PROLOGUE

“Tell me, Gunnery Sergeant Bong, isit true what they say about Marines?’

“What' sthat, Madame Proconsul 7’

“Cdl me!Tang h, Gunnery Sergeant. Well, isit true?’

“Maam?

“That they're liketheir swords...?” She amiled seductively, then looked quickly at the ceremonid
sword fastened by its peace knot to his sword belt.

“A good Marineisaways ready to stand tall for action, ma am.”

“Gunny, | think you should take alook at this,” asmdl voice sad in hisright ear.

“Not now, Winterthur,” he whispered into the throat mike concealed in the high stork collar of his
dress scarlets.
“Gunny, it'sredly important.”

“Excuse mefor amoment,” Gunnery Sergeant Bong said with some frustration. The Honorable
Migtress ! Tang’ h looked even more ravishing than usua, Bong thought as he turned away from the
Second Assistant Proconsul from Kadari’ h. She' d been flirting with him for severa months, and he'd
finally managed to convince himsdlf that apersond liaison on an officid liaison misson might hepinthe
successful completion of that mission. He blocked out the sounds and sights of the diplomeatic reception
that swirled around him.

“Takealook at what? This better be good!” he said.

“Ah, Gunny.” Lance Corpora Winterthur’' s voice sounded nervoudy bemused behind the buzz of the
receiver in Gunny Bong's ear. “ Somebody just drove up with abunch of tanks.”

“What kind of tanks?’ Bong asked. “ Chemicd? Storage? Hydroponic?’

“Don’'t know their modd, Gunny, but they’ ve got turrets with what ook like projectile cannons and
plasmaguns. Looksto be sixty of them.”

Bong blinked. “ Armored vehicles?”’
“That’ san affirmative, Gunny.”

“Y ou surethey aren’'t armored personnd carriers?” Bong was aready walking briskly out of the
reception hal, the Honorable Mistress ! Tang' h forgotten. Mg or Katopscu, the Confederation military
liaison, watched him leave.

“They're not APCs, they look like something out of ahistory vid,” Winterthur replied over the
recaiver.

“I’'monmy way.” Assoon as Bong reached the corridor, he broke into a sprint toward the main gate,
two hundred meters away. Hisleft hand undid the peace binding that secured the hilt of his ceremonid



NCO sword to the sword belt so it couldn’t be drawn and shoved the binding into histrouser pocket.

Tanks? Where could anybody come up with sixty tanks? Where could they be made? Then Bong
stopped wondering about the wheres and started thinking about the whys of tanks at the gate.

Throughout history, whenever someone paraded cavalry, drove up in tanks, or surrounded an
embassy with infantry or artillery, it usualy meant war. Three planetwide wars had aready been fought
on Diamunde for control of its wedth—wars big enough that the Confederation Army had to be sent in
to fight dong with the Marineswho'd originally been dispatched to dedl with the Situation. The gunny
hadn’t fought in any of those wars himself but he' d served with plenty of Marines who had. Warson
Diamunde were tough, and just then it seemed that he and histen Marines might be dl that stood
between the Confederation of Worlds and another war. He whispered a prayer to the nine Buddhas of
peace that Winterthur was mistaken.

“Allah’ s pointed teeth,” he whispered as he rounded the fina corner, the Buddhas of peace forgotten
and the god of awarlike people invoked. A dozen armored behemoths were arrayed under the lights
outside the compound, and alone Marine, blaster held at port arms, stood at attention in dress scarletsin
front of the closed vehicle gate. One tank, probably the battalion commander’s, stood five metersin front
of PFC Krait. The muzzle of its main cannon pointed directly over hishead. In the turret hatch the tank
commander casudly stood looking down at the Marine.

Bong didn’t think there was a chance that none of the tankers were using night-vision devices, but he
took that chance anyway and kept to the deepest shadows he could find as he rushed the last thirty
metersto the gate house. “Winterthur, I’ ve got your Situation in sght,” he whispered. “Bewith youin
about ten seconds.”

“Glad to have you aboard, Gunny.”

“What did they haveto say?’ Bong asked as he entered the cinder-block gate house through its rear
door and joined the corpora. Cinder block. A nice, chegp building material. The compound’ s outer walls
were aso built of cinder block, so neither the gate house nor the walls could stand againgt atank’ sguns
or even dow down atank if its commander decided to drive over or through them. When the embassy
was built, nobody had considered the possibility of an armored assault on the embassy compound.

Winterthur shook his head. “Nothing, Gunny. Just a polite request that we open the gate for them.” His
mouth twisted in awry smile. “He said,” he nodded toward the tank commander looking down at Krait,
“they left thar invitationsin ther other suits”

“Right.” Bong kept an eye on the lead tanker while he rummaged through the small storage areas of
the gate house. “Whereisit?’ he asked. Winterthur pointed at a drawer. Bong pulled the drawer open,
withdrew a holstered hand blaster and hastily strapped it on. A side arm wouldn’'t be any use against a
tank, but having it would make him look more serious than the silly ceremonia sword would.

“What's he doing out there?’ Bong asked, nodding toward Krait. If one of the two Marines on the
gate was facing down the tanks, he thought, it should be Winterthur, the senior man.

Winterthur shook his head. “ As soon asthey arrived, Krait said, ‘| alwayswanted to be Horatio at the
bridge,” and ran out before | could stop him.”

Bong shook hishead. Typica of many young Marines, Krait had more courage than common sense.
And, compared to the tanks, he wasn't any better armed than Horatio had been. He dismissed the
thought. “Isthe guard mounted yet?" he asked as he gave his uniform and equipment afina straightening.

“| called Corpora Kovaksright after | called you,” Winterthur said. He looked down the street,
deeper into the compound. “I hear them coming now.”

Bong touched the mike at histhroat to change the transmisson frequency. “Kovaks, Bong. Hold back.
Get everybody out of sight.” The rest of the detachment was probably in chameleons and effectively



invishbleto the eye. But those tanks most likely had infravision devices and could seethe Marines hest
sggnatures. He shook his head sharply and wondered if there was any point in being out of sght. The
embassy Marines could take on an infantry battalion and win, maybe even alight armor battalion, but
they didn’t have any weapons that would be effective against heavy armor.

Satisfied that he was as ready as he could ever be, Bong stood at attention and faced the gate-side
door of the gate house. “Wish meluck,” he said softly.

“Good luck, Gunny,” Winterthur replied as he opened the door for him.
Bong marched outside to apostion in front of PFC Krait and pivoted to face him.

Krait sharply twisted his blaster from the diagond of port armsto the vertical of ablaster sdute.
“Gunnery Sergeant, Post Onereportsdl secure,” hesaid inaloud, firm voice.

Bong had to admire Krait; he wasn't sure he' d be that calm himself if their positions were reversed.
“Post One all secure, aye,” Bong responded, and returned the salute. Krait returned his weagpon to port
arms as sharply as he' d brought it to salute. “Who are these people behind me and why haven't they
been dispersed?’

“Gunnery Sergeant, they say they areinvited guests and forgot to bring their invitations.” A amile
flickered acrossKrait'slips. “I couldn’t find their names on the guest list.”

“Isyour wegpon armed?’ Bong asked in alower voice.
“Youknow itis,” Krait answered just as softly.

Bong nodded. “I’ll dedl with the Stuation,” he said loudly enough for the tank commander to hear him,
then dropped hisvoice again. “If anything happens, take out the man in the turret first. Understand?’

PFC Krait grinned. “ Got it, Gunny. HE smine.”

Bong turned around, clasped his hands behind his back, and casualy looked up at the commander of
the lead tank.

“I am Gunnery Sergeant Bong, commander of the Marine Security Detachment. Can | help you, Sir?’

Thetanker leaned alittle farther forward over hisfolded arms so he could look directly at Bong and
smiled walfishly. “We want to go to the party,” he said in avoice that crackled with suppressed laughter.

“Certainly, gr. I'll be happy to admit you to the reception. May | see your invitation, please.”

The tank commander barked out alaugh. “I don’t have aninvitation,” he said, still grinning. “1 want to
crash the party.”

“I’'m sorry, g, but the reception is by invitation only.”

“I"m quite sure the omission of my name from the guest list was inadvertent,” the tank commander
sad. Hewasn't grinning anymore. “ Do you know who | am, Gunnery Sergeant?’

“Nossir, | haven't had the pleasure.”
“I am Mgor General Marston St. Cyr, commander of the Diamundian Armed Forces.”

“Sir.” Bong brought hisright hand up in acrisp salute, but didn’t hold the sdlute for &. Cyr to
return—avery politeinsult. “I'm acquainted with your name.” St. Cyr’s name figured prominently in
dispatches about the deteriorating Stuation on Diamunde, but Bong had never seen an image of him. He
was the head of Marketing and of Research and Devel opment, and member of the board of directors of
Tuba cain Enterprises, the largest of the corporate powers on Diamunde. “ Sir, if the distinguished head of
R and D will bear with me for amoment, | will place acal and attempt to secure permission to admit
you.”



. Cyr gave Bong asardonic smile and nodded. “By al means, Sergeant.”

Bong snapped to attention, snapped another salute, and executed an about-face. “Give ayel if he
does anything,” he saidto Krait in alow voice.

“Ayeaye, Gunny.” Krait maintained his position at attention, wegpon a port arms, the beginning of a
smileniggling at the corners of hismouth.

Bong resisted the impul se to shake his head. He' s enjoying this, he thought. Krait redlly doesn't
understand how wrong everything can go.

With afew parade-ground-sharp steps and turns, the commander of the Marine Security Detachment
was back inside the gate house. He breathed asigh of rdlief. So far, so good. He touched histhroat mike
to change frequencies again and said, “ Top Cat, thisisBong. We have a situation at the main gate.”

“How s0?" Top Cat replied immediately. Mgor Katopscu, the military liaison, wasn't Bong's
boss—the Marine commander reported directly to Minister Whithill, the ambassador’ s chief of
saff—but “the Stuation” wasin part amilitary matter, and Bong knew Top Cat had probably intercepted
the origina exchanges between him and Winterthur. Besdes, Top Cat was wearing his communications
st and, asacivilian, Whithill probably wasn't.

“Margton St. Cyr is here demanding admittance, sir. And he’ s got main battle tanks to back up his

“Minister Whithill and | are on our way, we'll be with you ingde two minutes.”

Bong resisted the urge to fidget while he waited, because St. Cyr could see him through the gate house
windows.

Top Cat was back on hiscomm unit dmost immediately. “Whithill saysto tell him he can comein.
Unarmed. | don't imagine he' sin dinner wear?’

“Nossir. He swearing ajumpsuit. What if he doesn’t want to come in done?’
“He can bring his primary staff, that’sit. We |l be there before that becomes an issue.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.” Bong drew himsdlf to attention and marched back to St. Cyr and the tanks.

“Sir.” Again he saluted, and again failed to hold the salute. “ The ambassador regrets the oversight.
Y ou are most welcometo join the reception.” His voice betrayed none of the nervousness he fdlt; where
violence wasimminent, any Marine noncommissioned officer worth his Eagle, Globe, and Starstream
could outdo any diplomat.

. Cyr graightened up from leaning on hisfolded arms and with one hand signded to the tank, which
immediatdy rumbled to life

“Sir,” Bong had to shout to be heard over the noise of the engine, “thereisn’t room inside for your
vehicdle. If youwill kindly dismount. Chief-of-Staff Whithill ison hisway to escort you.”

S. Cyr gave Bong a surprised look, then said, “ But you know how New Kimberly has gotten lately. If
we leave our vehicles out here, someone will surely come dong and vandaize them.”

Bong made a production of looking to hisright and his left, sweeping the armored vehicleswith his
gaze. “ Sir, theinvitation isfor you and your primary staff. Surely you have enough men to secure your
vehiclesfrom theft or vanddism. And if your men are insufficient, my two Marines here on the gate can
easly dothejob.” He paused to give St. Cyr ahard, pay-close-attention look. “When Marines are
present, nobody in New Kimberly isfoolish enough to do harm to persons or property associated with
the Confederation Embassy.” St. Cyr could take that last as achallenge, but it could lso serveasa
reminder that he was dedling with forces that were far stronger and ultimately more violent than he was,

S. Cyr glared briefly at the Marine, then threw his head back and guffawed loudly. “Gunnery



Sergeant,” he said when he recovered, “it appears that Confederation Marines are every bit asbold as|
have heard. Perhaps more s0.” He looked to his sides, taking in the size and might of histank battalion,
then back a Bong and the lone PFC standing behind him. He picked up a headset and murmured into
the mouthpiece, then put the headset back down. He bounded out of the tank cupola, to its side and
down to the ground. Quickly, four other jumpsuited men joined him. All five men wore sSde arms.

“Sir, if you please.” Bong made agesture toward their pistol belts.

“But you areamed,” St. Cyr said with some amusemen.

“I will leave my sdearmin the gate house, sr.”

. Cyr nodded. “That may be so, but you were wearing your sword insde.”

“Yessir, secured with this.” He pulled the peace binding from his pocket and held it up. “1 will resecure
my sword before return to the reception.”

“We can peace-bind our weapons aswell.”

“Wdl, well, St. Cyr,” anew voice cut in. Chief-of-Staff Whithill stepped through the gate, followed
closely by Mgor Katopscu. 1 see you are as determined as ever to be athorn in the sde of civilized
society.” Aschief of saff, he felt he wasn't dways required to be as diplomatic as other members of the
diplomatic mission. Hedidn't deign to look at the tanks.

“Whithill. So good of you to meet me.” There wasno humor or friendlinessin &t. Cyr'svoice. “We
are coming in. And then the Confederation will recognize Tubalcain Enterprises as the sole legitimate
power on Diamunde and conduct dl of its businesswith me.”

“Wewill do no such thing. Y ou may comein, but it will be on sufferance. By appearing thisway, you
will convince the few remaining undecideds how unfit you are as someone to dedl with. Drop your
wegpons and follow me.” He spun on his hedl and began to stride back into the embassy compound.

St Cyr glared after Whithill for asecond, then raised his right arm and sharply brought it down.

Almost as one, the sixty tanks fired their main guns, then fired their enginesto life and rumbled
forward, crashing through the cinder-block walls. &. Cyr jumped onto histank asit began moving
forward and was climbing back into its cupolaasit ran over the vehicle gate.

Almost as quickly asthe tanksfired, Krait fired back, killing one of &. Cyr’ s saff before the plasma
gun on the lead tank flamed him, Gunny Bong, Mgor Katopscu, and Minister Whithill. Lance Corpora
Winterthur wasn't able to get out of the gate house before atank ground it to rubble. Farther back in the
compound, Corpord Kovaksredized immediately that he and his seven Marines didn’t have a chance
againgt the heavy armor so he hurried them to the ballroom to attempt to evacuate the reception
attendees. But there were too few exits from the ballroom and from the compound. Very few of the four
hundred people insde the compound were able to flee before the tanks broke through. None of the
Marines was among those few. Nor was the ravishing Honorable Misiress ' Tang' h.

CHAPTER 1

Marston St. Cyr was aman of direct methods.

He had been sitting patiently in the boardroom of Tuba cain Enterprisesfor the last hour as hisfellow
executives discussed his most recent request for additional research and development funds. Asvice
president for both Marketing and Research and Development, St. Cyr held the fate of the company in his
hands. As VP for Marketing, he had cultivated an impressive array of clientsfor Tubacain’s gems, ores,
and by-products on dozens of worlds. Moreover, he had successfully tied major shares of those worlds
economiesto Tubacain’s solvency.



But more important, as VP for R& D he was solely responsible for maintaining the corporation’s
technologica edge over its only comptitor, the Hefestus Conglomerate: The supply of natural gemsand
vauable oresin the crust of Diamunde and its moons would last an estimated decade longer, at the most.
Tubalcain’s spies at Hefestus had reported its scientists were on the verge of abreakthrough in the
manufacture of synthetic gems and minerds. In the norma progress of business, whichever company was
first to develop artificid subgtitutes for the planet’ s minerd wedlth would survive the depletion of its
reserves. The board was dubious about giving St. Cyr any more money for research that thusfar had
shown no results, despite his spectacular success in other areas. But very soon it would, he continued
assuring them. The promised “results,” however, would not be what they expected, and in just afew
moments they would find that out.

Now Tubacain’'s CEO, Mona Schroder, was arguing that the money St. Cyr wanted would be better
gpent diversifying the company’ sinterests. If they started immediately, while they still had enormous cash
reserves and atop credit rating, she was saying, glancing nervoudy at . Cyr as she spoke, within five
years the company would not have to depend on its mining ventures but could continue to show a
comfortable profit margin from avariety of other enterprises, aswell asfrom the low-risk loansthey had
been making to various entities throughout the Confederation. At that point she nodded &t &. Cyr, a
gterile and reluctant acknowledgment of his marketing genius; he had engineered most of the loans. He
smiled back coldly. It was Schroder’ s plan to convert Tubalcain from amining and industria giant into an
interplanetary banking system, and in that she was supported by most of the other members of the board.
She was opposed only by St. Cyr. She thought that at long last she wasin aposition now to force him
out of power, and her heart raced at the thought that in afew moments she would make the
announcement. A small rivulet of nervous perspiration trickled down her |eft Sde as she anticipated her
triumph.

S. Cyr was calm and confident. Actuadly, he had spent none of the money in his consderable budget
developing synthetic subgtitutes. The board members did not know that. Schroder suspected St. Cyr had
diverted the money to his own businessinterests but she had no positive proof. In afew momentsit
would make no difference, because St. Cyr was about to be dismissed. He knew it was coming. He let
her rattle on for afew more moments, and then:

“Ladiesand gentlemen,” St. Cyr announced suddenly, cutting the CEO off in mid-sentence, “you have
sat long enough.” He kicked the Woo crouching at his side benegth the table. “Briefcase,” hesaidina
low voice, and the Woo obediently held up to him the briefcase he dways carried dong to these
mesetings. . Cyr snatched the case and dammed it on the table, kicking the Woo again, harder thistime,
to discourage it from looking for areward. Smiling wryly, he drew apistol out of his briefcase and shot
the CEO where she stood.

The blaster was set on low power, and the bolt, instead of hitting Schroder square in the chest, merely
vaporized her right breast and shoulder. She shrieked and stumbled away from the conference table,
flailing her one good arm helplessy asthe horrified board members legped to get out of her way. She
staggered back into the table, leaving gobs of singed flesh onits highly polished surface, then fdl to the
floor where shewrithed hel plesdy. The room filled with the stench of vaporized flesh. Board members
gagged or vomited or screamed in terror while Marston St. Cyr sat quietly in his comfortable chair,
casudly toying with the blaster.

TheWoo a St. Cyr’sfeet cringed even closer to the floor, moaning “\Woo000, wooooo.” It began to
glow brightly, as Woos did when experiencing distress or other strong emotion. “ Stop it!” St. Cyr kicked
the Woo. Itsglow faded immediately.

“Security! Security!” Tubacain’s VP for Human Resources shouted into hiswrist communicator. The
man should have been aWoo, St. Cyr had often said, dways worrying about the hedlth and welfare of
the company employees. He had vigoroudy, if unsuccessfully, opposed . Cyr’ s enormous budget,
arguing that the money would better be spent on what he called “ socid services.”



Marston smiled. “Paul, security isin my hands now.” He depressed thefiring lever on hiswegpon and
the socia services programs at Tubal cain vaporized adong with the VP s head. His body stood upright for
afew seconds before collapsing to join the CEO on thefloor. &. Cyr regarded his pistol admiringly, asif
congratulating himsalf on the shot. Meanwhile, the board broke into pandemonium. “ Gentlemen, I’ d hate
to flamethe rest of you,” Marston shouted over the screaming. “It' s getting alittle close in hereright
now.” Marston coughed politely. The surviving board members huddled in terror at thefar end of the
conference room.

A door opened and several men in black uniforms armed with blasters trooped into the room. “Magjor
Stauffer, remove those,” Marston ordered, gesturing at the smoldering corpses.

“Yes, General,” Mgor Stauffer replied. He signed to two of his men, who grabbed the corpses by the
feet and dragged them outside. “Will there be anything else, Generd?’ the mgjor asked, looking &t the
remaining executives, the beginning of asmileon hislips.

“No, Clouse,” . Cyr said, and then added, “ Oh, yes, one thing: have building maintenance scrub the
ar supply in here, will you?’ He turned his attention to the surviving executives. “ Sit!” he commanded,
and they began to Sit, staring apprehensively at St. Cyr’ sblaster asthey returned to their places.

“Gentlemen,” he began, “briefly, | amin charge of this company now. | am going to destroy Hefestus's
management team and take it over aswell. Those of you who wish to join me are welcome. Those who
do not may leave.” He paused. Nobody said anything or even moved afinger. “Good! Y ou have
decided to go your own separate ways then. Y ou are dismissed. Mgor Stauffer will see you out
immediatdly.”

A long moment of silence passed before the first shaken executive arose and sscumbled out of the
conference room. Then, more quickly, asif they couldn’t wait to be gone, the othersfollowed him. In the
hallway outside they were met by St. Cyr’ s security guards, escorted to the parking garage and
summarily shot. The bodieswere incinerated. Teams were dispatched to the executed men’s homes, and
their families and servants were murdered. Using lists compiled long before, the teams then spread out to
find the friends and business associates of the newly dead, and they, aswell astheir familiesand friends,
were shot. Before the day was out, the entire management elite of Tuba cain, along with a subgtantia
number of the corporation’ slower-ranking management, were dead. A student of ancient Roman
politics, Marston &. Cyr knew he could leave no one dive who might oppose him.

“Clouse,” . Cyr said to Mgor Stauffer after the doomed executives had departed, “1 must change
now for the embassy reception.” They both laughed. “Is everything ready?’

“All isready, General. Y our commanders are waiting.”

. Cyr absently swatted the Woo crouching at hisfeet, his briefcase dangling from an appendage. The
cresture cringed and uttered amournful sigh. Stauffer had worked for St. Cyr for forty years and was
prepared to do whatever his boss demanded, but the way he treated the Woos disturbed him. Once,
many years before, when Stauffer had been recovering from injuries sustained during amining accident,
. Cyr had cometo visit him in the hospitdl. It wasthe only time his boss had ever done anything so
remotely human, and Stauffer had been impressed. Still woozy from painkillers, Stauffer had been bold
enough to ask him why he treated the Woos so inhumanely. “Because, my dear Clouse,” St. Cyr had
answered, “1 can't treat people that way. Yet.”

Now, St. Cyr said, “Since dl isready, my dear mgor, let us proceed. The horsd oeuvres will be
getting cold. Oh, you are now Colond Stauffer.”

Marston St. Cyr had not spent Tubalcain’s money on the synthetic gems project or even mining R&D.
He had not spent it on himsdf. He had spent it building armored fighting vehicles.



CHAPTER 2

“Ladiesand gentlemen,” Cynthia Chang-Sturdevant said, “it ismy decision, after extensive debate and a
voicevote of al the members of the Congress present, having obtained a quorum of votes, that we
commence military operationsimmediately against Diamunde and Tubalcain Enterprises.” A chorus of
angry shouts and denunciations rose from the floor of the Confederation Congress, but they were
countered just asloudly by Madame President’ s supporters on the floor. fistfights erupted. “ Sergeant at
armsl Sergeant at arms!” Madame President Chang-Sturdevant shouted. 1t was twenty minutes before
the delegates could be quieted down and put back into their seats.

“Ladiesand gentlemen,” she began again, “1 will overlook this disgraceful conduct—"

“Madame President, Madame President!” The delegate from Cingque Lunaroseto hisfeet. “No more
disgraceful than this decison of yoursto make war on amember world! | demand—"

“Madame President!” the delegate from Gimel Ghayn protested. “ The honorable gentleman from
Cinque Lunaforgetsthat it was our ambassador this monster murdered! We cannot let his crime go

unavenged!”
“Madame!” an opposition member screamed. “If thiswar goes sour, we' re dl finished!”

There was more shouting, but this time the delegates remained seated. When they had quieted down,
President Chang-Sturdevant tried again. “We have discussed thisin the Council and on the open floor of
this congress. We have discussed this decision endlessy. Each of you has had histurn to spesk. The
talking isnow over. By the authority invested in me under the Confederation Congtitution, | hereby
declare that a state of war now exists between our member worlds and Diamunde.” She dammed her
gavel on the podium, caught her breath, stepped down and out the door behind the platform into the
private chamber behind the podium.

“Jesus God,” she sighed, “I’ ve never seen the bastards so riled, Marcus.” Marcus Berentus, the
Confederation Minister of War, smiled and handed her atowd, with which she wiped the perspiration
from her face.

“Thiswar will upset alot of members egg baskets, Madame. But you had aquorum. Y our decisonis
legd and binding. We go to war. The other ministers support you one hundred percent in this, and the
Combined Chiefs are unanimous that we can defeat St. Cyr quickly and with minimal casualties.”

Under the Congtitution, the President of the Confederation Council was empowered to make certain
binding decisions on behdf of the entire Confederation, providing a quorum of votes could be obtained
from the Congress. That was because even using hyperspace travel, it could take six months or longer for
the delegates to obtain ingtructions from their home worlds. These decisions were never taken lightly,
however, only in cases of the gravest emergency, becauseif they proved mistaken, impeachment
proceedings could beinitiated.

“Thewar you served in, Marcus, the First Silvasian?’ She tossed the towel down adisposa chute,
glancing briefly inamirror and straightening her hair. There were more strands of gray. Madame
Chang-Sturdevant had been a beauty in her youth and she till remained avery attractive woman, but
there were crow’ s-feet under her eyes now, brown spots on her hands, and the beginning of wrinkles
around her neck. She couldn’t remember having any of them before she became President of the
Coundil.

“Yes. | flew aRaptor.” He shrugged. “ It was apiece of junk, compared to what the boysfly these
days, but still agood atmospheric fighter craft. | was shot up but never down.”

Cynthia Chang-Sturdevant smiled wryly. She gppreciated Marcus s saf-deprecating sense of humor
and sage advice. Of dl her ministers, he truly understood the human cost of war.



She stood for amoment before amirror and straightened her clothes. The small chamber behind the
podium was equipped with afull bar and other amenities but she decided againgt indulging. Therewas
just too much work to be done.

“During your administration we' ve intervened on Elneal and Wanderjahr, Madame,” Berentus said,
“for humanitarian reasons. Y ou overcame the opposition to those operationstoo. St. Cyr isathrest to dl
of us because he can project his military force to other worldsin the Confederation. We don’t know how
far he's spread his coils throughout the member worlds with hisloans and investments either. He can pull
alot of strings among our delegates. He attacked our embassy, for heaven’s sake, killed our people. And
besidesthat, he's agoddamned murderer! Those worthless bastards!”

“Don’'t talk about our—" She hesitated dightly. “—Congress-personsthat way, Marcus,” she
murmured, leaning over and kissing her Minister of War affectionately on the cheek. “But you know,
Marcus, what that delegate shouted from the floor? If thiswar goes sour, we'redl finished. It's
happened before.”

“I know, Madame, | know. But in the navy we used to have an expression for such things: Fuck ‘em if
they can't take ajoke. Besides, I'm ready for retirement. There' sonly one thing—"

She put ahand on his shoulder. “Marcus, you old gunfighter, | don’t give adamn about this job, or all
the trappings of this office either. There are plenty of people out there who' d willingly take over my
respongibilities, and most of them would do a better job than | ever could.” Shewaved her minister’s
protest to silence with ahand. “But that ‘ one thing’ that bothers you bothers metoo. | don’t want to
sacrificethelives of our fighting men needlesdy.” She shivered involuntarily. Madame Cynthia
Chang-Sturdevant had a son and adaughter serving asratingsin theflegt. “Marcus, let’ s hope and pray
the brasshatshaveit right thistime.”

Admira Horatio “ Seabreeze’ Perry, Chairman of the Confederation Combined Chiefs of Staff,
thought he had it right, as he dways thought he had it right every timein his career snce he' d been an
ensign. The briefing he’ d arranged for Madame Chang-Sturdevant the week before had gone of f
superbly, except for one annoying little detal.

“Madame Presdent,” Admira Perry began, “alow meto introduce Generd Markham Benteen,
commander of the Hefestus Conglomerate’ sarmed forces.”

A white-faced man in battle-dress uniform stood and bowed politely. President Chang-Sturdevant
couldn’t help noticing that the genera’ s hand shook ever so dightly as he sat down and placed it back on
the conference table. He looked exhausted; “defested” was the word that came to her unbidden. She
redized suddenly that the admira had spoken of his command in the present tense, obvioudy a
professona courtesy, because everyone knew hisforces on Diamunde had been wiped out and he was
now apolitica refugee, dong with the few surviving members of Hefestus' s management staff.

“Tell mewhat happened,” she said.

In terse, clipped sentences the genera told her how St. Cyr’ sforces had attacked hiswith aferocity
thus far unmatched in the many wars Diamunde had suffered as her corporate rulersvied for supremacy.
Most of the Hefestus corporate management werekilled in St. Cyr’ s attack on the embassy, but Benteen
and his gaff had managed to survive. By thetimethey could raly armed resistanceit was dready too
late; St. Cyr’ sarcraft had demolished Benteen' s air force on the ground, knocked out his headquarters
complex, and heavily damaged his depots and garrison installations before the rubble at the embassy had
even cooled.

“We could have ressted,” Genera Benteen concluded, “but it was the tanks that got us.”
“ *Tanks 7’ Madame President asked. She thought she hadn’t heard him correctly. She glanced at



Berentus and Admira Perry for confirmation. They nodded.
“Heavily armored fighting vehicles—" Generd Benteen said.

“Yes, maam,” Generd Hanover Eastland, Chief of the Confederation Army Staff interrupted. He was
afraid Benteen was on the verge of breaking down. “They have not been used in warfare for hundreds of
years. | believe St. Cyr built them in secret, funneling Tubacain’s R and D money into their construction.
He cdled them ‘tractors,’ and said they were to be used in the company’ s mining operations. We' ve
prepared afull intelligence briefing for you.”

“We couldn’t stop them,” Benteen went on asif he had never been interrupted. “ They’ re mongters.
They weigh up to sixty thousand kilos and move asfast asalandcar. Only concentrated plasmabolts are
powerful enough to penetrate their armor, but they wouldn’t stand still long enough for our gunnersto hit
them. Our artillery just bounced off their hulls. When they didn’t blow my men gpart with their guns, they
just, judt....ran over them where they stood—"

“Maam,” Admird Perry said hadtily, cutting Generd Benteen off again, “1’d now like to introduce
Admird Hank Donovan, our intelligence officer. Admird.”

“Madame President, thisis our enemy.” An image flashed onto the vidscreen at one end of the
conference room. It showed amiddle-aged man of indeterminate height with close-cropped brown hair
and aprominent nose. His jaw was square, with amarked cleft in the chin. His eyebrows were dark and
bushy. He seemed to be staring out of the vidscreen speculatively. There was just the dightest hint of a
smile on hislips—or perhaps a nervous condition that drew up the muscles on the right side of his mouth.
At any rate, it gave him asomewhat sardonic expression. Overdl, though, hisvisage was rather
handsome, not the face of amegamaniacd killer.

“ThatisMgor Generd Marston Moore . Cyr,” Admira Donovan intoned.
“Excuse me, Admird, ‘Mgor Generd,’ did you say?’ Madame Chang-Sturdevant interrupted.

“Yes, ma am. Oh, yes, | see. He picked that title because hisidol, Oliver Cromwell, achieved early
fame as acavary commander, and in European armies of Cromwell’ s day the mgjor genera commanded
the cavdry. St. Cyr fancies himsdlf adashing cavalryman.” Donovan smirked. Madame
Chang-Sturdevant had the impression Admiral Donovan might be serioudy underrating the man. “To
continue. He was born on Diamunde eighty years ago. He has never seen military service. Hewas
offworld, on Carhart’'s World, studying engineering at the University of M’ Jumba, when the decisive
battles took place on Diamunde that |eft the Hefestus Conglomerate and Tubal cain Enterprisesthe
dominant corporations on the planet. During the many skirmishes and turf battles that have characterized
business practice on Diamunde since then, St. Cyr was working hisway up through the corporate
management team a Tubdcan.”

“Then how’ d he get so damned smart about military affairs?” Madame Chang-Sturdevant asked
suddenly. She was beginning to didike Admira Donovan.

“Wdl, ma am, there salot of smilarity between duty on amilitary staff and work in a corporate steff.
Look at how many retired flag officers go on to head up corporations, for instance. Besidesthat, St. Cyr
isageniusof sorts. It issaid he has based hislife on three books: his politics on Niccolo Machiaveli’s
The Prince, his persona relationships on Shakespeare’ s Richard 111, and his military expertise on Heinz
Guderian's Panzer Leader . That's probably overasmplifying it abit, but the man isvery well reed and a
naturd, if totally ruthless, leader. There are many examples of men like him in history, ma am, who took
naturally to soldiering. Nathan Bedford Forrest and Oliver Cromwell are two such. As| mentioned
earlier, &. Cyr admires Cromwell alot. Y ou know who they were, | presume?’

“Yes, Admird, | do,” President Chang-Sturdevant replied sarcastically. She was beginning to didike
the Admird alot. “1 suppose like Forrest, hismotto is* Get there first with the most,” and he' s fashioned
hisforces on Cromwell’s New Modd Army, prayer services and Puritan sdf-denid and al?’



“Ahem...” Donovan'sface reddened. “Wdll, not quite, ma am. Uh, hereisanother gentleman to
watch,” he said, rushing on. The image of Clouse Stauffer replaced that of St. Cyr. “ThisisSt. Cyr's
chief of staff.” Stauffer was agtrikingly handsome man with dark hair, an aquiline nose, strong chin, and
intelligent eyes. “Hisnameis Clouse Stauffer. He started out as St. Cyr’ sadminigtrative officer when St
Cyr was chief of aresearch project at acompany caled Vulcan Enterprises, before Tuba cain bought
them out. That was forty years ago. Nobody knows St. Cyr better than this man. We suspect he played
aggnificant rolein &. Cyr’' smilitary preparations and will continue to do so once theinvasion is under

way.”
“If thereisan invasion, Admira. First | have to get the Confederation Congress to agree we need to

invade. I’'m going to need the support of al you gentlemen in that effort, and believe me, it snot going to
be easy.” Madame Chang-Sturdevant signed Admira Donovan to continue with his briefing.

“Madame President, what you must know about St. Cyr isthat for forty years he has dowly and
meticuloudy built up aloya following among Tuba cain’semployees. He showed promise early in his
career, and everyone expected that sooner or later he would rise to a position of great influence and
power in the company’ s affairs. They were content to wait for that day, when he would reward their
loyalty. Y ou know that among the people of Diamunde company loyalty is probably stronger even than
family relaionships. They have never heard of representative government there and wouldn’t want it if
they had. The companiesin turn take very good care of their people, but the bottom line on Diamunde
has aways been profits. Human cons derations have aways come second to corporate surviva. And

everybody there acceptsthat.”
“What isyour planfor invason?’ she asked.

“We will work out the detail s once the Congress gives you the go-ahead, ma am,” Admira Perry
answered. “But the Marineswill goinfirst in divisona strength and secure abeachhead. They will be
reinforced by the army. From there they’ |l spread out and engage St. Cyr’ sforces.”

“We ll get ‘emthereontime” Admird Jaime“ Spider” Webb, Chief of Nava Operations, promised.
A short, dight man with steely blue eyes and curly hair, Admira Webb was known for hisincisvewit and
his ability to make quick and correct decisions. When he retired, which was expected to happen soon, he
would be sorely missed.

“What about these tanks?’ Berentus asked
“Hecdlsthem ‘Toyful Panthers’ ” Benteen said dully.

“Uh, that's‘ Teufelpanzers,’ ” Donovan corrected Benteen. “I believeit's Old High German for ‘ devil
tank.” ”

“ Armaments? Capabilities?” Chang-Sturdevant asked.

“We are not too sure, ma am, aside from what Admira Donovan has dready mentioned,” Admira
Perry responded. “We believe St. Cyr has at |east enough tanks to equip two divisions, supported by
infantry. We guess their organization and tactics are based on those of the German Army during World
War Two, since St. Cyr admires them so much. But Genera Benteen isthe only person we have who's
seen themin action and, uh,” he nodded at the defeated generd, “he had other things on hismind at the
time besides, um, studying nomenclature.” Thiswas meant asabit of levity, but neither Benteen nor
Chang-Sturdevant took it that way.

“How many tanks would that be?’ Madame Chang-Sturdevant answered.

“Two thousand,” Genera Benteen answered. 1 did manage to keep count,” he said, looking directly
at Admira Perry. “ There are fifteen tanksto aplatoon in &. Cyr’sarmy. | found that out the hard way,
up very close. Since there are three platoons to a company, three companiesto a battalion, three
battalions to aregiment, three regiments to adivision, that makes one thousand, give or take afew, for



eechdivison.”
Chang-Sturdevant began to experience asinking sensation in the pit of her somach. “Admird, dowe
have anything that can stop these things?’

“Madame President, we do,” answered a heavyset man with closely cropped hair who' d remained
slent up until now. The speaker was Commandant Kinsky “Kickass’ Butler, Confederation Marine
Corps. Commandant Kinsky was famous for histerseness. “It’s caled the Straight Arrow, Madame.”

Madame Chang-Sturdevant looked questioningly at Admiral Perry and turned to Minister Berentus.
He shrugged.

“Madame President, the Straight Arrow is old technology that was developed specifically to sop
heavily armored vehicles” Admiral Donovan said. “1t' s arocket-propelled explosive charge that will
penetrate armor.”

“How old isthistechnology, Admird?’ Madame Chang-Sturdevant asked suspicioudy.
Admird Donovan hesitated. “ It was developed, um....wdll, about three hundred years ago, ma am.”
“Three hundred...” Madame Chang-Sturdevant gasped.

“WEell, there was no need of them, so they were scrapped two hundred or so years ago, but now that
this St. Cyr hasresurrected, asit were, armored fighting vehicles, well, the army found some money in its
budget to build some prototypes, and we' re putting them back into production immediately, Madame.”
Admird Perry added brightly, “Our next budget submission will have alineitem for the continued
production of these weapons.” A pregnant silence descended upon the room. “Uh, we Il need them now,
you see, in case somebody el se getsthe ideato—" Madame Chang-Sturdevant’ sicy stare froze him into
Slence.

The slence became embarrassing as Chang-Sturdevant continued staring in outrage at her Combined
Chiefs. “Gentlemen,” she began at last, and coughed. “Gentlemen,” she began again. Shefdt that she
waslosing contral of hersdlf quickly. “H-How many of these things do we have in our inventory?’

“Wadl, we're rushing them into production,” Admira Perry answered. “Within amonth we should
have—"

“Goddamnit! | asked, how many of these things do we have right now?’ Madame Chang-Sturdevant
shouted.

“Wél, Madame President, um, ah, we have, in our inventory, right now, that is” Admira Perry
mumbled, “| believe, deven.”

CHAPTER 3

He stood shivering in the rain-soaked field, not so much from the exhaugtion of the last ten days march
through the French countryside or the damp chill in the morning air, as from the sght of the French hogt,
drawn up no more than 250 yards from where Henry’ sarmy had findly taken up its battle lines. Thiswas
it. They would fight it out here at last, vastly outhumbered. His heart began to race, the chill and
exhaustion forgotten.

At aspoken command from Vinetar FHetcher, the twenty men under his command pounded their
wooden stakes into the ground before them. The other archersin Henry’ sarmy were doing the same.
Thefield echoed hollowly with the sound of malets pounding on wood, and then the chipsflew
everywhere as each man quickly sharpened the protruding end of his stake with the smal hatchet he
carried at hisside. Hopefully, the stakes would impale the French cavalry.

“Lay your arrows,” Fletcher commanded. Quickly, expertly, he disposed of hisarrows, two sheaves



of twenty-four chisal-nosed cloth-yard killers, each of which could penetrate oneinch of solid oak at a
hundred yards. He struck them points down into the ground within easy reach. Earlier, Sr Thomas
Erpingham had given ordersto the cenetars, each of whom commanded one hundred archers, to have
the vinetars assure that each man’ s bow was strung before the army marched into line.

He stood behind his stake now, and notched an arrow onto his bowstring. Each man looked to
Hetcher, who looked to the cenetar Sitting on his horse. Evan Cooper, standing just to hisright, said
something, and when he looked over, Evan grinned ferocioudy, exposing the conspicuous gapsin his
front teeth.

Incongruoudy, FHetcher was reminded of the old wives tae that a gap-toothed person was sexudly
insatiable. Well, that was true enough in Evan’ s case, but the grin was reassuring just now. He grinned
back.

