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The tenperature had finally fallen bel ow one hundred degrees Fahrenheit, but
the hum dity remai ned near one hundred percent. There was not the slightest
breath of wind to bring even nodest relief. Lieutenant Lon Nol an had been
perspiring heavily, but the sweat could not evaporate to cool him Al it did

was soak his clothing and add to his disconfort. Just remaining notionless,
resting, was tiring. The stagnant jungle air of New Bali was so thick with
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nmoi sture that breathing was work. It was alnost three o' clock in the norning.
Conmpany A, 2nd Battalion, 7th Reginent of the Diligent Mercenary Corps was
ready for action.

Lon lifted the faceplate of his helnet to get a little air. He felt as if he
were near suffocation with the visor down—and little better with it raised.
After a noment he took the helnet off, then wi ped sweat fromhis face with his
sl eeve. The action did little good. Hi s sleeve was al ready danp.

"This is ridiculous, lvar," he whispered. "You'd think that after two nonths
of this sauna, a man would get used to it."

Pl at oon Sergeant |var Dendrow grunted. "Sonme things you never get used to,

Li eutenant. You just bear it as best you can." He paused, then added, "I'I|

bet there's not an ounce of body fat left on any of the nen." Not that there
had been rmuch fat on any of them before they arrived on New Bali—fitness was a
way of life for the nmercenaries of Dirigent.

"At |least we're near the end," Lon said. "If nothing goes wong in the next
few hours, we should be back aboard ship by this time tonmorrow. " He knew t hat
he was
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tal ki ng nmore than he shoul d, even though the next few hours should be as
sinmple as a training exercise on Dirigent. The only casualties in his two

pl at oons on New Bali had been heat-related, and all three of those had
happened in the first week. Now, although everyone was still unconfortable,
they were sufficiently acclimted to avoid further problens of that nature.
The only positive thoughts Lon had of New Bali were that there were no
stinging or biting creatures with a taste for human bl ood. The insects left

t hem al one. There were, apparently, no snakes, and the lizards stuck to native
prey—even the large lizard that seenmed to be a near relation to Earth's Konodo
dr agon.

"I'f nothing goes wong in the next few hours," Den-drow echoed. He | owered his
facepl ate just | ong enough to look at the tinme on its head-up display. "It's
about that time, sir."

Lon suppressed the sigh that wanted to force its way out. It would have been

i nappropriate. He wi ped his face again, using the other sleeve this time, then
put his hel met back on. When he spoke to third platoon's sergeant again, it
was over the radio channel that connected himwi th both Den-drow and fourth

Pl at oon Sergeant Wil Jorgen. "Get the men up and ready to go."

New Bali was a relatively old colony world, but it had grown very slowy.

After four hundred years, the total population was only three mllion, wdely
di spersed anong two dozen cities and hundreds of snaller settlenents. The

i npetus for early settlenent had been the pharnmacol ogi cal prom se of the
wor |l d. The di scovery of thousands of medically useful organic conpounds in New
Bali's tropical ecosystemhad justified the initial colonization. D scovery of
accessi bl e | odes of platinumand gold had led to a boomjust at the time when
nmedi cal applications of nanotechnol -ogy had reduced, then virtually

elimnated, the need for medical drug therapies.

Al pha Conpany, 2nd Battalion, 7th Reginent, Dirigent Mercenary Corps, was
about to find out whether two hundred professional soldiers could stage a
successful coup and
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capture the world's central governnment and communi cations facilities.

Singaraja, New Bali's capital and | argest city, boasted a hundred thousand

i nhabitants. Oiginally a small enclave on the northern edge of the Utan delta
from whi ch researchers could stage forays into the jungle, the city had grown
nostly northward al ong the seacoast in a thin strip. Proximty to the ocean
mtigated climatic conditions. There could be a twenty-degree difference in
tenperatures between the coast and a mile inland during the day—and sonetines
as much as thirty degrees at night, when the breeze generally canme fromthe
sout hwest .

"Third and fourth platoons ready, Captain," Lon reported as soon as his
pl at oon sergeants had confirmed that fact.

"Right. It'll be a few m nutes yet," Matt Olis, the conpany conmander
replied. "Just keep cool, Nolan. Everything by the nunbers.”

"Yes, sir." Lon did not worry about the adnonition. He was the junior officer
not only in Conmpany A, but in the entire reginent. He was used to having

of ficers spell things out in detail, as if they were afraid that he could
scarcely put his trousers on right without specific instruction. The New Bal
m ssion was his first contract since receiving his conm ssion.

"You' ve got the easy half of the job, CGovernnent House and the comunications
center,"” Olis said.
"Yes, sir, | renenber," Lon said, interrupting before the captain could go on
to explain in nore detail. / know the m ssion, he thought. / know what we
shoul d be facing. The targets for the conpany's other two pl atoons were the
central police station and the capital's mlitia barracks.

"The revised strike tine is oh-four-thirteen," Olis said. "W hit all four
targets at the same tine."

"We'll be on tine," Lon promised, glancing at the tinme-line on his head-up
di splay. He switched channels on his radio to tell his platoon sergeants and
squad | eaders that there would be a short delay. It was short. Only three
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m nut es passed before Captain Olis gave the order to nove out.

"Let's go," Lon told his platoon sergeants.

Every man in the two platoons knew the details of the operation. The DMC
believed in sharing information as fully as practical. No matter how badly the
chain of command m ght be fragmented by casualties in battle, the unit would
be expected to continue its mssion, even if a junior noncomended up in
conmand of a platoon. O a conpany.

Third and fourth pl atoons noved al ong separate tracks a hundred yards apart.
Lon hiked with third. He had been assigned to it as a cadet, before earning
his commission. He felt nore confortable with that group

Moving silently through the jungle was not difficult, or particularly
dangerous, even at night. The floor of the tropical rain forest was nostly
clear, except along streans and treefall gaps, where sunlight could reach the
ground and stimulate the growth of new trees and undergrowth. And the

ni ght-vi sion systens built into the helnmets of the nercenaries gave them



al rost full vision

The two columms of soldiers noved in al nost perfect silence, watching their
flanks, alert for anything. Their course had been mapped and scouted ahead of
time, so there were no surprises in the terrain. No alarms to send them diving
for cover.

W "Il have as near total surprise as we could ever hope to achieve, Lon
thought. // won't be until we |leave the jungle and get into the city that
there 'Il be any real danger of discovery. He was grateful for activity, for

the increased tension of noving toward the target. That let himquit wall ow ng
in the disconfort of the climate. He kept as close a watch on the nen of third
pl at oon as their platoon sergeant or squad | eaders did. Fourth was too far
away for direct observation, but Lon had his radio set to nonitor fourth

pl at oon' s noncons' channel

The staging area had been less than a half mle fromthe border of the jungle.
There was a clear line marking the edge of Singaraja—ity on one side and
untamed jungle on the other. Looking out fromthe city, the rain forest ap-
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peared as a solid green wall, up to 130 feet high. The border was |like a
treefall gap, mles long and filled by young trees and the adventitious vines
and shrubs that took advantage of any opening to the sun. The human residents
had to maintain constant vigilance against the forest to keep it from
reclaimng | and they had "stolen." There were always interlopers, seedlings
trying to establish thenselves in the open

"The point has reached the edge of the forest, Lieutenant," Corporal Tebba
Grana of third platoon's second squad reported after the two pl atoons had
been on the nmove for twenty mnutes. "They're holding just this side."

"Ckay, Tebba. We'll take five here. Put two nen through the tangle to
observe." Lon switched to talk to the point squad for fourth platoon, which
was just reaching the sane |ine, and gave themthe sane instructions. Then it
was tinme for a final talk with the platoon sergeants.

"This is where the fun starts,” Wil Jorgen comrented.

"It shouldn't be too bad,"” Lon replied. "The local militia' s geared to | ooking
for trouble frominside the city, not coming out of the jungle. As long as we
don't make m stakes, there shouldn't be much danger of them spotting us unti
we're within a block or two of our objective, if then." As long as we don't
set off a thousand dogs barking, he thought. One of the tidbits of information
t hey had about Singaraja was that there were twel ve thousand dogs in the city.
The original colonists, the ones who had conme to find medicinal plants in the
jungl e, had brought dogs to help sniff out the plants that were nost val uabl e,
and the cani ne popul ati on had i ncreased since.

"I wouldn't count on any of that, Lieutenant," Ivar said. "These |local |ads
have had good training, and they know that sonething is comng."

"Let's just do our job," Lon said. "We'll cross into the city the way we

pl anned. One squad from each pl atoon across the open space first. Then two
squads. Then the rear guard. Once we're all on the city side, we nove toward
t he objectives. And even though the timng is critical, | want the same care
we' d take anywhere. If we run into trouble
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bef ore we reach our objectives, it could throwthe timng too far out to
recover."

"We're ready," Ivar said. Wil grunted his agreenent.

"Ckay, let's go," Lon said.

The strip of dense growth at the edge of the rain forest was nowhere thicker
than thirty yards. Wthin that narrow belt, conditions could be chaotic, and
difficult for anything larger than a rodent to find a way through. But there
were a few spots. Al pha Conpany had scouted the verge carefully. Beyond that
t hi cket was a hundred yards of flat, cleared | and. Autonmated equi pnent tended
the barrier, nmowing the grasses that had been planted to serve as the first
obstacle to the jungle. Beyond that, a plascrete roadway served as a nore
solid barricade. And, finally, there were the gardens and yards of private
hones, then several commercial buildings before the area where Governnent
House and the conmuni cations hub for Singaraja and all of New Bali stood.

When his platoons were ready to nove through the border of the rain forest,
Lon went forward to join third platoon's point squad to have a | ook for
hinself. He switched his faceplate to full magnification and sl owy scanned
the open area fromleft to right. After two nminutes, he was certain that there
was not hing nmoving within visual range. Singaraja was quiet. There was sone
light. The capital of New Bali boasted streetlights and a scattering of neon
signs in the business district. Along the edge of the city, sone of the houses
showed outside |ights.

"Move it," Lon said over the radi o channel that connected himto all of the
squad | eaders and both pl at oon sergeants.

As two point squads started to cross the open field, two nore squads from each
pl at oon noved through the dense border of the jungle to cover them The | ast
squads renmmai ned on the forest side of the dense growh, against the m nimal
chance of attack fromthe rear. The point squads spread out into broad
skirm sh lines, jogging across the open fields, bent low In the dark, against
t he backdrop of the rain forest and the green wall of its border, they would
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be virtually invisible to any watcher w thout the assistance of night-vision
hel mets or goggl es.

As soon as the squad | eaders reported that they were in position and had seen
no indication of defenders, Lon ordered the next squads across, and the
rearguard squads noved through the tangle to the city side, ready to foll ow
Lon and Wil noved with the mddl e squads. |var stayed behind to nove with the
rear guard

Normal Iy, running a hundred yards in full battle kit would have been only
noderately taxing for Lon. In training, back on Dirigent, the men of the
DMC—+ncl uding all officers—+egularly ran carrying the forty to sixty pounds of
equi prent they would have in a conbat situation. But the tenperature and

hum dity, added to the tension of going into action, nmade the crossing al nost
difficult for Lon. He felt hinself gasping for breath before he reached the
strip of black plascrete that marked the hal fway point between jungle and the
first houses.



Lon gave hinself one short stop by noving to the side and watching as the rest
of his nen noved past. Then he started joggi ng again, staying close. There was
no real chance to rest even when he flopped on the ground behind the skirm sh

line his men formed when they conpleted the crossing. He had to watch for the

rearguard squads to cross, and get point squads noving through the residenti al
strip that stood between them and the comercial and governnental district of

Si ngar aj a.

He conferred with his noncons on the radio. No al arms had been sounded. Not
even a single dog had started barking at their proximty. Two mnutes, Lon
told hinmself. We all need that much of a break to catch our breath. He gl anced
at the tineline on his hel net display, knowing that he could not afford nore
than two minutes. He could not be certain that there would be no delays |ater
Lon went over the routes that his men were to take to their targets. Al though
the two buil dings were close together, his platoons would renmain separated

t hroughout the rest of the journey—a safety neasure, to mninize the chance of
total disaster if they were di scovered. Two routes—ene squad in
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front of each platoon and another trailing behi nd-aould also mnimze the few
slight sounds that m ght be unavoi dabl e.

"Move out," he told the platoon sergeants when the two m nutes were over

For a few mnutes, they would still have the cover of full darkness, follow ng
back | anes, separated fromthe nearest houses by gardens and back yards, far
fromporch lights, and farther fromthe first streetlights. There was no
runni ng now. The nmen noved at a slow wal k, five yards between each of them
Everyone kept eyes open and weapons at the ready. An anbush by the New Bal
mlitia was not out of the question. And if first and second platoons ran into
trouble, the locals might quickly move to block Lon's platoons as well.

Lon had the external audio pickups on his helnmet at maxi mum gain, and he
strained to hear any possible threat—as if intense concentration m ght extend
the reach of his hearing. One dog started barking in the distance, too far
away for the baying to be the result of Lon's nmen noving. Al nost at once,
several other dogs started to answer the call of the first. Mst of the ruckus
seened to be off to the north, away fromany of the Dirigenters.

"Halt!" Lon ordered over his all-hands channel. "Let's give the mutts a chance
to settle down before any of themclose by start yowing." Lon listened to the
scattering of dogs barking against the silence of the night. Gadually, over a
peri od of several mnutes, they quieted down.

"Ckay, let's get going again," Lon said once he thought that the remaining
di sturbance was far enough away that it was unlikely to be picked up by dogs
closer in.

Five mnutes later, he had a call from Tebba G rana, whose squad had the point
for third platoon. "We're at the first checkpoint, Lieutenant," Grana
reported. "The food warehouse is across the street fromus. Lights half a

bl ock on either side. The alley next to the building is dark."

"Wait where you are until fourth is in position. |I want both point squads to
cross at the sane tine," Lon said.

Wth an entire world avail abl e, the people of New Bal
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had chosen to make their cities al nost as crowded as they woul d have been back
on Earth. Although streets and alleys were broad, buildings pressed in against
them Where the New Balinese could have all owed acres of open space around
each conmercial or governnmental building, they had instead |lined them up next
to each other along the streets. Instead of dozens—er even scores—ef small
green oases in the comrercial zone of the city, there were only two | arge
parks set aside, at opposite ends, nearly a mile apart. Government House and
the central conmuni cations buil di ng bordered one of those parks.

It was 0349 hours when fourth platoon's point squad reported that they were in
posi ti on—+wo bl ocks from Tebba facing the same street. Lon acknow edged t he
report, then switched channels to talk to his platoon sergeants.

"We've got twenty-four minutes, and there's still a fair distance to travel.
Barring trouble, we start noving and keep going until we're in position around
our objectives." As soon as Dendrow and Jorgen responded to that, Lon said,
"Move 'emout."

Awar eness of the heat and humidity had slipped away from Lon. Once he was
nmovi ng again, inside the city, closing on the two buildings that his platoons
were to take, he was too tightly focused on the m ssion to worry about
anything so trivial as personal disconfort. He was still new enough as an
officer that he found it difficult not to try to do everything hinself, keep
track of every single man and watch every degree of the terrain around them
He could, at need, check on the vital signs of all of his nmen—pul se,
respiration, and body tenperature. He could nonitor all radio traffic within
t he platoons. The tenptation was there, but there was no way that one nman
could do everything—not with even noderate success. He did keep his eyes
novi ng, scanni ng ahead and behind as well as to both sides, and he tried to
listen to the environnent rather than to in-trasquad talKk.

He had a mld adrenaline rush as he crossed the street into the alley next to
the food warehouse with half of third platoon. But there were no alarms, and
in seconds the nen
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were across, split into two colums to wal k down the sides of the alley.

At the next intersection, the point squad was waiting. That was the second
checkpoint. Fromthe shadows at the nouth of the alley, Lon could see
Gover nment House.

It was not particularly large, barely half the size of the anal ogous buil di ng
on Diligent—a structure that served both as the seat of government for the
worl d and al so as headquarters for the Dirigent Mercenary Corps. New Bali's
Gover nrent House was only two stories high, shaped like a letter E. The |ong
side faced the nmercenaries, and the smaller strokes were wi ngs ained toward

t he park beyond. The building was two hundred feet |ong across the front. The
wi dth was eighty feet. There were streetlights at each corner, lights over
each of the three entrances that Lon could see, and lights on in severa



w ndows.

No police or mlitiamen were posted outside the building. There would be, at a
m ni mum guards inside each entrance, although only one of those doors was

| eft unl ocked at night, and there m ght be two or three roving guards inside—a
total of no nore than eight security officers. If the intelligence was right
and the New Bal i nese had nmade no changes.

The nunber of workers in the building at night was uncertain. It should be
smal | -New Bal i was not | arge enough to require extensive round-the-clock
staffing of Government House—eonsisting of one md-level official, perhaps a
few cl erks, and the mai ntenance and cl eaning staff. The estinmate was between
six and twenty.

The conmmuni cations buil ding woul d be an even sinpler affair. Two people ran
the operation at night, and there woul d be one guard, and perhaps one person
to run the cl eani ng machi nes.

"Ch-four-oh-five," Lon whispered on his connection to his platoon sergeants.
"You both know the drill here. Get the men in position."

Lon would go into CGovernnent House seconds behind the squad that was assigned
the main entrance, along with one other squad. Fire teams, each half a squad,
woul d force

the other entrances to Government House and neutralize the guards there. Once
the doors were secured, the rest of the building woul d be searched quickly to
find the rest of the people on duty. If everything went perfectly, there would
be no need for shooting. If...

Al'l that Lon could do for the next few minutes was watch, his tension

i ncreasing alnost with every second. This was when the chance of discovery was
greatest. A civilian driving through m ght spot arned men scurrying toward the
objectives and raise the alarm A police patrol mght happen by. A guard m ght
step outside for a breath of air. Anything.

If surprise was |lost, the operation night be |lost as well.

No screw ups, please! Lon thought. He wanted everything to go perfectly. Two
hundred nen attenpting to usurp control of an entire world seenmed al nost

i nsanel y audaci ous, but Lon had put worries about the sanity of the exercise
behind him It was possible. It had been done on ot her worlds.

One by one, the fire teans reported that they were in position, close to the
obj ectives. By 0410 hours, everyone was set. Lon noved closer with the | ast
squad, crossing two streets and nmoving into the shadows on the awn in front
of CGovernnent House. The nen went prone, half of themfacing the building, the
others facing the streets. Lon reported to Captain Orlis that third and fourth
pl at oons were ready to nove in, and that there was no sign that they had been
det ect ed.

"Good job, Nolan," Olis replied. "Wait for nmy command. Everyone noves at
once. "

"Yes, sir.

Time showed its own insanity for Lon then. The seconds dragged |ike hours,
waiting for the order, but when Orlis's order did come, it felt as if no tine
at all had passed.



"Go" was all the captain said. Lon repeated the order on a channel that
connected himto all his sergeants and corporals. Then he got to his feet with
the nmen of the final squad, and they noved toward the main entrance to
CGovernment House as third platoon's first squad burst through
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For the first six seconds, Lon thought that |uck would hold and that the two
bui | di ngs woul d be taken silently, but before he reached the main entrance, he
heard several gunshots off to his left, apparently fromthe door near that end
of the buil di ng.

"What was that?" he demanded on the channel that connected himto third
squad' s | eader, Ben Frehr

"The guard here spotted us conmng in," Corporal Frehr reported. "It's okay,
Li eutenant. We've got the situation under control now. No casualties."

"\What about the guard?" Lon demanded.
There seened to be restrai ned anusenent in Frehr's voice. "He'll live."

@Qunshots neant that the el ement of surprise ended a few seconds two soon. Two
roam ng guards within the building had time to report the sounds, and they
were ready when third platoon found them They did not resist, but they had
had time to spread the warning.

"We've got CGovernnment House and the communications center secure, Captain,"”
Lon reported at 0420. "The guards inside here had tine to raise the alarm
t hough. "

"W expected that, Nolan," Olis replied. "No matter. W've got the mlitia
barracks and police headquarters surrounded. W're negotiating for their
surrender. They're in no position to resist, and they know it."

"Then we contact the governor?"
"Or he contacts us," Olis replied. "It shouldn't be long. | expect we'll have
a final resolution within an hour or so. Set your defensive positions and
wait."

Wait, Lon thought with distaste after he had given his orders and noved up to
the second floor of the building. He had sentries posted there, high enough to
have a wi der view of the area surroundi ng Governnent House. N nety-nine
percent of what we do is wait.

At 0447, Captain Olis told Lon that the mlitia were stalling, refusing to
capitul ate. The police station had surrendered, but there had been only six
officers inside—not the
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twenty to thirty that the Dirigenters had expected.



"Sounds |ike sonething m ght be up,"” Lon suggested.

"If so, we'll find out soon enough,” Olis said. "lI'"ve given the mlitia a
deadl i ne—oeh-five-hundred. | told themif they haven't surrendered by then, we
destroy the barracks with theminside."

"I want everyone alert," Lon told his noncons. "The |ocals might have

somet hing up their sleeves. Except for the nmen watching the prisoners, | want
every eye looking for activity outside. And keep the nmen down. | don't want
anybody where a sniper could take themout."

Wi t!

At 0501, Lon heard the dull crunmp-thunp of two expl osive charges going off in
the distance. The militia didn't surrender, he thought. He felt a tightening
in his stomach. There mi ght have been as many as three hundred nmen in the
barracks compound, twenty percent of the world's entire mlitia force.
"Fool i sh heroics,"
peopl e. "

he muttered, shaking his head. "Stupid way to waste

Five mnutes later, Captain Olis had news. "W went in. There was only a
single platoon of mlitia in the barracks—thirty-five nen. Watch for trouble.
The rest nust be somewhere in the city."

Lon's stomach growl ed nervously. Mst of the militia mssing fromwhere they
wer e supposed to be. The sane for the police. They knew sonething was up, he
t hought. Then: \Were are they?

He al erted his nonconms. And sweated. CGovernnent House was efficiently
air-conditioned, but sweat cane to Lon anyway. He prowl ed the second fl oor
going fromroomto room standing in the dark at the side of w ndows, | ooking
out, searching for any hint of approaching soldiers. They 'Il come, sooner or
| ater, he thought-—-e knew.

It did not take nuch for his thoughts to nove to W can't hold. Surprise was
all we had going. We had to take all of the local forces available in the city
at once. W didn't do it.
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The waiting was different now He knew what had to come. Wen a | oudspeaker
cane to life outside, just minutes after five-thirty, as the sun was begi nni ng
to brighten the eastern horizon, Lon was not surprised. He had been expecting
it.

"You, in Governnent House," a metallic-tinged voice said, anplified far beyond
necessity. "Lay down your weapons and cone out. W have you surrounded and

out nunbered. "

Lon imediately called Captain Olis and reported. "Wat do we do?" he asked.

Olis did not hesitate. He had just received a simlar nessage. "Surrender
Nolan. It's all we can do."

r

The three mercenary officers were brought before the governor of New Bal



toget her. Lieutenants Lon Nolan and Carl Hoper, platoon |eader for the
conpany's first and second pl atoons, flanked Captain Olis as they were
returned to Government House and taken to the second-floor office of Covernor
Pranj Nuwel. The three ranking officers fromthe Singaraja mlitia barracks
were al so present.

Governor Nuwel stood behind his desk and stared at the Dirigenters for a
nmonent. Then he smiled and nodded shal -1owWy before comng out to the center
of his office, comng face to face with the outworl ders.

"Captain Orlis,” Nuwel said with a broader smile. "I think we can consider the
contract fulfilled." He extended his hand and the two men shook. "You and your
men have done an adnmirable job of training our mlitia. The, ah, fina

exam nati on you staged this norning was nost inpressive."

"Thank you, Governor," Matt Olis replied. "The denpbnstration has to be as
real as possible, or it doesn't prove anything. Your nen have been excell ent
students. "

"The people of New Bali will be able to sleep nore soundly in future,” Nuwel
said. "We survived the first coup attenpt by the grace of God. If our
di ssident minority tries a repeat, they shall find us far nore prepared,

t hanks to you and your nen."

" 'l hope it never comes to that, Governor, but if it does, |I'msure that your
men will be able to cope with any situation that does arise.”

Governor Nuwel shook hands with the |ieutenants, of-
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fering each a smle and a few words of gratitude. Then he returned to Olis.

"Captain, | know that you're in sonething of a hurry to return honme, but | do
hope that you and your men can see yourselves free to give us a few nore
hours. My governnent and the city of Singaraja have prepared a snall

cel ebratory party—a luncheon, if you prefer—for late this norning."

"Thank you, Governor. W would be honored,” Olis replied.

Huge pavilions of green and yellow fabric had been erected al ong the beach
Insul ated tarps covered the sand under the canopies. Fans and dehumi difiers
struggled to make the pavilions confortable. In the governor's pavilion
several long tables had been set. Al of the nmercenaries were there, officers
at the head table that was perpendicular to the rest, sitting with Governor
Nuwel and his chief civilian and mlitia officials, as well as the mayor and
counci | president of Singaraja.

The festivities started two hours before noon, with the mercenary officers
bei ng presented to scores of |ocal notables. Cameras and m crophones were
present for the inevitable speeches that preceded, foll owed, and interrupted
the eating, and were broadcast to the people in the other pavilions and via
the public conplink net to the rest of New Bali.

Lon and his conpanion officers wore off-dress white unifornms. The enlisted nen
wore clean fatigue unifornms. None of them had brought anything fancier along



on a contract.

"I"d just as soon use the tine to take a nap in a refrigerator,"” Lon had said
earlier, when the three officers were alone together for a few mnutes after
their neeting with Governor Nuwel. "Get some sleep. Get away fromthe heat."

Captain Olis had | aughed. "You'll get your chance soon enough, Nolan. This is
part of the business. W've got to | eave a good inpression. Maybe a reference
fromthe peo-
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pie here will bring another job or two for the Corps in the future."

By the time they were escorted to the beach for the |uncheon, Lon was feeling
very sluggi sh. There had been no sleep for the nmercenaries the night before,
and he had not slept well for several previous nights, basically since the
Dirigenters had noved into the jungle, away fromthe relatively confortable
accommodat i ons they had enjoyed while they were training the local mlitia.
"W need to get inalittle refresher training of our own'' was the cover
story that Captain Orlis had given the local nmilitia conmmander. "You've got a
sort of terrain that we don't have back home." Only the governor had known the
actual reason: the training was a cover for sone sort of final exercise to
test the mlitia. And even he had not known exactly what the mercenaries were
going to do or when, just that they were going to put the nilitia to the test.

In the governor's pavilion, drinks were served early and often. The enlisted
nmen had beer and wine. At the head table, the drink was a | enon-fl avored
liqueur of a yellowtint, served over ice. It was deceptively innocuous, sweet
and mld in the mouth. But, as Lon quickly discovered, it seened to erupt
about halfway to the stomach, providing an i nner heat that chased away any
awar eness of the outside tenperature.

"Whew, that's really sonething," Lon said, turning to the nmilitia |ieutenant
at his right after his first taste of it.

The New Bal i nese officer grinned. "This is but ice water, my friend. The
yellow djorja is |l ess than sixty percent al cohol, and watered down slightly in
the mx. And this is onice, diluting it further. The green djorja we drink in
t he eveni ng—heat —Aow that is a real drink."

"Il take your word for it," Lon said, daring a second cautious sip of his
drink.

The djorja lost its bite after a few nore sips. Lon found hinself taking nore
each tine. It provided a pleasant sensation once the shock of introduction had
passed. It's a good thing | came prepared, Lon thought while a waiter refilled
his glass for the third ti me—before the first course
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of the luncheon had been cleared away, |'mgoing to need a killjoy-patch



bef ore dessert. The patch, applied to neck or arm would provide nol ecul ar
agents to netabolize the al cohol quickly and renove any al cohol -rel ated toxins
fromhis system A killjoy-patch could take a man from! unconsci ous-drunk to
duty-sober in twenty m nutes.

Lon gl anced along the table. Captain Orlis was al so drinking freely and
appeared to be showing no ill effects fromthe djorja. /'// bet he stuck a
killjoy on before we cane, Lon thought. / wish I'd thought of that. He | ooked
around, then tried to put on a patch of his own w thout being obvi ous about
it. He applied the patch to his wist, under the cuff of his shirt, then

| ooked to see if anyone had noticed. No one was pointing and | aughi ng.
Satisfied, Lon rewarded hinself with another drink. ;

By the time the fornal festivities ended, it was past two in the afternoon
Lon had | ost track of the anobunt of djorja he had consumed. Even with the

killjoy-patch on his arm he was feeling a slight buzz. He recogni zed the
fam | iar euphoria of noderate intoxication, the feeling of reduced wei ght,
a touch of |ight-headedness, the pleasant sense of satisfaction. Al was
well with the world. It felt eminently confortable in the pavilion. Not

even the assault of the sun and unconditioned air when he energed fromthe
pavilion could disrupt his feeling of well-being and confort.

Captain Olis showed no inpatience. He conversed with a group of notables from
Si ngaraj a. The governor had said a few final thank-yous to the nercenary
officers, then left to return to Governnent House. The four Dirigenter platoon
sergeants were assenbling their men (and naking certain that everyone who
needed kil ljoy-patches had them) for the march to the spaceport and the trip
up to their ship for the journey back to Dirigent.

Lon stood on the periphery of the group surrounding Captain Olis, trying not
to |l ook bored or inpatient. He was al nost startled by the touch of a hand on
his arm

"A small present for you," said the |ieutenant who had

been seated next to Lon, proffering a box. "This is the real stuff—green
djorja."

Lon grinned as he accepted the gift. "Thank you." He nodded. "I hope | have
the nerve to try it sonme evening soon."

The shuttles were waiting at the spaceport. Lon had scarcely noticed the
two-nmile march fromthe beach. The formation had been remarkably |ax for
Dirigenters, but all Captain Orlis had to say was "For CGod' s sake, nake sure
we don't | eave anyone behind." The nen were counted before the conpany |eft

t he beach. Noncoms watched al ong the way to nake certain that no one dropped
out of formation. The men were counted agai n when they reached the spaceport,
wi t h assurances being passed up the chain of command that everyone was
present. Even after that, Lon stood where he could watch both troop entrances
to the shuttle his platoons would ride and counted heads again. And when the
men were all inside, he ordered a final roll call

Two attack shuttles could carry the entire conmpany. The men's gear, weapons,
hel mets, and packs, and the rest of the conpany's equiprent, had al ready been
taken up to the ship by transport shuttles while the nmen of Al pha Conpany were
being feted by the New Bal i nese.

"Make sure everyone gets strapped in tight," Lon told his platoon sergeants.
"I don't want any drunk soldiers floating around the cabin when we hit
zero-g."



"I'"ve already told ny squad | eaders and their assistants to do that," Wi
Jorgen said.

| var Dendr ow nodded, then added, ' '| just hope nobody starts puking when
their stomachs don't know which way is down."

That goes far ne too, Lon thought. If one starts, we might have a dozen others
toss their cookies. Most especially, he did not want to be the one to start
the parade. It would be too enbarrassing.

There was no rush about this trip. The shuttles remained on the ground for ten
m nutes after the doors had been
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seal ed and the roll taken once nore. The Dirigenters waited for a | oca
shuttle flight coming into Singaraja to |land before their shuttles were given
clearance to take off. The shuttles taxied to the end of the runway and t ook
off no nore than ten seconds apart.

The pilots made an "economi cal " boost, keeping the shuttles subsonic unti

they were at fifty thousand feet and out over the ocean, thirty mles fromthe
nearest settlement on the ground. The shuttles went to rocket power then, but

t he accel eration remai ned noderate—for attack shuttles. Even at peak, the nen

aboard the two boats never experienced nore than two and a half gees.

Vi deo nonitors spaced around the troop cabin offered views of New Bali and

t hen—ence the shuttles were in space—al so one view of their ship. Piranha was
a Scorpion-class transport, |large enough to carry slightly nmore than two
conpani es of soldiers along with supplies for two nonths. The Scorp/On-cl ass
vessel s were the small est dedicated troop carriers in the Dirigenter mlitary
fleet. Wth only Al pha Conpany aboard, Piranha seemed nore spacious than a
civilian liner.

Lon felt a nonment of queasi ness when the shuttle's rockets shut down and
robbed the passengers of any feeling of weight. He rebounded agai nst the
straps of his safety harness, |ooking around for any signs of nen who m ght
get spacesick. If it was going to happen, it would likely happen in the first
couple of minutes of zero gravity. He did not quite hold his breath.

So far, so good, Lon told hinself when the nost critical period had el apsed.
Booze or not, they | ook okay. He took stock of his own physical feeling. H's
stomach felt uneasy, but did not seemready to reject any of the food or
djorja. Then he renmenbered the package he had been given, the stronger green
dj orja now stowed safely beneath his seat, and nanaged a snile. / will have to
try that, he thought, after we get hone.

W thout helnets, there was no radi o comruni cati on anmong the soldiers. It felt
strange being in a shuttle and not wearing full field gear. But the only
practical limtation this

r

Lt EOTENAHT

n

time was that Lon could not confer with his noncons or with Captain Olis. The
captain was in the other shuttle. | Lon could talk with his platoon



sergeants, but only by ; shouting. Neither was seated especially close.

One of the pilots increased the magnification on the video of Piranha. Lon
could make out the open hangar doors waiting for the two troop shuttles to
rendezvous, rectangles of bluish |light against the matte black of the ship's
hul I .

f Soon, Lon thought. But it could hardly be soon enough. He was | ooking
forward to sl eeping between sheets again; to good, freshly prepared food
rather than battle rations; | and—nost of all—+o confortable tenperature
and hum d-; ity levels. He closed his eyes. Even in zero gravity, he

felt that he could drift off to sleep. If he permitted hinself to. That was
somet hing el se he was | ooking forward to—plenty of sleep, interrupted only by
nmeal s and the barest of other necessities. Piranha would offer that |uxury.

During J the two weeks that the trip back to Dirigent would take, [

Lon would have only minimal calls upon his time. There f woul d be little
wor k for anyone in the company. Coming i hone froma contract was a tine
for rest and recuperation. Lon did not conpletely allow hinmself to fall asleep
on the shuttle. He dozed, but his eyes canme open every mnute j or soto
assure himthat all was well. It was not very restful. He kept thinking of

t hi ngs he needed to renenber to do or say once they got aboard ship. He did
have responsibilities. An announcenent over the |oudspeaker that the shuttle
was about to dock with Piranha finally brought Lon out of his torpor. He

bl i nked several tines and did his best to disguise the gaping yawn that forced
its way through his nmouth. He stretched as best he could within the confines
of his safety harness, and | ooked around to see that many of his nmen were
goi ng through simlar routines. A few nen appeared to be asl eep. He had no
problemw th that, save envy. They could sleep until they docked, if they
could manage it.

Sergeant Dendrow spoiled it, though. "Look lively," he
22
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called out loudly. "Wake those nen up. W're not about to carry anyone
aboard. "

There were groans and a few good-natured conplaints fromthe nmen. Soneone
said, "Carry me, carry nme!" in a falsetto that effectively conceal ed the
speaker's identity. It was not the first time that Lon had heard that voice
make a wi se cracking coment in the past few nonths. Lon kept a straight face
despite the way that Dendrow spun his head trying to see who the joker was.
Ease up, lvor, Lon thought, just a second before Dendrow s face rel axed and he
managed a snile and a sl ow shake of his head.

"One of these days!" the platoon sergeant said with nmock seriousness. "I'm
going to find out who our fenmale inpersonator is, and then we'll see who has
the last laugh."

At least they're in good spirits, Lon thought. He had worried that the
oppressive climate of New Bali m ght cause noral e problens, as bad as a conbat
contract could when things went wong. Maybe the party the New Bali-nese threw
for us helped. Lon sniled. The party and the thought of the
contract-conpl eti on bonus that the men woul d receive as soon as they got hone



to Diligent.

The feeling of weight returning was a relief, even though it came quickly as
the shuttle was hauled into its hangar and secured to the deck. Lon unfastened
his safety harness before the pilot gave clearance. Lon did remain seated
until the nessage canme over the |oudspeaker. Then he was on his feet,
springing up as if he were rebounding froma tranpoline.

"Ckay," he called out. "Let's get aboard and get squared away. | want weapons
and field gear cleaned before anyone gets the idea of sacking out for the next
two weeks." Hum d conditions were rough on rifles and pistols, even w thout
the insult of the putty bullets that had been used in the final exami nation
for the New Balinese mlitia.

The respondi ng groans were softer this tine. The order had been inevitable,
and everyone in the two platoons knew it, even the sprinkling of rookies—aen
who had never been on contract before. The nen were, after all, professionals.
They depended heavily on their weapons and ot her gear—

often for their very lives. And if anyone did forget, even monentarily, the
sergeants and corporals would be certain to remnd them

Bot h exits opened. The hangar door had been seal ed. The chanber had been
pressurized. Lon noved to one of the exits and stood there while third platoon
went through the doorway, with |Ivar Dendrow standing across fromhim Fourth
pl at oon used the other door. Platoon Sergeant Jorgen nonitored his nen.

The pl at oons noved out of the shuttle in good order. There was little
congestion as the nmen hurried to get back to their shipboard accomobdati ons.
Spartan though those m ght be, they would seem | uxurious after the tropica
rain forest of New Bali. For a time, perhaps only a few days, everything would
seem better than the nmen had ever realized before. It was not that the col ony
worl d had been so primtive, just a reflection of how stressful the climte
was.

"Sonetines it astounds ne," Sergeant Dendrow said, alnpbst under his breath,
after the last of the nmen had left.

"What ?" Lon asked, a little startled at the way lvar's statenent seened to
reflect his own thoughts.

"Some of the |ads have already forgotten the msery. By the time we get hone
it'll just be sonmething to brag about in the bars, how rough conditions were
on New Bali."

Lon shook his head. "Be thankful for small favors," he said, stepping through
the hatchway to the hangar deck. "1'd hate to see themcom ng out with their
chins in their socks."

Dendr ow chuckl ed softly as he followed the |ieutenant out. "Aye, sir. That's
al ways rougher."

The inspection, before dinner that evening, was relatively informal but

t horough. Corporals inspected the rifles and other field gear of their squads.
Pl at oon sergeants inspected at random checking the equi pnent of two or three
men in each squad—and the squad | eaders. Finally, Lon did his own random
sampling, knowing full well that he would not find anything to conpl ain about
i n weapons or anything else that the corporals and sergeants had passed. But
he did
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not slough off his duties. He al so had Sergeant Dendrow check his gear, while
he i nspected the weapons of his platoon sergeants. Even Captain Olis would
have his rifle, pistol, and field kit inspected by other eyes. No one wanted
to have anything wong with his professional tools.

During the trip home, the arnmorer would i nspect each weapon nore closely, to
make certain that it had not suffered damage, and repair any wear and tear he
found. An el ectronics technician would run diagnostics on battle hel nets,
mapboar ds, and every other piece of electronic gear that had gone down to the
surface of New Bali. Faulty units or conponents would be repaired or replaced
bef ore Piranha got hone. Al pha Conpany would |and on Dirigent as prepared for
action as it had been when it reached New Bali .

Pi ranha was boosting away from New Bali by the tinme the inspection was over
and the men were sent off to dinner. Captain Olis had assured everyone that
there woul d be no unnecessary fatigue details during the trip. The only chores
woul d be the daily routine of keeping the barracks cabins clean and the hour
of physical conditioning each norning to make certain that the troops were as
fit for action when they got hone as their equi pment woul d be.

The trip honme would take fourteen or fifteen days. Any interstellar journey
required that |ong, whether the distance traveled was three |light-years or

t hree hundred. The ship would make three "junps" through Q space. Piranha
woul d be five days out from New Bali before its first Q space transit. The
other two junps would be spaced three days apart—three days of traveling in
normal space—and they would energe fromthe final transit three days out from
Dirigent.

' Two weeks after we get home, a few of the nen will start wondering when
we' || be shipping out again, when the next contract nmight cone our way,"
Captain Olis told his two lieutenants after dinner. The three officers were
together in the captain's stateroom sharing a bottle of w ne from hone.

"Well, this wasn't a conbat contract," Carl Hoper said.
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"It takes longer after a hard one, when nmen have died and others have been
wounded. " He spoke softly. Al three of them had been on contracts |ike that.
Lon Nol an's predecessor as |eader for the conmpany's third and fourth pl atoons
had been killed in action the last tinme out.

Lon thought about Arlan Taiters, and about the other men he had known who had
been killed. He did not intend to say anything, but a thought forced its way
past his lips alnmbst without his realizing that it was comng. "Two weeks
after we get hone, they'll be back fromtheir after-contract |eaves. Most of
the men will have drunk up their bonuses. Al they've got to | ook forward to
on Dirigent then is training routine and a stint with the planetary defense
command. " He shrugged and gl anced at the other two self-consciously. Rather to
Lon's surprise, both Orlis and Hoper considered his facetious coment
seriously.

"That's only part of the answer, Lon," Olis said after a nonent's reflection
"True for some of the nmen, some of the tinme, but there's nore to it."



"Some of the men, especially those who' ve been in the Corps |ongest, get to
feeling as if they're not... fulfilling their purpose in life in garrison
They're in the profession of fighting, and when they're not doing that, they
get to feeling as if they're not earning their keep, or doing their duty."

"And sone woul d just rather be doing sonething different than what they're
doing at the monent, no matter what the alternatives are,”" Olis said. "Enough
shop tal k. We've still got half a bottle of this wine to finish tonight. Let's
save the philosophy until we get home and have plenty of time for it."

Lon could not make up his mnd whether he agreed with the decision or not—but
he tended toward not. The news coul d have been relayed to Al pha Conpany as
soon as Piranha energed fromits last Q space transit in Diri-gent's solar
system That woul d have given him and all the nmen in the conpany, an extra
three days to get used to the idea, to get their initial... resentnment of it
out of the way. As it was, they were not told until they were back on base,
after the bus parade through the capital city fromthe spaceport to base. The
men had coll ected their duffel bags and were noving themfromthe trucks into
the barracks shortly after m dnight on a Tuesday norning when Captain Olis
and his two lieutenants were called to battalion headquarters.

"Don't get too confortable,"” Lieutenant Col onel Med-win Flowers said after
Al pha Conpany's officers had been shown into his office.

There was a brief silence before Captain Orlis spoke. "You mght as well drop
the other shoe, sir."

"I know it doesn't happen like this often,"” Flowers said, "but you'll be
headi ng back out in"—he glanced at the clock—about sixty hours. This is a big
one, the entire reginment."

Olis blinked and nodded. "What's the contract, sir?"
"We've been hired to defend the people and government of Cal ypso agai nst

i nvasion fromBelletiene—er liberating themif, as we expect, the invasion
t akes pl ace before we arrive and they have been unable to repulse it alone."

"Neither nanme rings a bell, sir,"” Olis said.
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"Officers' call tonorrow nmorning at oh-nine-hundred,” Flowers said. "I held

off the briefing since | knew you'd be back today. There's a brief summary on
your office conplink. That won't take you nore than five mnutes to , work
t hr ough. " j "Yes, sir."

' "Get your men squared away, get themout on the ; streets.
They' ve got until oh-three-hundred Thursday free, j no duty. The sanme goes for
the three of you. Except for < the officers' call tonorrow, you're on your own
until reveille Thursday."

As if on conmand, Al pha Conmpany's three officers cane to a halt just after
they left battalion headquarters. "One thing at least,"” Carl Hoper said. "Two
weeks from now we won't have anyone wondering how long it will be before our
next contract."

"I don't know whether to feel disappointed or relieved—or upset," Lon said.
"I know | haven't been here all that long, but I've never heard of anyone



goi ng back out this quickly."

Olis shrugged. "It happens, but not often. Different rotas."” The Corps went
to great lengths to insure that every | unit got its fair share of contracts.
Separate lists were nain- | tained for reginments, battalions, conpanies, and
smaller f units. Contracts canme in different sizes. ' 'W might as well get
back to the barracks and break the news that there won't be any furl oughs."

"I know one man who's not going to be happy about that," Lon said. "Belzer was
pl anning to get married and take a honeynoon." Janno Bel zer was a private in
third pl atoon, one of the men Lon had become friends with during his stint as
a cadet, before earning his comm ssion

"Tell himthe CGeneral sends his apologies,” Olis said with a chuckle. There
was only one general at a time in the DMC, head of the Council of Reginents,
el ected by the col onel s who comanded the fourteen regi nents, fromanong their
own number. The General was also Dirigent's head of governnent.
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"I't'"ll take nore than apol ogi es to appease his fiancee, | think," Lon said,
shaki ng his head and smiling. "She worked hard to get himto finally set a
date.™

Lon slept on the second floor of the barracks, between the bays where his nen
were quartered. Hi s roomwas sixteen feet square. As an officer, he also rated
a private bathroom H s office adjoined the bedroom w th a connecting doorway
bet ween them Both roonms were rather spartan in appearance. The one
extravagance that Lon had accurmulated in his tine on Dirigent was a del uxe

ent ert ai nment consol e that gave himconnections to the public conplink net,
with its enornous libraries of books, videos, and nusic as well as live
programm ng and communi cati ons.

He had al ready decided that he would have to unpack his duffel bag, even

t hough it woul d-have to be repacked in two days. He would want to check each
itemand replace any that m ght not survive another contract. He was sitting
on the edge of his bed, wondering if he should bother to check the | atest news
feed, when there was a knock on his door

"Come in," Lon said, turning toward the door. He was not at all surprised to
see Janno Bel zer. "Conme on in and have a seat," Lon invited, gesturing to the
one chair in the room "I expect you're a bit disturbed about the news."

"Yes, sir, | guess you could say that," Janno said as he noved toward the
chair. There were delicate matters of DMC protocol involved in the

rel ati onship between the two. On duty, they were |lieutenant and private, with
no speci al allowances permittedr OFf duty, especially away from base, their
friendship continued, as little changed by circunstances as possible. It was a
situation that cane up frequently anong the nercenaries. The official rules
were few. In each case, the nmen involved had to feel their way through the
possi bl e traps.

"We went off duty when you cl osed the door, Janno," Lon said, speaking softly.
Bel zer's reply was a gesture that combined both shrug and nod. "I don't choose
what units to send out on contract," Lon added.
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"I know," Janno said. "I'mtrying to | ook on the bright side. This way,
there'll be nore noney for our honeynoon. It's just... well, Mary's not going

to be very happy. She nust know we're back. That kind of news spreads fast."

"Mary will be waiting when you get back. You know that," Lon said.

"I"mnot worried about that,"
ask you a favor?"

Janno said quickly. "lIt's just that... could

"Sure, I'll do what | can."

"WIl you cone along with nme when | tell her?" There was earnest pleading in
Janno's voice, as if he were a child begging his father for sonething special

"When she gets nad, you'd rather she had me to be nad at instead of just
you?'

For just an instant, a |look of utter shock affixed itself to Janno's face.
Wien it faded, he al nost blushed. "Well, there is that too," he admtted, "but
that isn't what | was thinking about. It's just that she'll believe you right
off, and if it's just me, she mght wonder for a tinme if maybe | was trying to

back out of the marriage. | don't want her to think that, not even for a
second. "
"Sure, 1'll come along," Lon said, suppressing the urge to |augh. "Wen are

you going to tell her?"

"I already checked. She's working tonight. | figured I1'd tell her there, at

t he Dragon Lady. She's planning on quitting before the weddi ng, but she

woul dn't quit until she saw me—saw that | got hone safe and sound. Just in
case." There was no need to explain any farther, and Janno was cl early uneasy
with that much.
"Gve me an hour," Lon said. "I need to shower and change into civilian
clothes, and | do need to hang around a bit in case anyone el se has special..
ci rcumst ances. "

No one el se cane to Lon with problens. He had not expected anyone el se. As
much as possible, Lon Nolan knew his nen—ot just their abilities and their
attitudes on the job, but also sonething about their fanmlies, and what they
liked to do off duty. Most were single. More than half of the enlisted men in
the DMC remmi ned unmarried until they

retired. Nearly a third of the officers in the Corps also remained single
during their mlitary service—er held off on marriage until they were nearer
to leaving than to entering the Corps. There was no sense of urgency on
Dirigent about starting a famly. Excluding the chance of being killed in
mlitary service, the average |ifespan was 120 years. "O d age" was not
considered to truly begin until a person hit the centennial of his or her
birth.

If any problems have come up with famlies, I'll find out tonmorrow, Lon
thought. It would take tine for news of the conpany's return, and its quick
turnaround, to spread to all of the famlies. Not all of the men had been in



contact with relatives before starting to head for the gate for reuni ons—or
to crowd in as much carousing as possible in sixty hours.

Preci sely an hour had passed since Janno's departure fromLon's quarters when
t here was anot her knock on the door. Lon opened it. Janno was there in the
corridor, but not alone. Dean Bricks and Phip Steesen were with him

Lon | ooked at Bel zer and grinned. "You figured you need nore noral support
than nme?"

Janno | ooked sheepi sh. "Safety in nunbers.”

"He's buying the first round," Phip said. "And the last, if any of us are
sober enough to remenber. That's the price Dean and | set for going al ong on
this contract."”

"Do we head straight for the Dragon Lady or nake a stop or two on the way to
drink up a couple of quarts of courage before you face Mary?" Lon asked.

"I don't know about anybody el se, but / sure don't want to face Mary sober

not to tell her that we're shipping out again in tw days," Janno said. The
others had a good | augh. Janno, Dean, and Phip were nearly inseparable. Before
Lon won hi s conmi ssion, he had shared that cl ose bond. Although all of them
tried to hold on to the past, Lon's new status always put sone restraints to
it.

"Anyone think about eating first?" Lon asked.

Phi p | aughed. "Just takes longer to get proper drunk if you eat first.
Besides, if we wait until after Janno breaks the news to Mary, we can eat
while he's holding a raw steak to the black eye she's gonna give him" Dean
and
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Lon |l aughed with Phip at that. Janno's groan was inpressive—as if there were
actually a chance that he believed that Mary might hit him

"You' re not hel ping," Janno said. "I need noral support, | get jokes."

"We' |l nake sure you get to a trauna tube fast," Phip said.

"Hey, the longer you guys jaw here, the longer it is before we get any beer in
our bellies," Dean said. That argunent overrode the jokes. Drinking tinme was
al ways preci ous.

Dirigent City and the main base of the DMC had grown together over the
centuries. The world exported only soldiers and munitions. Everything revol ved
around the DMC. The |inkage was so conmplete that the General and the Counci

of Reginents were also the |eaders of the civilian government. Corps
headquarters al so served as Covernnent House for Dirigent, or vice versa, and
the affairs of the world were directed fromw thin. Local government was
denocratic, but the overall affairs of the world were not entrusted to the

whi ns of popul ar opi ni on

The street that the main gate of the base opened onto was not crowded with
taverns and the other haunts of soldiers, though. Instead, it boasted
government and professional offices, and nmonunental facades to inpress



visiting dignitari es—especially those who might offer contracts to the Corps
or the nunitions industry. "Cano Town"—the area that existed to service the
needs and desires of off-duty sol di ers—was beyond that facade, close enough
for all but the nost desperate thirst.

Lon and his conpanions wal ked. It was three-quarters of a mle fromtheir
barracks to the main gate. There was no "public" transportation on base. Once
they hit the street beyond the gate, there was a nonment of discussion. There
were buses and taxis avail abl e. They deci ded to keep wal ki ng.

"We hit the first bar," Janno said.
"That's MacGregor's, if we're taking the nost direct
LI EUTENANT
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route to the Dragon Lady," Phip said instantly. "MacGegor's, then the Purple
Harridan, then ..."

