scattered
stands of trees and brush, and the Dirigenters and El ysians were above them as
wel | as bel owbut never by much. There was nore soil and less stone away from
the hills, though, which neant that the New Spartans were able to dig in easily.

"It's going to be a bloody ness on both sides," Phip said as he and Lon surveyed
the eneny positions before sunset, passing powered binoculars back and forth
between them Lon had set up his command post a little nore than two mles from
the nearest point on the eneny line, on the slope |eading down fromthe |ast
line of hills, near the edge of a thick copse of trees that draped |ike weeping
willows on Earth. The CP was a little higher than the New Spartans, dug in and
camoufl aged as well as the nen of the reginental headquarters staff coul d
manage. A few trees had been felled. Slit trenches and foxhol es had been dug,
with the dirt piled in front of them Nearly all of the Dirigenter and Elysian
troops were in position, surrounding the eneny, and Lon had already put his
peopl e on hal f-and-hal f watches, to allow everyone to get sone sleep before the
battle. Hopefully.

"I"'mafraid you're right," Lon said, sighing softly. "Dark will nake it a little
easi er, but not enough to suit nme." He glanced at the sky. "Too bad we don't
have the | ow cl oud cover and rain any |longer. That would have gotten rid of the
starlight and noonlight."

"I hope we can do nost of the job before we have to get close enough for those
needl e guns of theirs to be effective,"” Phip said. "Sonmeone brought a captured
needl e gun and its anmo by the hospital, before | left. Those slivers of netal
are heavier than you'd believe possible. Must be depleted uranium" He shook his
head. "It'd be better yet if we could hang way back and just use our beaners to
thin "emout. W' ve got nore energy weapons than they do, | think. O nore power
packs for the beanmer rifles we do have. |'ve been checking around. W haven't
| ost anyone to a beaner in al nost twenty-four hours."

New medi cal supplies had been received, along with amunition and nmeal packs.
There had been no | osses, except for sone of the delicate medical stores that
had been jarred by too-rough |andings. The New Spartans in orbit had not even
tried to intercept the small rockets. Nor had they attenpted to resupply their
own troops.

"They have to be getting short on ammunition for all their weapons," Lon said
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after a lengthy silence. "Probably short of food as well. They haven't had any
fresh supplies in since we hit the ground, and | doubt that they carried nore
than a coupl e of days' worth before we showed up."

Phi p shrugged. "They had al nost three days to build up their stockpiles on the
ground between the time we came out of Q space and when we reached attack orbit.
Maybe they are short of food, but they won't starve before their conpatriots
arrive, even if their stomachs grow a lot. But if they haven't got bullets to
feed their rifles, why the hell don't they surrender now and get it over wth?
Save a lot of lives."

"Maybe their commander still believes in mracles,"” Lon said. "And nmaybe he's
waiting to see if we've got the balls totry to finish themoff. There's a
chance that once we start to press the attack they m ght show the white flag in
a hurry.”

"So who still believes in miracles?" Phip asked. "I thought you got cured of
wi shful thinking a couple of decades ago."

Lon |l aughed as he turned his head to look at Phip. "I did give up believing in
mracles, but then you went and got married and | had to reconsider."

Phi p shook his head, but he was grinning. "Hard to argue with that reasoning,"”
he said. "Wy don't you have a neal, then get sone sleep? I'll keep ny eyes open
and | et you know if anything inportant happens,"”

Lon hesitated. "I'm not really hungry, but 1'd better try to get a little
sl eep," he conceded. Just the nention of sleep forced a yawmm from his throat.
"At |east a couple of hours."

"Try, hell,” Phip said. "If you can't get to sleep without it, put a four-hour
patch on. We're neither of us kids. W need our sleep. | had mine in a tube, and
that's better than sleep, but you' ve been on the go forever. You' ve got to have
your head clear when the fight starts. Go on, wuse a patch. Anything happens,
I"1l pull it and put a stimpatch on to jerk you awake."

25

When LOR Make and opened his eyes, the tineline on his visor display informnmed
himthat it was 0225 hours- alnpbst two-thirty in the norning. He took severa
slow breaths to help get rid of the slight tension headache that a sleep patch
al nrost always left him with. Alnost two-thirty; | got the full four hours, he
t hought. That means nothing has gone wrong. That was a relief, danpened when he
next realized that it also neant that nothing had gone exceptionally wel |
either-the New Spartans had not surrendered to spare thenselves the bloodletting
of battle. I guess that was too nuch to hope for. |If they were going to
surrender that easily, they would have done it earlier

Lon could hear no gunfire, which also spoke loudly to the peaceful ness of the
monent. He stretched cautiously, alnost as if he were afraid that soneone would
notice. He clicked his radio receiver on and turned to the channel that gave him
the running commentary fromClIC on Per-egrine. Wth no activity on the ground,
the talk was no |longer constant. There was a pause of nearly twenty seconds
before soneone in CIC started repeating the latest summary. Nothing new on the
ground. No fighting at the nonent between us and the New Spartan cruiser. The
new fl eet continues on course toward us; no change in their estimted tine of
arrival; they're still at least thirty-one hours away. W 'II| repeat this
message in five minutes. The dull tones of the sailor reading the report
rei nforced the bland nature of the nessage. There seened to be a "ho-hum' behind
each phrase, as if he had difficulty staying awake through it.
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Several blinks. A nore expansive stretch. Lon | ooked around him subconsciously
ignoring the slight greenish tinge that the infrared portion of his night-vision
system gave to everything. That was so old-hat that it was extrenely rare when
he actually noticed. He saw Phip's figure about ten feet away, and knew it was
Phip nostly by the way he sat, his head forward just a little, the sight
movenent s of body and linbs. The sling was gone fromhis left arm Lon needed a
few seconds before he noticed its absence.