“Draw!” Hetcher shouted, taking his command from the cenetar, who had aso seen thesignal to draw
bows. huge bright flags that had just been raised from where King Henry and his entourage camly sat on
their warhorses. “ Two hundred and fifty yards, ladsl” Fletcher shouted. “Put ‘em in therel”

The flagswent down. “Loose arrows!” the vinetars screamed, and thousands of archers
smultaneoudy let their arrowsfly. The flags came up again. He bent and notched another arrow and
drew hisbow asthefirst volley arced one hundred feet into the air and then descended toward the
French battleline. Helost sight of hisown projectile dmost instantly asit blended into the cloud that
swarmed out to fal upon the waiting Frenchmen. The flags went down again. “Loosel” the vinetars
screamed, and the second volley sped away from Henry’ s archers with the sound of huge, whirring

wings

Standing in the second row of his cenetar, he could see clearly and hear the arrows impacting upon the
Frenchmen. The sound of thudding and spanging echoed across the wide field. Horses screamed in
agony as the descending volleys found unprotected backs and flanks. Some men-at-arms were unseated
astheir mounts plunged madly, but protected by their steel helmets and body armor, few were disabled
at that range. King Henry was hoping the volleys would goad them into charging, get them close enough
s0 massed aimed volleys could knock them off.

And then they did charge, one thousand armored horsemen rumbling across the field. The ground
beneath Henry’ s archers began to shake. As one, the archers stepped back six paces from the stakesto
give themsdves plenty of room to draw their bows once the cavalry wasin range. Fletcher wasvery cadm
now, totally absorbed in what he was doing, oblivious to the destruction thundering down upon King
Henry’ sarmy.

“Shoot straight, meladsl” Hetcher shouted. “ Send the goddamned frogs to hell!”

Professor Jere Benjamin, dean of the M’ Jumba University History Department, was suddenly and
painfully caled back to the twenty-fifth century by theingstent shrilling of his communications console
and asharp burning sensation in hisright thigh. “Yipe!” He brushed furioudy &t the glowing cigar ash that
hed burned still another holein histrousers.

“Jere?’ Kevin Fike sface appeared on the vidscreen. “ Jere, are you there? Anything wrong?’ Fike's
normally flushed face was even redder that morning, dmost matching the color of his hair. When hisface
got that flushed, Benjamin knew that the president of M’ Jumba University was dealing with something out
of the ordinary.

“Uh, okay, Kev,” Benjamin muttered, massaging the hot spot on histhigh. Carefully, he marked his
place in the book he had been reading and closed its covers. “I’'m fine. What' sup?’

“Jere, something very important. Can you come over to my office right away?’



Two men st in Presdent Fike s office, one awhite-haired, distinguished-looking gentleman in civilian
clothes and the other a heavyset, grim-faced man in the dress red uniform of the Confederation Marine
Corps assistant commandant. Professor Benjamin stood in the doorway transfixed with surprise. The
civilian looked vagudy familiar.

“Comein, Jere, do comein,” Presdent Fike said, rising from behind hisdesk. “1’d like you to meet
Secretary Berentus, whom you know by reputation, and Genera Boxer, Assistant Commandant of the
Marine Corps. Genera Boxer isaso chief of R and D for the Marines. Please, comein and St down.”

Sowly, Benjamin crossed the room and shook hands with the Confederation Secretary of War and
the Marine assstant commandant. “ Evan Boxer,” the generd said, shaking Benjamin’s hand. He smiled,
revealing conspicuous gaps in hisfront teeth. Evan? For amoment Benjamin did not know when he was.

“ Something wrong, Professor?’ Boxer asked.

Benjamin just stood there for an awkward moment, staring at the officer. “Uh, no, no,” hereplied
quickly, recovering himself.

“Youlook vaguely familiar, isdl,” he explained, hisface reddening. Then to himsdf: I’ ve got to stop
living in the past so much.

“Cigars?’ President Fike asked brightly, offering ahumidor. The cigars were imported from Old Earth,
where the tobacco was grown and then hand-rolled according to an ancient technique. The severd cigars
inthe humidor cost President Fike about aweek’ ssdary. “Fidds,” he said proudly as each man
gratefully took one and bit off itsend.

Secretary Berentus produced alighter and they al leaned toward him to catch the flame. As he took
thelight and drew on his cigar, Professor Benjamin self-conscioudy placed his elbow to cover the recent
burn spot on histrousers. For severa long moments the four were silent as they savored the delicious
texture and aroma of the wonderfully expensve cigars.

“Ahhh!” Boxer Sghed. “A cigar isacigar, but aFidd isasmoke.” The otherslaughed comfortably,
enjoying their own Fidels enormoudly. “Professor,” the Marine asked after severa more moments, “what
do you know about tank warfare?’

“Ah! Yed Ahem. Wdl,” Benjamin began, his nervousness gone—hewasin hiselement. “Asyou
know,” he continued, assuming his classroom manner, “the last major tank battle in history was fought in
2052 at Lake Migtassini, in Canada, on Old Earth, and involved the 1t and 7th Armored Divisions of
the United States Army against the lightly armored forces of the Chibougamou League. The Americans
fielded the M1D7 Abrams main battle tank and the Canadians destroyed almost al of them. It wasthe
worst defeat of an armored force since the battle of Kursk, in Russia, in World War Two, where—"

“The Canadians used the Straight Arrow antitank rocket, didn't they, Professor?’ Secretary Berentus
interrupted.

“Oh, yes. Indeed, sir. The Straight Arrow. The introduction of that weagpon a Lake Migtassini virtudly
ended the use of tanks on the battlefield.” Benjamin leaned back in his chair and smiled confidently at the
others. “Uh, why do you ask?’

“Professor,” Generd Boxer said, ignoring the question, “I understand you have a complete set of the
technica manuasfor the Straight Arrow.”

“Yesdr,” Benjamin answered proudly. “ They'redl origina twenty-first-century editions. | also have
the U.S. Army field manuds and training manuas for the entire weapons system, the launcher, the
projectile, everything. Why, | even have bdligtic tables—"

“Could you fire one of thosethings?’ the Marine asked.
“Oh, yes, | believe | could!” Benjamin answered. The other three men looked at one another. “Uh,



why do you ask?’ Benjamin asked, repesating the question.

The Secretary of War looked at Boxer, who leaned forward in his chair. “ Professor, after Mistassini,
we kept the Straight Arrow in our inventory for over ahundred years, just in case somebody decided to
use heavy armor somewhere again. Eventudly the council”—he made an gpol ogetic gesture toward
Secretary Berentus—" decided their maintenance was too expensve, considering the unlikely event we'd
realy need them again, so they were dl destroyed two hundred years ago. Now we are planning to build
asmany of them as quickly aswe can. We suddenly need alot of them. We managed to locate levenin
museums, and our wegpons technicians are fabricating exact replicasright now. Y our technical manuas
would be invaluable to us. We could just ask for aloan and I’ m sure you' d give them to us. But nobody
aive knows how to fire the damned things properly or how to use them tacticaly against heavy—redly
heavy—armor. Except you. We hope.”

“Jere” Presdent Fike said, “they were very impressed with your book, The Employment of Armor in
Land Warfarein the Twentieth and Twenty-first Centuries. Secretary Berentus has requested the loan of
your servicesfor awhile. | have agreed. There will be sometrave involved. Can you hand over your

department to Dr. Toppings?’

“Trish? Yes, yes, | believe she can handle things. How long would you need me?’ Helooked at
Secretary Berentus, who nodded at the assistant commandant.

“Oh, two, three months, maybe,” Boxer said. “We Il need you to help train our menin their use and
then oversee the weapons deployment in the, uh, active theater. We plan to gather on Arsenault a select
group of officersand NCOs from the strike teams that’ Il be making theinitial assault landing. Arsenault’s
the Confederation Armed Forces' training world. Y ou and atask force of technicianswill train them
therein the use of the Straight Arrow, and you, Professor, will teach them what you know about armored
warfaretactics”

“Somebody’ susing tanks?” Benjamin asked, asif the thought had only just struck him. It had. “Who?
Where? It'sunbdlievablel”

“Somebody is, Professor, but | can't tell you who or where just now,” Boxer replied. “We need you
to help train our men. And, Professor? Every word of this conversation is classified top secret. I'm sure
you understand.”

Benjamin looked bewildered. “But why me, gentlemen? 1’ m not the only expert inthisfield. Why, Dr.
Post over at the University of Nammuoi isfully asqudified asmeto—"

“Because, Professor, you are available, and the fewer people involved in this operation the better,”
Boxer growled. “Besides,” he added, “we ve dl read your books.”

“Professor,” Secretary Berentus said, leaning forward and touching Benjamin lightly on hisright knee,
“if you can’'t oblige us, we will understand, but let me assure you, your help isvital and we are begging
for it. Hundreds, thousands, of our Marines and soldierswill dieif we don't do thisright. We do not have
thetimeto go to Dr. Post and convince him to help us. We need your decision right now.”

Professor Benjamin stared slently at the others. Then he sighed. “Very well, gentlemen. Y ou can count
onme. Whendo | leave?’

Secretary Berentus rose from his chair and pumped Benjamin’ s hand vigoroudly. “ This afternoon,
Professor,” hereplied.

Benjamin stood, dightly bemused, absentmindedly shaking the Secretary’ s hand. Then heturned to
Generd Boxer. “Sir, | have studied war al my life, but | have never even held aweapon in my hands.
Will | seethese weapons used in real combat?’

The Marine shifted nervoudy in his chair before answering. “Y es, Professor, there' s, uh, agood
chance you might. But,” he added quickly, “there’ d never be any danger to you persondly, | can assure



you of that.”

Y es, Professor Benjamin thought, his pulse quickening, | bet: no more danger than Henry’ sarchers
faced at Agincourt.

Theflight to Arsenault on the CNSS Sergeant Frank Crean took thirty days, standard. During that
time Professor Benjamin was accorded flag-rank trestment.

“Your misson,” Assistant Commandant Boxer explained before heleft, “isto train Marine officersand
NCOsin the use of the Straight Arrow and in antiarmor tactics. They, in turn, will spread out to the units
scheduled to make the assault and train the men who will go up againgt St. Cyr’ sforces. Y ou may be
required to accompany afollow-on assault eement, just to be on hand if the task force commander
needs any advice after theinitia landing. For sure, we want you to be on the Fleet Admird’ sflagship
during the preliminary invasion, in case your expertiseisneeded. You'll go asacivilian adviser to the
Fleet commander.”

While on board the Crean, Benjamin received afull intelligence briefing on the Diamundian situation,
especialy concerning what was known about the armored force St. Cyr had managed to assemble.
Unfortunately, St. Cyr had closed down al communication and commerce with the outside world once
he saized power on Diamunde, so not many details were known about conditions there. Andysts
believed he was consolidating his power and would soon ask for forma recognition from the
Confederation. The Council of Worlds had concluded, after a heated debate, not to deal with the
usurper, but to invade and oust him with military force. Thiswas done over the strenuous objections of
many Council members, particularly those afraid their financid interests on Diamunde would be
threatened if the Confederation invaded.

“He |l beready for us” the briefing officer had said, “but what he does't know isthat we' |l be ready
for him.” Professor Benjamin said nothing, but he hoped the briefer’ s optimism was judtified. But asa
historian who had studied many military campaignsin past wars, he wasfully aware that in battle nothing
ever went as expected.

He spent most of histime on the Crean studying his manuals, reviewing how the Straight Arrow
worked, and rereading Guderian’s Panzer Leader, abook he’ d been told Marston St. Cyr had studied
thoroughly. Life on board amilitary nava vesse fascinated him, and when he had free time he wandered
about the ship, talking to the crew. Just before he boarded the Essay to land on Arsenault, he' d been
issued severa sets of garrison utilities and told he would be required to wear them whiletraining the
Marines. Standing in his stateroom, gazing into the mirror a himsdlf in Marine uniform, he felt a surge of
pride. He actualy looked tough in the utilities. My God, he thought, have | missed my cdling in thislife?
He dso wondered if he' d be able to keep them after the mission was over.

On Arsenault, Benjamin was introduced to the officers and staff NCOs he would train. He was
surprised at how warmly they greeted him. Many said they had read his books, which surprised him even
more. And they really had, which flattered him very much. After teaching generations of reluctant scholars
subjects they took only to get credit for graduation, he knew when someone had read atext. Intime he
was astonished at how closaly these professionals had studied his books, asthey sat around in the
evenings, discussing how the Germans should have deployed their tanks at Kursk and the failure rate of
the Straight Arrows at the Battle of Lake Mistassini.

But hisfirst lecture was the best of his career.

Professor Benjamin took the podium. * Gentlemen,” he began, and coughed. “ Excuse me, but your
incomparable mess sergeant served usfrogs' legsfor breakfast thismorning and | must have a couple il
suck in my throat.” Several men laughed.



“Gentlemen,” hetried again, “thisisan M1D7 Super Abramsfrom circa2049.” The huge vidscreen
behind him cameto life as the three-dimensiona image of an armored behemoth roared down a dusty
road. “The M1D7 was the direct descendant of the M1A 1 developed by the automotive genius, Dr. Phill
Lett, during the late twentieth century.” The charging tank froze on the screen and began to revolve. “We
do not know the precise capabilities of the tanks St. Cyr has developed, but from surveillance and
eyewitness accounts, we are pretty sure hismain battle tank is going to be very much likethe M1D?7,
with updated weapons and propulsion systems, of course. He has an inventory of lighter armored
vehicles and they are a potent threat, but it’' sthe M1D7 we will concentrate on during the coming days.
We do know that he callsthem TPL1s, which stands for Teufelpanzer, Mode One. That's German for
‘devil tank.” Marston . Cyr isastudent of the German Army armor tactics employed during World
War Two.”

The assembled Marineswere relaxed but paying close attention.

“The M1D7 you see up there weighed 360,000 kilograms and had armor thick enough and strong
enough to defeat any antitank wegpon of itsday. It stood four meters high, was twelve meterslong, and
gx wide. Its 120mm main gun fired, among many others, an armor-piercing, fin-stabilized,
sabot-discarding round made of depleted uranium. It could carry sixty of those rounds and had a crew of
four. The tank had atop speed of one hundred kph and burned fuel—gasoline—at the rate of eight liters
per minute. We do not know the consumption rate for the TP1 or anything about its propulsion system.

“A concentration of boltsfrom heavy plasmawegpons could eventualy melt through the hull of one of
these things, providing you could get one to stand still long enough, or not fire back until you' d finished
dagging itsarmor plate. Likewise, your artillery would be effective, providing agunner could get adirect
hit on the rdlatively thin dorsal armor plates. Y ou could take atrack off with alucky hit or amine, but the
tank would still be adangerous stationary gun platform until someone came dong to finishthejob. Ina
fluid bettlefield situation that might not hgppen soon enough. In actudity, theinfantryman has nothing in his
arsend that can stop amonster like this—today.

“So why did these tanks disappear from the battlefield?” Benjamin touched acontrol and the M1D7
was replaced by theimage of along black cylindrical object that looked like ahuge writing stylus. “ Thét,
gentlemen, iswhy: the 75mm Straight Arrow light antitank wespon.

“The Straight Arrow combined the features of severa older man-portable antitank weapons with some
ingenious modifications that completely changed mobile warfare. Those older weapons were the Soviet
RPD-series 40mm antitank free-flight missle and the American 66mm light antitank weapon. Wherethe
Straight Arrow improved on these wegpons was its self-contained guidance system, longer range, and
devadtating destructiveness. The Straight Arrow had an effective range of one thousand meters, and at
that range could penetrate over four hundred millimeters of rolled homogenous armored plate,

“That baby,” his enthusiasm was building now, “could befired over open sights as adirect-fire
weapon, or its self-contained guidance system could be activated to launch a heat-seeking missile for
indirect fire. It was muzzle-loaded and percussion-fired, but a short distance from the muzzle the rocket
motor cut in, boosting the missileto avelocity of athousand meters per second. The rocket was
fin-stabilized. The penetrator rod was made of depleted uranium, two times denser than tungsten stedl.
When this hit the armor of atank, its entire kinetic energy was concentrated in aspot about the size of
your thumb. The penetrator turned white hot and punched through the plate, sheddingits‘skin’ asit
passed through. But the skin followed the penetrator through the hole and dispersed inside the tank into
white-hot granules twice as dense as sted, ingtantly igniting everything they touched. So evenif themain
round itsalf didn’t set off the fuel and ammo, the thousands of granuleswould. | don’t need to tell you
what they did to the crew.”

He paused. The room was completey silent now, each man's eyes focused on the Straight Arrow,
which dissolved suddenly into atank rushing at great speed across asnowy ridge line. A bright finger of



light flashed out of the left Side of the screen and touched the turret of the tank. There was a brilliant
bloom of white light as the round penetrated, and then the turret legped into the air on agout of flame.
The mortally wounded tank ground erraticdly to ahdt, burning intensely. The camera shifted then,
looking down into the burned-out hulk through the hole where the turret had been. What had once been
aman sat melted into the driver’ s seat.

Thetrid screen went blank. “ Those films were shot by the Canadians at the Battle of Lake Mistassini
in 2052. Gentlemen,” Professor Jere Benjamin concluded, forgetting momentarily who hewas, “let’ sgo

oet ‘em!”

CHAPTER 4

Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass stretched luxurioudy benegth the warm goose-down comforter that lay
across Katrina s oversize bed. During the night the sheets had become tangled and askew and pillows
had fallen onto the floor, but the comforter was huge and warm and more than adequately covered their
naked bodies. Beside him, Katrinashifted her position dightly and sighed in her deep. Her thigh cameto
rest againg his, and itswarmth seeped into Charlie and aroused him again.

Outside, the winds whistled shrilly about the buildings of New Odo, driving tiny tendrils of snow
across the rooftops; gusts whipped powdery snow ghosts into the air from the banks piled aong the
streets. Winter had only started in New Odlo, and dready a meter of snow blanketed the capital of
Thorsfinni’sWorld. The newly risen sun glowed dimly through the icy haze enfolding the awakening city
aswell-bundled citizens, cheeks bright from the subzero cold, hurried about their early morning tasks.
But insde Katrina s snug apartment, Charlie Bass was warm, satisfied, and happily looking forward to
the coming days. Katrina had promised him that they’ d take atrip into the nearby foothills of the
Thorvald Mountains, where she would teach him how to ski. But he didn’t give adamn if he spent the
rest of the week right there in that bed.

Great Buddha s golden bdls, he thought, smiling and settling farther down into the luxurioudy soft
mattress beneath him, thiswoman has taken twenty years off my age! The tantalizing odor of
fresh-brewing coffee wafted to him from the kitchenette. His ssomach growled. In afew momentshe'd
awaken Katrina and, swaddled in comfortable robes, they’ d enjoy the hearty breskfast the servo had
prepared for them. Then, aleisurely bath as hot asthey could stand it. Then... Charlie Bass smiled
broadly. Good, clean fun.

Best of dl, dmogt, the prodigious quantities of beer he' d consumed the night before had not |eft him
with asingletrace of hangover that morning.

The communicator strapped to hiswrist shrilled. He bolted upright; the Confederation Marine Corps
knew where he was and wanted him again. Beside him Katrina s eyes opened dightly. “Vas?’ she asked,
astrand of silver-blonde hair bisecting her face as she rose up on one elbow. Her breasts drooped
ponderoudy as sherose to asitting position and smiled deepily at Bass.

Bass leaned back and crossed hiswrist across his chest. “ Staff Sergeant Bass here, sir,” he said
resignedly.

“Captain Meadows, military attaché at the Confederation Embassy, Staff Sergeant. Very sorry to
interrupt you likethis.” The captain’s voice sounded loud and clear in the smdl apartment. An unfamiliar
anger at the Corps gripped Bass momentarily but he suppressed it at once.

“Bad news, Staff Sergeant. Y ou are to gather at once the men who came in with you and report to the
embassy for return transportation to Camp Ellis.”

“Do you know why, Sr?’
“No, Staff Sergeant. All | know isthat 34th FIST isgoing on deployment.”



“Ayeaye, Sr.” The communicator went slent.
“Vatisit? Katrinaasked anxioudy.

Bassdidn't answer immediately. “Aw, we' ve got to return to Bronnoysund,” he said at last. A look of
real disappointment crossed Katrina s face. “We re going somewhere,” he added.

Katrina knew enough about the Marines mission on her world that she did not ask where. “Oh,
Charlie, honey, ve hat plans...”

“I know, Katie, | know,” Bass said. He kissed her lightly. “When we get back, I'll have the skipper
restore our R and R, and by Buddha s big balls, you and me, we'll do a month together! Okay?’

Bass swung hislegs over the sde of the bed and put hisfeet on the floor. It wasice cold. The entire
ambience of Katrina stiny apartment had been destroyed by that call. Already his mind wasracing
forward, how long would it take him to get dressed, how much time would it take to find Lance Corpora
Schultz and the others? It would take them six hours' flight time to get back to the 34th FIST’ s garrison
at Camp Pete Ellis. Sergeant Hyakowa and the other NCOs would aready be getting the rest of the
platoon ready back there even now. Where were they mounting out to thistime? A desert world, ajungle
world? His heart began to race. Charlie Bass was a professiona Marine. Deployments, training, the
myriad details required to administer and lead an infantry platoon, that’ swhat he did, and he was good at
it and helovedit.

“Y ou muss lesf right now?” Katrinaasked as she did out the other side of the bed and into warm
dippers.

“What?" Bass asked, his mind aready light-years beyond where they were sitting. She repested the
guestion. Bass hunched his shoulders against the cold in the room and scratched one foot with the other.
His body was laced with the scars of old wounds. The most recent, along gash down hisleft arm, was
gl livid. The skin-grafting did not require a surgeon, o even a corpsman could have removed the scars
eadly and painlesdy, but Bassingsted on keegping them. He ran afinger thoughtfully down the outside of
hisleft arm, feeling the long groove aknife blade had gouged there on Elned the year before. “Yeah,” he
answered. “But Katie—" He held up afinger and smiled broadly. “—not before breskfast, and a hot
bath.”

Every man in the 34th FIST was authorized one week rest and recuperation leave ayear—R& R t0
most people, or 1&1 in unofficid Marine parlance, which stood for “intoxication and
intercourse’—misson requirements permitting. Since the 34th was stationed on the very fringe of Human
Space and subject to immediate deployment without prior notice, it was unit policy that no more than ten
percent of the men could be on leave a any one time. Except for specid reenlistment leaves, none was
permitted offworld for any man assigned to the 34th.

Men were selected for R& R by rotation from aroster maintained by the FIST F-1, or personnel
officer. There were three sites on Thorsfinni’ s World where the Marines were permitted to teke this
leave: Troms, atiny resort town located near the equator, where in summer it often got warm enough to
swim comfortably in the ocean and sometimes even get atan on the narrow, rocky beaches, Bergen, a
booming mining town about sx thousand kilometers south and east of Bronnoysund; and New Odlo, the
capita city of Thorsfinni’sWorld, in the northern temperate region on the other side of the planet. New
Odo had apopulation of over amillion and some of the amenities of amodern city on one of the more
devel oped worlds of Human Space.

When the third platoon of L Company got its chance to send digible men on R&R, Staff Sergeant
Bass, and Lance Corporals Schultz, Claypoole, and Dean, were sdected. They had unanimoudy elected
to spend their leave in New Od o, where the women were warm, the beer was cold, and there were
sghtsto see.



“Best of dl,” Schultz said asthey settled in for the suborhbital flight to New Odo, “wewon't have to
put up with this damned urban warfare crap for aweek.” Since the battle in New Obbiaon Elned the
year before, the Fleet operations officer had directed that the men of the 34th FIST get additiona training
in the techniques of city fighting. For weeks now they had practiced assaults and withdrawasin clever
mock-ups of city streets and buildings constructed just for training purposes. Schultz was weary of
running up and down narrow stairways and pulling “dead” Marines out of halways. “We |l never get to
use any of thisshit anyway,” he muttered.

“Pipe down, Hammer,” Bass said. “Y ou know the Corps aways preparesfor the last war it fought.
Relax, enjoy the scenery.”

The aircraft broke through the cloud cover over New Odo at about three thousand meters.
Smultaneoudy, asif some god wereilluminating the city below for the Marines' benefit, the sun broke
through and bathed the metropolisin rays of weak winter radiance. Terraforming on Thorsfinni’sWorld
had not been alowed to get out of hand asit had on other inhospitable planetsin the Confederation.
Even 5o, the* Finnis had | eft their cities and towns fully open to the elementsinstead of confining them
within climate-control bubbles. The * Finnis had the technology to build the bubbles, they just didn’t want
to. They had not only preserved the language of their distant Terran ancestors, but had adso found a
world whaose rugged landscape and harsh winters replicated the Scandinavian climate their ancestors had
come from, and they were going to keep it that way.

Insde the termind the four Marines were directed to a small office marked FIST LIAISON, where
they found severa comfortable chairs, aworkstation manned by alance corpora, and a captain, both
wearing class B winter uniforms. Thewalls of the room were decorated with holograms of the attractions
of New Odo, dl of which prominently featured beautiful young women.

“My nameis Captain Meadows,” the officer began without preamble. “I am military attaché at the
Confederation Embassy herein New Odo. Asan extraduty, | so run the R and R program for the 34th
FIST. ThisisLance Corpora Minh. Any problems or questions while you' re here, contact him. Any of
you ever been here before?’

Only Bassraised hishand. “ Good, Staff Sergeant. Are these other men from your platoon?’ Bass
answered in the affirmative and the captain nodded. “Good.” He smiled crypticaly. *Y ou show them the
ropes, then. Lance Corpordl...” He turned the proceedings over to Minh.

Lance Corpora Minh did not bother to get up from hisworkstation. Theimmeaculately tailored class B
winter uniform he wore had no badges or decorations. He clearly considered the men from the FIST an
annoyance, an interruption to his otherwise very important work. He had been selected for attaché duty
right out of Boot Camp and had never had another assignment in the Corps except there, at the New
Odo embassy. His high intelligence, high security clearances, and close association with the
Confederation diplomatic corps had given him avery high opinion of himsaif.

“Here are some brochures about what to do and seein the city,” hesaid in avoice that reflected his
bored, seen-it-dl attitude. He spread out the brochuresin front of him. He would not lower himsdlf to
passing them out to these boondock Marines. “If you must go outside the city, you arelimited to a
hundred kilometer radius. There are somefine winter resortswithin that limit you might want to visit while
you're here.

“We have rooms booked for you in the FIST R and R hotel downtown. They arefirst-class
accommodations. Y ou may stay there or anywhere else that suits you while you' re here” He made a
deprecating gesture a one of the holograms portraying abuxom young woman on skis. “In these
envelopesis supplementd pay, in kroner, that you may find useful while you' re here. The uniform after
dark isdress scarlets; otherwise, wear whatever in your seabag suits the occasion. Y ou can buy or rent



cold-wegther gear if you need it. Somehow, | don’t think you will,” he added with a sneer.
“Trangportation to your hotel leavesin thirty minutes. Please be back here at oh-five hours next Freytag,
that is, five daysfrom today.

“I want to do aquick download from your personnel records bracelets before you leave here, and |
need to know your communicator cal signs. If you need me, my cal sgnisR and R2. Please, don't
mumblethat in your degp.” Minh nodded a the captain that he was finished.

“Well, welcometo New Odo, Marines,” the captain said. “ The people here are not as rough around
the edges asthey are back at Bronny, but they love their beer and agood time and they like Marines.
While you're here, though, remember the old commandment for men in port: ‘ Lend and spend and not
offend, till eight bellscalsyou out.” ”

“Men,” Bass sad to the others as they checked into the lobby of their hotel, “1 know aplace here
where we can get Sarted tonight. It's eleven hoursloca now. Meet me down here a sixteen hours, in
your reds. After tonight you' re on your own.”

In their room—the three had been assigned to one large suite—Claypoole bounced his seabag on the
bed and began to undress.

“Y ou guys ever been on R and R before?’ Schultz asked.
“I haven't,” Dean responded.

“Bullshit,” Schultz sneered, “both you dukshits were on R and R the whole time we were deployed on
Wanderjahr! What do you mean, you ain’'t never been on R and R before?’ They all laughed.

“Yep,” Claypoole said, “whilethe real men like you, Hammer, were out in the boonies back there, ol’
Dean-0 and me, we stayed back in Brosigville and just shot the shit out of everything that moved.”
Schultz clapped Claypoole on the back and laughed with him at the joke. Despite being on detached
duty at the FIST headquarters the whole time, both Marines had been promoted in lieu of a decoration
for heroism during the training mission on Wanderjahr.

“Wadl, with Charlie Bass dong, we should have agood introduction to thingsin thistown tonight,”
Dean sad.

“Yeah,” Schultz grunted, “intoxication and intercourse nonstop.” Although Schultz feigned
world-weary cynicism most of the time and maintained that he never felt comfortable unarmed no matter
where hewas, dl three men were ddighted their platoon sergeant had been picked to go on leave with
them. “If he could lead us out of the Martac Waste,” Schultz conceded, “he can get uslaid in New
Odo”

“The place we' re headed for iscalled Bjorn's,” Basstold them asthey waited for a cab. They huddled
insdether greatcoats, turning their backs to the bitter wind that ruled Kaiser Street outside their hotdl.
After three hundred years, the Confederation Marine Corps still hadn’t devel oped adequate foul weather
clothing to go with the dress uniform.

The cold did not seem to affect the people crowding the streets, many of whom nodded in afriendly
fashion at the four Marines. The city’ s citizenswalked dong purposefully, backs straight and heads held
high, asif dl of them were on the most interesting and important business. Evidently they took themsdlves
serioudy in New Olso. Evidently, aso, they were prosperous, becauise everyone was dressed nicely
despite the cold. Back in Bronnoysund, the natives dressed in practical work clothes and spit in the
streets, and if they wanted to stop and gab in the streets, they did that too.

“Bjorn’shas dl the ingredients you need for afineR and R,” Bass said. “ Beer, women, and music.
Oh, and food, lots of food!”



Despite the fact that the place was crowded, the four Marines were shown to a table on the edge of
the spacious dance floor. Theraised platform for the band was empty but well-lighted, promising live
entertainment later in the evening.

Midway through their second reindeer steak, they were interrupted by aloud cry. “Charlieceeeel” A
beautiful, slver-haired blonde woman threw her arms around Staff Sergeant Bass's neck and kissed him
wetly on his cheek.

“Katiel” Bass exclaimed. “Gentlemen—you too, Claypoole meet Katrina.” They stood and shook
hands with her. Her grip was cool and firm. “I met Katie the last time | was up here, on embassy courier
duty,” Bass added lamely.

Katie dapped Bass playfully on thetop of hishead. “Vy you didn't tell me you vas coming back
mn! ”
Bass made an embarrassed face. 1 was going to, honey, but we just got here.”

Katielooked at the others. “Y ou boys are done?’ she asked; and frowned when they admitted they
were. She stood up, put two fingersin her mouth and whistled loudly three times.

“Loca custom,” Bass said. In afew moments three other young women joined them. Waiters brought
extrachairs, and they al crowded around the small table. The food scraps were removed and replaced
with huge pitchers of cold beer. Then Bass broke out cigars, and everyone lighted up.

A dight, dark-haired beauty named Jenatook Claypool€e s hand and sat next to him. “Y ou must
excuse | don't speak English so good,” she murmured, a Scandanavian lilt making her words musical.

“Oh, your Englishisfinel” Claypoole protested.

“Thank you, kind sir,” she responded, and smiled. Claypoole was reminded of ayoung woman he'd
met on Wanderjahr, and he felt asudden stab of sorrow; asniper had killed her with abullet that might
have been meant for him. His unexpected change of mood was reflected on hisface, and Jenaasked if he
was okay.

“Uh, oh, yeah yeah. Just gas.” Claypoole smiled and burped loudly. Everyone laughed.
“Thanksfor not putting it out the other end!” Schultz shouted, and everyone laughed even harder.

Claypoole had changed since Wanderjahr. The old wiseacre Claypoole was till around, but he
showed up only occasionally now. The unhappy memory passed quickly, and Claypoole smiled at Jena,
took her hand in his own and with hisfree arm drew her closer to him.

“Ah!” one of thewomen exclamed. “Musc!”

Three men had emerged from the wings carrying stringed instruments. They bowed to the audience
and sat down. Each adjusted hisinstrument and conferred briefly with his companions. When al nodded
that they were ready, the leader stamped hisfoot three times and, without introduction, they began to

play.

In Bronnoysund sailors off the oceangoing ships and fishing trawlers often played for their own
amusement in thelocal beer hdls, sawing away or plucking enthusiagtically on avariety of stringed
instruments. The music wasfine for drinking and for dancing across sawdust-covered floors at placeslike
Big Barb's, the beer hall, bordello, and ship’s chandler that served as third platoon’ s drinking
headquarters when they werein town. But these players were different.

At thefirst notes of their playing, a cold shiver went down Joe Dean’s spine, and his companions
began keeping time with their fingers and toes. The music was “kinetic,” it made you want to move, and
soon that’ s just what the other patrons began to do. Men and women poured onto the wooden dance
floor, ssomped and shouted and whirled around while diners and drinkers shouted and clapped their



hands. The music they played that night—rollicking fiddle tunesimprovised long ago by hard mento
enliven therigors of life on rocky seacoastsin atime long before men could fly, imported by the first
setlersfrom Old Earth, adapted to the harsh environment of anew world. over severd

centuries—stayed with the Marines long after the other events of that night were only adim memory.

Many peoplevidted a the Marines' table over the next few exhilarating hours. The fiddlers played and
the patrons stomped until musicians and dancers both were soaked with perspiration. During bresksin
the music, everyone drank heartily. The beer flowed in prodigious quantities but nobody went mean.

At one point the Marineswere joined by ared-faced young man who said he was anava rating
stationed at the embassy on speciad communications duty.

“SRA Third Hummfree,” heintroduced himsdf. Schultz rolled his eyes; Claypoole and Dean
exchanged pained glances. Navy enlisted ranks didn’t make any sense to the Marines.

“| was on the Denver, fdlows,” Hummfreetold them, “when you were training the field police on
Wanderjahr. I’ m the one who figured out where the rebels had their headquarters,” he added proudly.

“That'sright!” Claypoole exclamed. “Hey, that’ sright! So you' rethe guy! | remember the briefing at
the brigadier’ s heedquarters when it was explained how you did that.” He clapped the young man on the
back and poured him a beer from his pitcher. “He said you were too good for the navy, that the Marines
should try to get you away from them.”

“That was me,” Hummfree said alittletipsily. It was obvious he wanted to talk about it. “ Surface
Radar Andlyst Third ClassHummfree.” He tapped his arm where chevronswould beif hewerein
uniform.

“Watchasay yer doin’ here?’ Schultz interrupted.
“Uh, I’'min the communications cdl, at the embassy.”
“Y eah, but whatcha do? Y ou snoop around on the ‘ Finnistoo?’

“Naw,” he answered, “I work on Project Golem.” Ingtantly hishand half flew to his mouth and an
expression came across the anadyst’ sface asif he'd just spoken an abominably filthy word. To the others
in the noisy, smoke-filled room it sounded like “ Project Go Get ‘Em.”

“That’ s degp-space communications and shit like that,” he added quickly. “Wéll,” the sallor said,
“gottago now. See you around, huh?’

After the man had departed, Schultz turned to Bass and said, “ Tell me the anchor clankersaren’'t a
bunch of pussy farts,” and laughed.

In the early morning hours of the following day, Schultz, gamely asssted by alaughing MissHelga
Halvorson, staggered up the stairs and into the foyer of her small gpartment.

“Hold it!” Schultz commanded once they wereinsde. 1 fed—I fed, a—communication coming
through!” He swayed drunkenly as he brought hisright wrist upto eyelevel. “R and R Two,” he said,
gpeaking Lance Corpord Minh'scal sgninto hiscommunicator.

“Lance Corpord Minh here, gr,” atiny, deepy voice came through the speaker.

“Commandant of the Confederation Marine Corps here, Lance Corpora!” Schultz bellowed, trying to
keep hisvoice even and grave. “| have an important message for you and al the other rear-echelon
pogues and pussy fartsin thistown!” Doubled over with drunken laughter, tears streaming down hisface,
he put hiswrist between his buttocks and farted.



Two days later they were on their way to war.

CHAPTER 5

The staff and mgjor subordinate unit commanders of the 34th Fleet Initid Strike Team sprang to attention
as Brigadier Sturgeon entered the briefing room. The FIST commander strode to the lectern standing to
the sde of the large vidscreen a the back of the small briefing stage. Normaly he would put the officers
at ease while hewalked through their ranks, but thistime he left them standing at attention while he went
to thelectern, then stood at it looking at them for amoment before saying, “ At ease, gentlemen.” He gave
them another moment to resume their seats and exchange questioning glances. The more they wondered
what was going on, the sharper their attention would be when he told them. Not dl of the staff and
subordinate commanders of 34th FIST had ever been on an operation such as the one they were about
to embark on. Then he gave them another, longer moment, long enough for some among them to beginto
fidget.

“Gentlemen,” Sturgeon finally began, “we are going to war.” Some of the less experienced officers
looked at each other quizzicaly. He could amost hear them thinking, Going to war? Thirty-fourth FIST
was dways going on operations, what could be different here?*Not al of you have been towar,” he
continued after afew seconds. “ On operations and campaigns, certainly. Expeditions, too many to count.
There' snot aman jack in thisroom who doesn't have four or five campaign medals and afew campaign
stars on his Marine Expeditionary Meda. Those kinds of operations are the bread and butter of the
Confederation Marine Corps, it's how we earn our keep day in and day out. But we don't often go to
war. Those of you who have, you know the difference. The rest of you are about to find out.”

Sturgeon touched a button on the keyboard in the lectern’ s top. The vidscreen to his sde went from
gray to interstellar black studded with the patterns of unfamiliar constellations. The patterns shifted, grew,
widened toward the sSides of the screens. The view focused on one point of light and closed in on it until it
was visble asthe burning disk of astar seen close, and only it and eight planetscircling it werein the
view.

“Thisis Drummond’s system,” Sturgeon said as he paused the changing view. “Most likdly, few of you
have heard of it. But you' ve dl heard of thisplace.” The view on the screen began to change again, the
focus shifting to the fourth planet out from the sar. “Thisis Diamunde.” The slence in the room became
amogt pa pable when Sturgeon gave the planet’ s name. When the planet’ s orb amost filled the screen,
he stopped the screen again and looked at the officers. “Y ou al know the Confederation has fought three
major wars on Diamunde. Some of you fought in the most recent of them. Y ou know what thismeans. |
fought in two of them mysdlf, so | can say without hesitation or fear of contradiction that the most recent
was worse than the previous one. What I’ ve read in histories tells me the second was worse than the
first. Do you see the pattern here?

“Another war has broken out for control of the gems and minerds Diamundeissorichin. It sawar
the Confederation has to put down. The 34th FIST, along with the 13th, 1Sth, 21<t, 36th, and 225th
FISTs, reinforced with Marine heavy artillery—" Helet his gaze sweep over the officers again, few of
whom had ever been on operations or expeditions that included heavy artillery. “—have astheir initia
assgnment the securing of a planethead for follow-on forces from the Confederation Army.” He paused
to let that sink in. Six of the Confederation Marine Corps’ thirty-six FISTS operating in concert to secure
asingle planethead was amission of amagnitude amost unimaginable to most of the assembled officers.
Those few who had experience with an operation of that Size turned grim.

“Gentlemen, we are not going up againgt triba warriorsriding horses and firing projectilerifles. We are
not going up against guerrillas accustomed to fighting a comic-opera police force. We aretaking on a
million-man army equipped with modern wegpons, using tactics very similar to those used by the
Confederation forces, and commanded by generdswith experience in mgor wars. What' s going to



make this operation doubly difficult for usis, thismillion man army has—" He hesitated. “—tanks. Man
battle tanks.” He pushed another button on his keyboard and the image on the screen changed from the
rotating planet to a sixty-thousand-kilogram armored vehicle rumbling at high speed acrossthe
landscape, firing @120 millimeter gun asit went, and hitting targets four kilometers away.

Excited murmurs broke out. One officer exclaimed loudly, “ Tanks? 1 thought they didn’'t exist
anymore!”

“They do exist, and we' re being sent to kill enough of them to make room for the army to comein
behind us,” Sturgeon replied sharply. He glared at the officers and they quickly became quiet. “Asyou
well know, Marines haven't fought tanksin several centuries. We haven't even trained in antitank tactics
for generations. Most of our plasmawegpons are completely ineffective against heavy armor.
Fortunately, the Corpsisin the process of acquiring wegponsthat can defeat heavy armor—the same
wegpons that sent tanksinto retirement in the first place.” He shook his head ruefully. During hisforty
yearsin the Corps, he' d dways fought with the most modern of wegpons; now he' d haveto fight his
FI ST with weapons so archaic he' d never seen one outside a museum. Weapons neither he nor his
Marines knew how to use. Wegpons with which they would have to become proficient by the time they
mounted out in less than a month. Weaponsthey didn’'t have.