"Enough!" Janno said. "I've got to be conscious when | get to Mary."

MacGregor's, a sinmple pub that clained to be a perfect replica of an authentic
early 21st-century Earth pub right down to the recipes it used for its beers
and ales, was little nore than two bl ocks fromthe main gate, stuck hal fway
along an alley. It was out of sight fromthe boul evard that connected the base
with the city's spaceport, which was the route that visiting diplomts and
busi nessnen travel ed.

Phi p and Dean carried the conversation during the short wal k. Lon had al ways
been the qui et one of the group, even before winning his |lieutenant's pips.
Normal Iy, Phip and Janno were the tal kers, the ones with a ready joke on any
subj ect, but Janno was qui et now, anxious about breaking the news to his
fiancee. He scarcely heard the gibes of his friends. Respondi ng was out of the
guestion. Dean had to fill the gap

Lon listened to the chatter with amusenent. Although he was the youngest of
the four, he had always felt a generation older. He walked a little apart from
the others, an unconscious token of the difference in rank between them—

mai nt ai ned as much by his three friends as by him Even after a | ong evening
of heavy drinking, there would be that gap. There had al ways been a degree of
reserve. Wen they had first net, Lon was an officer-cadet, needing only the
bapti sm of a conbat contract to earn his conmi ssion. The others had known then
that he woul d beconme an officer and nmight well conmmand t hem

It was not yet three in the afternoon, which nmeant that MacG egor's was not
busy. Like alnpst all of the businesses in the district, MacGegor's depended
al nost exclusively on soldiers and ex-soldiers for trade. It would be six or
seven in the evening before Canb Town really cane alive

When the four soldiers reached MacGregor's, Phip was in the |ead, pushing open

the door with one hand and hal f tugging Janno along with the other. "You're
buyi ng the

34



Rl CK SHELLEY
LI EUTENANT
35

first round," Phip rem nded his nervous friend. "W can't have you getting
| ost just when we're here.”

They headed straight for the bar, where the bartender seened relieved to see
them "Wwhat'll ya have, |ads?"

"Four pints of your best," Phip said, pulling Janno up to the bar. "My friend
with the Iong face here is buying."

Lon turned and scanned the roomwhile he waited for his ale. There were only
two ot her customers—two nmen who | ooked as if they might have retired fromthe
Cor ps decades earlier sat bent over a table along the side of the room pl ayi ng
draughts and nursing their pint mugs. MacGegor's did not waste noney on
extravagant |ighting, music, or decoration—er on any of the other devices that
many of the bars in Canb Town used as bait to attract and hold custoners. The
roomwas dim lit only by two neon beer signs behind the bar, a small bulb
over the till, and what little |ight cane in through two wi ndows covered with
filnmy sheer drapes. The lights would be turned up |ater, when there were
enough custoners to justify it—er when sonmeone conpl ained that he couldn't see
t he dartboard well enough to play.

"Here you are, gents," the bartender said as he slid the four rmugs into place
before them "Enjoy yerselves. There's plenty nore where that cane from" he
added as Janno pai d.

"Bottoms up!" Phip said, doing his best to enpty his nug in a single gulp.
Then he wiped his nmouth with the back of his hand. "So much beer and so little
time," he conpl ai ned.

Lon took a first sip and forced hinself not to grimace. He far preferred
chilled lager to ale served at what was | aughingly called room

t enper at ur e—about fifty-eight degrees Fahrenheit. But Phip had done the
ordering, and in MacGegor's he always ordered ale. He really seenmed to see no
difference in types or brands. Malt beverages were malt beverages to him and
the nore potent they were, the better he liked them

Janno' s hand was shaki ng when he set his nug down after drinking a third of
it. He's really worried about what

Mary's going to say, Lon thought synpathetically. He |liked Mary Bol es, had
fromthe first tine they net. Al though she was quite capabl e of taking care of
herself in a pinch, she was not a violent person. Lon had never seen a hint of
bad tenper in her.

Phi p and Dean each ordered a second drink after the others declined. And those
were done before Lon forced down the rest of his pint. Phip was anxious to
nmove on. Janno did not seem particularly eager to nove closer to the Dragon
Lady ... and his own personal dragon |ady, as he now seened to consider her

Anot her hour passed before the men entered the Dragon Lady. Loud nusic greeted
them Strobing lights assaulted their eyes. The afternoon had progressed
enough that there were some customers in the main bar room and undoubtedly
nmore in the other public—and private—+oons. One of the nost profitable



enterprises in Cano Town, the Dragon Lady tried to satisfy as many of the
wants of its clients as possible—tiquor, food, ganes, and wonen.

One of the waitresses spotted Janno and his conpani ons. She waved and gri nned,
then made her way over to them "Mary's working the dining room Janno," she
sai d.

"Thanks, Looza," Janno said. "l guess we'll go straight on up." Like the other
wai tresses at the Dragon Lady, Looza was dressed sinply. OQher than shoes, her
only garment was an apron—nore a belt with two pouches to hold an order pad
and tips.

"Why don't we have a beer down here first?" Phip asked. "I'mthirsty."

"You're always thirsty," Dean said
"There's beer upstairs,” Lon said. "You won't die of thirst before you get
there." Lon spoke lightly, needing to nake certain that the others knew t hat
it was a joke. He was sensitive about such things—ore, perhaps, than they
ver e.

"Yeah," Dean added. "Anyway, since when do you get so inpatient when it's your
turn to buy?"

"My turn? | bought the |last one," Phip said.
"Just for yourself. You ve been drinking two for our
Il IHCR W1 I1f?

one," Dean said. "You're on your way to a three-killjoy night and the sun
isn't down yet."

Lon stopped the talk by pushing the two of themin the direction of the
stairs. Janno noved with the group as if he were on a leash ... and rel uctant
to continue the wal k. Looza grinned and shook her head, then headed toward a
pair of custoners at one of the tables.

"Before we went to New Bali," Janno said while they clinbed the stairs, "Mry
said that all the girls here were planning to throw her a big bridal shower as
soon as we got back."

"So now they'll just have longer to plan,” Phip said. "And nore tinme to talk
t hensel ves into nore expensive gifts." Janno nmade a sound that was hal fway
between a grow and a groan

When they reached the dining room-<alled that only because it was the public
room nearest the kitchen; it also had a bar—Mary was transferring plates with
sausages and hot chips froma tray to a table with four soldiers at it. Mary's
back was to the doorway. She didn't see her fiancee. Janno seemed prepared to
stand where he was until she noticed him but Lon touched his sleeve, then
pointed toward an enpty table when Janno turned to see what he wanted. "W
mght as well sit," Lon said.

"I"l1l get the beers," Phip said.

"Lager for nme," Lon said. "lI've had enough ale."

Phi p grinned. "Not a snifter of brandy?



"No, no old grape juice," Lon replied. If anyone's still conscious enough when
we get back to the barracks, maybe this is the tine to open that bottle
ofdjorja, he thought. O wait until tonmorrow and start with that. No sense in
letting it sit and age for however long we 're gone on this next contract.
There was al nost superstition behind that, though Lon would not admit it, even
to hinmsel f—+the thought that |eaving sonething unfinished at hone nmight lead to
not returning froma contract.

Mary spotted them as they were nmoving toward the table, but needed a nonment to
finish her chore before she could head toward them Although displays of
affection were

frowned on in the public roons of the Dragon Lady—though not in the private
roonms, where the waitresses served nmore than drinks and food—Mary threw her
arms around Janno and gave him an al nost suffocating kiss. He had to put his
arnms around her waist and hold on to keep frombeing carried to the fl oor by
her ardor.

"I love you, Janno Bel zer,"
fromhis.

she said when she finally pulled her nouth away

"I love you too," he replied—nearly stammered.
"Should | give ny notice tonight?" she asked.

"We're going back out in tw days," Janno said, spitting out the bad news
qui ckly. "Another contract."

Lon could see the way the news hit Mary—tike a pail of ice water. She let go
of Janno and took half a step back. "Tell ne you're joking," she begged.

Janno shook his head, and did not even think of trying to disguise his own
angui sh. ' "W got the news al nost before we got off the buses this nmorning. A
big contract, the whole regi nent."

Mary | ooked at Dean, and then at Lon, hoping that one of them would contradict
Janno. "It's the truth, Mary," Lon said. "We're going right back out, and we
don't know how | ong the contract will be."

"That's not fair!" Mary said

"I won't argue that," Lon said. "But it's how things are.” Wen they first
met, Lon had been bothered by the fact that Janno's fiancee worked as both
waitress and prostitute, but his attitudes cane fromEarth. On Dirigent,
prostitution carried no stigma. There's really not nuch difference between
prostitution and what we do—we all sell our bodies, Lon had been told. He had
needed time to get past his prejudices, but he had cone to |ike Mary, and he
had enj oyed neeting several of her coworkers—both socially and professionally.

Mary abruptly turned back to Janno. "Two days?" she asked, and he nodded.
"We've got to be back in by three o' clock tonmorrow night, Thursday norning."
"Then we can't waste any of that time with me working
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and you drinking yourself silly," Mary said. "I'Il go tell the boss |I need the
rest of the evening off. | was schedul ed to have tonorrow off anyway."

By the time Phip returned fromthe bar with the drinks, Janno and Mary were
gone. "Ckay by ne," Phip said when Dean told hi mwhat had happened. ' That
just neans two beers for nme this round.” He took a long drink of the first of
t hem before he added, "I guess she took it better than he expected."

Dean | aughed. "At least in public. Hard telling what she'll do once she gets
hi m al one sonewhere. "

"I know what she'll do," Phip said with a wink that was supposed to be
| ascivious. If he had not already been well on his way to intoxication, it
m ght have worked.

"How about some food before we get too far gone?" Lon suggested. "W |eft
bef ore supper.”

"Hell, we didn't even bother with lunch,” Phip said, setting down an enpty
beer glass and reaching for the second. "Wy put food into space that could
hol d nore of this?"

"Because you'll stay conscious |ong enough to drink nmore if you eat," Dean
sai d.

Phip hesitated, then nodded. "I buy that," he said. "But who's buying the
f ood?"

"Everybody buys their own food," Dean said. "That's the way we always do it."

"I't was worth a try,"” Phip said with a shrug.

ft

It was 0745 hours the next norning when Lon's complink buzzed to alert himto
an incomng call. He was sitting on his bunk buffing the shine on his dress
shoes. He got up, crossed to the entertainment unit, and touched the "Accept”
button. "Lieutenant Nolan," he said.

"Sir, this is Corporal Vajerian at battalion headquarters. Captain Olis asked
me to call to make sure you remenbered the officers' call at oh-nine-hundred.”

To make sure | was awake and sober, fit for duty, Lon thought. "I renenber,
Corporal . Thank you for calling."

There was no excuse for being drunk or hung over on duty. Killjoy-patches
could get the al cohol out of the system and an anal gesic could get rid of any
headache. Lon had no idea how many patches he had used the night before, but
he had wakened at the first call fromhis alarm in plenty of tine to shower
and nake hinsel f presentable. He had, however, elected to skip breakfast
despite grunblings fromhis stomach. /'// get a snack out of one of the

machi nes before we go to the briefing, he had promnmi sed hinmself. He was to neet
Captain Olis and Lieutenant Hoper in the orderly room the conmpany office,
thirty mnutes before the briefing.

There was no one up and about in the hallway when Lon left his room He did
not bother to |l ook into any of the squad rooms. The men were off duty. They
did not need, or deserve, to have himpopping in to disturb their rest. In any
case, he doubted if half of the nen would even be around, and nost of those



woul d be sleeping off the night's celebrations .. . and resting up for one
nore round.
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He stopped in the dayroomto get coffee and doughnuts fromthe food service
machi nes. He ate one doughnut and si pped enough coffee to make transporting it
sinmpler, then took the stairs down to the orderly room It was enpty. There
was not even a CQ-€harge of Quarters—en duty. The company's communi cati ons
links were renoted to battalion headquarters. Lon sat at one of the two desks
in the outer office to finish his makeshift breakfast while he waited for the
other men. Captain Olis arrived just seconds before the schedul ed rendezvous
time, and Lieutenant Hoper was actually alnmpst a mnute |late.

"Sorry, Captain," Carl Hoper said as he entered the orderly room and saw t he
others. "1 stopped to get coffee.” He gestured with the cup

"C ose enough,” Matt Olis said in atired voice. "I alnost didn't nmake it on
time nyself." Olis was married and lived in the officers' housing district on
base, about twenty m nutes by fl oater—ground-effect vehicle—fromthe barracks.
"We've got plenty of tine before the briefing."

"I'"ve been thinking," Hoper said. "Fromthe little that Col onel Flowers told
us, this could be one hairy contract."

"Whuldn't surprise nme," Olis said with an econom cal nod. "In the mddle of a
war between nei ghboring worlds. That nmeans at |east one is space-capable on
its own. The soldiers are likely to be at |east arguably professional as
well."

"A real war?" Lon asked.

Olis grunted. "They're all real,"” he said—ildly, wthout reproof, "but this
one could be worse than nost of the contracts we see. It depends on just what

resources Cal ypso and Bel l eti ene have avail able.”

"W shoul d have sone idea before long," Hoper said, glancing at the clock

"Before | forget," the captain said. "I'mgoing to want both of you here and
passably fit when oh-three-hundred rolls around in the nmorning. W may have to
chase down anyone who's late getting in. | don't want to take the

slightest chance of having anyone mi ss transport tonorrow. "

Hoper and Nol an both nodded. Discipline was not a serious problemin the
Diligent Mercenary Corps, but things could happen, and m ssing transport
headi ng out on contract was a certain route to dism ssal fromthe Corps.
"I'"l'l be here nyself, along with Sergeant Ziegler." JimZ egler was the
conpany | ead sergeant. ' 'If you happen to see your platoon sergeants anytime
today, let themknow " Olis shrugged. "You' ve both got good pl atoon
sergeants. They're probably ahead of all of us on this."



"Aren't they always?" Carl Hoper asked.

The conmmanders of the other conpanies in 2nd Battalion had al ready been
through a reginental mission briefing, along with the battalion commanders and
staff officers. That had been hel d before Al pha Company returned from New
Bali. But the conpany conmanders were all present, along with their junior
officers, for the battalion briefing. By five minutes before nine o'clock, al
of the officers fromthe battalion's four |ine conpanies were seated in the
briefing room There were conplink nmonitors in front of each of them and a
large monitor at the head of the room on the wall behind where Lieutenant

Col onel Flowers would stand to deliver the briefing. Flowers and his executive
of ficer, Major Hi ram Bl ack, came in precisely at 0900 hours, followed by
Battali on Lead Sergeant Zal Osier, who would operate the controls of the
conplink during the briefing. Gsier was the only enlisted nan in the room
"Good norning, gentlenmen," Flowers said, glancing around the room There were
no mlitary formalities about a contract briefing. This was business. "Let's
get straight to work."

The conplink nonitors came to life with a three-di mensional chart of a solar
system "We'll get the geography out of the way first," Flowers said. "W have
an unusual physical setup here, one of the rare instances of two inhabited
worlds in the sane system Both are well within the paraneters for

col oni zation. Calypso is closer to
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their sun. Each world has a popul ation of nore than three mllion, with

Bel |l etiene slightly nore popul ous.

"Qur client is the government of Calypso. They have reason to fear that
Bel l etiene is on the verge of invading. There have been ultimtunms and
propaganda cl ai ms and charges. Rel ationshi ps between the worl ds have been
difficult for nmore than a century, and the tension has increased markedly in
the | ast decade.

" "It is only within those ten years that Cal ypso has started to build an
arny, something nore than the usual colonial nilitia. Six years ago, a

det achment fromour 3rd Regi nent spent half a year training that army, and
setting up a local training protocol for the Calypsans. They have al so
purchased nuch of their nilitary stores fromDirigent. That means that we will
be working with troops who know how we operate, who have had training desi gned
by us, and who use weapons that conme from here.

"That's the good news. The bad news is, first, that the Cal ypsans have no
space defenses worth nentioning, nothing nore than a few interceptor rockets
of questionabl e design, vintage, and manufacture. Their atnospheric defenses
are alnost as primtive—ene squadron of fighter aircraft that were obsolete
when they were designed two hundred years ago. Second, Belletiene is capable
of transporting its soldiery to Calypso, and has a fleet |arge enough to put
t he equi val ent of two of our reginents on the ground at once, with the naval
power to protect their transports and fighter craft that can operate from
orbiting carriers to cover the | andings and attack targets on the ground.
Their capacity in that regard is not |arge, but apparently sufficient for
their purposes. It's been a long time since we faced an eneny with the
potential of Belletiene, but we are not going in unprepared. Besides Seventh
Regi ment, the General is dispatching a four-ship task force to provide cover



for us and the Cal ypsans—three cruisers and a fighter platform"”

Col onel Flowers took a | ong pause, |ooking around the room "As | said, the
Cal ypsan governnent has reason to believe that invasion is imrinent. Since
Bel | eti ene does not have to make any Q space transits to reach Calypso, it is
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possi bl e that the invasion will have taken place before we get there. If that
is the case, we will dispatch a nessage rocket back here and a second
regiment, or nore if that seens necessary, will be dispatched to reinforce us.
But, if at all possible, we will go in immediately." He paused again. ' 'If
that is the case, we will face at least thirty days of conbat before our

rei nforcements can arrive, with only such resources as we bring with us, and
what survives of the Calypsan mlitary."

The briefing continued for another two hours. Col onel Flowers, spelled
occasionally by Major Black, gave information about the nunber of troops that
Cal ypso had, the geographical situation and conditions on the world, |ikely
centers of conflict, econonic details, and so forth.

" "We will start noving the regiment up to the transports at noon tonorrow, "'
Fl owers said eventually. ' 'That should be conpleted by twenty hundred hours,
and the fleet will start nmoving out-systemshortly after that. Questions?"

There were none at the nmonent. Everything that the col onel had said, and nmuch
nmore information, would be available to the officers through their conplinks.
And there would be plenty of time in the next two weeks—during the voyage to
Cal ypso—for questions and di scussions. The officers were di sm ssed.

"Captain," Lon said after they were outside the building, "I've got an

unt ouched bottle of green djorja from New Bali back in my room The stronger
variety. | think now would be a fine time to open it." He nodded toward Carl
Hoper. "I think all three of us could use a quick belt."

Olis grinned. "I don't usually drink during the day, but this does seemlike

the tine for an exception. W are off duty."

"l know / could use a bracer
they make it in?"

Hoper said. "Green djorja? How many col ors do

"Just the two, | think," Lon said.

"W'll have to hold it to one drink," Olis said. "That stuff needs food to
make it safe.”
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No one from Lon's platoons nmissed the deadline for returning to barracks.

Janno Bel zer was the last man to check in, and even he made it with a half
hour to spare.



Lon had returned several hours earlier, sober enough to work. He had sat in
his office and gone through the entire data file for the Cal ypso contract—al
the information that the DMC had, both fromthe client and fromits own

dat abases. The latter was unusually extensive because of the prior contract.
Si nce the government of Cal ypso had seen Belletiene as its primary—er

onl y—potential eneny then, the Corps had gathered additional infornmation about
that world. The file on Calypso included video and hundreds of stil

phot ographs, two- and three-di mensional, showing the areas of the world that
the nercenaries had visited while there to train the colony's new arny.

W're not flying blind this tine, Lon thought. W know we have a | ot of
reliable information. That was not always the case. Oten, the Corps had
little nore than what the client was willing to provide, and sonme clients
conceal ed pertinent, even vital, information fromthe mercenaries they were
hiring. The consequences coul d be disastrous.

"Anot her tropical paradise,"” Lon said softly, shaking his head. Beaches and
ocean, people running around in mniml clothing. Bright sunlight in cloudless
skies. He keyed a query to find climtol ogical information. It was sonmewhat
reassuring. Calypso should not be as unconfortable as New Bali. The primary
centers of popul ation were nore subtropical than tropical, and edged into the
worl d's southern tenperate zone. The world's capital and largest cities were
on the seacoast, and there were—according to the data gathered by the first
Dirigenters to spend tinme on the worl d—prevailing breezes off the ocean that
kept those cities relatively cool even during the hottest nonths of the year
The hi ghest tenperature they had recorded during the training contract was
twenty degrees bel ow the average highs that Lon's conpany had endured on New
Bal i .

Li vabl e, Lon thought. Maybe not as bad as Dirigent City during August. Except
for the chance of getting killed in conbat. Lon | ogged out of the database and
keyed the conplink to standby node.

Lon Nolan was no | onger a rookie. The shuttle trip up to the battalion's
transport, Long Snake, was just another ride, no nore interesting than the bus
frombase to the spaceport on the other side of Dirigent Cty. Besides, Lon
had responsibilities now, two platoons of soldiers. For seventeen of those,
nmostly in fourth platoon, Calypso would be their first time in conbat; New
Bali did not count—not as combat—+hough it had given Lon a chance to observe
the new men in sonething nore than a training exercise. Even this early in the
m ssion, Lon had to reassure a few of them and he had questions to answer.

Moving the entire reginent up to the ships took time. Buses and trucks had to
make several round trips between base and spaceport. The port could only
handl e so many shuttles at once. And flight control preferred not to get the
route between Dirigent City and the parking orbits of the fleet too crowded
There had been a lot of hurry up and wait. The waiting did not end once the
shuttl e docked with Long Snake and the men were marched to their quarters. The
fleet would | eave Dirigent together, in |loose formation, and the |ast nen
woul d not board their vessels until two hours after Lon and his nmen arrived.

Long Snake carried the entire 2nd Battalion of 7th Regiment, along with
suppl i es, baggage, and enough assault and transport shuttles to get them al
to the ground at once—and its own crew and everything they needed. The ship
was four mles long, but even so the troop conpartments were cranped. A

pl at oon was crowded into one bay, except for its platoon sergeant. Two
sergeants shared a
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cabin, and each officer had his own stateroom Lon's was eight feet by five.

It contained a berth, a fold-down desk with built-in conmplink, and two storage
drawers under the bunk. The bathroomthat went with it was scarcely |arge
enough for a person to turn around in it.

Lon's duffel bag had al ready been delivered to his cabin when he arrived. It
was |ying on the bunk. Before he could sl eep, he would have to stow his things
in the drawers. Later, he decided. After | eat. Supper would be served in just
a few minutes. One conmpany would fit into the nmess hall at a tine. Al pha was
first on the schedule for this nmeal. Tonmorrow it would be |ast. The conpanies
rotated in strict order

"The contract is basically open-ended,"” Lon told third platoon the next
morning. ' 'The initial termis for six nonths, but with provisions to extend
it as needed. Calypso apparently has plenty of nmoney in its coffers. They've
found so nuch gold and plati numthat they make New Bali | ook poor." Those
precious netals were always in demand, and only minimally for jewelry. Wth
perhaps half a trillion humans on several hundred worlds, electronics al one
requi red huge quantities of gold and plati num Spaceships were al so mjor
users. A single Nilssen generator—the device that allowed a ship to junp

t hrough Q space and provided the artificial gravity that nmade transportation
confortabl e—+equired eighty ounces of gold and seventeen of platinum And a
ship like Long Snake had three Ni|lssens, and nore el ectronics that also
required the netals.

"They al so have a growi ng tourist business,” Lon said, pausing then for
conmment .

"Tourists?" Phip asked. "Tourists from other worldsl Wo's got that kind of
nmoney?"

' " Enough peopl e that Cal ypso gets between six and ei ght thousand of them a
year, fpr stays that average six weeks."

"As long as there's a few |l ovely young heiresses,” Phip said, earning his
round of laughter fromthe platoon

"Don't get too hopeful," Lon said. "The femal e popul ation of the world is only
forty-seven percent of the total."
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He paused before adding, "Calypso would like to increase its tourist business.
To do that, they need sone certainty of peace. Another reason for our little
junket. To get back to what | was saying before, the contract is open-ended,
but if it goes longer than six nmonths, we're to be relieved by another
regiment. G ve soneone else a turn at contract pay and bonus noney." He | ooked
at Janno Bel zer. The news that his absence from D rigent would be no nore than
seven nont hs—si x nonths on Cal ypso and a nonth for travel tinme—did not seemto
cheer hi m up.

"Any chance it'll be less than six nonths, Lieutenant?" Dean Bricks asked
after al so gl ancing at Janno.



"Always a chance," Lon said. "If peace breaks out and Cal ypso no | onger feels
threatened, there is provision for early ternmination of the contract. However,
since this is scheduled to be a long contract, provision will be nade for you
to send message chips to family and friends on Dirigent. They'll go with the
regul ar MRs that the colonel sends with his progress reports. And you'l
receive mail fromDirigent the same way, with the routine official stuff they
send us."

"How often will there be MRs going?" Corporal Heyes Wird of first squad asked.

Lon shrugged. "I doubt that the routine stuff will be nore often than
fortnightly," he said, "and it may only be once a nmonth. MRs are a trifle nore
expensive than kites. Okay, | know. It's not much. But it is sonething."

There was no plan of attack to brief the nen on. If fighting had not started
on Calypso when the Dirigenters arrived, the regiment would | and at the
capital's spaceport, or at other locations. They would have tinme to nove into
def ensi ve positions and nmake preparations to neet a Bel-letiener attack. If
eneny troops were already on the ground on Cal ypso, then plans would have to
be made once the fleet energed fromits third and final Q space transit of the
voyage within the star systemthat contained the two worlds.

Lon spent an hour with third platoon, giving themthe information he had on
Cal ypso and answeri ng questi ons.

50

Rl CK SHELLEY
LI EUTENANT
51

Then he repeated the process with fourth platoon. The nen would all have a | ot
of time on their hands through the fifteen days of the trip. Apart fromthe
need to keep their | areas tidy, the only duty for the men was an hour of
phys- [ ical training each day. The rest of the time was their own. |
Eating and sl eeping could not use up all the hours. i

Li eut enant Col onel Flowers had entered the DMC on his | eighteenth birthday,
alnost thirty years ago. The col onel had not bothered to prevent or correct
the graying of his red hair, which he wore short. He was six and a half feet
tall and wei ghed 220 pounds—solid and nuscul ar. There was not hi ng soft about
hi s appearance except for his green eyes.

"To success, gentlenen," Flowers said, standing at the head table in the
officers' mess. He raised his glass of wine, then waited for the rest of the
battalion's officers to stand and raise their glasses for the cerenoni al

t oast.

"To success," came the chorus of echoes. Everyone drank deeply. Long Snake and
the rest of the armada were four days out fromDirigent. In another eighteen
hours the ships would be making their first Q space transit of the voyage. The
toast was ritual, in 7th Regiment, during the |ast supper before the first
junp on the way out to a conbat contract.

Col onel Flowers sat, followed by the rest of the officers. The neal was over,
but +his ti me—no one woul d | eave before the col onel. He | eaned back and pul | ed
a cigar fromhis shirt pocket. Despite the al nbost universal use of nolecul ar
health inplants that prevented illness, physical debilitation, or addiction



snokers were a small mnority in the DMC

"I ndul ge yourselves, gentlenmen, if you care to," Flowers said, gesturing
vaguel y. There were several boxes of cigars open in the room on various

tabl es. Flowers peeled the wapper fromhis cigar and used his steak knife to
nip the end fromit.

Lon | ooked around, nore than a |little nervous, concerned whether he shoul d
take one of the cigars. Captain Olis did.

So did Carl Hoper and maybe a third of the others.

"Never smoked, Nol an?" Matt Olis asked softly.

Lon shook his head minimally. "They grow tobacco back where | was raised," he
said. "Not nmuch, of course, but there's apparently still a market for what
they call the 'real stuff instead of what's produced by a machine. |'ve seen
it groning in the fields, seen people who snoke, and even chew the stuff, but
| don't think I was ever really tenpted to try it nyself, even when sone of
the kids I hung around with did."

"I don't nyself, as arule,” Olis said. "Once in a great while, like now It
won't kill you."

"Though you m ght think differently when you get your first lungful of snoke,"
Carl Hoper said with a short |augh

Lon shifted his glance fromthe nearby box of cigars to the others around him
Then he shrugged and took one for hinself. He watched Carl prepare and |ight
his, then copied him

Lon coughed, and felt his face getting red. Olis and Hoper both | aughed, but
not loudly. "I warned you," Carl said. "It takes getting used to."

" "Why?'' Lon asked when he felt he could dare to speak w thout going into
nor e coughi ng.

"Beats ne," Matt Orlis said. "People who do it regularly seemto get sone sort
of pleasure fromit."

"All the rage in sone circles," Carl said. "Wy, | know sone people who'd
rat her have a good snoke than a good beer."

Lon took a second, far nore cautious, draw on his cigar, holding the snpoke in
his mouth rather than allowing it to travel any deeper. This time he noticed
the taste, the mld tang and al nost a sweetness, before he expelled the snoke.
"I feel alittle dizzy," he said.

"Just because you're not used to it," Carl said.

"You do this often?" Lon asked.

Hoper shrugged. "I go through phases.™

"CGentl enen!’

Col onel Flowers rapped on the side of his glass with a fork and spoke | oudly
enough to nake certain that he got



everyone's attention. The private conversations in the room ceased.

"There's no way to know what we'll face on Calypso,"” Flowers said, waving
snoke away fromin front of him then | eaning forward. "W may have to fight
our way in, or we nmight |and and spend six nonths waiting for something to
happen. If you've spent any time at all |ooking through the database we have
on Cal ypso, you will have noted that it offers a lot of... tenptations. We're
going to have to be careful about discipline, if we do have time on our hands
and find ourselves stationed in or very close to one of the nmajor popul ation
centers." He paused | ong enough to drag on his cigar

"I know that the Corps rarely has problens with discipline. A large part of
that is the spirit that we instill in all of our nen, the know edge of what
the Corps stands for, and the certainty that breaches are treated nost
severely. But the rest of that success cones from having officers and noncomns
who will do whatever is necessary and possible to prevent having anything
happen that would require disciplinary action." He cleared his throat and
scanned the room "Sonething to think about,"” he said. Wen the col onel |eaned
back and turned toward Maj or Bl ack, his executive officer, the other
conversations resuned.

"More routine?" Lon asked

Captain Olis shrugged. "Not especially. But he's right. If the men have tine
on their hands and tenptation wiggling in front of their eyes, there could be
trouble."

"Just let your sergeants know that the colonel is concerned about discipline,"”
Carl suggested in a whisper. "They'll know if there's any cause for alarm
before you will anyway."

Lon nodded. Sonetimes | wonder why they need us at all. He stared at his cigar
and wondering about that as well. Dendrow s been in the Corps since | was

ei ght years old, and Jorgen has been in even longer. | need thema lot nore
than they need nme. Lieutenants are like these cigars, a questionable habit.

[1tffl MR S|

Lon found himself thinking about hone that eveni ng—his real hone, Earth, not
Dirigent. His parents were still there, and nost of his chil dhood

fri ends—those who had survived to adulthood. It had been several nonths,
before the New Bali contract, since he had | ast received a nessage chip from
his parents, with news of home and friends and rel atives. Sending nmessage
chips by interstellar transport was expensive. Each one had to be used
entirely, which meant several nonths worth of occasi onal notes sent together
Lon had known when he left Earth that there was little chance he woul d ever
return. But there had been an el ement of desperation to the decision. Hs
choices were to | eave and take a chance of getting the mlitary career he
wanted on Dirigent, or staying home to be drafted into the federal police
force of the North American Union when his class at the mlitary acadeny

gr aduat ed.

The only thing Lon had ever wanted to be was a sol dier.

It was unusual for Lon to have trouble getting to sleep, except during a
contract when sleep m ght allow danger to overtake him but this night, he
did. He lay awake for nore than an hour, restless, unable to shut out nenories
of home. When he closed his eyes he could al nost see his nother, hear her

tal king to hi mway back when he was seven or eight years ol d—and al nost snell
a speci al Sunday di nner cooking. On Sundays, they had al ways splurged and had



natural food, meat and vegetables fromnature instead of fromthe food
replicator. On Dirigent, natural food was comonpl ace, as comon as the nore
nodern substitute. But Lon had never escaped his earlier ... respect for grown
food. Hs mouth started watering. There was a hunger that no avail abl e neal
could possibly satisfy. Wien he finally did fall asleep, he dreamed of pot
roast with potatoes and carrots, brown gravy, coleslaw.

He was never aware of the fewtears that wet his pillowin the night. They had
dried before he woke the next norning.

The gymmasium the only training facility available to Al pha Conpany on Long
Snake, was snall, cranmped, and minimally equi pped. Each conpany had a simlar
room There was only space for one platoon at a tinme. Lead Sergeant Jim
Zi egl er posted the schedule the first evening the battalion was aboard.

Lon alternated his own schedule, taking his exercise with each squad in his

pl atoons in rotation. Sone days, he went through two sets in the gym not so
much for fitness as to keep hinmself occupied. On Long Snake's eighth day out,
he was in the gymw th Tebba Grana's squad. He paid little attention to the
men around him Lon was too focused on his own exercises, pushing hinself,
usi ng exercise to keep his mnd sonewhere near where it needed to be—i nstead
of drifting back to Earth and the famly he could not reasonably expect to see
agai n.

It can't be honmesickness after all this tine, he told himself. It's not the
way it was during the trip fromEarth to Dirigent, or ny first weeks in the
Corps. This is... different. He could not explain it any other way. It was
nothing as sinple as a retreat fromfear. He did not know what was com ng on
Cal ypso, and even if he had been certain of the nost desperate conbat, that
was sonet hing he could accept. That was his profession. Until an answer
surfaced in his mnd, he conpensated by pushing his exercises alnost to the
poi nt of abusing his body. Subconsciously, there was the faintly ridicul ous
t hought that self-torture might force his mnd to produce the answer, or set
asi de the weakness that had cone.
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"Lieutenant?" It took a few seconds for the word to penetrate Lon's
concentration. Lon blinked. He had not noticed Sergeant Dendrow standing five
feet in front of him

"What is it?" Lon asked, al nbst gasped.
"The pl atoon has finished, sir," Dendrow said, noving a pace closer once Nol an
halted his alnbst frantic workout. "And the bridge nade the thirty-mnute
war ni ng for our next Q space transit."

Lon | ooked around. Tebba's squad had left the gym He and Dendrow were al one.
Lon shook his head. "I guess | got a little carried away, lvar. | was so
focused that | didn't even notice."
"Yes, sir. | got that inpression.” If there was an undertone of concern in the
pl at oon sergeant's voice, it was too subtle for Lon to notice. But Dendrow was
concerned. Any real or suspected aberration in a commander was cause for
concer n.



"How | ong ago was the warning for Q space?" Lon asked.
"Been eight or nine mnutes now, Lieutenant."

"We'd best be getting back then, hadn't we?" Lon said. The full power of al
three Nilssen generators would be required for the transit. Long Snake's
occupants woul d be deprived of artificial gravity until the ship returned to
normal space. The hiatus was rarely nore than six to eight mnutes, during
whi ch the ship's position mght alter by scores of |ight-years.

"Yes, sir."
hesitantly.

Dendr ow paused. "Are you all right, sir?" he asked then

Lon did not answer imediately. He turned the question over in his owm nind a
couple of tinmes first. "I'mfine, lvar. This is going to sound a bit
ridiculous, but |I've just been feeling a little honesick the past few days."

' "Not Dirigent, | gather?

Lon shook his head. ' 'No, Earth—the one planet in this galaxy | know I'lI
pr obably never get to again."

For the duration of the Q space transit, Long Snake was effectively in a
uni verse of its own. The N | ssens generated
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a bubbl e of Q space—quantum space—around the ship. The ovate bubble's |ong

di ameter was barely greater than the ship's |l ength. Looking out from Long
Snake, all that anyone could have seen was a featureless dark gray, lit only
by the few exterior lights on the ship. Theoretically, the bubble of Q space
was contiguous with every point in the universe of "normal" space. By
stressing the Q space envel ope around it at the proper point for the proper
length of time, Long Snake coul d—+n theory—reenerge in normal space at any
desired point. But the stresses did require calculation. In practice, that was
why ships normally nade three separate Q space transits during each voyage—ene
fromthe point of origin out to a customary "shi pping | ane,” one al ong that

wel | -documented route, and a final junp fromit to the point of term nation
The days spent in norrmal space before and after each junp were meant to reduce
t he chance of variable fluctuations that could affect the accuracy of the

cal cul ati ons. There was no neasurabl e distinction between one Q space bubbl e
and any other. It was nerely an inescapable part of interstellar travel, no
nore remarkable for the traveler than transferring fromone bus to another in
alarge city.

During the three days between the second and third junps, the approach of the
end of the voyage, with its uncertainties and possi bl e danger, gradually took
Lon Nolan's mind fromEarth and the nel ancholy nenori es.

Long Snake emerged fromits third transit of Q space in Cal ypso and

Bel l etiene's star system eighty hours out from Calypso. The first order of
busi ness was to reestablish contact with the other ships of the armada, all of
whi ch emerged in normal space within the space of less than a ninute. The
fleet was, of necessity, well dispersed by this point. DMC policy was to
requi re consi derabl e separati on between shi ps when they entered and exited

Q space, to mninize turbul ence.

The second order of business was to learn the |atest news from Cal ypso. Less



than two hours after the end of the fina
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Q space transit, Colonel Flowers called his officers together.

"Bel l etiene's invasion of Calypso began five days ago," Flowers said as soon
as everyone was assenbled. "I don't have many details yet. Reginent and fl eet
Cl C'—eonbat information center—are still trying to determ ne what the
situation is. What we do know is that fighting continues. W can expect to

ei ther nake a conmbat assault landing or to enter conbat shortly after arrival.
As soon as | know anything nore definite, I'Il pass the news along to you."

Rurmors had a short lifespan in the transports of 7th Regi nent. Col onel Arnold
Gaf fney, the reginental conmander, and Cl C aboard his ship, Star Dragon
processed information from Cal ypso as quickly as it could be obtained. At
times there were as many as four separate conmunications |inks open between
the ship and Cal ypso. Col onel Gaffney shared what he was learning with his
battal i on commanders and their staffs, who passed each bit of solid news al ong
to their subordinate officers. Facts killed runors, but—phoenixlike—gave
birth to new runors.

The history of the fighting was compil ed and di stri buted—roop novenents,
battles, and various intelligence estimates of the relative abilities and

equi prent of the two sides. There was even video of the Belletiener |andings
and many of the firefights that had taken place. In the Cal ypsan arny, only

of ficers and sergeants had video cameras in their battle helmets, but those
were of Dirigentan nmanufacture, so the quality was as good as video fromthe
hel mets that the DMC used. The video of the eneny |andings cane primarily from
ot her sources, including the caneras of tourists and the civilian conplink
nets.

"Don't wait for someone to tell you what you should or shouldn't bother wth,"
Lon told third platoon during one of his briefings. "There are plenty of
conpl i nks avail able. Use them The nore you know about what's going on down
there now, the better equipped you'll be when we hit the ground."
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"Li eut enant ?" Corporal Wird of first squad raised a hand.

"What is it, Heyes?" Lon asked.

"Any idea yet when that'll be? When we go in, that is.

Lon shook his head. "Not when or where. Reginment hasn't firned up a plan of
attack yet. We're still forty hours out fromattack orbit, so it's going to be
at least that long before we go in. My best guess is that we won't wait too
long after that. Qur enployers mght not take kindly to the paid professionals
sitting safely in orbit and watching while they take all the heat. W'll reach
our orbit about sunset in Oceanview, the capital. Figure that a landing is
nmost |ikely that night, or dawn the next norning. But that's just ny guess,
worth what you paid for it." During the trip, the diurnal cycle had been
gradual |y adjusted so that time aboard the ships would coincide with tine in
Cal ypso's capital



"N ght won't give us an advantage here,’
said; it was definitely not a question

Corporal G r-ana of second squad

"Expect the Belletieners to be equipped as well as we are," Lon said. "That
means weapons as well as electronics and full night-vision capability. They've
spent liberally over the past twenty years to build and maintain a nodern
arny, shopping anywhere they could find good gear."

"W gonna be facing anything nmade on Dirigent?" Heyes Wird asked. "Danm near
all ny relatives work in mlitary industries." That garnered nervous | aughter
from about half of the platoon

"Dirigent hasn't sold anything to themdirectly, | do know that," Lon said
with an appreciative grin. "And it's unlikely that anyone has transshi pped
anything in the sort of quantities they' ve been buying."

Lon conducted at |east two sessions a day with each of his platoons, answering
guesti ons and sharing informati on—doi ng what he could to keep his nen | oose,
ready for action. That had started during the interstellar part of the voyage,
and the sessions got |onger once the fleet was in-system

At least for the length of tinme that the sessions |asted,
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Lon was able to set aside his own concerns about the contract. The closer to
Calypso that the fleet got without a definitive battle plan fromregi nent, the
nore nervous he got. Lon was not the only one. Matt Orlis and Carl Hoper both
admtted to nerves as well. "I don't know what the colonel's problemis," Matt
said when the three officers gathered in the captain's stateroom after supper
one day out from Cal ypso

"Yeah, you'd think he would have approved at | east a prelininary plan by now, "
Hoper said. "Sonmething to let us start preparing the men for. No natter how
fluid conditions are on the ground, ClC should be able to cone up with
somet hi ng reasonabl e. "

"Wth all the policy about being open, you don't suppose they're holding
somet hi ng back fromus, do you?" Lon asked.

Olis shook his head quickly. "Not Gaffney. |'ve served under himtoo long to
think that's even conceivable. And he's got twenty years nore in the Corps
than | do. The only explanation | can come up with is that there nust be sone
sort of argunment going on, that the Cal ypsans want us to do sonething that the
col onel doesn't want to do. That | could understand. The |ocal s probably want
us to drop right on top of the | argest eneny concentration, and the col one
woul d resist that."

"Too costly," Hoper interjected.

"Col onel Gaffney won't spend nen thoughtlessly,” Olis said, nodding. "And,
with him I'msure it's nore than just because it's bad for business."
Mercenaries | ooked at the idea of |ast stands or suicide charges with total
horror. Casualties, deaths, were part of the business, but a nercenary needed
to know that he had a reasonabl e chance of surviving any contract.

"If it's something like that, wouldn't he just pass the word?" Lon asked.
"That way we'd know what's going on and woul dn't be worrying over it the way



we are—and the way the men nust be too."

Matt Olis | ooked at the fl oor between his feet for a nonent. "If we haven't
heard anything by nmorning, I'll ask
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Col onel Flowers, and ask himto ask Gaffney if he doesn't know "

Medwi n Flowtrs anticipated the questions at breakfast the next norning.
"You're all wondering why we haven't been given at |least a prelimnary plan of
attack." He paused. "Perhaps |'ve been rem ss. | should have anticipated your
concern sooner."

Lon and Carl Hoper exchanged gl ances, but no one spoke. Col onel Flowers had
obvi ously not finished.

"I know you' ve been studying the action reports we've been getting," the
colonel said. "There are two zones of fighting, one near the capital and the
seacoast, the other in the area of the nbst productive gold m nes. Those are

t he obvious primary targets for the invader. The Cal ypsan arny is, for the
time being, holding its own. The situation is fluid, changing dramatically,

al nrost hour by hour. Qur CIC has come up with three equally feasible scenarios
for us. Calypso's Defense Conmand Center has one other—and is pushing hard for
it.

"Col onel Gaffney decided that it would be counterproductive to issue
prelimnary assault plans based on several possible, and contradictory,
scenarios. He intends to wait as |ong as possible before naking a fina

choi ce, depending on the latest information. He plans to put us down where we
can be nost effective, at that nonent." Flowers paused to nake certain that
everyone caught his enphasis. "I talked to Col onel Gaffney just before com ng
here, rfe assured ne that he will try to give us a mnimum of an hour before
we head for the shuttles to study the plan he chooses.

"We should be going in tonight, sonetime. You all know the routine for today.
No exercise periods. Gve the nen all the time possible to eat and sleep. Do
what you can to reassure them It's certainly not bad news that's holding up a
final plan.” He alnost allowed a smile to sneak across his face. "Besides, you
all know that even the best battle plan tends to get buried within mnutes
after we ground."
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After breakfast, Lon passed the news to the men in his platoons; then—-after

t he usual questi on-and-answer session—he went to his cabin and settled in for
a norning's work. He pulled down the folding desk and | ogged onto the conplink
net. What would | do if the choice were nmine? Lon asked hinself as he called
up the files on Calypso. It was an intellectual exercise, a holdover fromhis
days as a student officer, first at the North Anerican Mlitary Acadeny on
Earth, and then as a cadet-officer on Diligent. It was also a practica

exerci se, one nore way to help fix details of the situation on the ground in
his mnd, and prepare for action

The bul k of Cal ypso's popul ati on was concentrated in a thin strip along the
east coast of the one continent that was heavily settled. It was in the



sout hern hem sphere, so there was no danger from hurricanes. The capital
Cceanview, was relatively small, an encl ave devoted to governnental business a
couple of mles fromthe largest city on the world. A secondary concentration
of people was located in the principal mning region, in the nountains two
hundred niles west of the coast. There were no large towns or cities, but
several dozen small villages, sonme little nore than m ning canmps. Mst of the
mning activity was between two ranges, in the valleys and along the flanks of
t he nount ai ns.

A spine for the continent, like the mountains in the Aner-icas, fromthe
Rocki es to the Andes, Lon thought, as he added the topographical elenment to
his map. Thinking of hone was no distraction now-his mnd was too focused.
Everyt hi ng goi ng between the coast and the nountains went by air. There were
no i nproved roads connecting the regions, no bridges or tunnels, and-so far as
t he avail abl e dat abase knew-no one had ever attenpted to nake the journey on

| and. The area had been well charted, but only fromspace and fromthe air. No
telling what might be in there. Lon grinned. No systematic survey of flora and
fauna had been made, except in the areas where people |lived—or thought they
m ght want to live in the near future. Calypso could still hold plenty of
surprises, even for its residents. In a rare nmonent of whinsy, Lon annotated
hi s
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wor ki ng overlay of the map with ' 'Here There Be Dragons!" then | eaned back
and chuckled. It made himfeel better, nore rel axed.

CI C had put together an animated | og of the fighting and troop novenents with
a voi ce-over conmentary. A panel across the bottom provided nunbers and |inks
to supporting data. Belletiene had cormitted thirty-five hundred troops to the
initial assault—slightly nore men than were in a standard DMC regi nent. The
bul k of those troops had been targeted agai nst the popul ation centers on the
coast. Only five hundred nen had been sent west to threaten the mning region
The initial assault had been given limted air cover. According to the

avail abl e information, Belletiene only had one fighter carrier, and its
capacity was apparently twenty-four aerospace fighters. At |east three of
those fighters had been shot down by Cal ypsan air defense, and—f the
government's claims were valid—possibly as many as seven.

Lon went through the entire animation once w thout pause, watching as the two
arm es maneuvered for position and fought. So far, the Cal ypsan arny had done
its job well, protecting the cities and avoiding a decisive battle that m ght
go against them In the west, where only one conpany of the Cal ypsan arny was
normal |y stationed, the slack had been picked up by local mlitia groups
supplied by the mning contractors. Gold and pl ati num m nes al ways faced the
possibility that they m ght need protection. The contractors had been
prepared. The largely untrained units they had assenbl ed m ght not stand for

| ong agai nst professional soldiers, but there were enough of themto keep the
i nvaders occupi ed. Just hours before the Dirigent fleet emerged in norma
space coming in, the Belletiener commander had noved anot her 250 troops west
as reinforcenents

"The bullion is the vital link," Lon muttered. "That's the whole point of the
i nvasion. Belletiene wants the precious netals." He | eaned back and shook his
head. Wiy didn 't they put their whole arny in there? They coul d have

over powered the | ocal opposition and started hauling ore out, or the refined
nmetal s. Make Cal ypso come in after
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them That woul d have given the Belletiener force the security of defending
good ground.

He thought it over. Okay, | can see a couple of reasons for not doing it that
way. Maybe they can't sustain a |ong canpaign w thout a broader base. They

m ght be forced to cut and run, or get pinned down and destroyed pi eceneal .
They're not in this just to raid what they can and run. They want the whol e
kit and caboodle, all of the gold and platinum the refineries, and the

i ndustry that has grown up to exploit the deposits.

The nost radical alternate scenario was harder to deal with. Then why not
forget about the nining area altogether until the real work was done? Put al
your resources to defeating the Cal ypsan arny and taking the governnent and
popul ati on centers. The only answer Lon could see was that Bell etiene wanted
the threat in the mountains to distract the Cal ypsans.

kay, that's the situation, he thought at last, however they got to where they
are. Now, how would |I use the reginent to do the nost good in the shortest
time, at the |lowest cost? That was, after all, supposed to be the point of
this exercise

Lon started by noting objectives. The first was "Protect the governnent." The
paymaster, the boss. The second, "Protect the main popul ation centers," was a
corollary of the first. The governnent of Cal ypso needed its base of support,
and woul d have little power if its main cities were captured. "Force a quick

econom cal end to the fighting," was the third note Lon nade.

There could be infinite ways that 7th Regi ment ni ght be used on Cal ypso. Lon
had to start with broad strokes, making basic assunptions, to narrow down the
possibilities. It did not take himlong to get to the point of witing "Land
al ong the coast, near the primary action, but not immediately init. Put the
mai n Bell etiener force in pincers between us and the Cal ypsan arny, pressure
them toward ground favorable for us, then force themto surrender or face
destruction.” That meant ignoring the Belletiener soldiers in
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the mning region. Once the main force was neutralized, they would no | onger
be a serious threat.

"Now, how do | go about this?" Lon asked hinself softly. He was feeling very
pl eased with his progress. In the long run, it would matter not at all that
hi s deductions were entirely wong.

"It doesn't nake sense, Captain,"” Lon said with sone heat. "It just doesn't
make sense." He pointed at the conp-link nmonitor in Orlis's cabin. "Belletiene
has pulled nmore nmen fromthe seacoast and sent themto the mning region. If
the nunbers we're getting are right, they've split their force al nbst right
down the middle now "

Olis shrugged. "Don't get so lathered up, Nolan. If they want to nake things
easier for us, let them Don't ask nme to make excuses for them"

"They have to know we're here," Lon said. The transports were less than thirty



m nutes frombeing in position to | aunch shuttles, nearly sunset in Cceanvi ew.
The cruisers were pushing in faster, heading for a confrontation with the

Bel | eti ener troopships, which were arnmed with rockets and both energy and
projectile guns. There was no sign of the aerospacecraft carrier. The estimte
was that it had gone hone. Belletiene had no cruisers or anything el se over
Calypso, and there was no sign of traffic along the route between the two
wor | ds, which were currently about 80 nmillion niles apart. "You'd think they'd
be massing to neet us."

Olis sighed. There were things he would rather be doing, but educating junior
officers was part of the job. "There are good reasons for dispersing troops
when faced with attack fromspace. And it's al nbst always beneficial to do the
unexpected. If Belletiene's noves confuse Col onel Gaffney and CI C the way they
have you, that's justification enough, don't you think?"

"Maybe, " Lon conceded reluctantly.
67
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"According to the record of the canpaign Belletiene has waged up to now,
there's no reason to suspect that their commander on Cal ypso is inconpetent,"”
Olis said. "They appear to have done a creditable job so far. And—assum ng
that they have decent intelligence about our fleet—t would nmake sense for the
Bel |l eti ener commander to use his shuttles before we can interdict air travel
for them get all his people where he thinks they'll do the nost good, or be
in the |least jeopardy."

"But..." Lon started, then stopped. He shook his head, a gesture aimed nore at
hi nsel f than at the captain.