"Did Doc Norman approve that, or did you do it on your own?" Lon asked, lifting
his faceplate when Phip turned to ook at him The night turned dark w thout the
ni ght - vi si on gear.

"I gave it all the time he told ne to," Phip said. He only lifted his faceplate
far enough to expose his nouth. Lon pulled his back down, to the sane extent.

"Feel s okay, really, just about one hundred percent.” Phip nade a series of
movenents with the arm flexing and stretching all the nuscles, exercising the
joints. "See? No pain, just the least Ilittle stiffness from having it

i mobilized so long."

"Any news | should know about ?" Lon asked. He opened his canteen and took a | ong
sip of water. That and several deep breaths banished the Ilast traces of his
headache.

"Not hing but routine, far as | know Everyone's where they're supposed to be,
getting what rest they can, ready to go when the tinme cones, or whenever the New
Spartans decide to do sonething." He paused. "Whichever comes first, | guess.
The skipper of Peregrine wants you to call him | suspect he wants to gripe
about how many Shrikes you want to pull down to support this operation.”

"l suspect you're right. He'd prefer keeping all of themto defend our ships,
even though he's got nunerical superiority over the New Spartan fighters. Now,
if there's nothing else | need to know about, it's time for you to shut your

eyes and get a little rest before the attack."

"To tell the truth, |I've already dozed a couple of tinmes. Jerry and ne been
taking turns, making sure one of us is always awake and close by, listening to
the radio and watching. Things are getting too close. Even if | could get to

sleep, it'd be tine to wake back up so soon it's not worth the trouble.”

"Worth it or not, take the trouble,” Lon said. "Hunmor ne. You' ve already caused

me enough worry for one contract. Besides, your nedical nanobugs will work that
much better while you're asleep, and | can see that arm and shoul der aren't
quite all the way back vyet. |I'mawake and alert. Soon as | get a bite to eat,

I'"mgoing to be busy on the radio."

Lon spent nearly ten minutes talking with Kurt Thorsen, the captain of
Peregrine. Thorsen nade only pro forma objections-though he repeated them
several times-to the use of four Shrike Il fighters to provide close air
support. They would rotate in and out, two at a tine, mninzing the tine when
the troops on the ground would be without air cover. As each pair of fighters
returned to the ships, they would be rearned while another pair went out ... at
least as long as the Dirigenter ships did not cone under heavy attack. Four
shuttl es would conme in under the cover of the first Shrikes, carrying anmrmunition
for the heavy-weapons battalions. Lon decided to do that at the same tinme as the
ground attack, rather than wait and try to slip shuttles in after the battle,
before the next New Spartan fleet got close enough to interfere. If this fight
gets close, nmaybe they 'Il nake the difference, he reasoned. One fight instead
of two.

Most of the conversation concerned various contingency plans, including the
possibility of sending Agamenmon and Odysseus out to intercept the incomng New
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Spartan ships as far away from Elysiumas possible-too far out for themto
| aunch shuttles and reinforcing troops.

"W can only risk that if we win the fight down here," Lon concluded ... to
Thorsen's obvious relief. Any further debate on the topic could wait unti
| ater.

"Everyt hi ng depends on how you people do this noming," Thorsen said. "I w sh
there was nore we could do to help, but we've got our own problens up here, as
you know. "

"Be ready to launch an MR back to Dirigent once we know how the fight goes down
here," Lon said near the end of the conversation. "If it goes badly for us, you
may have to nake the reports.” / may not be here to nmake them He tried not to
thi nk about that, but the thought kept sneaking past his defenses.

One by one, Lon spoke wth Fal Jensen, Tefford Ives, and each battalion
commander in both reginments. He asked each about unit strength and readi ness,
and gave the commanders personal briefings for the upcom ng operation, asking
each man if he had any suggestions-and giving each suggestion his ful
consideration. Still, the process did not take all that long-no nore than half
an hour altogether. There was, now, tine for that. By the tine Lon had finished,
the last sleeping nen were being wakened to give themtine for breakfast and
what ever reflections mght cone in the |ast hour before battle.