“Gentlemen, I’m now going to turn you over to the good auspices of Commander Campinig, who will
give you some details of what we are about to do.” The staff and subordinate commanders sprang to
attention as Sturgeon stepped off the stage and marched out of the briefing room.

Once he was out of sight, Commander Campinig, the FIST operations officer, began his briefing.

“ThisisMarston St. Cyr. He sthe vice president for Marketing and Research of Tubalcain
Enterprises—or at least he was until he appointed himself amgor generd in something called the
Diamundean Armed Forces and came up with enough main battle tanks to form several armored
divisons...”

“Y ou heard me,” Commander Van Winkle snarled. “Main battle tanks.” Thirty-fourth FIST’ sinfantry
battalion commander wanted to glare a his assembled staff officers and company commanders, but was
too shocked at the news himsdlf to pull it off. “Right now the only wegpons organic to the FIST that can
kill an MBT are the squadron’ s Raptors and the guns of our artillery battery. This battalion certainly
doesn't have anything e se that can do more than annoy one of those monsters—unless one sits around
long enough for our massed plasmawesgponsto burn through it. And | can’t imagine anyone, even a
tanker, dumb enough to do that. When we reach Diamunde, we will be reinforced by additional Marine
artillery. Each of the Sx FISTsin the operation—yes, | said sx FISTs—will be supported by agenera
support battalion of 175mm and 200mm towed howitzers. Unfortunately, we aren’t going to be able to
do any training with them before the assault.” Protestationsinterrupted him, but Van Winkle held up his
hand. “We Il till be ableto train with the FIST air and artillery. Asamatter of fact, that's exactly what |
want you to be doing between now and the time our antiarmor weapons arrive.”

He held up his hand again to stop the questions that were coming at him. “No, | don’t know when the
antiarmor weagponswill arrive. All | know isthey’rein trangt and they have experts with them to teach us
how to use the weapons.

“Here are your assgnments. Company commanders, effective as soon as you return to your barracks,
begin training your menin caling in ar and artillery. Wewon't be able to kill every tank we see, but |
don’t want even one to survive because somebody didn’'t know how to call in air or artillery to kill it.

“One” Van Winkle said, referring to the battalion’s S-1, or personnel officer, “fine-comb your
records. | want every man in this battalion to have the rank he' s supposed to have and al the decorations
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and commendations he rates before we mount out. Two”—the S-2, intelligence office—"dig up



everything you can find on armor and antiarmor tactics for dissemination. Y ou can get specificson the
Diamunde armor from the F-2,” the FIST intelligence officer. “ Threg”—the operations

officer—" coordinate with the squadron and the battery for field training. We Il begin in the classroom,
then head into thefidld. | want every man in the battalion to have both theory and hands-on for caling in
ar and artillery. Four,” logigtics, “not much for you to do until our tank killers arrive. Make sure
everything is packed or ready to pack for our mount out.”

Van Winkle paused to look at his officers. They dl looked serious. That was good. They aso all
looked like they were ready to begin, which was even better. “Let’ s do these things.” He abruptly
stepped out and |eft the briefing room by the sde door that led directly to his office. He heard his
company commanders and staff scrambling to do their jobs before his office door was completely closed
behind him.

“Sowhat if they’ve got armor?’ PFC Clarke objected. An assistant gunner in Company L’ sthird
platoon, Clarke thought he understood his weapon’s capabilities. “If our guns can dag rock, they can
melt armor.”

Asthe more than ninety enlisted men of the company moved about, chairs rattled, conversations
buzzed, and the noise level in the company classroom overpowered what Clarke’ s gun team leader,
Corpora Lonsdorf, had replied, so Lonsdorf reached out and smacked the back of Clarke' s head.

“| said, clean the wax out of your ears,” Lonsdorf snarled.
Clarke flinched, then glared at L onsdorf while rubbing the sting from the back of his head.

“| said,” Lonsdorf repested, leaning closer so Clarke could hear him without him having to shout,
“rocks stand il and let us dag them. Armor moves. We can't concentrate enough fire on amoving
target to melt armor.” He looked to the front of the classroom, where Gunny Thatcher, the company
gunnery sergeant, had just arrived with three other Marines, two NCOs, and awarrant officer whom he
didn’t recognize. “Dumb guy,” he muttered a Clarke.

Thetwo NCOs, a sergeant and a corpord, looked almost like recruiting postersin their garrison utility
uniforms. The warrant officer wasn't wearing spectacles, but his somewhat bewildered expression made
him look like he should be. Otherwise, helooked uncomfortable, like someone had dressed him up for a
costume party.

Claypoole and Dean glanced at each other. “ Spears,” Dean mouthed. Claypoole nodded. The warrant
officer did indeed resemble the Confederation ambassador to Wanderjahr, whom they’ d met during their
last deployment.

Gunnery Sergeant Thatcher looked over the assembled Marines for amoment before glancing toward
the back of the room where Captain Conorado, the company commander, stood with the company’s
other officers and first sergeant in the passageway just outside. At anod from Conorado, Thatcher caled
out, “Attention on deck!” and everybody immediately stood at attention.

“At ease,” Conorado said as he strode briskly from the back to the front of the classroom. Thefirst
sergeant, Top Myer, followed closely on hisheds, glowering to the Sdes. Myer’ sglowersdidn’t mean
anything in particular; it was hisnormal expression. The other officers arrayed themsealves at the rear of
the room, near where the platoon sergeants had already stationed themselves.

Captain Conorado didn’t glower when he reached the front of the classroom and turned to face his
men, but there was instant stillness when the Marines saw his expression. The company commander
looked more serious than he usudly did when he briefed his men on amount out.

“I know the scuttlebutt’ s gotten around,” Conorado started. “Y ou know we' re going up against main
battle tanks. Right now the biggest problem we have isthat none of you understands what amain battle



tank is, what it can do, or how to kill one. Sure, you've al seen MBTson historica vids—and I'll bet
none of you believe what you' ve seen in those vids. Y ou' reright in not believing alot of what you've
seen; there salot of exaggeration in vids. But there are things about MBTs that those vids just don't tell
you. That'swhat you' re going to begin to learn today. Behind me, with Gunny Thatcher, are three
Marineswho will spend the next two weeks teaching you everything they can about what MBTs can do,
what they can’'t do, and how to kill them. Y ou had best pay attention to them when they tell you
something. If you don't, you' re going to get yourself killed. And you'll probably kill alot of good Marines
a thesametime”

Conorado turned to look at Thatcher. “Gunny, take over.”

Thatcher snapped to attention. “Aye aye, sir.” Hewaited until Conorado turned back toward the men,
then bellowed, “ Attention on deck!” He remained at attention until Conorado left the classroom. Thefirst
sergeant left with the company commander. The other officers stayed behind; they had thingsto learn as
well.

“Asyouwere,” Gunny Thatcher said as soon as the captain and first sergeant were gone. He gave the
Marines amoment to resume their seats before continuing. “We ve got alot to learn and ashort timeto
learn it in. Sergeant Bojanowski”—he indicated one of the three Marines standing with him—-isa
forward air observer from the composite squadron. He' s going to teach us how to call in air support.
Corpora Henry”—he identified another of the strangers—"“is aspotter from the artillery battery. HE's
going to teach us how to cdl in the big guns. Some of you aready know how to cdl inair or artillery, but
nobody in this company has caled in ether in quite awhile—callsfor hopper medevac or guiding
hoppersin to drop off supplies don’t count. So even if you aready know how, think of thisas arefresher
course—or use your knowledge to help train the Marines who don’t know how to doit.

“We'll sart with artillery. Corpora Henry, thefloor isyours.” Thatcher and the other two Marines
stepped aside and took seatsin the front row. Everybody noticed that Thatcher hadn’t introduced the
warrant officer, and nearly dl of them wondered why not.

“This” Corpora Henry began, flicking on the trid he stood next to, “isthe mainstay of Marine artillery,
the towed 175mm M-147 howitzer.” Inthetrid sfield, an artillery piece rotated. A Marine stood next to
the big gun for scale. Its main whedls came up to his shoulders. The muzzle of the gun, elevated about
fifteen degrees, was nearly twice his height above the ground. Other than itssize, it would have been
immediately recognizable as an artillery piece to alate sixteenth century French cannoneer. “The M-147
iscaled a‘direct support’ weapon, but that’s because it directly supports one unit, not because it fires
directly at itstarget. It hasarange of fifty kilometers with atarget-error radius at maximum range of
fifteen meters. The primary ammunition used by the M-147 is explosive projectiles.” He paused for a
moment while agun crew appeared in thetrid. It took the crew twenty secondsto load, aim, and fire the
big gun. The image shifted to amasonry house, which erupted when the artillery round hit it. “The M-147
can be reconfigured for short-range, direct plasmafire by the smple expedient of replacing the breech
and relining the bore.” The howitzer was again visblein thetrid. A two-armed rigger approached it. One
arm removed the bulky back end of the piece, then the other installed something that, except for itsSize,
resembled the breech of ablaster. Another rigger approached the muzzle and did atube into the barre.
The change took two and a half minutes. The crew came back to the gun, lowered its elevation to
horizonta, manhandled a man-size power pack into the breech, and fired at a patch of forest two
kilometers away. The Marinesin the classroom imagined they could hear awhoosh asthe
one-hundred-meter-wide swath of woods went up, though the trid didn’t have sound.

“That'swhat an M-147 looks like and a couple basics of what it can do. Now that you' re impressed,
Il tell you how it'sused.” Corpora Henry spent the next two hours reciting more details about artillery
uses and procedures for the Marines of Company L than most of them wanted to know.

“Beback herein ten minutes” Gunny Thaicher said when the corpora finished hisintroduction to



artillery. The classroom emptied faster than agun crew could load, aim, and fire a projectile round.

Ten minutes | ater the gunny was standing front and center, looking at hiswatch. On the dot of ten
minutes he looked up and saw the last man scrambling back into his seat. “I said ten minutes,
Macllargie,” he snarled, “not ten minutes and two seconds.”

Third platoon’s PFC Macllargie gave the gunny hisbest “Who, me?’ look. Thatcher returned the
favor witha“You' reon my list” look. Macllargie wished he was in his chame eons so the company
gunny couldn’t seehim.

“Now,” Thatcher addressed the company, secretly pleased that everybody was back so promptly,
“Sergeant Bojanowski is going to introduce you to Marine Air.”

“Mogt of you have seen Marine Raptorsin action,” Bojanowski began as he flicked on thetrid. He
wondered why so many of them flinched at that. He didn’t know that most of third platoon had been on
the wrong end of atwo-Raptor strafing run ayesr earlier during a peacekegping misson on Elnedl. The
trid projection showed aflight of two Raptors flying arabesques around each other far above ground.

“The A-8E Raptor isthe Marine Corps’ vertical/short takeoff/landing aircraft,” Bojanowski continued.
“It has an effective combat radius of one thousand kilometers. That meansit can fly athousand
kilometers, deliver support to the Marines on the ground, fight off an enemy air attack, and have enough
power left to fly athousand kilometers back to base. The Raptor’ stop speed is classified, but it swel in
excess of Mach. Itsarmament conssts of four plasmaguns smilar to those in the gun squad of an infantry
platoon.”

Inthetrid projection, the two Raptors sailed low over the ground with their gunsflaming a
company-size formation of man-size targets. When the aircraft completed the strafing run dong the long
axis of theformation, hardly any of the targets were I eft uncharred.

“The Raptor also has plasma cannons.” Thistime the Raptors flew amost straight down from agreet
height. At two thousand metersthey sprayed bursts from their cannons. The aircraft shuddered visibly as
vernier jets cut in and bounced them back heavenward.

“In case you' rewondering,” Bojanowski said dryly, “the Raptors are subject to fifteen g’ sin that
maneuver. The pilotswear specia flight suits and are hooked into life-support systemsthat keep them
from being injured or blacking out.” The plasma bolts from the cannons|ooked huge, and the men
compared them to the bolts fired by the blasters they used. When the bolts hit the ground, they burst into
firebals more than twenty meters wide. When thefireballs disspated, ten-meter craters could be seenin
rocky ground. A wooden structure that had been struck by two bolts was turned to ash beforeit could
burg into visbleflame,

“I only wish we had atank on hand to show you what one of those babies can do to armor,”
Bojanowski said. “Now, dl the attack aircraft in the world won't do the infantryman adamn bit of good
unless he can tell the pilots where heis and what he wants killed. I’ m going to begin to teach you how to
do that now...”

Sergeant Bojanowski talked for two hours, complete with trid demongtrations. In the back of the
classroom, Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass, third platoon’ s sergeant, nodded to himsdlf. He' d wondered why
Gunny Thatcher had the artillery corpord talk first, and now he understood. Thetrid projections of the
Raptorsin action were more exciting to watch than the artillery presentation. It kept the men’ s attention
better when they were beginning to tire.

When theinitid air lecture was over, Gunny Thatcher took the floor again. “It’s seventeen hours” he
announced. “ Time for mess cal. Be back here at eighteen hours.” He gave the men afew secondsto
express surprise and disgppointment, then told them, “1f any of you were expecting liberty cal, you're
badly mistaken. We ve got six months worth of schooling to cram into two weeks, first herein the
classroom, then in the field. Y ou’ re going to be working, studying, and learning around the clock for the



duration. Y ou'll think you' re fortunate when you manage more than four hours deep in twenty-four.
Dismissed for chow. See you back here in one hour. Macllargie, that doesn’t mean one hour and two
seconds.”

One hour later Sergeant Bojanowski flicked the trid back on and said, “ Here' swhat armed hoppers
cando...”

CHAPTERG6

Joe Dean looked aghast at the landscape. “1 thought there was too much snow in New Odo,” he
moaned. He shivered in his mottled-white winter gear. Even growing up in New Rochester on Old Earth
with its severe winters, and visiting nearby Buffalo and Watertown, he d never seen so much snow so
early in the season.

Hammer Schultz hawked into asnowdrift twice hisheight. “Ain’t seen nothing yet,” he said. “Wait'll
full winter getshere”

Dean turned to Schultz, a horrified expression on hisface. Two meters of snow was understandablein
the dead of winter, but so early? The wind swept the snow cover smooth and melted its surface into such
abrittle crust aman could walk onit, but if he stepped too hard on athin spot of crust, he'd sink into soft
snow to his chest or deeper.

“Hammer’sright,” Corporal Leach said. “Last winter we had to save four men from the platoon from
drowning in the deep snow. One man from second squad, he rotated out before you got here, had aleg,
an arm, and severd ribs broken when a snowdide from the barracks roof hit him.”

“No.” Dean gave hisfire team |leader aterrified |ook.
Schultz hawked again. “Yep,” he said. “Wasn't even abad winter.”

Leach nodded. “Only one serious casudty and four near drownings. Not bad at dl; didn’'t haveto
bury anybody.”

“Don’t let them spook you, Dean,” Sergeant Hyakowa said as he walked up. “We hardly ever have
broken bones from falling snow, and the biggest danger of dying isfrom exposure.” He eyed Dean’s cold
weather gear to make sureit was sedled properly. “ Y ou do have to be careful about faling in over your
head, though. Smothering isareal possbility.” He dropped the infra screen on his hemet and dowly
pivoted to see where the rest of the squad was. They weren't wearing chameleons, but to the naked eye
the mottled white of their winter gear had the same effect. Because the winter field uniform kept body
heet in, heat Sgnatures were lessened aswell. But everybody was standing in the open, and he spotted
his squad members easily enough.

“Firgt squad, on me,” he cdled out.

In amoment the ten men of first squad, third platoon, Company L, 34th FIST, were gathered together
inatight clump, symbolicaly if not actualy sharing body warmth. Even though none of them faced
outward, al of the more experienced members of the squad spent more time looking past whoever they
faced than they did looking at each other. Constant awareness of one’ s surroundingsisavita skill for an
infantryman, so the experienced men watched for any sign of enemy, even though the only enemy they
faced on Thorsfinni’ s World was the weather—and some defensel ess targets set up for the artillery
gpotting practice they were about to conduct.

“Cheer up, Deano,” Leach said, poking hisjunior man on the shoulder. “We might be in snow as deep
aswearetdl, but at least we're out of the damn classroom, right?’

Dean smiled weskly. “Y eah. No more trying to look awake when we' re adeep.” He began to
brighten. They would begin practicing the things Corporal Henry had been lecturing about.



“Dean”—Hyakowadrew his name out—"you' re still too boot to know how to look awake when
you' re adeep. That' swhy I'm going to make sure you get tested on something you dept through.”

Dean’ s brightening mood crashed back into darkness and despair.

“LimaThree-five, LimaThreefive” Dean said nervoudy into hishdmet communit. “Thisis
One-one-three” Thesmple cdl sgnsidentified Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass, the third platoon sergeant,
asthe recipient, and Dean, third man in the first fire team of first squad, asthe caler. “| have targets.
Reqguest patch-through to Gun Control. Over.”

“One-one-threg, thisis Lima Three-five. Roger your request for patch-through. Wait one.” For this
first exercise, theradio call signs and procedure were kept smple and formal. Both men knew they
wouldn't be talking that way on the radio under fire.

In amoment anew voice came over the radio to Dean, relayed through the platoon’smain
communications net. “Lima Three-one-one-three, thisis Gun Control. Over.”

“Gun Control, thisis Lima, uh, Three-one-one-three.” Dean had to think about his call sgn—he'd
never used one so long and involved. Then heforgot what he was supposed to say next.

“What isyour position, One-one-three? Over.” The artillery radioman obvioudy understood Dean's
confuson.

Dean looked at the unfamiliar geo-position-locator. It was unfamiliar to him because the GPL was
normally asquad leader’ s equipment. The GPL wastied into a planet-girdling satellite system that gave
his position within five meters. “I am &....” Heread off the dphanumeric string that gave hismap
coordinates. Then he remembered what he was supposed to say next. “ Target, earthwork structure.” He
looked at the sod-covered earthworks that was histarget through the range-finder shield on his helmet.

“ Azimuth, three-two-four. Range, one-one-zero-zero. Over.”

“One-one-three” Gun Control immediately read back the information. “Confirm. Over.”

“Confirmed, Gun Control,” Dean said after he checked the numbers. He was concentrating on the
mechanicsof caling in artillery, and hisradio procedure was dipping.

“Lima Three-one-one-three, one spotter round on itsway. Advise. Over.” Over the radio, Dean
heard the blast of ahowitzer firing.

Dean peered intently at the target and began counting the seconds. He knew how far away the artillery
was and how long it should take for around to travel that distance. Still, he flinched in surprise when he
heard the sharp crack of the supersonic round asit passed overhead, and dmost smultaneoudy saw the
flash of light and eruption of snow thrown up by the explosion. He quickly analyzed what he saw and
compared it to vids he’ d seen of artillery rounds hitting different surfaces. The way the snow flew upina
broad cone told him the round had been fused for explosion on contact and had gone dl the way to the
frozen dirt surface before it went off.

“Gun Control, adjust,” he said excitedly. “ Right one hundred. On my azimuth, up seventy-five” His
helmet’ s range finder told him the round hit a hundred metersto the Ieft of hisaming point and
seventy-five meters short. “Fire one spotter.”

“Right one hundred, up seventy-five,” the Gun Control radioman repeated. “ One spotter on itsway.”

Thistime the sonic crack and s multaneous explosion didn’t make Dean flinch, though hewas
surprised that they occurred exactly when he expected. This round struck well within thekill radius of his
aming point.

“Gun Contral, you're on target. Firefor effect. Over.”



“LimaThree-one-one-three. Thisis Gun Control. We are on target. Firefor effect. Advise when
target is destroyed. Over.”

“Gun Control, Lima Three-one-one-three will advise when target is destroyed.”

One round came downrange and hit within meters of the last. For this exercise, one round was all that
would be fired to smulate a barrage. Dean stood, grinning proudly. Thefirst time he' d ever cdledin
atillery he' d hit histarget with the second round.

“Not too bad,” Corporal Miller said afew metersto Dean’ sleft rear. “Of coursg, if that was amoving
target, you would have missed it completely.” Miller was more pleased than helet on, though. He knew
that the artillerymen deliberately missed with their first round; Dean’ sinstructions had been precise
enough that the first shot would have been metal on target if they’ d been firing for redl.

On adifferent range a hundred kilometersto the south, Claypoole studied the drone that was his
target. It wasbig and it was gray and it was scooting aong the surface of the snow at a speed hisrange
finder trandated as more than one hundred kilometers per hour. He remembered what he’ d been taught
in the classroom, and knew that if the drone wastraveling in astraight line, he could call anything down
onit. But the drone was zigging and zagging, and once in awhilethrew itsdf violently into reverse. But it
didn’t have any passengers, and its driver was safely operating it from a steady seet at aconsoleingdea
shelter ahundred metersto Claypool€ srear.

“Gotoit, Lance Corpora,” Sergeant Bojanowski caled from his observer position. “Y ou’'ve got to
kill thet baby beforeit killsyou.”

“Right,” Claypoole muttered. He didn’t know how he was going to manage. Well, here goes, he
thought. “Fireball One,” hesaid into hisradio. “Thisis Spotter Ten.” They were usng adifferent
communications protocol for air. “I have atarget. Over.”

“Spotter Ten, Firebal One. Go.” No airman, not even a hopper pilot, was going to use formd radio
procedure—it wasn't dashing enough.

“My position...” Claypoole didn’t have the same nervousness about giving ingtructions that had
bothered Dean, hisworry was different. Herattled off his coordinates. “ Target, MBT. Azimuth,
one-seven-three. Range, six-five-seven-zero. Vector, zero-eight-six. Speed, one-zero-two.
Maneuvering. Over.” He didn’t know where the hopper was. He couldn’t hear it, and suspected that
even if he stood up and looked around, he wouldn't seeit. He had to give hisand the drone’ srelative
positions so the pilot would know where to ook for the target.

The hopper pilot repeated the numbers, then said, “ Orienting. Splash color.”

Claypoole planted the laser pointer on his shoulder and sghted on the drone. Bingo, he nailed it on the
first try! He tracked the movement of the drone and kept the beam of light onit.

“Ten, One. | havered light. You.” Thepilot didn’t actually see the color, he wasfiring from behind a
hill and read the data transmitted to hisinstruments from satellites.

“Hopper One, that’sit. Fire.”
There was a second’ s hesitation, then the pilot said, “Ten, what are you doing? | lost the light.”

Claypoole swore a himsdf. The drone had made a sudden turn, almost ninety degrees, and lost the
color Claypool€ slaser beam was painting it with. Quickly, hefound histarget again and hit it with the
red laser light.

“I havered,” the hopper pilot said.
“Y ou havethetarget.”



“One Hédlspawn out.”

Claypooleingtinctively gripped the laser pointer tighter—and lost histarget when the drone took
another sharp turn.

“Findit, findit, find it!” the pilot shrieked. He could dow the missde dightly, but if it lost the target for
more than asecond or two, it probably wouldn’t have time to lock back on again.

Franticaly, Claypoole found the drone and resighted.
“Got it!” the pilot shouted. “ Keep it painted.”

The drone sped in agtraight line to the west, and Claypoole managed to track it, keeping the beam of
light on the target. Suddenly, the drone stopped and went into reverse, causing Claypoole samto dide
off. Appalled, through the sight he saw the Hellspawn pass through the space the drone would have been
inif it hadn’t stopped.

“You'redead,” Sergeant Bojanowski called out. “Next victim.” He turned to Ensign Vanden Hoyt and
said quietly, “You know, if that drone had ared driver instead of a controller who could see what your
lance corpord was doing, that would have been aclean kill.”

After two weeks of classroom and field training, with very little more deep than Gunny Thatcher had
said they’ d have, the exhausted Marines of Company L reassembled in the company classroom for a
briefing from their trainers.

“None of you are adanger to take over my job,” Sergeant Bojanowski said. “But every one of you
has the experience of painting amoving target so well that ahopper can hit it with aHelspawn. Every
one of you can talk to aflight of Raptors and rain fire on atarget. You ve al got the experience, and that
experience will likely save some of your liveswhere you' re going.” He paused for amoment and let his
gaze wash over thetired men he was addressing. “ Something nobody told you before now is my last duty
assgnment was on Arsenault—as an ingtructor at air controller school. Y ou’ ve learned more and
performed better during the last two weeks than any of the classes| taught there. You did it on lessdeep
than those students had, and you had to divide your attention between what | was teaching you and what
Corpora Henry wasteaching you.”

Bojanowski stood erect. “Marines, well done! | hope you get aliberty call before you mount out.
Y ou've earned one hell of adrunken night in town.” He stepped aside and Thatcher nodded to the
atilleryman.

Corpora Henry took front and center. He seemed lost in thought for amoment, then said, “ The only
thing Sergeant Bojanowski said that | can't isthat he' s served as an ingtructor at artillery schoal. You did
an outstanding job. If | was on agun crew, | wouldn’t be worried about following aming ingtructions
from anyone in Company L. And when | get back to the battery, I’m going to pass the word that you
know your shit.”

Gunny Thatcher stepped forward. He looked at the two trainers for along moment before addressing
them. “ Gentlemen, if anybody had told me two weeks ago that every man jack in this company would be
asproficient today at cdlingin air and artillery asthey are, | wouldn’t have believed them. | am
persondly going to seeto it that your commanders know what an outstanding job you did.” He cracked
abrief amile. “The Marines of Company L appreciate ajob well done.”

“Three cheard” someone called from the back of the classroom.

The Marinesjumped to their feet and shouted in unison, “ Aarugh! Aarugh! Aarugh!” They burdt into
laughter whilethelagt “aarugh” was gill echoing off thewalls, and hurtled catcals at their ingtructors.

“Thank you,” Thatcher said asthe cries of hisMarines died down. “1 know you have to get back to



your unitsfor your own preparations for this mount-out.” He watched as the two walked down the
center aide of the classroom, shaking out-stretched hands and exchanging compliments with the Marines
of Company L. As soon asthey were gone, he called for the company’ s attention.

“Y ou look pleased with yourselves, and you should be. Y ou did extremely well in your training. Y ou
also look like you need about twenty-four hours deep. But you aren’t going to get it, not now. Now you
haveto find out just what we' re going to befacing.” He noted with satisfaction how serious everyone
became. “Y ou' re probably all wondering who the gunner is” he said, and indicated the warrant officer,
who had done nothing more than observe during the previous two weeks, and who still hadn’t been
introduced. “Thisis Gunner Modller. He' s a historian from Headquarters Marine Corps. Hisjob isto
teach usal about armor, antiarmor tactics, and about the other weaponswe Il useto kill tanks.”

There were afew sounds of disbdlief. “What' s a historian got to do with it?’ someone asked.

Thatcher cocked an eyebrow. “Nobody uses armor anymore. It' stoo vulnerable to man-portable
antiarmor weapons, and too expensive to replace. The Fleet no longer has any experience or expertisein
armor or the tacticsto defeat it. We need a historian because they’ re the only people who know enough
about the subject to teach us what we need to know to face armor and live to tell about it.” He turned to
the dender, dightly stooped warrant officer and nodded. “ Gunner.”

Warrant Officer Moeller looked distracted as he walked toward the trid controls. Almost absently, he
reached out ahand to turnit on. “Thisisan M1D7 Super Abramsfrom circa2050.” The
three-dimensiond image of amonstrous vehicle gppeared and began revolving. “1t stood four meters
high, was twelve meterslong, and sx meterswide. The M1D7 Super Abrams weighed more than sixty
tons, and had armor strong enough to enable it to ignore any weapon short of atactical nuke. It carried a
crew of four, and sixty roundsfor its 120mm main gun. The Super Abrams had atop speed of one
hundred kph. It burned diesdl fud at the rate of eight liters per kilometer. Itsweight was so greet it could
only maneuver on paved roads or stony ground with solid understrata, and could safely cross only asmall
portion of the bridges on the face of the Earth. It wastoo heavy for nearly any airlift available at thetime.
Thelogidticd trainit required was such that an armored battalion could only field sixty tanks.” Gunner
Modler spoke in adrone and didn’t seem to notice the drooping eyelids and nodding headsin his
audience. “Stll, despiteits limitations, the Super Abrams was so awesomely powerful that it wasthe
strongest and most desired land-war fighting weapon on Earth.” The tank’ simage was replaced by that
of afoot soldier aming an ornate tubelike object that rested on his shoulder. “Until the infantry came up
with this...” Modller reached to the trid' s controls and twisted the volume did to full just asthe soldier in
the image fired his wegpon. The loud blast shocked most of the men back to attention. The louder blast
when the image switched to an M 1D7 being hit and killed by the rocket made dl of them jump.

Modler chuckled. “Got you!” He continued in alivelier voice, “Now that I” ve got your attention, that
was an M-72 Straight Arrow. It was man-portable, relatively cheap, and could kill an M1D7 Super
Abrams, the tank that could withstand anything short of atactical nuke. The Straight Arrow wasthe
reason the M 1D7 Super Abramswas the last main battle tank anybody developed and fielded. Lance
corporads and below, who can tell me why?’

Theright arms of dmost dl the junior men in the company shot up. All of them shouted out answers.
Some of the answerswereright.

CHAPTER 7

The gist of Warrant Officer Modller’ slecture on the history of tank warfare was that the first armored
vehiclesthat could be caled “main battle tanks” werefielded in the early part of the twentieth century
during what was then called the*“ Great War.” Thefirst ones were basically mobile pillboxes. They
mounted a couple of machine guns and had thick enough armor to stop bullets, hand grenades, and
amaller artillery fragments. In short order some of them began carrying smdl-caliber cannons. To the



infantrymen who couldn’t stop them with their rifles and machine guns, they wererolling hell. Sothe
infantry developed tank traps that reduced their mobility, and explosive charges that could knock them
out of afight even if they couldn’t kill them. The reaction of the tankerswasto develop bigger, tougher,
faster, more maneuverable tanks. By the time the Great War ended, the tanks being fielded by al the
participants were true monsters compared to those in the earliest stages of the war.

But tank development didn’t stop there. Over the next twenty years the mgjor powers of Earth
continued to develop bigger, stronger, tougher, faster, more maneuverable tanks, so by the timethe
Second World War began, the most militarily underdevel oped of the mgor powers had tanks that could
eadly defest the strongest tanks from the previous war. Infantrymen redlly hated that. When you're
armed with arifle and maybe arifle grenade, there’ s smply no way you can expect to survive againgt a
twenty-five-ton chunk of armor carrying a 75mm cannon and a couple of machine guns. So the infantry
came up with agizmo called a bazooka—or other names, depending on which of the grest powersdid
the naming. One rocket from abazooka could kill any tank in the world. Tankers hated that. So they
made bigger, stronger, etcetera tanks to defend against the bazooka.

Tank development continued after World War 11. It got to the point where nearly every nationa leader
wanted an army of tanksto cdl his own, whether his country had any rea use for them or not. At most,
there were only a half-dozen nation-states with the devel opment and manufacturing capability to come up
with newer and better tanks, and each vied with the othersin the international arms market to convince
those countriesthat didn’t have that capability that theirs were the very biggest, strongest, toughest,
fastest, and most maneuverable tanks available, and that the lesser countries—of course, they didn't call
them that, “developing countries’ became the polite catch phrase—should buy tanks from them. And buy
they did.

Inthelatter part of the century the leader of an insgnificant desert nation, highly impressed with his
tanks, decided to conquer his neighbors. What' s the point of having dl those tanksif you' re not going to
use them, right? So this desert war chieftain invaded the smallest and weakest of his neighbors, convinced
that the rest of the world would see the size of histank army and quail at the very thought of intervention.

Hewas very wrong. The small, weak neighbor he invaded was amgjor source of the world' s supply
of petroleum. The world at that time ran on petrochemicas, and nobody wanted this particular war lord
to control asignificant portion of the supply. So most of the developed world went to war againgt him.
Thewar lord’ s opponents didn’t bring as many tanksto the fray as he had, but asit turned out, that was
quite dl right. He d believed the sdles hype of the wrong mgor power, and histanks smply couldn’t
stand againgt the tanks made by the other mgjor powers. The war was over four days after the dlied
forces crossed the border.

At that point Gunner Modler inserted aside note, partly bragging, partly acomment on how infantry
kept getting ahead of tanks. Theimmediate lineal ancestor of the Confederation Marine Corps wasthe
United States Marine Corps. Those Marines, like Confederation Marines, were primarily infantry, with
strong organic air support, moderate artillery, and very little armor to call their own. The U.S. Marines
sent two divisons and one air wing into thewar. Inthree days' fighting, the Marines, mostly infantry,
defeated ten infantry and five armored divisions and cleared enemy forces out of athird of the small
country.

Modler then returned to the mgjor history lecture.

Infantry antitank weaponry and tactics also continued to develop. By the end of the century, aU.S.
Marine infantry battalion had the wegpons and tactics to defeat an armor battaion from dmost any army
inthe world. The best tank in the world then wasthe M1A Abrams. It wasthe only tank that a
well-equipped infantryman couldn’t go mano amano with and have a reasonabl e expectation of victory.
But theinfantry kept working on the problem, and in response the tankers with the M1A Abrams had to
come up with a better tank in order to survive afight against foot soldiers.



The result, acouple of generations later, wasthe M1D7 Super Abrams. That tank cost more than two
fighter-attack aircraft; it took more than two hundred men to service, supply, maintain, and operate a
four-tank platoon. It cost moreto keep one M1D7 in the field than it did an entire company of infantry,
and it was so heavy it could operate on less than twenty percent of theworld’ sland surface. But it was
proof against any weapon short of atactica nuke, so it waswidely loved and coveted.

Theinfantry, which had spent dmost a century and ahalf developing ways of defeating armor, wasn't
going to stand for that. They came up with the M-72 Straight Arrow.

The Straight Arrow had arel oadable launcher that fired rockets weighing ten kilograms each. Those
rockets could punch their way through the side or rear armor of an M1D7 Super Abrams and explode
ingde, killing the crew and setting off any ammunition it was carrying. Tankersweretotaly baffled. The
only way they could defend againgt the Straight Arrow wasto build their tanks with even more armor
plating on the sides and rear. But that made them bigger, heavier, dower, and more costly to build and
maintain. Moreover, it reduced their usability to amere ten percent of the Earth’ sland surface. Some
earlier developmentsin armor design didn’t necessarily increase the weight of tanks, but had changed
configurations to prevent antitank weapons from penetrating. The tankerstried that route, but it didn’t
work. The only thing they were able to come up with that kept a Straight Arrow from punching through
the armor and exploding insde the tank was to honeycomb the armor so much that the warhead met
insufficient resstance to set it off. Which made the tanks vulnerable to other wegpons. Besides, if a
Straight Arrow hit that honeycombed armor, it would go in one side and out the other, probably hitting
and killing acrewman onitsway, and generdly spewing enough molten meta from its passageinsdethe
tank that it injured or killed the crew, fried agoodly part of its €ectronics, and maybe set off its
ammunition supply. Whatever, the tank was killed or disabled even if thewarhead didn’t explodeinside
it.

The tankers had to throw in the hat; the battlefield belonged to the infantry again.

At this point Modller paused and looked at the rapt Marines for along moment before continuing.
“Theredl problem with using the Straight Arrow for anything other than an M1D7 Super Abramsisthat,
to be triggered, the arming mechanism in the warhead requires a high level of resistance. When our
engineerstried to engineer it down to more easily explode, it wouldn’t work correctly. Munitions experts
found that they weren’t even effective againgt buildings; they smply go in one side and out the other and
wreak havoc on anything they encounter aong the way—but they don’t explode. So, the M-72 Straight
Arrow, the relatively inexpensive wesgpon that sounded the death knell of armor, cannot, at present, be
used againgt anything other than the one weapon it was designed to defedt.

“The Straight Arrow isback in production, but | think you' re only going to get arelative few of them
for thismisson,” Modler explained. “ The intelligence reports we' ve received indicate that there are very
few tanks on Diamunde with heavy enough armor to justify their use....” He paused because hedidn’t
like what he was about to say. “Instead, you' re mostly going to be using other antitank weapons,
weaponsthat aren’'t as powerful asthe Straight Arrows. When | left Headquarters Marine Corps on
Earth to come here, the civilian contractors maufacturing the M-72s were getting ordersto build other
antiarmor wegpons aswell. A smal supply should arrive in afew days and you'll begin training with
them.”

He checked the time. “ Starting in an hour or o, right after evening chow, I’ll begin teaching you about
the other types of armor you might run into on Diamunde. Then, beginning tomorrow morning, you'll start
training in the virtua reality smulator that ateam from HQM C has been developing over the past couple
of weeks” He shook hishead. “That’' swhen you'll find out that no matter how vulnerable to infantry
weaponstanks are, they are still tough and dangerous opponents.”

Actudly, when Gunner Modller Ieft Earth for Thorsfinni’ s World, nobody had any idea of what kind of
tanks the Marines would face on Diamunde, or what kinds of weaponsthey’ d be given to kill them with.



“Wake up, wake up, wake up,” Corpora Keto shouted into his helmet radio.

Lance Corpord “Rat” Linsman smacked the back of Claypoole’ shelmet. “Y ou need your beauty rest,
Seeping Beauty?” He didn’t bother with the radio, he shouted directly into Claypoole€ s ear.

Claypoole jumped, then peered around. “What?’ He sounded groggy. After only four hours' deep,
the company had been given athree-hour orientation on the kinds of wegponsthey would be using in the
VR smulator, then second squad had to wait outsde two hours before its turn in the smulator. After two
weeks of too little deep, that wait was taking itstoll on the Marines.

“You've got atarget, sweetheart,” Linsman snarled.

“Azimuth, zero-two-seven,” Keto said camly, now that he knew his shooter was awake. “ Range,
two-seven-five-zero. Target, low-rider, sitting. Mark?’

Claypoole shifted the launcher tube on his shoulder and squinted through its eyepiece at the
battle-blasted landscape. Red-fringed clouds, reflecting the burning of vehicles and buildings on the
ground, drifted low overhead. He noted the compass reading on the | eft side of the image and scuttled
around to point himsdlf in the right direction. Then he checked the range indicator on the right side of the
image and looked straight ahead. Something was out there beyond the splintered treesin hisfield of
vison, but he couldn’t quite make it out. He groped for the image magnification tab on the left Sde of the
launcher’ sreceiver, just forward of hisface. Magnification jumped from one-to-one to six-to-one and he
saw thetarget. The low-rider tank was hardly higher than a standing man. It waslong, low, and wide,
and had sdesthat doped shallowly. In outline, it Somewhat resembled an upturned serving platter. Its
low profile was supposed to make it amore difficult target for direct-fire wegpons. The shalow dopes of
its sides were supposed to make rockets ricochet off rather than penetrate. Neither of those design
factors should protect it from the M-83 Falcon, afire-and-forget rocket. The shooter locked on a spot
on the target, then fired. The rocket would maintain a course to that spot no matter how violently the
target maneuvered. Five hundred meters from the target it would jump up 250 meters and dive down at
an acute angleto hit the armor flush.

“Mark,” Claypoole said. The tank’ s angle to Claypoole was dightly closer to full front than broadside.
He picked apoint on the front of the tank and depressed the lock-on-target button. “Fire when ready,”
Keto said.

Claypool€e sright eyeflicked to the Sdes of hisaming image to verify the azimuth and range, looked
back at his marking spot on the tank, and then he pulled the trigger. Next to his ear the launcher boomed,
then it bucked on his shoulder. He watched the rocket asit sped downrange. After two secondsits
motor cut off and al he could see of it was adark blur centered in his magnified sght. He estimated the
rocket was hafway to itstarget when the low-rider turned and began speeding toward them. The rocket
immediately began flashing with quick jet pulses asit adjusted its course to maintain itslock on the target.
Abruptly, there was a brilliant flash and the rocket shot upward briefly before another brilliant flash sent it
plunging downward.

Claypoole wouldn’'t have believed he could hear the spang of aricochet a a distance of more than
two kilometers. The rocket bounced harmlessy away to the front of the low-rider. He closed hiseyes
and groaned.

Keto sghed loudly into hisradio.
Claypoole flinched in anticipation of adap on the back of hishelmet from Linsman.

Thedap didn’'t come. Instead Linsman said, “1 dways thought you didn’t like me, rock head. | just
never thought you didn’t like me that much.”

“What do you mean?’



“Youjud killed me”
“Huh?’

Before Linsman could reply, there was adazzling flash of light, aboom! crashed over them, and the
floor of the VR chamber shook violently.

“Third fire team, second squad, you' re dead,” Gunner Modller’ samplified voice said. “Move off the
firing line and return to the briefing room.”

Sheepishly, Claypoole stood up. He left the launch simulator in place for the next fire team. He blinked
as the landscape he stood in vanished and his eyes adjusted to the bare walls of aroom lessthan ten
meterson aside.

Linsman glared a him. Keto had nothing to say—but Claypoole knew he' d have alot to say later on,
when the two of them were done. The two lance corporas followed their fire team leader out of the
smulation chamber, through the door next to the observation window, behind which Gunner Modller had
watched along with Captain Conorado, Gunny Thatcher, Ensign Vanden Hoyt, and Staff Sergeant Bass.
Claypoolefelt terrible; he'd messed up badly but didn’t know what he’ d done wrong.