"Don't worry about it," Olis said. "You're just upset because this nakes al
your wargam ng for the contract obsolete.” That was a guess, but fromthe
startled | ook that flashed onto Lon's face, the captain knew that he had
struck the priner. He held up a hand to stop whatever Lon was about to say. "I

know. W all do it. | just hope you got your share of sleep this afternoon. If
we go in tonight, hard telling when you'll get a chance to get any real sleep
next."

"I got what sleep | could,"” Lon said, his tone al nmost pouting. Altogether, Lon
doubt ed that he had managed two hours of sleep during the past ten. But he was
not tired, not sleepy. His mnd was w red, thinking ahead to the |anding and

t he conbat that mght come al nost i mediately after that.

"Too late to get any nore," Orlis said, glancing at the clock. "W ought to be
getting an assault plan fromregi nent any m nute now "

"I hope so," Lon said, half under his breath.

"Look, 1've seen contracts where we didn't get any plan until we were in the
shuttles, and even then it was nearly obsol ete before we | anded. W had to
start inmprovising within five mnutes after grounding. You can't count on the
eneny doi ng what you expect. If you do, you're in serious trouble."

"Yes, sir," Lon said. "It's just so frustrating."

"CGoes with the territory, Nolan."



Lon left the captain's cabin and went back to his own. There was no roomto
pace in the tiny stateroom which
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was what Lon felt like doing, but he did not want to start wal ki ng up and down
one of the passageways where he mi ght be seen by enlisted nen. Oficers were
supposed to remai n unfl appable. Any sign of nervousness mght infect the | ower
ranks. In the troop conmpartnents, things would not be so tense. It seened that
every squad had at |east one man who had some way to ground the static of
worry anmong his mates. In Grana's squad, the lightning rod was usually Phip,
wi th his unendi ng wi secracks and sonetinmes sardoni c observations, often aided
and abetted by Janno and Dean. There were tines when their antics could

di stract the entire platoon.

"Rel ax, dummy,"” Lon told hinself. "Don't get so keyed up." Don't use all of
t he adrenaline before you get down where you might need it. He sat on the edge
of his bunk, then lay down. He tried breathing exercises to relax. To sone
extent it did work, but not as nuch as it night have if he was not also trying
to listen for the first note of a signal fromthe conplink that an action plan
had come through—er orders to muster the nmen and start nmoving to the shuttles.

After a few mnutes Lon started working through the | atest troop novenents and
di spositions on the surface—the | ast he had seen before his excursion to
Captain Olis's room New positions, new possibilities. Take out one or the

ot her of the enemy concentrations, he thought. It's alnobst a toss-up which to
attack first. He needed only a few seconds to proceed fromthat to On bal ance,
| guess I'd concentrate on the eneny force threatening the capital and the
cities on the coast. Once they 're neutralized, there's plenty of tine to see
to the rest.

He did not fall asleep. Mist of the tine his eyes remmi ned open, though he was
really not seeing the ceiling. He did | ose awareness of passing tine, as if
his mnd had created a Q space bubble around him making tine al nost
irrelevant. He was thinking about the possibilities, where he mght |land the
troops if he were in command, how they would put the enenmy in an unfavorable
position and then nove in. Lon focused on that, and found nearly as mnuch
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rel axation in his nusings as he m ght have in sleep

Until his reverie was interrupted by a worried What tinme is it? He was so
startled by the sudden realization that time had passed that he al npbst
levitated fromhis bunk. He turned toward the conplink nmonitor and the
timeline across the top

Twenty hundred hours.

Lon got to his feet, fighting back the thought It can't be. By twenty hundred,
t hey shoul d have had orders at least, if they were not already en route. Lon
nmoved to the conplink and keyed in the self-test programs—a usel ess gesture,
because even if the set, or the entire net, had been out of order, he would
have heard. Sonmeone woul d have cone to the door to fetch him or to tell him
that they had their action plan.



The conplink ran its tests wi thout conplaint and announced that everything was
functioning properly. Lon barely glanced at the screen. He started toward the
door, ready—wi thout thinking through the decision—+o0 run down the passageway
to Captain Orlis's roomto ask what the problemwas. He had his hand on the
door handl e before thought caught up with instinct. You "Il just look like a
fool, he told hinmsel f. Again.

Thi nk, dummy. He took a deep breath, then rel eased the door handl e and
returned to the conplink. He keyed in a search for late additions to the files
on the com ng operation. New intelligence had been added about the I atest
noverments on the ground, and a report that the Belletiener troopships were
accelerating toward horme, fleeing fromthe Dirigenter cruisers, but there was
no new anal ysis from Cl GC-and no action plan

/ can't just sit here and twi ddle ny thunbs, Lon thought. / could go to the
mess hall and get a cup of coffee. Maybe check with Ivor and Wil to see how
the men are bearing up. It would use up sonme tine. There was al so a chance
that he would run into Captain Olis or one of the other officers. They could
chat. /'// just have to act calm Lon thought. / can do that.
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Nearly half of the battalion's officers were in the officers' ness, drinking
coffee, tea, or soft drinks and chatting. Sone turned to | ook when Lon opened
the door. There was a quick subsidence in the |evel of conversation as nen
waited to learn if he might be the nessenger who would tell themthat orders
had finally come. When he headed directly for the drink caddy at the end of
the serving line, the conversations resuned.

Carl Hoper was sitting al one at one of the tables. Lon joined himonce he had
his coffee. "I guess I'"'mnot the only one getting a little antsy,"” Lon said
sotto voce.

Carl grinned. "I don't know about the rest of these people, but | just got
tired of being by nyself."

Lon grinned back. "Yeah, nme too. It was either cone up here or go bother the
men. "

' "Matt canme but only stayed for about two minutes, |ong enough to drink half
a cup of coffee. Said he was working the kinks out."

"You suppose soneone forgot to wake Col onel Gaffney from his afternoon nap?"
Lon asked, looking to see that no one was cl ose enough to overhear. Gaffney
was a popul ar commander.

"You're the third one to ask nme that in half an hour," Carl replied. "It's the
j oke of the day."

"It's not just ne, is it?" Lon asked. "I nmean, this is unusual, this stooging
around waiting for sone sort of plan?"

"I't's unusual ," Carl agreed. "Not unheard of, but not sonething you expect to
run into. And, no, | don't know why. Hell, maybe the Cal ypsans want to
renegoti ate the contract. Strange as it may seem that has happened before,

ot her places. They get to thinking that maybe they can dicker the price down a
little once we're on the spot."”



"You' re kidding."
" "Look up the Dinwaith contract when you get the tine. Seven or eight years
ago, | think it was. Qur Fourth Battalion waited overhead for nine hours while
the governor of Dinwaith tried to talk down the fee. That wasn't the first
time. It's just the one that comes to mnd." Carl got up to
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get another cup of coffee. Lon took a couple of long drinks of his, then went
to the machine as well to refill it.

"I think "Il get a couple of doughnuts or sonmething," Carl said. ' 'Once we
do get noving, hard telling howlong it'll be before we get a shot at hal fway
decent chow again."

Lon was not especially hungry. He had eaten to capacity at supper, five hours
earlier, and that was still sitting firmy in his stonmach. But he took a
doughnut for hinself-sonething to nibble at to help fill the renaining

wai ting. Besides, Carl was right about one thing. Once they went into action
it mght be a long tine before they had anything but packaged battle rations
to eat, and al though those were nourishing, they were not noted for being
tasty or filling.

It was past 2100 hours before the | oudspeakers said, "All officers of Second
Battalion will report to the officers' mess imediately." Several nore
officers had drifted into the nmess before the announcenment. Few had left.’

Lon and Carl stared at each other.
"Now we find out," Carl said.

Lon nodded. "At last." He | ooked around, not actually counting noses, but
checking. ' 'Not too many people mssing, other than the col onel and his
staff."”

"I think "Il get another cup of coffee before the briefing starts,” Carl

said. As he stood, he added, "Assuming that this is going to be a briefing and
not just another 'Well, we still don't know what we're going to do, but soon
now sort of excuse, or—worse yet—ews that the contract has been cancel ed and
we' re goi ng hore. "

"It can't be that," Lon said.

"I hope not" was Carl's less than optim stic reply.

The remaining officers started arriving within seconds of the end of the
announcement over the public address system Inside four mnutes, every
officer in the battalion was present but its conmander and the executive
officer. Matt Orlis joined his lieutenants after getting coffee.

"I hope you two haven't had so nuch of that go-juice that you won't be able to
sleep if the orders are that we don't go in until just before dawn," Olis

said as he sat.
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"You think that's |ikely?" Hoper asked.

Olis shrugged. "I don't know what to think. | don't suppose our mere presence
overhead is going to be enough to nake the Belletieners suddenly surrender
but..."

He did not finish the thought, because the door opened and Lieutenant Col one
Fl owers strode into the roomfollowed by Mjor Black and Battalion Lead
Sergeant Zal GCsier. They went straight to the head table. The two senior

of ficers sat. Sergeant Gsier renmained standing behind them The conpany
conmanders and pl at oon | eaders—those who had been standi ng when the comander
entered-hurried to find seats.

"Centlenen,” Flowers said in his usual soft voice, "we have our orders." He
did not have to speak loudly. There was not another sound in the room

' "The rest of the reginent will be boarding their shuttles within the next
thirty mnutes."

Don't tell ne we're going to be held in reserve! Lon thought during the brief
pause the colonel left after that statenent. There were a few sounds in the
roomin that gap, small noi ses—urnurs and invol untary novenents, feet

shuf fling.

"Qur turn will cone soon enough,"” the col onel added, |ooking around. ' 'Here
are the basics. The other battalions will l[and cl ose enough to engage the

Bel | etiener forces in the mining region. CIC estimates that the eneny wll
attenpt to shift nore men to deal with that threat. If they attenpt to use the
shuttles they have on the ground to nove those nmen, our Shrike fighters will
have a crack at them—which could save us sonme work. In any case, the | anding
of our main force in the west should provide sone stress for the eneny

conmanders, and maybe even a little confusion. Those | andings will be
acconpani ed by fighter cover, with our pilots striking at eneny positions.
Then, at oh-three-hundred hours, we will board our shuttles to |and near

Cceanvi ew just before first light there.

"This mght be tricky. Just after sunset this evening, Belletiener soldiers
reached the outskirts of the capital. Calypso is contesting their advance,
hol ding themto a very sl ow
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pace, but how |l ong they can continue that successful resistance is open to
gquestion. W will cone down on the right flank of the Belletiener force—which
wi || outnunber us about three to two.

"The i medi ate obj ective for Second Battalion is to get between the invaders
and the government of Calypso. W will operate as a separate force, but we
will be in close cooperation with the Cal ypsan arny, coordi nating our noves
with the | ocal commander. Remenber, the Cal yp-sans have shown their abilities.
Many of themwere trained by our people, and those who weren't were stil

trai ned by those who had. They are a serious nmilitary force, not haphazard
mlitia.

"When you get back to your rooms, you will find nore detailed briefing
i nformati on on your conplinks. Get with your noncons. G ve themthe word and



let thempass it on to the men. I won't pretend that the plan we have is
conprehensive. Everything after the actual landings is up in the air,
dependi ng on the conditions that prevail then. C C has scores of scenarios
ready to act upon, depending on how Belletiene responds to our grounding and
t he outcone of the early fighting."

Fl owers paused again, but only briefly. "I"mnot going to ask for questions
now. "We'll try to deal with any of those later, when we're ready to head for
the boats—after you've all had tine to read through what Cl C has provided. By
the tine we get ready to | eave, we should have sone idea how the Belletieners
are reacting to the rest of the reginent." He stood and the rest of the
officers inmediately foll owed suit.

"Once you' ve briefed your noncons, try to get at |east a couple of hours of

sl eep, and that goes for your nen as well. Reveille will be at
oh-one-forty-five hours, followed by a quick breakfast. For now, gentlenen,
et me just add, good luck, and may God go with us all." Flowers, Black, and
Csier left imrediately. The rest of the officers were slower to depart, but
there was still not nuch of a delay, just |ong enough for nmen to express their
reactions to the news.
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"This doesn't even cone close to any of the possibilities | saw," Lon said.
"And if | had thought of it, | probably would have dism ssed it wthout a
second t hought."

Captain Olis's short laugh was al nbst a bark. "Let's just hope that the eneny
is as much in the dark as you were, Nolan. Now, let's tell the nen what's up
And, you two, if you've got too nuch coffee in you to sleep naturally, use
patches. | want you as fresh as possible when reveille conmes.”

B

The wei ght of full battle kit was nore confort than burden for Lon. He
scarcely noticed the load as he noved to the shuttle bay with his platoons.
That m ght change once he had been on the ground carrying it for sone tinme.
Canoufl age battledress, helnmet, rifle and pistol, amunition, mapboard,

cant eens, and pack—t added up to sixty pounds. He had nmanaged nearly two
hours of sleep, though it had taken a patch on his neck to knock him out.
There was no drug "hangover" fromthe nedical device, and the sleep was as
restful as any could be. He was alert now, clear-headed, and only noderately
t ense.

There was no tinme to worry about hinmself. He had a hundred nmen to take his
attention. Lon watched and |istened. He detected no unusual signs of strain
anong his nmen. There was the usual joking and good-natured grousing. They
nmoved fromthe barracks conpartment to the arnory to draw weapons, then went
on to the hangar and into the shuttle.

Lon was the last man to board. He stood at the entrance to the shuttle and
counted men as they boarded. The hangar bay crew chief, a nenber of Long
Snake's crew, stood opposite Lon and al so counted. Wen the counts matched and
every man in third and fourth platoons was accounted for, the crew chief-a
petty officer—saluted. Lon returned the salute, then boarded the shuttle and
hit the button to close the hatch. The crew chief checked the telltales, then
left the hangar. Once the shuttle pilot confirnmed that his | ander was
pressurized and on its own air supply, the hangar coul d be depressurized for



[ aunch.
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Inside the shuttle, the nen were already strapping thenselves in. Mst had
lowered the tinted faceplates of their helnets. Privacy. Wether they wanted
solitude for prayers or just to prepare thenmselves nmentally for what was to
cone, it was sonething that nost Dirigenters craved at a time like this. Lon
renenbered the alnost-terror he had experienced when he was about to go into
conbat for the first tine.

Lon stood near his place while squad | eaders worried about the el even nen
under their command. Pl atoon sergeants checked on squad | eaders. And Lon
checked his platoon sergeants before he strapped hinself in. He waited unti
the shuttle pilot informed himthat the hangar was bei ng depressurized before
he spoke to his nen—by radi o, over his all-hands channel

"You all know the basic plan," Lon said. "W're going in hot, but with any
luck we'll get down and out of the box before the eneny can react. Down and
out, and set up a quick perineter to let the shuttles get back off safely.
After that, we'll pretty much be playing it by ear. Renenber, we're going
agai nst trained soldiers, and they have sone conbat experience. They're not
going to faint dead away just because they see our pretty uniforms." Lon was
relieved to hear a few | aughs. The last news fromthe surface was that, so
far, Belletiene had not attenpted to nove any additional troops fromthe east
coast to the mning region in response to the earlier |landing by the rest of
7th Regiment. The invaders were continuing their assaults on Oceanview and the
nearest of the larger cities, The diffs.

"Let's keep calmand do our jobs. Tonight is just the start. W mght still be
here for six nonths." Even though the fact that the Belletiene invasion had
taken pl ace was supposed to trigger the deploynment of a second DMC regi nent,
there was no guarantee that 7th Regi nent would be sent hone early, even if the
fighting ended quickly.

Lon felt, rather than heard, the massive outer hangar door open. The air had
been evacuated fromthe hangar, so sound could not be transnmitted. But
vi brations did pass through netal
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"Lock and |l oad," Lon said, an order that armnmy officers had been giving for a
t housand years. Men checked safeties, then slid nmagazines into rifles and ran
the bolts to put a round in the chanmber. Lon did the sane with his rifle. He
had | oaded his pistol at the arnmory. After that, Lon rerained silent. He

continued to nonitor his all-hands and noncons channels, but he let the

sergeants and corporals deal with the routine rem nders for everyone to make
certain that they were strapped in tight and that their weapons were secured
before the shuttle left the hangar and | ost Long Snake's, artificial gravity.

Don't let me fail my men, Lon thought—prayed. Don't let me screw up and get
men killed. "Unnecessarily" was understood.

The shuttle was lifted out of the hangar and rel eased by the grapple. The



pilot used cold gas jets to maneuver away fromthe ship. Al of the
battalion's attack shuttles woul d rendezvous before any of them accel erated
toward the ground, using their own power nore than gravity to get themin as
qui ckly as possible. Once the descent started, the passengers on the shuttles
woul d be subjected to as much as four tines standard gravity. But, for the
present, they were virtually wei ghtless.

Sone peopl e never got used to wei ghtl essness. A few got sick nearly every tine
they experienced it; others did occasionally. It was one ailnent that nedica
sci ence had not eradicated. Those who were prone to it knew they were; nobody
in this shuttle was on his first trip. Those who sat close to the likely
victinms were certain to insure that they had a bag handy to catch vomt. Lon
listened for the sounds, but the mnutes of microgravity passed wi thout

i ncident. The shuttles rendezvoused and started to accelerate toward the
ground. As soon as there was sone senbl ance of wei ght—a proper physiol ogi ca
noti on of up and down—t he greatest danger was past.

A hot descent could be a hell ride for passengers. It was a power dive
starting fromorbit, with the pilot accelerating toward the ground, then
reversing thrust and pulling out of the dive at the |ast possible second,
pushing the | ander to
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the imt the troops could physically stand wi thout protective gear to counter
the push and pull. The rationale was to get the troops on the ground and out
where they could fight as quickly as possible, to give any eneny as little
time as possible to target the shuttles in flight. An error in judgnent by the
pil ot could have troops graying out fromthe gee-forces, or plowing into the
dirt. The boat itself could stand nuch nore than its passengers.

Though they night conpl ain about the procedure, few troops woul d have opted
for a slower insertion into a conbat zone. Wile they were aboard the shuttle
and strapped into their seats, they were powerless to defend thensel ves.

Here we go, Lon thought as the accel erati on becane noticeable. There were

vi deo nonitors spaced al ong the bul kheads so that everyone could see at | east
one. They now provided infrared views of what was in front of the shuttle.
Once they got closer, it mght be possible to get sone hint of conditions
around the | andi ng zone.

If the Belletieners had not nmoved any troops in the last few mnutes, the LZ
woul d be two and a half mles fromany known eneny positions. That shoul d be
sufficient to let the shuttles touch down, unload their troops and equi prent,
and get back into the sky burning for orbit before the eneny could get close
enough to bring themunder fire. If the intelligence is right, Lon thought,
and if luck hasn 't taken tine out and |l et the eneny nmove right into the LZ
He took a deep breath and let it out slowy. W' Il know soon enough. There was
that about a hot |anding: The trip was over in short order.

Ccean view was a planned city. In the earliest decades of the colony, the
capital was the nearby city known as The diffs, fromits site on bluffs
over |l ooki ng the ocean. Prosperity and a longing for a nore "proper" showpl ace
led to the decision to create a special capital, a place for |oca

gover nrent al busi ness and—nore i mportant—for nurturing interworld trade
agreements. Cceanvi ew was marked by broad avenues, extensive parks, and—unlike
nost col onial worlds, except for the ol dest and nost heavily pop-
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ul at ed—onunent al bui | di ngs. There had been plenty of nobney for all of the
efforts. The governnent reserved fifty percent of the proceeds from m ning for
" "the benefit of all Calypsans"—that is, for itself.

Gover nrent House was the center of the city, and the largest structure in it.
The building and its grounds covered ninety acres. The center portion of the
buil ding was in the shape of a five-story step-pyramd, with broad patios on
each | evel —a design continued in the terraces that el evated the building above
its surroundings. To either side were |arge square w ngs, with extensive
courtyards in the center. One wing held parlianment, the other the nmain courts
of law. The designers of Governnent House had wanted plenty of air, and broad
vistas. The edifice was built with future expansion of the bureaucracy in

m nd. After nore than a century of use, there was still no crowding. Even
rather mnor officials could claimprivate offices.

In the area around Governnment House, a group of not-quite-so-inposing
bui | di ngs housed ancillary agencies, trade organi zati ons, and the headquarters
of the world's major industrial conpanies. The next "ring" of the city was

gi ven over to professionals and to the essential service sector. Those rings
extended only around two-thirds of the city, though. The side facing the
ocean, with a flowi ng slope down to one of the best beaches al ong the coast,
was | eft without buildings. The offices and official quarters of Calypso's

el ected governor had excellent views of the natural vista.

To the south and west, the city continued with residential nei ghborhoods and
shopping districts. Everywhere there were extensive greenways and w de
streets. And, again on every side but the east, the city was surrounded by a
two-mile-thick belt of native forest where no construction was pernmitted, a
screen to insure that Cceanview would retain its sense of isolation

It was in that strip of forest where the Cal ypsan army was attenpting to stop
the invaders. Against the standing law, trees had been felled. Defensive |lines
had been erected, and antipersonnel m nes pl anted.
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One thought came to torture Lon's nmind in the last mnutes of the descent. I|f
something hits us, will | have tine to know what's happening before | die?
Trussed up inside a box with no way to defend thensel ves or affect the
outconme, this was when soldiers felt nost vulnerable. A missile could strike
the shuttle and expl ode. Wuld there be an instant of realization before fire
or shrapnel brought an end to everything? / don't want to know, Lon thought
fervently. / don't ever want to know

He al ways had to fight the urge to hold his breath through the last mnute or
two of one of these | andings—even in practice runs on Diligent when he knew
that there would be no enemny firing live ammunition. The maneuver had its own
dangers. A hot approach al ways seened to be one step short of playing
"chicken"—+rying to see how close to utter disaster one could come w thout
crossing the line. The slightest mscalculation by a pilot, or a malfunction
in any of dozens of pieces of equipnment, could | eave a shuttle half buried,

wi th everyone aboard dead.

The pilot gave Lon a warning when they were thirty seconds from | anding. Lon



passed that information to the men. That half minute seened as long as the
rest of the trip down fromLong Snake. He tensed up, as if to protect hinself
agai nst a crash | andi ng—a usel ess gesture that he had not yet |earned howto
prevent. The gee-forces were extrene, reversed now, with everyone thrown
forward agai nst their restraini ng harnesses.

The shuttle touched down. There were no wheels. Nearly frictionless skids were
part of the belly of the craft. Braking was acconplished solely with the

engi nes reversing thrust. The noise |evel inside the | ander was intense. The
boat rocked. For an instant, Lon thought that it might be turning sideways,

but either he was m staken or the pilot corrected it quickly.

Then the | ander was noti onl ess.

There was no stopwatch on. Lon needed a few seconds, or perhaps it only seened
that long, to react to the cessation of forward notion. He hit the rel ease on
his safety harness
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while giving the order for the men to get up and out, into their initial
perimeter. They drilled at this often enough to do it in their sleep—er when
hal f crazed with fear. Each man knew exactly where to go and what to do. There
were two exits fromthe troop conpartment of the shuttle. Platoon sergeants
and squad | eaders were there to nmove their men along, to nmake certain that no
nm st akes were made, that assignments were not forgotten in the heat of the
nmonent. The men had the safeties off on their weapons before they went out the
door, jogging toward their positions.

Ni ne shuttles cane down together, within the space of twenty seconds, in an
area no nore than a thousand yards in diameter. The pattern was routine, part
of the drill, so that the troops would al ways have the sanme series of
noverments to performto get into position. The Diligent Mercenary Corps had
been using this maneuver for generations. It was rare for any shuttle to be
nmore than a few dozen yards out of its assigned position

It was also part of the drill for the shuttles to take off again as quickly as
possible. During the minute or so that they were on the ground, they were

vul nerabl e, as they would be during the first stage of their subsequent

ascent. DMC shuttles were not defensel ess, though. They had rockets and

mul ti barrel cannon, covering thenselves and the troops until the defensive
ring was established and the |l and-ers were free to | eave.

Lon took a deep breath as he left the shuttle. It always seenmed so nuch easier
to draw in air after going through that hatch, as if the air in the shuttle
had been oxygen-deficient. He started trotting toward his platoons' section of
the perimeter, |ooking around to nake certain that his nmen were noving in
proper order, and searching for any threat that m ght materialize in these
first seconds.

The | andi ng zone was sout hwest of Cceanview, at the far edge of the insulating
line of native forest. There had been no indication of eneny troops in this
area at the time the shuttles left Long Snake. The nearest Belletiener force
was north of 2nd Battalion, trying to force its way along a narrow stream
toward the capital. The other major eneny
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force was fifteen mles to the south, entering The diffs.

Dar kness was no barrier. Hs helnet's night- vision systemwas the best
avai | abl e, and he had plenty of experience interpreting what he saw through it
—still able to nonitor the head-up display that the visor also provided, and
nmoni tor and answer radio traffic, sw tching anbng the many conmuni cati ons
channels with practiced ease.

It took no nore than a mnute for the battalion to establish its initial
perimeter. Men were prone, weapons pointed out fromthe circle. The shuttles
throttled up and nade short takeoff runs, tilting back al nost as soon as they
were off the ground in a nearly vertical clinmb toward safer levels. Wth only
surface-to-air mssiles to worry about, shuttles were only vul nerabl e during
the first two mles of their ascent. Once they reached ten thousand feet, they
woul d be able to outrace anything |aunched fromthe ground.

After the deafening roar of nine shuttles at full throttle, ears needed tine
to readjust, to becone aware of the |ower |evels of noise that m ght be found
in the environment. Any wildlife in the area would certainly need even | onger
to recover fromthe sonic assault. In the first mnutes, any sound beyond the
perimeter would likely be hostile.

There was no nearby gunfire. More than a mnute after the shuttles took off,
Lon thought that he could finally hear the dull sound of nore distant
conflict, perhaps rifles and grenades. But he needed | onger to be certain that
he was actually hearing those sounds and not just inmagining them

By that time, CIC s updates to the hel nets and map-boards of the battalion
were current. Lon unfolded his map-board and checked the overlay for eneny

el ectroni cs. That was one of the hottest areas of mlitary conpetition, the
twin drives to shield one's own el ectronic enissions agai nst detection and to
i mprove your capacity to intercept enemy em ssions. It was not —except under
the rarest of circunstances —a matter of eavesdroppi ng on eneny
conmuni cati ons. Conpl ex digital encryption schenes and patterns of switching a
single transnission around through as many as a dozen different channel s made
that virtually inmpossible. But just knowi ng where the eneny was, and in what
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nunbers, could make an i nmense difference—eften, literally, between life and
deat h.

DMC el ectroni cs showed as green points on the nmap-board; those of the Cal ypsan
arnmy were in yellow, and eneny or unidentified em ssions were in red. There
were no red blips within a mle of 2nd Battalion's perimeter. If they're

cl oser than that, Lon thought, they' re being careful not to use active

el ectronics. Only transm ssions—oice, telenmetry, and some rangefindi ng
procedures—woul d be liable to interception, either by troops on the ground or
by scanning fromorbit. Standard operating procedures were different when you
knew or suspected that your eneny had nodern el ectronics and the nmeans to
detect your transm ssions. There would be no idle radio chatter between nen
here. And command use of the radio channels would be kept to a mni rum Were
possi bl e, hand signals would be used to direct men, even though the fact that
t he enemy's ships had been chased away neant that the Belletieners would be
l[imted to what their people on the ground could pick up, and the intercept
range for hel net-based sensors was very |imted.



"W nove in two mnutes. W've got the left flank." Lon recogni zed Captain
Olis's voice. "Follow first platoon out."

Lon made a clicking noise to acknow edge, then passed along the orders in as
terse a fashion to his platoon sergeants. Third platoon woul d go ahead. Fourth
woul d be rearguard for the flank

There was nothing nore on the radio until Olis's one-word comand cane

t hrough. "CGo." Lon used hand signals to his platoon sergeants, who directed
their nen. In near silence, the eight hundred-plus nen of 2nd Battalion got up
and started noving north, into the native forest. Toward the eneny.

Al pha Conpany was on the left. Delta had the right flank. The other two line
conpani es and Col onel Flowers's headquarters detachment were in the center
The colums noved in parallel, eighty to one hundred yards separating the
colums. Wthin each colum, the gap between nen
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averaged eight yards, greater on the flanks, less in the center, spreading the
formati on over a considerabl e distance. Scouts and rearguards, both sent out
fromthe center colum, extended it even nore.

Lon positioned hinmself in fourth platoon's first squad, just behind Corpora
W1 Nace, the squad | eader. They did not speak, but acknow edged each ot her
with a nod. They shared the close bond that only nmen who have survived conbat
t oget her when nmany others did not ever really knowsonething nore than nutua
respect for each other's abilities.

The pace of the battalion was little nmore than a casual stroll—except that

t here was not hing casual about the attitude of these men. They noved with
alert expectation, eyes and ears tuned to any hint of a threat. The eneny had
to know that they were on the ground, and al nbst as certainly knew

approxi mately where they had | anded. One way or another, the Belletiene
conmander had to react to their presence.

A wal k in the woods, Lon thought, scanning the trees and undergrowth ahead and
to his left. He was nost concerned with ground | evel. The majority of the
trees he could see had high, straight trunks, unbroken by linbs or |eaves
below the thirty- or forty-foot level. That did not mean that snipers could
not be in them but this soon it was unlikely. There was far nore cover for
the enemy on the ground. This was no mani cured park. There were bushes and

t hi ckets separating sonetinmes broad avenues under the forest canopy. People
used this forest for picnics and other outings.

Col onel Fl owers stopped the advance with the point a half nile fromthe

near est known eneny positions. Flowers took less than a minute to confer with
hi s conmpany commanders and gi ve new orders. Captain Orlis gestured for his two
pl at oon | eaders to cone to himand rel ayed their orders face to face.

"We attack," Olis started. "Al pha and Bravo will advance until we engage the
enenmy. | want three platoons up front; fourth in reserve until we see where
t hey can best be



used. Carl, your platoons on the left. Charlie Conpany will drop back and nove
around to the left to cover our flank and—f the opportunity presents

itself—aove to cut off any retreat to the west by the eneny. Delta will use
one platoon to physically Iink us with the Calypsan arnmy. The rest of Delta
will be held as battalion reserve. W nove in three mnutes. Get back to your

pl at oons and get ready."

Lon jogged toward his platoons, gesturing for the platoon sergeants to join
him As quickly as he could relay the necessary information, it was time to
get the men noving. The skirm sh lines had scarcely had tine to settle into
position before the order cane for the advance.

The DMC front spread across a quarter of a mile. The pace slowed alnost to a
hesitation step. Squad | eaders watched to keep the advance even. Everyone knew
that contact with the eneny was close, and that the first warning mght be the
sound of gunshots—er the tear of bullet through flesh

Lon was between third platoon's first two squads. |var Dendrow was between the
other two squads. Both nen were a step behind the skirmsh line, along with
one fire teameach fromfirst and third squads.

Lon's breathing became shall ow and sl ow, suppressed in his desire to hear the
eneny as soon as possible. H s pal ns were sweating. Al nost unconsciously, he
wi ped them one at a time, on his trousers. Fear was there, but nostly as an
extra rush of adrenaline, making his observations perhaps a little nore acute
than they woul d have been without. Tinme seemed to slow. Each step forward

seened to occupy a unique place in time, with neasurabl e gaps on either side.

Li ke the nen in front of him Lon noved in a crouch, shoul ders hunched
forward, arnms tight to his sides, presenting a nmnimal target to any waiting
enemny. The tautness in his nmuscles would becone unconfortable after a tine,
but while it lasted, it would give himan extra edge if he had to prope
hinself to the ground, or to one side or the other. It was sonething he did
not notice at all now

In ten mnutes the advance covered 150 yards. Lon noticed the time and
di stance only because that was when he
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heard the first gunfire directed at the battalion—aell off to the right,
faci ng Bravo Conpany. Mnentarily, the advance stopped and nmen went to the

ground, in firing position, until it was determ ned that Bravo had only run
into a Belletiener patrol, a single squad. That squad retreated quickly after
several quick bursts of rifle fire, and the advance resunmed ... slower than
bef ore.

The pause was just |ong enough for Lon to becone aware of sweat trickling down
his neck, but there was nothing to be done about that. He had his nen to watch
over, and a section of forest to search for other eneny patrols—or a force
that m ght outnunber the entire battalion

Three m nutes after the advance resuned, Lon thought that they night have
finally run into that force

Automatic rifle fire came first. There were no tracers, no glowing arcs to
foll ow back to their source, but nuzzle flashes could be seen blinking rapidly



150 to 200 yards away. A scattering of rocket-propelled grenades foll owed.
Before they arrived, all of the Dirigenters were flat on the ground, behind
t he best available cover, even if that was no nore than a high clunmp of grass.

No order had to be given to return fire. Sone of Lon's men were shooting as
they dove for cover—nore than a sinmple reflex, if less than carefully ained.
Lon found hinmself rolling into thick brush at the base of a tree. He needed a
few seconds to realize that he was caught in the tangle of a vine hanging from
the tree. He freed an armfromone | oop of the vine and slid forward on his
stomach until he could see ahead.

There was no need to observe radio silence during a fire-fight. It was obvi ous
that the eneny knew where they were. Squad | eaders conferred on what they were
seeing, or gave orders. Lon heard two separate calls for nedical orderlies.

" "lvar?'' Lon asked on the channel connecting himto the third platoon
sergeant.

"We're okay, so far, Lieutenant," Dendrow said. "I think we've hit a wall,

t hough. This isn't just a patrol."
"W were supposed to go forward until we found the enemy,"” Lon said.
"You think we should | et them know we're there?"

Lon smled. "Let's get the nen noved sonmewhere they can fix thenselves a
little cover first." Now that the fight-
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ing had started, Lon felt |less tense. He was not going to freeze with fear
"The second tinme can be worse than the first," an instructor had once told
him "The second tinme you know what to expect. Forget that 'fear of the
unknown' crap. A man's nore likely to freeze when he knows exactly how much
danger he's in.'

"Have your nmen dig in as best they can," Captain Orlis said over the radio.
"We're to hold where we are for now. The Cal ypsans are going to put pressure
on fromtheir side."”
"Already working on it,"
or | eave them back?"

Lon replied. "Should I bring fourth platoon forward

Olis scarcely hesitated for two seconds before he said, "Leave them be for
now. Have themdig in too."

Lon passed the orders along, then got his entrenching tool off his pack and
started scraping at the hard ground next to the tree and piling the dirt in
front of him Not everyone could start digging at once, but the work would get
done. The nmen in each squad woul d take turns, one digging while two others
continued to return fire.

Thi s was one maneuver that they had never drilled at—digging a slit trench—a
shal | ow hol e just large enough for a man to lie in, with the dirt piled up
around it to give hima little extra protection while lying prone, under fire.
It was hard, cranping work. Sone of the gunfire was unconfortably close. Lon
paused several times, |ong enough to fire a short burst or two with his rifle.
The head-up display on his visor allowed himto safely fire past his own nen—



their positions were clearly shown on the facepl ate.

W can't just lie here and exchange fire forever, Lon thought after six or
seven mnutes of scraping at the dirt. He had a depression two inches deep
slightly wi der and | onger than his body, with nost of the dirt piled up in a
shallow arc in front of him giving himanother few inches of protection. Wth
a tree at one side, and the tangle of vines above, he felt al nbst secure. Even
wi t h good night-vision gear, there was a tendency for rifle fire to be high in
t he dark, even when shooters tried to conpensate for that well-known tendency.
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Lon clicked over to the radi o channel that connected himwith all of his

noncons. ' 'Remind the nen not to get too | oose with ammunition," he said.
"We've only got what we're carrying until we get a supply shuttle in."

Only gradually did Lon become aware of an increase in the volume of gunfire
off to his right. That nust be the Cal ypsans, he thought. Qught to be about
time for us to start putting nore pressure on the eneny too. Maybe send
Charlie Conpany around in back to nake them worry about getting encircled.
That was a possibility that had to make any commander nervous. Trying to
second guess what his own conmanders—as well as the enemy—woul d do next was
second nature for Lon, and for most junior officers. It was another five

m nutes before Lon learned that, this tine, he had been right.

"I'f you hear noise off to the left, don't sweat it," Captain Olis told him
over the radio. "Charlie's on the way around. Col onel doesn't want us to get
old where we are.”

"Any i dea how many of the eneny we've got in front of us?"

"At |east nine hundred,” Orlis said. "Maybe eleven or twelve. O nore. W
don't have any definite intelligence on where they' ve got everyone."

So what el se is new? Lon thought. Even with the best sensing gear in the

gal axy, battlefield intelligence was often woefully inadequate. The ships

over head woul d be scanning for electronic and infrared em ssions. In theory,

t he equi pnent was sensitive enough to give a fairly accurate count of warm
bodi es, but thermal shielding in battledress and cover overhead coul d di m nish
that accuracy-sonetinmes to the point of making the estimtes worse than

usel ess. M sl eadi ng.

"Move your fourth platoon up, spread them across the entire conpany front to
add to the firepower," Olis said then. "The idea is to put as nuch pressure
on as possible, end this stalemate as quickly as we can.”

Lon passed the orders along to fourth platoon's sergeant and squad | eaders.
"Keep your heads down," he added. "W still can't replace those.™
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Then he switched over to talk to the rest of the noncons, to pass along the



"request"” to increase pressure on the eneny. "That's becone nore urgent than
conserving amm, " he said. "Maybe a few nore grenades in as well."

Lon checked his mapboard to see what progress Charlie Conmpany was making. It
had to circle behind the rest of the battalion, then nove west and north to
turn the flank of ' the Belletieners. At a minimum it |ooked as if they would
, heed another ten minutes before they could make their pres- | ence felt. But
t he pocket the enemy was in was al ready shrinking. The Cal ypsan arny appeared
to be tightening in on the north, threatening that flank of the eneny.

Bel | eti ene has to withdraw, Lon thought after staring at his display for
twenty seconds. They have to pull back before the circle closes. He fol ded the
mapboard up. O they have to hit us from behind, somewhere, try to break up
our attack.

"Captai n?" Lon said, after switching to his link to Olis. "Did we | eave any
eyes behind us? Mght not take nmany of the eneny hitting us fromwhere we
don't expect it to make a difference.”

"Delta has men out, and they've planted snoops,"” Orlis replied. "I "'mglad I'm
not the only one who got that itch.”
Lon hardly noticed the inplied conpliment. ' 'The eneny commander nust have

somet hing up his sleeve, or they'd be pulling back by now. "

"Maybe not. They don't have any eyes overhead doi ng j surveillance. They
m ght not know about Charlie yet, or i just how much of the ring we've
managed to cl ose around them" j

Maybe, Lon thought. He switched channels to talk to Sergeant Jorgen. "Well,
pull two men out. Have them drop back to where the platoon was before. | want
t hem wat chi ng behind us, the whole circuit, just in case the eneny tries to
sneak in between Delta and us." There was not, Lon thought, any need for him
to clear that decision with Captain Olis. Lon was responsible for the safety
of his own platoons. The captain had enough to worry about w thout a ninor
detail like this.

"Right, sir. 1'll send Nace and Headly. They're the best |'ve got at that sort
of thing."

Lon nodded to hinself. "Fine. Get them noving. They see or hear anything that
doesn't belong, have themcall ne directly. Qher than that, | want them on
passi ve electronics only, nothing that will let the eneny know they've noved,
and | don't want either man firing a weapon unless it's absolutely necessary."

Jorgen clicked an acknow edgnent, and Lon returned to scanning the terrain.
For a nonent he switched his faceplate to full magnification, but that did not
show anyt hi ng maj or.

This would be a good tinme for a couple of fighters to make a pass over the
eneny, Lon thought, in fromthe east so the eneny will have the sun in their
eyes as the Shrikes conme over the horizon. But it was unlikely, unless the
battalion got itself in real trouble. Mst of the Shrike fighters had been
used in connection with the landings in the west, in the mning region, and
pilots could not operate forever w thout rest.

It was difficult for Lon to tell that dawn had actually arrived. Besides the
general cover of the forest, he "was under his thick tangle of vines and
| eaves, leaving himin al nost night-dark shadow.



If we "re going to be here nuch | onger, the men need to dig in better, Lon

t hought, but that was not sonething that called for imediate action on his
part. The nen would inprove their positions little by little, as they got the
chance, w thout any encouragenent beyond the bullets com ng their way. Another
gl ance at his mapboard showed Lon that Charlie Conpany was maki ng progress.
They had gone farther west than he had expected before making the turn north.

They shoul d be getting into the fray any m nute now, Lon thought. Once the
Bel | eti ene commander becanme aware of Charlie, sonething should happen, fairly
qui ckly. Alnost two-thirds of a circle would have cl osed around the

Bel | eti eners then.

"Fairly quickly" was a good estimate. The action picked
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up less than a mnute later. There was considerable gunfire and the expl osi ons
of a dozen or nore grenades, all close together, well off to Lon's left.

Al most simul taneously there was a marked decrease in the fighting in front of
Al pha and Bravo Conpani es, and over toward the Cal ypsan arnmny.

"We're pushing forward in two mnutes," Olis said a couple of mnutes |ater
"I want two skirmish lines forty yards apart. W'Ill take as nuch as Belletiene
lets us like that, switch to fire and maneuver if they try to make a stand.

Nol an, pull your fourth platoon back as conpany reserve again, fifty yards
behi nd the second skirmish line. You stay with them If | have to send themin
anywhere, 1'll want you to |l ead them"

Two minutes was not a lot of tinme. The two men sent back fromfourth platoon
had to be recalled. Orders had to be passed to the rest. Fourth platoon would
stay in place as the skirmsh lines started forward, then consolidate behind
them Little nore than the length of a soccer field separated Al pha Conpany
fromthe eneny. How great that distance would feel to the nmen when they noved
forward woul d depend on how vi gorous the opposition was.

The first skirm sh line got up and started noving slowy, six to eight yards
bet ween nen. They fired as they advanced, and the second |line of men provided
covering fire fromtheir positions—arefully, to avoid inflicting friendly
casual ti es.

The Bel |l eti eners responded. There were casualties in the first DMC line. The
men switched to standard fire and maneuver tactics, half a squad noving
forward to the next cover while the rest covered them then sw tching jobs.
That had to sl ow the advance, but it was safer

Lon nmoved to where fourth platoon had assenbl ed—+he nmen down on the ground,
not exposing thensel ves uselessly. "Wuldn't it be better to get all of us in
this now?" WI Nace asked Lon when the lieutenant settled to the ground next
to him

"Not my decision, WI," Lon said. "Captain thinks this is better, just in case
t he eneny has any surprises for us.
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They' ve got people we haven't accounted for, sonewhere.”



The second skirm sh Iine started forward, holding their pace down to that of
the Iine in front of them using fire and maneuver tactics as well, even
t hough they were drawing less fire than the first |ine.

Then, suddenly, the incoming fire stopped al nost conpletely. The two skirmsh
lines continued on as they had been for another thirty seconds. Only when it
became apparent that the eneny had given up this fight did they start noving
forward without the interruptions of men | eapfroggi ng each other. There were
no nmore than a dozen Belle-tiener soldiers still firing toward the two
advanci ng conpani es of 2nd Battali on—overing the w thdrawal of the rest of
their force fromthe pocket.

"Captai n?" Lon spoke only the one word.

"Hang tight," Olis replied. "Steady advance. Rem nd your nen to be on the
out | ook for booby traps and | and mnes. Belletiene has had tine to cook up a
| ot of nasty surprises for us. And have your people watch for Delta on the
right. They're between you and the Cal ypsan arny."

"Right. Should I nmove ny fourth platoon in?"

Olis hesitated before he replied. "Yes, but not too close. | want that
pl at oon back fromthe positions that Belletiene vacated, just in case we have
to nove you in a hurry. This isn't over yet, not by a |long shot."

There was, finally, tine for a few minutes rest for Al pha Conpany. Charlie
Conpany was followi ng the withdrawi ng Belletiener force, harassing them not
giving them an opportunity to stop and regroup. Bravo and Delta were on the
perimeter. There was a certain anount of confusion as the Dirigenters and the
Cal ypsan arny nmet for the first tine. Col onel Flowers had been in radio
contact with the commander of the Cal ypsan force defendi ng Cceanvi ew, and
Delta's comandi ng officer and one of his platoons had been in nore direct
contact with the nearest elenents of the local defenders. But coordinating
actions brought conplications. The respite after dawn provided tinme for the
conmanders to sort things out.

Four nmen in Lon's platoons had been wounded. Lon took a few mnutes to talk
with them None of the injuries was serious enough to require tine in a trauma
tube. Injection of nolecul e-sized nmedical repair units to boost the victins'
basi ¢ medi cal mai ntenance systens sufficed. No bullets had to be renoved; that
woul d have required a trauma tube.

"Check on remaining ammo, " Lon told the platoon sergeants. "The captain is
trying to find out when we can expect a supply drop, or if we can get anything
fromthe Cal ypsans. They use the same rifles we do, so the cartridges should
be interchangeable."

| var Dendrow | aughed softly at the note of skepticismin Lon's voice. "If the
rounds work in their rifles, they'll work in ours, Lieutenant. They just m ght
not work the same way, if they've nessed with the specs too much. You know,
wei ght of the slug, weight and type of propellant."
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"I'f they've got ammp to spare, we'll be glad to have it, even if we can't put



three shots in a ten-inch cluster with it," Wil Jorgen said. "They should
have plenty. The way | understand it, Calypso's been gearing up for this for
years."

"That's what they tell ne," Lon said. "Just find out what we've got ourselves.
If the colonel or Captain Orlis comes up with a job for us, | want to be able
to tell whether or not we've got the nmunitions to do it." Both sergeants
acknow edged the order. "Tell the nen to grab a bite to eat while they can,”
Lon added. "I don't think we're going to get tinme for sleep, but food should
hel p."

Lon moved a few yards fromwhere fourth platoon was resting. He sat with his
back to a tree, leaned his head against it, and closed his eyes. There was

al ways a reaction after the flood of epinephrine, after tension and danger. As
soon as there was relative calm the body tried to purge itself of excessive

| evel s of the hornone. The body's nedical maintenance system worked to nedi ate
the flow and ebb to avoi d dangerous extrenes.

/ should eat now, while I've got a mnute free, Lon thought. Nobody's going to
cone along and order me to eat. Wen he first joined the conpany as a cadet,

t hat had happened w th annoyi ng frequency. He had been unable to fathom why
everyone seened so preoccupied with getting himfed regularly.

Sl eep woul d be better... But sleep would have to wait. Lon forced his eyes
open. Eating would help himstay alert for a few m nutes—for the duration of
the neal, at least. He slid out of his pack's straps and opened it to pull out
the first battle ration packet he put his hand on. He ate slowy,

nmet hodi cally, paying little attention to what he was doing. Five mnutes after
he finished, he could not have said what he had eaten

There were interruptions. He received the reports on amunition fromhis
sergeants. Third pl atoon was shorter than fourth—they had seen nore action
When Captain Olis called to ask about amunition, Lon had the infornmation
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ready. It was worth a thin smle. Anticipated that one, Lon thought.

He | eaned back again. He could afford to close his eyes for a few mnutes and
rest—doze, if not actually sleep. It was sonething npbst veterans |learned, to
take even a few m nutes whenever they could. Save energy, do what little he
could to replenish it. Lon quickly started to nod off. H s head woul d slide
toward one side or the other and he would start, then drift back to the same
state... until the next time. If | could just sleep for ten nminutes, he

t hought during one interval of near alertness. Be good for another twelve
hours then.

It did not matter that he had not been awake for all that many hours, or that
he had sl ept as much as he could during the voyage fromDirigent. H s body and
m nd wanted sl eep now After several failures, Lon got hinself in a position
where his head was supported better. Then he al nost did manage sonet hi ng
approachi ng sl eep, except for a fitful-ness that came from know ng that he

m ght be called upon to react alertly any second.

"Nolan." At first, Lon thought he was dreanming. It was not until Captain Olis
called a second tine that Lon jerked awake.

"Yes, sir?" He scarcely paused before he added, "I guess | nodded off for a



m nute."

"God, | wish |l could,” Olis said. "And | wish I could let you and your nen
rest longer, but it's tine to get back to work."

"Yes, sir."

"There'll be a local floater here with amunition—ifl e magazi nes and grenade
clips—shortly. Get fourth platoon resupplied as fast as you can and have them
ready to nove out. You'll |ead. Let Dendrow know that he'll be in charge of

third. Anything comes up while you' re gone, he should call nme directly."

"Yes, sir," Lon said when Orlis paused.

"Bel l eti ene has stolen a march on us," the captain continued. "VWhile we were
concentrating on the force in front of us, they noved a | arger force around
behi nd us on the
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east, up fromThe Ciffs. Calypso doesn't have enough men in position to stop
them You're to take fourth platoon and delay them as |ong as you can, give
the rest of us tine to get into the city."

"Yes, sir. Just how large a force do we need to del ay?"

"A thousand, maybe el even hundred," Olis said. "You' re going to have to buy
us at least a half hour. Split the platoon in two. You know the drill. Gve
the Belleti-eners enough to think about that they' ve got to slow down."

Lon nodded. He did not ask for detailed instructions, or voice msgivings over
the odds. For this type of assignnent, step-by-step orders would be

i mpossi bl e. See what you can do when you get there. A judgnent call. And using
a small force to harass and delay a | arger eneny was ... not unheard of.

"You will have a little help,” Olis said. "Colonel Gaff-ney is rel easing two
fighters to make a pass over the eneny, to try to tie themup | ong enough for
you to get into position."

Lon nodded. "That should help."

"Here comes that supply truck now. " The captain pointed. Lon glanced that way.
"CGet busy. | want you noving as fast as possible, before the Belletieners get
too far into Cceanview. "

"Yes, sir." Lon started toward the truck, ready to call Sergeant Jorgen to get
the platoon there to neet him when Captain Olis stopped himbriefly.

"Good hunting, Nolan," the captain said. "And good | uck."

Lon gave Jorgen the news pieceneal, first just telling himto get the platoon
up and nmoving toward the truck. Only after the men were on the way did Lon
give himthe rest of the news, in capsule form Details—as far as Lon knew
them—<eoul d wait until they had stocked up on ammunition and started noving
toward t he eneny.

A qui ck survey of his mapboard gave Lon a good i dea where he would have to
take his platoon to get in front of
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the enemy. The Belletieners were already entering the residential district at
t he southern edge of Cceanview. Some of the civilians in their path had fled
northward. Others were apparently holed up in their houses, hoping that
troubl e woul d pass them by. The invaders were apparently not conducting
house-t o- house searches. They seened intent on nmoving through to the
government district as rapidly as they coul d.

"We'|l have to hit themhere, Wil," Lon said, pointing out the l|ocation he
had deci ded on. He had adjusted the scale on his mapboard to show a fairly

detail ed view of the edge of the commercial and professional district just

south of the governmental core of Oceanview.

Jorgen nodded. "We'll have to nove smartly to get there ahead of them The
| ocal s have any nines or booby traps planted between here and there, anything
we're going to have to watch for along the way?"

"Not that they've told us about,"” Lon said.

"W're ready to go," Jorgen said.

The pl atoon noved out at a brisk march, in tw colums, with intervals nore
those of a hike than an advance toward the eneny. Once clear of the other
Dirigenters, Lon alternated the pace between march-step and double tinme. They
had to nove north, through the woods, for a half nmile before turning east,
into the early-norning sun.