Lon thought about calling Junior, to have at least a fewwords with him before
the shooting started, maybe the |ast words they woul d ever be able to exchange.
The tenptation to indulge hinself was strong, but-in the end-he did not. / can't
fuss over himlike a nother hen, Lon thought. Let himkeep his mnd clear for
what's coming. Don't conplicate things for him He doesn 't think about this the
way you do. He's a Dirigenter by birth, not a transplanted Earther. But it could
not stop Lon from thinking about Junior, and the rest of his fanmly, al nost

until it was tine to give the order to start the assault against the New
Spartans. Images drifted through Lon's mind, words and pictures, nostly of tines
when Junior was very small. And Angie, nore when she was a toddler than now,
al rost a grown wonan. Only briefly did Lon think about the baby who was comi ng,
the third child ... and the chance that he mi ght not get hone to ever see himor
her .

Don't think about that, Lon told hinself as sternly as he could. Even if this
turns into a disaster, there's no reason why you won't get hone. Sooner or
later. That was one ... courtesy one nercenary could expect from another.
Prisoners would be repatriated eventually, though perhaps at a price. If the
Corps lost the fight on Elysium this one or a later battle with the New Spartan
rei nforcements-Lon mght go hone in disgrace, but there was every reason to
bel i eve that he would go hore.

Sara. Lon nouthed the nane silently, <closing his eyes. He pictured his wfe in
his mnd, imagining that she appeared farther along in her pregnancy than she
was, seeing her as she had been just before she had delivered Angie, or Junior
She still |ooked alnpbst that young, but Lon could see the differences in his
mental inmage, vague overlays as through a |ens whose focus was subtly changing
a few pounds, a fewtiny winkles. / hope she's not worrying too nuch about
us, Lon thought. She doesn't need that kind of stress while she's pregnant. But
she would worry, though she always tried to hide it; that was the Dirigenter
way. Two of us to worry about now, and out on the sane mssion. Lon shook his
head and opened his eyes. I've been a Dirigenter for alnost thirty years and |
still don't have the instinct to treat this as just a job, with risks that have
to be accepted. Another day at the office. Sara did not see those risks quite
the sane way Lon did, and Junior was even nore... cavalier about them How nuch
is real and how nuch is pretense? Lon asked hinself-as he had countless tines
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over the years. Do they really see this so much differently, or is it only an
act they're conditioned to frominfancy?

Lon took his canteen out again, seeking the distraction of routine activity to
try to rein in his thoughts. He took a mouthful of water, sloshed it around his
mout h, then spit it out, over the front of his slit trench, too noisily. Then he
took a slowdrink and swallowed before he put the canteen back on his belt,
focusing on each action. A few feet away, Phip shifted position, as if he had
been disturbed by the activity.

Is he trying to sleep or just faking it to keep ne satisfied? Lon wondered.
Again: reality or pretense? There's so nuch of that, nmasks over masks. Even if
Phip were asleep, it would not take nuch to rouse him not in a conbat zone-even
though the eneny was a couple of nmiles away. Either way, | can give him another
five minutes, Lon thought. He glanced at the tineline on his helnet display. He
had tol d the commanders that the order to begin the assault would conme at 0455
hours, and that was only fifteen ninutes away. Already, the Shrike Il fighters
and the shuttles would be well away fromtheir ships, nore than hal fway through
their run in toward the ground.

Fifteen nminutes. Lon closed his eyes for a few seconds, then opened them again.
It would take a few ninutes for the battle to be fully joined after that; the
inertia of waiting would have to be overconme. Around the New Spartans, the
Dirigenters with beaners-energy rifles-would be the first to open fire,
invisible and silent death if there were any targets visible... if any of the
New Spartans were the |east bit carel ess about staying down. The tinme for the
slug-throwing rifles and grenade |aunchers would cone next, perhaps not unti
the New Spartans realized that they were under attack. Wen the first pair of
Shrike Us started strafing and firing rockets into their positions, there would
be no doubt left.

There won't be many RPGs at the beginning, Lon thought. W don't have that many
units close enough for grenades to be effective. The Book listed the maxi num
effective range for the grenade | aunchers at two hundred yards, and recomended
that they be used at targets within one hundred sixty yards. From experience,
Lon knew that a good grenadier could hit a target with a ten-foot diameter four
times out of five fromtwo hundred thirty vyards, slightly nore if the terrain
and wind were to his advantage-and wth a kill radius of twenty-five vyards for
fragmentation grenades, that was nmnore target than a grenadier needed. But a
sharpshooter could put a rifle bullet into a man-size target at near a nmle's
di stance under optimal conditions, and a beaner could-theoretically- hit the
same target at up to five mles before atnmospheric dispersal of the twelve
mllimeter beamrendered it ineffective.

"Ckay, Phip, time to rise and shine," Lon said, the visor of his helnet up just
alittle. He did not speak Iloudly, but Phip rolled over imediately and raised
up on his right el bow

Phi p groaned softly. "W're both getting too old for this crap, Lon. | wsh |
hadn't tried to sleep. | felt pretty good before. Now | ache in every joint."