A moment later they were in the briefing room, and the five senior Marines from the observation room
joined them.

“Do you know what you did wrong?’ Gunner Modller asked as Bass closed the door behind him.
“No sr.” Claypoole swallowed.

“Either of you know?” Modller asked the other two. They shook their heads. “Y ou picked the wrong
part of the target to shoot at. It looked like the right part, but it was the wrong part. Y ou see, when | told
you how the Falcons defeat |ow-riders and how the low-rider configuration was no defense against the
Facon, | didn't tell you the defensive tactic low-riders use to defeat the Falcon.” He looked at Keto and
Linsman. “Don’t blame him, you probably would have made the same mistake.”

Linsman glanced at Keto, but the corpora nodded at the gunner; he was beginning to get it.

Modler turned his attention back to Claypoole. “1 firmly believe that mistakes are an important part of
learning. And I’ d rather have you make them in aVR smulator, where the worst that will happenisyou'll
fed dumb, than in combat, where you'll probably get yoursdlf and your teammates killed.

“I very ddliberately had the low-rider Situated so you had aclearer shot at its front armor than itsside,
and you took the bait. The only defense alow-rider has against aFalcon isto chargein thedirectionit’'s
coming from. If the Falcon doesn’t make its course adjustments quickly enough, asit didn't thistime, it
will be coming down &t the low-rider from behind when it hits. If itsaiming point ison front of the glacis,
it'll ricochet off. If you’d aimed at the Side, the chances are better than even that it would have hit at an
acute enough angle to do its job. Maybe even before the low-rider got into rangeto fireitsown gun.” He
looked a Linsman. “Asyou saw, it didn’t take the low-rider long to close the gap to where it could hit
you onitsfirst shot.” Helooked at Keto. “When you fire at range like that, you have to move
immediately. Most tanks have targeting computers that can locate where athreet is coming from before
the threet reaches the tank, identify what kind of threet, and immediately begin caculating whet its best
defenseisand whereit hasto get to in order to effectively respond to the threst.

“Incidentally, some of the other teams that shot before you didn’t even manage to get the ricochet.
Y ou' re the sixth team from this platoon to shoot so far. Only one of the othersgot akill. You didn’'t do
bedly.”

So it went for three more days. Every time afire team entered the VR chamber, they used a different
kind of tank-killer wegpon. Each time they faced a different type of tank design. They were never told in



advance what kind of tank they’ d face, or the defensive tacticsit used against the weapon they were
using. Therewasalot of trid and error. Mostly error. The one lesson they all learned in ahurry wasto
relocate as soon as they fired.

“We know what kind of tanks St. Cyr used when he attacked the Confederation embassy and took
New Kimberly, but we don’t know everything he has,” Gunner Modller said, explaining why they were
training against so many different armor configurations. “When | left Earth, we' d gotten some reports of
other tank types being used e sawhere on Diamunde. And I" ve got you training on every type of
antiarmor wegpon we' ve got in storage because nobody had decided what kind—or kinds—would be
ready for this operation. Y ou need to be ready to use any wegpon availableto kill any kind of tank you
might runinto.”

After four daysin the VR chamber with everyone continuing to make mistakes, Captain Conorado
stood the company down for twenty-four hours to get some deep.

“When do we get thered ones?’ Schultz grumbled. After ten solid hours of deep helooked likea
bear coming out of hibernation. He acted like one too.

“Aslong aswe get the real ones before we go up against red tanks, | don’t care,” Dean said. HE'd
been awake for haf an hour but till hadn’t stirred from hisrack. The feding of getting enough deep was
50 luxuriousthat he didn’t want to move if hedidn’t haveto.

Corpora Leach, their fire team leader, was dready up and dressing. He paused in pulling on his boots
to listen. He knew the importance of using the real weapons, and wanted to hear how Schultz would
explainit to Dean.

Schultz sat on hisrack with hisforearms resting on histhighs and his head lolling. Herolled hiseyes
toward Dean and cast him a*“you' retoo dumb to live” look. His voice rumbled out from somewhere
deep insde hismass. “Y ou just spent four daysin aVR chamber firing mock weagpons at
computer-generated images. Y ou think that felt red ?’

“Y eah, that felt real.” Dean raised himself up on an ebow and faced Schultz. * It was the best
computer smulation I’ ve ever seen.”

“Did you fed thewind on your face?’
“Therewas air movement in there, | fdt it.”

Schultz made aface. “ That wasfans. Fansdon't fed like wind. Did you fed the blast when you fired
the rocket”

“I suredid fed it buck on my shoulder.”

Schultz gave his head an urane shake. “Y ou felt it buck. What about the blast?’

Dean looked at him blankly.

“Rockets have abackblast. It'shot and violent. If you'reinitsway, it'll kill you. Did you fed that?’

Dean’'s eyes went unfocused and his brow beetled. He shook his head, uncertain about what to say,
other than to admit he didn’t remember that rockets had backblasts, which he wasn't about to admit.

Schultz wasn't ataker; he’ d dready said more than he usudly did. Hefdt it was time to wrap up the
conversation. “Until you fire the real weapon at aredl target, you don't really know what it'slike. No
matter how good aVR s, it'sonly asmulation, and there salways a part of your mind that knowsit isn’t
red.” He stood, scratching himself through the underwear he' d dept in, and headed for the shower.
“Morning chow, fifteen minutes?’

“Hurry it up, Hammer,” Leach said, grinning. “I’ m aready hungry enough to eat abear.” He resumed



dressing.

Schultz grunted. He shed his underwear as he went into the head. A moment later they heard the
sound of splashing water.

“Y ou gonna shower and join us or are you waiting for aprince?’ Leach asked Dean.

Dean’ s eyes popped. He wasn't waiting for any damn prince, he liked women too much. He stripped
and hit the shower much faster than Schultz had.

Corpora Dornhofer scanned the landscape through the magnifying shield of hishelmet. The surface
wasirregular, probably crossed by more drainage ditches like the one behind him and his men. That ditch
wasn't wide enough to hide an MBT he thought, so maybe there weren't any larger ditches out there. He
couldn’t make out anything moving in the murky vista, which was shadowed by clouds, obscured by
drifting baitle smoke, and tinted red by burning vehicles, buildings, and flora. He did hisinfrascreen into
place and looked for moving hot spots. There were plenty of hot spots, but none of them were moving.
They couldn’'t dl befires, and he knew at least one of them had to be atank. Unlessthe tank wasin
defilade. If it was, they’ d just have to wait until it exposed itself. He didn't think they’ d have to wait
long—this was second fire team, first squad’ stenth timein the VR chamber. On the other occasions,
they’ d never had to wait much more than five minutes before atank showed itsdlf. But they’ d been
waiting and watching for more than ten minutes. Maybe he was missing something.

Hefocused on one of the hot spots visible through hisinfras and flapped that screen up. He saw afire
invishblelight. He dropped the infras back into place and focused on a different hot spot, then flipped the
infras up again. Another fire. He methodically repeated the process, identifying ahot spot, then verifying it
invighblelight. After three minutes of searching, he found ahot spot that wasn't therein vigble light. Was
itaglitchinthe VR programming that the tank didn’t show in the visible? The Confederation Marine
Corpsdidn’t have chameleon paint that could turn its vehicles as effectively transparent asthe chameleon
uniforms made the infantrymen. If the Marines didn’'t haveit, most likely nobody did. Hewished his
magnifying screen was stronger than four power. He checked the azimuth scale that ran across the top of
hisinfrascreen.

“Wolfman, give me the launcher, | want to look at something.”

PFC “Wolfman” Macllargielooked a him curioudy, but didn’t say anything as he passed over the
antitank rocket launcher. They were taking turns with the rocket launchers and it was histurn, so hewas
pretty sure Dornhofer would give it back unfired.

Dornhofer raised his screens and settled the launcher onto his shoulder. He peered through its Sghts,
found his azimuth, and ratcheted the magnification to eight-to-one. He spent along moment studying what
he saw.

It looked like apile of rubble, but it had shown red through hisinfras. Could it be the remnant of an
earlier fire, the flames gone but the rubble still warm enough to show as ahot spot? No, if it was till that
hot, there should at |east be some sort of visible glow emanating from it. He double-checked the range.
Four thousand meters. Even if he couldn’t see aglow through his helmet magnifier, it should bevisble at
eight power. There was an operating power sourcein that rubble, that was the only explanation.

Dornhofer pulled away from the sights and glanced to his sides. Both of his men, Macllargie and
Lance Corpord Van Impe, were scanning the landscape through their magnifiers. He went back to his
launcher’ sview and swore. In area war, he' d have let the rocket test the rubble, but hisfire team would
have only one opportunity to firein the VR chamber.

Hewasn't pogitive, but he thought the rubble had moved while he was checking hismen. It wasin the
same place, but some of its elements seemed to have shifted. What' s that? he wondered, and |ooked at



the lower part of the pile. It seemed somehow too regular, like a series of nearly identical blocks. One of
the uniform blocks fluttered. Like askirt panel on anidling air-cushioned vehicle.

What kind of tank could move on an air cushion? Tanks were too heavy. Even the Marine Corps
amphibious Dragons, which were classed as light armored vehicles, operated near the outer envelope of
weight that could be supported by an air cushion. Wait aminute. Y esterday, Dornhofer recalled, during
Van Impe sturn with alauncher, they didn’'t have an MBT astheir target. That one was a scout car that
went so fast it needed spoilersto keep it from lifting off the ground. Maybe thiswas asmulation of a
different kind of scout car. It was aweird-looking scout car, though. He squinted, hoping to bring the pile
of rubbleinto closer focus. There, on what could be the front end, ashort tube stuck out. That might bea
gun. He examined the pile bit by bit and saw more detailsthat could be something. This sheet of
something could be ahatch. That hole could be avision port. The other nub could be amachine-gun
muzzle. The more Dornhofer examined it, the more he became convinced it was an enemy vehicle. His
fingersflexed over the trigger and his thumb caressed the sefety.

No, it was Macllargi€ sturn. He d have another chance later. This go-through, hisjob was spotter.
He glanced at the range finder and azimuth and fixed the numbersin hismind.

“Wolfman,” he said, handing the launcher back. “ Target. One-four-two. Range, four-zero-five-zero.
Rileof rubble. Seeit?’

Mecllargie took the launcher and settled it on his shoulder. He looked blasé about it, showed none of
the anxiety hefelt when he’ d seen Dornhofer’ s hand on the trigger and thought hisfire team leader was
going to take the shot. He looked through the sights and found the aiming point. “Pile of rubble, check.”
He waited for ingtructions for whereto look from there.

“Kill it.”

Kill it? Kill the pile of rubble? He glanced at Dornhofer, haf expecting the corpord to grin a him. But
Dornhofer wasn't grinning, and he was looking toward the rubble. Macllargie looked through the Sight
again and studied the pile of rubble. Maybe Dornhofer was right, maybe there was something wrong with
the pile of rubble. Y eah, maybe it did have too regular a shape. There weren't any objects sticking out of
it at odd angles, except the one cylinder that ooked suspicioudy like a gun tube. He pushed the lock-on
tab and squeezed thetrigger.

“Move!” Dornhofer shouted as soon as the rocket cleared the launcher. The three Marines dropped
into the drainage ditch and ran. They stopped when they heard the explosion.

The shattered landscape winked out and was replaced by the plain whitewalls of the VR chamber.

“Very good,” Gunner Modller’ svoice said over the intercom. “ That wasaMark 27 edth light tank.
It camein severd configurations. That one was called * urban destruction.” The job of the Mark 27 was
to St in place and pick off targets of opporunity, like asniper. Y ou should have found it faster, but since
you didn’t have any idea such avehicle existed, | haveto say you found it pretty damn fast.”

CHAPTER 8

During their eight days of training in the virtua redlity chamber, every enlisted man in the 34th FIST
infantry battalion below the rank of platoon sergeant had a daily shot with an antitank weapon. They fired
four different launchers, and had a different type of target on each shot. Not nearly enough to become
proficient, but they were familiarized with the antitank weapons they might use and gained experience at
identifying different typesof targets. All officers and enlisted men in the FIST’ s other units, including FIST
and battalion headquarters companies, the compaosite squadron, the artillery battery, and the
trangportation company, had one orientation shot with each of the launchers, a four different types of
targets. That |eft them much further from proficient than the infantrymen, but at least they knew which end



of the tubes the rockets came out of and could fight if they had to.
On the ninth day they began training with real antitank weapons, which had arrived the day before.

“I hate snow!” Dean said. Unsatisfied with the universe' slack of response, he shouted the sentiment,
“I hate snow!” The words reverberated in the crisp air over the snowy training area designated asthe
tank-killing range.

“Enjoy the snow whileyou can,” Corpora Dornhofer said. “Pretty soon you'll wish it wasn't o hot.”

Dean turned in his bulky cold weather gear, his mouth open to reply. He closed it with an audible snap
when he redized what Dornhofer meant. He went pensive for amoment, then said, “ Snow, beautiful
snow. | could bury mysdif init and stay herefor along time.”

“Bury yoursdf init and you'relikely to stay herealot longer than you want to,” Schultz said quietly.
Hedidn't like the snow either, but he liked even less the prospect of facing tanksin combet. Particularly
if they were anything like the tanks he' d practiced againgt in the VR chamber. Men should fight like men,
he thought, not wrap themselvesin armor liketurtles.

Dean grumbled to himsdf. He was't getting any of the sympathy he wanted. Snow now, combat
soon. The Diamunde operation was aready promising to be worse than Wanderjahr. It might be as bad
asElned.

“Do you think thiswill be asrough as crossing the Martac was?” he asked.
Schultz spat. He' d been point man for the crossing of the Martac Waste.

Dornhofer looked a Dean. He' d never faced armor, but he knew something more about it than they'd
been taught over the past three and a half weeks. “Y ou’ Il wish we were back on the Martac Waste,” he
said softly. He' d been the second in command during that patrol. “We dl lived through that. If we' d been
up againg even one light tank, maybe none of uswould have madeit out of there.”

Dean didn’t want to think of afight worse than the one they’ d had againgt the Siad tribesmen; he
always thought it was amiracle they survived Elnedl. “Then we had best become as good as we can at
killing tanks,” hefindly sad.

Dornhofer clapped him on the shoulder. “ Y ou get firgt shot,” he said.

They used specialy prepared drones for the live-fire exercise. Quarter-ton, remotely piloted vehicles
wore shellsthat mimicked the sze and configuration of MBTs. Many of the shells had arrived from Earth
aong with the shipment of antitank wegpons. The variety of shdlswas smaller than the number of
smulationsthey’ d faced in the VR chamber. Partly that was to make congtruction easier and faster.
Mostly, it was because by the time the weapons were ready to be shipped, more was known about the
stuation on Diamunde—and how St. Cyr’ sforces were equipped. The drones were faster and more
agile than the tanks they mimicked, which would make them harder to lock onto. The brass thought that
would make better training.

The three Marines positioned themsealves on the reverse dope of ahard-packed drift. Dornhofer was
on theleft, Schultz on the right, and Dean in the middle with an M-83 Falcon on his shoulder. Dean's
body lay at aforty-five-degree angle from the launcher.

“Target,” Schultz said. “Dead on. Three thousand.”

Dean looked through the eyepiece of the launcher. Schultz wasright, alow-rider was straight aheed,
churning directly toward them, acoronaof thrown-up snow glistening around it. Painted in amottled
gray, red, and black pattern, it stood out clearly againgt the snow. Even if he aimed for the front glacis,



Dean knew thiswould be an easy kill. “Got it,” he said. Herested hisfingers on the trigger and histhumb
hovered over the lock-on tab as he waited for Dornhofer’ s commands.

“Ready to lock?’ Dornhofer asked.

“Ready to lock,” Dean replied.

“Lock on.”

Dean pressed the lock-on tab. “Locked on,”

“Wait until it passes two thousand,” Dornhofer said. At the drone' s speed, it would only take it afew
more seconds to close within two thousand meters.

Dean’ s eye kept flicking back and forth between his lock-on point and the range finder. Twenty-two
hundred meters. Twenty-one fifty. Twenty-one hundred. Twenty fifty. Hisfingers closed on the trigger.

Suddenly, the drone veered to itsleft. Dean twisted his shoulders and upper body to the right to keep
itin hissghts. The drone passed the two thousand meter mark in astraight line, crossing the Marines
front. At the same time Dean squeezed the trigger he heard both Dornhofer and Schultz shout, “No!”
There was more shouting, but he couldn’t make it out.

He screamed at the sudden pain that flashed over the backs of hislegs. Before the scream was
completely out of his mouth he felt himself being pummeled and rolled about, pressed deep into the snow.
The backs of hislegsfdt like they were onfire. Hetried to draw in adeep breath to scream again but
only filled hismouth and throat with snow. He gagged and choked, but couldn’t breathe. He struggled,
but there was too much weight on him, too much pounding and wet on the backs of hislegs. He couldn’t
roll over, couldn’'t Sit up, couldn’t get rid of the snow in his mouth and throat. All he could see was black.
The black began to rim with red and he knew he was about to pass out.

Suddenly, he was yanked up and flopped over. A rough hand scooped snow away from hisface, a
finger forced itsdlf into his mouth and pulled out snow. Hands grabbed his shoulders and yanked himto a
Sitting position. Something thumped his back hard, then something € se shoved into his somach and up.
Thelittlear that was till in hislungs was expelled violently and forced the snow out of histhroat. He
gasped for breath and choked as some snow began to clog his tubes again. Again something thudded
into his back, and he coughed until he could cough no more. Then he shook all over, but hewas able to
bregthe.

“Sowly,” avoice next to him ordered. “Breathe dow and deep. Sowly. Do it with me. In.” Hetook in
abreath. “Out.” Helet it out. “In....out,” a asteady, dow pace. Dean breathed with the voice. After a
moment his trembling stopped and he looked toward the voice. It was Doc Gordon, one of the medical

corpsmen.
“Are you okay now? Can you breathe dl right?” Gordon asked.
Dean gulped in more air and nodded.
“Say it. Let me hear your voice.”
“I’'m okay. | can breathe.” His voice sounded foggy, but he thought it was clear enough.
“What were you trying to do, kill him?” Gordon snapped at Dornhofer and Schultz.

“We were trying to put out the damn fire,” Dornhofer snapped back. He was angry—at Dean for
making the mistake he had, at the corpsman for sngpping a him, and at himsdlf, for not making sure Dean
knew not to do what he did.

Schultz didn’t say anything, he just spat to the Side.

“By burying his head in the snow and pounding on the backs of hislegs?Y ou should havelaid himon
his back and pressed hislegsinto the snow, that would have doneit.” Gordon turned back to Dean.



“Lay down and roll over, | want to check you out.”

“Do | haveto?’ Lying on his stomach was how he' d gotten in troublein the first place. He didn't want
todoit again.

“Lay your head on your arms, that’ Il keep your face out of the snow.” Sometimes corpsmen seemed
to be mind readers.

Reluctantly, Dean lay on his ssomach. He flinched when he saw how close his nose and mouth wereto
the snow, but relaxed when he redlized hisfolded arms really were holding his head up and he could il
breethe.

Gordon’'s exam only took a second. “We ve got to get this man into awarm-tent.” Then to Dean,
“You aren't badly hurt, but the back of your trousers are burnt off. You'll get frostbite if we don’t get
you into awarm-tent and get your clothes changed. Think you can walk?’

“Yeah.” He needed help standing up. He saw but didn’t really notice Moeller, Vanden Hoyt, and Bass
gtanding nearby.

The three watched them wak away. Gunner Modler said, “I don’t think anybody will need any more
ingruction on keeping themsalves out of the backblast of the launchers”

The day before mount out, Brigadier Sturgeon held afind briefing for his staff and subordinate
commanders.

“Gentlemen, thefirg thing for usto remember isthat al of our information on the Diamundean situation
isat least Sx months out of date.”

The only way anything, including information, could travel between planets a a speed faster than light
was by starship. Radio and laser wouldn’t do the job of interstellar communications because it would
take more than four centuries for a broadcast from the farthest reaches of Human Space to reach Earth.
Even the shortest interstellar transmissions would take ten years. Starships, on the other hand, traveled a
agpeed of dightly more than sx and a quarter light-years per day. Information from the most remote part
of Human Space could trave the distancein little more than two months on a starship. Diamunde was
Stuated about seventy-five light-years from Earth. A fast courier could deliver news from oneto the other
in less than two weeks. On Earth, the politicians and other policy makerswould badger the intelligence
people to rush through their analysis of the information and make projections and predictionsin lesstime
than a conscientious person would want to spend on it. Then the paliticians and bureaucrats would chew
onit for awhile, massage it awhile longer, spin it around to see how it looked from different angles.
Findly, they’ d take what they considered the relevant parts of the information, package them with their
decisions and directives, and ship them off to the people who needed to take action.

Thewonder of it al wasthat 34th FIST on Thorsfinni’ s World was able to get any military intelligence
about the Stuation on Diamundein aslittle time asjust over sx months. But the Situation on Diamunde
was amgjor economic issue for the Confederation of Human Worlds, and huge fortunes and a great dedl
of power were at stake—not to mention the lives and livelihoods of billions—so decisions were made
and directivesissued at, for politicians, breakneck speed.

In aswift and bloody coup, Marston St. Cyr had conducted a hostile takeover of Tubacain
Enterprises. In days he had consolidated his power in New Kimberly, the capita city. In lessthan one
week he had wrested control of the rest of the planet’ sindustrial and mining companies—hence, its
wesdlth. He then demanded that the Confederation of Human Worlds formally recognize him as
head-of -state. Further, as CEO and mgjor shareholder of dl of Diamunde' s mining concessions, he
required that al commercid dedlings with Diamunde be conducted with his office.

To back him up, St. Cyr had the largest armored land army mankind had seen in centuries. Agentson



the ground had positively identified two different kinds of tanksin hisarmy, and had physically counted
five thousand of them. There were probably more, agood deal more.

S. Cyr aso had a spacegoing navy, but it consisted of little more than several dozen armed freighters
incgpable of travel beyond Drummond' s system, and wasn't thought to be much of adanger. The
Confederation Navy expected to make short work of it.

The Confederation government “refuses to ded with someone with so much blood on his handsand
violencein hisheart,” the communiqué said. “ The people and proper government of Diamunde must be
restored. To that end, the Confederation Marines will assemble asix-FIST force to make alanding and
secure a planethead for follow-on forces of the Confederation Army to land and restore order.”

“And that' swhat we are going to do,” Sturgeon concluded. “ Does anybody have any questions about
that? Are there any other issues we should deal with before we mount out? Then get your people saddled
up. Dismissed.”

The officers and sergeants mgjor stood and began filing out. Sturgeon watched them for afew
seconds, then headed for his office. Commander Van Winkle and Sergeant Mgor Parant of the infantry
battalion intercepted him.

“Sr,” Van Winklesaid, “1 have—" Hefdt Parant’s elbow nudge him. “We have one other issue, sir,
but it's not something | felt appropriate to bring up at the meeting. Especialy not when everybody has so
much to do.”

Sturgeon lifted an eyebrow at him, then dipped his head toward his office. “Come on in and tell me
about it.”

After closing the door, Sturgeon invited the other two Marinesto sit, which they did, gingerly. He
didn’'t offer them anything to drink.

“Commander,” the brigadier said when he took his own seat and |eaned forward to cross hisarmson
his desk. Van Winkle looked uncomfortable, Parant seemed stern.

“Sir,” Van Winkle said, “it’ s about Charlie Bass”

“Oh, no. Don't tell me he sgotten himsdlf in trouble again.”
“Nossr! Absolutely not, Sir.”

Sturgeon sighed with relief. “ Then what about Charlie Bass?’

“WEe re going on avery tough assgnment. We'religbleto losealot of Marinesin thiswar. Charlie
Bass has tempted the gods of war too many timesfor meto fed absolutely confident he'll survive. Sir, |
don’t want to risk having Charlie Bass die as a Saff sergeant. |—" He glanced at Parant. “We want to
promote him back to gunnery sergeant. But | don’t have an empty gunnery sergeant billet to put him
into—and | don’t want to give him up to some other command ether.”

Sturgeon leaned back and gave the two infantrymen a speculative look. “ Y ou want to promote him to
acompany level rank and leave him as a platoon sergeant, isthat what | hear you saying?’

“Yesdr.”
Sergeant Mg or Parant nodded vigoroudly.

Sturgeon rolled his eyestoward the celling asif thinking, though his mind was dready made up. He
abruptly leaned forward. “It’ Il take us a couple days to settle in on the ship. Then we' Il have the best
ship-board promotion ceremony we can.”

“Thank you, gr!”
Parant stood and stepped to Sturgeon’ s desk. He reached ahand acrossit. “Thank you, Sir.



Outstanding. Thiswill do no end of good for the enlisted men’smorae.”

Startled, Sturgeon reached out and shook Parant’ s hand. He remained on hisfeet asthe two left his
office. Alone, he shook his head. The Confederation Marine Corps had revived an ancient tradition that
had been discontinued sometime in the mid-twentieth century, the “graveyard promotion.” Certain senior
men were promoted on retirement, and their retirement ranks were then higher than any rank they had
actudly served at. Thiscould turninto aliteral “graveyard” promotion for Charlie Bass. How could that
possibly be good for the men’s morale?

On the gppointed date and time, 34th FIST assembled with dl its men and equipment at the appointed
place. The Confederation Navy had Essays, surface-to-orbit shuttles, waiting for them. The twenty-four
Dragons of the FIST, dready |oaded with the Marines of the three infantry companies, immediately
droveinto the eght Essays navy personndl directed them to. The ground crews secured the Essaysfor
launch, then retired to their bunkers. The Essays launched at ten-second intervalss, the roars of their
rocket-assist engines sweeping over the navy spaceport. As soon as the rockets had the vehicles clear of
the ground, they cut off and the Essays main enginestook over and they flew upward in relative Slence.
At fifteen thousand metersthey circled until cleared to climb to orbit dtitude, then shot upward in
formation, heading toward the parking orbit of the CNSS Tripoli. The Tripoli’spostioninitsorbit
required the Essays to approach it from below to catch up with it. When they were near, jetswould
propel them into matching atitude akilometer to the starship’ s rear, then pulsesfrom their rear jetswould
accelerate them to close the distance; pulsesfrom their top jets would keep them from climbing to a
higher orbit. The Tripoli, a Crowe-class amphibious assault battle cruiser, opened the hatches of one of
itsfour docking baysto admit the eight Essays.

All the Marines had been through at least severa launches. Even Macllargie and Godenov, the newest
men in third platoon, had been through five launches since enlisting in the Marines. Thefirs wasthe
civilian shuttle that ferried them to the troop transport that shipped them to Boot Camp on the
Confederation military training world, Arsenault. During Boot Camp they’ d gone through the complete
launch-and-landing cycle during the phase of training that took place on Arsenault’s moon. The third time
waswhen they lifted off Arsenault for transshipment to Thorsfinni’ s World and their first duty assgnment
with the 34th FIST; then again at the beginning of the FIST’ s deployment to Wanderjahr, and findly the
return only acouple of months ago. Older, sdltier Marines, such as Claypoole and Dean, who had been
with the 34th six monthslonger, had seven launch-and-land cycles as Marines—the extras having
occurred during the deployment to and return from Elnedl . Soon-to-be Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass
had been through so many launch-landing cyclesthat he had lost count.

After thefirst few crushing seconds of blast from the rocket enginesthat lifted the Essays off the
surface, thetrip to orbit was apicnic. They al relaxed. They could afford to—everyone knew the landing
would be an entirely different matter, and not only because of resi stance they might meet on the surface.

The Essays only view portswere in the coxswain’s compartment. That didn’t matter to the Marines,
who were in Dragonsthat only had vision dits, up front, for the crew. The Dragon commanders had no
reason to open their command hatchesinside the Essays. Even if there had been anything to see, there
wasn't enough headroom to rai se the hatches.

In sum, none of the Marines could see anywhere anyhow. All they could do was go dong for theride.
The passage of time and the Essays subtle shiftsin attitude and changes in the direction and force of
what they experienced as gravity were dl the indications the Marines had as to where they were on their
journey to the starship. When they began floating against the webbing that held them into their seets, they
knew they werein orbit and chasing the Tripoli. They felt the thrusts of the contral jets as they matched
dtitude and velocity with the starship more as res stance from the webbing than asweight. The pinging
and clanking of the magnetic clampsthat secured the Essaysto their berthsin the docking bay were al



they needed to tell them they were aboard the starship. They waited afew more minuteswhile
spacesuited sailors snaked flexible tunnelsto the exit hatches of the Essays and secured airtight locks.
Only then did sailors undog the hatches of the Essays. Three pairs of sailors, a petty officer and arating in
each pair, pulled their way into each shuttle. The ratings carried spools of cable.

“Y ou know the routine, Marines,” the petty officer in each pair said. He began unredling the cable as
the Marines unhooked themsel ves from their webbing. The petty officer handed a clamp that was on the
lead end of the cable to the Marine on the port side of the Dragon’ s hatch. The Marine hooked the
clamp onto his belt. The petty officer redled out more of the cable, exposing more clamps at two meter
intervals. Each Marinein turn took a clamp and attached himsdlf to the cable. When dl the Marinesand
the Dragon crew were attached, the petty officer led them out of the Dragon and the cables from the
three Dragonsin the Essay were linked together. Then he led the linked Marines out of the Essay into the
bay and through a hatch into the interior of the starship. The ship wasin null-g, and would remain so until
it left orbit.

Eight strings of Marinesfollowed sailors up, down, and sideways dong tunnds, some of which would
be passageway's, others ladderways once the ship was underway.

On the surface, the rest of the Marines of 34th FIST were boarding other Dragons. Some of the
Dragons belonged to the port, but most of them were ship’s complement off the Tripoli. As soon asthe
Marines were aboard the Dragons, they drove onto more Essays—hdf of which were from the Tripoli.
The second flight launched ahaf hour after thefirst. Thisflight would have to gain ahigher dtitude than
the starship’ sand wait for it to gain on them before they could maneuver to its docking holds.

A third flight of ten Essaysfrom the Tripoli landed at the air station of Camp Mgor Pete Ellis. The
FIST’ sten Raptor assault aircraft and ten hopper troop-carrier aircraft boarded them, two per Essay,
and launched for orbit.

Two hours after thefirst flight of Essays launched, the entire FIST was aboard the CNSS Tripoli.

CHAPTER 9

The CNSSTripoli was a Crowe-class amphibious assault battlecruiser. It was designed to carry two full
combat-armed FISTs. The 13th FIST, which was dways glad to leave its home base on New Serengeti,
where the Marines never felt welcome, was dready on board when the Crowe swung into orbit around
Thorsfinni’ sWorld.

The Tripoli’ stroop accommaodations were [uxurious compared to most other navy vesselsthe
Marines had mounted out on. Each mgjor troop hold was designed for one company and was subdivided
into squad-size compartments. In each squad compartment the racks were stacked only three high,
which gave the men room to roll over without bumping the man deeping above. Each squad
compartment had its own head. The company commander and executive officer shared what amounted
to asmall stateroom; the company’ sfour other officers shared an only dightly larger stateroom. The Six
senior noncommissioned officers—thefirgt sergeant, gunnery sergeant, and four platoon sergeants—had
an even larger stateroom. The squad leaders had it the best—the ten from each company shared two
compartments the size of squad compartments.

The“ked up” design of the “amphibious assault” part of the Crowe class alowed for sufficient VR
chambers for Marines headed to an operation to maintain or increase their proficiency in wegpons and
tactics—including squad-level movements. Included in the design were sufficient gymnasiumsfor dl the
Marines of both FISTs, should the starship be loaded to capacity, to keep in top physica trim. The gyms
and some of the VR chambers could a so be used as briefing rooms or classrooms.



Asabattlecruiser, the Crowe could outfight any known spaceship or starship from any of the
independent human worlds, and virtualy any ship short of adreadnought from the Confederation Navy.
One Crowe-class amphibious assault battlecruiser, with an escort of afew destroyers, could defeat any
of the lesser worldsin Human Space. The five Crowe-class starships of the Confederation Navy together
with a strong enough amphibious task force of the Confederation Army behind them, could defeat any
but the strongest worldsin the Confederation.

Diamunde wasn't one of the strongest worlds, but it was far from being one of the lesser ones. But the
mighty warships weren't going to engage in battle againgt the planet, only againg its ships. Diamunde was
too vauable for the Confederation to risk doing serious damage to the planetary infrastructure and
surface. The Crowe-class ships were being used only because they were the most efficient means of
trangporting six full Marine FISTswhile dlowing the Marinesto continue training with the still-unfamiliar
antiarmor weapons. When the three Crowe-class amphibious battlecruisers and their destroyer escorts
converged on Diamunde, they would meet the largest interstellar amphibiousinvasion fleet ever
assembled. The Confederation Army was committing five hundred thousand combat troopsto the fight.

The gymnasium compartment HL/g/v/14-3 was assigned to the exclusive use of Company L, 34th
FIST. Every day, when they weren't in the VR chamber or the messline, the Marines of Company L
werein HL/g/v/14-3 working out individualy or in organized calisthenics or athletics. Captain Conorado
was determined that two months aboard ship weren’t going to cost any of his men muscle strength or
endurance.

During the Tripoli’ sfirst hop, the compartment was used for another purpose. On the fourth day al of
the gymnasium equipment was stowed away and asmal platform was raised a one end. The men of
Company L assembled in parade-ground formation. The uniform of the day would have been dress
scarlets, had they brought their dress uniforms. There was a susurration of voicesin the ranks asthe
Marines asked each other what the formation was about, and speculation when nobody knew. The noise
level grew louder when the officers and senior noncommissioned officers of the other companiesin the
battalion crowded in behind them, then were followed by al the officers and senior NCOs from the rest
of the FIST’ sunits, including the FI ST and battalion headquarters. Everyone was present except the
FIST and battalion commanders and sergeants mgor.

Of the more than two hundred Marinesin the compartment, only Captain Conorado and First
Sergeant Myer, both on the raised platform, knew what was going on. Conorado stood at ease, calmly
looking over the assembled Marines. Myer, also at ease, less camly eyeballed the Side entrance to the
compartment.

At asignal from someone in the passageway who only he could see, Myer snapped to attention, faced
front, and bellowed, “ COMP-ney, A-ten-HUT!” The heds of the Marines standing in formation
dammed together with athunderous clap.

Brigadier Sturgeon strode in with Commander Van Winkle immediately behind him. Sergeants Mgor
Shiro and Parant followed them. FIST Sergeant Mgor Shiro had arolled sheet of parchment in his hand.
The four senior Marineswere in their dress scarlets, they had room in their kitsto carry them. They
mounted the platform and stood facing Conorado and Myer.

“Sir, Company L and attachments dl present and accounted for,” Conorado said sharply. He didn’t
sd ute his commanders; the gymnasium compartment wasn't an areawhere the Marines wore thelr hats,
and they didn’'t sdlute “uncovered.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Sturgeon replied. The Sx men then formed asingle line aong the back of the
platform.

Sturgeon spun in asharp about-face to look at the assemblage. “We are Marines,” the FIST



commander began without preamble. “We take care of our own. We honor our own. There are some of
you, and some who aren’t with usin this compartment, who a month ago were serving in positions above
the rank you held then. Y ou were promoted in recognition of this before we left Camp Ellis. There are
some of you who amonth ago had decorations or |etters of commendation coming to you that you hadn't
yet received. Y ou have received them. We are assembled here today to give recognition to another
outstanding Marine. I’'m sure everyone will agree that thisrecognition isrichly deserved. Many, perhaps
mogt, of you will think ahigher recognition isdeserved.” A wry smiletwisted hislips. “We honor our
own, but sometimes the honor we wish to give is beyond limits we cannot pass. We are Marines. We do
our best. Our best isaways enough.” He turned his head to Van Winkle. “ Commander.”

“Sergeant Mgor,” Van Winkle said in avoice loud enough for everyoneto hear, “ cal Staff Sergeant
B&”

“ Staff Sergeant Bass, front and center,” Parant called out in avoice that made Top Myer’ s sound soft.
Bass suffered an ingtant of startlement, then stepped forward and marched to the platform.

“Sir, Staff Sergeant Bass reporting as ordered.” He flicked his eyes questioningly at Parant, who
Sudioudy ignored him.

“FIST commanders sometimes have levels of authority unknown to brigade commandersin the past,”
Sturgeon said to the assembly. “The commander of aFI ST on aremote outpost such as Camp Ellis has
leves, of authority that other FIST commanders don't. The commander of aFIST on acombat
operation has further levels of authority. That means | have certain extraordinary powers. I'm going to
exercise one of them now.” He held out his hand and Shiro dapped the rolled parchment into it. Sturgeon
unrolled the parchment, looked at it, then let it roll itself back up. “ Commander,” he said, handing the
parchment to Van Winkle, “would you like to do the honors?’

“I certainly would, Sr. Thank you very much.” Theinfantry commander unrolled the sheet of
parchment and began in aloud, clear voice, “To al who shall see these presents, greeting: Know ye that
reposing specid trust and confidencein the fiddlity and abilities of Charles Bass...”

When Van Winklefinished reading through the Marine promotion warrant, adocument that hadn’t
changed itswording in centuries, he glanced at Sturgeon, who nodded. Van Winkle said, “ Sergeant
Maors.”

The two sergeants major stepped up to Bass. Each withdrew something from a pocket.

“Charlie” Shiro said, “thiswas pinned on me by my company first sergeant thefirst time—the only
time, | might add—that | was promoted to gunnery sergeant.” A pointed reference to the fact that Charlie
Bass had aready been agunnery sergeant twice before and was busted both times. He pinned gunnery
sergeant’ s chevrons on one collar.

“Thiswas pinned on me,” Parant said, “by the’—he quickly glanced at VVan Winkle—*the second
best battalion commander | ever served under.” He pinned chevrons on Bass s other collar.

The two sergeants mgjor shook Bass's hand, then returned to their positions.

“Gunnery Sergeant Bass, my hearty congratulations,” Sturgeon said, shaking his hand. Lower, he
added, “I’'m sure you understand why we had to wait until we were en route before your promotion.”

Van Winkle shook his hand and said, “Richly deserved, Charlie. Though I’ d rather it was abar.” But
Charlie Bass dways refused a commission; he thought he was of more va ue as anoncommissioned
officer.

Conorado added his congratulations.
“I'll seeyou efter formation, Charlie” Myer said softly, smiling.



“You'll have to ambush me, Top,” Bass said and smiled back.
Myer chuckled.

“Gunnery Sergeant Thatcher,” Sturgeon said as soon as the congratul ations were completed, “you are
gill Company L’sgunny. All other gunnery sergeantsrest easy. Gunnery Sergeant Bassis Hill third
platoon’ s platoon sergeant. Nothing changes except the number of rockers Gunny Basswearson his
rank inggnia. That and the size of his paycheck.” He chuckled briefly, then said, “That isdl.” Helooked
at the other officers and senior NCOs on the platform, pivoted, and marched out of the compartment
with Van Winkle, Parant, and Shiro following.

When the commanders were gone, Conorado nodded to Bass, who marched back to his position.

“Today we honored one man,” Conorado said when Basswas back in position. “But | like to think
that one man could not have been honored if the entire company wasn’t asgood asit is. | dso believethe
company couldn’'t be asgood asit isif that one man wasn't the outstanding Marine heis. Gunnery
Sergeant Bass, you have been honored. In return, you honor al of us by being the Marineyou are. First
Sergeant, dismissthe company.” He strode off the platform and out of the compartment.

Myer waited until the company commander was gone, then faced the Marines. “COMP-ny,
disMISSED!”

Working out and VR wegpons training weren't the only things the Marines had to do during the
voyage, the navy wasn't that dumb—no way they’ d want to ingpire amutiny from two thousand
overworked and bored Marines. The Tripoli aso had alibrary well-stocked with books—archaic
hardcopy aswell as digital—educationa programs, and games. There were also severd vid theaters,
two-dee and trid, with enough variety that aMarine could attend one every night without having to seea
repesat of anything.

Whichisnot to say the Tripoli had al the comforts of home. The stock in the ship’s store had a
limited variety, and accessto it was equally limited. The vid and trid theaters were cramped, and during
long featuresit became very easy to tell if the Marine dongside you was showering after the gym. Short
features, especidly military comedieslike Generd Clinton’s War, became very popular. Nothing could
be taken from the library—of course, some Marines found out how to defeat the ship’s security system.
Marines always figure out how to do what they aren’t supposed to. Neither acohol nor tobacco was
alowed in any of the troop areas—and the Marines weren’t alowed in those parts of the ship where
alcohol could be drunk or tobacco smoked. Naturally enough, several Marines found ways around that
restriction aswell, and there was more than one drunken party in asmoke-filled squad compartment.
And, of course, there were no women. Well, there were women in the Tripoli’s crew, but the Marines
couldn’t get close to them even though from time to time a navy woman’ s dutieswould bring her toa
place where the Marines could see her. It wasn't only navy policy that kept the Marines and the women
gpart. The navy women didn’'t want to get close to those dirty Marines with their hungry reputations.