Twi ce they passed conpani es of Cal ypsan sol diers who were trying to regroup
and repl enish their own ammunition. They al so passed a field hospital, where
| ocal soldiers were being treated. They got hit hard, Lon thought, |ooking as
he nmoved past the open-sided tent. There were a dozen trauma tubes under the
canopy, and several dozen wounded soldiers waiting their turns.

Finally the platoon turned east, through the outskirts of Cceanview The
streets were al nost deserted. Only an occasional police or mlitary vehicle
was moving. Civilians were staying indoors, or had noved to safer ground ahead
of the fighting the night before. The arnmy had sentries posted, and a couple
of shorthanded squads out as scouts.

Lon heard the sounds of explosions to the south, and the
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rapid fire of the nultibarrel guns that the DMC s Shrike fighter aircraft
carried. He |ooked in that direction, but saw nothing. The fighters were
either risking everything to get very low or—npore |ikely, he thought—staying
hi gh enough to give them a good chance to evade any surface-to-air nissiles
the Belletieners mght [ aunch. The fighters would not be around for long. If

they had cone in with full |oads of nunitions, they night make three passes
over the eneny—+ockets and gunfire. Then it would be tine to burn for orbit,



to return to their ship.
"G ve themhell," Lon whispered.

Two minutes later, just after the |last rocket explosions to the south, it was
time for Lon to split the platoon. He kept first and second squad and started
south again. Pl atoon Sergeant Jorgen took the other squads and conti nued east.
They woul d go another quarter mle before turning south to intercept the

i nvaders. There was no double-timng now Lon did not want his nmen to be

wi nded when they encountered the enemy. After the two sections had separated,
Lon gave his two squads a minute to rest.

"It's going to be hit-and-run and watch your asses,"” Lon told WI Nace and Ash
Bocker, the corporals who led the two squads. "That means use the nmen with
beamers as | ong-range sni pers when possi ble." Each squad had one man with an
ener gy weapon. "Grenades at maxi mumrange, fromcover. Duck into buildings to
take a few potshots, then get out before the eneny can respond. Qur job is to
sl ow the eneny down, give the rest of the battalion and the locals time to put
a nore credible force between governnent center and the invaders."

Nace nodded. "We know the drill, Lieutenant."

"You'll operate separately,” Lon continued. "If necessary, break your squads
into fire teans. WI, 1'Il stay with you, but it's your show, tactically. |I've
got the entire platoon to manage. If | get any ideas, you'll hear them but

don't wait for ne to say what to do fromminute to mnute. Now, let's nove."

The broad avenue nade Lon nervous. He and his nen were too visible. They
stayed close to the buil dings, near cover, but that was only a parti al
solution. They were heading toward the eneny, and one Bell etiene col utm was
advanci ng al ong the sanme avenue—ust the other side of a park, no nore than
seven hundred yards to the south. As soon as possible, the two squads noved to
either side, heading for alleys and the spaces between buil dings, to areas
where there was sone cover.

W1 Nace halted his squad and sent Loe Gavish, his bea-nmer, and another man to
the top of a building to try for a shot at the enemy. Then Nace depl oyed the
rest of the squad, talking to two or three nmen at a time, telling them where
to go, what to do.

"We' || operate in relays,” Nace told Lon. "Leapfrog each other. If the eneny
goes after the first men who hit them they can beat it, and we'll let the
eneny run into the next ambush."

Lon nodded. "Do what you think best, WI. You' ve had nore experience at this
than | have." Lon had no qual ns about admitting that. He trusted the veterans
under his comand, and he was always willing to learn fromthem The Corps
operated that way, generally. Young officers were not given the opportunity to
nurture delusions that the red and gold pips they wore were worth nore than
years of experience. "I'll stick with you. Maybe 1'll even get a shot or two
at them nysel f."

"I got no problems with that," Nace said. "Just renenber, this kind of
operation can get dirty in a hurry.”

Lon gl anced around. He had al ready noted how cl ean, how new, everything about
Cceanvi ew | ooked. It was alnost as if the city had just been built and no one
had moved in yet. But the city was not new, sinply well maintained, even in
the face of an enemny invasion. Not even Dirigent Gty is kept up like this,
Lon thought, and he had been inpressed with how clean the capital of the



mercenary world was. It had been so distinct a contrast with the cities he had
seen on Earth.

"\Whenever you're ready, WI," Lon said.
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Nace nodded. "I'mjust waiting for Gavish to report that he's ready. Wth a

little luck, he might get off two or three shots with the beaner before the
eneny knows that any-thing' s happening."

Loe GaVish reported that he was in position and had the eneny in sight. Nace
gave himthe go-ahead, then alerted the rest of the squad. "Well, Lieutenant,"
he said then, "I guess it's time for us to get out of the street before we get
arrested for vagrancy." The others had al ready di sappeared fromsight, into
bui | di ngs and between them noving into position

Lon gestured toward the door nearest them They were standing by the rear
entrance to a three-story office building. There was no glass in the door.
"After you, WI."

"Right, Lieutenant. Just for the sake of an old corporal's nerves, let's treat
this as if there night be a squad of hos-tiles on the other side."

Lon nodded, and brought up his rifle and checked to make certain that the
safety was off. Nace did the sane with his weapon. The two nen | ooked at each
other and | owered the faceplates on their hel nets.

W1l he just kick it open or try the latch first to see whether or not it's

| ocked? Lon wondered as Nace noved toward the door. The corporal noved to the
hi nge side of the door, then glanced at his lieutenant. Lon nodded and noved
to the other side of the door.

"You want to try the knob?" WI asked.

Lon reached for the knob as WI brought his rifle up. The knob turned freely.
"Ready?" he asked, holding the knob. "Ready," WI replied, and Lon pushed the
door in.

Nace did not wait. As soon as he saw the door start to open, he pushed
forward, accelerating quickly, throwi ng his shoul der agai nst the door and
diving for the floor inside. Lon crossed behind him his rifle searching for
any hint of a target. Lon did not do a rolling dive. The fraction of a second
between WI|'s entrance and his own had not brought any gunfire.

They were in a corridor that ran the length of the building. To the left were
stairs and lift tubes. At the right were
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three doors. The first appeared to lead into a service closet. It was | ocked.
The rooms behind the other two doors both housed | awers, judging fromthe
signs on them At the far end of the corridor, glass double doors |ooked out

on the street.

W1 Nace got to his feet. "I'Il check the front door to make sure it's not



| ocked. W& might be glad of a choice of exits. Then we'll go upstairs and see
what we can find."

They did not take anything for granted, |ooking into each office suite they
passed, ready for anmbush ... or any other surprises. The office doors were

| ocked, but there were glass panels in each. The building's front doors were
unl ocked. Then the two nmen took the stairs up—ene at a time, with Wl going to
the next | anding before Lon left his post at the bottom On the second fl oor
they took a few seconds to glance into each of the three office suites

t here—testing doors and | ooking. These doors were al so | ocked. Only a pair of
restroons, at the back of the hall, were open. And enpty.

It was while they were checking the restroons that Loe Gavish reported in.
"I"'msure | got two of them Corp," he told Nace. ' 'Maybe a third. A few of
t he enemy got off shots, but they didn't know where to aim W're beating it
out of here now, before the rest get up and start |ooking for us."

"Loe said that there was gunfire,” Nace told Nolan. "I didn't hear anything,
so the sound insulation in this building is pretty damm good."

On the third floor, they found no easy access to the roof. There were no
stairs, only a nmetal access panel in the ceiling. "Nothing we can do about
that,"” Lon said. "W'll have to make do with the windows on this level."

"We'| | have to break into all of the offices,” WI said. "I hope they've got
wor ki ng wi ndows. The ones out here in the corridor don't open. And we probably
can't break them not easily anyway."

Lon nodded. W ndow "gl ass" was rarely real glass on any urbanized world. There
were far superior substitutes, nearly as secure as plate steel. It m ght be
easier to knock
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the wi ndows out of their franmes than to break the panes. "W don't have mnuch
time. The Belletieners will be in range soon."

"I just hope the locals haven't gotten too cute with these doors,"” WI said.
If the tenants, or their landlord, were overly consci ous about keeping the
prem ses secure, the door m ght be inpossible to get through w thout the key
or explosives. WI noved to the first |ocked door and turned to give it a
power ful side kick, next to the lock. Years of marching, hiking, and
practicing unarmed conbat had gi ven himextrenely muscul ar | egs, and he knew
how to place the kick for maxi mum power. They heard somet hing crack, and the
door was | oose—but not yet free. Nace turned around and delivered a second
kick, with the other foot, to the sanme spot, and the door flew open

"I hope you can handl e the next one, Lieutenant," WI said. "That smarts."

Lon went along the corridor to the next door. He tried the knob, just to nake
certain that it was | ocked, then backed up. He had never attenpted to kick
open a door before. He took a deep breath, then made his first kick. The,
shock of inmpact ran all the way up his leg to the hip, but he felt only the
slightest give to the door. A second kick put a little play in it, but he
needed a third to finally break the janb.

For the third office door, they took turns. Nace hit it first, and Lon
finished the job with his kick. Then the two nmen split up to check the w ndows



inside the three suites.

Lon had the suite at the front of the building. The interior doors were not
| ocked. The wi ndows were hinged at the top and opened outward, but only eight
inches. Lon tried to force the first window farther, but could not.

He had been monitoring the talk in the two squads, not at all confused by the
junbl e of voices. He could identify each of his nen, even froma coupl e of
words. Sorting out
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t he avenues, they had been forced to stop and maneuver nore carefully. Each
time a few of Lon's nen hit, the eneny conmander had to make certain that it
was only harassing fire—and not a gambit to draw all of his force into a
killing zone. Loe Gavish was working around to the side of the eneny col um,

| ooking for a place to hit them from behind with his beaner—to further confuse
the issue.

They' Il be in view before |ong, Lon thought as he made the circuit of the
suite, opening all the windows. Then he went back out to the corridor. Nace
was already going into the third suite, at the back of the hall, to get those
wi ndows.

"We'd better just hit themon the street side, WI," Lon said. "Keep their
attention there while we scoot out the back."

"You want the honors, Lieutenant?" WI asked. "I can keep watch out the back
way, make sure they don't show up out there before we're ready to vacate the
preni ses."

"Mght as well, since |I'malready up here," Lon said, noving to the w ndow
that had the best view al ong the avenue.

"G ve me a shout before you shoot, Lieutenant."

"Right. One quick burst, then we're out of here,"” Lon replied. He got down on
one knee, his right side against the wall, adjusting hinself to the best
position he could find. The barrel of his rifle was just above the w ndowsill
where it would not be visible to anyone on the ground, even two bl ocks away.
"It shouldn't be long now," he added.

He turned down the vol ume on his earphones, to help himconcentrate. The radio
chatter was still audible, but softer than before. Seconds dragged as he

wor ked to make his breathing regular and shallow, and stared down the street
for the first view of the approachi ng eneny.

One quick burst at the point man, he rem nded hinself. That was all there
woul d be tine for. Anything |onger, and
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half in a crouch, along the far side of the street, down at the Iimt of Lon's
possi bl e zone of fire.

"We're clear," Nace said.



"Here goes." Lon had started tracking his target as soon as he cane into
sight. The barrel of his rifle rested on the windowsill. H s finger
constricted on the trigger, firing a three-shot burst. Lon was already noving
back fromthe wi ndow before he was aware that the nan had been hit. The
accuracy of his shooting was al most irrel evant.

Nace was waiting at the top of the stairs when Lon came out of the front

suite. They ran down the stairs almost at full bore, three or four steps at a
time, grabbing the newel posts to check their nomentum and turn them at the
bottom of each flight. Lon felt a rush of exhilaration such as he had not
known since he was a child running fromsone prank in the Asheville circus

nei ghbor hood back on Earth. The two nmen paused only briefly when they reached
the rear exit. WI went out first and ran across the alley, |ooking to nake
certain that they were alone. Then the two nmen turned |left and ran, anxious to
put distance between thensel ves and the scene of the anbush.

As he could, Lon provided a narrative of what he was doi ng, and why. Anything
he said inside his helmet would be recorded. He could, if he chose, shut off
the recorder, but he generally left it on. Later, assuming there was a later
for him he would have the opportunity to edit his annotations and
conversations and provide a gl oss before they becane part of the pernanent
archives of the Dirigent Mercenary Corps.

Keepi ng track of his nen, with all four squads broken down into smaller units
and novi ng i ndependently, kept Lon too busy to have time for anything other
than the essential s—since he was noving and fighting at the same tinme. From
the tine he had taken his first shot at the enemy until the cat-and-nouse gane
ended for his fourth platoon, only fifty mnutes passed. Wen he had a few
mnutes to rest afterward and thought back over all that he and WI| Nace had
done, Lon was anmazed to .discover that it had not actually been two or three
hour s.

The rest of 2nd Battalion, and nearly three battalions of the Calypsan arny,
nmoved into the city and worked hard to block the invaders. Lon's platoon
wi t hdrew t hrough the newy forned defensive |ine.

"I lost two nen, Captain,” Lon told Orlis when he reported in. "Just at the
end." He had to concentrate to keep his voice matter-of-fact, free of the
enotion he felt. "Val-entin and Roschev fromthird squad. No one saw what
happened, but we lost their vitals just as Nace and | were com ng through the
lines. My guess is that they were both
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taken out by the sanme grenade. 1'd like your permission to take a squad back

out to |l ook for them™"

There was a pause before the captain replied. "No, we can't, not now. I|f they
wer e wounded and needed hel p, that would be different. | know you don't like
the idea, but that's the way it has to be. It could have been worse, Nolan. |
know it's rough, but you and your nmen did a damm good job. You gave us the
time we needed. Colonel Flowers said to pass along his '"well done." "

My ass, Lon thought. It was not quite bitterness he felt. He had been in
conbat before, seen conrades die. But this was the first tinme that nen under



his command had been killed. Under his command—his responsibility. Al the
| eadership training he had received could not take the pain out of that.

"Any of your men require medical attention?' Olis asked.

"No, sir," Lon said. "W could use a few minutes to catch our breath, but
we're ready for whatever." The sounds of fighting were audi ble, and not
extremely distant. It was not just scattered actions involving a few nen. A
couple of tines already, Lon had heard what sounded |i ke conpany-sized
actions.

"Take ten minutes, then nove back to rejoin us. | can't give you nore than
that."
W' | | nmanage, Lon thought as he switched channels to pass the news to his

pl at oon sergeants and squad | eaders.

Lon knew that he needed rest too, even if only ten mnutes, but there were

ot her demands on his tine. He noved anpong t he squads of fourth platoon

tal king face to face to as many nmen as he coul d, passing along the news, both
good and bad. ' 'The colonel says you did good work. W' re going back to the
rest of the company. | don't know what comes next, but it's not tine to kick
of f our boots and sleep yet." He added personal words to some of the nen,
appreci ati on, encouragenent, condol ences. He tried to defuse the gripes that
many had about not being given nmore than ten mnutes. A few nmen had their
rifles fieldstripped,
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in the process of cleaning them when they got the news about the "rest" and
t he subsequent nove.

"Hey, if you wanted easy," he told part of first squad, "you should have
studied for a chauffeur's license and gotten a job driving a cab. Sit on your
butt all day and breathe climte-controlled air, ferry people back and forth
around Dirigent City." By the time he had nmade the rounds, the ten m nutes
were gone. Lon allowed hinmself a silent sigh. Maybe next tine, he thought
after giving Weil Jorgen the order to get the nmen forned up for the nove.

The pl atoon marched in two columms, one at either side of the street, close to
the buildings. The nen carried their rifles at port arns, ready for action. It
was cl ear that they were nmoving toward the sounds of gunfire. Even though they
wer e supposedly behind the |ines, away from any eneny, no one took that for
granted. They had not been in action | ong enough for exhaustion to nullify
cauti on.

Captain Olis came on the radio to talk with Lon again. "W've had word that
the rest of the reginent is handling the Belletieners in the mning region
easily enough," he said.

"Wth the manpower advantage the col onel has, it should be easy," Lon said.
"They going to send nore nmen to help us?

"Not before tonight, at the earliest,"” Olis said, ignoring the al npst
petul ant tone in Lon's voice. "Maybe not then if the Belletieners are stil
putting up any resistance there."

"Even one nore battalion would be a big help here.”



"I know, Nolan, but we'll nake do for as long as we have to." There seened to
be a trace of annoyance in the captain's voice, so Lon did not press it.

The battle lines in the southern district of Oceanview were not as fixed or
regul ar as Lon had i magi ned—er hoped. Neither side had settled 'into a static
def ense posture. Both commanders were attenpting to nmaneuver. The only place
where lines of soldiers actually faced one another fromfixed positions was in
one of the greenbelt parks that separated the residential nei ghborhoods from
the commercia
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and professional strip. That stretch—-tess than a quarter mle w de—was a pivot
point. On either side there was novenent, and urban fighting of the nost
dangerous kind, building to building. To the right, the DMC was mnovi ng sout h,
into bl ocks that Belletiene had already cone into. On the left, the Cal ypsans
were struggling to keep Belletiene out of the office blocks. The situation
there was, according to the reports that filtered through to Lon, "extremnely
fluid."

"Back home, that'd mean our people are up the creek," Ivar Dendrow comrent ed
when Lon gave himthe report.

"Where | come fromtoo," Lon replied. "That neans we're liable to get jerked
over there to hold the line."

"What ever," Dendrow said. "It all pays the sane."

Pay doesn't mean a thing unless you're alive to spend it, Lon thought. "W'|
take it one step at a tinme, Ivar. That's all we can do."

Captain Olis had held third platoon back, using its squads to investigate
bui | di ngs that had—supposedl y—al ready been cl eared of any eneny troops, and to
wat ch that the eneny did not outflank the rest of the battalion on the west.
Once third and fourth platoons were reunited, that changed. Slaving Lon's
mapboard to his own, Olis told Lon exactly where he wanted himto take his

pl at oons.

"We've got to put pressure on the enenmy's left flank, and try to start closing
a circle around them nmake them break off the attack on their right."

"Take the pressure off of the Cal ypsans?" Lon suggested.

"Gve themnore tinme to regroup,” Olis said. "They've been in this constantly
for a week now. They've lost a ot of nen, and there haven't been all that
many chances for themto sleep. You know what it's like."

Lon nodded to hinself. He was two bl ocks away fromthe captain, so Olis could
not see the gesture. "I know, " Lon said. The way we 're liable to be in a few

nore days if we can't end this in a hurry.

"Cet the eneny's attention. Get in his face. Start sonething. Then we nove
nore nen in to exploit the situation.”
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"Yes, sir.

"They' re not paying enough attention to their rear and flanks. Their orders
nmust be to take Government House no matter what. That gives us a little

| everage. Use it, but don't take foolish chances. Remenber, our resources are
[imted."

Lon's pl atoons noved west before they turned south again. The Belletiener
advance was narrow, a spear-thrust toward the center of Oceanview. Apparently,
only widely spaced sentries and a few roam ng patrols of no nore than squad
strength were all that covered the flanks and rear of that advance. The

i nvasion force was not |arge enough to stake out large tracts of ground and
hold it while they expanded the territory they controll ed.

"We'| | start by taking out any sentries and patrols,” Lon told his platoon
sergeants. "We'll nove a few bl ocks east then, as if we're heading toward the
solid line in that park frombehind. | don't know how far we'll get, but that

shoul d certainly get their attention."

"I'"d just as soon they took notice of us sooner rather than later," Sergeant
Jorgen said. "Before we get too far fromhelp. | don't mind a little action
but I'd hate to get in a position where it might take too |ong for our
reinforcements to arrive, if you know what | nean."

| know what you nean, Lon thought. "The captain didn't say anythi ng about
racing," he said. "W'll do as nmuch as we can."

There was little need for Lon to worry over the mechanics of getting his nen
to their junping-off spot. The men nmoved in two columms, as close to cover as
they could, taking care at intersections, and whenever they m ght cone under
observation ... or eneny fire. Lon sent one squad ahead to clear the way and
nove toward the first eneny sentry whose | ocati on was known from his hel net
electronics. So far, the Belletieners in Cceanview had shown no inclination to
shut down their systens to avoid detection, though the force to the south, in
The diffs, had apparently started to shut down unnecessary eni ssions.

"W got the sentry," Corporal Frehr reported, on a link
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t hat connected himboth to the pl atoon sergeant and to Lon. "He never had a
chance to take a shot."

"Good work, Ben," Lon said. "You see anything | need to know about ?"

"I"'mnot certain, Lieutenant. Maguire thought he maybe saw nmovenent a bl ock
over, but he wasn't certain, and there were no el ectronics registering from
that direction. | didn't see anything."

"Maybe a stray dog or sonmething like that?" Lon asked.

"I don't know, Lieutenant. Maguire said he thought he saw a battle helnmet with
a different canouflage pattern, but like | said, no electronics."

That doesn 't prove anything, Lon thought. '
not one to see things that aren't there."

' Keep your eyes open. Maguire's



Less than a minute later, Lon had a call from Captain Olis. "Sonething nore
for you to watch for. The Cal yp-sans just passed al ong a nessage they got from
acivilian in The Ciffs. Belletiene has started noving troops our way,
breaking off fromwhat little resistance the Cal ypsan arny had been able to
put in front of themthere."

"Any idea how many, or how soon they m ght get here?"

"No, and I"'mnot certain how | ong ago the nessage was sent. The colonel is
trying to find out nmore, but it's iffy. They may be noving w t hout

el ectroni cs, which cuts down on the chances of the fleet spotting them from
above. Cal ypso has scouts out, and people working their conplink nets, but we
don't have any confirmation yet. Just be careful ."

"Any change to our orders?"
"Not for now. But if you run into these new troops, give nme a holler at once."

You can bet on it, Lon thought. He passed the news to his noncons. "W do
everything we can to keep from being surprised,” Lon told them "If we run
into any eneny concentrations, | want to know about them before they know
about us. We nove as if we were trying to infiltrate a known eneny position
Move one squad from each pl a-
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toon at a tinme, use the rest to provide cover. The eneny m ght be observing
el ectronic silence, so don't count on seeing blips on your faceplates." He
felt self-conscious rem nding |ongtinme veterans of such basics, but did not
et that stop him Nor did any of the noncons object to his lecture.

There were the little things, habits. For Lon, that always included checking
the safety on his rifle. It was off, as he wanted it. He glanced at the
timeline on his head-up display. He surveyed the overlay that showed himthe
positions of his men, even though he could see all but one squad from where he
was.

Lon was with third platoon. It was not sinply a matter of dividing his tine
bet ween the platoons in the nost equitable fashion, nmoving with third now
because he had been with fourth before. It was also a matter of confort. He
was nore at ease with third platoon. That was where he had served as an

of ficer-cadet. He knew the nmen of that platoon, especially its second squad,
better than he knew any of the others. For the same reasons, he attached
hinself to the platoon's second squad, taking his position just behind Tebba
G rana.

"You think this is going to get hairy, Lieutenant?" G rana asked over a
private link.

"Why do you ask?" Lon replied.

"That's when you're nost certain to show up here,” Grana said with a soft
chuckl e. Li ke running home to Mommy, he thought but woul d never say—to anyone.
He had too nuch respect and affection for his lieutenant to cause him any
enbar rassnent .

"Coul d be, Tebba. At least with the bunch of you, 1've got a damm good idea
whi ch way everyone will junp if something does happen. You'd better be



careful, though, doing all that thinking. Soneone's apt to notice and transfer
you to Corps Intelligence."
"Bite your tongue, Lieutenant," Grana said with horror that was not
conpletely feigned. "I'mno egghead, no nore'n | gotta be to stay alive."

The conversation was slow, interrupted often, resuned
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when possible. Neither man let the talk interfere with watching over the nen,
and watching for trouble. Lon also had to switch channels to talk with the
sergeants and the other squad | eaders now and then. The two pl at oons reached
the spot where the eneny sentry had been killed, and turned east. Ben Frehr's
squad had gone on. It was several blocks away now, stal king another of the

i sol ated Belletiener sentries.

"Weil, put one of your squads out on the right," Lon told Sergeant Jorgen. "If
there are eneny troops coning up fromThe diffs, | want to know as early as
possi ble."

"Right, sir,"” Jorgen replied. "I was gonna suggest that."

Lon | ooked up at the sky. Mdday. The sun was bright in an al nost cloudl ess
sky. Day or night made little difference against an eneny who al so had

ni ght -vi si on equi pnent, but like nost soldiers, Lon felt safer operating in
the dark. It gave an illusion of security, like a child pulling a blanket over
his head to hide from "night nonsters,” but it was al so sonething nore. The

ni ght-vi sion systens in nost battle helnmets (not only those of the DMJ)
provided mniml resolution at a distance. The range of danger was | essened
sonewhat .

One squad fromfourth platoon split off and noved in a different direction

/ hope I'mnot forgetting anything inmportant, Lon worried. That was sonething
he worried about often, the nagging fear that sonehow he would fail because he
was not good enough. He occasionally had nightnmares that nen di ed under his
conmand because he had screwed up, made sone inexcusabl e m stake, or
over | ooked somet hing basic. He feared that nore than he feared the possibility
of his own death. The nost extreme version of the nightmare had himas the
only survivor of his platoons.

"Weil, | want your platoon farther to the right," Lon instructed after both
pl at oons crossed one of the broad avenues. "The next street or alley. Gve us
alittle nore room"

Jorgen acknow edged the order and redirected his nen.
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Lon turned his attention to the area directly in front of third platoon. Two
bl ocks over was anot her of the many green preserves of Cceanview "If
Bel l etiene hasn't clainmed it first, that would make a confortable spot for us

to waylay them " Lon said when he pointed the park out to Tebba. "If that was
what we were out here for."



"I't'll get us out of the open for a few mnutes, anyway," Grana replied. "W
can go in and pick where we want to come out. That park mani cured or wild?"

' ' Somewhere in between, | think. Mst of them at |east have paths and
clearings so the locals can enjoy them" Lon got out his mapboard, unfol ded
it, and adjusted the view "It alnost connects with the city boundary strip,"

he said after scanning the imge at the best nmagnification the mapboard coul d
provide. "A permanent structure right in the nmiddle, octagonal, about a
thirty-foot diameter. Maybe a band shell or sonething like that. So the rest
of the park is probably '"inproved as well."

"M ght not be rmuch cover at ground |evel then, past those bushes we can see
right at the edge," Tebba said. ' 'Less chance of running into an anbush if
the eneny has got there first."

"If there's an anmbush, it will likely catch us trying to get into the park,"
Lon said. "Men at windows in buildings surrounding the park, just waiting for
targets to show up. But they shouldn't be waiting for us, not yet. It's too
soon, even if they noticed right when they lost that sentry.”

Lon was wong. @nfire cane from behind, fromthe west. The start of the
attack was coordi nated, nore than a dozen rifles opening fire simultaneously.
The Dirigenters dropped to the ground quickly. The reaction was instinctive,
drilled into themin training and honed t hrough each conbat contract. Get
down, then worry about where the gunfire is coming fromand how you 're going
to respond. Despite quick reactions, there were casualties. Four nen were
wounded and two nen were dead.

"Cet the nmen around the corner, out of the line of fire,"
down, but nove." He had the platoon

Lon ordered. "Keep
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sergeants arrange for covering fire. The troops nearest the eneny woul d
respond while the rest noved. Then they would pull back once the rest of the
men in the two platoons were in new positions and could work to suppress eneny
fire.

At first, Lon stayed back, turned toward the eneny. He was an expert with both
rifle and pistol, and this was rifle work. He could not be certain how many
Bel | eti eners were present. They had obviously had tinme to prepare their
surprise. In addition to nen on the ground and sheltered by the corners of
bui | di ngs, they had men in wi ndows and doorways in the next block. He reported
on the backdoor anbush to Captain Olis as he started firing short bursts
toward the nost exposed targets.

"I"ve got nen down, dead and wounded, but—for the nonent, at |east-we're
coping. Must be at least a platoon, nore likely two platoons or nore. |f
t hey' ve got other troops noving around to intercept us, | can't tell yet."

"The col onel doesn't want to put nmore nmen in until we're certain that we've
got something major going, No-lan," Olis replied. "Find out as quickly as you
can."

"I'"ve got squads out | ooking. Neither has reported conming across any of the
eneny yet." Lon enptied the nagazine in his rifle and replaced it. A few
seconds later, Ivar Dendrow call ed.



"We're set up back here, Lieutenant. You and the others should start pulling
back now. "

Crawl i ng backward, and continuing to spray short bursts of rifle fire while he
did, took concentration. And tine. The novenent was awkward. But finally, Lon
found hinmself at the end of the building, close to the covering fire of rifles
and grenade | aunchers. He ducked around the corner and sat with his back
against the wall, taking a few seconds to catch his breath—and to let his nind
catch up with the rest of him

Then it was tine to get on the radio, to talk to the | eaders of the squads

t hat had been noved away before the attack. Fourth platoon's scouts had

al ready started noving around to try to assist. They were alnost in position
sout h of the
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Bel | etieners. Third platoon's scouts had been farther off.

"Find out how many got in behind us,"” Lon told both squad | eaders. "If you can
do it without letting themsee you, so nuch the better. W' re okay now. W got
everyone back." Everyone who was still alive. The wounded were receiving first

aid. Two nen were hurt badly enough that they would need tinme in a trauna
t ube—soon—to survive.

Lon called Captain Olis to tell himthat. ' 'If soneone can't get to us, |'m
going to have to turn loose a squad to take themto the nedics,"” he said. "So
far it looks as if we haven't hit a really large eneny force. My scouts are
nmovi ng in on both sides, and neither of them has seen anyone. But |'ve got two
men who have to have nedical help without delay."

"Have a squad bring themin," Olis said. "I'll have nedics nmeet them" He
gave Lon map coordi nates, and then the street names of an intersection. "How
long will your men need?"

"They can be there in ten minutes if they don't run into nore trouble al ong
the way," Lon replied.

"Your orders are to continue your mission," Orlis said after a pause during
whi ch he di spatched the nen to nmeet Lon's wounded. "Get free of this anbush if
you can, or stay there and fight it out if you see a chance to inflict danage
at mininml cost to your own nen. W still want to draw out nore of the eneny."

"W obviously aren't going to give them much of a surprise, Captain," Lon
said. "They've got to be expecting a counterattack, and that m ght be when we
find they've got nore people than we expect." He did not pause |ong enough for
the captain to say anything. "I reckon that would give the col onel what he
wants. We'll give it atry."

Lon sent all of the wounded toward the rendezvous, not just the two nmen who
needed nore attention than they could get where they were. Wth one squad to
escort the wounded, and two others already separated fromthe platoons, both
wor ki ng their way around toward the flanks of the Belletiene anbush, Lon only
had five squads left to deploy, with two of those shorthanded.

"I"ll keep one squad from each platoon," he told the platoon sergeants. "W'|
wor k our way through the buil dings between us and the eneny. | want the other
squads to circle around, join up with the men already out there, to hit them



fromboth sides. You two will have your own nen there. If all we're up against
is a couple of platoons, they mght retreat rather than risk having the horns
cl ose around them" He paused. "If there are nore Belletieners waiting, we
shoul d find out soon enough."

"We going to all hit at once?" Wil asked fromhis position behind the
buil ding across the street from Lon and I|var

' "The squads | keep will try to keep them occupied until the rest of you get
into position," Lon said. "Once you're hitting themfrom both sides—and yes, |
want that coordinated if possible—we'll start working in fromthis side. If

the enemy takes you under fire first, respond, but if we have a choice, | want

both horns to open up together. Check on the squads you' ve al ready got out.
Link with themif you can. Now, get started.”

Lon kept Tebba Grana's squad fromthird platoon and WI Nace's fromfourth.
Wil e the others pull ed back and

121
122
Rl CK SHELLEY

started their encircling nmaneuver, Lon briefed the two squad | eaders on what

they were going to do. "W don't knowif we're going to run into fifty of the
eneny or five hundred. Or nore. Be ready for anything. W nay have to beat a
hasty retreat if we bite off nore than we can chew. "

Two nmen on either side of the street were sent to break into the nearest
bui | di ngs between them and the eneny, to nmake certain that the Belletieners
did not use those covert routes. The rest of the nen in the two squads faced
the enemy directly, with rifles and rocket-propelled grenades. They did not
try to overwhel mthe eneny with volune of fire. This was not a tine to be
spendthrift with ammunition. Al Lon wanted was to keep the eneny occupi ed.

It took ten minutes for his flankers to get into position. Neither Dendrow nor
Jorgen reported any sign of additional enemy soldiers waiting to pounce. "That
don't mean they're not there," Wil added, "but if they are, they're inside
bui | di ngs and bei ng damm cute about it."

"Wul dn't you be, in that situation?" Lon asked. He did not wait for a reply.
"Assume that they know cute as well as you."

Bot h pl at oon sergeants were on the link. Lon said, "One mnute fromnow, start
hitting them Then we start noving." As soon as the sergeants acknow edged the
order, Lon told Nace and Grana to be ready as well. Wile he was doing that,
Lon slipped a new magazine into his rifle.

For a change, the waiting went quickly. The added vol une of gunfire was
i medi at el y audi bl e. The noise | evel nearly doubl ed.

"Let's nove!" Lon sai d—al nbst shouted—en the channel that |inked himw th
G rana and Nace. "Inside and on."

Janno Bel zer and Phip Steesen went through the door as if they expected the
room beyond to be filled with eneny sol diers, even though Lance Corporal Dav
Grott and Gen Radnor had already gone in to secure the buil di ng agai nst that
possibility. Grana was the next man through the door, and Lon followed him
with the rest of the squad cl ose behind.



The buil ding was a professional arcade. The center of
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the building was a large atriumwith a lightly tinted skylight that gave a
soft pink touch to everything. Ofices surrounded that on all three floors. On
the ground floor, the center was arranged as an indoor garden with small trees
and several beds of flowers around a fountain and reflecting pool

Many of the interior doors had been broken open. Gott and Radnor had been
busy. Grana had his nen briefed. Gott was sent to the right, to keep watch
on that side of the building. Radnor was sent to the far end, nearest the

Bel | eti eners. The rest of the squad moved into offices to find w ndows they
could use as vantage spots to fire on the enemy—half on the ground fl oor and
hal f on the | evels above. Lon gl anced upward, tenpted to go to the third fl oor
to see what was visible, but instead he noved through the center of the
bui | di ng, past the fountain, to the door at the far end where Radnor was

post ed.

"See anythi ng?" Lon asked when he knelt on the other side of the doorway.

Radnor shook his head. "There's that next building in the way. | haven't seen
anyone shooting fromthat, so nmaybe the enemy isn't in there."

A paved courtyard stood between the arcade and the next building. There were a
hal f dozen plascrete tables with benches and | arge unbrellas over themin the
courtyard. Several small pieces of sculpture lined the street side of it.

Lon nodded, then called Corporal Grana. "Tebba, when we nove out, | want
Bricks and Steesen upstairs providing cover until the rest of us get into the
next building." For close work, those two were the best marksnen in the squad,
and both woul d keep their heads no matter what they came up against.

"Yes, sir. When do we nove?"

"Hang on a second while | check with Nace." Lon switched channels to see how
t he squad across the street was faring.

"We're ready to nove whenever you give the word," Nace replied. "Not much here
in the way of vantage. |'ve
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only got three nen where they can bring the eneny under fire."

"Ckay, let's nmove." Lon gave Grana the sane order

The first few nen through the doorway came under gunfire. A few Belletieners
were | ocated where they could cover that terrace. But the incomng fire
stopped qui ckly, and none of Lon's men were hit. The plascrete tables and
benches provi ded excellent cover. The door to the next building to the west
resisted efforts to open it. Two men working together could not dislocate door
fromframe, and the lock resisted two attenpts to shoot it open

"That's gonna take a shaped charge, Lieutenant," Grana said. "And that's



somet hi ng we don't have."

Lon shrugged. "Maybe we don't need it," he said. Wil Jorgen was talking to
himat the sane tine.

"They're pulling back, Lieutenant,"
| ooks like. Do we keep after thenP"

Jorgen said. "No nore than forty of them

Lon hesitated, alnpbst ready to call Captain Olis and pass the decision to
him Then he shook his head. Oiginal mssion, he thought. "No, Wil. Hang on
while | bring Ivar into this." Wen he had both platoon sergeants on link, Lon
said. "Keep themunder fire as long as you've got targets but do not, repeat
not, pursue. As soon as they're out of range, pull back and we'll go on with
what we were doing before. That's still the assignment."

He waited for their acknow edgnents before he asked, "Any additiona
casual ti es?"

"Not here," Ivar replied, "but the eneny lost a few nen."

Weil had one nore man wounded, but it was not serious, and he would be able to
continue on with the rest of the platoon

After a time, the senses of an infantryman in conbat becone al nost feral
attuned to his environment with a fineness that cannot be duplicated except
under circunstances that mght prove lethal. He hears and sees, he notices.
Even his sense of snell can becone abnormally acute, filtering
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out the snells of gunpowder and fear, and whatever mayhem he may have been

t hrough, for any hint of new danger. He can nove wi th exaggerated caution
patiently stal king the eneny, or onto ground that m ght be under observation
but the surge of adrenaline that will propel himto whatever new physica
exertions are required is never nore than a heartbeat away.

The nmen under Lon's conmand noved with the precision of men on a drill field,
acconpl i shed veterans. Routine nmaneuvers coul d be done wi thout conscious
t hought, leaving the nmind free to concentrate on greater need. That was one

purpose of all of the drilling and field exercises. Renpbve, as far as
possi bl e, the need for the individual soldier to think when he was in danger
Drumall of the predictable nmoves into himso thoroughly that they will be
done automatically—at need ... or on order

Lon moved with Grana's squad, to the left of the reformed advance. Once nore
a single squad had been sent out on each side, as scouts and flankers. The
objective was still the park where the center of the Belletiene Iine was
hol di ng strong—dnl ess they were intercepted first. Twi ce they encountered

t hree-man eneny patrols. The first group nmanaged to escape. The second was

pi nned down. Two of those nen were killed, the third wounded. The wounded man
was given first aid, then stripped of weapons and hel met, and bound. Lon had
no men to spare for guarding a prisoner

The two skirnishes were the only obstacles they encountered until the park was
in sight—ene park of so many in the city. Lon never questioned that it was the
right one. Even without the sound of battle in front of him he had the eneny
positions on his mapboard and, once he was cl ose enough, on the head-up

di splay of his helnet's facepl ate.



"CGet the nmen into cover," Lon told his platoon sergeants when the point nen
were within a block and a half of the park. "Into the buildings. Sonething
isn'"t right here. Gve me time to check with the captain.™

Olis listened patiently. "Not a bit of reaction, Captain,"”
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Lon said. "W're alnpst close enough to spit on them and it's as if we were
conpletely invisible. They're in there, in the park, but they're taking
absol utely no notice of us."

"I thought sure that you'd draw themin before this, No-lan. You've got your
men under cover?" \Wen Lon replied in the affirmative, Orlis said, "Stay put.
I'"ve got to buck this one up the Iine, see what we do next."

It took fifteen m nutes before the captain called back. "It |ooks as if things
m ght get hotter for you, soon. As near as we can tell, Belletiene has noved
virtually all of their men north out of The diffs. W' ve only nmanaged a few

i solated intercepts of electronics, but the main enemy force can't be nore
than six-tenths of a mle south of you, and they might be a ot closer. To
your west, things have settled down a little, but with Belletiene in contro

of the area near you, you're going to have to head east. That's the only

possi bly safe route. Belletiene's troops have advanced farther our way on that
side, so there shouldn't be nuch nore in your way than sentries and scouts,
what you' ve been dealing with."

"Yes, sir, take the nen east. Any idea how far we'll have to go before we can
circle around to rejoin you?" There's an ocean not too far away, Lon thought.

"I"'mnot sure yet that you'll be able to circle around. The fighting extends
alnost all of the way to the beach. I'Il pass along any intelligence | get,
but if anything unexpected happens, be ready to use your own judgment. You'l
likely have a better idea what's possible than | will. Understand?"

"Yes, sir. Use ny own judgnent." Take the responsibility . . . and the
consequences, Lon thought. It was as close to i ndependent action as any junior
officer in the Di-rigent Mercenary Corps was likely to conme. "I think we'l

have to start by noving a little south before we turn east, Captain. W're too
close to the Belletiene |lines here.”

"I"ll do what | can to keep track of you, and pass the information along to
CIC. If they spot anything pertinent, they'lIl be able to notify you directly
if there isn't time to go through me or through battalion."

More fingers to point, Lon thought as he acknow edged the captain's
i nformati on.

After he signed off, Lon took a noment to collect his thoughts. You don't know
that this is going to be trouble. It mght be a walk in the park. He grimaced
at the unintentional pun. Don't panic. Keep your head. Do everything by the
book. As long as we don't get boxed in by a far superior force, we can cone
through this, he told hinmsel f—alnost with confidence. He took a couple of



slow, deep breaths and let themout, then called his platoon sergeants to |et
t hem know what the situation was. Dendrow grunted at the news. Jorgen gave no
reaction at all that Lon could hear

"What's our status on anmmp?" Lon asked.

"Never enough," Jorgen said, "but we're not in desperate straits. W watch
what we're doing and don't get bogged down in a major firefight, we should be
okay for several hours. If this |lark goes on nmuch past sunset, then we m ght
have to worry."

"Depends what we conme up against,"” Dendrow said. "l've got a couple nen down
to half a standard | oad, but |'ve already had words with them The rest of the
men are in pretty good shape."

"No one with physical problens that could slow us down?" Lon asked next, and
both sergeants replied in the negative.

"We're going to electronic silence, as far as possible,” Lon said next. "Once
this conference finishes and you' ve had tinme to brief your nen, | want passive
scans only, no radio transm ssions unless it's vital. Hand signs and
face-to-face when possible.” He did not need to define "vital." The pl atoon
sergeants, squad | eaders, and nost of the men could nake that distinction
reliably. If anything, they would generally err on the conservative side.

The two pl at oons noved south, staying inside buildings as much as they coul d,
and using themas a screen between thensel ves and the eneny in the park when
they had to nove outdoors. Lon kept his nmen as di spersed as he dared,
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with one squad tailing well behind the rest as rearguard, another out in
front, and a third on their right flank. For the noment, he did not put a
squad out on the left, the side nearest the known positions of the eneny. The
Bel l etiener lines were sinply too close to take that risk

Their progress was slow, cautious. Lon hoped to rely on stealth nore than
speed to see themsafely across to the sea, or as close to it as they had to
go before they could turn north. W get to the far edge of the fighting, there
m ght be a way for us to sneak through the Iines, he decided, though that

m ght mean waiting for dark. In the dark, observing total electronic silence,
Dirigenters could penetrate all but the nost closely guarded |ines without
detection. Lon had seen it. He knew what he and his nmen were capabl e of.

One Belletiener patrol held up their nmovenent for ten mnutes. Lon noved two
squads around so their beamers woul d have clear targets and others woul d be

cl ose enough to nmove in to finish the job as quietly as possible if any of the
eneny survived the silent assault of energy weapons. There were a few gunshots
in the fight. Maybe not enough to draw anyone's attention, Lon told hinself,
but as soon | as the nearest squad reported that all of the soldiers in the
eneny patrol had been "accounted for," Lon hurried his nen on. They noved the
next quarter mle as quickly as they could. Only when they reached the next
park did Lon give his men a few m nutes to rest.



The trees and flowers that Lon saw in this park—about five acres in extent—-al
appeared to be terran species, an arboretumto rem nd the Cal ypsans of the
homewor | d from which their ancestors had conme. Lon was not famliar with al

of the varieties, but there were naneplates identifying each. Many were
tropical. But he saw magnolias and dogwoods, both of which he had seen in
abundance in the southeastern portion of what had once been the United States,
now one of the three nmajor divisions of the North \ Anerican Union, where he
had grown up

In the arboretum Lon called his platoon sergeants together, using hand
signals. Wth their visors raised, Lon

said, "So far, so good. There's an even chance that we'll be able to get
through this next stretch without difficulty. The fighting on this side is al
farther north." He paused. "At least it was the last word | had." Observing
el ectroni c silence nmeant not using his napboard to | ook for eneny positions.

"It's what, a mle and a half to the coast?" Jorgen asked.

Lon nodded. "About that. | hope we don't have to go that far. There won't be
any cover at all close to the ocean. A wi de beach, |ong, gentle slope.
Remenber, this city was designed so that the governnent big shots would have a
clear view of the sea fromtheir offices.”

"Froma mle or nore away," |var Dendrow commented. "Even at night it would be
hard to cross that beach w thout being seen, if there's anyone | ooking."

"We know anyt hi ng about what it's like in the water?" Jorgen asked. "Currents,
tides, predators, all that stuff?"

"People swimin it. That's all | know," Lon admitted. "Not sonething that was
covered in the briefing. | don't know if we could wade out and head north

wi t hout abandoni ng nost of our gear. Let's hope it doesn't cone to that."
"I"ve got a suggestion," Dendrow said, and he waited for the lieutenant to nod
bef ore he continued. "Since we probably won't be able to go through the eneny
lines until after dark—wherever we do it—this seens to be as good a spot to
wait as any we're likely to find. W can make ourselves safer in this tree
museum than in a building that the enemy could drop on us with a coupl e of
RPGs, and we've got good fire zones and lines of visibility."

"Weil, what do you think?" Lon asked.

"It nakes sense, if we can risk being this far fromthe water for another six
or seven hours. This city is full of parks. Chances are we'll come across
anot her one between here and there. But either way would work, | think."

'The only argunment against | can think of is that patrol we took out," Ivar

said. "If soneone cones |ooking, we're still not all that far away."
Lon nodded slowly. "Or maybe they woul dn't think of
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| ooking so close,"” he said. "Let me think on this. W'll take thirty mnutes
anyway, as long as things stay quiet. I'Il let you know t hen whether we're
going to stay or nove on." He shrugged. "Thirty m nutes, everything m ght
change anyway."



The three men separated. Dendrow and Jorgen passed the word to their squad

| eaders that they woul d—probabl y—be staying put for at least thirty m nutes.
Lon took five of those mnutes to make a quick tour of the inpronptu perineter
his platoons had established. If we stay here, we 'Il have to plant snoops out
where they' Il give us sone warning, he thought. The el ectronic bugs woul d
catch any sound around them and mniature caneras would switch on to relay
what they saw. Too bad we don't have any mines to plant. They had not carried
any coming in, and had not been offered any fromthe Cal ypsan nmuniti ons.

Bef ore he conpleted his tour, Lon had decided that Dendrow was probably
correct that they were unlikely to find anyplace better to wait. But he did
not rush his decision. He got off his feet, sitting with his back against a
tree trunk, determined to get at |least a few mnutes rest before he comitted
hi nmsel f.

I"'mtoo tired to make any decision quickly I don't have to. The longer | can
mull it over, the better. He yawned. He did not quite doze off. H's nmind would
not let go conpletely of his responsibilities, and the many questions that
forced thensel ves on his attention. This is a crazy kind of fight, he thought.
Not hi ng nmakes nmuch sense. Everything's all mxed up, here and there. It was
nothing at all like the "clean" battle plans they had studied at the North
American Mlitary Acadeny, the fights they had | ooked at through the sieve of
hi story, parsing decisions and perfornmance, weapons and tactics—all to find
the "inescapabl e" concl usion of why the wi nner had won and the | oser had | ost.
A man coul d make sense of those. Not like this. The Belletieners have to know
that we're back here, doing whatever we please, but they're ignoring us.

Col onel Gaff-ney sends nobst of the reginent off into the nountains when the

i nportant action is here, and nost of the eneny.
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Lon's sigh was al nost inaudible, even to him Maybe when we get hone, Gaffney
wi Il explain why he made the decisions he did, Lon thought. Make it sinple
enough so that | can understand.

Slowy, his mnd got back to the inmedi ate choice, to nove on or stay put past
the half hour he had promi sed. There's got to be a better way than flipping a
coin. If he could just think through the situation with absolute clarity, he
m ght find the one bit of data that woul d nake the choi ce seem obvious. H s
eyes drifted closed a nunber of tines. Once he realized that it was happeni ng,
he woul d open them quickly, as if afraid that soneone m ght notice that he had
al nrost fallen asleep. Each time, he tried to concentrate, but focus was hard
to achi eve.

/ guess we can stay put a while |longer, he decided after nearly all of the
hal f hour had passed, but he realized that his decision was based nore on
inertia than anything el se. Even then, he needed a couple of m nutes |onger
before he started to nove. He got to his feet slowy, as if he were infirm
and nmoved toward the center of the circle his nmen were in. As he noved, he
gestured for the platoon sergeants to join him

"Anyone seen anything?" he asked when they were face to face, squatting near
t he exact center of the two pl atoons.

"Not hi ng nmovi ng, " Dendrow sai d. Jorgen just shook his head.

"I"ve had no word fromthe captain or fromCIC," Lon said. "Maybe |I'mtoo



tired to think straight, but I can't see any reason not to stay where we are a
little longer. If I'mbeat, the nen nmust be too. Keep them on half-and-hal f
watches. Wth a little luck, maybe we can all nmanage an hour or so to nap."

He waited for the sergeants to nod. "Two hours will take us to about four
o' clock, local time," Lon said. "If nothing pops before then, we'll start
nmovi ng again, at least until we find the next good place to settle down."
Nei t her Jorgen nor Dendrow offered objections, or advice.

Once Lon saw the nen return from planting snoops beyond the perineter, he nade
hinsel f as confortable as the | ocation and his gear permtted. He knew that he
had to get at least a few m nutes of undisturbed sl eep—f possible. One of the
pl at oon sergeants woul d al ways be awake. There woul d al ways be sonmeone in
conmand and, theoretically, alert.

Rel axi ng his body was no problem Clearing his mnd was nore difficult. It was
some mnutes before he started to drift off, nore before his nmind finally |et

go. ...

"Nol an! Don't answer. Just listen." Lon cane awake instantly at the sound of
hi s name over the radio, though he needed a few seconds to realize that it was
Captain Olis on the Iink. "Colonel Gaffney has finished with the

Bel -letieners in the mning region. The rest of the regiment will be comng to
Cceanvi ew and The Ciffs tonight, leaving their present |ocations shortly
after sunset there. About twenty-two-thirty or twenty-three hundred hours
here. Arrival about twenty-five mnutes after they | eave their present

| ocation. If you can find a good spot, dig in and wait. Try to avoid

detection. Belletiene is still noving troops north fromThe diffs." There was
a short pause before Olis said, "Click twice if you' ve heard this." Lon
clicked his transmtter twce.

"If I can, 1'll give you updates at five mnutes past the even hours, nore

often if necessary. Of."

Lon got up and went to pass the news to his platoon sergeants. "Have the nen
digin. We're going to be here
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for a while, so let's nake it homey. Then make sure everyone eats. After that,
we'll go back to hal f-and-half watches—f the eneny | eaves us al one.™

It did not take long for the news to spread. Lon went back to his position and
started excavating his own slit trench. He dug as close to the tree he had
been sitting agai nst before as possible. The ground was easy to work, nostly
sand and hunus. He needed | ess than half an hour to get down ei ght inches,

wor ki ng steadily, sweating freely fromhis |abor

He took his own advice and ate a full neal pack then, sitting in his new
excavation, |ooking around at as much of his command as he could see. The new
gashes in the terrain mght seem obvious to anyone who happened to | ook, but

t hey woul d not have to count on the trenches for |ong.

If trouble cones, they "Il do a |ot nmore good, he assured hinmself, no matter
how obvi ous they are. Even a few inches of protection could rmake the
difference in a firefight.