"It's all in your head," Lon said. "If you're going to grab a bite to eat, you'd
better get right to it. Another eight mnutes or so and | give the word to start
the assault. The first flight of Shrikes will hit about two mnutes after that."
"I'"'mnot hungry," Phip said, a rare statenent for him "I don't even want to
thi nk about food. You know sonet hi ng?" he added after a short pause. "War nmkes
a | ousy spectator sport. | hate sitting back and watching what's going on nore

than | hate being up close and having buzzards shooting at ne." He got to his
knees and | ooked over the dirt parapet in front of him then reached for the
bi nocul ars and put themto his face. "Sonetinmes it feels |like there's sonething
vaguel y obscene about this |ongdistance watching, a damed peep show. Makes ne
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feel dirty."

"Well, your griping is back up to speed, so you nust be just about recovered
fromyour injuries," Lon said, fighting to hold back a chuckle. Phip had always
been a masterful conplainer. "I guess | can stop worrying about you."

"Now if | could stop worrying about you," Phip said

"You' ve never stopped worrying about anything in your life, once you get a bee
in your bonnet," Lon's nother had told hima year or two before, during a
di scussion about Junior's decision to join the Corps, a talk that had
i nescapably turned to Lon's childhood. "You were like that even when you were
five or six years old, and | swear it got worse every year after that. If you
didn't have something real to worry about, you manufactured sonmething and
fretted at that until sonething better came al ong."

The nenory was obtrusive and the timng bad. Only four minutes remmined unti
the tinme Lon had schedul ed for the begi nning of what he hoped would be the fina
battle of the Elysian contract. Maybe | have worried too nuch about sone things,
he conceded to hinself. But worrying about a problemis the first step toward
solving it. You don't worry about a problem you don't go |ooking for solutions.
Even if they don't exist.

The Shrike Il fighters were on their way in, -on schedule, already inside the
at nrosphere. Lon had an open radi o channel to Fal Jensen and all of the battalion
commanders in both regiments on the ground. Everyone was ready, waiting for the
word. Lon watched the seconds tick off on his head-up display's tinmeline. Unless
the New Spartans preenpted him he would give the order exactly on schedul e

then watch what happened.

I know what Phip was tal king about-war as a spectator sport. It's worse when
you're the one who has to give the orders, know ng that people are going to die
because of those orders. Lon swallowed hard, feeling a knot grow in his stomach.
There was a different fear associated wth giving the orders than there was in
recei ving them and going head-to-head with an enemy. Fear of dying versus the
fear of nmaking a m stake and causing too many of his nmen to die. And the latter
was worse, in many ways. Dying was all too easy.

Two minutes. Lon took another drink fromhis canteen, nore from nervousness than
thirst. The waiting nade his nmouth dry, but he didn't want his voice to crack
when he gave the order. That might show his fear to others, and that was
sonet hing a commander needed to avoid at al nbst any cost. One drink. A second.
The canteen was nore than half enpty now, and Lon had only one nore on his belt.

Lord, don't let me fail my nmen. The prayer was old. Lon had used it every tine
he had | ed-or ordered-his nen into conbat.

Time! Lon clicked his transmtter open. He gave the order. "Co!"

The order was repeated, frombattalion to conpany to platoon and squad. Men
brought their weapons to their shoulders. Those wth energy rifles started
| ooking for targets, if they hadn't already been watching through the gunsights.
In a few carefully chosen |ocations-deternined by the lay of the land and the
course the Shrikes would followconming in for their first attack runs-squads
started inching closer to the eneny lines, their goal to get their grenadiers
wi thin range.

Def enders had serious advantages in a tactical situation like this, and a
thousand years of history to reassure themnmselves with. They were dug in. The
attackers had to nove, expose thenselves, cross open ground, and those were
invitations to casualties on an unacceptable scale. Lon hoped that the aircraft
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coming in would help negate the defenders' advantages. Men woul d nove closer to
the eneny while the Shrike Il fighters forced the New Spartans to keep their
heads down. If the fight went on long enough, the Dirigenter artillery would
have a chance to get the anmunition being brought in by the shuttles, nove cl ose
enough to get into range, and pound the New Spartan positions until they were
untenable-if their commander let the fight continue that |ong.

The sound of gunfire reached Lon and Phip then. "They know they're under
attack," Phip said. "That was coming out of the New Spartan positions. Qur
beamer boys nust have hit sonething."

"Sonmeone," Lon corrected, alnbst a whisper, a correction nore for his own
benefit than Phip's. The targets were human beings, not silhouettes on a firing
range.

The first few scattered shots soon escalated into conplete engagenent all the
way around the New Spartan perineter, comng and going. Mizzle flashes w nked

like chains of Christrmas |ights. The noise built on itself, audible even over
the two mles that separated Lon and Phip from the fighting, but at this
di stance it sounded nore |like a holiday fireworks display than what it really

was. Lon saw the flashes of the first grenades that exploded before he heard
their distinctive report. He glanced skyward, though he could see nothing
through the | eaves of the trees that sheltered his conmand post. It was time for
the first pair of Shrikes to hit. One of the pilots had reported that they were
within fifteen seconds of their initial points for the run.