There was sound logic and good reason for the restrictions and minor discomfortsinflicted on the
Marines. Marines are cargo. Cargo is something ships pick up in one place and drop off at another.
When Marines are taken from one place to another by the navy, they’ re frequently dropped off at
someplace nasty. The navy doesn’t want to make the Marines so comfortable they want to stay on board
ship when they get to where they are supposed to be dropped off. Nossir!

Twenty-fifth-century space flight used the Beam Drive for hyperspace transit between star systems.
The Beam Drive used the Beam Congtant, which dlowstravel at alight-years-per-day speed, whichis
caculated asanirregular number that beginswith 6.273804 and continues on from there. What with the
irregularity of the Beam Congtant, the movement of the celestid spheres, and the space-time curvature,



interstellar navigation is something less than an exact science. No starship navigator, no matter how good,
knows with any redl precision where his ship will pop back into Space-3. This meansthat interstellar
navigators have to plan amargin of error when they plot their courses. The plotted arrival point isaways
at greater distance from the outbound jump points than the radius of the circle of error, asit' scaled. It
really wouldn't do to have an inbound ship suddenly return to Space-3 in the same spot from which an
outbound ship is attempting to make ajump. When two or more ships are traveling together, they dso
have to consider each other’ s plotted arriva points, to avoid coming out within each other’ scircle of
error. Just in case. Since the margin of error increases with distance traveled, shipsin convoy go in short
jumps and reassemble in formation each time they return to Space-3. Otherwise, after asinglelong jump,
they would be scattered over a horrendoudly large sphere on arrival. Which won't do at al for warships
boldly salling into a hogtile environmertt.

The Tripoli wastraveling with an escort of destroyers, so it made the trangit in jumps. Top-of-the-line
warships have the best navigators, so the Tripoli Amphibious Battlegroup made the entire journey in just
four hops, and never had to take more than one standard day to “regroup” at the conclusion of ahop.

That was exceptionally good for avoyage of about 240 light-years. Thefina hop took them out of
hyperspace nine days out of Drummond’ s system.

The battlegroup reassembled in formation and began its ponderous journey through Space-3 into the
system and the planet to which it wasto send in the Marines. Three days out it was met by a courier boat
from the blockade force that had been gathering over the past month. The courier boat transported the
Commander Amphibious Battlegroup and the two FIST commandersto Fleet Admiral Wimbush's
flagship, the CNSS Lance Corporal Samuel Ogie, for thefind planning session for the amphibious
assault landing. The meeting was dmost awaste of time for the commander of the 34th FIST. Eveniif the
overall mission to Diamunde hadn’t been a Confederation Army operation, aMarine brigadier ranked
too low to be alowed to speak.

CHAPTER 10

Sitting quietly and virtually unnoticed in aremote corner of the briefing room on board the CNSS Lance
Corporal Samuel Ogie, Heet Admiral Wimbush' s flagship, Professor Jere Benjamin thought, Good
luck, felas, but if you believethis plan’ll work...

Since he had done such agood job with the Marine trainersin the use of the Straight Arrow and
antiarmor tactics, Professor Benjamin had been attached to Admira Wimbush' s gaff asa“civilian
adviser,” and as such was permitted to St in on high-level planning conferences.

Benjamin had studied enough military history to know that the more complicated a plan was, the less
chanceit had to work properly. The plan for theinvasion of Diamunde, he thought, relied too much on
two very unpredictable factors: the army’ s ability to reinforce the Marine beachhead on time, and Fleet
intelligence estimates of the enemy’ s strength at the two proposed landing Sites. It wasthe landing Site
that was under discussion just then.

Lieutenant General Hank “Box Kicker” Han, commander of the army forces assigned to the Fleet,
was addressing Admird Wimbush. “Sir,” he said, “Oppdiaistheided spot for alanding. It hasdl the
facilitieswe need to establish a base of operations. a spaceport, a segport, communications facilities,
trangportation systems, everything. Surveillance has not reveded any significant enemy forcesthere, and if
any show up before we reinforce the Marines, they can fortify themsaves until we getin. It sanidedl
target for an operation like this.”

Admird Wilber “Wimpy”—but never to hisface—Wimbush sat back in hischair and stroked his chin.
Wimbush was a cautious, thoughtful commander who never committed himsalf without considering every
possible ramification, especidly any that would get him in trouble. “ Andy?’ He turned to the Marine task



force commander, Genera Anders Aguinaldo.

“Wadl, sr, we Marinesweren’'t made to fight from behind fortifications.” Thiséelicited polite laughter al
around. “And | agree with Hank that Oppalia should be our primary objective after we ve secured a
planethead. But | don’t want to get bottled up in abuilt-up areaif we do meet resstance. City fighting is
abitch. We can’t use our heavy stuff in street fighting, so it’s man-to-man, house-to-house, and it’ll take
timeandit'll cost uslives. And if we haveto fight in the city that’ll only make follow-on landings more
difficult.” He punched a button on his console and a detailed map of the coast thirty kilometers north of
Oppalia sprang into focus. “1 favor the landing here, on the outskirts of the Debeers Drift. We can secure
the beachhead in twenty-four hours, the army comesin and we al push overland to Oppdlia.

“Besides, because there sasgnificant civilian population in the city, not to mention an important
indugtria infragtructure, we can’t use preparatory firesto soften up any resistance that might be there
before we go down. We' Il be going into a potentialy hot landing zone without any prep. If we comein
over the beach, we can dag the goddamned dunes and then push south to the town. If thereisany
sgnificant enemy force there, it’' sthem who'll be beseged and not us.”

“Therearen't any enemy forcesthere,” Rear Admiral David “Davey Jones’ Johannes stated
emphaticaly. Admira Johanneswasin charge of Fleet Intelligence.

“That you know of,” General Aguinado pointed out. “With our reiance exclusively on string-of-pearls
satdllite and drone surveillance, they could have adivison of tanks hidden down there, and how would
we know?’

“Andy, surveillance hasn't reveded any signatures that would match those of armored vehicles”
Genera Han interjected.

“Jesus Chrigt, Hank, they’ ve got mining operations going on down there. The placeis covered with
clouds and fog most of the year! Has anybody considered there may be no way to distinguish theinfra
signature of atank from that of an earth mover? And how the hell do you tell? Nobody’ s surveilled tanks
in more than 250 yearsl And besides, we' ve only had surveillance since the Fleet arrived and deployed
its string-of -pearls, five days ago.” The cordidity between the senior officers, which had been forced al
aong anyway, was beginning to weaken.

Admira Johannes cleared histhroat preparatory to making a pithy remark, but he wasinterrupted by
Admira Wimbush, who wanted to head off a confrontation. “ Andy, if you go in up therein the north,
isn't that favorable terrain for motorized warfare? Won't we run the risk of being attacked in force by St.
Cyr’sFirst Armored Divison? Intel reports them only ahundred kilometers from the drift, at Hefestus's
Tourmdinemining complex.”

“Sir, that’ s only an hour and ahaf from Oppdiafor St. Cyr's main battle tanks, and besides, Fleet
Air, in addition to the FIST’ sorganic air, will give usthe cover we need if they attack us before the army
followson.”

“That’sright, Sr,” Rear Admira Benton “Benny” Havens, commander of the Fleet air am, said.
“WE Il have S. Cyr’sair assets knocked out by midnight on D minus one. We Il have effective control of
the skies over the entire hemisphere before the Marinesland.”

“Admird, it'sgill exposed territory, and it has none of the logistical facilities we need to support the
multicorps-size force the army’ sgoing to haveto put in there,” General Han interjected. Admira
Wimbush was an experienced logistician, as was General Han, whose last ground combat command had
been an infantry platoon many years before. They both |acked experience handling operations of the size
they were soon to launch. “ Besides, we lose the lement of surprise. The drift isan ided landing zone; S.
Cyr isbound to have hiseyeonit.”

“ *Surprise’ my—" General Aguinaldo paused and looked for another word. “ &t. Cyr knowswe' re
coming and he' ssmart enough to figureit’ || be one of severd likely places, anided spot for alanding, so



that’ swhy | say we go inthere. HE Il expect usto go in dsewhere, where the landing is more difficult, to
maintain the element of surprise, but | bet this guy understands us better than wethink, and | bet he's
counting on our landing a Oppdiabecauseit hasal thelogigtica facilities we need to support an
invason. The SOB’ sagenius, we retold. Do the obvious and apparently stupid thing and it may throw
him off.” He did not want to add that if St. Cyr knew anything about Admiral Wimbush and his g&ff, he'd
know for sure they were planning on landing a Oppalia. It was too safe an option, with little gpparent
risk. But he aso knew he was|osing the argument.

“One other point, Admiral,” Aguinaldo continued. “I’m very concerned abouit the rules of
engagement.”

“What about them?” Wimbush asked, surprised. “| thought they were very clear.”

“They are, Admird. Especialy on one point. They are very clear that thereisto be, if at al possible,
no damage doneto infrastructure. With al due respect, sir, we' re going to be fighting against tanks. It
won't be possible to avoid severe damage to infrastructure.”

Wimbush smiled condescendingly and shook his head. “Generd, you shouldn’t be concerned at al on
that point. Y ou won't be fighting anyplace where thereis civilian infrastructure to damage.”

“Oppdia, sr: We Il befighting there.”

“Generd”—there was an edge of annoyance in Wimbush's voice—*you heard the intelligence report.
Therewon't be any fighting in Oppdia. Let’ sdrop this unproductive line of discusson.”

Aguinaldo settled back in his seat and gave Wimbush aleve look that made the admira very
uncomfortable.

In the back of the room Benjamin gently nudged Rear Admiral Gary B. Clark, the Fleet surgeon.
Clark sat with hisfeet up and his blouse unbuttoned, the picture of nonchalance. He consdered himself a
doctor first and aflag officer second, or maybe third, since he aso liked rock climbing and shooting
white-water rapidsin hisleisure time. The two had become friends over cigarsin the admiras mess.

“Arnhem,” Benjamin whispered into Clark’ sear. Clark raised an eyebrow. “I’ll explain later,”
Benjaminsad.

Back at the conference table, the admira had made his decision: “Gentlemen, | appreciate Andy’s
concerns, but al things consdered, wego in a Oppaia” General Han sighed and smiled and the other
members of the Saff relaxed visbly. Generd Aguinaldo nodded his assent. The decison was made. He
was thinking of how best to carry it out, his persond reservations about the admira’ s decision now past
discusson. He wanted to get back to his own staff and start planning for the landing.

Wimbush shook off hisannoyance at Aguinado’ simpertinence. “ One more item, gentlemen, and then
you can al go back and start drafting your operations orders. Hank, the army has got to come through
on time. How are your boys s&t?’

“No problem, sir. We'll have the Third Corpsin there no later than D plus three and the Ninth Corps
by D plusfive. That'll be 120,000 men. We have two more Corpsin reserve that we can havein by no
later than D plusten if we need ‘ em. Gentlemen, that’ sthe equivaent of two ground armies, nearly
500,000 men, and we' Il have the firepower of the entire Fleet in orbit to boot. Neither this St. Cyr nor
anybody elsein Human Space can stand up to figureslike that. Intdl tellsus St. Cyr can't field more than
250,000 men, tops, four divisions of armor, eight thousand tanks of al kinds, maybe only four thousand
of those TP1 Main Battle Tanks. The Marineswill only haveto hold out, er, | mean secure the facilities
for two days, max. It'll be awalkover for Andy’ s boys, Admira, awakover.” He nodded to Genera
Aguinaddo. “Tdl your boysthey can bring their golf clubsto thisone, Andy.” General Aguinaldo
permitted theright Sde of hisfaceto twitch dightly in response while the rest of the staff laughed politely.

“Hank, | have precisely 350 Straight Arrow antitank rockets in the hands of my men. We' re going to



need ahell of alot more than those when we break out of Oppdia.”

“No sweet, Andy, no problem,” Genera Han answered, making placating motions with his hands.
“We have athousand more en route, and we' || have ‘em on the ground not later than D plusfive.
Thousands more arein production and scheduled for delivery to the Fleet by D plusten at the very latest.
The Council has given production of these wegpons absolute top priority. Y our men will have‘em when
they need ‘em.”

Admird Wimbush conferred briefly with an aide and then said, “ Okay, Hank, you' ve got the green
light. Y our readiness reports convince me your boys are combat-loaded and ready for this operation.
Pass on to your commanders my persond congratulations for kegping their unitsin such tip-top shape.”

“You'd better get ready for some casudties, Gary,” Professor Benjamin said to Admiral Clark asthey
walked down the companionway outs de the briefing room.

“The Inte boys guesswrong on thisone?’

“I don’t know about that, but military intelligence has dways been an iffy game. Anyway, I’ ve been
talking to some of the army’ s battalion staff, you know, over beers, and if the admira believesthose
readiness reports Generad Han'sbeen filing, he' son thinice. Hell, Gary, commanders have flushed out
their readiness reports ever since the first Roman legionnaire lied to his Centurion when hetold him he
had his basic load of spear points. Commanders never report bad news to headquarters! I’ m not
accusing Generd Han of falsifying reports, but how often does any four-star genera get down to
company level and ingpect rifle bores and Dragon engines himself?’

Admira Clark nodded. He d experienced asmilar problem inthe medical field. “What'sthis
‘Arnhem’ thing you mentioned?’

“Ah, place in Holland, back on Old Earth, where the Allies dropped some parachutists during aWorld
War Two operation, September 1944, | think. Would' ve worked perfectly, except there was
‘unexpectedly heavy’ German res stance when the guysjumped in. They wound up in ashooting galery,
thousands killed and captured. If this St. Cyr guy isso smart... Jesus, Gary, am | ever glad I’ m not going
inwith the Marines”

They paused outside the Fleet Medica Staff bay. “Well, Jere,” Clark said, “I’ m not a proctologi<t, but
if you'reright, looks like we might need one—to get those golf clubs out of old Box Kicker’srear end
after the Marines are through with him.”

Generd Aguinaldo sat facing hiscommanders. “We' regoing in at Oppalia,” he announced. Nobody
said aword but each man redlized this was bad hews from an infantryman’ s view-point. They fidgeted in
their seats. But the decision had been made and now they would carry it out. No sense protesting.

“I know thisisanight operation, but gentlemen, the harder the task, the morewelikeit, so | know you
will carry this off to perfection. Intel saysno sign of enemy presence there.”

“That' s Fishface Johannes sevauation, Sr?’ astocky mgor genera named Jack Daly asked. He
would command the division that would compose the assault e ement.

“Yeah, Jack. Don't take that to the bank, though. Gentlemen, | want you to prepare for stiff
resistance, maybe even armor. I’ ve never downplayed the risk of acombat operation to my staff. | have
abad feding about this. | hopel’m wrong, but | want you to prepare asif I’ mright.”

“Sir, | notice the operations plan calsfor the army to reinforce uson D plusthree. Will they?’ the
brigadier commanding the 22nd FIST asked. “If you'll recal, on the Auberge landing nine years ago, the
army falled to reinforce. I'm sure you al recdl the disastrous results of that operation very clearly.”

Genera Aguinado hesitated before replying. “Y es. Hank Han may be abox kicker, but he knows



how to get the beans and the bullets to the right place at the right time. That goes for the thousand
Straight Arrows aswell. Okay, who' s up to snuff on urban warfare?’

“The 34th FIST,” Ddy answered at once. He nodded at Brigadier Sturgeon sitting at the far end of the
table.

“Ted, you lead theway in,” Aguinado sad. “Gentlemen, D-Day isin seventy-two hours. H-Hour will
be three hourslocal time. Thiswill be anight landing. Y ou have the basic op plan, with the Fleet
intelligence estimates and logistical annexes. Have your op orders for the assault to me tomorrow at this
time.” He stood up, signaing that the meeting was over.

“Jack,” Brigadier Sturgeon said, accosting General Daly before he could leave the conference room.
“We have the Straight Arrow, my men aretrained in its use, but we don’'t have nearly enough if werun
into a big armored force down there. We ve got to be assured we' |l have air and artillery support if we
do.”

“Ted, you have ‘em, you have‘em,” Daly replied, clapping Sturgeon reassuringly on the shoulder.
“Goddamn, Jack, we' re going into a built-up area, at night, lousy weather—"

“Ted, look on the bright side. At the most, you'll only have to be there two days. And you' re not
going in aone, the rest of us |l be there right behind you, and then you' Il have 120,000 dogfacesto
reinforce you. And you' ve known Andy for years, he dwayslooks on the dark sde—that’ sgood, that's
good—hut this'Il comeout al right, Ted. Think of what we'll be up against once we move out of
Oppalia.” He clapped Sturgeon on the shoulder again and walked off.

Brigadier Sturgeon stood by himself for amoment. He shook his head. He just couldn’t think ahead to
the breakout. What waits for us down there? he asked himself. Shaking his head again, he walked off to
the debarkation port to catch the shuttle back to his own transport.

CHAPTER 11

“Attention on deck!” First Sergeant Myer bellowed.
The assembled men of Company L sprang to their feet.

Captain Conorado marched briskly into gymnasium compartment HL/g/v/14-3 and down the aidein
the middie of the rows of benches that had replaced the exercise equipment that normaly filled the space.

“ Seat the men, Top Sergeant,” Conorado said as he stepped onto the small stage that faced the
ranked benches. The company’ s other officersfollowed him into the gym and took places at the rear of
the room.

“Ayeaye, dr,” Myer replied. He glared out at the men. “Sit!” he bellowed. The momentary clanking,
thumping, and bumping of the men resuming their seats amost drowned out the rest of what thefirst
sergeant said. “If there sany ruckus or grab-assing, you'll Sit & attention.”

There wasn't any ruckus or grab-assing as the 120 enlisted men of the company looked intently at
their skipper and waited to hear what he was going to say.

Conorado spent afew seconds looking out at the faces staring back at him. He wondered how many
of them would diein the next seventy-two hours.

“Intwo days,” he began, “at nine hours ship-time, we will board orbit-to-surface craft to conduct an
amphibious assault. One hour later, at three-thirty local time, we will go over the beach at the city of
Oppalia. Oppdiaisamagor industria city. It hasafully developed seaport and spaceport, and it'sa
transportation hub. Our job isto secure both portsfor theingress of follow-on army forces.” He paused
for afew secondsto alow his Marinesto hoot and cry out afew disparaging words about the army. The



hoots and cries cut off immediately when he resumed speaking.

“Itisthe belief of Fleet Admira Wimbush, who isin overal command of this operation, that the bad
guys have no significant defenses at Oppalia. Thisbdlief isbased on extensve intelligence gathered by the
string-of -pearls and by reconnaissance drones. The nearest known enemy force isthe First Armored
Divison, located a amining complex ahundred kilometers awvay. We should have at least two or three
hours, maybe longer, to secure Oppdiaand set up our defenses before the First Armored can mount up
and get to us. By then we should have four entire FISTs on the ground and in position around the city,
and another FIST ether dready moving in with usor onitsway.

“Asyou know, the First Armored Divison comprisesfully half of the enemy’ sknown armored forces.
| assureyou, if twelve hundred tanks attempt to attack four thousand Marines armed with Straight
Arrows, those tanks will diein very short order.

“The army command believes, and the Fleet Admira concurs, that thiswill be an essentially
unopposed landing. We will secure the ports, the army will make planetfal behind us and go out to do
battle againgt the tanks, and we can pull someliberty. That' sthe plan,” he said very dryly.

“There' sone other thing you have to be aware of. Since we will make planetfall inamaor city that is
vital to the economy and postwar redevelopment of Diamunde, thereisaredtrictive rule of engagement in
effect. We areto avoid, to the greatest extent possible, damaging the infrastructure. That meanswe can't
knock down or burn up buildings, we areto leave civilians and their housing alone, and we are not to
tamper with the public utility systems.” Conorado paused amoment to let theimplicationssink in. “That's
right,” he said when he saw appalled expressions wash over afew faces, “under no circumstances are we
allowed to invoke the Negev Protocol.”

More than twenty years earlier, Marines on a peacekegping mission in the Negev digtrict of Alhambra
repestedly came under fire from villages that were supposed to have only civiliansin them. One squad on
patrol came under particularly heavy fire and could see alarge number of armed men preparing to assault
them. The corpord leading the squad called in artillery to bombard the would-be attackers, and
destroyed the village in the process. The brigadier commanding the mission backed up the corpord, so
did the entire Marine chain of command. Ever since, the “Negev Protocol” was invoked when massive
destruction of lives and property was the only thing that stood between Marines and desth. They were
being forbidden to use Negev in thiswar.

Conorado did his best to keep hisface neutrd. “1 say again, Fleet Admira Wimbush and his
intelligence gtaff are pogitive that there are no enemy forcesin or near Oppdia. Therefore, destruction of
infrastructure shouldn’t be an issue regardless of thisrule of engagement.” Heleft unsaid that the
prohibition against invoking Negev was aso why the artillery wouldn't be landed until after Oppaiawas
secured.

“Y our platoon commanders and platoon sergeants will give you more detailed briefings between now
and the time we board the assaullt vehicles. Those briefings will include maps and VR chamber exercises.
Arethere any questions?’

It was normdly arhetorical question. What it meansin Marineis, “Did | say anything you didn’t
understand?’ It isnot an invitation to question whys and wherefores. But PFC Macllargie was too new
to redlize that, so he asked the question so many others had but wouldn’t ask—and it wasn't about
Negev.

“Sir, if thelanding’ s going to be unopposed, why arewe making it at night?” Macllargie may not have
known thiswasn’t the kind of question he was supposed to ask, but he did know that night amphibious
landings were uncommon—when Marines put on adisplay of strength, they want to be seen doing it.

“Macllargie, your platoon sergeant and | will have atak with you afterward,” Top Myer boomed.
Mecllargie shrank back to the bench.



Conorado turned his head so few of the men could see his face and murmured, “No you won't.” Then
he turned back to the company. “That’ savery good question, PFC Macllargie. Unfortunately, nobody
told me. Maybe it’ s so we can move through the city and get into position without civilian traffic getting in
our way.” He shrugged. “ Ours not to reason why, ours but to do. Any other questions?’

Thistime there were the expected none.
“All right, then, I'll leave you to the first sergeant, who I’ m sure has afew words of wisdom for you.”

“Attention on deck!” Myer bellowed, and the men sprang to attention as Conorado marched out of
the compartment.

Top Myer waited until Conorado and the other officers were gone, then nodded at the senior NCOs,
who secured the hatches to prevent anyone' sleaving—or entering unannounced. He clasped his hands
behind his back and paced from side to side on the stage, glaring out at the men. Maybe it was only
Macllargi€ simagination, but it seemed to the young Marine that the first sergeant glared at him more
than anyone else.

“Were you listening to that briefing?’ Top Myer suddenly barked out. “ Did you hear what the Skipper
sad?

“We are making anighttime assault landing. The skipper said the port is‘ supposedly’ poorly
defended. The ‘nearest known’ enemy force. Itisthe ‘belief” of Wimpy Wimbush. Intelligence gathered
by string-of-pearls and drones. We ‘ should have' two or three hours. There ‘should be' four FISTs. The
"army command believes.” Thelast time | heard an army command believe something, it wasthat an
asshole and an elbow might not be the samething.” He glared so fiercely that none of the Marines dared

laugh.

“You'vedl heard the old maxim, ‘No plan, no matter how good, ever survivesfirst contact with the
enemy.” Well, | heard so many ‘ifs’ in the skipper’sbriefing, | don't think thisisagood plan to begin
with. I’'m going to forget every part of it after ‘we are making an amphibious assault into amagjor city with
amagjor segport and spaceport and we' redoing it a night.” I'’m going in expecting mgor resstance. Any
man in thislanding who does't go in expecting magor resstance isn’t likely to live long enough to get his
feet dry.

“Let metell you something about who we' re going up againgt. Diamunde doesn't have agovernment,
not what any of usknow as agovernment anyway. A government ultimately has to answer to the people
it rules. A democraticdly eected government can be voted out of officeif it doesn’t perform up to the
people’ s expectations. A kingdom hasto keep its people happy or face a coup or awar of succession. If
atyranny istoo repressive, it will be overthrown.

“Diamunde doesn’'t have a government. The whole damn world's acompany town. Today’s
Diamundeisawholly owned subsdiary of Tuba cain Enterprises—an interstdllar conglomerate. The
people of Diamunde aren’t citizens or even subjects. They’ re employees. Anyone who doesn't like the
way the placeisrun ether keepsit to himsalf or getsfired. That's aone-way ticket on the next outbound
starship with no job, no home, and no friends waiting at the other end of theticket. It wasalittle bit
different before the recent hostile takeover by thisMarston . Cyr character.” He looked like he wanted
to spit, but didn't have aplaceto do it. “Until then, if you got fired by Tuba cain you could go to work for
the Hefestus Conglomerate, or one of the few remaining smaller corporations.

“So who does a corporation have to answer to, you may ask? It’s stockholders, that’ swho. They’re
the people who want to make money from the corporation without having to do any work for it. The
stockholders aren’t on Diamunde, they’ re spread throughout dl of Human Space. They don’t know
what' s going on here. If they do, they probably don't care. What they care about istheir dividend
payments. They take alook at their credit satements oncein awhile, and if the amount they get from
their holdingsin Tubacain isbig enough, they’ re happy.



“What' sthe worst that can happen to St. Cyr and his corporate cronies? Well, some stockholders
might decide to get anew board of directors. But boards have staggered elections. That meansit can
take years to change the mgority view in aboard of directors. But it won't happen. Look at what S.
Cyr did to the old board when it didn’t want to do what he wanted. The son of a bitch killed them. So
what aternative do the stockholders who don't like what’ s going on have? They can sell their stock to
peoplewho don't care, that’ swhat. And St. Cyr staysin power. How many more people will hekill?’
He shook his head sadly. “1 don't even want to think about it.

“Some of you may be wondering how come we re conducting our landing at amgjor city. Nobody
told methis, but here’swhat | think isthe reason. The high commandersthink St. Cyr won't want to fight
in Oppalia because he won't want to risk damaging such an important part of the planet’ sinfrastructure.
Just like we can’t invoke Negev.” He shook his heed at that folly. “If | wasin hisposition, I’ d be willing
to have it completely destroyed rather than let an invader haveit. That'swhy | think we' re going to face
strong opposition.

“There ssomething ese here that’ s bothering me. Tubacain is very rich—richer snce thistakeover.
When you look back through history, you can seethat there’ sa pretty direct correlation between wedlth
and palitica power. Therichest people, those who control industry, manufacturing, mining, banking, and
all other forms of production, have the greatest access to and influence over the people who run
government. There wasn't any attempt at negotiation with St. Cyr, just aquick decision to go to war.
And we have been ordered to avoid damage to infrastructure. | have to wonder if someone' sbeing
influenced here, and who' sdoing theinfluencing.”

Top Myer stopped abruptly and alook of consternation flashed across hisface. “1 don’t want anyone
to repeat what | just said,” he growled.

There were nods and murmurs from the Marines. They understood that the Top had just said
something that could be taken the wrong way by the wrong people. Even if he did glare, growl, and bark
a them too much, nobody wanted the first sergeant to get in trouble.

“That isdl, people. Platoon sergeants, take over.” First Sergeant Myer headed for the nearest exit.
“Firg platoon, company area, on the double!”

“Second platoon, stay in place!”

“Third platoon, VR chamber!”

Thefina briefing and training was about to commence.

CHAPTER 12

Klaxons blared throughout the amphibious battlecruiser Tripoli. The carefully modulated femae voice
that came over the ship’ s speskersintoning the ancient words, “Commander Landing Force, prepare the
landing forcefor landing,” galvanized the Marines of 34th FIST into action.

“First squad, fal in,” Sergeant Hyakowa called from where he stood in the passageway just outsde
the squad compartments. Throughout 34th FIST’ s areas, other squad leaders were dso calling their men

to the ready.

“Second squad, on me,” Sergeant Eagle' s Cry, afew meters away from Hyakowa, commanded.
Thirty-fourth FIST’ s areas reverberated with the thudding of feet on metdl.

“Gunsup,” Sergeant Kelly shouted. The commands of other squad leaders echoed dong the
passageways.

Before the squad leadersfinished caling for their men, the Marines of third platoon were scrambling
through the hatchesto line up in front of their squad leaders.



Gunnery Sergeant Bass, virtudly invisblein his chameeon field uniform, stood watching at one end of
the passageway. Ensign Vanden Hoyt, like Bass, visble only asaface hovering in midair, stood
observing at the other end. Between them, the squad leaders were readily detectable only by the Straight
Arrow tubes dung over their shoulders—their hovering faces mere blurs behind their hdmets' infra
screens. The men of the platoon aso had their infra screens down, so they could see more of each other
than just the Straight Arrow tubes every third Marine carried a ding arms. The rushed manufacture of the
antitank weapons hadn’t alowed for any chameleon effect on the weapons. Instead, they were adrab,
light-absorbing green.

Asthe Marineslined up before their squad leadersthey flipped up their infras, fully exposing ther
faces. As soon asthey were in formation, the squad leaders flipped up their own.

Hyakowa stepped sharply to hisfirg fire team leader, Corpord Leach, to give him afina ingpection.
The ingpection was perfunctory and mostly manua—he couldn’t see Leach’ sgear and had to touch it to
make sure it was present and secured. He moved on to Schultz and gave him an even more perfunctory
ingpection—he knew Schultz would be the most ready man in the platoon, maybein the entire FIST. His
ingpection of Dean was more detailed. Even though Dean had acquitted himsdlf well during the two
operations he' d been on, neither had involved an amphibious combat assault. He looked into Dean’s
eyes. Leach’ seyes had been tensdy ready. Schultz' s eyes were relaxed, dmost deepy. Both of them
had made combat assaults before and survived them, they knew what to expect. Uncertainty and
nervousness showed in Dean’ s eyes.

“We're Marines, Dean,” Hyakowa said crisply. “We re gonna get some!”

“Kick ass, take the names of the survivors,” Dean replied.

Hyakowa clapped him on hisinvisble shoulder and moved on to Sergeant Ratliff.

The squad leaders completed their ingpections and reported their men ready in less than five minutes.

“Marines,” Vanden Hoyt said in avoice that wasn't ashout, but carried clearly to each maninthe
platoon, “we are about to go into the unknown. Thirty-fourth FIST isthe first wave. CompaniesL and M
will crossthe beach in Dragons, Company K will be directly behind us and crossin hoppers. We will
have air cover from our Raptors. Thirteenth FIST,” the other FIST on the Tripoli, “will follow intwo
waves a haf hour intervals. We will crossthe beach in the small hours of the morning. Intelligence says
the landing should meet little or no resstance. That' s niceto hear. But we' re Marines. Marines are
always ready for the unexpected. Even though the bad guys aren’t supposed to be waiting for us to show
up then and there, be ready to breathe fire as soon as you step off the Dragons. Let me hear it.”

The men of third platoon roared out, “OOH-RAH!” VVanden Hoyt' s eyesflicked to hisleft in
surprise—Lance Corpora Dupont, the platoon’ s communications man, was “oohrahing” dong with
everyoneese.

“Sta—Gunnery Sergeant Bass!” Vanden Hoyt said

“Ayeaye, gr,” Bass called back. He didn't need to be given any more orders, he knew thisroutine
too well. “Platoon, right facel” he commanded, then paused for a beat while the Marines of third platoon
turned to face him. He took off his helmet to dlow the men to see himin visud. * Follow me. Route step,
march!” He led the way through the maze of passage and ladderways to the number-one well deck,
where 34th FIST’ s Dragons waited in the seven Essays that would carry the two lead companiesto the
surface of the planet. Ten more Essays held the hoppers and Raptors of 34th FIST. Thefind three
Essaysin the cavernous hold stood ready to carry the FIST’ s command and combat support e ementsto
Diamunde s surface. M Company simultaneoudy entered the well deck from a different direction.
Shortly, Company K would enter the well deck and board the hoppers waiting on five of the other

Essays.
The Marines had drilled on boarding the vehicles severd times over the past few days—the boarding



was eexily quiet, few sergeants or corporals had to speak up to redirect Marines going the wrong way.

Bass stopped at the open hatch of the Essay third platoon would ride down to Diamunde’ s seaand
waved Hyakowa past. The firgt squad leader headed directly to the Dragon two-thirds of the members
of the platoon would ride in and stopped by its ramp to wave his men through. He entered the Dragon
behind Macllargie and waked the length of the vehicl€ sinterior, making sure his men were properly
strapped into their accel eration webbing before taking his own place next to the ramp and locking down.
The ramp was wide enough that Eagle€' s Cry was able to board and ingpect his men without having to
wait for firgt squad to finish.

Four minutes after Bass entered the well deck, all of third platoon was secured for launch. Vanden
Hoyt had brought up the rear from the troop compartments and was the last to strap in.

The Dragons computers registered that each acceleration position was occupied and al locks
properly secured, then smultaneoudy natified the Dragon commander and the Essay’ s compuiter.

“Dragon One, secured and ready,” the first Dragon commander reduntantly reported to the Essay’s
coxswain.

“Dragon Two, secured and ready,” the second Dragon’s commander reported.
The third Dragon commander echoed them.

“Essay Alfazero-four, ready to drop,” the Essay’ s coxswain reported to the well-deck officer, though
the Essay’ s computer had already made the report. The redundancy of voice and computer reporting
was to protect againgt failure of the sensor system and to provide assurance that not only were the troops
properly secured for launch, but the vehicle commanders and coxswains were alert and aware of their
individud Stuations.

Assoon as dl Essays reported themsalves ready, the well-deck officer said, “Well deck, stand by for
zero amosphere.” Even through the walls of the Dragon and the Essay outside it, the Marines could hear
the whisper asthe well deck’ sair was sucked out.

“Open drop hatch,” the well-deck officer ordered.

Inside the Dragons the Marines fdlt rather than heard the opening of the bay hatches benesth the
Essy.

“Stand by for null-g,” the ship’sfemade voice intoned.

The Marines braced themsdlves for a sudden loss of weight.

“Null-g,” intoned the ship’svoice. “ Three, two, one, mark.”

The ship’ s gravity generators shut off. Everywhere in the ship and on its surface, people and objects
dowly drifted upward from whatever direction had been “down” for them. In the Dragons, therewas a
dight shifting of webbing as weight went away from the overhead support straps and the newly floating
masses were pulled into equilibrium by the deck straps.

The klaxons blared once again throughout the ship and within the Dragons. The computer’ sfemde
voice said soothingly,

“Land thelanding force.”

The magnetic clampsthat had held the Essaysto the overhead of the wdll deck suddenly reversed
polarity and the Essays were g ected straight down from the ship.

The Marines al shouted, screamed, or bellowed to “ equalize the sudden pressure” of the launch.

One second and three hundred meters from the aready closing bay doors, the Essays enginesfired
up and added three g's of forward momentum to the four vertica. Theroar of the Essays engines,



soundlessin the space outside it, was loud enough inside to drown out the screams of the passengersit
carried in the Dragons. Small rockets on the bottom of the Essays blasted to cancel the downward
motion of the entry vehicle; the aft retros fired more strongly than the forward ones to angle them so the
main rockets gave the entry vehiclesadight downward thrugt. Little more than ten seconds after launch,
the Essayswere aready past the two-kilometer-long battlecruiser; only the downward thrust from their
main engines kept them from being flung into ahigher orbit. Finer adjustments brought the seven Essays
together in formation.

“Essay Alfazero-four clear of the ship,” the Essay’ s coxswain reported. “ Pogition in formation visualy
verified.” The other Essay coxswains made the same report.

“Wave one, properly formed,” reported the chief petty officer in command of the formation. * Request
permission to commence atmospheric entry.”

“Permission granted. On my mark, commence atmospheric entry. Four, three, two, one, mark.”

The coxswainswere dl listening in on the command circuit. At “mark” they punched the buttons that
controlled the topside attitude jets of their Essays. The Essays computers received confirmation from the
ship’slaunch control computer then executed the command. Small vernier rockets above the Essays
noses pulsed to angle the reentry vehicles sharply downward and convert their orbital velocity into
downward speed. Five seconds later the main engines shut off and the Essays went into an unpowered
plunge a aglide angle caculated to take them fifty thousand meters above the surface in five minutes.
There, wingswould deploy and forward thrusters would fire to drop speed to something that could be
controlled by powered flight.

“Sound off,” Hyakowa ordered into his helmet comm unit as soon asthe decible level in the Dragon
was low enough to be heard.

“Three-one-one-one, okay,” Leach immediately reported.
“Three-one-one-two, ready,” Schultz replied.
“Three-one-one-three, here,” Dean said.

“Three-one-two-one...” Ratliff said, and on through the rest of the squad until every man had reported.
On the other side of the Dragon, Eagl€’ s Cry had his squad report, as did every squad leader on every
Dragon in the Essay formation. Squad leaders reported to platoon leaders, who reported to company
commanders, who reported to the battalion commander, who reported to the FIST commander who
was riding to the surface with the first wave—the executive officer would follow with K Company and
the air dement. Seconds after Commander Van Winkle sreport of all Marines ready reached Brigadier
Sturgeon, the formation of Essays reached atmosphere and the shuttle craft deployed their wings and hit
their retro rockets. The Essays shuddered violently and the men in the Dragons were bounced and rattled
about in their acceleration webbing.

“High speed on abad road,” was how Marines described the fal from the top of the atmosphere to
the beginning of powered flight fifty kilometers above the surface. It was an apt description. Thefal
through the middle thermosphere felt like the Dragon was driving at top speed on acoarsely graveled
road, the gravel getting coarser the farther down they went. The lower thermosphere was an eroded
roadway with potholes and bumps. In the mesosphere, some of the potholes seemed deep enough to
swallow the Dragon whole, and some of the bumps should have flipped it over.

The Essay formation spread out during its drop to the top of the atmaosphere, so by thetimethe
breaking rockets and deploying wings cut their speed and the angle of the shuttles’ dives, the Essays
were two kilometers away from each other. That gave the coxswains the space they needed to rein in the
reentry vehicleswithout risking collison. Once the Essays wingswere fully extended, huge flaps
extended from them to further decrease the Essays speed. When the wingsfindly bit into the thickening
ar hard enough for controlled flight, the coxswains turned off the braking rockets, fired up the



atmosphere jets, and maneuvered the craft back into formation and into avelocity-eating spird that
dowed their descent aswell asthe shuttles' forward speed. At one thousand meters dtitude the
coxswains pulled out of the spird and popped drogue chutes. At two hundred they angled the jets
vernier nozzles downward. Seconds later the shuttles rested on the surface of an ocean, ahundred
kilometers off the shore of Oppdia.

“Ready landing craft to hit the beach,” the shuttles' coxswains ordered.
“Landing Craft One, ready to hit the beach,” said thefirst Dragon’s commander.

“Landing Craft Two, ready to hit the beach,” said the second Dragon’s commander, and so on
throughout the formation.

The Dragon commanders revved up their engines; the vehicles curtainsfluttered and they rose from
theforce of theair cushionsthat lifted the Dragons off the deck. On command from the chief petty officer
commanding the formation, the coxswains opened their aft hatches and lowered ramps, and the Dragons
drove out to splash onto the surface of the water. In seconds twenty Dragons werein acolumn, zipping
at top speed across the wave tops toward the distant shore. At their top water speed of more than 140
kilometers per hour, the Dragons would cross the beach in about forty minutes. During that time the
commanders and leaders, from Brigadier Sturgeon on down to the newest fire team leader, reviewed
with their subordinates what they were going to do if things worked as planned. And they reviewed their
optionsif intelligence waswrong.

Twenty minutes after the wave of Dragons flowed off their Essays, five more Essays opened their
hatches and tilted forward at seven thousand meters atitude. Ten troop-laden hoppers did out of them.
The hoppers enginesrevved up immediately and they werein controlled flight by thetime they free-fdl a
thousand meters. The hoppers gathered in formation and headed after the Dragons. Fifteen minutes after
the hoppers did out of their Essays, ten Raptors did out of five more Essays at twenty thousand meters.
It took two thousand meters of free-fall for the Raptors enginesto kick in and take control. The Raptors
gathered together and made one wide orbit before they streaked toward Oppalia. Both flights were
synchronized to cross the beach at the same time the Dragons did.

Since the highest rank attainable in Marston St. Cyr’ sarmy was Mg or Generd, the rank he had
selected for himself, brigadiers commanded corps, colonds divisons, and lieutenant colonels brigades.

While Lieutenant Colonel Naseby Namur did not understand the reasoning behind St. Cyr’ sarmy
reorganization, he did know how to follow orders. For two months now he had sat with his command,
the First Tank Brigade of the First Armored Division, at Oppdia, watching the miners go to work every
day. Of the 410 Main Battle Tanks assigned to his brigade, 405 of them were ready for action, although
during the time he had been a Oppalia, he was under strict ordersto perform no maneuverswith the
behemoths.