Lon had just finished eating when his platoon sergeants canme toward hi m
"Everyone's set, Lieutenant," Dendrow said when he slid to the ground at one
side of Lon and lifted his faceplate. Jorgen took up a simlar position on the
ot her side and nodded his confirmation of what Dendrow had sai d.

"You two set things up so that one of you is always up," Lon said. "I'm going
totry to get alittle rest, but 1've got to be awake to get the updates from
Captain Olis. Make sure | am on the even hours. Gve ne a fewmnutes to
shake the cobwebs out."

"W'|ll see to it, Lieutenant," Jorgen said.

"I hope they | eave us alone, at least until dark," Lon said. "G ve us a chance
to get back in touch with the rest of our people first. That would be even
better."

"When the rest of the reginent gets here, we should be able to finish this off
in fair order," Dendrow said. "Between us and the locals, we'll have
Bel | eti ene out nunbered and up against it."

"Better themthan us," Jorgen contri buted.
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"Just remenber, that won't mean that we head straight for home," Lon said.
"This contract could still last the full six nonths for us. The nen start
trying to talk thenmselves into thinking we've just got to beat this batch and
col l ect our bonuses, stop themquick. Don't let thembuild up fal se hopes.
They could crash all too quickly. Even after we quash this invasion force,
there's nothing says that Belletiene can't send nore men in tonorrow or the
next day. They don't have to take two weeks to get here through Q space.”

Just make like we're not here, Lon thought after the sergeants had gone back
to their positions, projecting his wishes as if the Belletieners m ght
actually be influenced by them Forget all about us until the rest of the
regi ment gets here and keeps you too busy to remenber. It had not been
necessary for Lon to reinforce the order for electronic silence, or to say
anyt hi ng about avoi di ng unnecessary novenment. The sergeants and squad | eaders
woul d handl e those details, should there be any need. But everyone seened
content to lie in their trenches and take their turns at watching and

sl eeping—er trying to sleep

Now that he had time for it, Lon found that he was no | onger as sleepy as he
had been when it had | ooked as if he would have only a few mnutes to nap. He
was still tired, but his mnd was working again. He |listened, both for any
hint of the eneny and for any unnecessary sounds fromhis own nmen. He thought
back over what Captain Orlis had said, and kept [ooking at the tinme, to see
how far away the next update was. Tinme craw ed.

At 1605 hours, Captain Olis had nothing new to say, and said just that. Two
hours later, he said that everything remai ned on schedul e, even though nore of
Bel l etiene's troops had joined the fighting on the sout hwest side of Ccean

Vi ew.

After that, Lon did nmanage to doze. The several hours that had passed wi thout
any sign of eneny activity around the park had eased his tension a little.
Maybe we "Il get away with it, he told hinself.
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He was definitely asl eep when Phip Steesen shook his shoul der and said,
"Lieutenant!" in a sharp whisper

"What is it?" Lon asked, blinking furiously.

"Eneny sol diers nmoving, west to east, north of us," Phip said. He was prone
next to Lon's trench, keeping his head down. "At least a full conpany. The
rest of the nmen are being wakened," he added.

Lon rolled over. He had been sleeping on his back. He lifted his head to | ook
over the raised border to his trench. A nmpbst unconsciously, he noticed that it
was 1915 hours. The shadows were getting nore acute, |onger

"I see them" he whispered, and Phip started craw ing back to his own trench
snhaki ng sl owy across the ground.

The Bel l eti eners were noving al ong the avenue next to the park. The point
squad was just disappearing fromsight to the east. The main body was comi ng
al ong behi nd, nmoving along either side of the avenue, cautiously-as if
concerned about the possibility of encountering hostile forces—but show ng no
hint that they knew that Dirigenters were so close.

Sitting ducks, Lon thought. H s two platoons would be able to take out nore
than half of the eneny conpany before the Belletieners could react. The nearer
line of the eneny was no nore than eighty yards away. He watched, know ng that
he woul d not give the order to fire unless the eneny did sonething

t hreateni ng. There was no question of giving away the fact that they were
present, even before he rem nded hinself that there m ght be nore eneny

sol diers close than those he could see. Maybe the equival ent of a ful
battal i on, he thought. There were that many, and nore, of the eneny who had
not been accounted for, the |last he had heard.

The invaders noved with proper discipline, alert. They don't | ook as if they
think they're whi pped. They're not running scared. They're still ready for a
fight. It was something to think about. Lon considered breaking electronic
silence to pass that news on to Captain Orlis—after these Belletieners were
wel | away—but decided against it. Not
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worth the risk. I'lIl get a chance soon enough, when it's safer

It was a few seconds | ater when he wondered where the eneny's flankers were. A
conpany shoul d have a squad out on either side, covering them On this side

t hey should be nmoving right through this park or on the next street south, he
t hought. He tw sted around on his side so that he could | ook across to the far
side of his platoons' perinmeter. He could see nothing there, and none of his
men was trying to get his attention to relay a nmessage that he was seeing
anything on that side. Then he | ooked west. There was no sign of trouble there
ei ther.

Unl ess there are other units noving east, Lon thought. C ose enough that they
don't feel any need for flankers in the mddle. That made hi m nore nervous. He



could see one conpany—er maybe a little nore—ef Belletieners. |f other
conpani es were noving east in parallel, he mght find hinmself in the niddle of
a royal mess. |If they see us.

Once the main body of the eneny conpany nmoved out of sight to the west, Lon
all owed hinself a slightly deeper breath than he had been taking since Phip
had wakened him He did not nove, though, waiting for the eneny's rearguard to
nove past.

But it was not a squad or even a platoon that trailed after the others, but
anot her full conpany. How many nore? Lon wondered. The nore of the eneny who
paraded by, the greater the chance that soneone would notice something in the
park, like freshly dug trenches or the | ow nmounds of soil packed up in front
of them Lon started to think about the possibility of w thdraw ng, but knew
that it would be inpossible to nove out of the park wi thout being seen
Moverment woul d gi ve them away surer than anyt hing.

Lon did al nost junp when he heard a squawk over his earphones. He needed a
second to identify the warning chirp fromone of the snoops that his nmen had
planted. He clicked a switch to accept the video and audio fromthe bug.
Reception was passive, and the signal fromthe snoop would be too faint to be
pi cked up at any di stance.

He saw nore Belletiener soldiers. This was not the view
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north of the park, but south of it. Mre of them he thought. Are all of those
m ssing soldiers going to troop past us?

Havi ng the eneny on two sides did squelch any further thought of w thdraw ng.
There was no place left for Lon to take his nen—o direction that woul d be
away fromthe eneny. After dark they could take the chance, if necessary, but
dar kness was two hours away. Lon started sweating nore heavily than he had
whil e he was digging his trench, a different kind of perspiration. This was
fear, a knot in his gut, an itch on the nape of his neck, a drum pounding in
hi s head.

He took in a long, slow breath and held it for nearly a mnute. Fear was no
stranger. It was sinply another weapon to use. He would not let it control his
actions. It would not paralyze him As |long as none of his men did anything
foolish, there was still a chance that they could avoid detection. They've

m ssed us so far, Lon thought. No reason to think sonme tail-end-Charlie is
going to see us.

On the north, the second conpany was past. On the south, that force—apparently
conpany-strength al so—kept noving east. On neither side was there any

i ndication that the Dirigenters had been noticed. Unless they're a lot snarter
than they have any right to be, Lon decided. Smart enough not to show any
reaction at all and to keep nmoving until they 're out from under our sights
before they turn on us.

When a single squad showed on the north, trailing the two conpani es that had
passed on that side, Lon felt a little less threatened. The rearguard. And
only the single conpany—wi th one squad back as a rearguard—passed on the
south. Ten mnutes, Lon told hinmself, glancing at the time-line on his hel net
visor to make certain of the time. If nothing happens in the next ten m nutes,
we got away with it.



Those m nutes passed with excruciating slowness. Lon remained tense, to the
point that he feared that his arns and | egs might cranp. He had to consciously
force hinmself to | oosen his grip on his rifle, to make small movenents with
his arms and | egs to keep them | oose. He continued
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to think around the advisability of notifying Captain Orlis, or Col one

Fl owers, about the eneny nmovenent, but could not think of any way to do it

wi t hout jeopardizing his conmand. Don't break electronic silence. Don't give
our position away. Calling the captain would violate his orders. If it was our
people in i mredi ate danger. . . Lon thought. That would override his

order s—amke them obsol ete. They would only be in that degree of danger if the
eneny knew where they were. Wait, just wait.

As carefully as he could, Lon turned his head to | ook at the nearest men on
either side of him They m ght have been statues made fromthe sanme nmold. H s
men were doi ng what they should, watching for the eneny, hands on weapons,
ready, but not making a noverment or sound. Lon returned to watching the
street, waiting for any sign that the Belletieners were noving back toward

t hem

Maybe we shoul d nove as soon as they've had tine to get well away fromus, Lon
t hought. In case they spotted us and passed the word on to their commander. W
m ght be conprom sed here.

Movi ng because of a possible threat to his comand would fall within his scope
of competence—and responsibility. He took a deep breath as the ten mnutes he
had all owed as the tine of greatest danger passed w thout incident.

Not yet, he decided. They might nove into trouble rather than away fromit. He
waited two nore mnutes before he crawl ed out of his slit trench, then got up
and jogged to where Sergeant Jorgen was.

"I want you to send out two nen, separately, to make sure those troops kept on
nmovi ng," Lon told Jorgen. "They're to stay out of sight of the eneny, if
possi bl e, and they're only to break electronic silence if they come under
attack. Wen they get back, have themreport directly to nme."

As soon as Jorgen nodded, Lon headed toward |Ivar Den-drow, to tell himwhat he
was doi ng.
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"They kept going," Tarn Headly said when he returned from his reconnai ssance.
"OM and | went three bl ocks over past the end of this park, a block apart,
and the Bel-letieners just kept going, then finally turned north."

A few mnutes later, OM Witley returned and nade the same report. "They
didn't hardly even | ook back," he added, "like they didn't have no reason to
worry about what was behind 'em”

Lon had nodded and sent each man back to his squad. He had debated whether to
send scouts out in other directions and had decided against it. The risks
out wei ghed the possible benefits. As long as we're safe, let it lie, he told



hinself. Don't do the enemy any favors by giving themextra chances at
spotting us. Once the sun set, he and his nmen woul d have an even better chance
of remaini ng undetected | ong enough for Col onel Gaffney and the rest of the
regiment to arrive. After that it would not, Lon thought-hoped—ake any
difference. Belletiene's soldiers should be too busy to worry about them

The next update from Captain Orlis nentioned heavier fighting north and east
of Lon and his nen. That came as no surprise to Lon after seeing the eneny
troops moving in that direction. For a few seconds, Lon again toyed with the
i dea of breaking electronic silence to tell the captain about those troops,
bef ore deciding against it yet again. There was no | onger any urgency. Those
sol di ers had apparently already been conmitted to the fight.

Sunset cane, and dusk. The waiting continued. Lon lifted his faceplate and

| ooked around. Wthout the night-vision systemof his helnmet, it was al ready
difficult to discern the positions of the nen at the far side of the
perimeter. As long as they renmai ned notionless, they would be nearly invisible
to any approaching eneny. The Dirigenters' bat-tledress included enough
thermal shielding to minimze their visibility even in infrared.

Lon had earlier put the nen back on half-and-half watches, once the eneny
troops had been tracked far enough so that he did not have to worry about them
im
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nmedi atel y. But he had been unable to get any additional rest hinself. The
danger of the passing eneny had driven the exhaustion away nmore surely than a
full night of sleep would have. He was alert, edgy, and had difficulty even

r el axi ng.

It was still two hours short of when Lon expected the rest of the reginent to
| eave the m ning regi on when anot her of the snoops gave an alert, and the
silent waiting ended for the two pl at oons.

The alarm canme fromthe south. Lon pulled down his faceplate, accepted the
feed fromthe el ectronic bug, and watched on his head-up display as eneny
sol diers noved toward the park. He could not tell how nmany there were, just
two colums of nmen nmoving straight toward his pl atoons.

El ectronic silence had to be broken. Lon clicked to his all-hands channel to
i ssue the warning. "Eneny soldiers nmoving toward us fromthe south. Don't
move. Wait for nmy command before doing anything.”

He turned around in his slit trench, facing the threat. He felt for the safety
switch next to the trigger and firing nmechanismon the receiver of his rifle
to make certain that it was off. Turn! he thought, trying to will the eneny
soldiers away. If they turned either east or west, his nmen mght remain
undetected, but if they kept coming, into the park, then they woul d nove
straight into Lon's platoons. Lon could not let the eneny get that close.

"Weil, you're closest,” Lon said, switching to a channel that connected him
with both platoon sergeants and all of the squad | eaders. ' 'They get within
sixty yards of the perinmeter, tell me. That's when we'll open fire." If we
have to.

Jorgen clicked his transmitter in acknow edgnent.



"I'f they do keep coming, | only want the men on that side of the perineter
firing at first, but I want a lot of volune, rifles and grenades. Do them
fast, before they get organized."

Lon was already trying to plan for the next step, but that
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woul d depend, in large part, on what the Belletieners did when—f—a firefight
started, and how many he was facing. If we can bounce them hard, then get away
clean, that's the ticket, he thought, trying to ignore the nagging worry that
they m ght be attacking too large a force. Mwve and take our chances until the
rest of our people get here.

There was one positive note. If a firefight started, he could call Captain
Olis and | et himknow what was goi ng on.

"Sixty yards, Lieutenant," Jorgen said.

Lon did not hesitate. "Qpen fire."

Only two squads were given the order. The grenadiers were first, |aunching
rocket - propel | ed grenades. Then the rifles joined in, as the first grenades
expl oded in and around the Belletieners. For a few seconds, Lon's nen had the
action all to thenselves. Then the return fire started-sporadic and
ineffective at first, then increasing in volune and accuracy.

"At least a full conpany out there, Lieutenant,"
tell if there's nore com ng up."

Jorgen reported. "No way to

"They haven't started trying to flank us yet," Dendrow said on the sane
channel . "You want we should put out a squad on either side, Lieutenant?"

"Yes, out and around. Let themget in a fewlicks while they're at it. But I
want everyone ready to nove in a hurry. W get a chance, we're going to
withdraw. " He hesitated. "Unless Captain Olis has other ideas. I'mgoing to
call himnow. '

Lon changed channels. When Orlis answered, Lon gave hima quick summary of the
si tuation.

"Try to determ ne how many you' re up against first,” Olis said. "If the
nunbers are manageabl e, remain engaged. But if you are up against a conpany or
nore, get your nen out if you can before they nove in reinforcenments.”

"Yes, sir. The rest of the show still on schedul e?"

"I haven't been told of any changes. The shuttles are on the way in to pick
the others up. Anything you need right now?"

LI EUTENANT
145

"Nothing that can't wait," Lon said, guessing that the captain was busy—npst
likely in his own conbat situation



Lon was prone in his trench. The eneny rifle fire was not all that far
overhead. Several bullets hit the tree nearest Lon. He coul d see occasiona
muzzl e blasts, bright flashes that could not be conpletely suppressed. The
snel | of snmoke and powder was slow to reach him What little breeze there was
seened to be coming fromthe west.

Two grenades exploded alnost in the center of the area that Lon's platoons
wer e defendi ng—far enough fromthe perinmeter that they were unlikely to kil
or injure anyone flat in a slit trench. He had seen nmen nove away fromthe
perimeter on either side, but they had been going out.

"Li eutenant, we've got at |east two conpanies out here, and they're starting
to nove around, farther out than we are," Corporal Grana reported. "W ve hit
t hem and noved. It slowed themdown, for a minute or two anyway."

"Move back here, Tebba," Lon said. "Back and past. We're pulling out." Lon
switched channels to tell all of his noncons that, and to detail how he wanted
to handl e the wthdrawal .

There was no time for intensive planning. Lon nmade his decisions and issued
the orders quickly. The men on the north side of the perineter, farthest from
the enemy, were turned to face south. Wiile the two patrols that had been sent
out on the flanks withdrew, so did the men on the south side of the circular
perimeter, pulling back through the northern half of the defensive position
That was slow. The men crawl ed the entire distance, below the fire of both the
eneny and their conrades.

Lon finally had a chance to get his own shooting in. His concern was nore wth
maki ng certain that none of his own people were hit by friendly fire. That
meant that his fire, and that of his nen, was nostly too high to do nuch
serious damage to the eneny. But if the volunme hel ped keep the Belletieners in
pl ace, it served its purpose.

Then, after the first nen passed through the northern half of the perineter
t hat was bei ng abandoned, Lon and three
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squads were suddenly the front |ine, nearest the eneny, while the rest of his
men took up new defensive positions across the street that flanked the park on
t he north-breaking into buildings and openi ng w ndows.

"We're set here," Wil Jorgen reported, ten mnutes after he had passed Lon's
position. "l've got men high enough to give you effective cover once you get
out of the park.'’

"As soon as we can nove," Lon said. "The eneny is com ng toward us." Al npst
snothering the | ast words, a grenade exploded no nore than twenty yards in
front of Lon. He felt the concussion as he ducked his head and pulled in his
arms—t+ike a turtle trying to withdraw into his shell. The blast wave felt I|ike
a sl edgehamrer bl ow against his helnmet, rocking Lon, stunning him He was
scarcely aware of the shrapnel and debris that showered him He was conpletely
unawar e of the mnor damage his hands and forearns suffered.

Lon was not badly wounded, but the concussion did | eave himdazed for a
protracted monent. Until the ringing in his ears muted, he could not hear
anyone tal king. Nor was he aware of several other grenades exploding close, if



not quite as close as the first. It was instinct—-honed by training and
repetitious drills—that nade himcontinue to withdraw fromthe edge of his
slit trench, seeking sanctuary.

He was only marginally aware when someone dropped into the trench next to him
crowdi ng hi mup agai nst one side of the hole.

"Li eutenant?" |var Dendrow shouted, close to Lon's ear. He could tell that Lon
was alive. He could read his vitals on his own head-up display. The platoon
sergeant | ooked for injuries, a slow process since he had to stay | ow

Lon groaned, a | ow sound that Dendrow did not hear. Lon only slowy becane
aware that there was anyone with him "I'm okay," he nuttered, before he was
certain that was the truth.

"Alot of small cuts on your hands and arns, sir," Dendrow said, over his
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That registered. Lon nmade fists, then relaxed the hands. They worked. "I1'Ill be
okay, lvar. Just had my bell rung." He paused, then added, "It's stil
ringing. How are we doi ng?"

"Just you, me, and one squad left to nove, sir, and |'d suggest we nove now.
The eneny is getting close.™

"Casual ti es?" Lon asked as he reached for his rifle.

"The wounded have been noved," Dendrow said. "Three nmen dead. Grau and Davi s
fromny first squad. Bocker from Wil's second.”

Whi |l e he tal ked, Dendrow nearly manhandl ed the |ieutenant, getting himturned
and noving. Lon was groggy, and his body appeared to be debating whether or
not to cooperate. The |l ast squad of men in the park provided covering fire
whi | e Dendrow and Nol an noved north. The pl atoon sergeant kept an arm around
his lieutenant, and they staggered together. Lon had only m nimal commuand over
his body. Once they were out in the open, on the grassy verge before the
street, Dendrow tightened his grip and hurried Lon on, supporting nore than
hal f of the lieutenant's weight as they noved toward the rest of the platoons.

They were hal fway across the avenue before Lon started to feel as if he could
take care of hinmself. He shook | oose Dendrow s grip, stunbled, then caught his
bal ance. "Let's get nmoving." Lon gl anced over his shoulder. "Get that | ast
squad noving too, while they still can.”

He | et Dendrow give the orders. Lon was still trying to clear his head.

Awar eness was a gradual thing, building slowmy. He was not truly feeling his
physical injuries, just the remants of disorientation. And he was fighting
that, working toward survival —for hinself and his nmen. Everything else could
wait until he could concentrate nore effectively.

Lon tripped over the curbing on the north side of the street and nearly fel

bef ore he caught hinmself. The jarring m sstep seenmed to help clear his head.
He paused and | ooked south, to where the men of the |ast squad were finally
appearing at the edge of the park, moving slowy,
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ducking fromtree to tree, still firing toward the pursuing eneny.
"We'd better get inside, Lieutenant," Dendrow said, hovering close. "Gve the
men a cl ear shot w thout worrying about us."

Lon nodded, al nbst absently, and started noving again, slowy, his attention
di vi ded. Dendrow gui ded himtoward a doorway in the nearest building. Lon was
only vaguely aware of the man with a rifle standing at the side of the door

I nsi de, Dendrow guided himto the side, to cover, and alnost forced himto sit
against the wall. "G ve nme a better chance to | ook at those cuts,"” he said.

Lon set his rifle at his side, then pulled up the sleeves of his tunic. The
backs of his hands and forearns showed nore than a dozen tiny cuts, but the
bl eedi ng had stopped fromnost of them Only now did they start to hurt.
"I'"ll be okay," Lon said, pulling his arnms back when Dendrow nade a nove to
take one armto examne the cuts nore closely.

There m ght be bits of nmetal in some of them Lieutenant," Dendrow said.

"That can cause trouble |ater."

"Not hi ng we can do about it now, lvar," Lon said. "If they're close to the
surface, they' |l work out on their own. And even if they' re deeper, we don't
have a surgeon or trauma tube here."

"I can get one of the medics to probe them" Dendrow said. "Alittle | oca
anesthetic and you won't even feel it."

"Aren't the nedics busy enough?" Lon asked softly. He had the faceplate of his
hel met up, as did Dendrow.

Dendr ow hesitated before he nodded. "They're busy."

"Al'l 1've got is a few scratches. If nmy body's health mai nt enance bugs can't
handle them 1'll nake a warranty clai mwhen we get home. Make sure that | ast
squad gets across safely. Then I'll want you and Weil to help ne figure out

what we're going to do next."

Dendr ow noved toward the doorway, |ooking after his platoon, talking to all of
his squad | eaders. Lon gently rubbed the pal mof each hand over the back of
t he ot her
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hand and forearm feeling for any netal that mght be | odged in the cuts. The
probi ng was noderately painful. When he did conme upon a piece of buried
shrapnel, even a gentle touch hurt. Then he flexed his hands and arnms severa
times. / can still function, he decided. That was reassuring, since there was
no viable alternative. He still had tinnitus, but that had faded to a dul
background buzz. He coul d hear several conversations over the radio, and he
was able to focus on them

He gave hinself a minute to rest before he started to get to his feet, using
his rifle as a prop to help himup. He | eaned against the wall, bracing



hi nsel f agai nst a slight dizziness that cane with notion. Probably a touch of
concussi on, he thought. That was no surprise. That grenade bl ast had been far
too close for confort. Maybe |I'mlucky nmy head is still on nmy shoul ders.

He took a deep breath. It was tine he put his nmind back to the probl em of
keeping his men alive and out of eneny hands. The cat knows the nice are here
now, he thought. Even if they escaped this batch of the eneny, there would
likely be other Belletiener units |ooking for them And it would still be two
hours or nore before Col onel Gaffney and the rest of the reginent would arrive
in Oceanview to give the invaders sonmething nore pressing to worry about.

Sergeant Dendrow saw that Lon was up and came back to him lifting his visor
so that they could talk w thout their radios.

"You think they had a chance to get a good estinmate of our nunbers?" Lon
asked.

Dendr ow shook his head slowy. "Hard to tell. They've got to know we're nore
than just a few scouts. They have to figure at |east one platoon, and—+the way
these things go—they're as likely to guess they came up against a ful

conpany. That's how it works in a fight. If you can't get an accurate count,
your estimate is apt to be way heavy."

"Whi ch neans they nmight turn a lot nore soldiers toward | ooking for us than
they'd need to put us down," Lon said. "W're going to have to nove and keep
nmovi ng, as long as we can. Try to stay two steps ahead of them"
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The sergeant nodded. That was what he had pl anned on recomending, if Lon had
asked ... or suggested staying put. "Be a nasty gane of hide and seek if it
has to go on too long," he said. "But | can't see any better way, 'less they
can free up a few fighters to give us one hell of a lot of close cover. And
even that would be ... unconfortable."

Lon smled. "It would,"” he agreed. "Hang on. Let's get Weil in on this." He
pul | ed down his faceplate, and the conversation noved to the radio, on the
channel that the three of them shared. Lon told Jorgen what he and Dendrow had
been tal ki ng about, and the other platoon sergeant quickly agreed that it was
t he best they could do.

"We'd best be noving soon, Lieutenant," he added. "The eneny | ooks to have
t aken over some of our holes over in the park, and they've got to be noving
nore nen around.”

"Let's get going," Lon said. "One platoon |eapfrogging the other. It nmay be
out of the frying pan and into the fire, since we're going straight north,
toward the rest of the fighting."

The plan was rough, but easily put into notion. Lon and his platoon sergeants
continued to discuss it after the nove started. They woul d stay, as nuch as
possi bl e, indoors, using each building in turn as a nonentary refuge. A few
men—tess than a full squad—woul d cover each flank. Once they put a little nore
di stance between them and the Belletiener unit they had been fighting, they
could |l ook at alternatives.

"How far you reckon we are fromthe main |lines?" Jorgen asked.



"Not far enough,” Lon replied. "Maybe less than three quarters of a mle. It
could be just about anywhere now, though. | don't know how that fighting has
progressed since we've been down here."

Third pl atoon was the |l ast to nove, keeping the eneny engaged while fourth
nmoved north, through an alley into the next series of buildings. Once fourth
was in position,
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third pl atoon could nove past and find positions to cover the next stage.

"Too bad we don't have any mines or booby traps to | eave behind," Dendrow said
while third platoon was noving, pulling back through the building they were in
to exits on the north side of it. "Something to slow the eneny down a little
nore."

"Put it on your list for Santa C aus," Lon suggested. "And tell the nen to be
careful of their ammp. We're going to be getting damm short if this goes on
much longer." Is it always going to be like this, worrying about running out
of ammunition ? Lon wondered. He did not question the "standard | oad" that
Cor ps operating procedures mandated. There was only so nuch weight that a
soldier could carry and still be able to function. But the resupply problem
could be acute, as it was now. There was sinply no chance of getting a supply
drop for two platoons behind enemy |lines—ot with that eneny too close to
allow a shuttle a reasonabl e chance of getting in and out safely.

"I"ve been at the men fromthe start,"” Dendrow said. "And 1'l|l keep at them"
he added before Lon coul d suggest the sane course. "I don't want to get to the
poi nt where all we've got is our bayonets. I'mtoo old for that sort of row"

Lon just grunted. Age had not dim nished Ivar Den-drow s abilities to the
point where it was noticeable. He was as good as nmost of his nen in every
variety of close-in fighting.

It was not until the second tine that third platoon noved past fourth that the
Bel | eti eners behind them conpletely stopped firing. That was, technically,

di sengagenent. They were out of direct contact with the enemy. But Lon did not
consider halting the rapid pace of withdrawal. W'll flip-flop twice nore, he
decided, then stop for a few seconds to figure out which way we're goi ng next.

He did not consider the novement a retreat. They were not blindly running from
danger, but nmaking a tactical nove that would preserve the unit to fight when
conditions were nore favorable—n a few hours when the Dirigenters
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and the Cal ypsans they were supporting would have all of their forces in
posi tion.

"We're going to have to stop and fight sonetine,"” he nuttered under his
breath, while he and third platoon were waiting for fourth to nove past them
"All we're doing is trying to pick the time and pl ace.™

"You say sonet hing, Lieutenant?" Dendrow asked.



"Just talking to nyself,"” Lon said. "I forgot | had an open line." That was
carel ess, he chided himself. "lI'mgoing to check nmy mapboard, get an update on
known eneny positions. Those who are using electronics openly. It's time to
start worrying what we're noving toward, not just what we're noving from"

The two men were forty feet apart. Their conversati on had been over the radio.
It would not do to have both of them w ped out by a single grenade or the sane
burst of gunfire. It was alnpst tinme to resune electronic silence, but Lon

t hought that he could risk a few m nutes nore. The eneny woul d have trouble
figuring out where they were this soon

Lon pulled the mapboard fromthe pocket designed for it on the right |eg of
his trousers and unfolded the instrument. He entered his password and keyed
the "Update" button, then started narrowing the focus on the display screen
until he was at maxi mum resol uti on—+ooking at an area that was five hundred
yards in diameter, centered on his own | ocation

There were far nore red blips, indicating eneny troops, than there had been
the last tinme he had checked the display. OQoviously, many of the Belletieners
who had been keeping electronic silence before were no | onger bothering. And
it was not just enemy troops who were in contact with the Cal ypsan and
Dirigenter defenders of Cceanview.

"lvar. Weil. It looks as if our best bet is to head east. We'll be able to
nmove faster staying out in the streets, at least for a while. If we have to,
we can deke south again, go silent and try to throw any pursuit off the scent.
But | hope we can avoid that, maybe find a place to |ie doggo
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instead. | want to keep cl ose enough to get into the main event when it
starts.”

"Fine by ne, Lieutenant," Wil said. "lI'd rather sit than wal k any day."

"I's there any place that | ooks good for that?" Ivar asked.

"I guess we'll know when we see it, Ivar," Lon said. "W're going to be
getting close to the beach before long. There are fewer buildings this side of
the city, and fewer trees.”

"Be nice to find a place where we can see the eneny conming a |ong way of f,"
Dendr ow suggest ed.

"As long as they can't see us just as far off," Lon said. "That's getting too
far afield. When we nmake the turn, | want to | eave one squad behind for a few
mnutes to spring a surprise on the Belletieners, if they're still foll ow ng.
They m ght expect us to dig in and make anot her stand, so any opposition ought
to make them stop and scratch their heads for a minute or two, give us that
much nore tinme to get clear and di sappear.”

"You got a particular squad in m nd?" Dendrow got the question out before
Jorgen coul d.

"WI! Nace's," Lon said. "I know that's the kind of thing he's good at."

"Right," Jorgen said. "Any specific instructions? Like, how |ong they should
wait and what they're to do after they get the attention of the eneny?



"Let's get WI in on this and we'll work it out together,"” Lon said.

Three grenades burst al mbst sinultaneously in the street. Lon's two platoons,
m nus the one squad that had not returned fromits job of slow ng down the
pursuing Belletiener soldiers, had only a second to dive for cover when they
heard the rocket-propelled expl osive comng. The Dirigenters had been hiking
al ong both sides of the avenue, close to the buil dings as usual

Lon had no tinme to ask questions even after the expl osions, because rifle fire
started inmedi ately. There was no need for the ' 'Were did those cone fronf
that had been ready to cone out of his nouth.

"W need better cover," he told his platoon sergeants as soon as he could
spare a few seconds. ' 'Get out of the street. Fire and maneuver."

The pl atoons were already returning the eneny's fire, w thout great vol une,
but with some effectiveness. No one panicked. It was in noments such as this
that training and experience were nmost val uable. On each side of the street,
t he squads worked together, one at a time nmoving out of the line of eneny
fire, crawling to alleys or entranceways, taking wounded nen with them Lon
was heartened to see that there were no dead.

"I don't think there are too many of them Lieutenant,"” |var Dendrow said
after half of the Dirigenters had escaped the nost vul nerable areas. "Muybe no
nore than we've got."

"That's my take, too," Lon replied. It was dark enough for rnuzzle flashes to
be easily visible. "All in one place, up in that next block. But we can't |et
themtie us down
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| ong enough for themto get reinforcenents. As soon as we get everyone out of
this shooting gallery, we nove around on both sides, force themout." O drop
t hem where they are, he thought. He swi tched channels on his radio. ''Wil
contact Nace and tell himwhat's going on, and that he's still got to sl ow

t hat other batch down."

"Yes, sir," Jorgen replied. "I heard fromhimjust before this ruckus started.
He said they were about to tangle with the birds who were behind us."

"Too much noi se here to hear that," Lon said, nore to hinmself than the platoon
sergeant. Jorgen chuckl ed. There was no need to reply.

Lon and the squad nearest himthird platoon's second squad—aere the last to
pul | out of the danger zone on the south side of the avenue. They had plenty
of covering fire when their turn came. The pl atoon sergeants had done an
effective job of deploying the rest of their nen.

' "Any serious casualties? ' Lon asked his sergeants once everyone was out of
the street.

"No one who can't keep up and pitch in,"
at least."

Dendrow said. "Not in third platoon



"W're fine, too," Jorgen said. "lI've got three men with nmetal in them but
nothing that can't wait for a bit."

"Keep track of them" Lon said. "Now, let's get busy and return the favor to
those nen up there." Those nmen—t he eneny.

"I"ve got two squads in position,” Jorgen said. He was on the other side of
the street. "It looks like the Belletieners are getting ready to pull out. You
want we shoul d change their ninds?"

"Drop a few grenades in if you can, Weil. Make sure they know what it feels
like."

"I'"ve got one squad up there too, Lieutenant,"
in?"

Dendrow said. "Let themjoin

"Yes." Lon was already on the nmove with the rest of third platoon. He had Wi
| eave one squad where it was, in case the eneny tried to nove west while the
Dirigenters were nmoving east around them He heard grenades expl odi ng, and
knew that —+this time—his nen were on the giving
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end. On the run, Lon called Captain Orlis, to let himknow what was happeni ng.

Olis didn't give himtime to say nuch, though. "Later,'
very curtly, before he cut the connection

the captain said,

/ wonder what they're up against? Lon wondered. There was no time to ponder
t he question, though.

As they worked their way into position, the rest of his squads joined the
fray. The Belletieners appeared to all be inside two buildings, one on either
side of the avenue where they had staged their anbush. The first of Lon's
squads had noved into position before the eneny coul d escape. They were
trapped, unable to come out without facing Dirigenter gunfire.

"They can't do nuch damage now, Lieutenant,” Wil Jorgen said. "But we can't
just sit here and keep the cork in the bottle, and going in after themwould
be a bitch."

Lon hesitated. Going in to clear the two buil dings of eneny soldiers mght be
costly, in nmen. But |eaving them behind mght be just as costly in the |ong
run. Before he could cone to a decision, there was a call fromW]| Nace.

"Li eutenant, we're gonna be comin' up on you fast," Nace said. "Those bastards
didn't take kindly to our anmbush, and they didn't waste much tine. W' ve got a
conpany or nore coning after us, and not nuch chance now to sl ow them up any
nore." Nace sounded conpletely out of breath. Lon guessed that he was tal king
whil e he ran.

"Can you flush them by noving to one side or the other?" Lon asked. There was
a noticeabl e pause before Nace replied.

"I don't think so. They've got people out on both sides, alnmpst got the horns
around us."

"Ckay, WI. Keep coming the way you are. |'ve got you on ny nmapboard." He had



taken that out and opened it up during Nace's report. "We'll hit themwhile
they' re chasing you. Cone on through like you know there's no help for a mle
Cot that?"

"Yes, sir.

"I't mght not work. If they're in contact with the batch we're involved wth,
it could all backfire, but I think it's
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worth a try. They might even figure to bag all of us at once."
"It's better than anything | can think of."

Lon had to work quickly, and get his men noving at once. He left two squads to
try to contain the eneny soldiers in the two buildings, then took the rest
back to set up an ambush for the Belletieners chasing Nace's squad. That

requi red separating third and fourth platoons again, those squads that were
left, to get' in front of both of the Belle-tiener "horns" that were
attenpting to encircle Nace's squad.

/ may be splitting ny command into too many pieces, Lon thought. But he did
not consi der reversing his decisions. He shook his head, minimally, an
unconsci ous gesture. /'// just have to deal with whatever comes up. One way or
anot her.

there was no time for anything fancy. Lon stayed with the three squads of
third platoon, nmoving to the right. Jor-gen only had two squads of fourth

pl atoon with him but they would set up on the left. Al anyone could do was
get into the best position available in a hurry, and try to stay out of sight
until the eneny was cl ose enough to get hurt.

Lon settled into a good firing position. Unless the Belletieners changed
course, they would conme into view eighty yards fromwhere nost of third

pl at oon was waiting. Soon. Nace and his squad went across the intersection a
bl ock over fromwhere third platoon was set up to cover, and kept going as

t hey had been instructed.

"Keep going, WI," Lon said on a channel that connected himjust with Nace
"You' re past our positions." Then he switched channels to talk to all of the
squad | eaders at once. "CGet ready. They'll be here any second. | want to |et

themget all the way out in the open before we start shooting."

Make every bullet count, he thought, once nore conscious of how short sone of
his nen were on anmmunition

The Bell etiener force cane into view-a ten-man skirmsh line in front,

foll owed by two columms, one on either side of the street. They were noving
al nost at a jog, caught
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up in the pursuit—too caught up. Lon did not see any of them | ook to either
side for possible trouble. By the tine the skirmsh line got within fifteen
yards of the far side of the intersection, there were sixty nmen visible, with



no sign that the end of the unit was near. But Lon did not want to give the
vanguard a chance to make it to safety.

"Open fire," he ordered on a channel that connected himto the three squads of
third pl atoon.

Lon had been tracking the near side of the eneny skirmsh line. The order to
fire was no nore than out of his nouth before he squeezed the trigger of his
rifle, moving it along the line of Belletiener troops, following themto the
ground as they dove for cover. Lon was intentionally less frugal with his
ammuni ti on than he expected his men to be. He was far from being short. And
the nore of the eneny he could bring down personally, the | ess amunition his
men woul d need to use.

Grenades went off over to the right, down the street that the eneny had cone
al ong.

"Not too many nore back that way, Lieutenant," Sergeant Dendrow reported.
"W had nearly all of themout in the open before we showed our hand." That
was extrenely good news.

"I't's not all of them though, Ivar, renenber that," Lon said while he ejected
the enpty magazine fromhis rifle and inserted a full replacenent. "There's
the batch Weil is hitting on the far side and however many there are behind
Nace in the nmddle."

Jorgen's nen had started shooting within seconds after third platoon started
the firefight. He had reported that there were only sixty of the eneny facing
them-slightly nore than twi ce the nunber of nen he had with him

Lon switched channels to talk to Nace. "Cut right and go over a block. Get
back and help the rest of fourth platoon."” That woul d nmake the odds there
slightly nore equitable. Nace acknow edged the order with a single, alnost
breat hl ess, word

Closer in, the eneny was able to nmount only sporadic return fire. This ambush
had been, Lon told hinself, alnost
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spectacul arly successful. "lvar, let's nmove in closer to finish this batch off
bef ore we have to worry about the ones in the niddl e comng over to
interfere." One squad noved while the other two provided covering fire. Lon
gave the order to fix bayonets, in case the fighting cane to that.

It did not. One by one, the surviving Belletiener soldiers in the intersection
started to lay down their rifles and raise their arms in surrender. A couple
called out for nercy, for an end to the fighting. My God, Lon thought,
suddenly di smayed. What the hell are we going to do with prisoners?

He got to his feet and noved forward with Tebba G r-ana's squad. After
transferring his rifle to his left hand, Lon pulled his pistol fromits

hol ster and held that pointed in the general direction of the surrendering
eneny sol diers.

"Ivar, we'll collect their rifles and any amunition they' ve got," Lon said.
"That will give us sone fallback if we run out of amm for our own weapons.
And disable their electronics."



"Right, Lieutenant," Dendrow said with what m ght have been relief at the fact
that Lon had thought of that. "Wat are we going to do with our, ah
pri soners?"

W can't just shoot them Lon thought, not quite with regret. It would have
been the qui ckest, npbst expedient, solution, but it would have been an
unaccept abl e precedent to set. Dirigenters did not fight that way, ever.

"Thi nk we can scare up enough sl eep-patches to put them out of business for a
few hours?" Lon asked.

Ivar could not stop the one quick bark of laughter that welled up in him "I
i magi ne we can, Lieutenant," he said. "Always a few of 'em around."

' "G ve the wounded first aid, if we can wi thout exposing ourselves too
badly," Lon added. "But we've got nore of the enemy to worry about in the next
few mnutes."

"I'"I'l leave two men with nedical kits once we know the rest of these are no
threat. That'll free up the rest of us.”

"Let's get busy. Weil could use sone help, and there's still the third batch
of them the ones who were right behind Nace until this started.™
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"Probably only a couple of squads there, sir," Dendrow said. "Just enough to
keep our boys fromstopping in the mddle. By now, they' ve probably gone over
to join the fight with fourth platoon. O turned tail, since they haven't
shown up here yet."

"W still need to watch out for themuntil we know "

"Yes, sir." Dendrow s tone said, / don't need to be told that.

Maki ng sure of the nen who had been caught by third platoon's ambush took only
anot her three mnutes. Wapons and anmunition were gathered up and distributed
anong the Dirigenters. The Belletieners' helnets were taken fromthem and the
el ectroni cs disabled so that they could not call for help or give any

i nformati on on Lon and his nmen. The nost badly wounded of the enemy were given
quick first aid, enough to make certain that they would not bleed to death ..
as long as help got to themw thin a reasonable tine. The enemny soldiers who
had surrendered and were still capable of being an active threat were

i mobilized with sl eep-patches. Those worked al nost instantly, and once the
men were asleep, it would be safe to | eave them and not have to worry about
themrejoining the fight.

Lon sent Dendrow and two squads to help fourth platoon finish up their
firefight. He kept Grana's squad with himfor a couple of mnutes longer, to
make certain of the eneny left fromthis fight.

"Ckay, Tebba. Time for us to move," Lon said, turning to survey the area. He

was taking a big risk, standing up in the mddle of the intersection, but did
not think about that. Any eneny would be unlikely to fire into the niddle of

this group right now, with some of their own as likely to be hit.

Third pl atoon had suffered no casualties in this firefight, not so much as a



scratch. Lon offered a silent thanks for that, although he had never been
particularly religious.

He glanced at the tinmeline on his visor display then. Unless sonething had
gone wong, the bulk of the regiment should be en route to Cceanview fromthe
m ning district,
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perhaps within ten or fifteen m nutes of | anding.

It can't possibly be soon enough, he thought as he started jogging along with
Tebba and the rest of the squad. Let's get this fight finished as soon as
possi bl e.

The other fight ended as Lon arrived on the scene. The |l ast half dozen

Bel | etieners facing fourth platoon surrendered. Lon gave the same orders as
bef ore—take their weapons and amunition, destroy their electronics, treat the
wounded, and stick sl eep-patches on the necks of the healthy.

"They have any last-m nute hel p show up?" Lon asked Weil Jorgen. "We're trying
to account for the troops who were in the middle, chasing Nace's squad."

"I can't say for sure, Lieutenant," Jorgen said. "W were too busy. | didn't
noti ce anyone joining in, but that don't mean much, not under the

ci rcumst ances. "

Lon took a deep breath and let it out, scanning. This tinme he was not in the
m ddl e of an intersection, but near a corner, with a solid wall behind him
"We've got to get back to where we were," he said then, talking to both

pl at oon sergeants. "See if we can finish off the men in those two buil di ngs
bef ore nore of the eneny shows up."

"Leastwi se, we got a bit nore anmp now," Jorgen said. Some of Lon's nen were
now carrying two captured weapons in addition to their own, so that the nen
who had been left to keep the Belletieners in those buil dings penned up woul d
have repl acements, and they were toting all of the amunition they had found.
No one was conpl ai ni ng about the | oad.

Lon nodded, even though Jorgen was not close enough to notice. "There weren't
many RPGs, though, were there?" he asked.

"W got three launchers, but only four grenades here,"
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Jorgen said. "I don't know what the other platoon found."

"Not even that nuch, Weil. They had plenty of anmo for their rifles, nore than

we did, but we took one | auncher and two grenades for it."

"Since we showed up, they haven't had any resupply from space,"” Jorgen
commented. "I figured there wasn't rmuch point in keeping nore than one of the
 aunchers. "

"The rifles we're not taking with us, let's nmake sure the eneny can't use them



again." / wish | had thought of that before we left the other rifles, Lon
t hought, shaki ng his head.

Jorgen chuckled. "We're already seeing to that, Lieutenant. They'll need to
bring in spare parts before they can put them back together."

"Good. Let's get noving." Lon switched channels to include Dendrow in the
conversation. "I want scouts out on all sides to give us warning of trouble,"”
Lon told them "Let's hurry it up. W' ve got to get back to the other squads."

It took a while for Lon to realize the change that had cone over him It had
started sometine earlier. He was not certain when; it mght have been when he
and his men had opened fire on the Belletieners who had been chasi ng Nace's
squad. Lon felt hinmself caught up in what was happening, al nost

exhi | arat ed—bot h by the conbat and by running toward the remaining firefight,
the one that had been put on hold earlier. There was no roomin himfor fear
now, and the concerns of command seened | ess burdensone. He did not worry over
every possibility, but gave the orders, made the decisions.

Maybe 1'm fey, he thought, and a stark grin forced its way onto his face. As a
child on Earth, he had read Norse sagas about warriors who experienced such
unnat ural buoyancy going into what—-as often as not—aould be their fina

battle. They were heroes cutting w de swaths through their enenies,
denonstrating superhuman strength and endurance, caring nothing for their own
safety. It had been a powerful image for an i mmature nind
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No, I'mnot fey, Lon decided, exhaling softly. I'mstill in conmand of ny
mnd, my actions. | haven't lost control. That was inmportant. He could not,

woul d not, fail his men. They were not figures in a mythical saga to
sacrifice. The feeling was alnost |like a runner's high, and they were running,
racing to get back to the two squads that had been left to keep the other
batch of Belletiener troops bottled up. Lon had to restrain hinmself to keep
fromtrying to literally nake it a race. It would do no good to get to their
destination with the men too wi nded to do anything, or—aorse yet—to have them
scattered over several blocks because sonme coul d not keep up

A couple of tinmes Lon even stopped for a nonent, waving the others on, turning
to scan cross streets and into alleys. The unit crossed intersections with
caution, two squads noving while the rest took up positions to provide
covering fire if that becane necessary. Lon would not send his nen blindly
across the way the Belletiener officer had, into the possibility of a

di sastrous anbush

Time had little meaning for Lon. He felt nore aware than usual of everything
goi ng on around him but the el apsing of seconds and ni nutes seenmed not to
count. There was now, and here. He no |onger thought about how long it m ght
be until the rest of the reginent arrived in Ccean-view, or how long it m ght
be before his platoons could be reunited with the rest of the conpany. He did
t hi nk about how to deploy his nen when they got to those two buildings. During
one brief respite, while the platoons were crossing an intersection, he laid
out his plans for the platoon sergeants.

"Either of you see any problens with that?" he asked then

"It should work," Ilvar Dendrow said. "But do we need to bother with them at
all now, Lieutenant? | nean, another half hour and we shoul d have the whol e



regiment in the area. W can worry about getting through again, or do whatever
el se we might be told to do. Do we really need to risk our people to shut down
a few nore of the eneny?

Lon hesitated. It was a question he really had not been
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consi dering. He knew t he what and how, but had not worried about the why.
"Maybe it won't make any difference to the contract,” he said slowy, "but the
way | figure it, the nore confusion and trouble we can cause back here, the
less they' |l be able to concentrate on the rest of our people. As long as we
can do the job smart. Weil, what do you think?"

"I go along with your thinking, Lieutenant,"” Jorgen said after a silence that
was al nost | ong enough to make the other two wonder whether or not he was
on-line with them "Especially now The nore we can put an itch up their

backsi des, the easier the rest will have comng in and setting up to finish
this off."

"I withdraw ny question,” Dendrow said. "I see your point. | just hope
Bel l etiene gives us tine to finish this. If they ve still got reinforcenents

moving in fromthe south, we could find ourselves in the mddl e of sonething
see in ny nightmares.”

"Col onel Gaffney and the other battalions should be |anding within mnutes,"
Lon said. "W get started, Belletiene should have plenty to think about
besi des us."

It was not necessary to put a line of nen conpletely around the buil di ngs.
Squads were positioned where they could cover doors and wi ndows. Snipers were
posted to keep the Belletieners fromgoing back and forth between the two
bui | di ngs. The avenue between them was wi de—a perfect killing zone for expert
mar ksnen. At the nonment, the Bel-letiener troops were quiet, doing no
shooting, and not show ng thensel ves. The Dirigenters outside held back as
well. As long as the eneny did not present a worthwhile target, no one was
goi ng to waste anmunition

"We'|| take this building first,"” Lon told Dendrow, who was next to himin a
buil ding just across the street fromthe target. "Put two squads in through

the doors we can see. | want everyone on this side covering them RPGs in the
wi ndows and doors. W get close, a regular drill-hand grenades through each
doorway before anyone sticks a neck out. W secure this building, we'll have

the other one in a
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real hurt. Maybe enough that they'll surrender rather than have us take them

the hard way."

"Shoul d we ask the first batch to surrender before we go in?" Dendrow asked.
"They' ve been cooped up quite a bit already, with no one cone to rescue them"

"Go ahead. Tell themthey' ve got one chance to cone out whole, and don't give
thema lot of tine."



Lon listened while Dendrow delivered the ultimatum He used his helnet radio
as a bul Il horn—hel mets used by DMC officers and noncoms had that capability.
Dendr ow spoke slowy to nake certain that he woul d be understood. The dialects
spoken on Dirigent and Belletiene were different enough to make that caution
advi sabl e. Dendrow kept his nessage sinple, with no additions beyond what Lon
had told him

Wien Ivar finished, both he and Lon | ooked at the tine-lines on their visor
di spl ays. lvar had given the Belletieners one nmnute to |ay down their weapons
and start filing out of the building with their hands above their heads.

W don't have enough sl eep-patches to put many nore of them down, Lon thought.
He was startled by the way that idea popped into his head. W're not set up to
wat ch prisoners, but I'd rather see them surrender and avoid a bl oody fight.
Several seconds passed while he assured hinself that there were no sinister
noti ves behind the thought. W don't kill prisoners, ever. It's not right,
even without the penalties the Corps has for that. Under the military

di scipline of the DMC, nurdering prisoners was no different fromany other
ki nd of murder. The puni shnent was "Death or such | esser sentence as the
court-martial convening authority shall deem appropriate.”

The minute expired. No Belletieners enmerged fromthe buildings. There were no
nmessages fromthem no reply to the ultimatum Nolan and Dendrow | ooked at
each ot her, each seeing only the blank nask of the other's faceplate.

"CGet the nmen in position, Ivar," Lon said. "Mwve as soon as you're ready.
Coordinate with Weil. You call the shots."

Dendr ow nodded once, then started giving orders to his
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squad | eaders. There was not hi ng unusual about del egating that authority to a
pl at oon sergeant in the DMC. Lon stayed near the w ndow, | ooking out fromthe
edge, staring across the street, watching in case—even nowthe eneny soldiers
decided to give up without pushing the fight to a climx. He had thoughts of
going along with one of the squads. But a minute of waiting gave him a chance
to cal m down enough to stay where he was—where he bel onged. He had two

pl atoons to command. Risking hinmself in the sort of costly fighting that m ght
ensue when third platoon stornmed the first building would be inappropriate, a
cause for censure, not acclaim No grandstandi ng, he thought. You don't have
to prove anything to anyone.

He considered calling Captain Olis but thought, Captain 's got anything
need to know, he "Il call. He mght still be too busy for interruptions.

Two squads from Dendrow s pl atoon, first and second, nmoved toward their

junpi ng-of f positions. The rest of the men in both platoons got ready to start
firing. The preparations did not take |ong. Lon nonitored the radi o channels

t hat Dendrow used, listening to the terse conversations between the platoon
sergeants, the orders given to the various squads. As well as he could from
his restricted viewpoint, Lon also watched as his men got ready. Wen the
shooting started, Lon would take part in that, but fromwhere he was, he would
hel p by providing suppression fire and cover for the nen who had to cross the
street and enter the first of the two eneny-held buil di ngs.