Rockets first. Leaning forward, Lon saw the fiery trails of four mssiles,
t hough he could not-and would not- be able to see the fusel ages and wi ngs of the
bl ack aer-ospace fighters, or the rockets thenselves. After the mssiles-tipped
with explosives and tightly wound coils of depleted uranium wre for
fragmentation-were away, the pilots would start to pull out of their dives,
braking to allow thenselves perhaps a second and a half to strafe wth their
Gatling-style cannons. Once they were across the target area, they would clinb
and go to full power, to get out of danger-away from any shoul der-fired surface
to-air missiles the New Spartans m ght have

The first run would be the easy one-conparatively speaking. The eneny m ght not
have SAM | aunchers ready, or they mght not be looking in the right direction;
they would have little tinme for corrections once the aircraft started shooting.
The second tinme through, they would be waiting. The Shrikes would cone in froma
different direction the second tinme, and they would not cone as low, or slow
down quite as nmuch, and they would be ready to deploy electronic counter
measures the instant their instrunents reported that they were being targeted by
SAM | aunchers. The pilots would be nervous but focused-as |ong as possible. They
knew that they had |less than two minutes before New Spartan Javelin fighters
woul d catch up with them CIC had been tracking the progress of a pair of the
eneny aerospacecraft.

Four expl osions, spaced along the New Spartan perinmeter. The chatter of the
Shri kes' cannon, a much deeper sound than that nmade by rifles. Lon could not see
Diri-genters on the ground rushing forward in the seconds of maxi numinpact on
the eneny positions, but he knew that hundreds of nmen would have taken the
chance to get a little closer to the eneny. The nen of the Corps were well
trained, and obeyed orders as long as it was hunanly possible.

The dying has started, Lon thought. He |ooked away fromthe battle-just for an
i nstant-and shook his head, trying to force destructive thoughts out of his
mnd, and trying to settle his stomach, which was threatening to rebel. Don't go
morbid, idiot! he told hinself, feeling anger at the distraction. You know what
this business is all about, and you know what w |l happen if this attack doesn't
succeed. He forced hinself to | ook back at the scene, scanning the front through
hi s bi noculars. Even with them there was not a lot of detail he could see.
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"It could hardly ook less real if it was an old action vid on the entertai nnent
nets," Phip said, talking over their private radio channel now. "Not even a
whi ff of gunpowder." He sounded angry, as if the lack of odor were somehow an
insult.

Lon did not bother to reply. The first pair of Shrike Us made their second run
and burned for orbit. The second pair was about three m nutes away. Lon scanned
radi o channel s, stopping to |isten whenever he heard anything fromthe nen who
were up close. The runs of the Shrikes had decreased the anount of fire the New
Spartans could put out, but only briefly. Once the fighters were clinbing away,
the volume picked up again-increased, even, according to the report of one
|ieutenant to his conpany conmander

There were calls for nedtechs, and reports of nmen killed. Alittle ground had
been gained. In three different areas the grenadiers were finally close enough
to go to work, dropping their |oads of shrapnel in and around the foxholes and
slit trenches of the eneny. If the New Spartans were short of amunition, there
was no sign of it in the early fighting. They were not stinting.

The New Spartan aerospace fighters came in, nmaking one pass across the
Dirigenter lines west of the perineter, then clinbing, rushing to meet the
second pair of Shrike Il fighters as they cane in. Lon switched channels to
moni tor the Shrike pilots, to make certain they knew that trouble was heading
for them The talk between the two pilots assured Lon that they knew what was
coming and were ready to neet it. They were receiving constant updates from
their control room aboard Odysseus. The four fighters passed each other without
anyone hitting anyone el se with rockets or cannon fire. The time it took for the
various craft to maneuver at hi gh speed neant that the Shrikes were able to nake
their first pass at the New Spartans on the ground before they had to worry
about the eneny fighters com ng after them again.

When the conpeting pairs of fighters approached each other the second tine, the
situation was different. They were not noving head-on toward each other unti
the last couple of seconds. The planes |aunched missiles at each other and
followed up with cannon fire. In an explosion that lit up the predawn sky like a
premature sunrise, two of the fighters collided. There was clearly no chance
that either pilot survived. The other fighters veered away, but both were caught
by debris fromthe explosion. Lon listened as the pilot of the second Shrike |
informed his controller that he was going to have to eject. The renmining
Javel in was corkscrew ng away, out of control

"Get sonmeone noving to nmake pickup on that pilot," Lon told Pal Jensen. "Your
peopl e are cl osest."

Lon lost nost of Pal's reply because Lieutenant Col onel Ted Syscy broke in with
an urgent report. "Colonel, we've got men to the enemy line, right on the
nort heast section. My Delta Conpany has closed in and the fighting is hand-to
hand. "

That's Junior's conpany! booned in Lon's head, alnbst overriding his reply to
Syscy. "Push everyone you've got in after them Ted. Try to widen the break
I"lI'l get help to you as quickly as possible."