During that time, his men had practiced tank gunnery in virtud redlity chambers, attended to the
endless maintenance tasks to keep their tanks and vehicles ready for combat, endured forced marches
across the desert to keep themsalvesin top physica conditioning, and practiced maneuvers on sand
tables. And the westher during that time of year in Oppalia had been terrible—cold, windy, wet; clouds
and fog hid the sun for days on end. All that work and military routine was necessary not only to keep the
brigadein fighting trim but to keep the men occupied, otherwise they’d dl go nuts. The miners had their
familiesand friendsto return to at night; hismen lived in drafty warehouses temporarily converted into
troop barracks. Still, morale was high.

Lieutenant Colonel Namur had spent the day in the motor park with histank commanders, inspecting
engines and weapon systems. It had been tedious work. He had just put hisfeet up and was about to
pour himsdlf aglass of wine when hiscommunicator blegped.



“Lieutenant Day, gr.” It wasthe brigade staff duty officer. Irritated, Namur asked what it was.
“Generd St. Cyr, sr. Hewantsal commandersto Sit in on asecure videoconference in five minutes.”

Namur swung hisfeet heavily to the floor and walked dowly to his command post, where his staff had
aready assembled. They stood when he entered. “ Seats,” he commanded. They had just returned to
their chairswhen St. Cyr’ simage appeared on the huge vidscreen set up at one end of the storage room
that had been converted into the brigade command post. Everyone jumped to attention.

“At ease, gentlemen.” St. Cyr’ svoice boomed over the audio system. Hewas Sitting at a desk,
wearing an ordinary soldier’ s battle dress uniform. His only badge of rank weretwo slver sarson a
bracelet he wore around hisright wrist. “ A Confederation Navy amphibious assault fleet has arrived in
orbit around Diamunde,” he announced. “We are already under attack herein New Kimberly. Our
intelligence service estimates aforce of at least 120,000 troops will be landed somewhere on Diamunde
within the next seventy-two hours.” The men in the command post looked a one another nervoudly.

“| am addressing al my commanders at once on this net because we are not sure just where the
invason forcewill land. Asof right now you will put al your commands on one-hundred-percent combat
dert. Stay in congtant touch with my headquarters. Hold the invading forcesif you can, delay them if you
can't. You will bereinforced. That isdl.” The screen went blank.

For severa seconds nobody stirred. Then Namur was on hisfest. “ Battalion commanders! Issuelive
ammunition to every man. | want fifty percent of our tanks manned, enginesrunning & al times; two
shifts, twelve hours each. S-4, get down to the spaceport, | want command-detonated mines everywhere
down there. Sergeant Mgor, get me the mine operator on the horn right now—uwe're closing the
goddamned thing down.”

Awakened from adeep deep by the indstent shrilling of the communications console beside his bed,
Gregory Gursdfanks, operator of the Oppaliamining complex, answered deepily.

“Namur here, sir. The Noncombatant Evacuation Order is now in effect. Get your peopleto safety at
once. Enemy attack isimminent.” The connection went dead; Namur had said al that needed to be said.
Weeks before his staff had worked out an evacuation plan with Gursafanks. Food supplies had been
prepositioned deep within the mines, enough for the 3,000 miners and their familiesto survive for two
weeks. Overland evacuation routes and transportation had been arranged for those civilians who might
want to flee to New Kimberly or some other refuge.

Gursdfanks, wide awake by that time, bounded out of bed. Within minutes he had assembled his staff
and his people were gathering their few persona belongings. One thousand of them opted to flee Oppdia
for asmdl villagein Rourke sHills. Weeks later their remains were found ingde their burned-out vehicles
halfway there. Flying 2,000 meters above the desert at a speed in excess of Mach 3, Admira Wimbush's
Raptors had mistaken them for aflesing enemy column.

The next few hours were controlled pandemonium. Finally Namur was able to find amoment to Sit
down. He asked a sergeant to bring him acup of coffee. He glanced at hiswatch: aready past three
hours, and dark as pitch outside. He hoped in afew minutes he might be able to get some deep, athough
it would have to beright here, in his command post. He was just putting the coffee cup to hislipswhen
hiswrist communicator blegped. It was St. Cyr himself, broadcasting in the clear.

“Colond Namur. Theinvason forcewill land in your areal”

A tremendous explosion shook the building, and Namur spilled the hot coffee on hislegs. He never
noticed. “Genera,” he shouted, “they’ re already herel” and was out the door.

CHAPTER 13

“Shore' singght,” Corpora Duguid, the Dragon crew chief, said into the squad leader circuit in hiscomm



unit. “Everybody get ready. We re going feet dry in three minutes.”
“Roger,” Hyakowaand Eagle' s Cry said smultaneoudly.
“Look dive,” Hyakowasaid into hisal-hands circuit. “Less than three minutes.”

The Marines ran through the checklist for hitting the beach. They checked their webbing, no longer in
the horizontal acceleration attitude but in the vertical surface-transt mode. Each man made sure his
wegpon was on safe and had a battery in the well. They checked the rest of their gear, then flipped down
the infrascreens on their hdmets. Ingtantly the view inside the Dragon changed. The dim red lights that
were the only illumination in the vehicle had shown twenty barely seen faces hovering at intervals aong
the two sdes of the troop compartment. Through the infras, twenty ill-formed, bulky bodies glowed red.

The Dragons maneuvered to change their formation from one line twenty abreast to two linesten
abreast. They couldn’t go ashore in the harbor proper, it wastoo heavily built up with wharves, piers,
and seawalls, so there was no place low enough for the Dragonsto climb over. To the north and south of
the bay were points of land. The point to the south was smooth, gently doping beach, idedl for coming
ashore. The Dragons headed toward the north point, which was boulder-strewn and doped upward at
nearly thirty degrees. General Aguinaldo and his staff had chosen that as the landing spot because they
thought—hoped—it wouldn’t be as well-defended as the southern point.

“Stand by for rough road,” Corpora Duguid said, but not al the Dragon crew chiefs derted their
Marines. The Dragons cut their speed from full to one-quarter so suddenly that the Marines were thrown
toward the front of their vehicles. Only the webbing kept them from being dashed against the front wall of
the troop compartments. The Dragons lurched and yawed violently asthey abruptly transitioned from
leve travel on smooth seato climbing over the rocks. The undercarriages screamed and clanged from
griking boulders as the uneven surface ripped tufts of air cushion from underneath. The Dragons rocked
and rolled their way up the dope, clattering so loudly no one inside them could hear the hoppersthat
whooshed by overhead or the Raptors that screamed in above the hoppers.

Fifty meters beyond the water line, the top of the dope abruptly turned level. The Dragon drivers
increased vertical air pressure to maximum as they topped the dope. Still, as the Dragons shot up over
thelip of the dope they lost enough cushion that the front ends of the vehicles dammed againgt the
ground, rattling everyone aboard. But the cushions puffed back up almost immediately, and the drivers
prodded the Dragons back up to over one hundred kpm.

The sudden increase in speed was the only thing that saved them.

In response to Lieutenant Colonel Namur’ s abrupt command, Company C of the 552nd Battalion,
Firgt Tank Brigade—forty-five TP1s strong—taced to its shore defensive positions at the north point
overlooking the harbor entrance. The tanks were taking their places among the half-dozen ferrocrete
bunkers, which should have been enough to successfully defend that rocky dope, when the first wave of
ten Dragons roared over the dope’ s edge and picked up speed.

The gunnersin the bunkers knew the Marines were coming, they’ d watched through their infra scopes
as the amphibians reformed into two ranks and turned north. Namur’ s men knew the Dragons would
have to drop speed to negotiate the dope. They thought they’ d have timeto take careful am asthe
Dragons topped the dope, and be able to blow their targets away before they werelevel again. They
hadn’t counted on the speed of the Marine vehicles. Only four of the six bunker guns got shots off before
the Dragons were too close for them to shift their aim. Only one of the four hit a Dragon with ahigh
explosveround.

Overhead, the hopper flight carrying Company K continued toward itslanding zone. Above the
hoppersfive of the ten attack craft in theflight of Reptors continued with them. The other five pedled out
of formation and flew an aming run over the defenses before circling around to come back with their
cannons belching fire.



The nine surviving Dragons opened fire with their guns, firing as much to confuse the enemy asto hit
targets. In seconds they were passing through the still moving TP1s. The tanks dewed about, tried to
bring gunsto bear on the rapidly moving targets. But the Marines were too mixed up with the tanks and
bunkers, none of the tankers could find atarget where amiss wouldn’t hit one of their own. The tanks
dewed more, attempting to find open targets. Drivers responding to their tank commanders' excited
orders yanked and twisted steering yokes and stomped on accelerators in attempts to ram the Dragons.
But the Dragons were faster and more agile and managed to avoid the tanks as they sped through them
and headed for the safety of the twisting roads through the nearby industrid area.

By then, guns blazing, the second wave of Dragons had topped the dope and was roaring toward the
defenders. The Marines weren't concerned about hitting friendly targets—they were using plasma
weapons, the Dragons had their shields up, they wouldn’t be hurt by ashot from one of their own. Of
course, the plasmagunswouldn’'t do alot of damage to the tanks elther, but they could blind the tanks,
burn off their antennas and sensors, fracture their periscope glass and cameralenses. And the plasma
could get insde the bunkers. The second wave killed two of the bunkers, then was among them and the
tanks, following the first wave inland. The second wave of Dragons barely missed the Marineswho piled
out of the one Dragon that was hit. And two of the tanks, trying to ram Dragons, collided with a
thunderclap.

The shaped-charge round that had hit the Dragon was designed to take out medium tanks. It blew
through the relatively light armor of the left front of the Dragon, burst through the thin pand separating the
crew cab from the troop compartment, cut adiagona across the right forward corner of the troop
compartment, and detonated when it impacted the starboard wall of the vehicle. Mot of its explosive
blast and the molten metal it spewed forth went beyond the Dragon to spend itself harmlesdy in the open.
But the shdll didn’t pass through harmlesdy. A flying chunk of shrapne ripped a chunk out of the base of
the driver’ s neck, and another piece gouged adeep furrow in Corpora Duguid’ sarm. More shrapnel
toreinto the control pand and disabled the vehicle. Four infantrymen in the troop compartment were
injured, and Corpora John Keto was killed outright when the round plunged through his chest on itsway
to the starboard wall.

“Find atarget and kill it,” Duguid snapped at the unharmed gunner as he dapped afield bandage onto
hiswounded arm. He then turned to try to savethelife of hisdriver.

“Everybody out!” Hyakowa knew the Dragon was dead as soon as he felt the way it swerved when it
was hit. He pounded the hed of his hand againgt the panic button at the side of the closed exit ramp to
open it and was out before the ramp hit the ground. The uninjured Marines and one of the wounded were
right behind him.

“Spread out!” Hyakowa shouted. As soon as he saw they were following his orders, he looked
beyond the downed Dragon to the line of defenders and swallowed. The second line of Dragonswas
speeding through the bunkers and tanks, the first wave disappearing down the streets and around the
corners of the nearby industrid section of the city. A quick glance told him that two of the bunkerswere
dead. But he saw far too many tanks, none of which looked any worse than inconvenienced by the
damageinflicted by the Marine light armor. As he watched, the Dragon he d come ashorein killed athird
bunker. “Oh, hdl,” he muttered. He knew that was going to bring fire. “Over the edge,” he commanded
on his comm unit. Glancesto his sides showed man-sized splotches of red flowing toward the top of the
dope and the cover it offered. He dashed back to the Dragon to check for wounded and get any
SUrvivors out.

PFC Macllargie, though wounded himsdlf, was haf carrying Lance Corporal Van Impeout. “Keto's
dead,” Macllargie gasped “Everybody eseisout. | patched Van Impe up.”

“What about the crew?”’



Macllargie shook his head.
Hyakowa looked into the Dragon. “ Get him to cover,” he ordered. He ran forward.

“We refighting,” Duguid snarled a him. He didn’t think hisdriver was going to makeit. “ Get out of
here, mud-Marine”

Hyakowa backed off and headed for hismen.
Behind him another shaped-charge round dammed into the Dragon. Its gun stopped firing.
Then the five Raptors swooped back down, cannonsflaring.

Five bolts from one cannon, so close together that they looked like a stream of fire, struck the top of
the engine compartment of one tank. The force of the impact knocked the turret loose and tipped it
forward like ajauntily worn cap. Then their heat envel oped the ammunition compartment and set of f the
sixty-odd roundsin it. The heavy vehicle burst apart, chunks of armor flung about like papier-méché. The
multiton turret tumbled into the air and crashed down on top of another tank, bending its cannon out of

shape.

The second Raptor melted a hole through the sde of atank. The acrid smell of molten metd was
joined by the stench of burnt flesh from the crewmen who didn’t live long enough to redlize they were
being burned to death. Three more tanks died in flames before the Raptors began to orbit for another
run.

Five tanks were dead, a sixth hel plesswith the loss of its cannon barrel, and two others were damaged
from their collison. The company commander knew that his mission had failed, the Dragons had gotten
through. He dso knew that if histanks stayed in the open, another run from the Raptors would kill more
of histanks—and histank commanders couldn’t take the chance of standing out of their turretsto use
their antiaircraft weapons. He ordered aretreat with al speed. The tanks were back among the industria
buildings before the Raptors could hit them again. The Raptor commander called off the second firing run
before dl of hisbirds had fired at the bunkers. The Raptors had another mission: defend the Dragons.
They flew off to complete that misson.

Hyakowa listened to the departing Raptors, then cautiously raised his head to look above the lip of the
dope. Four of the bunkers were obvioudy dead. The other two were just as obvioudy still dive. He did
back down before any of the remaining defenders could spot him through their infra scopes. Quickly, he
took stock. He had nineteen Marinesincluding himself. Three were wounded, one too badly to fight,
maybe too badly injured to move. Therest of the company had moved inland. The next wave of Marines
was half an hour off, if it even came ashore at this point. The two remaining bunkers were too strong for
his Marines to assault—unless he wanted to kill them with Straight Arrows. But the two squads only had
six of the rockets, and firing them would surdly bring unwanted company—and he needed to preserve
the six antitank weapons for use against tanks, not against bunkers that could be bypassed. He had no
choice—no matter how badly Van Impe was injured, they had to move, they had to rejoin the company
on their own.

Heturned on his squad leader’ s Situation HUD and flicked on the map overview. The map showed the
sreets of New Kimberly to scae and ground eevationsin schematic. His position was marked with a
blue circle, the company’ s destination was ablue X. A few red dots marked enemy dispostion. He
ignored the red dots; he wasn't going to depend on the HUD to tell him where the enemy was. HeE d
checked the map display before the wave of Dragons reached the shore. It hadn’t shown enough red
dotsin the entire city to make up an armored company, let aone acompany waiting to meet them at the
shore. He scanned the map seeking a route that might give them a chance of reaching the rest of the
company without losing more men. He saw severd routes that weren't too roundabout. The mogt difficult
part would be getting off the rocky dope without being spotted by the defendersin the two bunkers—or
by any tanksthat might still be around.



Heturned off the HUD and looked around inside. Even though the infradidn’t show details, he could
tell that every man, except the unconscious Van Impe, was|ooking a him as the senior man to tell them
what to do, whereto go.

He heard avoice call from the Dragon.

“Nobody stopped to check for survivors?’” Captain Conorado asked when his communications man,
Corpora Escarpo, gave him the platoon commanders reports: First and second platoons and the assault
platoon made it through al right. One Dragon, with third platoon’ s two blaster squads, was stopped and
presumed killed at the beach.

Escarpo’ s shrug went unseen in the predawn dark. How was he supposed to know?

Conorado was slently swearing a himself. He should have known at the time that one of the Dragons
was hit. He should have given the order himsdlf to check for survivors. Thiswas afailure on his part;
Marines were never supposed to leave their own behind. No time for salf-recriminations now,
Companies L and M had to reinforce Company K and secure the spaceport. Company K was aready
engaged with enemy armor. Thunder rolled toward the Marines of Company L—theroar of Straight
Arrowsfiring, the blast of main battle tank guns, the ear-splitting shriek of Raptors swooping low to fire
their cannons, the stuttering of Dragon and hopper cannons, the louder blasts of tanks exploding. Less
than akilometer ahead the night strobed brilliantly with the flashes of plasma bolts and the explosion of
tank rounds, sometimes punctuated by bigger blooms of light as killed tanks erupted.

“Sir,” Escarpo sad. “F Three wantsthe actud.”

Conorado accepted the offered handset with one hand and flipped up hisinfrawith the other so he
could snug the earpiece under hishemet. “LimaActud here, go Foxtrot Three,” he said crisply.

“LimaActual,” came back the voice of the FIST operations officer. Conorado could hear explosions
behind the voice, explosionsthat reached him through the air asplit second later. The FIST headquarters
was closer to thefighting than he was. “ Another company of bad guysis approaching rapidly from the
southeast. Move your company to intercept and stop them. Details follow. Do you copy? Over.”

Conorado toggled on his HUD. Colored lines and dots appeared etched in the air in front of his eyes,
put there by hissmdl belt computer, which received the data transmission from HQ and recorded it. He
focused on the circled blue dots that represented his company and the circled red dots that indicated the
approaching enemy. “Roger, Foxtrot Three, | seethem. Over.” Part of hismind was dready caculating
the route the company would take to intercept the tanks.

“Kill them, Captain.”
“Roger, Three. Do they have infantry support? Over.”
“Not that we know. Foxtrot Three out.”

Conorado gave the handset back to Escarpo. “Not that we know,” the operations officer had said.
That told Conorado there was a serious intelligence breskdown. The intelligence officer should know
detailslike that and pass them on to operations. Conorado didn’t have time to worry about foul-ups
higher up. Heflicked on hiscommanders’ circuit and spoke to his platoon commanders and sergeants.
“We re moving out thisway.” He traced three lines on the map display on his belt computer. The
computer immediately transmitted the data to the HUD displays of his senior men. “First platoon, your
route.” He made the center line blink. “ Second platoon, yours.” Theline on the right blinked. “ Assault
platoon and headquarters group.” Theleftmost line blinked. “ Third platoon, accompany first. Move
now.” He started out himsdlf. Around him the other Marines of the company HQ group aso began
heading toward their interception point. Through hisinfra he saw the men of the assault platoon advancing
ahead of him. “Everybody see the red dots? Armor. We don’t know what kind. It may or may not have



infantry support. We re going to kill them before they can join the main fight.”

Conorado’ sHUD showed the blue dots of his company split into three groups that followed the three
lines. Heturned it off.

One hundred men with small arms, antipersonnd guns, and twenty-four Straight Arrow antitank
weapons were on their way to intercept and kill forty-five tanks. He repressed ashiver.

CHAPTER 14

“Wewent six blocks,” Schultz reported. “Didn’'t see or hear anything.” He stood in a recessed doorway
half akilometer from the landing beach, facing Sergeant Hyakowa. Dean huddled next to him.

“Y ou're sure nobody’ s coming that way?’ Hyakowa asked the men he' d sent ahead to scout their
route.

Schultz didn’t say anything. He thought the predawn light was bright enough for Hyakowato see his
‘That’ sadumb question’ look. He had no way of knowing whether someone out of his hearing or sight
might be moving to cut across the route he' d taken. But he and Dean—Hyakowa had insisted that
Schultz not go done—had gone out by one street and come back by another. They hadn’t found
anything to indicate enemy presencein theimmediate vicinity or moving their way.

Hyakowalooked at Dean, who nodded, agreeing with Schultz. The senior squad leader cocked his
head and listened to the distant sounds of battles, fights they’ d been hearing since before they got off the
landing dope. One, thefirst onethey heard start, sounded like it was at the spaceport—at least it wasin
that direction and could be theright distance. “Lead the way,” Hyakowa said, then flicked on his squad
and squad leaders circuits. His squad leader’ s radio had three groups of frequencies. one was selective
and dlowed him to talk to his own squad, either al of them at once or afew of them sdectively; on
another he could talk directly to the other squad leadersin the platoon; the third went up to the platoon
and company command. He hadn’t been able to raise anyone on the platoon or company frequencies.

Between interference caused by the buildings around them and e ectronic interference, he wasn't able
to transmit or receive much more than a hundred meters. He flicked on both the squad all-hands and the
sguad leaders circuits. “Let’ smoveit out, people,” he said. “Therest of the company needsus.” He
dropped hisinfraback into place to watch the two squads begin their movement.

Schultz moved close to the buildings on one side of the narrow, winding access road they were
following through alight industrial area. Dean and Corpora Leach, ther fire team leader, pardleled him
on the other side of the road. Then came the second fire team, Ratliff, Chan, and Godenov. Dornhofer
brought up the squad’ srear with Macllargie, whose wound wasn't severe enough to prevent him from
walking and using hisweapon. Second squad followed them, carrying Van Impe and Duguid on two
litters. They had hidden the bodies of Corpora Keto and the two dead Dragon crewmenin a
building—Hyakowa thought that none of the people who normaly worked in this areawould cometo
work today, not with dl the fighting going on in the city. He waswilling to leave the dead hidden to be
taken care of |ater, but there was no way he would leave awounded Marine behind. Sergeant Eagle’'s
Cry and PFC Clement, the other walking wounded Marine, formed the rear point.

Satisfied that the two squads were moving out in as good order as possible under the circumstances,
Hyakowafdl in behind Ratliff.

Company L bardly got into position before the van of the oncoming armored company reached them.
The vehicles, fifteen TPLs, thirty medium tanks, and an armored staff car, came barreling in two columns
down the middle of the broad boulevard leading from the city proper to the spaceport. Any infantry that
might be accompanying the tanks couldn’t keep up with them. Second platoon, on Company L’sright



flank, didn’t walit for orders from Captain Conorado.

“Firgt squad,” the second platoon commander coolly ordered over his platoon command circuit, “fire
one Sierra Alfa, kill the nearside lead tank. Second squad, fire one SierraAlfa, kill the tank behind the
leader. Platoon, pull back as soon as Sierra Alfas arefired.”

Second platoon was spread out in a colonnade of monuments and ornamental trees that shielded
travelers on the boulevard from the ugly sght of theindustrial area between it and the port. Thetrees
afforded little protection from the guns of the tanks, but the monuments were heavy and close enough
together to prevent the tanks from mounting an orderly charge. Theindustrid area began lessthan fifty
meters behind the colonnade, awarren of small and medium three and four-story buildings plunked down
wherever was convenient or where there was space. Streets wended mazelike through them. If the tanks
could be enticed to follow the Marinesinto the warren, they could beisolated and picked off oneat a
time. Maybe.

Two Straight Arrows fired dmost smultaneoudy. Thefirgt squardly hit the TP1 leading the near
column. The huge tank bucked violently and skittered out of control toward the far side of the boulevard,
damming into and knocking over amedium tank in the far column before skidding to astop with itsSdes
bulging, seams burd, turret canted. The medium tank that was second in the near column lifted severa
inches off the pavement then crashed back down, broken and dead. A second later it erupted asits
ammunition cooked off. The closest following tanks were moving too fast to stop before they piled into
the dead tanks ahead of them. The driverstwisted their steering yokes and stomped their drive petalsto
maneuver between and around the wrecks. One medium tank spun almost acomplete 360 degrees
beforeit skidded off the roadway and dammed into amonument. The impact shattered the ferrocrete
base and toppled the bronze statue on top of it onto the tank’ s engine cowling, whereit hit with athud
that shook the vehicle. A second medium did sdeways into the back of the medium killed by the Straight
Arrow. A TP1, whose driver wasn't able to see the knocked-over medium tank in time, dammed into
the damaged tank and began climbing over it. The medium shrieked and partly collapsed benesth the
monstrous weight. The TPL streads came fully off the pavement and it stalled. The remaining tanks
managed to avoid the growing pileup.

The Marines of second platoon were on their feet, sprinting for the buildingsto their rear before the
missiles hit the tanks. They made it to temporary safety astanks farther back in the double column, which
had more time to dow their speed and avoid collisions, fired wildly into the colonnade.

Seventy-five metersto the left, thefirst platoon commander assessed the situation through hisinfras as
soon as the tanks came into view and realized what second platoon was probably going to do—it was
what he would do in the same position. “Platoon sergeant,” he ordered, “takefirst and second squads
and put them in the buildingsto our rear. Assault squad, wait for my orders.” He looked around to check
the digposition of his assault squad, saw too many red splotches, then remembered the rump of third
platoon was attached to his platoon. He switched to the circuit that allowed him to talk to the other
platoon commanders. “ Three-six, go with the rest of my platoon,” he said. Having that extraassault
squad with itstwo Straight Arrows could come in very handy very soon. He was senior to Vanden Hoyt,
30 there was no question of who was in command in the platoon.

“Let’smove back, Three,” Vanden Hoyt murmured into hisdl-hands circuit. Third platoon’s assault
sguad went with him, back into theindustrid warren.

First platoon’s commander and assault squad watched as the two tanks were killed and the nearest
survivors reacted with wild maneuvering. They fdt like cheering as they watched another TP1 and two
medium tanks crash into obstacles. Their eation didn't last, as other tanks began speeding through the

gaps.

“Teamone,” the firgt platoon commander ordered, “kill the Tango Papa on the left. Team two, kill the
medium on theright.” He waited for the double explosion that told him the two missileswerefired, then



commanded, “Pull back, on the double,” and began sprinting toward the industria warren. Halfway there
he paused to look back and was rewarded by the sight of hisinfra screen flaring ared that nearly blotted
out hisentire vision, caused by another exploding medium tank that he hoped would block the boulevard.
But when his screen cleared enough, he saw a splotch of moving red that told him the TP1 hisfirst team
had shot at was unharmed. He flipped hisinfra screen up for abetter view and groaned. The Straight
Arrow that should have taken out the TP1 had been wasted on the armored staff car. When he got the
chance, he was going to have to chew someone anew asshole for that.

Lieutenant Colonel Namur, momentarily shocked by the sudden destruction of ahalf dozen of his
tanks, had just taken the vehicle commander’ s position in the driver’ smodule of his command car when a
Straight Arrow passed straight through the passenger compartment, killing both the brigade S-3 and S-2
before exiting through the opposite Sde and detonating inside anearby building, whereit started araging
fire

The vehicle s hull armor, vaporized by the Straight Arrow warhead asit bored itsway through,
skittered around inside the passenger compartment in the form of white-hot globules of molten metd,
igniting everything combustible, including the men’ s clothing. The bodies of the two officers, cleanly
decapitated by the round, dumped blazing at their consoles, but the two sergeants who accompanied
them were pounding frantically at the release buttons of their safety harnesses.

Namur and his driver were largely protected from theinitial blast by the armor plate that separated the
driver’smodule from the compartment behind it, but within seconds everything around them wasin
flamestoo. Thedriver threw himself out of the vehicle through his escape hatch and rolled desperately on
the ground, the lower hdf of hisbody wrapped in flames. Namur exited through the commander’ s hatch
and, ignoring hisown painful burns, raced around the vehicle, now entirely engulfed in flames, and
dragged his struggling driver to safety behind apartly demolished wall. Therethey crouched, their
clothing smoldering, listening to the screams of the sergeants still trapped inside.

Namur’s mind whirred, blocking out the screams of the men frying inside the vehicle: He would not be
able to replace the two officerswho' d just been killed. He d have to dedl with brigade intelligence and
operations himsalf now. Hisdriver only then redlizing how badly hel d been burned still thought they were
lucky to bedive.

“What do we have?’ Hyakowaasked. He' d sent Schultz and Dean to recon the engine noise that had
been growing louder as the Marines dipped through the past several blocks.

“A tank company on that Sde street.” Schultz pointed in the direction he and Dean had gone.
“I think it' s the same company that hit us on the beach,” Dean added.
“Why do you think that?’

“We counted thirty-four of ‘em. One had abent cannon, and | saw one on the beach get its cannon
bent. Three otherslooked like they werein acrash.”

“How could you see that?’

“They s=t up lightsto work under.”
“Hammer?’

“He sright.”

“There sonly thirty-four?” Hyakowaremembered there were supposed to be forty-five tanksin a
company. Five were killed on the beach, there should be forty.



Schultz shrugged. “Could have been more.”

Dean agreed.

“What e se were they doing?’

“Nothing,” Schultz said. “ Just working on the damaged tanks.”

“They looked like they weretrying to get them back in operation,” Dean added. “One of them had its
treads off. | don’t think they’ |l be able to straighten out the bent cannon, they’ll haveto replaceit.”

“What kind of security did they have out?’
Schultz lifted hisinfra screen high enough to spit.

“Wedidn't seeany,” Dean answered. “They probably think al the Marines are ahead of them, at the
spaceport.”

Hyakowa thought for amoment, considering his options. He had to get his two squads back to the
company, which was till a.couple of kilometers away. The company needed the men and the tank killers

they carried. They could easily bypassthe tanksif the tanks stayed where they were. But then there' d be
acompany of tanks behind the Marines, and that wouldn’t do.

“What arethe streets like?’ the sergeant asked while he studied his HUD map. If the street layout was
accurate... “Can we bottle them up?’ He made two marks on the map and transmitted it to Schultz and
Dean.

“Eagt mark,” Schultz said after looking at the map. “Moveit right anotch, up two.”
“Likethis?’ Hyakowamade the adjustment and retranamitted.
“Likethat.”

Two shots and they could stop or at least dow down an entire tank company—and still have four
Straight Arrows when they rgoined Lima. Hyakowa made hisdecison.

“Chief, Rabhit, to me.” In amoment thefirst and second fire team leaders joined him. He transmitted
the map to them. “Here sthe Situation.” In afew words he told them what he wanted. Schultz and Leach
would wend their way through sde streets, through buildingsif they could, to the far, eesternmogt, end of
the tank column. Dean would lead Ratliff to a position covering the rear of the tank company. Each pair
would take one S.A. When Schultz and Leach got into position, they’ d take out the lead tank. When
Ratliff and Dean heard their shot, they’ d take out the rear tank. Then everybody would reassemble at
another spot he marked on his map—he d lead the rest of the unit there while the four were getting into
position.

“Questions? Thendoiit.”

Leach and Schultz raced to the north side of abuilding directly east of their position. Dean led Ratliff
south and they climbed through awindow in along building that ran east-west. As soon asthered
splotchesthat showed the two Marines dropped out of hisinfravison, Hyakowasignaled on his
al-hands circuit and moved out with the rest of the Marines to the assembly point.

Vanden Hoyt and Bass saw how first platoon’ s platoon sergeant was deploying hismen inside
buildings facing the boulevard.

“That way?’ Vanden Hoyt asked, nodding toward a darker shadow between the dark shadows that
were buildings under the star-lit sky. It looked like the mouth of anarrow aleyway that led deeper into
theindustrid complex.

“That way,” Bass agreed. “I’ll take point.” He sprinted toward the doorway of a one-story,



framework building flanking the dley’ sentrance.

Vanden Hoyt signaled the assault squad to follow Bass and brought up the rear of the truncated
platoon.

Bass paused next to the door and flipped down his night vison screen. Using night vison and infra
together dightly reduced the effectiveness of each, but neither one by itself might provide enough
guidance ingde a darkened building at night. He yanked the door open violently and dove through the
doorway, tumbling hafway across the night-black room inside. As he tumbled he looked around with an
infantryman’ s eyes, the muzzle of his blaster dways pointing where his eyes|ooked. Before he came out
of the tumble and bounced to hisfeet, he knew no one wasin the room with him. Clarke, thefirst manin
the assault squad, dashed into the room, spun to the side and came to a stop with his back againgt the
wall next to the door. He quickly looked about, aiming his blaster where he looked. The only red he saw
on hisinfrascreen was Bass. Lonsdorf and Stevenson were right behind him. In seconds dl of them were
in the room. The room seemed to be a reception area of some sort. It held asmallish secretarial desk and
chair, a settee, acouple of chairs, alow table, acoffee maker, and some computer data storers. The
room was crowded with the nine Marines.

Vanden Hoyt didn’t know what, but he could tell Bass had something in mind. He said curtly, “Lead
on, Charlie”

Behind the room was a corridor that ran the length of the building. Bassled the way to the corridor’s
end. At each door aong the hal he stopped long enough to kick the door open, or look in if the door
had awindow or was aready open. The building was unoccupied except for the Marines. Therewasa
door at the corridor’ s end. Bass opened it onto a narrow passageway. Directly across was the door to
another building. Thisbuilding was of sturdier congtruction than the office building, masonry and metd
sheathing.

Bassturned back and raised hisright arm to let his deeve dide down and show hisarm. He made a
few hand signds. Lonsdorf and Clarke joined him in the passageway, againgt the wall on elther sde of
the door. The othersflattened themsalves against the sides of the corridor. When everyone was where he
wanted them, Bass |ooked at the door. It had a push plate and opened in. Arm ill bare and visible, he
gave Lonsdorf and Clarke some signs. They nodded. He put his hand against the push plate, shoved, and
stepped aside.

The door swiveled dowly open onitsgimbals. No light or sound came through the widening gap. As
soon as the door was open far enough, Lonsdorf pushed himself away from the wall and dashed inside,
Clarke wasimmediately behind him. Their paths crossed as they rushed at sharp angles away from the
door. Bassran inside on Clarke' s hedls. He zigged and zagged afew paces, then went prone behind a
blocky something he barely saw in the darkness. The three Marines swept the interior of the building with
their eyes but saw nothing threatening. Thefirgt building had windows that admitted enough light for their
vison screens. This building was windowless; the only light came from the open door, and the vision
screenswere dmost worthless. The darkness didn't affect the infra screens, though. Those screens
showed no people but the Marines, and no operating machinery.

Bassstood. “All clear,” he murmured into his al-hands circuit. Behind him VVanden Hoyt led the other
Marinesin. He moved on, around and past the looming shadows of hardly seen light-manufacturing
equipment, some freestanding, others table mounted. The platoon followed him. Ten minutes|ater he and
Vanden Hoyt were putting everyone into position in an areawhere the streets were barely wide enough
for aTP1 to navigate, and many led to cul-de-sacs.

Vanden Hoyt nodded approvd. “ Thisisagood place to be when they comein after us.”
“And if they don't comein after us,” Bass said, “we |l convince them that they should.”

Haf akilometer away they heard sporadic cannon fire from the tanks as the monsters hunted Marines.



Twicethey heard Straight Arrow rocketsfiring, followed closdly by the explosions of killed tanks.

Thelong walls of the assembly building Dean and Retliff entered were lined with windows that began
not far above street level and continued amost to the ceiling. Aslong asthey stayed closeto the Side
walls, the dim splashlight afforded by the stars was enough to keep them from bumping into things.
Deeper, they’ d have to use their night vision screens, which neither wanted to do. Ratliff would have
been more comfortable with Chan, or even Macllargie—even though he and Dean were in the same
squad, Dean wasn't in hisfire team and he didn’t know him aswel as he did his own men. “Where are
we going?’ he asked as soon as they were in the building. Dean told him and he took the point.

When they |eft the building at itsfar end, they had to run across awide street. They ducked inside
another building, two-story thistime, climbed to the second floor and went itslength. They found
themsalvesin aroom that overlooked ashort sireet leading into alit up rail-switching areafilled with
tanks and the low din of shouting men working on the heavy beasts. One TP1 was clearly silhouetted just
beyond the short Street, barely insgde the switching area.

“Areyou sure two hitswill block that area?’ Ratliff asked “ There are only two ways out?’

Dean nodded. “Hammer and | got alot closer than this. Welooked at it from severa spots. We only
saw two waysin. That’sal the map showstoo.”

Ratliff grunted. He didn’t trust the maps, and even though he knew Dean was agood Marine, he
didn’'t know in hisgutsthat he could absolutely trust his scouting reports. But he trusted Schultz implicitly.
If the Hammer said there were only two ways, there were only two ways.

“Gimme,” hesaid, and held out ahand.
“What?’

“The Straight Arrow.”

“It' smine. I’m agood shot with it.”

“I'm abetter shot. Gimme.” Ratliff didn’t know for afact that he was a better shot with the SA. than
Dean was. But he did know how good a shot he was, and didn’t know how good a shot Dean was. All
hell was going to break out when they fired at the tanks. He wanted to make sure the way to them was
blocked, that al they’ d have to worry about was getting away from these windows before any tank fired
at them, not worry about tanks rumbling after them. If one shot was dl they were going to get, he was
going to tekeit.

Hestantly, amost resentfully, Dean handed the rocket over. “Where are we going to shoot from?” he
asked.

“Right here”
Dean’ s eyeswent wide. “We reinsde aroom. We should shoot it outside.”

Ratliff settled the tube on his shoulder and put his eyeto the sight. “I’ ve got as pretty asight picture as
you can get right here. No need to go outside and try to find another spot. Probably won't find a cleaner
shot anywheredse”

“B-But the backblast...” Dean sputtered. His legs twitched as he remembered the burns he’ d gotten
when the backblast from an S.A. washed over them during training.

“That’ swhy we |eft the door open.” Careful not to dter the position of the rocket, he turned his head
and looked back. “Most of the backblast will go out the door. There won't be enough left to bounce off
thewalsand hurt us”

1] Bljt_”



“Wedoit from here”

From afew hundred meters away they heard the muffled, echoing whoosh of arocket being fired.
Then acloser explosion, and the switching yard flared with the explosion of atank. Ratliff took quick,
careful aim and fired the Straight Arrow.

CHAPTER 15

Vanden Hoyt and Bass quickly took stock. There were only nine of them. They only had two tank-killing
Straight Arrows. Worse, something had gone wrong with their communications, they couldn’t talk to
anyone except the seven members of their assault squad. They had to rely totaly on what they could hear
to know what was going on with the battle that raged around them.

It was obvious from the sounds that the tanks had come through the colonnade and gone after the rest
of the company. Thewide dispersdl of the explosons—mostly tank guns—made it evident that the
Marines were spreading throughout the industrid area. None of them seemed to be coming thisway at
the moment.

“We need to set up abarricade just beyond there,” Vanden Hoyt said, pointing to aturn about fifty
meters away. They were leaning out afirst-story window overlooking the narrow road dong which
they’ d emplaced their few Marines. The road snaked its way through two rows of buildingswith no
passages wide enough to admit atank intersecting it. At this place the road went straight for three
hundred meters before taking aleft turn.

Bass nodded, examining the area. “ Right. If we lure them in here and block the road behind them we
can get alot of tankstrapped. I'll check it out.” Before Vanden Hoyt could object, Bass dipped out the
window and darted to the corner.

The road beyond was just as narrow as before the corner. A TP1 could drive along the road, but it
had no maneuvering room. Set up aroadblock, and the tank wouldn’t be able to turn around, it could
only back up. If the other end was blocked as well, however many tanks they managed to lurein would
be blocked. But what could they use to make a barrier? He looked at the buildings lining the road. They
were two- and three-story masonry structures, some with alot of windows, some windowless. If they
could bring down afew wals, that might do it. But there was that rule of engagement that forbade any
unavoidable damage to the infrastructure. Knocking down wallswould certainly damage the
infrastructure. He shrugged mentaly. They didn’t have any explosivesto knock down the walls anyway.

Hetried a person-size door of anearby windowless building. It was unlocked and swung opento a
touch. Insde, when hisinfra showed no people or operating machinery, he did theinfrascreen up and his
night vision screen down. It was awarehouse stacked with crates. Most of them seemed to be on skids.
He went to the nearest crate and found it was sealed shut. He looked around but didn’t see anything at
hand to unsedl it with. Muttering to himsdlf that a crate wasn't infrastructure, he stepped back, set his
blaster to low power, then fired agrazing shot dong atop edge of the crate. The plasted bubbled and
gplit where the fireball ran dong it. Careful not to touch the hot surface with his hands, Bass pried asplit
open alittle farther with his combat knife, then prodded insde. He gave a satisfied grunt. Whatever was
ingdethe crate was hard, heavy, and gave out ametdlic ring when the knife blade hit it.

Now, how could he get this crate and severa othersinto the road?

Deeper in the building he saw a squat machine with alip on uprights. Helooked closer and saw
whesdls under the machine. It was afreight mover, exactly what he needed. He ran to the mover. “ So
what if I’ve never driven one of them,” he said to himsdif. 1 learn fast.”

The assembly of butts on the operator’ slgp console were totaly unfamiliar to him, nothing like the
controlsin any vehicle he'd ever driven, and none of them were labeled with words—not that he' d be



able to read them viathe night vision screen. But he could make out icons on some of the buttons.

The one with the up arrow and the one with the down arrow seemed pretty obvious, but he couldn’t
be sure of any of the others. He felt dong the edges of the console and found grips on its Sides. Probably
driving controls. But how did he art it? Maybe that button that didn’t seem to have an icon and |ooked
vaguely red. He pressed the unmarked button and was rewarded by the whirring of amotor.
Experimentaly, he pressed first the up then the down arrows. The verticals squeded and clanked and
lifted and lowered thelip, just as he’ d suspected. He twisted and tilted the hand gripsone at atimeto see
what they did. One moved him forward, |eft, and right. The other controlled speed and moved him
backward.