H s earlier euphoria had faded. Hi s concentration was nore consci ous, reasoned
now. He focused on his breathing, working to nake certain that he was as



steady as possi ble when the shooting started. In control. He made severa

quick calls to squad | eaders around the perineter, to remind themto watch for
possi bl e eneny reinforcenents conming up behind them If | can get caught up in
one thing and forget other possibilities, then others can, he told hinself.
And getting caught from behind unaware could be deadly. The situation could
reverse itself with the suddenness of a snake's strike.
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"We're ready to go, Lieutenant," Dendrow said.

Lon blinked once before he said, "Go."

He settled into a firing position. He had spoken only to Dendrow. The pl atoon
sergeant would give the order to the squads. Lon waited until he heard it,
then brought his rifle up, aimed at an open wi ndow, and triggered his first

t hree-shot burst, ainmng carefully at the edge of the w ndow opening. Spraying
the mddle of the gap would be a waste of amunition. If there was an eneny
shooter there, he would be at one side or the other. No return fire canme from
that wi ndow. Lon scanned the openings opposite him |ooking for muzzle

fl ashes.

The top floor, the third. He shifted his aimand waited for the next muzzle
flash there, then squeezed his trigger. Arifle fell out of the w ndow and
bounced off the sill, away fromthe wall. One down, Lon thought. He | ooked for
anot her target.

Once the two squads of Dirigenters entered the building, none of its defenders
bot hered shooting out. They had to deal with the intruders or face the choice
of surrender or death. Grenades exploded as Lon's nen nmoved fromroomto room
cl earing each before they noved on to the next. None of the Belletieners in
that building surrendered. The fighting |lasted twenty m nutes. Then Sergeant
Dendrow reported the results. "There are maybe ten wounded Bell etieners, tw ce
t hat number dead. No one gave up who was conscious and able to resist."

"What did it cost us?" Lon asked.

"Two dead, four hurt—+wo of thempretty badly." Dendrow gave Lon the nanes.
Lon felt his stomach knot up. One of the dead was Bait Hoper, from Grana's
squad. That was bad enough. But Carl Hoper, Al pha Conpany's other |ieutenant,
was Bait's cousin. "The squad | eaders have the personal effects of the dead,"
Dendr ow added softly.

"Il tell Carl as soon as | can,"” Lon said. It was not unusual for a famly
to have a nunber of nenbers in the Corps, even in the same conpany. C ose
rel ations, brothers or fathers and sons, were generally not assigned to the
sane
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battalion, and certainly not to the same conpany. Carl and Bait had not been
that closely related. But they had been cl ose.

' "What about the other building. Lieutenant?'' Dendrow asked. "W still go in
after that |ot?"



"Make themthe sane offer. They'll know what happened to their conrades. Maybe
it'll make a difference."” Lon glanced at the tinmeline on his hel net display.
"Let's wait a few minutes. There's no rush. The rest of the regi ment should be
on the ground or coming in, so there's not likely to be any help for these

Bel l etieners. If they' ve got radio contact with their superiors, they' Il know
t hat soon enough, | expect." Lon had |ost his enthusiasmfor rooting out

anot her small band of the enemy. Waiting five mnutes mght nmake it
unnecessary. He hoped so. But unless the situation changed, he would give the
order.

"Wait a few mnutes, then give this next bunch the same ultinmtum we gave the
others," Dendrow said, repeating to make sure he had the orders correct.

"That's right. I'lIl tell you when, lvar. If we do have to go in again, rotate
squads so that the sanme ones don't have the dirty work. In the neantinme, |
want you and Weil to put out a few three-man patrols to range out and nake
sure no one sneaks up." Lon sw tched channels and gave the same orders to the
ot her pl atoon sergeant.

Then there was silence. As the assault on the one buil ding had ended, the

Bel | etieners in the other had done some shooting, rmuch of it aimess, as if to
vent frustration, but even that had stopped. There were nore distant sounds of
warfare, muted, too far off to be a threat to Lon's platoons, a subtle
background to his thoughts.

Why doesn 't the captain call? Lon asked hinmself. If the other battalions had
nmoved on schedul e, they should have arrived by this time. If they were not

al ready engagi ng the eneny, they should be close to them Lon did not consider
that some di saster had struck. That he woul d have heard about quickly, as |ong
as someone in Al pha Conpany or battalion headquarters survived. It took
self-discipline to avoid calling Captain Orlis, but he would only do that if
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he faced a serious threat to his platoons, or if the local situation changed
drastically. "Later," the captain had told him Olis would call

Then Lon squeezed his eyes tightly shut for an instant. How dumb can | be? he
wonder ed. There was one place he could call—€I C. The conbat information center
woul d be staffed, and foll owi ng everything that was happening. / should have
called them|ong ago, Lon thought. He rmade the call, and expl ai ned why he was
not going to his own i nmedi ate superi or

"Right, you re the two detached platoons,"” the voice of a lieutenant in CIC

said. "We've been tracking you."

"Look, we've been out of touch for quite a while. Captain Olis indicated that
he was too busy for anything and hasn't called back." Lon went on to descri be,
in as few words as possible, his situation. "Before | order nmy nmen into this
ot her building, | want whatever information | can get."

"You're at least one point six mles fromthe nearest friendly forces," the
CIC lieutenant said. "W don't have any traces on Belletiener forces, other
than those you know about, within a mle of you, but 1'll give you the
standard caution. That doesn't mean they're not there. The other battalions
have debarked safely and are noving into position. Colonel Gaffney is
preparing a three-pronged attack, comng in fromthe south and the west while
Second Battalion and the Cal ypsan arny press in fromthe north against the



opposition they've been facing. Reginental staff know your |ocation but have
sai d not hing about what you should or shouldn't do."

"How | ong before our people can get to us?" Lon asked. "It doesn't appear that
there are many of the eneny south of us. Not that we've seen, anyway. And this
little scuffle here has been going on | ong enough that they could have noved
people in fromanywhere if they planned on doing it."

There was a slight pause before the CIC man answered. "If they neet no
opposition, elenents of Third Battalion
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could reach your positionin ... thirty to forty mnutes. Does that hel p?"

"It does. Thanks. Unless ny situation here changes or | receive different
orders, we'll just keep these birds caged. We're getting | ow on nunitions,
particul arly grenades.”

"Ckay, Lieutenant, 1'Il make a note here. Good | uck."

Lon connected to his platoon sergeants and told themthat they would hold off
on any attenpt to clear the other building, then gave themthe news fromClC.
"W keep them bottled up, watch for trouble, and hope that our people get here
first."”

Nei t her sergeant tried to change Lon's nind

Captain Olis called less than five mnutes after Lon finished his
conversation with CIC. "W've got a bit of a break here, for a few m nutes,"
Olis said. "Bring me up to date.™

If there was one thing a young officer learned quickly in the DMC, it was how
to make short, to-the-point reports. Lon gave his conmander the essentials, in
order, including the nunbers of casualties. "One of the dead was Bait Hoper,"
he added after he had given the captain the nore pertinent data.

There was a pause before Olis asked, "How did it happen?"

Lon told him just as Tebba G rana had reported it

"Il tell Carl,” Olis said.

"Yes, sir. | was going to tell himnyself, but | wanted to wait until | could
do it in person, if possible.”

"He's here now, not twenty feet fromme. I'Il give himthe bad news. That's
better than letting it wait."

"OfF course," Lon agreed. "I'll talk to himnyself when | get a chance."

"Bait was a good man," Olis said, alnpst absently.

They all are, Lon thought. Every one of them

Lon was in contact with Major Gsiah Kai, 3rd Battalion's executive officer, by

radio ten mnutes before that battalion's |eading el enment reached him Lon
told the maj or what the situation was, and Kai told himthat they woul d det ai



a conpany to help. "It shouldn't take long," Kai said. "Col onel MG egor
suggests you pull your |ot together
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when we get there." Lieutenant Col onel |an MG egor conmanded 3rd Battalion
"You can tag along after us for the time being, take your bit of rest-what you
can get on the march."
"W can use it, sir,"” Lon said. He knew Major Kai slightly. Kai was one of
only nine senior officers—nmajors and above—eurrently in the Corps who had not
been born on Dirigent. H s accent was as thickly British as any Lon had ever
heard on Earth.

Lon's nen were waiting for the scouts from3rd Battalion, and the corpora
| eadi ng that squad was brought to Lon

"Good to see you, Corporal," Lon said. "You know what we've got here?"
"Yes, sir. My lieutenant told us. Qur Delta Conpany will be along in a few
m nutes to take over."

Del ta Conpany's commandi ng of fi cer was another MG egor, although not closely
related to the battalion commander. This one was Captain George McG egor. He
linked with Lon before his nmen arrived, to coordinate the relief.
"We're not sure how many of themare inside," Lon told the captain. '

" Probably not nmore than twenty or thirty, and they've got to be getting short
on anmmunition. But | wouldn't want to rmake book on any of that."

"No matter. We're geared to handl e whatever they've got. | was told you had
patrols out. Have you pulled them back in yet?"

"On your side, Captain. | didn't want to pull the rest in too soon."

"Don't blanme you a bit, Lieutenant. But our scouts are even with your
position, left and right, and noving past, except right there where your, ah
situation is, so you can start pulling themin now, | should think."

"I"ll give the orders,"” Lon said. "Then we can nake the switchover and I'|
| eave my 'situation' to you, and welcome to it," he added, w th what would
have to pass for a chuckle.
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Lon felt his thoughts dulling, even as he told his platoon sergeants to pul

in the last of the scouts and get ready to hand over responsibility to Delta
of the 3rd. At first he tried to fight against the reaction. It was too soon
There was still nore fighting ahead, and anything m ght happen. But the effort
was too nmuch. Wthout sone new threat to start the adrenaline punping again,
Lon could not resist. He could not even stifle a gaping yawmn, so intense and
prol onged that it made his jaw ache.

He sat with his back to the wall, knees pulled up so that he could support his



armse wWith themand rest his head on his arnms—eff his feet for the first tine
in longer than he could renenber. It was all he could manage to keep his eyes
open nmost of the time. Thinking beyond the next few m nutes was inpossible. He
woul d hand over responsibility for the Belletieners across the street to
Captain MG egor. Then he would gather his nmen and fall in behind 3rd
Battalion as it noved north toward the larger fight. After that..

"Li eut enant ?"

Al t hough the word came in through Lon's radio, he lifted his head and | ooked
up, not even wondering how he had sensed that Sergeant Dendrow was standing
right in front of him

"What is it, lvar?" Lon asked, lifting his faceplate.

"D-Three has arrived and is noving into position. W're pulling our people
back as their relief shows up."

Lon nodded, then got to his feet slowmy. "Cood," he said. "Were are you
sendi ng our peopl e?"

"Just back of this building, Lieutenant. Me and Wil both."
"Ckay, let's go out and see what's happening."

Dendrow had to notice how slowy Lon was noving, as if he were a hundred years
ol d, but he said nothing about it. The platoon sergeant was feeling the sane
sort of reaction; he just had not had a chance yet to let it take over.

Qut si de, about half of Lon's men had al ready assenbled. As they arrived, they
all sat against a wall, or lay on the ground, exerting no nore energy than
needed. Few bot h-
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ered to | ook up when their |lieutenant and a pl atoon sergeant showed up. Lon
felt relief that his nmen were as spent as he was, but at the same tine he was
concer ned.

"I wish |l could tell you that it's time to find a cave and sl eep for eight
hours,"” Lon said, switching to a channel that connected himto all of his
people, "but | can't. We're going to be tagging al ong behind 3rd Battalion
until we get back to our people. Al we've got right nowis however long it
takes themto secure that building. It mght only be ten mnutes, so nmake it
count." The rest of the battalion was pausing in its advance, waiting for
Delta Conpany to take care of the eneny hol douts. The battalion commander did
not want to leave a gap in the center

Captain MG egor arrived with one squad. Lon talked with the captain face to
face, but that left himfeeling al nost depressed. McG egor and his nmen seened
far too rested, too . . . active. Al nost indecent, Lon thought. It seened
clear that the newconers had managed sone sleep along the way, nore than they
m ght have gotten during the brief shuttle ride east.

After MG egor went to conduct his assault, Lon sat back down. He | eaned back

agai nst the building and closed his eyes, unaware of the muted sigh of relief

that escaped his lips. Ten mnutes—+t won't be nore. Lon was quickly near

sl eep, and even the sudden eruption of grenade explosions and rifle fire could



not completely reverse the slide. He had not asked the captain how he pl anned
to make his attack, nor had he offered suggestions.

Lon remai ned consci ous of the sounds of the firefight, but his breathing
became shall ow and regular. He stalled in the trancelike state that precedes
sl unber, unable to go farther, unwilling to cone back out before he had to. It
could not be as restful as real sleep—preferably in a soft bed far from any
conbat —but even ten mnutes of this would nmake it easier to get back up and go
on when the tinme arrived.

A chance to sleep until ny eyes won't stay shut any |onger drifted through
Lon's mind, alnbst unnoticed. Rapid bursts of automatic rifle fire, grenade
expl osi ons, peaks and
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lulls—all became background, alnmobst a lullaby. It did not occur to Lon that
men were dying in direct relation to those sounds.

"Li eut enant ?"

Through the curtains of insulation thrown up by his torpid brain, Lon was
vaguel y aware of the voice, but it was not until the call had been repeated
several times that it penetrated. Then it took a seeming eternity for Lon to
clinmb out of dormancy.

"What is it?" Lon asked before he was aware who had spoken. His tongue felt
swol I en, too large for his mouth. And his eyes had not opened.

"They're ready to nove on, sir." Lon finally recognized |var Dendrow s voi ce.
At the same tinme, he becane aware that the gunfire and expl osions had stopped.

"I't's over?" Lon asked as his eyelids finally rose.
"It's over," Dendrow confirmed. "Took a half dozen prisoners in one piece,
maybe anot her half dozen wounded. | haven't heard a body count yet."

"What about McGregor's people?" Lon's nmind was finally starting to function
agai n, though slowy.

"One dead, five wounded, one bad enough to need a trauma tube in a hurry.
Third Battalion nmedics are bringing one in."

Lon stretched and all owed hinmself a drawn-out yawn. "Time for us to get
nmovi ng?" he asked. He thought about getting up, but tabled the idea for the
nmonent . Soon enough, he thought.

"Pretty soon, | expect. McGegor's |ead sergeant says we'll be noving out as
soon as those nedics get here with the trauma tube. | gather they've had
orders to make sure we get back to the rest of our people. | suggested that we

could stick around with the security detail for the nedics, but no go."
"Qur nmen?"

"Most of 'emstill out, those who can. | had to Il et you know what was goi ng
on, though. Sorry," Dendrow added.

"Don't be. I'Il live." It was time to get to his feet. Lon had to concentrate



on that, as if he were just recovering
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froma wound, freshly out of a trauma tube hinself. He knew what that was
like. "I feel as if I'ma hundred and forty years old," he said, nore to
hi msel f than Ivar.

"You're not the only one, Lieutenant."

Lon did nore yawning, and stretching. He lifted the faceplate of his hel net,
than took water fromone of his canteens and splashed it on his face. That
hel ped—inimal ly. "You get any rest yoursel f?" he asked.

"About thirty seconds, on ny feet," Dendrow said with the start of a grin. He

was too tired for the entire expression to nake it to his face. "lI've had a
ot of practice. | let Wil take both our turns. After all, he's older than
ne. "

Slowy, a smile worked its way onto Lon's face. "Yeah, by what, six nonths?"
"Who count s?"

Lon started moving around, even did a couple of knee bends, trying to punp his
mnd up to full speed and shake the sl eepiness from his body.

"Il wake Weil." If he's really asleep, Lon thought. Jorgen was as dedicated
as Dendrow. "Then we'd better start rousting the men fromtheir dreans of the
Purple Harridan. | don't want sleepwal kers when we start noving."

It was another twenty nminutes before Delta of the 3rd was ready to nove. Lon
had ordered his nmen to get in a quick meal while they were waiting. Besides
the need for nourishnent, eating would hel p get everyone's mnd functioning.
Lon ate a nmeal hinself, and took a couple of mnutes to talk with one of the
lieutenants fromDelta, to find out what news had come through in the | ast
forty mnutes. There wasn't nuch. First Battalion had started neeting eneny
resi stance. Fourth Battalion was still |ooking for the eneny, as was 3rd. Only
2nd Battalion, Lon's, remmined heavily engaged, along with the Cal ypsan

def enders, and they appeared to finally be having some effect on the

Bel -l etiener main force.

Delta left two squads with the wounded, the nedics, and the prisoners,
bol stering the security detail that had conme forward with the nedica
orderlies. Lon's platoons noved
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in behind the bulk of Delta as it started north with the rest of 3rd
Battal i on.

"Just because we're only tagging along, don't start thinking that you don't
have to keep your eyes and ears open," lvar Dendrow told his platoon. "The
Bel | eti eners can't be expected to know we're not neant to be fighting just
this mnute."

Lon smled as he switched channels and heard part of a sinmilar spiel from Wi



Jorgen to fourth platoon; Jorgen nmanaged to slip in the word
"supernumeraries.” There was .no back talk on either channel. Lon was wlling
to chalk that up to professional sound discipline, but conceded that it m ght
sinmply mean that the nmen were too tired to even groan at sonething they could
figure out for thensel ves.

Thi s operation shouldn 't take too rmuch longer, Lon told hinmself as he wal ked
along with third platoon's |ead squad, three hundred yards behind the skirnish
line of 3rd Battalion. W 've clearly got the nunbers on the Belletieners now,
and air cover to boot. That consol ati on, deserved or not, nade the job of
walking a little easier to bear.

The pace was not difficult, and there were frequent stops—though rarely for
nore than two or three mnutes. The skirmish line noved slowy, checking each
bui |l di ng they passed, making careful sweeps of parks and other open areas.
Lon's nen had been able to discard the captured weapons they had taken, so
they were not carrying as much wei ght as they had been. Third Battalion had
brought along extra anmunition for the Dirigenters' rifles, along with

gr enades.

In the first hour, there were only a few scattered contacts w th eneny
patrols. Reports mentioned that the Belletieners appeared to be pulling into a
nore conpact defensive perineter, close to their northern line.

"It looks as if they're still trying to nmove toward the governnent center,"”
Captain MG egor told Lon during one of several brief conversations. "Instead
of pulling away fromthe heaviest fighting, they're noving toward it. | don't

know if that's fanaticism or if they're just nore frightened of failure than
they are of us."

180
Rl &K SHELLEY

Early in the second hour, signs of the mgjor fighting to the north were
clearly visible, and audible. Two DMC Shri kes nmade strafing runs fromwest to
east, using only cannon, not rockets or bonbs. Lon nmade the easy guess that
the aircraft had been instructed to avoid danagi ng buildings if possible, to
just go after men who were outside. Calypso would want to keep its capital as
nearly intact as possible.

Twenty mnutes after that, 3rd Battalion finally net stiff eneny resistance.
They had reached the defensive zone around the Bell etiener perineter

Lon made sure that his nmen were out of any likely line of fire, resting while

they could. For the tine being, this was not their fight. "If it |ooks Iike
this will be over quickly, we'll let it slide,"” he told his platoon sergeants.
"Gve the nen a little nore time. But if it looks as if it's going to go on
any length of time, I'lIl ask if there's anything we can do."

"Unl ess the Belletieners roll over in a hurry, you probably won't have to ask,
Li eutenant," lvar said. "Colonel MGegor will find sonething for us to do
and clear it with Captain Olis or Col onel Flowers, probably before they say
anything to you."

The three men were together, squatting next to the stone wall of a three-story
bui | di ng, between the two platoons. Wil was chewing on a not quite tastel ess
chocol ate energy bar. Lon and |var were concentrating on water, taking small
sips to make it last. Lon had also splashed a little water on his face, trying
to stay noderately alert.



"Doubl e-check the men who were wounded," Lon said. "Mike sure no one's trying
to cover up sonething that needs a nedical orderly." He shook his head. "You
know what needs doing."

"I guess we've been keeping an eye on them Lieutenant," Wil said after
washi ng down the | ast of his chocolate with a single long drink of water.
"Somet hing to help keep our mnds fromrusting up on the march." |var nodded.

"1 know," Lon said. "W all need a little extended
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sleep, or we're going to be in a fog. There's only so much a stimpatch can
do." Lon had used two stinmulant patches hinself in the past eight hours, but
had not left either on for long. He was prone to side-effects fromthem
nmostly jitters in his hands and arnms—which could affect his marksmanshi p.

He | ooked around. Many of the nen | ooked al nbst comatose, sitting or
squatting, nostly with their backs to the building's wall, too tired to even
fall over, Lon thought. When a stimpatch wore off, the reaction could be
extrene.

"I want you two to get a little rest as well,"” Lon told the sergeants. "I'm
okay for a while. | get too dopey to stay awake, I'Il call one of you."

Wil and Ivar got up and noved toward their platoons, then found new pl aces to
sit. Lon stood and wal ked a few steps back and forth, working to keep his |egs
fromgetting stiff. He had not ordered any sentries. There were nmen fromDelta
of the 3rd nearby. They had one pl atoon held back as conpany reserve. The
battalion's medical orderlies were set up not far away, with four trauma tubes
in use and several other soldiers with mnor injuries being treated. Col one

Mc G egor's command post was a bl ock west. There were nore soldiers there.

Lon set up one of his auxiliary radio channels to nmonitor the tal k anong

Delta's officers and noncoms, listening to their descriptions of the
battl e—+terse orders and warni ngs, occasional coments. Alittle swearing. He
recogni zed a few of the voices, but not nearly all. It was sonetinmes difficult

to foll ow what the others were saying. He could not see what they were seeing,
and he was too tired to waste energy imagi ning what the soldiers of Delta were
experi enci ng.

After a few mnutes, Lon sat down, his back to the wall. He had the faceplate
of his hel met down so he could see what was going on around him He worked to
keep his eyes open, listening to the talk on the radio ... but not always

hearing it. He never quite fell asleep, but his nmind was little nore active
than it would have been in the deepest stages of slunber, and his heart rate
and respiration were de-
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pressed. Still, his eyes remained nore or | ess open, and he was vaguel y aware

of the radio traffic. He became | ess and | ess aware of the sounds of battle,
even though the front line was little nore than two hundred yards away, only a
coupl e of buildings and streets to the north. Fear was no | onger a concept his
m nd coul d recogni ze.



Lon managed forty-five mnutes of this nirvanic rel ease before he heard his
nane called. "Yes?" he said while he tried to shake the stupor from his brain.
He was not even certain who was talking.

"Ceorge McGegor," the voice said. Lon blinked several times and | ooked to see
if the captain was cl ose. He was not.

"What is it, Captain?" Lon asked, his voice thick with near-sleep

"I really hate to do this to you, but we've got a bit of a possibility here
and we need a few nore nen to exploit it. |'ve already checked with ny
col onel, and he checked with yours."

"Where do you want us?" Lon asked.
"I"'mon my way to you now. |I'Il give you the details while we're noving."

When Captain McGegor arrived, Lon's nmen were still getting to their feet.
Many seened al nost zonbielike in their novenents. About the way | feel, Lon
t hought. But the prospect of action had his nmind cycling up to full alertness.

"What's up, Captain?" Lon asked.

"A chance to drive a wedge through a weak spot in the Belletiener line."
McGregor shrugged. "If it doesn't close up before we can get enough people in
position to push through."

Lon nodded. "That might tip the scales, get this whole bl oody ness over with
ina hurry."

"I'f we're lucky," McGegor said. "I"mnot counting on it, but we've got to
try. Your men up to a little work?"

Both officers were scanning Lon's nmen. "If they're not this second, they wll
be by the time we get in place,” Lon said. "W're all a little groggy, but
wal king will clear the cobwebs."

"This is going to be sonething of a cobble, I'mafraid. Besides my conpany and
your two platoons, it's a matter of grabbing a squad from here and there,
anyone we can assenble in a hurry. My colonel's even putting his headquarters
security squad in. W should have about three hundred and fifty nmen for the
push, if the eneny hasn't closed the hole."

Whil e Lon's platoon sergeants were formng up their nen, several squads from
3rd Battalion approached, one of themnoving at a jog, coming fromthe east.
The vari ous
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squad | eaders reported to Captain McG egor, and he had them nove with Lon and
hi s pl at oons.

"I"ll put these men under your tactical control,"” MGegor told Lon. "I"lI
have ny conpany, a couple of other squads, and overall command of the
operation.”



"Just tell me what you want us to do," Lon asked as they started nmoving north.
The colums of men stayed close to walls, moving in a crouch, weapons at the
ready. Ahead, Lon could see flames. At |least one building was on fire.

McGregor, wal king at Lon's side, pointed toward the blaze. "I don't know how
that started. There was an expl osion inside. Either the Cal ypsans had

somet hing stored there that went off, or the Belletieners had an accident wth
expl osives. The wall of the west end of the building blew out, and fl ames
spread to the next building. We think that the enemy abandoned t he second

buil ding, and we're working to make certain that they can't get back in. The
idea is to move across between those buildings as quickly as the flanmes die
down, to sever the eneny line. That happens, we can pull in nore troops to try
and roll themup."

' "One of the other battalions noving nmen around?'' Lon asked.

"First Battalion is freeing up a conpany to slide around fromthe east,"
MG egor said. "It's going to take forty-five nminutes for themto arrive,
maybe an hour, so—+f we do get in—e'll have to hold on that long."

Lon grunted. ' 'Could be worse, Captain. W had to wait a |l ot |onger for you
people to get here fromthe west."

Lon foll owed McG egor into one of the buildings that was part of 3rd
Battalion's front line, across the street fromthe building that the

Bel |l eti eners had evacuated. Sone snoke came fromthe east end of that
bui | di ng, but there was no | onger any indication of fire inside. To the left,
Lon could see the building that was still burning. The fire was contai ned
inside for the nost part. Some greenery was snol dering along the side where
the wall had blown out. It |ooked as bright as day out there, though. Any nen
crossing
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the street would be clearly silhouetted, visible for a considerabl e distance.

"On either end, we're pouring everything we've got across to keep the eneny
fromclosing the hole," MG egor said. The two nmen were using radio even

t hough they were next to each other. It was easier to hear over the noise of
battl e.

"How | ong' s that been burning?" Lon asked.

"Maybe forty mnutes,” MG egor said. "W put this together in one hell of a
hurry." He paused, then added. "Had to. It ought to burn itself out fairly
soon, though. Mst of these buildings don't have a | ot of conbustibles in
them Plascrete and netal framing. |'ma bit surprised that it hasn't fizzled
out al ready."

"How do you figure to handle the crossing?"
' "Basically, put up all the firepower we can, then run like hell. It's eighty
yards fromthe last cover on this side to the corner of that building over
there."”

Lon blinked, a pause |long enough to |l et himcensor the first comrent that cane
to mind: Could be a slaughter. If the Belletieners were waiting, it would be a



frontal attack, and it could be sui cidal

"Just how confident are you that the enemy's cleared out of that building, and
not waiting perhaps just beyond it, where they can cover this gap we're goi ng
to cross?" Lon asked then.

"Not one hundred percent, obviously," MGegor said. "I thought about putting
one squad over first, but the colonel vetoed that, said "it m ght do nothing
nore than give the eneny information, warn themthat something' s coning."

"Six of one, half a dozen of the other," Lon said.

"We'll cross in two groups,” MG egor said. "You take your platoons and the
extra squads first, try to get over there before the enenmy knows what's up
Then 1'Il bring the rest over as soon as you get over. That way we can cover

each other."

Lon nodded. "Sounds as good as anything.'
was probably the safer position. There

&oing first did not worry him It
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was a chance that they could be nost of the way across before the eneny
responded. It was Captain MG egor and his nen who would likely face nore
eneny fire.

"Any suggestions? |'mwi de open. I'd like to see sonething a little less hairy
nmysel f."

"I wish |l did, Captain. But if it had been nme, | probably woul d have sent the
patrol over first and given the whole thing away too soon, if 1'd even thought
of a way to do it in the first place. W'll do what we can."

"We'd better get in place. That thing over there could blink out in a hurry.
It shouldn't be long."
"I hope not," Lon said. "I'd rather not have too nmuch time to worry about it.
Better to get it done."

Lon switched channel s and passed on the details of the operation to his
pl at oon sergeants and the squad | eaders—his and the three who had been
attached to his comrand.

"What happens after we all get across?" |var Dendrow asked.
"Il let you know as soon as | find out," Lon said. "Depends how the eneny
reacts. The main idea is we hold the gap until reinforcenents cone."

Lon told the nonconms what was com ng. Squad | eaders told their men. Everyone
noved into position, ready for a mad sprint across the avenue, into the gap
between the two buildings. By the time Lon got to where his nmen were waiting,
he could see that the fire was dying out rapidly.

"This may be out of order, Lieutenant," Jorgen said on their private channel
"but 1've heard smarter ideas. Seens we're taking an awful lot on faith, and
not enough hard intelligence."

Lon agreed, but this was not the tine to voice doubts. "It's a chance to get



this over with in a hurry, Wil, a chance to keep down the nunber of

casualties overall. \Wen the shooting starts, make sure we get our people
across that street in record tine, before Belletiene has a chance to react.
W'l be getting the order to nove in a mnute or two."
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Jorgen sinply clicked his transnitter in acknow edgnent.

Lon measured his breathing, forcing a steady pace, deep breaths, oxygenating
his lungs before the race. It could not be sinply a mad dash for the goa

i ne—Aot for Lon. He would have to hang back a little, stay near the rear of
his men, ready to help stragglers. O wounded. There were tinmes for a | eader
to lead fromthe front, but this was not one of them

He had put a fresh nagazine in his rifle, and checked to nmake certain that his
pi stol was | oaded and ready. To his own surprise, Lon found that he was not
particul arly nervous about this operation. It is an audaci ous plan, he

t hought. Maybe that's its saving grace. W might pull it off, be the spearhead
on the telling assault. People would renenber that, in the Corps. It would
tell to his advantage for years. If it worked.

"Your men ready?" Captain MG egor asked.
"We're ready," Lon replied.

"The covering fire will start in thirty seconds. I'll give you the word to
nove ten seconds after that, just |long enough to see that no one opens up from
right in front of you, where we don't think they are."

Ni ce to know you're giving some thought to the intelligence being wong, Lon
t hought. He passed the alert to his noncons, then watched the time, giving
nore of his attention to that than to the enpty space across the avenue
between the two buildings, or to the building to the left, the one that
Captain MG egor believed had been vacated by the eneny.

The barrage of small arms fire started exactly on schedule, and then Lon
focused on the target area, looking for any sign of eneny activity, nuzzle
fl ashes or nmovenment. He had seen nothing by the time MG egor gave the
one-word conmmand. "Co!"

"Hit it!" Lon said, on his all-hands channel. He got to his feet with the nen
closest to him Squad by squad, his nen raced toward cover on the far side of
t he avenue. There was not roomor tinme for normal separation between mnen,
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and this was not a fire-and-maneuver operation with half of the men noving
while the rest laid down covering fire. It was everyone going at once, noving
as quickly as they could wi thout fragnenting ranks.

For the first few paces, Lon managed no nore than a wal k. He scanned the
front, |ooking for signs of enemy activity and watching for any of his nmen who
m ght have trouble. Grana's squad was closest, the men in a shall ow wedge in
front of him As the squads in front of thempulled away, Grana's nen al so

pi cked up their pace, and Lon stayed virtually in step



Only a few flickering enbers remained in the building that had housed the
expl osi on, though the building glowed in infrared. The heat of the fire would
remain for sone tine. That might help us, once we get across, Lon thought.
Wth that gl ow behind them his men would have greater protection fromtherm
i magi ng. They woul d be harder to detect w th normal night-vision gear

Lon nearly tripped over the curb on the north side of the street. He had not
been wat ching where his feet went. He stunbled, but caught his bal ance and
kept going forward. The first squads were entering the building on the left.
O her squads were noving to set up positions north of the buil dings and cover
t he eastern approaches.

Just past the nearest corner of the building on the left, Lon stopped. Grana
halted his squad, directing themto various points of cover. Lon | ooked around
for a few seconds, noting where his other squads had gone, then called Captain
MG egor .
"We're across," Lon announced. "No trouble. No casualties. |'ve got ny people
in position. \Wenever you're ready."

"We're on our way . . . now," MGegor replied.

McGregor's conpany started running across the street. The first platoon was
hal f way across when a grenade exploded in the street, a little to the west. It
was cl ose enough to send sone shrapnel into the nearest Dirigenters, but only
one man fell, and the next two nen picked himup by the shoul ders and dragged
himon with themto cover. Severa

LI EUTENANT
189

ot her grenades exploded in the street, but only that first one was cl ose
enough to cause casualties. G enades could be |launched from cover, over

buil dings. Riflemen would have to expose thensel ves to get shots off at the
men crossing the street.

So far, so good, Lon thought as the first of McGregor's men pulled up in the
area between the two buildings. A nedical orderly went to the man who had been
dragged across after being hit. Lon went to him

"He'll live," the nmedic said, |looking up at Lon for just an instant before he
resurmed tendi ng the wounded man. "But he'll recover a lot faster if we can get
himinto a trauma tube."”

Lon sinply nodded, then noved back out of the way. The next wave of nen from
Del ta Conpany was comni ng across.

"It went better than | expected,"” Captain McG egor said once the last of his
men were across. There had been a total of six casualties, but the other five
wounds had been m nor, alnmpst insignificant. Only the one man needed a trauna
t ube.

"You were right about catching them off guard,"” Lon said. "They still haven't
started to hit back. W' ve pushed right to the end of that building." He
pointed to the structure that had burned. "And across to the next street."

McGregor had not specified deploynments. That had been left, tenporarily, to
Lon's judgrment. "M ght as well grab as much as we can hold," the captain said.



"As long as nothing holds up that conpany from 1st Battalion," Lon replied.

"They're on schedule, as of five mnutes ago. |'mgoing to see how nuch we can
hurry them" MG egor switched radi o channels, and Lon could not hear his
call. "Twenty mnutes," MG egor said when he returned to the channel he had
been sharing with Lon. "They'll be in position to come across behind us in
twenty mnutes. Now, | need to get in somewhere where | can check our

depl oynment and see what we can do next."
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The two officers separated, but remmined in contact by radio. Lon had focused
his men on the left half of the salient, the building that had been abandoned
by the Belletieners, leaving McG egor's conpany to the right and across the
center. Wiile the captain checked the depl oynents, Lon noved into the building
where half of his men had taken up defensive positions. The rest were outside,
al ong the west and north of the structure, digging in as quickly as they

coul d.

"I don't believe we got over here so easily," Tebba said. He remained with

Lon, along with one fire teamfrom his squad.

"Things m ght get rough in a hurry though, Tebba," Lon said. "Muybe we caught
t hem nappi ng, but they know we're here, and they' ve got to try to kick us back
out. As long as we hold this gap, we're a knife at their throats."

"Well, let's cut them and have done with it," Tebba said. Lon did not respond.

They clinmbed to the second floor and went to the west end. That gave Lon a
vi ew of the eneny positions in the next block. He could see the eneny noving
troops. He relayed that to Captain McGregor. ' 'Could start any second now, "
Lon said.

"On the other side too," MG egor said. "You handle your end. |I'Il deal wth
this side. Good luck, Nolan."

"Yeah, you too, Captain.”
Then the shooting started.

Bel | eti ene attacked Lon's half of the salient, pushing three conpanies of
infantry forward while nore stayed behind and provi ded heavy covering fire. In
the mddl e, the advancing sol diers | eapfrogged each other, trying to suppress
return fire fromthe Dirigenters. But Lon's defenses were stacked, nen flat on
the ground and on each of the three levels of the buildings. There was no
cover for the men coming at them They kept comni ng

Lon nmoved to a wi ndow and stood at the side, using his rifle to join in the
fight. He could not concentrate exclusively on that, though. H's prinary
responsibility was to

command. After a nmonment, he noved back away fromthe w ndow and gestured for
Tebba to follow They went up to the top floor and Lon | ooked out to the



north, toward that part of the attack

"If we can get up on the roof, | can watch it all at once," Lon said, noving
cl ose enough to speak to Tebba wi thout using the radio. "You seen anything
that | ooks |ike roof access?"

Tebba shook his head. "Not inside. There's a | adder on the outside to the
roof, but that's on the north wall, and | don't think this is the time to try
that."

An expl osi on rocked the building. It was powerful enough to al nbst throw Lon
and Tebba to the ground.

"What the hell was that?" Lon asked, shouting over a ringing in his ears.

"Cheez," Tebba said. "They nust be using rockets agai nst us. That was
somet hing meant for a tank or an airplane.”

Lon switched to a channel that connected himto all of his nonconms. "Wat was
t hat expl osi on?" he asked, already noving toward the stairs. There was not hi ng
visible on the third floor. It nust have hit | ower.

"We've got a hole in the west wall, Lieutenant," Ivar Dendrow reported. "W've
got casualties there, a good part of fourth squad is down. | don't know how
serious yet."

"What about you?" Lon demanded. "You don't sound too good yourself."

“I'I'l live," Dendrow said.

Lon and his escort kept going past the second floor |anding down to the first.
Most of the first floor had been one large room with only a few small
partitioned offices along the north side. That main roomwas now filled with
snoke, but Lon could see the gaping hole at the far end of it. Men were being
carried back away fromthe opening, out into the foyer near the stairs.

"Tebba, you' d better get down there." Lon gestured to include the nenbers of
Grana's squad with them "Help plug that gap until we get things sorted out.
"Il be along in a mnute."
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G rana nodded and started down the length of the roomw th his nen. Lon stayed
in the foyer, |ooking at the casualties who were being lined up in two rows.
Two nmen were clearly dead. They had been laid off to the side, by thensel ves.
Lon could not tell who they were. He started to nove closer, but saw someone
staggering toward him out of the densest snoke, trailing one | eg behind the
other, supporting hinself with his rifle. Lon went to help. The wounded nan
was | var Dendr ow.

"W got hit bad, Lieutenant,"” Dendrow said while Lon half carried himto where
t he ot her wounded were. ' 'l think we've lost half of fourth squad, dead or
too badly wounded to keep on."
"Don't worry about that now, lvar,"
you. "

Lon said. "I'll get a nmedical orderly for

Dendrow di d not respond. Lon | ooked to nmake sure that the platoon sergeant was



still alive, still conscious. He called for help by radio while he worked to
put bandages over the nost obvi ous of Dendrow s wounds. H s left armand | eg,
his entire left side, was bl oody. The side of his hel net was cracked.

You're going to need a trauma tube, Lon thought. He | ooked around at the other
wounded. Dendrow was not the only one who was going to need tine in a tube to
recover fromthis.

A medi cal orderly came over, knelt next to the platoon sergeant, and started
examining him Lon waited for a few seconds, then got up and stepped across,

| ooking toward the hole that had been blown in the far wall. The buil di ng had
holes in both ends now, the first remaining fromthe earlier explosion in the
bui I di ng next door.

The snoke was beginning to clear, finally. Lon started working his way toward
the east end. He had to be careful. There were bullets flying, comng in the
hol e. He stayed | ow and noved to his right, along the series of cubicles on
the north side. The doors were all open—those that had not been bl own of f —and
Lon gl anced in each one, |ooking out the wi ndow at what was going on al ong the
north side of the building. The fighting was continuing, but Lon saw no
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Tebba G rana and the nmen he had brought with himhad noved to the hole in the
end wall. Lon noved to the side, finding a spot where he could | ook out to the
right, past the corner of the building—+the weak spot in the defenses. The
bui | di ng had no wi ndows right on the corner, so there was a narrow angl e that
was not as well covered by fire zones as the rest of the perinmeter. Only a
squad of nen outside, on the ground, had that angle directly in view

"I think it's covered okay, Lieutenant," Tebba said when he saw where Lon was
| ooking. "The men are nostly at one side of a window or the other. That gives
them a chance to see anythi ng happening al ong there."

Lon nodded. "lvar is out of action, wounded," he said. "You re senior squad
| eader in the platoon, so that nmeans you sub for himuntil he's fit for duty
again."

"Yes, sir.

Lon told the other squad | eaders of the tenporary arrangenent, to nmake certain
that there would be no questions at a delicate tine.

"Here they come!" an anonynous voi ce said. Lon thought that it had to be one
of the nen fromthe squads that had been attached to his command. It was
someone whose voice he did not recognize. "On the west."

Lon nmoved closer to the hole in the wall, bringing his rifle up as he did. It
appeared that Belletiene was going to nmake a solid run at them a frontal
assault by two or three conpanies of infantry, with nore supporting themfrom
behi nd. Lon passed the news to Captain MG egor

"They're coming in fromthe north too," MG egor said, "on the eastern half of
our line. You'll have to hold with what you've got. Still another fifteen
m nutes or nore before our reinforcenents arrive."



"We' |l do our best," Lon said before changing channels to talk to his squad

| eaders. He gave orders to nove sone of the men upstairs over to the west side
of the building, and had another squad conme into the building to reinforce the
men on the ground floor. That squad could scarcely find positions to fire at
the eneny. Lon wanted themclose in
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He | ooked around. |If a grenade canme through that hol e and expl oded inside the
room the results would be devastating, but there was no help for that. There
was no time to nove the nen outside, and no tinme for themto dig slit trenches
if they coul d.

The Bell etiener attack faltered fifty yards fromthe D -rigenters who were
out si de. The eneny skirm sh line dropped to the ground, grabbing what mi ninal
cover they could find on the manicured lawn. But within fifteen seconds a
second line of Belletieners cane forward past the men on the ground. And a
third line came along twenty yards behind them

"I don't think they're gonna back off, Lieutenant," Tebba said. "Soneone's
putting the spurs to them They're gonna keep coning as |ong as any of them
can nove."

"I think you're right, Tebba. Let's make sure not too many of them can nove
this far."

The second skirm sh Iine went to ground fifteen yards in front of the first.
The prone soldiers continued to fire, and continued to suffer |osses. The
third line noved past. More nen came up from behind, and the first |ine that
had gone to ground got up—those who still coul d—and resuned its advance.

Lon's nmen were firing at point-blank range. It was inpossible to niss the nen
runni ng on at them But they kept coming, and nmen were falling on the Diligent
side of the Iine as well. "Fix bayonets,"” Lon ordered on his all-hands

channel

Sone of the nen had al ready taken that precaution on their own. The rest
hurried to conply.

Bel l etieners started trying to clinb into the building. The first were cut
down by bullets, sonme fired fromno nore than three feet away. But nore kept
com ng, a suicidal surge. The Dirigenters on the outside were in hand-to-hand
fighting, and were being pushed asi de.

The [ ast squad that Lon had ordered into the ground floor of the building cane
forward to neet the enenmy. Ten Dirigenters noved forward toward the gap, their
rifles firing
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singl e shots now, or short bursts, as they attenpted to throw back—er
destroy—the eneny assault. Lon noved into the gap with them thinking only of

ending the threat as quickly as possible. As Iong as the eneny coul d be kept
out, Lon thought that his nen would be able to hold. He heard reports from



out side, and knew that the men out there were being hit even harder
But the line was hol ding.

Less than three minutes after the first Belletiener had touched the outer
wal I, the inmediate fight was over. The eneny had suffered dozens of nen
killed, and had nore wounded. Few of the enemy had surrendered. The
conparative silence left a hollowringing in Lon's ears. He stood dunbly,

| ooki ng around at the bodies, his nen and the eneny, too stunned to do nmuch
el se.

A sudden cranp in his stomach brought himout of the daze. He blinked several
times, then switched to his non-conms' channel. "I want reports on our
casualties as quickly as you can give themto ne," he said. "Keep your eyes
open. This may not be over."

The conpany from 1st Battalion cane and went. The men stopped in the pocket
that Lon's platoons and Captain MG egor's conpany had defended only | ong
enough to let their comandi ng officer ascertain the situation. Then they
nmoved on, pushing north. "We're to try to split the eneny conpletely in half,"
t he conpany's captain explained, taking only a few seconds to talk to Lon and
George McGegor. Then he was off with his nen.

"It looks like this mght all be over with by norning," MG egor told Lon when
the two tal ked over a private channel. "Things are popping all around the
peri meter now, fromwhat |'ve been hearing."

"So what are we supposed to do?" Lon asked.

"Treat our wounded, identify the dead, and pull ourselves together."
McGregor's voi ce sounded as | eaden as Lon felt. "If our people keep tightening
t he noose around the eneny, they can do without us for a bit."

"Yeah, well, |'ve got nmen to see to, Captain. | know you do too," Lon said.
There was a taste of bile in his mouth, and a knot in his stomach. It was the
taste he noticed npst.

The wounded were being treated. Medical orderlies tri-aged the wounded, maki ng
certain that those in nost desperate need of a trauma tube were transported to
where the tubes were set up, then hel ped care for the wounded who coul d wait
for tubes. Relays of nmen toted the wounded to 3rd Battalion's nedical aid
station. The rest of the casualties, those with mnor wounds, were nostly
being cared for by their squad mates.
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Lon checked in with each squad | eader or assistant. Heyes Wird, who had third
pl atoon's first squad, was anmong the dead. Third squad's Corporal Ben Frehr
had been wounded, and already carried across to get his turn in a trauma tube.
By the time Lon had talked to the nmen in all of his squads, the knot in his
stomach had becone a steel claw. Third platoon had seven nen dead and a dozen
wounded. Fourth platoon's nunmbers were five dead and fifteen wounded. The
story was much the sanme in the squads that had been attached to Lon's
command—bad.

The Bel |l eti ener wounded were being treated by the prisoners, under guard. The



nunber of dead Bell etieners was revised upward several times, as wounded di ed
of their injuries. Prisoners would be given turns in trauma tubes, but not at
risk to Dirigenters. "W take care of our people first," one DMC corporal told
a prisoner who wanted a wounded friend taken i mediately to a trauna tube. Lon
over heard t he exchange but did not contradict the corporal. ' 'If we can get a
man to a trauna tube alive, he's got nineteen chances in hventy to stay
alive,'' the clai mwas, "and if he survives the first two minutes in the
tube, his chances are virtually one hundred percent.

Maj or Kai, 3rd Battalion's second in command, came over to |l ook at the site of
the battle and talk to the officers who had led the fight. He asked questions
and listened to Lon's sonetines disjointed answers. He nade commendat ory
remarks that Lon scarcely heard.

"As soon as we get our lines tied together north of you," Kai said finally,
"we'll pull your people back to battalion headquarters and gi ve you a chance
to rest and regroup. You boys have taken a licking, but you did good. You did
what we needed you to do."
"I hope it was worth it," Lon said, privately certain that it could not be,
not even if the rest of the Belletieners suddenly decided to surrender. O
drop dead. ' 'l lost nore than ten percent of my nmen killed."

"I know it's hard, Lieutenant," Major Kai said. "lI've been through it too. But
your |ads may have saved a great nany other lives tonight."
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It was another fifteen mnutes before Lon received the order to pull his nen
back to 3rd Battalion headquarters, which had noved closer to the nedical aid
station. Captain McG egor's conpany noved there as well. It too had taken
serious casualties. MG egor was wounded, had |ost part of his left hand, but
he had stayed with his men until all of themcould pull back. Once they
reached the aid station, his | ead sergeant half haul ed the captain to help.

Lon got his men, the ones who were still fit for duty, settled, then went to
check on the wounded. He tal ked to the ones who were conscious and asked the
orderlies about each of the others—when he could find a medic willing to take

a few seconds to answer a question

When Lon got back to his platoons, he alnost fell, his nuscles and joints
going linmp as he started to sit—a reaction, part exhaustion, part del ayed fear
and di sgust. He took a noment to steady hinself, then pulled his hel nmet
of f and dropped it at his side. He | eaned forward, arns on his thighs, head

hanging as far as it would go. Now, his nmind was al nost bl ank. There was
simply too much to think about, too nuch to regret.

"There's only one constant about our business,'' Lieutenant Arlan Taiters,
the officer who had nentored Lon through his cadet stage in the DMC, had told
him "Men die in battle. You ve got to be able to deal with that, or you don't
have any place in the Corps, not as an officer, not as an enlisted man.'
Taiters hinmself had died not long after that. It was his two platoons that Lon
had i nherited when he received his conm ssion. Lon thought about him when his
mnd started to function again. Taiters had died in a confrontation not al

that different fromthe one that Lon and his nmen had just experienced.

' You okay, Lieutenant?'' Tebba G rana asked.



Lon | ooked up. Tebba was just then squatting in front of him The corporal had
his facepl ate up.

"Tired," Lon said. "And thinking about the men we lost." He shook his head.
"And renenbering Arlan Taiters."

"Sonetines | have nightmares," Tebba said, very softly.
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"I see all of the nmen |I've known who got killed. Been a ot of themin the
fifteen years |I've been in the Corps. But that's always at hone, back on
Dirigent. It's not good to dwell on themon contract. Can't help them and
don't help the nen |'m supposed to take care of now "

"I know, Tebba. | know " Lon let out a breath. "I'll be okay in a mnute or
two. Just gotta clean out the cobwebs, and the nenories are tangled up in
them™

"Sergeant Dendrow s gonna have to go in a tube, but he's waiting for the nore
seriously wounded guys first. Looks like it might be mid-norning before he's
ready for duty."”

Lon nodded. "I talked to hima few m nutes ago. He tried to tell me a half
dozen things that | needed to do before | could shut himup and tell himthat
we're coping, to just rest and take care of hinself."

"Yeah, he gave ne a hard time too," Tebba said. "I finally had to just walk
away from himso's he would shut up."

"W need to find a good water supply,"” Lon said after a nmonent. ' 'Get the
canteens filled, try to get a little extra so nmen can douse thensel ves, get a
little of the stench off."

"Weil and | are already working at it, Lieutenant. Phip and Janno found sone
pails in one of the buildings. And the water's on in nost of them 1'll bring
a bucket around for you, soon as it all gets here.”

Lon shook his head. "Not till everyone else is taken care of, Tebba."

"Don't worry about that sort of nonsense now, Lieutenant," Tebba said. "W'l
get everybody taken care of, nmore or less at once. It's only 'wonmen and

children first,' that | recall, and we don't have any of those here."
Lon had a call fromCaptain Olis. The rest of the conpany was still in
action. ' 'l know you took a beating, Nolan, but | hear that you did a great

job," Olis said. "You and your nen stay put. Try to get some sleep. W'l
worry about getting you back in the norning."

Lon got his men noved into a building. Shelter, running
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water, and toilets. The buil di ng housed professional offices, a half dozen

separate units. Many of the wi ndows had been bl own or shot out, but that
scarcely mattered. None of Lon's nen were in any hurry to carp about details,



even though it neant that they could hear the distant sounds of
fighting—gunfire and grenade explosions. It was infinitely better than
sl eeping outside. There were no conplaints, no bad jokes.

Not a good sign, Lon thought, but he shared the same apathy. "A griping
soldier is, basically, a happy soldier,” one of Lon's instructors at the North
American Mlitary Acadeny had been fond of saying. "It's when he stops griping
that you have to be nobst concerned about his norale." Mrale isn't supposed to
be a problemin the Corps, Lon thought. W' re professionals, career soldiers.
This is what we chose to do. He sighed. They had good reason to be quiet. Too
many nen had died. If the nen did not snap back fromit after a night's sleep
then there m ght be sonething for Lon to worry about.

The room Lon sel ected for hinmself was on the second floor, in a corner. There
was a sofa covered with what m ght have been real |eather, soft and al npst

| ong enough for himto stretch out fully. Tebba and part of his squad were in
the other two roons of the office suite, with the rest of third pl atoon

di stributed around the second floor; fourth platoon was bel ow, on the ground
fl oor.