Lon immediately called Vel Gsternman and Ben Dark to inform them of the
breakthrough and to order them to push as hard as they could, sliding the
conpanies they had flanking 1st Battalionin to follow the units that had
reached the eneny perineter. Then he keyed in the radio channel that the
of ficers of 1st Battalion would use anong thenmselves-sinply to listen, hoping to
hear his son's voice

Then all he could do was wait, dreading every interm nable second.
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Ten minutes. Twenty. Lon found it alnost inpossible to concentrate on anything
but listening for his son's voice, or sone indication that he was still alive
and well. Hand-to-hand fighting. Anything can happen once it gets that close, he
worried. Ability isn 't always enough. Blind chaos, and no one can guarantee
your |uck, your survival. Lon had been in that kind of situation nmore than once
in his career, but the incident that cane to nmind was the first conbat contract
he had been on, still an officer cadet, on a colony world called Norbank. That
was where his nmentor, Arlan Taiters, had died, in hand-to-hand conbat on a
wi | derness hilltop.

The fear of uncertainty was al nost paral yzing. Lon scarcely noticed the flashes
of gunfire or the first attack by the next pair of Shrikes that came down-this
pai r from Agamenmon. Watch yourself. Junior! Lon urged silently, projecting his
thoughts to where his body could not go, as if wllpower could performsone
extrasensory mracle. H's mnd drewinmages fromnenory, populating a grassy
slope with nmenin slightly different patterns of canouflage fighting wth
bayonets and fists, bullets and knees, in an inpossible confusion-a waking
dream .. or nightnare that refused to release Lon fromits grasp.

Reports came through. Lon managed to acknow edge nost of them though he
continued to find it difficult to spare attention for anything but the fear that
was gripping him so real it becanme a physical pain in his gut, so severe it was
all he could do to keep fromdoubling over in agony. / can't let this stop ne,
he told hinself. He sucked in a deep breath and straightened up, forcing hinself
to confront the pain and ... slowy, ignore it. He consciously straightened up
wi thout exposing too rmuch of hinself. Another deep breath. He Ilifted his
faceplate | ong enough to wipe the sweat fromhis face. A quick sip of water. Do
your j ob!

Two conpani es of Elysian troops, starting with three hundred eighty nmen, forced
a second breach of the New Spartan lines, but at the cost of seventy nmen dead
and anot her hundred wounded. Lon warned away the next flight of Shrikes. They
could no longer be certain of a clear field of fire, and Lon did not want to
risk friendly-fire casualties.

Dawn-a rising line of light in the eastern sky- brought a reddish glowto the
hori zon as precursor to the appearance of Elysiums sun. A dirty yellow haze
hung over and around the oval territory-less than a mle long and three-tenths
of a mle deep-that the New Spartans were defending, dirty air from gunpowder
and the bl asts of grenades and rockets.

Lon heard a voice-no nore than two words-and strained at the nmenory. WAs that
Junior? He wasn't certain, and nearly called back on the channel to ask. Nearly.
He did not, though the effort caused himto bite his lower |lip, drawing bl ood.
He | eaned against the dirt piled up in front of his foxhole and searched the
battlefield through his binoculars, as if he m ght sonehow be able to pick out
his son from the hundreds of other soldiers wearing identical helnets and
battledress ... at a distance of two niles.

" Col onel ?"

How | ong can the fighting go on now? Lon asked hinself. W 've been inside their
lines for nore than half an hour, pouring nore nen in every mnute. Don't they
know they' ve | ost? Wiy don't they give it up?

" Col onel Nol an?"

Lon blinked rapidly and shook his head a little. "Wat is it?" he asked, not
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even certain who had called him There was sonething.... Lon blinked again and
raised up a little nore. He couldn't hear gunfire any | onger

"Col onel, this is Ted Syscy."

Oh, no! Lon thought; his heart started to pound alnost out of control at the
fear that Syscy was calling to say that Junior had been killed. His vision
dimed, alnost as if he were ready to bl ack out.

"I't's over. Colonel. The New Spartans have surrendered. Their commander is being
escorted to my CP to make it fornmal. W' ve won. Col onel."

Lon's mind needed a few seconds to grasp what Syscy had said, an instant of
vertigo that |left himhanging onto the ground in front of him

"Your son is partly responsible for this. Colonel," Syscy continued, oblivious
to Lon's nmonentary difficulty. "Wiile the rest of his conpany opened a way.
Junior led his two platoons through until they were within a hundred yards of
the New Spartan headquarters. That's when their colonel surrendered. Junior is
| eading the escort bringing himto ne now. "

"Thank you, Ted," Lon said, finally finding his voice. "I'IIl get everyone
notified. Get help to the wounded. Start collecting the weapons and el ectronics
of the New Spartans. You know the routine. Destroy or disable anything they
m ght be able to use against wus later. 1'll be there to neet the New Spartan
commander as quickly as | can. | suspect |I'll need at least forty mnutes, maybe
fifty to reach your position." Lon had signaled for Phip. Jereny Howell al so had
nmoved cl oser.

"W won?" Howel | asked after Lon lifted his faceplate.