Confident that he knew basically what he was doing, he rumbled forward to a crate and maneuvered
to didethelifting lip under its skid. It took more maneuvering than he' d thought it would. Lip under the
skid, he pressed the up button. The lifter groaned as it hoisted the crate, then began to rip forward as it
kept lifting after the crate was cleared of the warehouse floor. Quickly, Bass hit the down arrow and
lowered the crate. He peered at the console again. One of those buttons had to tell the lifter to stop
lifting. Maybe the one with the two horizontal lines on it. He hit the up button again and then the horizontal
lines as soon asthe crate was clear of the floor. The lifting stopped. All right! Now, how to get the crate
out of the building and onto the road? It was too wide to get through the door he' d comein by. He got
off the mover and walked to thewall. There, where he couldn’t seeit from where he’ d been, wasa
double door that looked wide and high enough. It was locked. It was aso wood. Telling himself adoor
wasn't seriousinfrastructure, he went back to the mover.

Again, it took more maneuvering than he' d expected to dign the front of the mover with the door, but
after severa attempts he was aimed Straight at it. He told himsdlf it took so much maneuvering because
he couldn’t see through the crate he was hauling. Then he accelerated asfast as the mover would go and
rammed through the door. The wood was thick and hard, it ressted. But it couldn’t resist long, and with
arending crack, it splintered all around itslocking mechanism and dammed outward, to crash against the
sdesof the building. Still accelerating, the mover jumped across the road and dammed into the building
acrossthe way. Bass barely threw it into reversein time to keep it from going through.

That was when somebody took a shot at him.

The bolt passed through the operator’ s compartment behind him, close enough that he felt the heat of
its passage—he could smell the acrid aroma of burnt hair. Bass dove out of the mover and hit the ground
prone. He belly-crawled away from the mover, keeping it between him and the direction the shot had
come from. Wait aminute, the shot came from the direction the Marines were in. He twisted around to
face back, but remained flat on the street.

“Ceasefirel” he bellowed. “Who do you think you' re shooting at?’

“Charlie, isthat you?’ came Vanden Hoyt’ svoice.

“No shit it' sme. Who do you think?’

“What are you doing, Charlie?” He could hardly get the question out he was laughing so hard.

Bassroseto hisfeet and began ssomping toward his platoon commander. “Why are you shooting at
me?’ he demanded when he' d cut the distance in half.

By now the officer had himsdf under control. “We heard the crash. | thought atank was coming
through the building at us.”

“No, it was me. Had to get through alocked door.” Bass stopped and looked at thewal he' d nearly
driven through. Tanks were bigger and stronger than movers. If amover could burst through one of these
walls s0 eadly, a blockage wouldn't work.

Vanden Hoyt saw where he was |ooking and guessed what he was thinking. “1’ ve seen the vids too,



Charlie. A tank can go through one of those walls. But they can’'t go Sdeways. Thereisn't roominthis
road for atank to turn. That’swhy we picked this place, they don’t have maneuvering room. If we block
the ends so they can't get through, they’ Il be stuck.”

Bass grunted; the ensgn was right. He hoped. “If nothing else, they’ll be dowed down.”
“Any more moversin there? Thejob'll go faster if more than one man’sdoing it.”

There were two more moversin the warehouse. And another two in the next warehouse. Vanden
Hoyt and Bass made their planswhile other Marines built the barricade. In fifteen minutesthey had a
barrier of heavy crates six meters high and even wider across the width of the road, and more crates
stacked againg theinsgde wall of the warehouse. They would have done more but a platoon of tanks
entered the areathey werein.

Dawn was bresking.

Dean turned to run out of the room as soon as Ratliff fired at the tank, and was knocked back by the
blast of superheated air that bounced off the wall next to the door. He bardly heard Ratliff say, “ Got it!”
Theblow of hot air wasn't enough to daze him, but al of his attention was taken by the fire that suddenly
licked dl around the frame of the door—the door that was their only way out of the room.

Ratliff turned and swore when he saw thefire. “Don’'t stand there, let’ sgo!” he shouted. Putting action
to words, he ran through the growing flames, shidding hisface with an upflung arm. Dean followed, and
they both got out with no more than alight singeing. Dean began to dap at the smoke wafting from one
deeve as he ran behind Ratliff. Then they were staggered by the concussion from atank round that hit the
ceiling of the room they’ d just vacated. A few pieces of shrapnel zinged through the air past them and
they were peppered by bits of debris.

“You okay?" Ratliff asked.
“I'mokay.”
“Then we better get out of hereright now.”

Anather round hit in the room behind them. The flames grew, sending flickering light ahead of them.
The sound of another cannon shot was amost drowned out by the roar of many tank engines starting up.

“Pogtions, everyone,” Vanden Hoyt ordered into his al-hands circuit. None of the five Marines
operating moverstook the timeto turn off the motors; they didn’t have time to waste. Besides, the low
whirring of the motors would be inaudible under the roar of the tank engines.

Bass sprinted to the building from which he and Vanden Hoyt had examined the narrow road, and
dove through a doorway just before the first tank rumbled into view. Clarke, who had been operating
one of the movers, raced with him. They madeit into astairwell before that tank passed awindow in
their line of sight. Corpord Lonsdorf and Lance Corpora Stevenson were waiting for them on the
second floor. Lonsdorf had found a position where he could see out while ill being shielded from any
infra devicesthe tanks might have. He had the team’ s Straight Arrow. Stevenson stood by with the
assault gun.

“How many?’ Bass asked when he reached Lonsdorf. Until the fighting Started, they were avoiding
radio communicationsin case the tankers were able to monitor their frequencies.

“Sx sofar,” the assault gun team leader replied. “ They’ ve got real good spacing, twenty-five meters
between tanks. If it was us, not dl of uswould get caught.” If Marines moving in acolumn raninto an
obstacle, they wouldn't bunch up behind their point, they’ d maintain interva. If the Diamundean Armed



Forceswere well enough disciplined to maintain their interva, fewer than adozen tanks would fit into the
four-hundred-meter length of the narrow road between its entrance and the roadblock.

“Let’ shopethey aren’'t asgood aswe are. Any sign of infantry?’

“Negative.” Lonsdorf shook hishead and grinned. Histraining had taught him that properly trained and
equipped foot soldiers could defeat armor unless the tanks had infantry to protect them.

“Here shoping they aren’t asgood as us. Let’ sget into position.” Crouching low enough that their
heat signatures couldn’t be seen by the tankers, the Marines headed for the back stairs. Lonsdorf led;
he' d scouted the route while Bass and the others were preparing the roadblock. When they reached the
door that gave egressto the street the tanks had come down before turning onto the narrow road, Bass
took the lead again.

He stood next to the closed door and listened. He didn’'t hear any tanks still coming, al the noise was
in the direction the tanks were headed in. Cautioudy, he cracked the door open and peered out. Nothing
was visible coming toward him. He eased the door open farther and stuck hishead out. The last tank, a
TP, wasfifty meters away, making the turn. Hafway into the turn it suddenly stopped.

Bass ducked back in. “Damn! Itsturret isreversed.”
“They saw you?’

“No, | don’t think so. The tank commander was standing up, but he was |ooking ahead instead of to
therear.” Marines called thetall end of acolumn the “rear point,” which aways watched to the rear so
no one could come up behind them unobserved. Thistank was supposed to be guarding the rear, but the
commander was't looking that way.

“Can| get ashot?’ Lonsdorf asked, hefting the SA.

“Maybe. You'll haveto.” If Lonsdorf couldn’t get ashot and kill that tank, the trap would fail and
they’d dl get killed. Bass moved out of the way.

Lonsdorf opened the door the rest of the way, got onto his belly, eased his upper body through the
doorway, and laid the S.A. tube across his shoulder. The rumbling of the TP1's engine increased.
Lonsdorf fired, but abrief burst from the TP1's plasmagun hit near him before it was cut off by the
explosion when the SA. struck the tank. The combination of plasmabolt and blast overwhelmed
Lonsdorf’ s shield and the assault gun team leader went up in aflash.

Bass swore. Clarke gagged. Stevenson gripped his assault gun tightly and said, “Let’ sget some.”

“Inaminute,” Basssaid. Hetook a quick look outside to make sure the tank was dead and blocking
the road, then flicked on his command circuit and called Vanden Hoyt. “ Six, thisis Five. We blocked the
entrance. They’ re trying to push the tank we killed out of theway.” The dead tank was aready rocking
back and forth asthe tank ahead of it worried at it. But the dead tank was a an angle at the corner and
the tank ahead of it couldn’'t pushitin agtraight line.

“Five,” Vanden Hoyt said back, “we were right—they can’t swive their turrets, al their gunsare
pointed forward. Put the plan into effect.”

“Roger, Sx.”

“Everybody dl rignt?’

“Negative, Sx. Three-two-oneisdown.”
“Bad?’

“Theworg.”

There was a pause before Vanden Hoyt said, “Roger, Five. Carry on. Six out.”



Bassflicked off the transmitter and used voice to peak to hisremaining men. “They can't bring their
gunsto bear. Let’s get behind them and take out anyone brave enough to stand up in the turret.”

Stevenson was the first one out Hetried to climb onto the dead tank to make himsdlf level with the
turrets of the line of tanksin front of him, but Bass ordered him away fromiit.

“That thing’ stoo hat, it’sammo could cook off. Let’ s stick with the plan.”

Stevenson kicked at the dead mongter, then entered the building across from the one they just
vacated. A second-story window overlooked the three-hundred-meter road. Bass could see thirteen
tanks, five TP1s and eight mediums edging back and forth, but mostly back. Close a hand amedium
tank kept rocking backward, bumping the dead TP1 in hopes of moving it out of the way. Near the far
end of the column atank commander stood tall in histurret, talking into aradio.

Stevenson sighted in on him as soon as he and Clarke had the assault gun, aheavier, rapid-fire version
of the stlandard infantry blaster, set up.

“Not yet.” Bass put arestraining hand on the gunner’ s shoulder. He scanned the row of tanks, looking
for other open turrets. He saw one. “Fifth tank up, the TP1. Think you can put aburst into it?’

“Youknow | can.”

“Sx,” Basssaid into his command circuit, “can somebody take out the dumb guy? We can get number
fivefrommy end.”

“Affirmative, Five. Wait until the dumb guy’ sdown.”

“Roger.” Then to Stevenson, “ Somebody elsg |l get him. Soon as he goes down, pour somefireinto
that open turret.

“Gotit.”

“That’s probably the platoon commander,” Bass said softly of the standing man, theonehe'd called
“the dumb guy” when he talked to Vanden Hoyt.

“Yeah,” Stevenson said. “I’ d like to get me an officer.”

“You'll probably get another chance. But if you fire a him firg, that hatch might close before you
ca+—"

Thirty meters away to their right front, two blastersfired. Both of them hit the standing officer. Before
the man completely collapsed, Stevenson was pouring fireinto the open turret of the closer tank. He
thought he heard abruptly cut-off screams asthe bolts hit around the bottom of the forward lip of the
hatch opening and spattered plasmainsde the tank.

The tank lurched when the dead driver fell onto his controls, then rolled forward and dammed into the
rear of the medium tank in front of it. Tortured metal shrieked and gears ground loudly asthe medium
being pushed tried to reverse, but the TP1 was too heavy and powerful, and the medium lacked the
power to stop the heavy tank that was dowly shoving it toward the next oneinline.

Other tanks Started swiveling on their treads, trying maniacaly to turn in the narrow space so they
could shoot back, but the space was too narrow for them to turn or to get any momentum to bull through
thewadlsthat hemmed themin.

“Want meto try for the command tank?’ Stevenson asked. The hatch the dumb guy had stood in was
dtill open.

“Think you can get into it?’

“I cantry.” At nearly three hundred meters, it would be very difficult to strike the lip of the open hatch
at an angle that would ricochet plasmainto the tank crew compartment.



“Doit.”

Stevenson carefully took aim and pressed the firing lever. A stream of plasma bolts so close together
that they looked like astream of fire shot out of the muzzle of the assault gun and splattered on the turret.

Almost immediately, the other assault gun added its stream of plasmaat the command tank. Between
them, they managed to get enough fire on the open hatch to overheat and ignite the oxygeningdeit. The
tank swerved wildly, stuttered, then sat till, looking amost deflated.

“Ceasefire)” Bassordered. “I think you killed it.” He clapped Stevenson on the back.

One TP1 was dead. Two more had their crews killed, and maybe enough of their controls and
electronics were fried to keegp them from being used again without major repairs. A medium tank was
dowly being mangled between two TP1s. It was beginning to look like the assault squad was winning its
battle againgt the tank platoon. Then the farthest visible tank fired itsgun a thewall in front of it and
crashed through the weskened structure. Insde the building it found space to turn around, and came
back out with its gun pointed toward the Marines.

“Timeto get out of here,” Bass said. They ran. Over the command circuit Bass heard VVanden Hoyt
ordering the rest of the Marines away from their positions. They headed for the rendezvous point. It
wouldn’t take the remaining tanks long to escape the trap now, and the Marines only had one rocket |eft.

“Arethey bottled up?’ Hyakowa asked when the two killer teams rgjoined the unit.
“Wekilled ours” Leach reported. “ They aren’t getting out that way inahurry.”
“Samehere” Ratliff sad.

Hyakowalooked at them in the dawn light. He could see them in part because he knew how to look
a aman in chameleons. He could a so see Ratliff and Dean because where the fire had singed their
uniforms, the chameleon effect wasn't working anymore.

“Y ou look like you werein more of afirefight than you bargained for.”
Ratliff shrugged. “That' sthe hazards of firing arocket indde astructure.”

Amazed at the calm understatement, Dean looked at him. If they’ d been allittle dower getting out of
that room, or if the angle of the shot had been alittle different, they might have been burned to death.

“Now, again, are they trapped?’
Schultz spat to the Side. No fighter worth the name is ever trapped for long.

The two men looked at each other, wondering if the tanks redlly were trapped. “For alittle while,”
Leachfinaly said. Ratliff nodded agreement.

Hyakowa s mouth twitched. “1 hope for long enough. | managed to get contact with aflight of
Raptors, long enough to give them the coordinates. They said they’ll check it out on their way back from
their strike at the spaceport. If they’ ve got any ordnance left, they’ |l useit on those tanks.”

Schultz spat again. From the sounds of the battle in the direction of the spaceport, he didn’t think the
Raptorswould have anything | eft.

“Wecan't dwell onit,” Hyakowa said. “We till have to get back to the company. Here swhere
we' regoing.” He transmitted the HUD map with the overlay he' d made showing their route. “Let’ smove
it out.”

CHAPTER 16



The advance of the 493rd Battalion of the First Tank Brigade against the Oppalia spaceport ground to a
hat by mid-morning. Thefirst wave of six hundred Marines of the 34th FIST had been quickly reinforced
by the FIST’ sremaining four hundred Marines. Not long after came the 13th FIST and its thousand
Marines. The thousand infantrymen, supported by twenty Raptors that were able to fly unimpeded by the
badly mauled Diamundean air forces, had killed or damaged fifty-one of the battalion’s 133 tanks. Afraid
to launch adirect assault againgt the Marine positions, the survivors hunkered down under cover and
turned their engines off o the Marine infras couldn’t spot them.

If the tankers had known that the infantrymen of the two FISTswere down to twenty-seven Straight
Arrows and had no other tank-killers, that sixteen of the Marine Raptorswere ditting idle at an
expeditionary arfield waiting for resupply of ordnance, and the four Raptors ill in the air only had
enough power |€eft in their cannons to take out three tanks, they might have been bolder. The Marines of
34th FIST had lost a hundred men killed, another thirty or more wounded. Thirteenth FIST’ s casudties
were alittle lighter. Plasmaweapons tend to kill, and most of the Marine casuaties were the result of fire
from plasmaweapons.

It safact: aproperly trained and equipped infantryman can go mano a mano with atank and have a
reasonable chance of coming out on top; athousand infantrymen without tank killers arejust so much
mincemest for eighty-two tanks.

But Mgjor Kleidsdale didn’t know the Marines were improperly equipped to take on an armored
battalion, much lessafull brigade, so he ordered histankersto take cover. And he gave histankers
ordersto make full use of al passive vison devices and to concentrate their fire on Marines carrying
rockets. He hoped the Marines would get bored and come looking for his battalion. While his saff
wracked ther brainstrying to come up with a better plan, Kleidsdae listened in on the brigade stactica
net.

The 19th and 225th FISTswerein full control of the segport after mangling the 552nd Battaion.
Lieutenant Colond Namur was holding the 687th Battalion in reserve, waiting for one of the other
battalions to make a breskthrough that the reserve battalion could exploit. Lots of luck, Kleidsdae
thought. The 552nd had faced dl four FISTs asthey came over the beach and was in even worse shape
than the 493rd. Kleidsdale switched to the command net to see what he could learn of the Situation on
the rest of Diamunde and wished he'd done that earlier.

Therest of the First Armored Division, the Fifth and Eighth Tank Brigades, had mounted up and were
on their way to Oppadia In another hour, two at the mog, rdief and reinforcements would arrive. The
divison, Mgor Kleidsdae was sure, could defeat the Marines. He turned off the radio and assembled his
daff. Had he continued listening for afew more minutes, his staff meeting might have proceeded a bit
differently.

“Hellcat Hight, thisisHellcat Lead,” said Lieutenant Commander Ragrun, commanding officer of VFA
112, “check in.”

“Hdlcat One” camethevoice of Lieutenant Cehawk, the Hellcats second in command
“Hdlcat Two,” chimed in Lieutenant Brush.

One by one, in order, the sixteen pilots of VFA 112 reported in. Using dl of their vison-enhancing
and emission-detecting devicesto aid in their search, the Hellcats Raptors were flying in combat
formation at angelsthirty, looking for Diamundean aircraft to engage and destroy. During the four hours
they’ d been flying they saw sign of many bogies, but none were flying. Every Diamundean aircraft they
spotted was on the ground, crashed and shattered by them over the past couple of days. They thought
the Marines on the ground in Oppalia should be having an easy time of it with nothing more than afew
tanks to worry about.



“Hdlcat Hight,” Ragrun said, a chuckle bouncing under hiswords, “we ve been given a change of
orders. Higher-higher thinks we bounced al the baddies and are wasting our time up here.” He paused a
couple of beatsto give his pilots achanceto laugh at hiswit, then continued, “ The First Armored Divison
has been observed moving out of its base. Higher-higher thinks the spam-cans are on their way to bother
our mudpuppy brothers on the ground in Oppalia.” He paused again, pleased with his choice of words.
“We areto intercept and convince them they don't have invitationsto that particular party.”

“Turkey shoot!” exclamed Lieutenant (jg) Dule.
“Bunny hop!” from Ensign Prowel.

“Stand by for tacmap.” Ragrun tapped a series of buttons on histactical control panel and transmitted
the overlay map to his squadron, showing them where they were and where they were going. The pilots
acknowledged receipt of the map data.

“Closeon me,” Ragrun said, more businesdike. “ Prepare to board the express elevator to the ground
floor.”

The pilots laughed and cheered. After four hours of looking for bogies that had aready been shot
down, going after spam-cansthat couldn’t shoot back sounded exciting.

Captain Hormujh stood tal in his commander’ s position, hips level with the turret hatch of his
Teufelpanzer One. His Company B, 261t Tank Battalion, Eighth Tank Brigade, First Armored Division,
was given the honor of leading the division to the rescue of the besieged First Tank Brigade in Oppadlia.
Impatient, he positioned himsalf behind his company’ slead squad instead of between the lead and middle
platoons, aswas usud in atank company column. He wanted more direct control of the point than a
company commander normally had. He wasin ahurry to get to Oppalia and begin the counterattack. In
his opinion, the First Tank Brigade had always been overrated. He thought the Eighth was the best in the
whole Diamundean Army. Had the Eighth been in Oppalia when the Confederation Marines came
ashore, he believed, no rescue would need to be mounted. And, of course, he thought Company B of the
261st was the best tank company in the entirearmy. He' d stake hislife oniit. In hishaste to get to
Oppaliato demondtrate that superiority, he had already increased the interva between his company and
Company A from two hundred metersto akilometer and a half.

The pass through Rourke' s Hills was | ess than two kilometers ahead. Rourke s Hillswas an ancient
mountain range, eroded down to ridges and hills that rose mere hundreds of meters at its greatest heights.
Most of the littora plain between the hills and the seawas buildup from that erosion. In astraight line, the
pass through Rourke' s Hills was fifteen kilometerslong. The way the road twisted around the remnant
mountains, the passage was closer to thirty kilometers. Aside from hisimpatience to get to Oppdiato
begin the counterattack, Hormujh wanted to get through the pass as fast as possible. The Confederation
Navy had full control of theair, and it flew the same kind of aircraft the Confederation Marines did.
Intelligence reported Marine Raptors attacking and destroying ground targets, some of which might have
been tanks—the intelligence reports were fuzzy on that point. If the Marine Raptors could attack and
destroy tanks, the navy Raptors probably could as well, though he suspected the navy pilotsweren't as
good at attacking ground targets as the Marines were. Regardless, if Raptors came, he didn’t want to be
in the pass when they arrived.

“Baker Two-one, thisisBaker Papa,” he said into his communicator. “ Speed it up, we don't have dl
day here”

A few hundred meters ahead the lead tank sent up swirls of dust asit accelerated to ninety kilometers
per hour. Theinterval between Company B and therest of the First Armored Division increased more
rapidly. Captain Hormujh decided to disable the battaion circuit on his communicator before the
battalion reassembled. That way he could claim he never got the order to dow down that was coming at



him now from the battalion command.

The Hellcats had plummeted to angelstwo and were cruising in atight, bomber formation north over
Rourke sHills. There were severd passes through the ancient mountains, but one pass was on an dmost
direct linefrom the First Armored Division’s base and the port city of Oppalia. The string-of-pearls had
detected the division headed toward that pass. The Hellcatswereto fly directly to the pass, then make a
gtarboard turn and head inland until they intercepted the divison’s van, then blow the hell out of it.

“Stand by to hang right in two mikes. Mark,” Lieutenant Commander Ragrun said into his squadron
crcuit. “Confirm.”

“Hang right in onefifty-five,” Lieutenant Cehawk said.
“Starboard flip in onefifty,” said Lieutenant Brush.

“Go right in one-four-five,” came from Lieutenant (jg) Dule. Prowe confirmed. At five second
intervasthe pilots confirmed receipt of the order. The Hellcats were forty-five seconds from their next
maneuver when Ensign Hagg, the most junior and last member of the squadron to reply, gave his
acknowledgment. The squadron flew on at four hundred knots.

“Onmy mark, ped right,” Ragrun said half aminute later. He began counting down to the turn.
“...three, two, one. Mark!”

The Raptors of VFA 112 pedled off to the right onto an eastern heading.

“Taly ho!” Lieutenant (jg) Blackhead suddenly cried.

“Fshinabarrd,” Ensggn Cannion shouted Smultaneoudy.

Below them, traveling at a high speed through the pass, wereforty or fifty tanks.

“Angelsfour, turn about,” Ragrun ordered, no humor in hisvoice. The passwas narrow here and had
frequent turns. If the Hellcats were going to strike the tank column below them, they’ d have to be very
careful not to wipeout themselves. “Orbit,” he ordered as soon as the squadrons had reversed their
direction of flight and gained dtitude.

“Flight one, recon,” Ragrun ordered. He tipped hiswings and dropped out of the orbiting formation
with Lieutenant Brush on hiswing. “ Throttle back,” he told Brush. Both pilots reduced speed to two
hundred knots. Ragrun dropped into the pass and cut his airspeed even further. He glanced up and
grimaced when he saw rock dopes extending a couple of hundred meters above him, then he lowered his
eyes and kept his attention riveted on the channel he was following. Here, not much more than ahundred
meters above the roadway, the pass was barely seventy meters wide. He had almost no maneuvering
room. Brush flew afew metersto his|eft rear, his eyeslocked on the near point of Ragrun’ s left wing;
he' d follow that wing tip as precisdly as he could.

There they were! Ragrun spotted the company of speeding tanks as he made the next turn. All the
tank commanders were standing in their turrets. He wished the pass went straight long enough for him to
dare breaking Mach; the sonic boom would rattle the cages of those tank commanders. Probably wreak
havoc in theinteriors of the tanks aswell.

Ragrun and Brush flew on past the column of tanks. Part of Ragrun’s mind wondered where the rest
of the First Armored Division was. Maybe the First Armored had changed its direction since the report
he' d gotten, maybe this one company was al that was using this pass. But most of hismind was
examining the passitsdf, learning itstwists and turns and anayzing how to atack thetanksinit. If his
planescameinlow for strafing runs, they’ d haveto fly very dowly in order to give themsdves
maneuvering room to avoid hitting thewalls. The only other choice wasthe attack they called the
“screaming meemie,” which was hard on both the planes and the pilots. But the damn jarheads used the



screaming meemie. On one of the few occas ons during the voyage to Diamunde that Marine Raptor
driverswere dlowed in the Hellcats wardroom, some of those damn jarheads had laughed about how
much fun the screaming meemie wad!

Well, Ragrun resolved, no pilot worth his sat was going to let any jarheads claim they enjoyed doing
something navy pilotswouldn't do. At least with the screaming meemie they wouldn't have to worry
about hitting the walls. But where were the rest of the tanks?

Captain Hormujh didn’t duck when the Raptor flight zoomed overhead. He merely glared up at them
until they disappeared around the next bend. If they came after histanks again, they werein for abig
surprise. If the Raptors were going to attack in this section of the pass, they’ d haveto fly very dowly. He
spoke afew words into his communicator, then looked to hisrear and had the satisfaction of seeing five
of histank commanderslifting assault gunsfrom the interiors of their tanks and mounting them on top of
their turrets. He faced front again and saw two more tank commanders already had their assault guns
mounted. Hewas very pleased with hisforesight. He suspected he was the only company commander in
the entire division, perhaps the entire army, who realized the vaue of top-mounted, free-swiveling guns
for antiair defense. Other tank commanders of al levels, from company to division and maybe higher,
probably believed the propaganda that said the planes would fly too fast for the gunsto hit them without
extensive radar and computer guidance systems, and that the tanks armor was strong enough to defest
the weapons carried by the Raptors anyway. Here, certainly, any man who knew how to pressafiring
lever could hit an aircraft. And Hormujh didn’t believe the Confederation pilots would bother attacking a
target they couldn’t damage.

Y es, those navy pilotswould bein for asurpriseif they dared come back at Company B of the 2614t

Where wasthe rest of the division? The question wouldn'’t leave Ragrun aone during the short flight
back to the orbiting squadron. It dmost interfered with his ability to mark histacmap. But “amost” didn’t
count, and the tacmap was ready when he and Brush resumed their positionsin the formation. All
business now, he briefed his squadron.

“Héllcat Two, take Divison Four east and find the rest of those tanks. We only have one company
down there, our orders are to go after the division.”

“Roger, Hellcat Lead,” Lieutenant Cehawk said. “Division Four, on me. Let’sgo get ‘em.” Four
Raptors pedled out of orbit and flew east, gaining atitude and speed asthey went.

Ragrun didn’t say anything to Cehawk, he continued issuing ordersto the rest of his squadron.
“Divisons One, Two, and Three, stand by to receive tacmap.” He pressed the button that transmitted the
tacmap. He continued without waiting for receipt acknowledgments. “Y ou can see wherewe are and
wherethey are. It'snarrow in there. | don’t want to risk losing anybody because his speed was just a
little too high or he was aiming too carefully and wound up running awall. We re doing screaming
meemies, by flight in divison waves”

Hewasinterrupted by afew groans. “I hate screaming meemies,” Ensign Franks moaned.

“Belay that, people. It' sthe only reasonable way. First Divison will bethefirst wave. Flight One will
hit the head of the column while Flight Two hitsthe rear. Then Divison Two. Hight Threewill hit just
behind the head of the column while FHight Four hits the center on aten-second delay. Divison Three will
do the samefor the back end of the column. Fifteen seconds between divisions. With any luck, we can
kill that entire column in three passes. On my mark, break orbit, angelsten. Three, two, one. Mark!”

The twelve remaining Raptors angled away from each other out of the orbiting formation, then
powered up for a steep climb. When they reached angelsten, they were dmost directly above the tanks



inthe pass.
“Remember,” Ragrun gave hisfind orders, “fifteen seconds between divisions. Divison One, taly ho!”

The four Raptors of Division One hedled over and screamed amost straight down toward the tanksin
the bottom of the pass.

At angdsfour Brush swiveled avay from hisflight leader and twisted in a 180-degree turn so they
flew head-to-head.

At angelstwo, Ragrun locked his sights on the lead tank and pressed his cannon trigger. The cannon
Spat out seven plasma bolts before the dive pullout took over and cut the main engine and fired the
vernier jetsin the Raptor’ snose. Thejets stopped the aircraft’ s nose-groundward plunge and allowed
momentum to carry the tail down. When the Raptor was pointed up dmost vertica, the main engines
flashed back on and it shot upward. To the untrained eye it looked like the Raptor hit an unseen wall not
far above the heights above the pass and bounced. Twenty-five meters away Brush went through the
same fire-and-bounce maneuver.

Nearly akilometer avay Flight Two used the same maneuver to hit the column’ srear tank. Fifteen
seconds later Flight Three struck the second tank and bounced upward. Seconds after that Flight Four
hit atank in the middle of the column. Then Divison Four came down and hit two more tanks.

When the lead tank was hit by the cannon fire, Captain Hormujh was too shocked to react for an
ingtant, but only for an instant. Then anger took over. Intelligence had failed to give warning of thistactic.
Someonewould pay for that failure. If he couldn’t force theissue officidly, he'd deal persondly with
whichever intelligence officer was reponsble—and he didn’t care how much rank that officer had. He
looked up and saw four specksthat rapidly grew in size, obviousy four more Raptors coming down for
another strike. Before he could speak into his communicator to warn histankers, the sonic shock wave
from thefirst Raptors hit and staggered him. In the front and end of the column, tanks swerved out of
control asthe shock wave dammed insde the tanks and shocked the drivers. The force of the blow put
out thefireslicking from the two damaged tanks.

Before Hormujh could recover, the shock wave from the second flight hit, and hit him even harder.
Thistime tanksin the middle of the column went out of control. The column wasin totd disarray after the
Third Divison struck. Despite the rumbling of engines and clanking of treads, the pass sounded eerily
dlent after the third shock wave passed.

Hormujh recovered and looked up. High above he saw tiny dots as the Confederation Navy Raptors
orbited to regroup for another strike.

“Report,” he snapped into his communicator. In seconds he knew the worst. Four tanks were
destroyed. Two others were severely damaged, most members of their crewskilled.

“Assault gunners, am up. We' ll try to discourage them when they come down again.” He didn't know
at what dtitude the Raptors opened fire, he hadn’t even seen how low they got before they stopped their
plummet. He suspected it was beyond the effective range of the assault guns. Still, seeing fire coming at
them might make the pilots |ose concentration on their aming and cause them to miss. One might even
lose control and crash.

He saw the Raptors break orbit.

“There, that didn’t hurt, did it?” Lieutenant Commander Ragrun asked when dl of his Raptorswere
orbiting. “ Any educated guesses as to how many we killed?’



“I think we got them dl,” Ensgn Prowd sad.

“I don't know. They’reawful tough,” Ensign Franks said. “ They’ll probably be ready next time and
flame some of us”

Ragrun gritted histeeth. Heredlly should rdlieve that Franks, he thought. But a man deserved every
possible chance. So far he hadn’t allowed any bad guysto get away. Ragrun was about to give the order
to make another strike when Lieutenant Cehawk’ s voice broke into the circuit.

“Hellcat Leader, thisis Hellcat Two. We found the main body. They’ re approaching the east entrance
to the pass.”

Ragrun thought for al of asecond. Their orders wereto hit the divison’svan. Well, they’ d done that.
One damaged company wasn't going to be much threat to the Marines at Oppalia. They could hurt the
enemy more by striking the main body. If the main body was close enough to the entrance of the pass,
they might be able to destroy enough of the front tanks to block the entrance, and that would do the most
good.

“Hédllcats,” Ragrun ordered, “break orbit and form on me east. We re going after the main body.”

CHAPTER 17

The admirals and generals assembled at fourteen hours for an updated situation report.

“Benny,” Admiral Wimbush said to Rear Admira Benton Havens, the Fleet Air Arm commander,
“your Raptorswent infirst, so you begin. What have your attack planes done, what are they doing
now?’ Wimbush carefully avoided looking a the Marine generds; he didn’t want to face the glaresthey
weregiving him.

“Thank you, sir,” Benton said. He stood and walked to the map display. “Asyou can see’—he
pressed buttons on the display’ s console, and amap appeared showing the 420,000-square-kilometer
thester of conflict—"we effectively destroyed the Diamundean air forces during the two-day air campaign
prior to the amphibious landing.” A chart appeared on the right side of the display. It showed an
hour-by-hour tally of contacts between navy Raptors and Diamundean aircraft and the results of those
contacts. The numbers wereimpressive. In two days of conflict, Fleet Air claimed 230 contacts that
resulted in 539 Diamundean aircraft shot down againgt theloss of only Sx navy Raptors. Equaly telling
was the frequency and spacing of contacts—they were most frequent during the middle of thefirst day,
then declined until there weren’t any at al during the last ten hours before the Marines landed. Havens
pressed more buttons, and symbols gppeared on the map. Y ellow dots indicated contacts that resulted in
no kills; red and yellow flames showed enemy aircraft shot down; red X’ s showed navy Raptors that
were knocked out of the air. There were dmost asfew yellow dots asthere werered X's.

“Wadl, Benny, it certainly looks like your people have done their job.”
The grinding of Generd Aguinado’ steeth was quite audible in the briefing room.
“What are they doing now?’ Wimbush continued, as though he hadn’t heard Aguinddo’ steeth.

“Sir, | have eight squadrons on combat air patrolslooking for any Diamundean aircraft foolish enough
to taketo theair.” He pressed more buttons. The contact symbols disappeared and eight curving lines
representing the combat air patrolstook their place. “The CAPS aren’t having any luck, so they'rebeing
diverted to attack Diamundean armored columns whenever oneis spotted moving toward Oppdia” He
pressed another button and seven red and yellow flames appeared. “ That’ s where we made
interceptions.”

“How many tanks have your Raptorskilled?” Wimbush asked eagerly.

Havens paused before replying. Should he give the possibly inflated numbers his squadron



commanders reported, or should he give the probably more redistic numbers hisintelligence chief
devel oped? He decided to look good. “ Sir, my squadron commanders report 157 tanks killed, mostly
TP1s. “ He paused again, thistime for dramatic effect. “ Gentlemen, that’ s an entire battalion of armor
destroyed from the air before it could get into position to engage our Marines.”

“And they’ re ill hitting the tanks?’

“When | left my command center to come to this meeting, three of my squadrons were engaging
enemy armor. | did not include those engagements or their resultsin thereport | just gave.”

Admiral Wimbush nodded. “ Impressive numbers, Admird. Thank you.” He Sghed with relief. At least
Air wasdoing itsjob. He turned to Rear Admira David Johannes, the Fleet intelligence officer.

“Admira Johannes, can you give us an update, please.”

Davey Jones Johannes cleared histhroat and touched afinger to his collar as though he meant to
loosen it, but changed hismind at the last instant. He stood up facing Wimbush, but didn’t step to the
front of the room to operate the map display console or look at the admiras and generds while he give
his report.

“Sir, the First Armored Division at the Tourmaline mining complex has come out as we suspected it
might. But either it isweaker than we thought or it didn’t saly in full force. It seemsto have only two
brigadesinstead of the three we expected.” He flinched when Mgor Generd Daly, the Marine assault
commander, snorted, but went on. “The Second Armored Division has not moved from its defensive
positions around New Kimberly. Another unit, which we have tentatively identified as the Fourth
Armored Divison—" Professor Benjamin barked alaugh. Johannesflicked his eyesin hisdirection but
didn’t turn his head far enough to see him. “—has moved from its concealed positions in abandoned
minesin the Crankshaft sector and is moving toward Oppalia. It is currently stalled 250 kilometers south
of thelanding beaches, where two of Admira Havens s squadrons are engaging it. What we think isthe
Ninth Armored Divison is rounding the north end of Rourke s Hillsand is about six hours from Oppdia
| believe Admird Havens has asquadron onitsway to intercept that divison.” He looked at the air
commander, who nodded. “ The 15th Heavy Division, which is comprised of tanks and salf-propelled
artillery units, ismoving into position to intercept any forcesthat land a Debeers Drift.” He stopped
talking and waited uncomfortably for aquestion.

“Thank you, Admiral,” Wimbush said somberly. He till refused to look at the Marine commanders.
“Generd Han, how are your landing preparations proceeding?’ Admira Johannes sat greetly relieved at
not being asked about the origin of those four additiond divisons.

The army commander rose to hisfeet and stepped to the front of the room. The intelligence screw-ups
weren't hisfault, he didn’t need to be afraid to face the Marines. “ Sir, | have every expectation that at
dawn on the day after tomorrow, Third Corpswill haveitsfirst e ements on the ground. By the end of the
day, Third Corpswill be driving the four—" Helooked at Johannes. “It’ s four now, isn’t that right? Third
Corpswill be pushing thefour divisons now closing on Oppaliaback into the hinterlands. Or | should
say the remnants of those four divisons. Between Benny’ s squadrons and my soldiers, four divisonswill
have avery short life expectancy. Two dayslater, Ninth Corpswill be on the ground. If Third Corps
hasn't had the opportunity to do it by then, Ninth Corpswill destroy the Second Armored Division and
occupy New Kimberly. | believe that should end thiswar.”

“So nothing has changed in your plans or preparations?” Wimbush asked hopefully.
“Nothing, Sir. Everything is proceeding as expected.”
“Thank you, Generd.” Genera Han resumed his seet.

Admira Wimbush could no longer avoid looking at the Marines. “ General Aguinaldo, the segport and
spaceport have been secured, isthat correct?’



Genera Aguinado stood and marched to the front of the room; Maor General Daly marched with
him. The Marines assumed positions of parade rest, feet spread, hands clasped behind their backs.
Aguinado fixed the assembled admiras and generaswith the kind of look that generd officers normdly
only use on incompetent subordinates who they are about to relieve of command.

“Sir,” Aguinaldo began, “the 13th and 34th FISTs have occupied the spaceport. The 19th and 225th
FISTs have the segport.”

“Thank you, Generd—" Admira Wimbush began, but Aguinado spoke over him and continued.

“Admira Johannes, get your people on the stick!” he snapped. The intelligence commander jerked as
though struck, and hisface turned adeep red. “The First Armored Division is neither weaker than
previoudy believed nor did it leave part of its strength in the Tourmaine mining complex. The Firgt Tank
Brigade of the First Armored Divisonisin Oppdia. It gregted the first wave of my landing force. The
four FISTs on the ground are fully engaged with a superior force of enemy armor.”

Helooked at General Han. “My Marines haven’t had a chance to break out their golf clubsyet.” Han
had the grace to blush.

“Ge-Genera, we—" Admiral Wimbush tried to interrupt. Aguinado shot him alook that shut up the
top commander. Wimbush looked thoroughly flustered.

“My Marines have been planetsde for ten and ahdf hours. They have suffered nearly fifteen percent
casudties” Helooked at Admira Clark; nobody could tell if he waslooking for confirmation or defying
the Feet surgeon to dispute hisfigure.

“That'sright,” Clark said.

Aguinado nodded at him. “ At this point, the Diamundean forces have suffered worse casudlties, but
that’ s only to be expected when anyone goes up against Marines. Our best intelligence, not my FIST
commanders initid reports’—helooked pointedly at Admiral Havens, who flinched—" indicate we have
destroyed 103 of the First Tank Brigade s tanks. However, that |eaves about three hundred more that
my Marines are facing. The problem we haveis, the assault waves went ashore with only 240 Straight
Arrows. Thefour FISTs planetside only have ninety-seven SA.’ s remaining—not quite enough to kill
one-third of the remaining tanks they’ re sharing the city with.

“If Mgor Generd Daly commits hisremaining two FISTs, and | commit my Straight Arrow reserve,
that will give the Marines planetside enough power to kill al but about thirty-five or forty of the remaining
tanks—provided every shot scores akill. Which leaves the landing force with nothing other than
antipersonnd wegpons with which to face the Diamundean armor that gets past Admira Havens seight
squadrons.

“Gentlemen...” Theway he said theword clearly indicated he thought they were anything but. “There
iSno way eight squadrons can stop three armored divisions—| et aone however many more there may be
that we don’t know about.” He glared at Johannes.