Lon stripped off his helnet, pack, harness, and web belt, which made hi m nore
than forty pounds lighter. / could alnost float away, if | wasn't so dead
tired, he thought. He sat on the sofa and let his shoul ders slunp forward.

Sl eep held great attraction, but Lon could not sinply collapse. He tried to
thi nk coherently, tried to make certain that he was not forgetting anything
essential. Third Battalion headquarters and the technicians at the aid station
knew where Lon and his men were. They would not be "lost,"” and the nen who
were rel eased by the nmedics would be able to find them Lon had not set up any
schedul e of sentries; that mght be a m stake, but he thought not. They were
away
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fromthe fighting, with enough active soldiers around to give warning of any
troubl e.

"I need sleep," Lon nuttered. But he got to his feet and shuffled across to
the private restroomthat the office boasted—the other reason (aside fromthe
sofa) that he had selected it. He could take a couple of mnutes to wash sone
of the grine away.

Wien he finished his toilet, Lon returned to the sofa. For several minutes he
just sat on it. Then, finally, he took off his boots and |lay down. His feet
hurt. They were noderately swollen. Lon was too tired to appreciate the
softness of his bed. Al npst i mediately, he was asl eep

Lon cane awake with a start. He lay absolutely notionless, trying to determ ne
what had brought himout of sleep so abruptly. He needed tine to realize that
what was "wong" was silence. The guns had stopped firing. There were no

expl osions. He did not even hear nen tal king bel ow his w ndow.

It was still dark. That wi ndow was just a rectangul ar space that was not quite
as dark as the wall that franed it. Lon was cautious getting up, trying to be
as silent as the world around him He got his helmet and put it on, giving
hinself its night-vision capability. Then he went to the w ndow to | ook out.
Several large tents had been erected where the nedical orderlies and
techni ci ans had been treating the wounded earlier. Lon saw four men standi ng
guard at the perineter of the square. Standing, Lon thought. The men were not



behi nd cover |ooking out over their rifle barrels.

The fighting nust be over, Lon decided. The eneny must have surrendered.

O herwi se, the guards woul d have been nore cautious. They would not be
standing the way they were, as if they were in front of Corps Headquarters on
Dirigent.

Lon | ooked at the time on his helnmet display. It was a few m nutes past
five-thirty in the morning, local tine. It would be |light soon

/ wonder if anyone's been trying to contact nme, he thought. Wth his helmet on
the floor next to the sofa, there
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was a good chance that he would not have heard a radio call. Then he realized
that if anyone had tried to contact himand he had not answered the radio,
someone woul d have been sent to wake him Enough peopl e know where | am He
toyed with the idea of calling Captain Olis, but decided against it. Olis
m ght be sl eeping, needing his own rest after a |ong day and ni ght of
fighting.

"It can wait," Lon said softly, keeping his voice down as though he were
afraid of waki ng someone—even though there was a cl osed door between hi mand
anyone el se. He continued to stand by the wi ndow, observing the ninimal
activity below. Two nen cane out of one of the tents, went over to one of the
guards, and apparently conversed with himbriefly before going on out of
sight, in the direction the guard had just pointed—wounded men | ooking to
rejoin their unit after conpleting their treatnent.

"I wonder if our wounded are back yet." Lon went back to the sofa, sat, and
pull ed on his boots. He did not consider |lying dowmn and trying to go back to
sl eep. Even though he had had little nore than an hour, he was no | onger
sleepy. His mind was alert, and until he knew for certain what was goi ng on
he woul d be unable to shut off his thoughts enough for sl unber.

Lon was uncertain what to do next. Hi s inpulse was to put on the rest of his
gear and -go prow ing through the building, maybe go out to the nmedical tents
to find someone who night be able to tell himwhat had happened. But he did
not want to wake any of his men unless it became necessary. They needed to get
as much sleep as they could, while they could. / don't know that it's over,
Lon renmi nded hinsel f. There might still be units of Belletiener troops in The
Ciffs or el sewhere.

As nmuch to fill time as to assuage hunger, Lon opened a neal pack and ate. He
started to remenber the night before, the fighting, the deaths. He woul d have
to wite up an after-action report, and the sooner he fixed the details in his
mnd, the less likely he would be to omit anything when it was tinme for the
formal report. The dead. The seriously wounded. Names. He recalled the faces
that went with the
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nanes, and he renenbered nore. Especially about the dead. H s dead.

/ hope we don't have to spend the whole six nonths here, Lon thought at about



the tine that he finished his breakfast. W' ve had our share of Calypso. Let
Second Reginment fill out the tine when they get here, if the locals still want
hel p around to prevent another attack. Let us go honme and lick our wounds. On
the trip out, some of the men had tal ked about the joys of spending six nonths
ina' '"tropical paradise" with nothing to do but wait around in case there
was an invasion, maybe spend time training nore Cal ypsan soldiers. But

par adi se had turned sour

He went back to the wi ndow, and was surprised to see that it had started to
rain—a gentle shower, fit for a storybook spring day. The sky was a little
lighter with approaching daylight, but the overcast seemed determ ned to
retard the dawn. At least it'll give the nmen something safe to bitch about
when they get up, Lon thought. He shook his head. It was tine to do sonething
nore constructive than standing around and staring.

After putting on his gear, Lon picked up his rifle and |left the room He noved
quietly through the outer roomof the suite, hoping to avoid waki ng anyone,

but Tebba either woke or was al ready awake. He got up and foll owed Lon out
into the-corridor.

"I"'mgoing to go see if | can find out what the situation is," Lon said,
lifting his visor and speaking softly. Tebba was carrying his helnmet. "The
shooti ng has stopped.”

G rana nodded. "Yeah, | noticed. Mdre'n an hour ago it was."
| east, that's when | woke and noticed it was quiet."

He shrugged. "At

"That's what woke nme too," Lon said. "Sleep through all the racket, then wake
when it gets quiet."

"You figure that Belletiene surrendered?" Tebba asked.

"Something like that. The troops here, anyway. Hard telling if there's any
contact with their government."

"I didn't even think about that. Al | had in mind was the bunch here fighting
us. That is all we gotta worry about, isn't it, Lieutenant?"

LI EUTENANT
205

"I don't know, Tebba," Lon said. "For the noment anyway. But if their
government isn't ready to cone to ternms that Calypso will accept, maybe not.
W could still have to wait out the full six nonths of our tour, maybe face
nore of them sonewhere down the road. It's all guesswork. | mght know nore
after | get a chance to talk to Captain Olis. \Wenever that is. R ght now,
I"'mgoing to drift over to the aid station, or maybe 3rd Battalion
headquarters, and see if | can find out what's what."

"You want ne to tag al ong?"

"No need. Stick around here. Is Ivar back yet?"

"No. He woul d have | ooked you up right away, and tripped over nme in the
process. Shouldn't be long, though, | think. By now they must have nobst of the

wounded cycl ed through the tubes.”

I f anyone el se woke while Lon was working his way through to one of the
building's exits, they did not bother to get up or say anything. Lon stood in



t he doorway for a couple of minutes, feeling the soft, danp breeze conming from
the east, getting a little drizzle on his faceplate. He lifted that and | et
the air and the water hit himin the face. There was a fishy snell to the air,
to the rain.

It's only dead fish snme.ll |ike that, he thought, remenbering one sunmmer when
all of the fish had died in one of the nearby streams—back in eastern North
America on Earth. After a couple of days the stench downw nd had been intense,
much worse than the hint of fishiness here. He did not recall what had caused
that die-off. At eleven years of age, such things had not concerned himfor

| ong.

Lon pulled his visor back down before he stepped out of the covered doorway
and wal ked to 3rd Battalion's headquarters. That was in another building, for
now. If the fighting was over, Colonel MG egor and his staff would al nost
certainly be displaced by the building's regular occupants. Lon was surprised
that the battalion's nmedical section had bothered to erect tents rather than
make use of one or nore of the vacant structures.

There was little activity at the headquarters. Two enlisted
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men were busy on conplinks. Major Kai was sitting at a desk at the rear of the
room | eaning back, his eyes closed. But he apparently heard Lon enter. He sat
up, then stood and wal ked over toward Lon, who had lifted his facepl ate.

"Li eutenant Nol an," Kai said, nodding to him "I figured you'd still be
sl eepi ng. "

"The sil ence woke ne, Mjor,"
over to see what's going on."

Lon said with a self-conscious grin. "l cane

"Not a whole lot, as you can see," Kai said.
"I's the fighting over?"

"The general conmandi ng the invasion force surrendered his command | ess than
two hours ago," Kai said. "The Cal ypsans and our people are still collecting
prisoners and seeing to the wounded on both sides. For the rest of us, we've
been given the word to stand down—provi sionally. Col onel Gaffney has schedul ed
a regimental officers' call for noon. No word yet on where it will be."

"\What about ny platoons? Do we stay here or pack up and rejoin our conpany?"

" "No hurry, Lieutenant. You might as well let themsleep for a couple nore
hours before you worry about trekking off to find the rest of your lads. No
one's yelling for you, so as long as you don't nake noi se, you shoul d have
plenty of time. You might even try getting a little nore sleep yourself."

Lon shrugged. "I need to check on ny wounded, see how long it'll be before the
| ast are rel eased by the nedics, and nake certain none of themare going to be
shi pped up to Long Snake for rehab or extended treatnent.”

"Come over to nmy desk. | can give you some of that information here."” Kai |ed
the way. When he sat down, he pulled his portable conplink closer and keyed in
a request.



"Here's what | have, Lieutenant," he said then, turning the unit so that Lon
could see the screen. "Two of your boys are going to be returned to ship for
regeneration or rehabilitation. Your platoon sergeant, Dendrow, nearly |ost an
arm He's going to be off the duty list for a nonth for tissue regeneration
and therapy. | talked with himfor a couple of mnutes. | didn't get to talk
to the other one.”
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The ot her man being sent back up to the ship was Loe Gavish fromfourth
pl atoon's first squad. "When will they be shipped out, Mjor?" Lon asked.

"Any mnute now, | suspect," Kai said. "Al of the wounded who need further
treatment were collected nearly an hour ago, taken over toward the beach. A
shuttle should be conming in for the pickup right about now "

"No chance for ne to talk to ny two nen before they go, is that what you're
sayi ng?"

"I"'mafraid that's the way it is, Lieutenant. Sorry. | didn't think to have
you notified. Perhaps |I should have."

"I guess it doesn't matter, Major. | should have taken the tinme to see them on
my own, earlier. | was afraid the nedics would chase ne out, though."

Maj or Kai chuckled. "Very likely. One of the technicians even gave Col one
Mc G egor an earful. But if you go over there now, you'll probably be able to
speak to the rest of your wounded. Things have qui eted down considerably,
especially since there are no new wounded coming in." B

Intermttent light showers, rarely nore than a drizzle, persisted through the
nmorni ng. There were few conplaints. Mst of the coments that Lon heard were
of the ' 'l hope it stays like this and keeps the tenperature down" variety.
That was unlikely. The reports Lon got from Cl C aboard Star Dragon suggested
that the rain would end around mi dday and that the clouds woul d nove out to
sea shortly after that.

At eight o' clock Lon received a call fromMtt Olis. The captain asked for
nore details on how Lon's platoons had fared, then suggested that they nove
north to rendezvous with the other half of Al pha Conpany before the reginental
officers' call. "That should give you time to collect the rest of your nen
fromthe nedics,”" Orlis said, and Lon confirnmed that it would be. The | ast
were scheduled to be returned to duty by 1000 hours—except for those who had
been evacuated to the ship.

During the next two hours, Lon tal ked with each of his remaini ng noncons,
getting nore detailed information on the activities of each squad during the
final fight of the previous night.. . and how many casualties had been
suffered. Everything was recorded, both for his personal record and as part of
the official archives for the regi nent.

Tebba G rana was told that he would continue as interimplatoon sergeant unti

I var Dendrow returned to duty. Lance Corporal Dav Grott would take over second
squad tenporarily. In third platoon's first squad, Lance Corporal Jez Aivish
succeeded Heyes Wird as squad | eader. There were also a couple of tenporary
changes in fourth platoon that
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Lon had to confirmw th Captain Orlis—who accepted all of Lon's
reconmendat i ons.

The two pl atoons hi ked north and east, then north again to rejoin the rest of
2nd Battalion. It was no drill field march, but the men were formed up in
doubl e colunms and kept fairly regular order. Wapons were slung now, chanbers
enpty, safeties on. The battle was over

Civilian work crews were already in Cceanview cleaning up after the fight.
Damaged bui |l di ngs were bei ng surveyed. Trucks were hauling away debris.

Mai nt enance crews were replaci ng broken wi ndows and doors. In the area that
had seen the nost prolonged fighting, the damage woul d take weeks—er nont hs—to
repair. Several inposing buildings had been gutted by fire or explosions and
nm ght have to be torn down and replaced. O hers would need to be conpletely
restored inside.

The bodi es had al ready been renoved.

Most of the Dirigenters had been noved out of the city proper, out past the
ring of residential blocks. Second Battalion was near the shore, just inside
the arc of native forest that served as a buffer between the capital and the
rest of Calypso. The last stretch of the hike for Lon and his men was al ong

t he beach. They could |l ook up and to the left and see Gover nnent House and the
other major buildings at the heart of the city. The Belletieners had never
reached them

' "Any word on how badly the enemy was tore up?'' Wil Jorgen asked Lon during
a five-mnute break on the beach

"Not that |'ve heard,"” Lon said. "The only thing Captain Orlis nentioned was
that there are nore than a thousand prisoners, here and in the nining region
I"'mnot sure if anyone has totals on their dead and wounded yet."

"Who's guarding the prisoners, us or the |ocal s?"

"Some of each, | guess. Colonel Gaffney didn't |eave any of our peopl e out
west, so the Cal ypsans have to be guarding the Belletieners captured there.
Here, well, Third Battalion was riding herd on about two hundred of the eneny

when we left."”
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"You know what | was getting at. Lieutenant,” Wil said.

"I know," Lon said. "I don't think that the prisoners are in that nmuch danger
fromthe locals. Not as long as we're here, at |east. Mssacring captives
woul d violate the contract."

Lon turned so that he was | ooking out to sea. There was not hi ng man- made on
the water, no indication that this world had ever been settled as |ong as he
kept his back to the city. / wonder what the first people who saw this

t hought, he asked hinself. What was this world Iike back at the begi nning? It
was a new kind of question for him not just concerning Calypso but also the



few other worlds in his experience. "I wonder what it would be like to be the
first human to set foot on a new world,"” he nunbled. Then he shook his head
and got to his feet. It was not sonething he expected to ever find out
firsthand.

"Time to get moving," Lon said after switching on his transmtter and
sel ecting the channel that connected himto his noncoms. "They're getting
| onely without us."

It was a long but gentle clinmb up fromthe beach, first over coarse sand and
poverty grasses, then onto nore uniformturf, soft sod that felt al npst
springy underfoot, |like an exercise mat. At the end of the bay, paths had been
carved into one bluff face to provide easy access. The | ane was w de and the
grade gradual enough for a small ground-effect vehicle. But the clinb could be
felt in leg nuscles. Wl king through sand and up the sl ope was especially
tiring for men who had spent too nuch of the past two days active.

Everyone was anxi ous for another rest once the platoons got to the top, but
Lon kept them going until they got to the bivouac area where the other

pl at oons of Al pha Conpany had already set up tents. Tents had al so been
erected for Lon's platoons. The discovery of that fact al nost brought a cheer
fromthe nen.

Captain Olis came out to neet them He spoke to the platoons as a whole
first, and then, after the nmen had been dism ssed to the charge of their
nonconms, Olis took Lon
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aside. "I know you've had a rough tine, Nolan, but you and your men perforned
admrably. 1've heard that from Col onel Flowers and from Col onel MG egor."

Lon blinked twice, slowy, before he replied. "W tried. But all the praise in
the gal axy can't bring back the men who were killed. | know, " he continued,

hol ding up a hand to forestall any conment fromthe captain. "It's part of
what we do, who we are, but that doesn't nmake it any easier."”

"I know that, Nolan. It never gets easier to | ose nen, conrades, even friends.
If it does get easy, then you don't belong in this line of work. Take a few

m nutes to get squared away. You'll be sharing a tent with Carl Hoper. W'l
be leaving for the officers' call in about twenty mnutes."
Hoper. "I've still got to talk to himabout Bait," Lon said. "That won't be

easy either."

"He already knows that Bait was killed, Lon," Olis said. Lon was surprised by
the use of his first name. It was unusual for the captain.

Carl Hoper was sitting on his bedroll in the tent. He | ooked up when Lon cane
in, then stood. When the two nen cane face to face, all Lon could say was "I'm
sorry, Carl. Bait was a good man. It hurts to lose him"

"I't happens," Carl said. "W all know that going in." He was obvi ously hol di ng

hi nsel f under tight control. It showed in his voice. The pain was visible in
his eyes. "Later, maybe on the ship going hone, you can tell ne the details.
Not now," he added before Lon could interrupt. "It's too soon now. | need a

little tinme."



The regimental officers' call was held a half mile fromwhere Al pha Conpany
was canped, in the open near Col onel Gaffney's tenporary headquarters. Third
Battalion's officers were the last to arrive. They had the farthest to cone,
but when they did show up, it was by floater. Soneone had called for two

t axi cabs. That entrance generated a few | aughs.
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Lon did a lot of |ooking around. He knew, at |east casually, every officer in
the regiment. Not fully conscious of what he was doing, he was trying to see
i f anyone was missing, if there had been casualties anong the officers. The
few m nutes that Lon had were not sufficient, though. Colonel Gaffney and his
staff officers arrived, and the col onel started the neeting.

"This isn't the time for a full critique of the fight," he said, "but I wll
give you the hard figures | have. The reginent's casualties nunbered one
hundred and ninety-four dead, sixty-three wounded badly enough for extended
peri ods of regeneration and rehabilitation. Three hundred have gone through

trauma tube sessions and been returned to duty. | don't have what | consider
to be accurate figures on the casualties suffered by the Cal ypsans. Their
conmanders are being ... reticent about those. The conmander of the

Bel | eti ener expeditionary force is being sinmlarly tight-Iipped. Al we know
for certain about their losses is that we have nearly el even hundred prisoners
and that nore than eight hundred Bell etiener dead have been buried. The nunber
of dead mi ght be considerably greater, since we have no data on their |osses
before we arrived." Gaffney paused for an instant, then continued.

"That's what we've been through. The enemy conmander here surrendered w t hout
condi tion, and ordered his nen to cease hostilities and surrender to either
our people or the Calypsan arny. The prisoners taken here on the coast are
being held in four separate groups, scattered around the outskirts of
Cceanview, until sone determination is made about what to do with themon a
nor e permanent basi s—theoretically, until they can be repatriated. For the
nmonent, at |east, any negotiations will be between Cal ypso and Bel -l etiene. W
wi || become involved only by request. Unless there are difficulties. | did
send one nessage to the governnent of Belletiene, telling themthat their
commander here had been defeated and had surrendered his conmmrand, and
suggesting that they contact the government of Calypso to arrange a formal end
to hostilities. There has been no reply, not even a formal acknow edgment."
Gaf f ney
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paused again, this tine for considerably |longer than before. "I don't know
what the long-termstatus of the contract is for us. That depends in part,
suppose, on whether the two governments involved can cone to sone agreenent.
Tenmporarily, we will be staying close to Cceanview, but not right init. Third
Battalion is the only one still in local, uh, housing, and they will be noving
to quarters simlar to those the rest of us are in this afternoon. The
government of Calypso is in quite a hurry to get conditions back to nornal

You may have noticed that they' re already hard at work repairing the danage to
their capital. For at |east the next couple of days, we should have not hing

special to do except guard prisoners. Each conpany will take its turn in
providing nen for that. Qtherw se, give your nen a chance to rest and
recuperate. Do the necessary things. Several shuttle convoys will bring down

addi tional supplies to nake things a little easier. I'lIl keep you posted."



"Were any officers killed?" Lon asked Captain Orlis after the officers' cal
had been di sm ssed and they had started back toward their canp. "Wth as many
dead as we suffered ..."

"Five," Olis replied. He Iisted the nanes. They included one mgjor, 1st
Battalion's executive officer; one captain from4th; and three |ieutenants.
The only dead officer from2nd Battalion was Lieutenant Juan Gutierrez from
Bravo Conpany. "W lost too many nmen," Olis said. "Fighting frombuilding to
building in a town is bad enough, but to have to do it the hard way, wi thout
being able to call in heavy firepower to just flatten buildings, that's asking
too much. "

Lon turned to ook at the captain, surprised at the hint of enotion in his
voice, and the inplied criticismin his words. / guess you neant it when you
said it never gets easy, Lon thought. But Olis was normally rmuch nore guarded
in what he said.

"At least it's over, Captain," Lon said. W won.

"I hope it's over," Orlis said. "That depends on sone
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sort of settlenent between the two worlds. And that depends on how rationa
their |eaders are.”

It was the first tine that Lon had swumin an ocean. A conpany at a tine, 2nd
Battalion went to the beach for an hour of recreation. Since the battalion's
bi vouac | acked showers, the rotation gave everyone a needed chance for

per sonal hygi ene.

"It's a good thing that Col onel Flowers has a very orderly mnd," Tebba said
to Lon as the first nmen started nmoving out into the water. "That puts Al pha
Company first. W get a chance at the ocean before the rest of the battalion
gets it so dirty that it's all nud for the first mle."

Lon | aughed softly. His earlier dolor had lifted sonewhat. He was ready for an
excuse to laugh. "W'Il give it a good start ourselves."

"They got any nasty critters in this ocean that we need to watch out for?"
Tebba asked.

"Not hi ng was said. The | ocals use the beaches regularly, and push them for
tourists. It nust be nore or |ess safe.”

"More or less," Tebba said, his voice falling away with the words. He | ooked
around. "I'"Il tell the nen to stick together, at least two or three. Just in
case."

Wthin mnutes, virtually everyone was in the water. No man coul d get through
recruit training on Dirigent without learning to swim if he did not already
know how. One of the tests that each trainee went through before he was
allowed to graduate from boot canmp was to swmfifty yards in battledress and
boots. It was a serious challenge for all but the strongest sw mers.

Lon waded out until the gentle surge crested against his chest, thirty yards
fromshore, then | eaned forward and started swi nming away fromthe beach. The



bottom was white sand, and sloped gently. The water was al nost as clear as

gl ass. Lon used a regular crawing stroke, pulling hinmself along as if he were
in a pool on Dirigent, counting fifty strokes before he rolled onto his back
and | ooked toward shore, to see how far out he was. Then he turned to
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the right and swam another fifty strokes before heading toward | and agai n.

Swimm ng was a tonic for Lon. Concentrating on what he was doing made it easy
to push everything else out of his m nd—+the tension of conbat, even the men he
had | ost. As he neared groups of his nen, he turned and swam farther from
shore again, occasionally diving to estimate the depth of the water, or to

| ook at sone creature. He saw several brightly colored fishes, red and orange
and an iridescent blue-green. He al so saw a sal non-col ored ani mal that | ooked
as if it mght be akin to | obsters scuttling across the sand, its body
protected by a variety of knoblike projections. None of the sea |life seened
inclined to nmolest him All seenmed happy to head in the opposite direction,
away fromthe | arge intruder

Lon finally headed back toward the beach. Many of his nen had al ready energed
fromthe water, to lie in the sun or gather and tal k. H s platoons had stayed
apart from Carl Hoper's platoons in the water, and on shore they gathered in
separate cliques. There were no overt signs of rivalry between the groups—not
on a strange world so soon after a costly fight. Back on Dirigent, in training
or on field exercises, that m ght be different, with the platoons openly
conpeti ng agai nst each ot her.

As Lon waded out of the sea, the last of his men who were still in the water
started toward the beach as well. Squad | eaders checked to rmake sure that
everyone was accounted for. Lon went to where he had dropped his clothes and
hel met. He checked the tinme. Al pha Conpany's hour was al nbst up

"Let's get started," Lon said, calling out toward the |argest group of his
men. "Bravo will be coming over the ridge any minute now " Captain Olis and
Conpany Lead Sergeant Jim Ziegler had not made the trek to the beach with the
rest. Lon assumed that they would find a chance to get there, sooner or later
if they were unable to make nore civilized arrangements for getting cl ean

Towel s were in short supply, but the sun and the heat-refl ecting sand served
to dry everyone quickly. The nen
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dressed, with some joking anong them Lon nodded to hinself. His nmen were

pr of essi onal enough to bounce back from just about anything. Another couple of
days and they woul d be back to sonethi ng approachi ng normal. Their dead
conrades woul d not be forgotten, but the pain of |oss would ebb

Carl Hoper's platoons were the first to start hiking up the sl ope back toward
canp. Lon's nen were not far behind, but took a separate track. Neither
lieutenant attenpted to put his nen in mlitary formation, but the result was
still not far fromit. Veterans tended to group that way, and usually fell in
step automatically. Even when they were on pass in Dirigent City, it was not
unusual to see a group of off-duty soldiers walking in step along the street,
as if they were on parade. Until one of themnoticed and said something. Then



as often as not, they would consciously try to avoid it. For a tine.

They ran into Bravo Conpany at the top of the rise. There was sone joking back
and forth between the new arrivals and the nmen who were | eaving the beach, and
guesti ons about what the water was |like. The two conpanies did not mx, or
stop. Al pha did receive one piece of encouraging news. There would be a hot
nmeal waiting—a change fromthe self-heating neal packs they had been |iving on
since | anding on Calypso. It was one nore boost for norale.

"All we need nowis word that we're headi ng honme," Tebba told Lon. "Let Second
Regi ment hol d the Cal yp-sans' hands until they get over their scare of
i nvasi on. "

"Do ne a favor, Tebba," Lon said. "Don't go talking |like that around the nen.
All we need is to start runors, get their hopes up too soon."

"You know ne, Lieutenant. | don't start runors unless |'mordered to." They
bot h managed a chuckl e over that.

Supper was not just a hot neal 4+t was al so, by general consensus, extrenely
good. Their hosts had the dinner catered, served in each conpany's canp area.
The Cal ypsan army had hired civilian chefs fromThe Cdiffs' best tourist
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hotels. There was plenty of food, and nost seenmed naturally grown or raised
rat her than produced by nanotech replicators. The only thing m ssing, fromthe
vi ewpoi nt of nost of the men, was al cohol, and the Cal ypsan fruit drinks that
served in place were al nost an acceptabl e substitute. They tal ked about

liquor, and wondered about the chances of getting passes to go into The Ciffs
to see what the bars and hotels there offered for tourists.

"Not hi ng' s been said about anything of the sort," Lon rem nded Phip and his
conrades in Tebba's squad. "Don't get your hopes up. That thirst of yours may

wel |l have to wait until we get back home, and that might still be six nonths
fromnow. '

"I'f I'"ve got to wait six nonths to have a good nip, | mght drink Diligent
City dry the first night,'" Phip said, a nock threat. "It would be a ot nore

prudent to give us all a chance to wet our whistles now and then while we're
here, keep us from goi ng anok when we get home. You don't want disciplinary
hearings the second day we're back in barracks because we got drunk and

di sorderly, do you, Lieutenant?"

"Il make sure we lay in a good supply of killjoy-patches,"” Lon said.

It was, overall, a pleasant evening. Between the afternoon's swimand the
anpl e supper, Lon felt nore relaxed than he had been since first hearing the
news of the Calypso contract. Wen he finally got to bed, on an airpad in a
sl eeping bag, he fell asleep alnpbst instantly. H's slunber was deep

undi sturbed by dreanms—especially nightmares. That sleep lasted little nore
than four hours, though. Lon and Carl Hoper were wakened by Captain Olis's
orderly just after two in the norning.

"Captain wants you both, right now, sirs,"” the orderly said once the two
i eutenants were awake. "There's trouble, | think."

"What kind of trouble?" Hoper asked while Lon was trying to control a yawn



that threatened to dislocate his jaw.

The orderly shook his head. "I don't know for sure,
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Li eutenant. He had a call frombattalion headquarters. He | ooked worried when
he sent ne to fetch you."

It did not take Lon and Carl long to dress. They carried their helnmets as they
followed the orderly to Captain Orlis's tent. Olis was sitting outside it. A
smal | | anmp provided enough illunination for conversation

"It's not over," Olis said when his lieutenants arrived. "Sit down." There
were no chairs or stools, so Carl and Lon sat on the ground, as Orlis had.

"What is it, Captain?" Lon asked.

"It looks as if Belletiene isn't ready to let go," Olis said. "Cl C has
spotted at |east seven ships on course for Calypso fromBelletiene, and they
haven't answered any of our queries. W can't be certain yet, but it |ooks
like they're sending another invasion force."

The fleet traveling fromBelletiene to Cal ypso was visible to the detection
systens of the Dirigent ships the entire time they were en route. The trip
woul d take slightly nore than three days.

On Cal ypso, preparations were made based on the assunption that it was indeed
a second invasion force—since none of the approaching ships was answering
queries. After consultation with local mlitary and governnental |eaders,

Col onel Gaffney dispatched a nmessage rocket to Dirigent, detailing the
supposition that they were about to face a second enemy arny, perhaps as nuch
as twice the size of the force that had been present when the regi nent | anded.
Gaf f ney expressed his "hope" that 2nd Regi nent had al ready been di spatched as
pl anned.

Col onel Gaffney shared all of that information with his officers, the
afternoon after the Belletiener fleet had been spotted. "But, as you know, " he
continued, "even if the Council of Reginents dispatched those reinforcenents
i medi ately on receipt of ny nessage that the invasion had occurred before we
arrived, we're |looking at a m ni mum of another twenty-five days before help
can arrive." The requirements of interstellar passages nade that tine
imutable. ' "Until then, we're on our own, us and the Cal yp-sans."” The only
good news was the colonel's rem nder that they had warshi ps and a squadron of
Shrikes to nmeet the invaders. Wth a little luck, the eneny would not be able
to |l and everyone they m ght bring, and every ship or shuttle shot down woul d
i nprove the odds for the men on the ground.
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Gaffney detailed the preparations that the reginent, and the Cal ypsan arny,
woul d make. There was no tinme to recruit and train civilians to bolster the

ranks of the defenders, but civilians would be enlisted to provide information
on eneny novements. The | ocal army and the nercenaries would concentrate their



efforts on the defense of Oceanview and The diffs, with the Dirigenters ready
to use shuttles to transfer nen in case the eneny chose to attack el sewhere
first. Supplies and vehicles would be gathered and positioned at a nunber of
points, just in case. Dirigenters were being detailed to help choose defensive
strong points around the two cities.

"Since we can't know where the eneny mght land, there are limts to what we
can do to prepare," Gaffney said. "W can set up our perinmeter around
Cceanvi ew and man a few key points on the outskirts of The diffs, but that's
about the Iimt. W'Ill have to react when they arrive." Packing up and | eaving
for Dirigent before the new Belletiener army could arrive was not nentioned.
The Corps had accepted a contract. It woul d be honored.

Seven ships, then three nore. The second group was nmoving faster than the
first and would, according to CIC s cal cul ations, rendezvous with the first
group just before they reached Cal ypso. The faster vessels were assuned to be
war ships sent to cover the | andings and deal with the Dirigenters' fleet. The
ETA for the conbined fleet was honed. The earliest mnute that the

Bel l eti eners could reach orbit was noted and circul ated. Preparations needed
to be conplete by that tine.

Wien that tinme came, at three o'clock in the afternoon, Cceanview tine, the
soldiers were still working, assisted by civilian | aborers. The Belletiener
shi ps had sl owed earlier than expected. They would not be in position unti
slightly before sunset.

"They want the night for cover, the same way we would," Wil Jorgen coment ed

to Lon. "They'll come in when it's full dark."

Lon shrugged. "It doesn't matter. We'll have a few
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m nut es warni ng when they launch their |anders."

"I figure they'll drop far enough fromus that they don't have to worry about
us on the ground until they're set," Jorgen said. "The way we'd do it. They've
got to have enough smarts not to come down right in the mddle of us."

"Always give the other guy credit for being at |east as smart as you are," Lon
said, alnmost a quote froma half dozen instructors and nentors he had had over
the years. "Even then, there's always the chance you're underestimting him"

"You seen any data on how many soldiers Belletiene has?" Wil asked. "I don't
mean just what we've seen and this new bunch. | nean, how many tinmes could
they throw a force agai nst Cal ypso before they run out?"

"I haven't got a clue, Weil. I'msurprised they could throw a second arny
agai nst Calypso with the first all killed or captured.™

"That's another thing that bothers me. Keeping all those prisoners secure in
the face of new fighting is going to be tricky as hell. Dangerous."

"We can't just line themup against a wall and shoot them or let Cal ypso do
it."

" 'l know, Lieutenant, but that would rmake life a ot sinmpler for us the next
few days. "



Regi ment al headquarters provided a continuous feed fromCl C as the new armada
fromBelleti ene approached and the battle in space was joined. Only rarely was
there a burst of light that could be seen fromthe ground to mark the fight.
Most of the battle in space was well to the west of Ocean-view. To Lon's
surprise, the fight was al nost equal. Belletiene had fewer fighters, but their
capital ships were well arned, and the crews knew their business. The
regiment's transports had been noved out of harmis way prior to the arrival of
t he enemy. The escorts nmoved to engage the invaders farther fromthe surface,
in an attenpt to keep them from | aunching shuttles to | and troops. That was
only partially successful. The Bell etiener ships kept coning. Fight-
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ers were |aunched, then shuttles. A few shuttles were destroyed, but—to Lon's
pragmati c thinking—+oo few. The bulk of the landers cane on, protected by
rocket and beamer fire fromthe ships that had | aunched them and by the
aerospace fighters that cane in with them Then, finally, it was possible for
CICto plot where the shuttles were likely to |l and—south and sout hwest of The
Ciffs, more than ten nmiles fromwhere the bul k of the defenses were.

"There may be nore troops that haven't been | aunched yet," a nessage from Cl C
said. "lIt's possible that there are as many as two thousand nore sol diers
avai l able." That possibility limted the response of the Cal ypsan gover nment
and Col onel Gaffney. Not all of the avail able defenders could be noved south
to meet this first wave—+f that was what it was—ef the new invasion

"Qur Third and Fourth Battalions are being hurried south, along with one
battalion of the Calypsan armny,” Lon told his noncons as soon as he had been
briefed. "That shoul d nmake the nunbers there about equal. The rest of us are
going to have to adjust to cover nore of the perimeter up here.”

' "Anything nore on whether or not there are nore troops waiting to come in?"
Tebba G rana asked.

"It looks as if the Belletiener fleet is going to nake a tight orbit. If
they're planning on | aunching another strike tonight, it could cone in as
little as ninety mnutes," Lon said. "But that's guesswork. |If they do have
additional soldiers up there, nothing says they have to conmt themright
away. They might hold them back for hours, waiting to see how the fight
devel ops. W deal with what we know about, and wait for themto show their
hand. "

"My guess," Weil said, not quite interrupting, "is that they'll want to put
those extra soldiers, if they exist, on the ground as quickly as possible,
because they're going to be in as nuch danger up there as they would be down
here. And | osing troops before they get dirtside is one hell of a waste."
"Let's hope for a ot of waste,” WI Nace said. "The
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nore our sky-guys space, the fewer we have to worry about."

On the ground, the waiting continued. Al pha Conpany spread its nen to cover a
slightly larger segnment of the defenses for Cceanview. They were on the north



side of the capital, as far fromthe expected | andi ng zones of the new
i nvaders as anyone.

Bel | eti ene | anded without opposition on the ground, though they were dogged
all the way in by Dirigenter fighters. Lon saw one flamng craft arc across

t he southern horizon, but there was no way for himto determ ne whether it was
friend or foe.

They're going to have time to get organized on the ground before any of our
peopl e get cl ose enough to engage, Lon thought. He felt a growi ng anxi ety even
t hough the fighting would be far away from himand his nen. Battle had been
joined again, with too many uncertainties.

The Bell etiener fleet conpleted its orbit of Calypso. Mre shuttles were

| aunched, also with fighter cover. Lon waited for word as to where these

| anders night be ainmed. It was another twenty minutes before the news cane
fromC C. They were headed north of Oceanview, possibly to an area within five
mles of Lon's platoons.

Lon took in a deep but fluttering breath and held it. Qur turn, he told
hi nmsel f.

Lon anticipated orders for the reginent to nove to intercept the eneny, but
they did not come. "We're staying here," Captain Orlis told him "Qur
instructions are to make certain that the invaders do not get into Cceanview
As long as they want to nuck about in the forest, we let them Qur fighters
will continue to hit them as they can. And keep us posted on their novenent."

"Aren't we even going to put out patrols to slow them down?" Lon asked.

Olis's no was too terse, too contained. "W man the line and wait for themto
cone to us."

That's foolish, Lon thought, but he did not say it. The order had to have cone
from Col onel Gaffney, probably under pressure fromthe Cal ypsan government.
W're not meant to be static. It's all about mobility.

It woul d have been too rmuch to hope for that the Shrikes woul d knock all of
the enemy shuttles out of the sky, or even half. But it would be nice, Lon
told hinmself, like winning a tontine. The Dirigenters left to guard the
capital were near the outer edge of the native forest left around the city on
all sides but the east, where they would have clear fields of fire. A series
of fallbacks had al so been readied. The risk in that schene had been that the
i nvaders woul d guess correctly about the disposition of troops and nmake their
| andings in the heart of Cceanview, which was guarded by only a few

pl at oons—+hough heavily equi pped with surface-to-air mssiles. They mnight have
shot down a few shuttles, but would have been insufficient to deal with the
troops who managed to | and safely.
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"W wait," Lon whispered on a radio |linkup with Tebba and Wil. The sounds of
fighting were audible, dogfights between Dirigenter and Belletiener fighters,
the rapid-fire cannon as the Shrikes strafed eneny troops who made it to the

ground, and the explosion of mssiles. Except for the cannon fire, it was
rather like listening to a distant thunderstorm The flashes were sinilar



enough to lightning hidden by clouds to conplete the illusion. It ended al npbst
as quickly as a summer thunderstormas well. The conbatants had to burn for
orbit to rendezvous with their nothershi ps—for amunition and fuel, if
not hi ng el se.

"How soon do you think they'll get here, Lieutenant?" Phip Steesen asked when
Lon stopped for a few nminutes near that squad. Lon had started making the
rounds, pausing to talk with each group of nen.

Lon shrugged. ' 'If they push hard, they could be here in an hour, Phip."
There was no humor in the short |augh—al nost a grunt—-ke used for punctuation
" "If their luck was good and they didn't get slowed down by the mnes and
booby traps we set." Explosives had been brought down fromthe ships soon
after the new Belletiener fleet had been spotted, and the Cal ypsans had al so
uncrated rmuch of their remaining stockpiles.

"Any word on how many of themmade it to the ground?" Lance Corporal Dav Gott
asked.

"The | ast estimate | heard was three thousand on our end of it." Lon paused.
"G ve or take five hundred."

"Whi ch neans they don't have any idea?" Dav suggested.

"That's about the size of it. And maybe the same nunber, with the sane nargin
of error, on the other end, down past The diffs," Lon said.

"Puts us on the short end of the nunmbers, doesn't it—even allow ng for the
Cal ypsans?"

"Not by all that nmuch," Lon said. "Even if there are seven thousand of the
eneny this time, that's not nuch worse than seven-to-five, and we're the

def enders. That should nake up the difference, not even allow ng for the fact
that we're supposed to be the super-professionals. And
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if the estimates are off all the way in the other direction, the nunbers woul d
be about even."

"I'd feel a lot better with the nunbers working in our favor," Dav said. "A
whol e [ ot better.”

"This is our business, Dav."

Lon knew that he had tinme for the noments of byplay during his tour. He was
recei ving updates from ClIC, and there were el ectronic snoops out in front of
the lines, up to five hundred yards away. And there was al ways a chance t hat
the enemy would not head directly at the few hundred yards of perineter that
Al pha Conpany of the 2nd Battali on was guarding.

That chance becane slimer in a hurry, though

"Al nost enough to nmake a man paranoid," Tebba said when they received nore
definite information on the course the Belletieners were taking. ' 'That whole
arnmy is conming straight toward us. Straight toward me is howit feels," he
added, shaki ng his head.



"I know what you nean," Lon replied. He had shared the news of the eneny's
approach with his nmen inmedi ately. The Belletieners were nore than two miles
away, far enough that a change of course was not inpossible—but Lon planned
for the worst. A force the size of a conplete Dirigenter reginment mght try to
poke through precisely the section of the perineter he was responsible for

"G ve us a chance to show what we can do."

Tebba snorted at the bravado.
adventure vids, Lieutenant,"
Gal acti ¢ Ranger."

' Gonna have to keep you away fromthose
he said. "You're starting to sound |ike sone

Lon | aughed. He could feel his tension growi ng, and any rel ease was wel cone.
It nmade the waiting easier to bear. "My secret is out," he said, his voice no
nore than a whisper, even anplified by Tebba's earphones.

It was three in the norning when the point squads of the Belletieners cane
within range of the first snoops. Five hundred yards. "Get everyone down and
in position," Lon told his noncons. A couple of mnutes |later, he heard an
expl osion and saw the brief flash of flame as one of the
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land m nes went off. Four hundred yards off, he thought. That was where the
first line of explosives had been pl ant ed.

Lon was in his slit trench, on his knees watching the far side of the
clearing, with the visor of his helmet set to maxi num magnification. For the

| ast 150 yards, the eneny would be in the open, easy targets if they were
foolish enough to try a frontal assault over that much open ground. An attack
like that, against a trained force of defenders with automatic weapons, would
be al nbst suicidal, wthout some advantage—such as tanks or close-air support.
Her oi sm al one would not do it.

They have to know we 're here, Lon thought. W haven't been observing ful

el ectronic silence; and they had to expect that the capital woul d be defended.
"Be on the watch for eneny aircraft,” Lon warned. There had been nothing from
CIC, reginent, or battalion, but the Belletieners had to have sonet hi ng

pl anned.

Captain Olis called Lon and Carl Hoper. "They nust be setting up in that next

patch of woods," he told the two lieutenants. "I think we've got a few m nutes
bef ore anyt hi ng happens. Their ships have | aunched fighters again. If they're
comng our way, it will take themfifteen mnutes to get here."

More waiting, Lon thought. The palnms of his hands started to sweat. He dried
them of f quickly, w shing he had something to stop the perspiration
conpl etely. Someone m ght notice, and realize that he was ... nervous.

Fifteen m nutes passed. It was another two minutes before Lon heard the sounds
of aircraft coming in at transonic speeds. Lon felt his shoulders tighten. He
had been in a prone firing position, on his el bows, |ooking over the end of
his trench. At the sound of aircraft, he went conpletely flat, waiting for the
first sounds of attack. But the fighters did not attack the perinmeter. The
aircraft—ton thought that there had to be at |east six—kept going toward the
center of Oceanview Seconds |later, Lon heard the first explosions, south of
his position.



"There's no one there for themto hit," Tebba said on
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his channel to Lon. ' 'They rmust be trying to destroy CGovernment House since
t hey haven't been able to capture it."

"Somet hing," Lon said. "Maybe they think that will draw nmen away fromthe
perimeter and make it easier for their infantry.”

"WIIl it?" Tebba asked.

"I doubt it," Lon said. / hope not. The tactic would not get a professiona
mlitary |leader |ike Colonel Gaffney to change his dispositions, but Gaffney
m ght not have the final say. The Cal ypsans were so concerned about the safety
of their capital that they might insist, or mght pull their own troops back
to protect the governnent buildings, |eaving the nercenaries on the front |ine
even nore shorthanded than they already were.

The Bell etiener attack on the governnent district did not go conpletely
unopposed. There were still a few teans of Cal ypsan soldiers there with
surface-to-air rockets, and Di-rigenter fighters came in from above to
chal | enge the nove. But there were too few interceptors in the air, and the
men on the ground had m ni mal success with their shoul der-1aunched nissiles.
The Bell etiener pilots nobstly stayed high enough to give thenselves tinme to
escape any rocket comng up fromthe surface.

Then, abruptly, the Belletieners changed their target, veering away fromthe
center of COceanview to attack the defensive perinmeter. The Dirigenters had
l[ittle warning. The eneny fighters were operating at speeds that meant that
only a few seconds el apsed fromthe change of course until the fighters were
maki ng their strafing and rocket runs along the |ine of defenders. For the
nost part, there was nothing that Lon and his nmen could do but press

thensel ves into the dirt near a side of their slit trenches, presenting as
small a target as possible.

Each pl atoon of nercenaries had two rocket |aunchers. Those were | oaded and
ready for use, but the response was only mininmally successful. The eneny
fighters were past and clinmbing out of range too quickly. Only one eneny
fighter expl oded, then cartwheeled to the ground in pieces. By the time it
hit—far to the west—the defenders were just
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starting to lift their heads to check for casualties anong their conrades.
Several men had been wounded and needed treatnent. Luckily, there had been no
fatalities in Lon's pl atoons.

"Keep an eye out for the eneny on the ground!"™ Lon warned on his all-hands
circuit. "If they're comng, this could be the tine."

The Bell etiener infantry was comng, or, at least, they had started to shoot.
They were too far off yet for accurate fire fromrocket-propelled grenades,

but their rifles opened up, aimng for nmen who were attenpting to assi st
wounded conrades. Then Lon heard t he whoosh of rockets, |ooked up, and saw the
trails of small missiles coming in. He yelled a warning over his radio. Three



rockets passed over the heads of Lon's men and expl oded behi nd t hem—when they
struck sonething. The m ssiles were not designed as anti personnel weapons;
they were meant for tanks or aircraft, w th arnor-piercing warheads.

"Just as soon have them waste those like this,"” Tebba said on his link to Lon
"Can't do us much harm and every one of those rockets they shoot our way
nmeans one | ess they've got to shoot at our fly-guys."

"Until they get lucky and have one of them expl ode near enough to hit
someone, " Lon said, nore coldly than he had intended. "There's enough shrapne
in those to kill a squad."

For several mnutes there was nothing but static fighting, |ong-range sniping,
al nost exclusively by Belletieners. Lon had given only his men with beaners
clearance to fire if they had a solid target. Then Wil Jorgen called. "Looks
like they're starting to nove, Lieutenant. It |looks as if they're aimng to
cut the line to our right, either through our first and second pl atoons or
where Bravo is."

Lon shifted his weight onto his left side to look to the right w thout
exposing hinmself to eneny fire. There did seemto be a heavier concentration
of that fire in that direction, but he was no nore certain of exactly how far
over it was than Jorgen was. There was too rmuch space between adjoining units.
They were spread thin.
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"I see what you mean, Weil," Lon said. "But even if the point of the thrust is
there, they're sure to broaden it, and that neans they'll be coning agai nst us

soon enough. "

"If they're not just probing for weak spots,” Jorgen replied. "If that's
what's going on, there could be a |lot of false starts before they find a route
they like."

"I don't think that's what they're doing. They've got about everyone they
brought massed. It | ooks as if they've decided where they're going to attack
regardl ess of the defenses.”

"There's about ninety yards open between us and Bravo Conpany,"” Wil said.
"Could be that's where they're going."

Just have to make sure the perineter holds, Lon thought—-know ng that woul d be
i npossible if the eneny threw three thousand nen against it. If the eneny
broke the line, they would Iimt the ability of the defenders to respond. But
a ninety-yard gap was not excessive. The enfilading fire zones on either side
over | apped through nost of the distance the eneny had to cross.

"Be smart with ammo, " Lon said on his all-hands circuit. One Belletiener, one
bull et would be nice. "There are a ot of themout there." Wen the perineter
was established, extra stocks of rifle ammunition and grenades had been
distributed to each unit. But there could never be enough for peace of m nd

The Bell etieners started their assault. Lon could not fault the

fire-and- maneuver tactics the eneny used. It nmade their advance extrenely
slow, but it was the only hope they had—ether than a suicidal run across the
broad kill zone. Wiile two or three platoons advanced, craw i ng when they
could, the rest of the Belletieners kept up heavy suppressive fire.



"When you' ve got targets, fire," Lon ordered his platoons after receiving the
same order fromCaptain Orlis. But they were at the periphery of the fight.
They were receiving incoming fire, but there were few clear targets for Lon's
men, and those were at extrenme range. Lon did not do any shooting. For the
time being, his energies were bet-
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ter directed at observation—eareful not to expose hinself any nore than
necessary to eneny sniper fire.

By nonitoring the common channel used by the lieutenants and captains in the
battalion, Lon was able to follow the fight nore closely than he could just by
| ooking over the lip of his trench. The wedge of the Belletiener attack
expanded slowy to either side as the point got closer to the defensive
perimeter. More troops nmoved into the wedge, increasing the pace of the
assault as their weapons made it harder for the Dirigenters to provide a
sufficient volume of accurate gunfire. But as the size of the wedge increased,
Lon's nen had better targets.

W're never going to hold them Lon decided fifteen nminutes after the assault
had started. They keep coining the way they are, they'll cut right through the

line. "Tebba, Weil,'' Lon said, switching to their channel. ' 'Slide one or
two nen back from each platoon to where we've got the extra amm. |If we have
to pull back in a hurry, | don't want to | eave any of it behind."

"We got as much of it distributed before as we could, Lieutenant,” Wil said.

Tebba added, "W got all of the grenades. | think two men can carry all the
rifle ammo still back there.”
"Well, get it. But carefully. | don't want to | ose anyone in the process. The

Bel l etieners are taking nore interest in us now And it's only likely to get
wor se. "

Time twi sted around on itself, as it always did for Lon when he was in conbat,
when fear and adrenaline flowed. At the sane tine, it seened to speed up and
slowto a craw. Hi s senses seenmed preternaturally acute, his mnd running at
peak speed. That nmade external time drag. Wth the near flank of the

Bel | eti ener wedge getting closer, Lon started taking a few shots, when he had
a clear target. Each tine, he squeezed off a short burst. The goal was to fire
three bullets at a tinme; Lon was rarely nore than one off in either direction

The attacking troops were taking heavy casualties. That was inescapable. But

t hey kept coning. Wen the platoons at the point |ost too many nen to remmin
ef fective, they
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went flat and waited until new troops could be sent forward to reinforce them
and then they started novi ng agai n, | eapfroggi ng each other—eften by no nore

than one or two yards at a tine.

Two nmen in Lon's fourth platoon were wounded w thin seconds of each other. A
nmedi cal orderly crawl ed toward the nearest, and was hinmself hit. He managed to



crawl on until he could slide into the trench with the first of the nen he had
been going to, but he could do little nmore; his own wound was too serious. By
the tinme another nedic could reach him the first medic was dead. The second
went on to treat the two wounded nen.

A tree alnmost directly behind Lon seenmed to expl ode—struck by a rocket. The
mssile hit five feet up, and the trunk snapped, addi ng wooden shrapnel to the
metallic variety fromthe rocket. The tree seenmed to stand suspended over the
break for an instant, then the weight of its branches dropped it—toward Lon
He had | owered his head inside his trench, and brought his arms in close to
his body at the sound of the explosion. He felt the sharp pricks of snall
projectiles hitting his back, and the stings of several injuries. Then the
tree came down on top of him Branches snapped as they absorbed nmuch of the
energy of the falling tree, cushioning its inpact. The trunk did not |and
directly across Lon's slit trench, but there were branches pressing against
him not quite pinning himwhere he was.

The air was knocked out of Lon. He needed a nonent to recover fromthat before
he even becanme aware of the pain of the shrapnel hits. Those stung, and
bur ned.

"Li eutenant ?" Lon recogni zed Tebba's voice, but was slow to respond.