"This part of it, at least,” Lon said, wiping his face with his sleeve. He was
drenched in sweat. "The eneny on the ground has surrendered. | haven't heard
anyt hing about their ships, especially about the new fleet comng in. Phip,
we've got to get our skates on. The New Spartan conmander is being escorted to
Ted Syscy's CP. W're going there to accept the formal surrender."”

Phi p nodded. "Junior?" he asked.

"He's okay." Lon let out a long breath. "Better than okay, | guess. Ted says it
was Juni or who got through to the eneny headquarters and forced the surrender."”

"Jerry, go get everyone ready to nove out," Phip said, gesturing to Lon's aide
"W've got a two-mile hike ahead of us, and the sooner we get started, the
sooner we get done." He waited wuntil Howell noved away, then stepped closer to
Lon. "How about you?" he asked. "You okay?"

Asnile tried to climb onto Lon's face but failed. "I will be," Lon said very
softly. "I've never been so dammed scared in mny life." He turned and | eaned
agai nst the edge of the foxhole, his back to the east, toward the eneny and the
bul k of his own troops. "I'mnot sure |I could have taken nuch nore of it, Phip,"
he whi spered, so softly that he was not sure he could hear his own voice.

"You'd have managed, Lon. You al ways have."

"I don't think I can risk putting nyself through sonmething |I|ike this again,
Phip. Not..."

"Look, | know what you nean. But, well, once we get home, you'll get over it."

"Maybe, " Lon allowed, nostly to avoid continuing the discussion. "Conme on, let's
get noving. I want to know if it's all over or if we're going to have to go
through it again when that new fleet gets here.”
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The neeting was civil and very reserved. The New Spartan comrander i ntroduced
hi nsel f as Col onel Arnond Kaye. Lon guessed that he might be sixty years old.
Kaye was about six feet, three inches tall, thin, wth washed-out blue eyes and
a deeply tanned conplexion. He had a field dressing around his |left biceps, with
alittle blood that had seeped through showi ng. "Nothing, a scratch," Kaye said
when Lon inquired about the wound and whether Kaye needed the attention of a
medt ech.

"It is a difficult thing to do, this," Kaye said. "I thought we could do the
job, either alone or by holding out until our reinforcenents could arrive." A
shrug. "Events proved otherwi se. Colonel Nolan. | conplinent you." They were

sitting on folding chairs, and Lon wasn't quite certain where they had cone
from Jereny Howel|l had found them sonewhere, and made sure they nade it to the
site of the neeting.

"About those reinforcenents. Col onel Kaye," Lon said. "That is sonething we do
need to discuss."”

"As mssion comander, ny surrender is binding on all New Spartan forces
participating in the mssion, including those now on their way. As soon as you
permt, I wll transmt orders to the incomng fleet to avoid engaging, or
what ever you require.”

Lon | ooked over Kaye's head. Junior was standing about twenty feet away, his
rifle at his side, looking as if he expected the eneny commander to stage sone
sort of nasty surprise, even though Col onel Kaye had been relieved of his weapon
and el ectronic devices. His words could carry no farther than he could shout.

"W would want all fighting ships to bear away from El ysium Col onel," Lon said,
bringing his attention back to his opposite nunber. "And we wll discuss
arrangenments for bringing your transports in to pick up your soldiers-with
sui tabl e precautions, you understand."”

"Of course. Colonel," Kaye said, nodding.

"Now, if you require assistance with your wounded... ?"

The rest was details. And waiting to nake certain that the commander of the
i ncom ng New Spartan reinforcenents woul d abi de by Col onel Kaye's pl edge

Epi | ogue

After discussion with the president and chancellor, Lon approved an amendnent to
the contract. Seventh and 15th Reginments would be relieved, go home, and the
reginent onits way to reinforce them would conplete the six-nmonth contract
surety against a New Spartan decision to cone back, or another effort by the
Conf ederati on of Human Wrlds to force Elysiuminto its fold.

It was the twelfth of April when 7th and 15th Reginents returned to Dirigent.
The dead, those whose bodies had been recovered, were the first to land, their
shuttles carrying themdirectly to the port within the confines of the Corps

mai n base. The living landed at the civilian spaceport and nade their usua

parade through Dirigent City. Casualties had been high, primarily because of the
shuttles that had been shot down before they could land their troops, but the
contract had been successfully fulfilled. O the 974 Dirigenters who had di ed on
the Elysian contract, 605 had died in the shuttles.

Col onel Robert Hayl ey retired from the Corps for nedical reasons-the
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unbri dgeabl e gaps in his nmenory. Fal Jensen was pronoted and gi ven command of
15t h Regi ment.

New recruits were brought into the two reginments fromthe training battalion. A
few score nmen, nostly conmi ssioned or noncomm ssioned officers, were transferred
fromother units. It would take nine nonths to bring 7th and 15th Regi ments back
to full strength.

The Corps went on. It always went on.