"I"mokay, | think," Lon said, the words separated fromeach other as if they
were only distant dictionary entries. "I took a couple of hits, either wood
slivers or shrapnel. Then the tree canme down on top of ne."

"Can you nove?" Tebba asked. "Or do we have to pry the tree off of you first?"

“I'"ll let you know as soon as | find out,’
There was an edge of —al nost —

Lon said, blinking several tines.
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shock slowing his mind. It was difficult to draw a full breath.

He noved cautiously, experinenting to discover if nmovenent would bring

i ncreased pain. Wen it did not, he tried pushing hinmself back toward the rear
end of his trench, then tried sliding left, farther away fromthe tree trunk
The branches covering himpressed down, and caught in his clothing and gear

"I could nove if it wasn't for this tree,” Lon said. "I'Il have to cut ny way
free. You pay attention to what's going on. Don't try to conme in for nme. I'1lI
get out on ny own."

It took ten minutes for Lon to cut his way out. He used his bayonet, thankful
for the time he had spent stropping the blade until it was razor sharp. The
fallen tree woul d have provi ded excellent cover, but Lon could not see what
was goi ng on fromunder the tangle. The branches and | eaves were inpenetrable
on the end nearest the eneny. And Lon feared not being able to see what was
going on nore than he feared the | oss of protection

By the time he did get out and was able to see the progress of the battle
again, the tip of the eneny wedge had reached the ninety-yard gap in the
def ensi ve perineter.

"Al'l hell's breaking | oose," Captain Olis said, talking to both of his
lieutenants by radio. Carl Hoper's platoons had noved back until they were



with Lon's, facing the Belletieners on two sides, and the captain had noved
his command post at the sane tinme. "If we can't shut off this breakthrough in
a hurry, we're going to have the biggest mess you ever dreamed of."

"W getting any hel p?" Carl asked.

"There'll be two fighters down in six mnutes, four nore eight mnutes later,"
Olis said. "But on the ground, we're it for now It's going to take tine to
nmove troops up fromthe west side of the perineter. They're al ready noving,
and Cal ypso is noving sonme of its people around fromthe east. But for at

| east the next ninety mnutes, we're pretty much on our own."

"\Whi chever way they turn, they' ve got the nunbers to roll us up,'' Lon
observed. Hi s wounds, all minor, had been treated. Slivers of wood had been
pul l ed fromhis back and thi ghs and med- patches applied over the wounds. The
anesthetic had al ready nunmbed the pain, but Lon's legs felt stiff.

"I'f they bother,” Olis said. "So far, it looks as if their only goal is to
push through to Governnent House."

"That doesn't make any sense!" Hoper protested. "They can't ignore us. \Wat
the hell good would it do to take a building four nmiles away and | eave us al
to close back in on thenP"

"You're asking the wong man," Olis said. "Qur orders are to hold as best we
can, make the breakthrough as ex-
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pensive for the enenmy as we can, buy time for Colonel Gaffney and the locals
to nove nore men into position."

The only way we have to slow themdown is to make themtake the tinme to kil
us, Lon thought. He swallowed hard. And | thought the Corps didn't believe in
"last stands.'

Two minutes |later, even harder orders came from Li eutenant Col onel Fl owers.
"We're to counterattack, try to pinch the gap closed again, mnimze the
penetration," Captain Olis told his lieutenants. "Bravo Conpany w || attack
simul taneously fromthe other side. Charlie and Delta are nmoving in to take
care of the ones still to the north. W'll worry about the soldiers who' ve

al ready pushed through the gap later." Lon thought that he could hear anger in
the captain's voice

"Nol an, we'll pivot on your fourth platoon, use the other three platoons to
try to push our half of the gap cl osed. Hoper, your platoons will be on the
wi de end. W go in three mnutes.”

Automatically, Lon checked the timeline on his visor display. He passed the
orders on to Tebba and Well.

"Pivot on us?" Wil asked. "Hell, it's all we can do to hold with everyone
here. They'll step on us |like we were bugs."

"Sting hard then, Weil," Lon said. "W do what we're told."



The first two Shrikes hit the Belletieners in the gap while Al pha and Bravo
conpani es were nmarshaling for their counterattack. The planes canme fromthe
south, diving straight into the advancing eneny, as if they were trying to
stick fingers in a | eaking dike. They strafed with rapid-fire cannon and fired
rockets. The ferocity of the attack had to stop the Belletiener advance, if
only for a few seconds. Before they could start to nove again, the mercenaries
on the ground started toward them

Lon moved with third platoon, staying close—al nbst too cl ose—+o Tebba and his
second squad. They all craw ed, one squad nmoving forward a few feet while the
other three
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squads provided covering fire. Then the next squad edged forward.

The first pair of aircraft came back for a second pass, then peeled off to the
east, clinbing for orbit. Until the next fighters came in, the nen on the
ground woul d be al one agai n.

During the first nmonents of the advance, the eneny did not seemto be aware
that a counterattack had started on the ground. The Belletieners in the wedge
resumed firing at them but much of that fire went well overhead, as if it
were still aimed at the positions that Lon's men had abandoned.

The attack fromthe air left them dazed, Lon guessed. It would not |ast |ong.
"Let's push it alittle before they get their wits back," he told Tebba. Then
he called Captain Orlis and said the same thing, making it a suggestion this

tine.

"Do what you can," Olis told both lieutenants. Like them Olis was noving
forward, with his headquarters squad, only a few yards behind the line.

Dirigenters did not go into conbat wearing body arnor. That had proved to be a
vai n quest generations before. Wenever better body arnor was invented,
someone el se came along with bullets that would penetrate it, until the
necessary | evel of protection could only be had at a cost—in wei ght—+that was
too much to allow an infantryman to carry an effective | oad of anything el se.
Only their helmets provided any real protection against small arns fire and
shrapnel —as nmuch for the benefit of the electronics as for the sol di er—and
even that was not one hundred percent effective.

Lon felt one bullet ricochet off his helnet. The force of the slug slammed his
face into the dirt, dazed him and started a ringing in his ears that shut out
any other sound. When he did start to hear voices on his radio again, they
seened hollow, faint. He shook his head, trying to clear it, and ran the

hel met' s diagnostics to nake certain that the el ectronics were stil
functi oni ng.

He slid forward another six inches, firing a couple of
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short bursts as he noved. The eneny was so close that they were al npost

i npossible to miss if they got any higher off the ground than Lon was. He
nmoved behind the trunk of a tree about eighteen inches thick. That coul d cover



himfromonly sone of the eneny.

A deep breath. Lon squeezed his eyes shut for just an instant. They had been
watering freely. He blinked several tines to clear his vision. The radio
chatter was |ouder, alnost normal

"Flatten out and stay put!" Lon recognized Captain Or-lis's voice, then noted
that he was on the conpany all-hands channel. Lon went notionless. No nore
than five seconds passed before he heard inconmng fighters and their streans
of cannon rounds and rockets. The two Shrikes went south to north, through the
Bel | eti eners who were part of the breakthrough and across the open field to
spray the eneny troops who were covering the assault. One fighter peeled |eft
and the other right.

Olis changed channels to talk to his lieutenants and non-cons. "There'll be
four passes altogether, two by this pair of fighters and two by the next. As
soon as the fourth pass ends, we go, and we keep going until we link up with
Bravo. "

That' Il hel p, Lon thought, his faceplate in the dirt. It takes tinme to recover
fromthat sort of hell. Aerial strafing could be deadly when the targets were
in the open with no cover... and the Belletieners in the gap between Al pha and

Bravo had very little. Mich of what foliage there had been had al ready been
shredded, and each aerial assault pruned it back even nore. Lon turned his
head to the side, so that he could see a little of what was going on. The
Shri kes canme back for their second pass. The cannons opened up earlier this
time, targeting the enemy troops who had taken the tip of the Belletiener
wedge past the defensive line on the ground.

Lon wat ched the strobing nmuzzle blasts of one Shrike's cannon, saw the trai
of fire and snmoke behind a missile. Then the aircraft was past, out of sight,
but the sounds of
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guns and rockets continued, marching north through the eneny troops.

Don't give themtime to start noving again, Lon thought. Keep hitting them
until they're too shocked to do anything. He could not think of the eneny as
humans now, not nen like him obeying orders and trying to do their duty. The
worse they were hurt now+the nore killed and wounded—the easier it would be
for Lon and his nmen. Fewer friends and conrades would die.

The next pair of Shrikes nade their first run. The return of the cacophony
shut out the cries of wounded and dying Belletieners, some of themno nore
than thirty yards fromwhere Lon lay. The strip of forest itself continued to
suffer mghtily fromthe airborne assault. Bullets ripped through foliage and
snapped snmal |l branches, wounded | arger branches and even trunks. Rockets bl ew
trees, sone of thema century or nore old, into kindling. Lon could snell
burni ng wood, a new tincture added to the odors of conbat—predom nantly the
snel | of gunpowder and ot her explosives. Lon tried to assure hinself that
there was too nuch noisture in the trees and grass for the fires to spread
far. The wood was not dry enough for the fires to burgeon into a major

confl agration that m ght be nore dangerous than the Belletieners.

Anot her pass. For a few seconds, Lon squeezed his eyes shut, focusing inside.
Soon, he would have to get up with his nen. Once the last pass of the fighters
ended, Lon and his nmen would be up and noving across the river of bl ood and



death that the Shrikes were |eaving.

"Tebba, Weil. When the tine comes, get everyone noving in a hurry," Lon said.
"The quicker we make this Iinkup, the fewer casualties we'll take. Get the
hol e plugged, then worry about the enemny inside our perineter later."

"It's like a slaughterhouse out there, Lieutenant," Tebba said. ' 'l can see a
coupl e of nmen who were chopped up so bad it's hard to tell they were human."”

/ wish you hadn 't said that, Lon thought, feeling a spasmin his stomach.
The fifth pass went through. In the few seconds of quiet
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following it, Lon thought that he heard fewer wounded Bel -l etieners noani ng or
crying for help. He tried not to think about nmen who had al ready been
seriously wounded being killed, but the nore he tried to steer his thoughts

el sewhere, the nore they concentrated on that inage. Better themthan us did
not help as rmuch as Lon thought it woul d.

"Cet ready," Captain Olis ordered. "As soon as the Shrikes nove past us
agai n, we nove."

Lon passed those orders to his noncoms, then replaced the magazine in his
rifle, putting a full one in and sticking the not quite enpty one in a pouch
on his belt. He checked to nake certain that there was a round in the chanber,
and that the safety was off. Then the Shrikes returned.

Lon shifted his weight, ready to get up and nove forward as quickly as
possi bl e when Captain Olis gave the order. He was expecting the order, but
when it canme, it still startled him

"Go!" Lon said on the channel that connected himto everyone in his platoons.
He was pushing hinmself up as he spoke, getting his knees under him then
springing to his feet, his rifle noving into firing position

The scene in front of himhad changed since the last time he had | ooked. It
was as if a tornado had swept a forty-yard-w de channel through the arc of
trees that cut Ocean-view off fromthe rest of Cal ypso. Two dozen
air-to-surface mssiles and nore than twenty-five thousand rounds of

25-m |l limeter cannon shot had turned the forest into a nmacabre salad. Tree
trunks and branches were scattered like forgotten toys. A bluish haze hung
over the ground. Here and there Lon could see fallen eneny soldiers ... or

remmants of them Even in infrared there was a haze across his vision, hot
spots fromsmall fires, charred bits of wood and fl esh, and the bodies of both
live and dead Belletieners. Lon's gag reflex came and went so quickly that he
scarcely noticed it. There were nore inportant things to concentrate on

Lon nmoved forward with third platoon's second squad. He | ooked for targets,
for threats, but saw nothing in front or to either side. There did not seemto
be anyone firing
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toward his nen. He had gone forward four or five steps before he heard the



sound of the Shrikes' weapons cease as they conpleted their pass, sw nging
al ong the eneny lines to the north.

He al nost tripped over a leg. Just a leg, in boot and canmoufl age battl edress.
Lon stopped for an instant, then kicked the disenbodied leg to the side, under
the fallen branch of one of the many destroyed trees. Right leg, he realized
after it was out of sight—not that it nmade any difference.

"Ckay, Tebba, start peeling off the squads to formthe new defensive line,"
Lon said a nonent later. "Keep the line close. W've only got eighty yards of
front to cover with three platoons."” The original gap between Al pha and Bravo
had been ninety yards. The Belletiener wedge had rolled back the |ines another
seventy yards before the Di-rigenters stopped them

One by one, third platoon's squads were pulled out of the advance across the
gap and directed to establish new positions to close the breach. Carl Hoper's
pl at oons went on; then they too started noving into defensive positions. They
could see the men comng fromthe other side, fromBravo Conpany, before there
was any indication of renewed enemy activity. Scattered rifle fire started
coming fromthe north again. The line was conplete across the breach before
there was any heavi er eneny action

"They're coming again," Captain Olis announced, biting off each word w t hout
inflection.

Lon | ooked over the tree trunk he had taken shelter behind, just enough to
see. The Belletieners were comng forward again in another wedge, starting
al nrost from scratch, picking up survivors as they noved along. It took Lon a
nmonent to realize that they were not coming directly toward the spot where
they had nade the first breakthrough, but off to his right, where Bravo
Conpany was, and maybe a little beyond.

What's driving then? Lon wondered. What keeps them going? He did not try to
answer the question. He turned to
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t he business of directing the fire of his men into the point and flank of the
new enemnry advance.

Then a second wedge started, to the left, picking up nore of the survivors of
the first attack.

"They break through on both sides, we're going to be left hanging with our
butts in the breeze,” Wil told Lon. "And | don't see how the hell we can stop
t hem agai n, unless we've got nore Shrikes conming down in the next few

m nutes. "

Thirty yards away from fourth platoon's sergeant, Lon shook his head. It was
unlikely that they would get nore close air support that quickly. It took too
long for the turnaround, the trip up to the fleet for rearm ng and refueling
and the trip back down. It would be a mracle if there were Shrikes on the
spot in anything under an hour

"W do what we can, Weil," Lon said. "Don't forget to have soneone keeping a
wat ch on our backsides. There night be a couple of hundred of the eneny inside
t he perinmeter."



"I got one man in each squad | ooking south,” Wil said. Lon nodded to hinself.
That was the same arrangenent Tebba had set up for third platoon

For the next thirty mnutes, the fighting was intense along the entire section
of front that Lon could nmonitor. The new Bell etiener wedges stalled, unable to
get past the mddle of the open killing zone between the two armes. Mire
Dirigenters arrived fromthe western part of the perimeter around Cceanvi ew,
adding their weapons to the fight. Then the wedge on the east started forward
again. Belletiene pushed nore men into that. Just before they reached the Iine
of Dirigenters, the invaders were hit by another pair of Shrikes.

This time, the Belletieners were ready, and they hit back. Lon was certain
that at |east two dozen antiaircraft mnmissiles were |aunched at the Shrikes.
The I ead aircraft exploded before it got to the line. The second corkscrewed
to the ground, alnost in the mddle of the protrudi ng wedge of eneny sol diers.

Lon felt bile rise in his throat. He was certain that he
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heard eneny sol diers cheering the downing of the two planes. W 're in for it
now, he thought as the Dirigenters surged forward again. Wthin ninutes, the
perimeter was again breached. More Belletieners charged across the field, into
the gap. No matter how many casualties they took, they kept com ng

And kept going. They did not stop to continue the fight, except |ong enough to
allow the rest of their force to cross the gap and nove through the open hole.
They broke through and headed on, into Calypso's capital, |eaving behind their
dead and anyone who was too seriously wounded to keep up

"Battalion's estimate is that two thousand Belletieners made it through our
line," Captain Orlis told his lieutenants after he had taken part in a
briefing for all of the Dirigenter conpany conmanders in the Cceanvi ew sector
"Cal ypso has pulled its troops fromthe lines around the city to hit them as

qui ckly as possible, to try to stop them... or slowthemdow until we can
get back into the act. Except for Second Battalion, the rest of our people on
the perimeter will be noving within the next fifteen mnutes. Only a few

pl atoons will be left to nmount patrols.”

"When does our turn come?" Lon asked.
"Soon," Olis replied. "W deal with our casualties and those the eneny left.
W do a little scouting to find out how many Belletieners were killed in the
br eakt hrough. Then we get our asses noving, trail the Belletieners, stay
behi nd them whil e everyone else tries to get in front of them W take care of
any strong points they establish between here and there, wherever 'there' is,
and bl ock any attenpt they nmake to retreat. Tentatively, we nove in two
hours."

"W nake our plans based on that assunption?" Carl Hoper asked. It was al ways
better to get orders spelled out in detail

"We plan on that basis until we know differently," the captain confirned.
"In part, it depends on how long it takes to care for our wounded." He paused.
"Alarge part. | haven't heard the count yet, except for the rough nunbers I
got fromyou and Nolan. I'mwaiting for the nedics to give nme sonething
firmer."
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"Who does the scouting?" Lon asked.

"Charlie and Delta, since they' re the ones who didn't take the brunt of the
attacks. They've already got nen out starting the count and | ooking to make
sure there aren't nore of the eneny lurking around to play hell with us."

Lon's pl atoons were becom ng seriously depleted. Three men had died in the

Bel | eti ener breakthrough, two fromfourth platoon and one fromthird. Five nen
wer e wounded seriously enough to need tine in trauma tubes, and two of those
nm ght have to be sent up to the fleet for rehab before they could return to
duty. There were another nine |l ess seriously wounded nmen who, like Lon, were
able to conti nue.

It was too soon for Lon to feel anything enotionally about the | oss of nore
men. His mind was too nunb to deal with it. Even his own aches were unable to
make nuch inpression. He did those things that were inmedi ately necessary,
talking to his squad | eaders and to groups of nen. He listened to them He
gave necessary orders. But he was little nore than an automaton, going through
the nmotions. He did not think to take a few sips of water or eat a neal unti
Tebba suggested it, with some force

The water did little to tenper the dryness of Lon's nouth and throat. The food
went down with difficulty. After he had forced half of it down, Lon went to
where Carl Hoper was sitting, |ikew se eating. Hoper seemed glad for an excuse
to set his neal pack aside. The two nen tal ked for several m nutes, exchangi ng
details of the losses in their platoons. Then Lon went back to his own nen.
The two hours were nearly over

Dawn. A light rain was falling on Cceanview, just enough to add to the misery
Lon had started to feel. Second Battalion was on the nove, follow ng the trai
left by the Bel-letieners. Charlie and Delta conpanies were | eading the way,
on parallel streets, with flanking squads farther away. Al pha and Bravo cane
behi nd, keeping three to four hundred yards of separation between them and the
| eadi ng
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units, putting out their own flankers and the rearguard. WI Nace's squad was
on the left flank. Carl Hoper was taking care of the right flank and, for now,
the rear.

Lon pl odded along the left side of the street, between his platoons, only
three nen fromDav Gott's squad right with him his unofficial security
detail. As usual, that consisted of Phip, Janno, and Dean. The battalion's
advance had been nmaddeningly slow, never as nuch as a mile in an hour, because
t he | eadi ng conpani es checked each buil ding they passed to make certain that
no Belletieners were lurking inside to anbush the rear of the formation

Col onel Flowers did not force the pace. He gave his nen frequent breaks, a

| ess than satisfactory relief for nen who had had too little sleep and too
much danger.

Despite aerial harassment and the arrival of ground troops to bl ock their way,



the Belletieners continued to press toward the governmental district of
Cceanvi ew. Neither the Cal ypsans nor Col onel Gaffney had been able to get
enough troops in position to stop the eneny for nore than a few mnutes at a
time. The Belletieners chose to go around bl ockades when they coul d, and when
they could not, they went straight ahead, forcing their way through, |eaving
their dead and seriously wounded behi nd.

Attrition will stop themif nothing el se does, Lon told hinself. Each
engagenment cost the eneny. Already, this Belletiener force had a thousand
fewer nen than they had | anded with. What good will it do themto take
Government House if they don't have the men to defend it? Lon had no answer to
the question. Little about the invasion made sense to him He did not see how
t he government of Belletiene could hope to conquer Calypso now. It was
sonmetine |ater before a random thought gave hi mwhat might have been at | east
a partial answer. Gold lust has made nen do crazy things for thousands of
years. And gold was one commodity that Cal ypso had i n abundance.

Much of the time, Lon was unable to recall the talk he heard on the radio
about troop novenments, the variety of small engagenents, and eneny
casualties—both in the capital and in The diffs—seconds after he heard it.
The fi ght -
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ing in The diffs had noved deep into the city, block by block through
residential and conmerci al nei ghborhoods. A large part of Calypso's |argest
city was on fire. The Bel -l etieners were burning buildings to deprive the
def enders of cover.

It was all Lon could do to concentrate on the data he really needed, reports
from his squads, information passed back fromDelta and Charlie conpani es, and
so forth. He wal ked with a | eaden sl owness and a gl assy-eyed stare. Lon tried
to force hinself to be nore alert, to pay nore attention to his surroundi ngs
and to what he was hearing, but his efforts were never fully successful and
did not last for long, despite his self-nagging and guilt. / can't slack off;
I'd give any of ny nen hell if | even thought they were being so negligent.

Finally, there was a | onger break. Wb rd canme back from Col onel Flowers to nove
into the nearest buildings, set watches, and take two hours. The col onel had
recogni zed that his men needed nmore than ten mnutes at a time, that they were
getting to the point where they would be unable to function coherently, or
cohesively, if a firefight did start.

Lon got his men situated, saw to the posting of guards, and then collapsed in
a corner of the nearest room There could be no wal king around to talk to each
of the squads to show the nen how nuch he was concerned with the welfare.
Lon's exhaustion was near total. He gave his mind over to the void that had
been trying to claimit for hours. He was asleep before he could even conplete
a sigh of relief at being off his feet.

The two hours had nearly passed before Lon was wakened by a call from Captain
Olis. "The eneny has been stopped,” Olis announced. He paused, giving Lon a
little time to force hinself to sone senblance of alertness. "There's a big
fight going on, a few bl ocks west of Government House. For the tine being, our
orders are to stay put."

"How | ong?" Lon asked, forcing the words out past a yawn.



"I don't know. Figure at |east another two hours."
LI EUTENANT
251

Lon even managed one nore hour of sleep for hinself after taking a few mi nutes
to check with each of his squad | eaders, and with Tebba and Weil. It was only
m nutes short of noon when the respite finally ended.

"We're on the nove again,” Olis told his lieutenants and their platoon
sergeants. "The Belletieners are naking a stand just west of where they were
stopped, partly in governnent buildings and partly in the nearest civilian
of fice buildings. The governnent wants themout. W nove in five mnutes."

Lon noticed that his nmen got up and ready to start hiking w thout protest,

wi t hout nuch noise at all. It was not just sound discipline; they were too
quiet. A bad sign when they 're too beat or discouraged to even grouse, he

t hought. Lon | ooked around. It would do no good to say anything, but he knew
that he would have to keep his eyes open, |ook for ways to bring his nmen out
of their doldrumns.

"Captain, any word on what's going on in The diffs?" Lon asked once the
conmpany was on the nove.

"Nothing recent,” Olis replied. "The last word was that they're facing the
same sort of problemwe are. The Belletieners noved into the city, found a

pl ace to hold out, and started destroying buil dings around themto provide

wi der zones of fire." Olis paused, then said, "I know, none of this makes
sense, unless they're expecting nore troops fromtheir honeworld, and there's
no sign of that. Yet."

"They get nore people in, we're going to be seriously overmatched," Lon said.
"We're having enough trouble as it is.”" And it'll still be weeks before we can
expect any reinforcenents, Lon thought when Orlis did not respond.

Lon listened as the battle grew | ouder. Al pha was noving directly toward the
noi se. During the early part of their hike, they saw a few civilians, people
daring to | ook out from whatever refuge they had found before—faces in
doorways, behind wi ndows, in the shadows. People |ooked, then faded back into
t he shadows, and into whatever safety they thought they had.
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There was one extrenely |oud explosion, so massive that Lon felt the dying
edge of the blast wave. A large cloud of black snmoke rose above the buil di ngs
to the southeast. On the periphery, Lon saw two civilians drop to the ground
i nside a house, behind a large window that rattled but did not break

Al pha Conpany stopped nonentarily while Captain O-lis tried to find out what
had happened. "The Belletieners had time to booby-trap a building facing the
section where they've established their |ines, enough expl osives to coll apse
the structure,” Olis told his lieutenants and pl at oon sergeants.
"Apparently it caught quite a few people inside, a platoon or nore. | don't
know if they were Dirigenters or Cal ypsans.”

Lon felt a tightness in his throat and swallowed. Fifty or nore men | ost at
once? If the building had collapsed, there s'eened little chance that many



woul d come out alive.

"I'f they rigged one building, they m ght have done others,
Olis did not bother to reply.

Lon said. Captain

Al pha cane under eneny fire three hundred yards fromthe Belletiener redoubt.
At first, it was only fromsnipers with beaners, silent killers. Two nmen from
fourth platoon went down before anyone knew that they were being shot at.
Everyone scranbled for cover, noving to one side or the other. Since the

col ums had been close to buildings on either side of the street, cover was
not far away. Lon followed Phip Steesen and Dav Grott through a doorway into

t he nearest structure. As he did, he thought of the building that had been

bl own up. It was that destruction that had apparently given the eneny snipers
a clear shot at Al pha. The remains of the structure had been directly in front
of them

"CGet men | ooking for explosives, quick," Lon told Tebba. "Check everything."
Tebba nodded and started giving orders to squad | eaders and i ndivi dua
sol di ers.

Lon moved with the platoon's second squad, |ooking around hinmself. He lifted
the faceplate of his helmet enough to let himbreathe the air in the building
without filtration.
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The snel |l of spent expl osives was thick, not quite a visible haze—the odor of
gunpowder and grenades, the nost fanmiliar scent in the galaxy to a

prof essional soldier. But there was no way a human nose could sniff out
unexpl oded munitions, and those were the ones that could kill.

"Nothing in here, Lieutenant," Tebba said. "Nothing we can spot." The search
had taken |l ess than three mnutes. If expl osives had been conceal ed beyond
where a quick inspection could | ook, there mght still be danger

"Ckay. Keep two or three nmen | ooking, Tebba. We might be here for a bit.
Captain says dig in and find whatever vantage we can for firing on the eneny.
That nmeans the east end of the building. The upstairs wi ndows give us a clear
field of fire?"’

" '"Not nuch, Lieutenant. The wi ndows and doors on the front and back of the
buil ding are better for that. There is an access |ladder to the roof. |'ve
al ready got fourth squad up there. Three-foot plascrete parapet around the
roof gives them sone cover. They've got clear fields of fire over the next
buil ding, into where the eneny's holed up."

"How much roomis there on the roof?"

"I wouldn't want to risk nore than one squad, Lieutenant," Tebba said. "It
woul d crowd them together too nuch."

Lon nodded. "Weil's people are in that next buil ding, between us and the
eneny," he said. "Once we get settled in here, |I'mgoing over there to have a
| ook. "

"M ght be tricky," Tebba said. "No doors on that end, either building. You'd
have to go out either one side or the other, then around. That m ght put you
i n sonebody's sights."



Lon | aughed, a short bark. "I can clinmb out a windowif | have to, Tebba. And
have sonebody from fourth platoon open a wi ndow in the other building."

Tebba shrugged. "Wen you're ready to go, maybe | should send a couple of nen
with you."

"Not with me, Tebba. | don't need nminders. If there's roomfor nore of us in
that next building, 1'll call and have you send some of them across, get us
cl oser to the eneny."
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Lon nmoved toward the east end of the building, anxious to see for hinself just
what kind of fields of fire his nen had. Captain Olis talked to himbriefly,
to repeat that they would be staying put for the time being and to get where
they could inflict damage on any eneny sol diers who showed t hensel ves.
"There's some kind of big powww going on," Orlis said. "Trying to figure out
what the hell we're going to do." Lon thought that he heard disgust in the
captain's voice, but it was not clear enough for certainty.

W' ve got thembottled up, that's enough for now, Lon thought. As long as
there's not another Belletiener fleet comng our way, all we have to do is sit
on themuntil they run out of food or anmunition. Wait themout. They 'Il have
to surrender sooner or |ater.

It sounded inescapably logical to Lon. But the thought gave himno confort.
The Cal ypsans seened as incapable of logic in this fight as the Belletieners
di d.

The fight continued through the afternoon, nostly the exchange of rifle fire
across two hundred yards of no man's | and. The range was extreme for accurate
RPG fire, and the Belletieners appeared to be short of rockets. Lon's guess
was that they were saving any that they still had for use against Dirigenter
Shrikes. The Belletieners had occupi ed an area that was about nine hundred
yards square with some twenty large buildings in it. They had thrown up

barri cades across streets and between buil di ngs, and—ahen any activity could
be seen behind those barriers—+t |ooked as if they were continuing to
strengthen their defenses.

In response, the Calypsans and Dirigenters did what they could to fortify
their own lines, putting a conplete ring around the section of Oceanvi ew that
the enemy control |l ed. \Wiere possible, nmen were noved forward into the
bui | di ngs cl osest to the eneny, and behi nd new barri cades between buil di ngs.
More sophi sticated equi pnent was brought in to insure that no expl osives had
been planted in any of those buil di ngs.

Lon's platoons noved a little closer to the enenmy. There was one intact
bui | di ng beyond the one where fourth platoon had taken shelter when the

sni ping started. Both of Lon's platoons noved into that, and to either side of
it, behind makeshift ranparts—two di sabl ed ground-effect trucks, stacks of
office furniture, and such stones and dirt as they could nove into position
Trenches were dug behind the inprovised barricades and extended to either

si de.

When sunset cane, there was still no new plan from regi nent.
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"I think that's encouraging," Lon said. He was sitting with Tebba G rana. They
were eating. "It nmeans they haven't deci ded on anything foolish yet, like a
frontal attack. W can just sit here and wait the Belletieners out."

"You don't sound very confident that we'll keep doing that," Tebba observed.

"I"'mnot counting on it," Lon said, very softly.

"I can't see Colonel Gaffney agreeing to risk us on sonmething like that, not

even after all the men we've lost." They had | earned that the platoon lost in
t he destroyed building had been Dirigenter. Forty men from 1st Battalion were
m ssing, presumed dead because no one had been able to get into the ruins to

search for survivors

A hal f hour later, there was an officers' call, on radio, for 2nd Battalion.
"W have a new plan of operations,"” Colonel Flowers started. "I'm not happy
with it, and none of you will be either, but we will carry out our orders, as
al ways. "

Here it comes, Lon thought. He closed his eyes as Flowers continued.

"Qur contract calls for us to provide support for any Calypsan mlitary
action," Flowers said, "and they intend to attack the eneny troops in their
capital city, requiring us to also attack. They will nove first, on the east
side of the enemy. Once their assault has begun, the rest of us are to nove
forward as well. W're to go in and cl ean out any enemny opposition remaining."

Col onel Gaffney should have been able to prevent this, Lon thought. There's
al ways a way.

"W will make every effort to mninize our exposure and casualties," Flowers
said. "Since this is to be a broad advance, all the way around, we'll set the
fire and nmaneuver at conpany |evel, one platoon advanci ng while the other

t hree provi de maxi mum covering fire. W will al so have close air support.

Col onel Gaffney has ordered all of the Shrikes in to provide that, in three
rotating shifts. It won't be constant cover, but it will be the best we can
manage. As | understand the situation, the Cal ypsans have dropped their

i nsi stence that we defeat the enemy w thout danagi ng
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any of their precious buildings.
Fl owers' voice as he said that.

There was no mistaking the bitterness in

The Cal ypsans are scheduled to launch their assault in forty-five m nutes.
Qur jumping-off time is five mnutes after that happens, whether it's on
schedul e or not."

"I don't like this, Lieutenant," Wil Jorgen said on a private channel. "Il
carry out orders, but I want you to know | don't like it. There's no call for
this."

"Until we're promoted to the Council of Reginments, that's all any of us can



do, Weil, carry out orders,"” Lon replied, keeping his voice as neutral as
possi bl e. That Jorgen spoke at all was a clear sign just how upset he was at
the plan of staging a direct assault against the Belletiener enclave. "Let's
just do what we can to keep this fromgetting too costly."

"One man dead fromthis cockamanm e schene is too costly."

Truth, Lon thought, but—for the sake of discipline—could not say. / stil
can't believe the colonel is going along with this. Anyone in the Corps could
make suggestions, but the DMC was not a denocracy. Once the orders were given,
t hey woul d be obeyed. No arny could function w thout that surety.

"Just have the nen ready to go when the order cones," Lon said. Tebba had said
much the same as Weil, but in nore diplomatic words.

Lon watched his tinmeline carefully. He expected that he would hear the

Cal ypsan assault before anything el se, and perhaps see evidence of a sudden
increase in the intensity of the fighting. The sniping back and forth had
sl owed. On both sides, nmen seened to be doing what they could to conserve
ammuni tion, firing only when there was a visible target.

If we don't nmove until five mnutes after the Cal ypsans attack, there's stil
some hope, Lon thought, without really believing it. There's always a chance
they' Il change their minds and not attack. Maybe Col onel Gaffney is stil

wor k-
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ing on their |eaders, trying to convince themthat this is stupid.

There m ght be tines when a frontal attack on eneny positions would be the
preferred tactic, but it was gospel in the Corps that those instances would be
vani shingly rare. "There's al nost always a nore cost-effective alternative,"”
one of the instructors in boot canp had told Lon's |eadership class. "The
challenge is to find it and not waste men. |In the Corps, wasting men—spendi ng
t hem needl essl y—+s one of the worst sins."

Lon heard the sudden increase in gunfire. Distant though it was, it was quite
noti ceabl e. He checked the tine, so that he would be ready for the order to
attack. Five mnutes. He nentioned the increase in gunfire to Tebba and Wil
along with his supposition that it marked the start of the Cal ypsan assault.
He had scarcely finished that when Captain Olis called to tell himthat the
five m nutes was running.

Li eut enant Col onel Fl owers had provided his conpany conmanders with detail ed
instructions for their part of the attack. Beyond the begi nning, though

Fl owers conceded that the rest would have to be inprovised. "W'Ill| take
advant age of what ever weaknesses we find," he had told his commanders. "Push
as hard as we can without acting like | enmngs."

Lon tal ked to each of his squad | eaders, doing what he could to ease the

tensi ons he knew they had to be feeling—because he was al so feeling them
When there was just a mnute left of the five, he stopped tal king, waiting for
the order to start forward. Alpha's first platoon would be the first to
advance fromthe conpany, with the rest providing covering fire. Then second
pl atoon. After that, it would be the turn of Lon's nen, third and then fourth.
Lon would nove with third, as usual



"The first four Shrikes are on the way," Captain Orlis infornmed his
lieutenants. "They should start their attack runs in about ninety seconds. As
soon as they hit, we start noving. On ny order."

Where will they hit? Lon wondered. The nmen going in directly behind the air
attack woul d have the best odds of
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getting through intact. The rockets and cannon of four Shrikes would

di sorgani ze anyone in the Iine of fire. Maybe they 'Il spread it out, hit as
much of the eneny line as possible. He heard the fighters coming in, two pairs
on separate vectors. Lon could not see the Shrikes. It was dark, and the
aircraft would be nearly invisible to human or el ectronic eyes.

The rockets cane first. Their trails were visible as their fiery exhaust
streaked the night. Then the planes started to strafe the buildings on the
Bel l eti ener perineter, pulling to right or left to cover as much of the front
as possible.

"First platoon, go!" Captain Olis ordered over his command channel. "The rest
of you, covering fire."

Lon repeated the orders for his nen, ainmng at a second-floor wi ndow on the
eneny |line and squeezing off a first burst while he was tal king, as first

pl at oon started to advance. He noved his point of aimfromw ndow to wi ndow,
| ooki ng for any novenment, any sign of an eneny weapon. Second pl at oon noved,
covered by first already out in front and by third and fourth behind. The
Shri kes made anot her pass at the eneny buildings, hitting different sections
this time, spreading their nmunitions around as much as possible.

Then it was third platoon's turn

Lon was the first man forward, with Janno Bel zer, Dean Bricks, and Phip
Steesen close to himPhip to his right, the others to his left. The
arrangenent was not Lon's doing. His friends had set themnselves their usua
task of staying with Lon in danger. They noved forward on hands and knees,
then went down on their stomachs, rifles carried over their forearnms, held by
the slings. They had twenty yards to cover, to the curbing on the east side of
the street. The few inches of plascrete marking the edge of the avenue woul d
be their only cover.

The Bel l etieners were shooting only sporadically, never in great volunme. Lon
did not know if that was because the suppressive fire by the rest of the
conpany was so successful or if the Belletieners were sinply not organi zed
yet. ..
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or if they were too short on amunition to deal with even a direct assault of
this nature.

As soon as the platoon reached the curb, the nmen noved their rifles into
firing position and started targeting the wi ndows and doorways that m ght
harbor Belletieners. Along part of the line, Lon's people could only aim at
t he upper stories of the nearest eneny-held building. The coll apsed ruins of



the buil ding that had been denolished with Diri-genters inside was in the way.

Next time, we'll be going through that, Lon thought. "Tebba, when we get to
that building, | want squad | eaders and assistants listening for any sounds
that m ght indicate survivors under the rubble," he said.

"Ri ght, Lieutenant."

Fourth platoon was on its way. They would go to the edge of the destroyed

buil ding. Lon divided his attention between providing his share of the
covering fire and watching the progress of his other platoon. Eneny fire was
begi nning to get nore organi zed. Lon saw one nman in fourth platoon struck by a
slug. The bullet hit the nman's leg, just above the boot. The |l eg jerked. The
man stopped for an instant, then started pulling hinself forward again,
favoring the wounded leg, leaving a thin trail of blood. Cover was ten yards
away. He would attend to the wound then

There was only a mininmal pause before the platoons started the next rotation
nmovi ng forward. Two Shrikes made a run across the front, at an angle, rockets
opening up holes in two of the buildings along the Belletiener perineter. The
gaps were high, though, one on the second floor, the other near the top of the
third fl oor of the second building. Nothing that will give us ways in, Lon

t hought, shaki ng hi s head.

"W won't be close enough to use RPGs until we get to the far side of the
ruins,” Lon told Tebba and Weil. "I want the grenadiers ready then."

First platoon had pushed forward only five yards past fourth. Second started
past them each man flat on his stomach, head down, barely able to see three
or four feet in front of him
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Lon felt a tug at his right foot, as if someone were trying to yank the boot
fromit. He turned and | ooked. Part of the boot's heel had been ripped free,
obviously by a bullet. Lon felt no pain, and he was able to wiggle his toes
and flex the foot w thout disconfort. Cose, he thought, letting out a breath
and drawi ng the foot in nearer his body. Too cl ose.

Second pl atoon stopped ten feet in front of first. Lon ordered third platoon
forward again. "W're going all the way to the rubble this side of the

buil ding," he said on the platoon channel. "Just keep going. W'Ill have better
cover there. | want the men out on the side to slide in so the whole platoon's
behi nd decent cover." Fourth would al so be comng up to the razed building, to
Lon's left, overlapping on the far side. He would give themthe sane

i nstructions when their turn cane.

Lon pushed forward, crawing as rapidly as he could on his stonmach, el bows and
feet digging into the turf for |everage once he was off the paved street. The
ruins provided nore cover than the curbing, but—at |east along the west

front age—not hi ng st ood above three feet high. Two men in Ben Frehr's squad had
been wounded in this last push. One injury was slight, the other required
another man to administer first aid after dragging the casualty to the cover
of the wall.

Fourth platoon started forward again. Lon turned his attention to the eneny,
spendi ng ammunition nore freely this tinme. He was up on one knee, exposing
little of himself past the side of one of the higher portions of the ruins.



H s concentration was so intense that he was scarcely aware of the talk on the
conmand channel, commentary on the fire-fight froma dozen voices, officers
and pl atoon sergeants tal king about what they were facing.

When third platoon started forward again, they were in the debris of the
bui | di ng. Bl ocks of plascrete, beans, and bits of furniture bl ocked their way.
The footing was treacherous. Things tipped or slid underfoot. Lon fell to the
side, going linp and bringing his arns in close to his body to ninimze the
possibility of serious injury, taking the inpact on his shoul der and hel net.
O her than a monment of ver-
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ti go, he was uninjured—except for aches that woul d soon fade into
i nsi gni ficance.

Fourth platoon was already noving into the ruins as well, past Lon. H's

pl at oons were soon the nost advanced part of 2nd Battalion's share of the
assault. The rest of Al pha noved sideways, taking cover behind the western
edge of the debris. It broke the symmetry of the attack, but gave the
battalion a solid core, a thunb alnost in the eye of the eneny, and the 150
men still fit for action were able to give much nore effective covering fire
for the conpanies to either side.

Rocket - propel | ed grenades started arcing fromthe ruins toward the eneny
buil di ngs that were now within range. Sone of the grenadiers were extrenely
accurate, able to put a grenade through a wi ndow at their weapons' maxi mum
ef fective range.

"Lieutenant, there's no way we can tell if there's anyone alive under this
rabbl e,” Tebba said after third platoon had been in it for five mnutes. "Wth
all the racket, we might mss ten nen screanming for help at the top of their

[ ungs. "

"We've got to make the effort, Tebba," Lon replied. There wouldn 't be any of
t hem scream ng anyway. |If anyone was conscious, he 'd have used his hel net
radio to call for help. . . if he still had a working radio.

The attack was finally showing results. Gunfire fromw thin the Belletiener
def enses sl ackened, and did not pick up when the other conpanies of 2nd
Battali on continued their advance.

"Qur turn again,” Olis told Lon. "Same rotation as before." The captain had
noved cl ose to Lon a couple of minutes earlier, but they were stil
conmuni cating by radio.

"Too close in for craming now, isn't it, Captain?" Lon asked. "Aren't we to
the point where it's better to get there as fast as possible?

"Just about," Olis said, "but not yet. At least not until the |last platoon
| eaves the cover of this ... building. Colonel Flowers will give the order."

At the eastern edge of the debris, Lon found hinself hesitating behind the
| ast vestige of cover. Briefly, Lon felt
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fear grabbing at him tugging; he did not want to abandon that final illusion
of safety. He felt his hands trenmbling, recognized his fear and forced hinsel f
over the slab of wall in defiance of it. He dropped to the ground on the other
side and crawl ed away, far enough to dispel any fancy of going back. Then he

| ooked |l eft and right, checking on the positions of his nen. Third pl atoon
noved forward then

Fourth pl atoon was novi ng past when Captain Olis passed along the order to
fix bayonets. Lon pulled his bayonet fromits sheath and attached it to the
nmuzzle of his rifle. The operation took little nore than a second.

The nearest enemy-held positions were still a hundred yards away. There was
some rifle fire comng fromthe buildings and fromthe nakeshift ranparts
between them but too little to stop the battalion, and too ineffective to
cause the extrene casualties that a stalwart defense would have inflicted.

Let's get it over with! Lon thought, glancing in the general direction of
Captain Olis. Get up and get in.

"The Cal ypsans have broken through on the east side," Olis said a few seconds
later. "They're reporting a conplete breach, but with heavy fighting
conti nui ng. "

It was another minute, another round of crawling forward for third pl atoon
before Orlis returned with the order that Lon had been anticipating. "On your
feet! Let's go. At the double.™

Lon was on his feet al nbst before the order was out, glancing to either side
to make certain that his nen were getting up. Then Al pha noved forward at a
jog, a disciplined, slow run. The pace was designed to let a nan fire his
weapon with sonme effectiveness at targets within a hundred yards, and the
enenmy was within that range now. As soon as the Dirigenters were on their
feet, the volune of fire fromthe eneny conmpound increased dramatically. It
was not just that the sane nen started firing nore rapidly. Lon was certain
that there were nore of the eneny shooting than before. They've been waiting
for this, he thought, feeling his face flush, as if he had enbarrassed
hinsel f. Waiting for us to give themeasy targets.

264
Rl CK SHELLEY

But the eneny had to present a target in order to go after one. Lon shot at
each hint of a Belletiener, spraying freely, no | onger holding to the

di scipline of a three-shot burst. He changed magazines on his rifle; he was
fifty yards fromthe eneny.

There was a doorway in front of Lon. The doubl e doors had been bl own out
earlier. Pieces of themwere visible. Lon ainmed directly for that opening,
ready to charge in and face whatever he mght find. For the nmonent, he had
forgotten the demands of |eadership. Al he could think of was getting out of
the open and closing with the eneny as quickly as possible. H s pace
increased. He did a lot of running in garrison. As a teenager on Earth, he had
t hought that he mi ght have chanpionship talent. He very nearly broke into an
all-out sprint over the last forty yards.

At the last nmonment, Phip veered just enough to nmake Lon break step and sl ow
down. Janno and Dean noved ahead of them going through the doorway first. One
man turned to each side. Lon saw the flaring of nuzzle blasts as they scoured



the entryway, shooting first. There would be no need to ask questions |ater

It was no nore than an entryway, sixteen feet wi de and twenty long, wth doors
to either side and a narrow corridor extending to the other side of the

buil ding. There were stairs and el evators near the rear. Janno and Dean noved
toward the stairs as the rest of their squad cane in the doorway behind Lon
They had only a fraction of a second's warning as a hand grenade bounced down
the stairway fromthe second fl oor

"Grenade!" Janno shouted as he and Dean both dived to the side. The rest of
the Dirigenters in the foyer also went down—+the only recourse any of them had.

The grenade exploded as it hit the fourth step, and that was perhaps all that
| et anyone in the foyer survive. Mdst of the shrapnel went up or straight out
to the side. The nmen on the floor were bel ow nost of it.

Most of it.

Lon felt hot nmetal |ance his back, through his pack or burrow ng under it from
the side. The burning sensation
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was all he felt at first. When debris stopped raining down on himafter the
bl ast, he | ooked around, already starting to get to his feet. A few of his nen
were quicker, firing rifles up toward the |Ianding on the second fl oor

Not everyone was able to get up. Janno remai ned down. So did Dean. Dav Gott,
the acting squad | eader, got to his knees, then fell forward again, barely
catching hinself before his face could hit the floor

"Phip, take the rest of the squad. Get whoever's up there," Lon said. "I'll be

with you as soon as | check on the others.™

Only six nmen were able to follow Phip up the stairway to the second floor. Lon
called the other squad | eaders, to check on their situations, and to find one
squad to cone in imediately to help second. "This is where access to the
upper stories is," he said. "This is where we've got to go up."

There was hand-to-hand conbat in the roons on the first floor that Lon's nen
had broken into. A few Belletieners had turned and run when it was cl ear that
their line was about to be overrun. But nore stayed and continued to fight.

In the foyer, Lon was amazed that none of his nen had been killed by the
grenade. Three nen—bav, Janno, and Dean—would need tinme in a trauma tube—soon
Everyone el se had m nor wounds. As soon as Lon had hel ped staunch the bl eedi ng
on the seriously wounded, he went on up the stairs. Phip and the rest of the
squad were fighting on the second fl oor

Lon called the other squad | eaders again and told themto hurry. There were
eneny sol diers on the upper floors of the building, and second squad needed
hel p.

The squad had not managed to get off the |anding on the second floor. One nan
stood at the stairwell, making certain that no one could drop a grenade from
the top story of the building. The others were at doors. They had thrown their
own grenades into the adjoining rooms, but there were Belletieners waiting,
returning fire—and com ng out, ready to engage.
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Bayonets and fists. Lon noved into the fray. A few seconds |ater, part of
first squad cane up the stairs, and the fight nmoved fromthe foyer into a

| arge roomat the side. Lon faced off against one soldier—a faceless figure
behind a tinted faceplate. The maneuvering was too quick to be thought out in
advance. This was where training, and scores of hours drilling the standard
tactics of bayonet fighting, paid off. The adversaries thrust and parried,

wor ki ng for the advantage that would mean survival. Lon gritted his teeth and
pressed his foe as hard as he could, his goal being to kill, and kill quickly.

The fight ended when Lon's opponent, taking a step backward, slid on bl ood and
went off bal ance. Lon reacted instantly, parrying the nman's rifle up and out
of line, then thrusting forward, burying his own bayonet in the man's chest.
Lon twisted his rifle as the blade went in, and kept twisting as he pulled it
back. He had to drop the man to the floor and put his foot on himto free the
bayonet. The man was dead by then

Anot her Bell etiener noved toward Lon, lowering his rifle as if to fire. But he
did not get a shot off. Lon brought his rifle up and pulled the trigger
stoppi ng the eneny soldier and dropping himw th at |east four hits.

Lon | ooked around. Phip was still fighting. Lon clicked to Steesen's radio
channel and said, "Drop!" Phip collapsed i nmedi ately, and Lon shot his
opponent. One shot was all that took, which was fortunate for Phip, because
Lon' s nagazi ne was now enpty.

The fight on the second floor was over. Lon went out to the hallway. Third and
fourth squads had noved to the top floor. They reported that the fighting was
over there as well.

For Lon and his nen, the second Battle of Cceanvi ew had ended.

By noon the fighting was over in both Cceanview and The diffs. Mre than four
t housand Bel | eti ener prisoners were taken to a | ocation northwest of the

Cal ypsan capital and forced to build their own POWcanp under heavily arned
supervi sion. The Cal ypsans and Bel |l etieners buried their dead. The mercenaries
who had died were taken up to their ships to be returned hone for burial. The
wounded were treated. The remmining soldiers of the 7th Regi ment rested.

Four days later, after the governnment of Belletiene continued to refuse to
acknow edge any radi o transmi ssions from Cal ypso, Col onel Arnold Gaffney took
the Dirigenter fleet to Belletiene's territorial space and put the ships in a
parking orbit over the world s major popul ati on centers.

Fromthree hundred niles directly above the capital of Belletiene, Gaffney
broadcast his ultimtunms. Key to forcing a response was his threat to bonbard
that city and destroy any Belletiener spacecraft in the system Gffney's
nmessage required the Bell etiener governnment to send del egates with

pl eni potentiary authority to conclude a treaty of peace with Cal ypso. Gaffney
went beyond his authority when he threatened Belletiene with the unlinmted use
of the Dirigent Mercenary Corps to force conpliance and insure that Belletiene
adhered to the treaty that he was ready to dictate.

"I was beyond caring about such delicacies," Gaffney said in his final report
on the Cal ypso contract. "Seventh Regi ment had suffered a total of nore than
four hundred nmen killed on Calypso, with an additional one hundred and
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twenty-seven nmen injured severely enough to require | engthy regenerati on and
rehabilitation periods. Wile | accept nmy share of responsibility for the
extent of our casualties, ny state of mind at the tine was such that | could
think of little beyond the fact that it was the worst casualty count that any
regi ment of the Corps has suffered since the Wl l man debacl e—and the
unm st akabl e necessity of insuring that Belletiene would not attenpt a third
i nvasion of Calypso while ny nen were still on that world."

By the time 2nd Reginment arrived to reinforce 7th, the treaty between Cal ypso
and Bel |l eti ene had been signed, all prisoners had been repatriated, and

Bel | eti ene had nmade the first installment on a staggering reparations bil

t hat Col onel Gaffney had insisted upon. That payment included the funds to pay
of f Calypso's full contract with the Corps—which Gaffney pronptly accepted
and transferred to his ship.

Three days after the arrival of 2nd Reginment, Gaffney and his men returned to

their transports and started for hone. Before they left, Gaffney sent an MR

ahead, inform ng the Council of Reginents of their expected date of arrival
and included his resignation fromthe Corps—+to avoid the enbarrassnent of

being forced to resign when a court of inquiry or court-martial finished

exam ning his decisions on Cal ypso.