* * *

On the last day of July 2830, Sara Nolan gave birth to identical tw n daughters,
Amanda and Ariel, without difficulty. Al four grandparents were on hand to help
Lon through the birth and the first days at home of his new children

El ysium proved to be the last conbat contract that Lon Nolan, Senior, would
participate in. Twenty-three nonths after his return, he was-to his great
surprise-el ected General. The vote was thirteen to one. His had been the only
di ssenting vote. Three days after the end of his year in office, Lon retired
fromthe Corps-to the surprise of his peers on the Council of Reginents and nmany
of his own officers and nen. Phip Steesen retired the sane day.

Lon, Junior, waited six weeks before resigning his conm ssion. He had served on
only one conbat contract after Elysium Two nonths after he left the Corps,
Junior left Dirigent to attend the university on Elysiuma week after his sister
Angie married ... a civilian with no intention of ever beconing a soldier

That was not, however, the end of the Nolan famly's connection to the Dirigent
Mercenary Corps. Even after Lon and Sara noved to Basconbe East with the tw ns
and gradually took over running the Wnking Eye, Lon went off on a couple of
di plomatic mssions, including one to Buckingham the capital of the Second
Conmonweal th, that |asted nearly six nonths. He also continued to serve as an
advi ser to the Council of Reginents.

In the next six generations, twenty-seven descendants of Lon and Sara Nol an
served in the Corps, and three of them becane General -one great-grandson serving
three terns. And, nore than three thousand years |later-long after the Dirigent
Mercenary Corps, the Second Commonweal th, and the Confederation of Human Wérlds
had all passed into ancient history-a direct descendant of Lon and Sara Nol an
commanded the security detachnent aboard the Exoprise, a converted asteroid
fitted out to be the first ship to try to reach the great galaxy in Androneda,
hoping to find, finally, another sentient species in the universe.

Turn the page for an exciting excerpt from
HOLDI NG THE LI NE
The first book of Rick Shelley's thrilling new mlitary series

Coi ni ng i n paperback from Ace Books August 2001

I needed twenty-three nminutes to reach the battalion orderly roomon nain base.
Fritz | ooked apprehensive as he got up fromhis desk and noved toward the door
to Major Wellman's office.
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"He's waiting for you. I'mto usher you right in.
"Level with nme, Fritz. Wat's up?"

Fritz shook his head. "Honest, | don't have any idea." Then he knocked on the
old man's door, opened it far enough to stick his head in, and said, "Sergeant
Drak is here, Major."

Wllman's "Send him in" was nuffled, but didn't sound happy. Fritz swng the
door open all the way and gestured ne through. He closed the door behind ne.

"Sergeant Drak reporting as ordered."” | braced to attention and saluted. Since
didn't know what was up, and figured | was in trouble for sonething, I rmade it
all as crisp and proper as | could, acting like |l loved all the routine
bul I shit.

Maj or Vel Il man | ooked up slowy and returned ny salute as if he were trapped in
gelatin. Then he stared with his watery blue eyes. Staring was one thing the
maj or was excellent at. He had nade it nearly an art form Wellman | ooked ne up
and down, then back up again. There was no steam conming out of his ears, but |
didn't need nuch imagination to picture it. | renmamined stiffly at attention

Maybe I don't look nuch like a recruiting poster soldier- |1'mtoo short and
stocky for that-but | do know ny j ob;

I'"mdamed good at it, if | do say so nyself. | can handle any weapon in the
inventory and | can take .care of nyself without any weapons but those | had
when | entered the world.

"At ease. Sergeant," he said after what felt like two or three mnutes-but was
probably less than thirty seconds. | noved ny feet apart and put my hands behind
my back.

"l have good news for you, Sergeant,"” Wellnman said. He | eaned back so he could
stare with less disconfort. "You have volunteered to be part of a new unit, the
1st Conbi ned Regi nent."

"Sir?"

Vel | man scow ed. That was the other thing he was good at. If there were nore
than those two, | hadn't seen them

"The Combi ned General Staff of the Gand Alliance has decided-in its infinite
wi sdomto attenpt to integrate the arnmed forces of all the species in the
alliance down to the battalion level. And our Chief of Staff has decided that we
need to contribute the, ah, nost capable soldiers available, especially conbat
veterans, and nost especially decorated heroes.” At this point, his scowl got so
deep and convoluted | thought he was about to puke. "Personally, | don't see how
a sol dier deserves a nedal for sonehow surviving when dammed near his entire
pl atoon was killed around him"

"Sir, maybe you'll see howif you ever manage to get in conbat yourself. And
survive. Sir." kay, | was way out of line, even though his jibe was a dig at
me, but | couldn't stop nyself. It wasn't the first time | had sounded off out
of turn, and | wouldn't nake book on it being the |ast.

Vel lman got to his feet slowy, leaning on his desk with his [|ong, pickpocket
fingers until he was nearly all the way up. He didn't have to get all the way up
to be taller than ne, but he stretched out to his full six feet four inches
eight inches taller than ne. | could see his face go fromits usual pasty white
to a brilliant crimson. "You ve got three hours to report to the flitter port
for transportation to Wst Menphis. You are not to discuss your orders with
anyone while in transit. Have fun playing with the Iizards and nonkeys. Now, get
out of here before I have your orders rewitten to send you out as a corporal."
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