“Now, at this moment, the Diamundean forces have broken off. We suspect they don’t realize how
lightly armed my Marinesare. But if they do sdly forth, theinfantry and Raptors of the four FISTs can
probably defeat them, dbeit with heavy losses. If they remainin hiding, | don’t have enough strength to
dig them out, so the FISTsmust remain in position waiting for the enemy to move. Whilethey are waiting,
the enemy getsreinforced. Those reinforcements will be powerful enough before D plusthree for them to
mount an attack, even if they think every Marine on the ground is carrying atank-killing rocket. If that
happens, | dare say Third Corpswill be unable to make its landing.

“We,” he dipped his head toward Daly, “ are open to suggestions asto how to proceed.”

None of the admirals or generas had any suggestions other than for the Marinesto hang in there for
another two days. But before the meeting was over, Rear Admira Havens agreed to commit twelve of



his sixteen squadrons to dowing down the advance of the three known divisons. Generd Han, believing
they wouldn’t be needed later, offered to strip five hundred Straight Arrows from the I X Corpsand give
them to the Marines. “In astraight-up trade for golf clubs,” he added in what sounded entirely too much
like gallows humor. Those promises secured, the Marines marched out without waiting for Admira
Wimbush to dismissthem.

At sixteen hours the resupply of Straight Arrows reached 34th FIST. It took lessthan half an hour for
the new rocketsto be distributed to the infantry units. By then, third platoon was whole again, and
Sergeant Hyakowa and the two squads with him had rgloined the company an hour earlier.

Ensign Vanden Hoyt shook his head after hetook delivery of sixteen tank killers. “ Typical. They don't
give us enough to do the job until after we need them the mogt.”

“And even then they don't give us enough to finish the job,” Gunnery Sergeant Bass grumbled. Still, he
was pleased by the ddivery. Third platoon had only used four of itsinitial issue of twelve rockets. The
platoon was down to twenty-eight men, including the two of them, after losng Corpora Lonsdorf and
Lance Corpord Van Impe. Basstook one Straight Arrow for himsalf. The command element should be
too busy with running the platoon to actively engage enemy tanks, he decided. Still, it was dways
possible they’ d find themselvesin a Situation where they wouldn't have a choice in the matter. “How do
you want to distribute them?”

Vanden Hoyt didn’t comment on the SA. that Bass appropriated for himself. “ The gun squad has the
most to carry with its own wegpons,” he said. “And it’ s short aman. They ill have one, right?’

Bass nodded

“Give gunsto two of them. That way every man except the squad |eader and the gunnerswill have
one. Split the others between the blaster squads.”

“Leavesusan extra”

“Who' sthe best shot with them?’

Bass thought for amoment. “Probably Dean and Claypoole.”

“They’'rein different squads. Giveit to Eagle's Cry, he hasn't lost any men, right?’

Bass nodded and spoke into the squad leaders' circuit. “ Squad leaders up. Hyakowaand Eagle’' s
Cry, bring apack animad.”

In afew moments the three squad leaders joined them. Hyakowa s and Eagle’ s Cry’ seyeslit up when
they saw the stack of new rockets.

“Now we get them!” Eagle's Cry exclaimed. “Lifewould ve been alot easier earlier today if we had
them to begin with.” He was both relieved and glad of the resupply.

“Yeah,” Sergeant Kelly said dully. The desth of Corpora Lonsdorf was weighing on him, even though
he knew that having more Straight Arrows earlier probably wouldn't have saved hislife.

Hyakowawas fully business. “How many do we each get?’ He noticed that Basshad laid one at his
sde

“Firgt squad, take six. Second squad gets seven,” Vanden Hoyt told them. “ Guns gets two.”

“Gunsisthe platoon’s heavy wegpons,” Kelly snapped, suddenly angry. “How come we only get
two? That gives me only three rocketsfor sx men.”

“Because you' ve got the guns,” Basssaid camly. “ Y ou're dready carrying extrafirepower and
weight.”



“I’ve got four men who aren’t carrying the guns.” Kelly quickly scanned the stack of rockets and saw
the odd number. “The guns are only good against tanks if they’ re unbuttoned. There' san extra. Let me
haveit.”

Vanden Hoyt and Bass |ooked at each other. Bass gave an amost imperceptible nod.
“You'vegot it,” Vanden Hoyt said.

Kdly'sanger dissipated as quickly asit had overcome him. “Thanks,” he said.

“That gives me eight rockets for my nine men,” Hyakowasaid “Who doesn't get one?’

Bassfixed an eye on him. “If you don’t know your men well enough to decide that yourself, maybe |
should make L each the squad leader.”

Hyakowa returned the look. “1 know my men well enough,” he said. * Just wanted to make sure you
hadn’t made up my mind for me.”

Bass laughed.

Eagle' s Cry turned to Godenov, the man he’ d brought with him. “Now you know why | needed a
faithful gun bearer,” he told the PFC. “Pick up aload and |et’ s get back to the squad.”

Godenov’ sface twisted in asour expression. Six Straight Arrows weighed more than fifty kilos. It
wasn't fair of Eagle' s Cry to expect himto carry al of that. But when he got to the pile of rockets and
started to pick them up, Eagle’ s Cry hefted three to carry himsdlf. Godenov’ s sour expression went
away; his squad leader was an dl-right guy.

Twenty minutes later Vanden Hoyt was on the al-hands circuit giving the platoon the orders he' d just
recaived. Thirty-fourth FIST was moving out. Now that they had enough tank killersto do the job, they
were going to find where the 552nd Tank Battalion was hiding and kill it.

CHAPTER 18

Company B, 261 Tank Battalion, sped across the plain west of Rourke' s Hills, avoiding the highways
and roads Captain Hormujh believed the Confederation Navy Raptors were searching. The forty
operable tanks that remained in the company after the air attack in the passwould reach Oppaliain
three-quarters of an hour. Every tank that had the capability—only seven of them—was searching the
sky for aircraft, paying specia attention to the swatch of sky directly overhead. Hormujh grew furious at
the memory of that unexpected attack. WWho would have suspected that anyone could strike that way?
He wondered how many times a Raptor could survive the stresses of that maneuver before it began to
fal gpart. Enough, he decided—enough times to destroy his company.

Histank’ s communications man and that of his executive officer scanned the frequencies, searching for
messages that would tell him what was going on el sawhere. He was particularly interested in the
movement of the rest of the First Armored Divison asit madeitsway through Rourke sHills. That
movement was not orderly. He learned that the squadron that hit his company had moved off to attack
the main body, and that squadron was relieved by two more squadrons. Many tanks—security concerns
kept anyone from giving out numbers over the ar—were killed by the attacking aircraft. Progress was
piecemed. Individua small units—battered companies, even platoons—made it into the pass and
continued west, but the bulk of the two brigades was scattered east of the mountains, doing their best to
evade fire from the attacking Raptors. A battaion or two had made it back to the base at Tourmaline and
taken cover in the mines. Elsewhere, the Fourth and Ninth armored divisions were dso having problems
with Confederation Raptors. Only the Third Armored Division, dipping carefully along the west face of
Rourke s Hills, was moving unmolested. Somehow, Third Armor hadn’t yet been detected. Hormujh
wondered how long that would last.



He wondered why therewas so little activity in Oppdia. Yes, the First Tank Brigade had suffered
heavy losses, but the invasion force had landed with only afew thousand men. Surdly those few thousand
had suffered heavy losses aswell. The brigade should be fighting, but the communications he was ableto
intercept indicated otherwise.

He checked the time. In haf an hour or alittle more, his company would join the fight against the
invaders at Oppaia Then they’ll see how red tankersfight infantry, he thought.

Generd Aguinaldo glared at the Situation map in the air command center as though by sheer force of
will he could makeit change what it was showing.

Thismap, unlike the onein Admiral Wimbush's briefing room, was ared-time projection from the
string-of-pearls. The computer that ran the map held atrid view of al theland in the theater of
operations. Any part or al of the landscape could be shown in an overhead view or from nearly any
angle. The computer overlaid tank icons onto the map. The icons were modified according to the best
estimate of the condition of the tanks represented. Other flickering icons showed the Raptors that were
attacking the tanks. On asmall scale map that showed alarge area, the iconswere oversized. On alarger
scale map, where asmdller areawas shown, theicons could beto scale.

The current map showed Raptors attacking the Fourth Armored Division south of Oppaia. More than
fifty tank icons smoldered red, indicating they’ d been killed. The rest of the tank icons, more than eleven
hundred, were scattered over an arealarger than the two thousand square kilometers shown on the
map—and dl the icons were moving north. Aguinddo glanced a the inset in the lower right corner of the
map that showed where the main view was within the theater of operations. He estimated the tanks
would reach Oppaliain four hours. He looked back at the main map in time to see two moreiconsturn
red.

“Admira Havens,” he said with cold calmnessto the air commander, “your boys seem to be doing
wdl.”

“Thank you, General,” Havensreplied grimly. He didn’'t want the Marinein his command center. Even
though afull genera of Marineswas alower rank than an army genera, aMarine generd outranked a
rear admiral. Still, Havens could have banished the Marine from the center, but he didn’t want to face the
embarrassment of the genera disobeying him. And Aguinaldo had dready demongtrated his ability to
cow Admira Wimbush, who outranked him, so he couldn’t expect any support from that direction if he
tried to exclude Aguinaldo and failed.

“There are about twelve hundred tanksin a Diamundean divison, isn't that right?” Aguinaldo asked
Havens nodded.

“And you have three squadrons attacking the Fourth Divison?’

Havens nodded again, reluctantly. He had an ideawhere thiswas going, and he didn’t likeit.

“It’ sbeen sometime since | studied mathematics,” Aguinado said dmost conversationdly, “but | think
that works out to aratio of twenty-five tanksto one Raptor. Am | right?’

“Your ability to do ratios doesn't seem to have suffered,” Havens said tightly.
“How long do you think it would take one Raptor to kill twenty-five tanks?’

The musclesin Havens s jaw bunched. He could read the activity on the Stmap aswell as Aguinaldo.
There were too many tanks and not enough Raptors to stop them. It was evident that many of the Raptor
attacks were missing their targets. He didn’t answer.

Asthetwo flag officers watched the map, a Raptor icon turned red and disappeared.



“What are your |osses?’

Havens closed his eyesfor amoment. “ Seven,” he said, so softly the Marine dmost missed the word.
“Agang the Fourth Divison?” Aguinado asked, ahint of sympathy in hisvoice.

“Yes” Havenssad softly.

“Similar againg the others?’

Havens could only nod.

Sympathy came clear in Aguinaldo’ s voice now; he knew too well what it was liketo lose men. “Air
power alone has never won awar. Never will. All it can do is soften up the enemy so the infantry doesn’t
auffer as much when it goesin to make thefind kill. Admird, soften up those tanks so my Marineshave a
chance againgt them.” He amogst added, “please.” He turned and | eft the command center. The weight of
many Marines lives pressed on his shoulders but failed to bow them.

Oppaiawas both amgjor transportation hub and amining and industrial center. 1ts million inhabitants
worked hard, and then they played just as hard to work off the stresses and exhaustion of work. At that
hour, well after the whistle sgnaed the end of the workday for most of the city’ s people, the Streetsin the
entertainment and dining district through which Company L maneuvered should have been teeming with
throngs of diners and revelers. Instead, the streets were empty and an eerie quiet ruled. Sidewalk tables
infront of bistros sat vacant and unattended. Nightclubs, through whose open doors the sound of music
and gaiety should have blared, squatted shuttered and dark. Theaters that normally had lines of people at
their box offices stood abandoned. Stores and boutiques filled with the most fashionable goods imported
from scores of planets should have been awash with shoppers, instead they stared, seemingly
despondent, onto the empty streets. The hdf light of dusk, filtered through the atmospheric effluvia of
mining and indusiry, gave the place a surreal appearance.

“Where arethey?’ Claypoole asked nervoudy when he joined Lance Corpora Linsman in arecessed
doorway. Linsman had become his acting fire team leader, with Corporal Keto's death.

Linsman shook his head. He had no ideawhere the people who lived here were; he hadn’t seen any
more sign of them than Dean had. The city being so thoroughly abandoned made him shiver.

“What are we doing here?’

Again, Linsman shook his head. Nobody had told him what they were looking for or why anybody
would think the Marines should search through adining and entertainment digtrict for tanks. “Maybe this
iswherethar infantry ishiding.” Like most of the Marines, hefound it very difficult to believe that
anybody would make an army without infantry.

“How sure are you they’ ve got any infantry?’ he asked.
Linsman shrugged; hewasn't sure of anything.

“Third fireteam...” Eagle' s Cry’ svoice came over their hemet radios. “ Second fire team reports
there' san dley twenty meters ahead of you, your Side of the street. They see what looks like an open
door inthedley. Check it out.”

“Roger,” Linsman replied. Second fire team was on the other side of the Street. Firdt fire team wasfifty
meters ahead and hadn’t seen an open door when they went by. “Let’sgo,” he said to Claypoole.

They dipped out of the recessed entryway and crept forward, dmost touching the front of the building.
Even though their chame eons made them effectively invisible to the naked eye, neither wanted to take the
chance there wasn't anybody out there with infras who could spot their heat signatures. The fronts of the
buildings were ill warm from the sun that had shined on them recently; maybe they were warm enough



to mask the Marines heat signatures. A sgn announced the building across the dley was the Barzoom
Theater, “ Presenting a One Minute Play Festival.” Linsman peered into the alley when they reached it.
Thirty meters down it he saw awedge of shadow, probably a half-open door at the side of the thezater.
The aley was about two meterswide, too narrow for most vehicular traffic. The door must have been for
cast and crew, rather than deliveries. Maybe it was an exit from the auditorium. With alight touch, he
summoned Claypooleto follow him. Linsman dipped aong the wall opposite the door, Claypoole
following five meters behind him aong the wall with the door. That way they could both fire at the door
with minimum risk of Claypoole hitting Linsman.

Halfway to the door Linsman whispered, “Hold it.” He thought he heard voices. He listened carefully.
There seemed to be something just on the verge of audibility, but he wasn't positive. It sounded like it
was coming through the doorway—if he was actudly hearing anything at al. He took a couple of steps
back, closer to Claypoole.

Speaking as quietly as he could, knowing Claypool€ s helmet radio would amplify hiswords so the
other Marine could hear him, he said, “Move to three meters from the door. I’'m going to move forward
and seeif | can spot anything insde. If | haven't seen anything by thetime | get past the door, I'll tell you
what to do next.”

“What if you do see something?’
“I'll tell you. Now move.”

Stepping lightly, Claypoole eased forward. When he was three meters from the haf-open door, he
stopped and looked across the way. His infras showed him ared, man-size splotch four meters beyond
the door. He smelled urine and glanced down. A fading red glow showed him where someone had
emptied his bladder. Why didn’t he go insgde? Claypoole wondered. Surely there arefacilitiesinsde the
theater. Then he stopped worrying about it. He looked back at Linsman and saw his red splotch shrink
downward as Linsman dropped into a crouch, then moved closer as he came back. He saw an arm
come out of the red and reach acrossto touch him. He followed Linsman back to the mouth of the dley.

“Birdie,” Linsman said into hisradio when they reached the street. “ There' sfour tanksin there”
“How’ d they do that?’ Eagle' s Cry sounded incredulous.

“Damfino. Looks like they drove over the seating and crushed it, though.”

“What do they have, Rat?’

“Two TP1s, definitely. | think the other two are mediums. | only saw afew people. | think maybe
most of the crews arein the tanks.”

“Any other doors on the side of the theater?’

“Negative. Maybe around back.”

“Wait one”

They waited until the squad leader made a report to the platoon commander.

In acouple of moments Eagle’ s Cry’ s voice came back.. “ Second squad, we got some bad guysin
the Barzoom Thesater. Okay, listen up. | reported. The boss wants usto seeif we can get clean shots at
them. Firdt fire team, go around back, see what’ sthere. I’ll check the front doors.”

It wasasmall block. First fire team was back in little more than five minutes. “There savehicle
entrance in the back,” Corporal Bladon reported. “Looks big enough for aTP1. Theré saso a
personnel hatch. Both are closed. | didn’t want to aert anybody, so | didn’t try the doorsto seeif
they’relocked.”

“That' s okay, we probably can’'t go in that way anyhow,” Eagle's Cry said. “Wait one.”



They waited while he reported the new findings. The next voice they heard was Bass s.

“Second squad, listen up. Birdie, send afire team to cover the back and kill any tank that comes out.
Have afire team cover the side door with blastersin case any crewmen try to get out that way. Bring the
rest of the squad, we' re going in the front door.”

“Y ou heard the man, people,” Eagle’ s Cry said. “First fireteam, did you see aposition where you can
cover the back door and have enough room to fire your Straight Arrows?’

“Affirmative,” Bladon replied.

“Go. Let me know when you'rein position. Third fire team, cover the sde exit. Second fireteam. On
rre”

Linsman sgnaed Claypoole with alight touch, and the two took positions at the mouth of the
dleyway, Lingman on theleft and Claypoole on theright. They lay prone, their blasters pointing at the
door. Claypoole made a disgusted face; he had to put his blaster to hiseft shoulder, and hewas a
right-handed shot. Then he put his discomfort aside. The corner of the building gave him cover fromfire
fromthedleyway.

A moment later Corpora Bladon reported that first fire team was in position behind the theater.

“Firg fireteam, Third fireteam,” Eagle' s Cry said, “maintain positions. Second fireteam, let’ sgo
ingde”

Claypoole wondered where Gunny Basswas, why he wasn't giving the orders. He thought, from the
directions Bass gave afew minutes earlier, that the platoon sergeant had joined them. Shouldn’t he be
giving the orders now? He gave amental shrug. Maybe Bass was letting Eagle' s Cry run the squad;
maybe Bass was doing something different. He stopped thinking about it and concentrated on the Sde
door. After afew moments he began concentrating on staying dert. What was it now, Sixteen, seventeen
hours since the Essays 34th FIST rode down from orbit were launched from the Tripoli ? He suddenly
realized he' d been awake for twenty hours or longer, and most of that time was under stress: first wasthe
find preparationsfor landing, then the launch and hitting the beach and the fight on the beach; then finding
the rest of the company—and evading the enemy when they could. During the afternoon lull, when they
still expected to be counter-attacked at any moment, he’ d eaten ameal. As near as he could recall, that
was al he' d eaten since morning chow back on the Tripoli. He blinked afew times, gavea
jaw-gretching yawn. Herolled his shoulders, bunched and relaxed muscle groups al up and down his
body in the exercises he' d been taught to maintain dertness. He looked back into the street in both
directions to make sure nobody was coming up behind him and Linsman. Then he settled back to blast
anyone who came out the side door. His consciousness faded and drifted.

The sudden crackle and sizzle of blasters from insde the theater snapped him back to full avareness.
Abruptly, Claypool€ s earphones, which had been silent since Eagle’' s Cry gave the order for the second
fireteam to follow him into the theater, were filled with the shouts of men in deadly bettle. “Did you get
him?" Corpord Sdeski cdled

“I"'m pretty sure,” Lance Corporal Watson called back. Blaster fire drowned out any follow-up
Sdeski might have asked.

“Over there, get him before he getsaway,” Eagle€' s Cry shouted.

“They’re going for the tanks, stop them!” Bass said, hisvoice booming. The blagter fireintensfied.
“Look dive, Third team,” Eagle' s Cry shrieked.

Someone burst out of the side door.

The sudden firefight that he could hear but not see inside the theater tightened Claypool€ s nerves so
taut he didn’t need the warning. His hand closed on thefiring lever before his conscious mind knew he



had atarget. His plasmaball hit the Diamundean tanker a split second before Linsman’sdid, and the man
flashed briefly into flame from the double hit. His charred corpse crumpled to the pavement. A second
tanker tripped on the body and amost fell, sending Claypool€ s second shot over him. The tanker
looked wide-eyed at the mouth of the aleyway, his mouth gaping open in terror. Even in the dimness,
Claypoole could see the whites of the man’seyes. He didn't hesitate, he lowered hisaim and shot again.
But the man was back up and trying to run away, the bolt blasting through histhigh. He shrieked and
pitched forward, clutching at the limb. Claypoole hadn’t seen aweapon. He didn’t bother to shoot the
man again, instead looked back to the door for someone else to come through it.

“Good shooting,” he heard from Linsman. “If he liveslong enough, maybe he can tell uswhere some
of theothersare hiding.”

“Firgt fireteam, get ready!” Eagle’ s Cry shouted, and Claypool e became aware of the engine noise
that had begun while he and Linsman were shooting at the two tankers who came out of the door they
were guarding.

“Takecover!” Basscdled.

Over the rumbling of the tank, Claypoole heard the staccato crackling and whoosh of aplasmagun
firing along burst. None of the Marinesin the building had an assault gun. Claypoole knew someone had
to be firing a plasma gun on atank. The engine noise changed pitch and the sound of gears grinding and
treads turning echoed from the theater. The rising pitch of the engine became aroar, followed by acrash
asthe tank drove through the doors at the back of the building. That crash was followed almost
immediately by the blast of an antitank rocket and an explosion when the Straight Arrow hit the tank.
That was followed asecond later by an even louder explosion when the tank’ s ammunition was set off.
Debris clattered loudly, then the ground shook when the tank’ s turret thudded to the ground. More
debrisrained down in the back sireet. Then there was amoment’ s silence.

“Eagle s Cry, report,” Bass said, breaking the silence.

“Second squad, report by fireteams,” Eagle' s Cry ordered.

“Firgt team, we're dl okay,” Bladon reported.

“Second fire team, everybody’ sl right,” Saleski said, relief clear in hisvoice.
“Thirdisfine” Linsman said. “We ve got aprisoner, if he' sill dive”

“Get him,” Bass said. Then added, “All right, people, we ve got afire starting in here. | think we
should moveto a safer position. Anybody know how to drive atank?’

Asthe squad assembled in front of the theater, Bass reported to Vanden Hoyt. He used the circuit that
alowed dl the members of the squad to ligten in.

“Three Actud,” Bass reported, “ Three-five. I’ ve got some good news and some bad news.”

“Giveitto me, Five,” Vanden Hoyt said. His voice sounded dull; Claypoole suspected he thought the
bad news was heavy casudtiesin second squad.

“First bit of good newsis, we captured three tanks.”

“WHAT’

“Yeah. They'reindde abuilding. Wekilled their crews, we own the tanks.”
“What' sthe bad news?’

“Firg bit of bad newsis, there were four tanks. Wekilled one of them when it tried to get out and it’s
blocking the exit for the other three so we can’'t get them out.”

“Give metherest of the bad news, how many casudties?’



Bass glanced at the tanker whose leg was barely hanging on. “Nineteen dead, one wounded. But he
looks like he’ s going into shock, we need a corpsman if we' re going to keep him dive.”

“Nineteen dead? But there were only ten of you!”

“Hmm?’ Bass sface shieldswere up; the Marines could clearly see hisgrin. Hewas deliberately
holding back the fact that they weredl right. “ Y eah, that’ sright. But any day ten Marines can’t swab the
deck with twenty dismounted tankersis the day those ten Marines should be retired.”

“Charlie” Vanden Hoyt said with more than an edge of anger, “are you telling me we don't have
anybody down?’
“I'm not telling you that, | thought you knew it.” Bass seyestwinkled.

Vanden Hoyt' s sudden, bregthy release of tension was clearly audible over the radio. “ Stop jerking
my chain, Charlie. Anything else to report?’

“There safire garted ingde the building. We don't have alot of timeto doiit, but I'd redlly like to get
those tanks out of there. We could sure use them.”

Another voice broke into the transmission; it was Captain Conorado. “LimaThree-five, thisisLima
Six Actud. Isthere another way out of the building? Over.”

“Six Actud, Three-five. Only through awall. Over.”

Bass switched from casud tak to dmost formal radio procedure. “The building’ son fire, isthat right,
Three-five? Over.”

“ Affirmative, Sx Actud.”

“Then the building’ s coming down anyway. If you' ve got anybody who can drive atank, drive them
through the damn walls, Three-five. Do you copy?’

Bass grinned wider than before. “ Roger that, Sx Actud. Over.”
“LimaSix Actud, out.”

“Y ou heard the man, Charlie,” Vanden Hoyt said. “ ‘ Drive through the damn walls.” Doc Gordon’son
hisway to patch up your prisoner. LimaThree Actud, out.”

Basswas 4till grinning. “1 say again, anybody have any ideahow to drive atank?’ Hewas sureit was
only amatter of time now before the 552nd Tank Brigade was totally defeated. If he knew about the
other armored units battling their way toward Oppdia, though, he probably wouldn't have felt so good.

CHAPTER 19

The new day found the Fourth Armored Division staled south of Oppaia. The tankers were under what
cover they could find, which was precious little in the open land. Severely battered Navy Air hated its
operations againgt the Fourth shortly after nightfall, but not before it had killed some three hundred tanks.
To the north, the Ninth Armored Division took cover in adensaly wooded area, its drivers ordered to kill
their enginesin hope of dissipating their infrared Sgnatures before the Raptors killed the divison. The
Third Armored Division, still undiscovered, was perched at the foot of Rourke' sHills, less than an hour
away, hesitant to launch an assault againgt Oppdia. The navy attack againgt the Fifteenth Heavy Divison
succeeded in making it withdraw, but it withdrew in order and could still make a strike toward the
Marine ground force. Only the First Armored Divison wasin full disarray. Some of its eements had
made it back to the safety of the Tourmaline mining complex. Others were playing dead on the plain
between Tourmaline and Rourke sHills. Only scattered small units of the First Armored Division, little
more than a battalion’ sworth, had made it through the pass and acrossthe littora plain to the eastern
fringe of Oppdia. Captain Hormujh, commander of Company B, 261t Tank Battdion, found himsdf the



senior officer among those smdl units, which made him their battalion commander.

Captain Hormujh had chafed the evening before when Lieutenant Colonel Namur ordered him to take
adefensive position. Now that the sun was up and the tanks of afull battalion were under his command,
he was even more impatient to engage the invaders. The scouts he' d sent out on foot overnight reported
back that the Marine expeditionary airfield was only three kilometers away from his makeshift battalion,
and the navy airfield a couple of kilometers beyond it. He was sure that if he was given the go ahead to
attack, hewould quickly diminate abig part of the magor danger to the tanks. He waited with growing
impatience for Lieutenant Colone Namur’ sreply to hislatest report.

In orbit on the Ogie, the Confederation command had a serious problem to deal with.

Rear Admira Havens sface was drawn; helooked like he' d had severa deepless nightsinstead of
only one. He aso looked like he' d rather be someplace else,

“Gentlemen,” he said, standing in front of the map display that showed the positions of the two stalled
divisons and the two that had withdrawn, but not the unknown Third Armored, “ my pilots have
accomplished their primary misson.” Hisvoice wastired and he didn’t sound like he fully believed what
he was saying. “ They have hated the advance of two divisions on Oppdia, and driven two others back
with heavy losses.” He touched the console and several hundred red icons appeared on the map. “Our
best intelligence estimate’ —he nodded to Generd Aguinado—" aided by low-flying reconnaissance
drones, isthat wekilled nearly nine hundred of St. Cyr’ stanks, and possibly fifty mobile artillery pieces.”
He paused and seemed to be searching for what to say next.

“There sbheen aprice,” Genera Aguinddo said into the silence.

Havens nodded. “We velost fifty-two of the 190 Raptors we committed to the fight.” He shook his
head with dishelief. “Their ground forces have proved better at fighting my Raptorsthan their air forces
were.” He cleared histhroat and gave a shake of his head before continuing. “1 can replace nearly dl of
my losses with the four squadronsthat haven't yet been committed, but that would leave Navy Air
without reserves. In short, if we resume our attack today, we don’t have enough aircraft to destroy the
four divisonsthat we know about.”

Admira Wimbush listened to Havens s report with growing congternation. If the Diamundeans
resumed their attack toward Oppalia, there was no question they could defeat the Marines and wipe out
the planethead. Such adefeat could prevent the army from landing and cost the invasion force the entire
campaign. That would prematurely end the careers of every one of the admirals and generasin the room,
most notably hisown.

“What do you propose to do, Admira?’” Wimbush asked, not sure he was going to like any answer
hisar commander would give.

Havens managed not to flinch when Wimbush caled him “ Admira” instead of by name. “ Sir, | think
we should hold back any attack until somebody moves. If one of the divisons resumesits advance, | will
commit al of my squadronsto stopping it.”

“What if morethan oneresumesits advance?’ Genera Han asked. He was d o well aware of therisk
to the planethead.

“We stop one, then move on to the next,” Havens said weakly.

Han shook his head. His best option seemed to be to move thelanding of 111 Corpsup aday. He'd
have to check with Lieutenant General Bosworth, the Corps commander, and see how far dong his
preparations were.

Wimbush turned to the senior Marine, “ Generd, how long can your Marines hold out?’



“Agang amultidivision armored attack, with just afew hundred Straight Arrows, our organic air, and
no artillery?” Aguinado didn't think that question deserved an answer. “I’m going to commit one of my
two reserve FISTs. That way my Marineswill have abetter chance of knocking out the First Armored
Brigadein ahurry. That might discourage the other divisons from resuming their advance.” Helooked at
Havenswith amix of sympathy for hislosses and anger for the losses his own Marines faced.

Then Wimbush broached the subject that bothered him even more than the loss of aircraft.
“Admird Johannes, why are we not getting string-of-pearls survelllance over Oppaia?’
Theintelligence chief looked to be in even greeter distress than the air commander.

Generd Aguinaldo went bolt upright—nobody had told him they’ d lost string-of -pearls surveillance.
His people on the ground didn’t know that; he had to get the word to them.

Sergeant Eagl€' s Cry blinked againgt the harshness of the rising sun. He squinted to shield his eyes, but
al he saw moving was the detritus of unswept streets lifting as the sun turned on the local atmospheric
engine and set eddies of air into motion. He looked to the other east-facing window in the living room of
the third-floor gpartment his squad used as an observation post in its overnight position. He saw Lance
Corpora Justice Goudanis s face hovering ameter and ahaf insde the window. Goudanis was keeping
watch seated at asmall table, far enough from the window to be unobservable from outside, close
enough to have awidefield of view. His blaster lay across the table, pointing out, his hand rested on the
weapon. A Straight Arrow tube stood propped against the side of the table. Goudanis shielded his eyes
by tipping his head down so thelip of his hemet shaded them.

“You can't seedl theway to the horizon that way,” Eagle's Cry said.

Goudanis shrugged. “Don’t need to,” he replied, hisvoice thick from lack of deep. “They won't be
coming from that far away.” Goudanis turned away from the window to look toward his squad leader.
“They’ re probably less than a hundred metersfrom us. That’ sdl the farther | haveto see” Heturned
back to the window. “ Someone told methat last night.”

Eagle s Cry smiled lightly. He was the one who' d told Goudanis the Diamundean forces were
probably no more than ahundred meters away. Eagle' s Cry glanced out the window again to make sure
nothing had changed since he looked away, then said, “I’ m going below to get everybody up. I’ll send
someoneto relieve you in afew minutes.”

Goudanisgrunted in reply.

Eagle's Cry had to go out onto the street to reach the rest of his squad. Most of them were in the shop
that occupied the firgt floor of the building. Bladon and Nolet wereinsde, looking out the display
window.

“See anything?’ the squad leader asked.

“Nothing,” Bladon said. Nolet shook his head.

“Better chow down now, we might be moving out soon.”
“Y ou know something you haven't told us?’ Bladon asked.

“Y ou know nobody ever tells squad |eaders anything until they haveto doit.” He went through the
shop to the room in back. Idly, he wondered where the people were who lived and worked in the
entertainment and dining digtrict. The Marines hadn’t seen any civilians during their advance the previous
afternoon, and no one was at home when they occupied the upper story apartments to use as overnight
observation posts. He dismissed the thought.

Five Marines were adeep in the back room—Linsman and Claypoole, and Corpora Barber’ s assault



gun team. Barber opened his eyes as Eagle s Cry entered the room.
“Sun’sup,” Eagleé sCry saidinan ordinary voice. “Revellle, revellle”

Barber sat up and stretched. The othersrolled over and groaned. They’d all taken turns on watch,
nobody had enough deep the night before.

“Can't be, it'stoo early,” Claypoole mumbled.

“Gimme another ten minutes,” Neru murmured. Barber reached aleg out and kicked hisgunner’s
boot. Neru yelped, then sat up Stretching and yawning.

“Rat, you and Claypoole go upstairs and relieve Juice. Take chow with you and eat.”

“Sure” Linsgman sat up and loudly cleared the night phlegm from histhroat. Rubbing hiseyes, he
stood. “Let’s go, Rock. No amount of beauty sleep’ s going to do you any good.”

Claypoole groaned, then arched his back and jumped to hisfet.

Eagle' s Cry continued to the back of the shop. As he went through the rear exit he heard Linsman say,
“Stop your complaining, it’syour own damn fault. Nobody made you enlist in the Marines, it was your
decison. You'rejust getting what you deserve for doing something so dumb.”

The street in back of the building was just wide enough for amedium tank, and one was Sitting there.
Brigadier Sturgeon had been delighted by the capture of the three tanks. He wanted to take them and use
al threefor the defense of the expeditionary airfield, but the entire infantry chain of command from
Eagle' sCry dl theway to Commander VVan Winkle objected. They’ d found them, they wanted to keep
them. Sturgeon relented and | et them keegp one medium. Even though everybody from the battaion
commander on down wanted the tank, possession went back down that chain to the squad that captured
it. So Sergeant Eagl€' s Cry found himself the proud owner of amedium tank. It would have been a
wonderful addition to his squad—if he had any idea of how to use atank. But he didn’t, so he parked it
out of harm’ sway overnight. Corpora Bladon' sfire team occupied it during the night. One man was
supposed to be on watch at al times while the other two dept. Bladon was standing in the commander’s
hatch when Eagle' s Cry stepped into the street.

“Did you learn anything?’ Eagl€' s Cry asked his senior fire team leader as he clambered onto the tank.

“Suredid,” Bladon replied. He shook his head. “ These Diamundeans must think their tankersare a
bunch of dummies. Everything' s marked with symbols. Even anilliterate could figure out how to do it
from the markings. And the oneswho can read, well, there samanua a every station.” His eyeswere
red-rimmed

“Y ou get much deep last night?”
Bladon shook his head. “We were too busy learning about this tank. It was after twenty-four hours

before | made anybody stop and go to deep.” It wasjust past Six hours now, which meant none of them
had gotten any more than six hours deep.

“Wdll, get them up and chow them down. Then you can tell me what you think you can do with this
tank.”

A few minuteslater Ensign VVanden Hoyt and Gunnery Sergeant Bass showed up, eager to learn what
they could about the tank and how they could useit.

Captain Hormujh was finaly given the permission he wanted to attack the airfields. He didn’t bother to
hold any sort of staff planning sessions or devise an eaborate plan. He fdt there was neither time nor
need for them. He knew the city, and so did most of the company and platoon commanders under him.
Thiswould be aquick and dirty raid where so many things could happen it didn’t make senseto plan for



any of them. The ingtructions he gave his subordinate commanders were smple. He told each of them
which streetsto follow west to the Marine airfield and where to ssop—he hoped it was out of hearing of
the airfield. His next order would be to assault. The biggest problem he saw with these orders was that
the part of the city histanks were going through was residential—it wouldn’t provide them with muchin
the way of cover from either visual or infrared detection. But al of his commanders had shot down
Raptors on their fight to the city, and the reports he' d heard from the other divisonstold him they’d dso
had success against the Confederation Air. Hisonly question was, if the Confederation forces saw his
battalion gpproaching, would they be willing to attack indde residentia neighborhoods?

He needn’t have worried. The Marine and navy group commanders at the expeditionary arfieds
didn’t know that the satellite views they had of Oppalia and environs hadn’t been updated for severa
hours, and consequently they had no idea that they needed to provide their own aeria security. The Navy
Air groups were sending out flights of Raptors to observe the stalled divisions, and remind the Fourth and
Ninth Armored that they were gill there and able to resume their attacks. The Marine group commander
had one squadron, ten Raptors, flying in the front of the infantry positions, while the other four squadrons
on the ground sat fueled and armed, with their pilots standing by in aready room. None of the air units
knew abattalion of tanks was approaching them.

Captain Hormujh stood in his commander’ s position with a stillness that belied the impatience with
which hewaited for the last of his company commandersto report that they were in position. He forced
himsdlf to maintain communications silence, with only the tersest acknowledgments of each company’s
arrival at itsjump-off point. When the last commander reported in, he gave atwo word command:
“Attack now.”

One hundred eight tanks, haf of them TP1s, rolled forward at top speed.

Thefirg hint the pilots of Marine Attack Group 33 had that the morning was about to change from
quiet was when the box in the ready room squawked, “ Scramble, scramble, scramble! Bogies on the
ground, in sght and approaching fast!”

“Isthisajoke?’ Captain Hans " Pappy” Foss ydled back at the box. He was out of the door by the
time hiswordsfinished leaving his mouth. Whether he thought “bogies on the ground” was ajoke or not,
he reacted automatically to the “ scramble’” command. He d covered better than half of the Sixty metersto
his Raptor when the oncoming tanks findly registered on his mind—they were haf aklick away and
closng fast. “My God,” he murmured, and threw his sprint into overdrive.

Foss' s crew chief was climbing out of the cockpit when he reached it. “ All revved and ready to go,
Pappy,” the corpora shouted over the roaring of the Raptor’ s engines.

Foss nodded at his crew chief as he jammed himsdlf into the cockpit and rammed on hisflight helmet.
He raced through the shortest preflight checkup he' d ever made: He checked that the ground and air
brakes were both off, the engine was powered up far enough to get him off the ground, and glanced
around to make sure his ground crew had cleared off. Then he twisted the collective to am the exhausts
down for vertical takeoff and shoved the accelerator to max. The Raptor shot up. A round fromaTP1
sailed through the air below hisrapidly rising aircraft; asecond’ sdelay on histakeoff and the round
would havekilled him and his Raptor:

“Black Sheep Four, Sheep Three. Areyou airborne?’

“That' san affirmative, Black Sheep Three,” came the laconic voice of Ensgn Geiger, Foss swingman.
“Y ou want to do thisin orderly fashion, or ethnic fire drill?’

“Let’sstart off orderly. Angelsone.” Then he had to twist the collective to horizontd flight because his
dtitude was aready passing through angels one. A quick glanceto hisleft rear showed Geiger inthe
wingman' s position meters away from hiswing tip.



Fossrolled his Raptor onto itsright side so he could get aclear look at the ground and whistled. More
than a hundred tanks were overrunning the airfield. A dozen billows of thick smoke laced with flame
showed where several Raptors hadn’'t made it off the ground. He leveled off and looked around for other
Raptors. He saw some, but not as many as he expected to see. Then he looked around the edges of the
airfield and saw rising smoke in three more places, places where Raptors started to take off but didn’t
makeit dl theway up. Ashelooked, he saw another Raptor that was limping aong a couple hundred
meters below him explode.

“Jesus Muhammead,” he murmured, then into hisradio: “Who'sin command up here?” Silence
answered hiscal. Theradio was set to the Black Sheep’ s frequency, maybe another squadron
commander was airborne, but it seemed like he was the senior pilot in his squadron. “Black Sheep,
Black Sheep, thisis Black Sheep Three. Form on me, at angelstwo.” He twisted the collective and shot
up. At angelstwo helooked around and saw four Raptors forming on him and Geiger.

“That'sit, just Sx of us?’ he asked.
“| saw Y amata s plane get hit on the ground,” came the voice of Ensgn Mann.

“The skipper got hit ashewaslifting off,” someone else said. Two other pilots reported they’ d seen
someone' s Raptor killed on the ground. Six was dl that were [ft.

Foss gave another quick look around. The survivors of the other three squadrons didn’t seem to be as
well-organized. It looked like it was up to him to start the party.

“Black Sheep, Black Sheep. Angels eight, screaming meemies. Acknowledge.”

Crisply and in order, the five pilots confirmed angels eight, screaming meemies. Fossled his
understrength squadron to atitude at a sharp angle, then swung around so they were amost directly
abovethearfied.

“By flights, pick atarget and go for it,” he ordered. | expect to see everybody back up here in about
four-five.” Herolled to hisright and nosed down. He blinked. Where did they dl go? Of dl the tanks
he' d seen on the ground just a minute or two earlier, only ahaf dozen were il in sight. Helocked his
laser sght onto one and asked, “ Got it, Roy?’

“Got it,” Geiger replied.
“Let'sgetit.” He powered hisdive.
Geiger peded off Foss swing to hit thetarget from adightly different angle,

At angdsthree Foss hit the trigger and saw the stream of plasma bolts plunging toward the rapidly
growing tank. At angelstwo he threw in the forward jets and boinged back up. Hewas ableto focus his
eyes again and draw breath without pain when he was back at angelsfour. He looked to his side and
saw Geiger in place, bare metersfrom hisleft wing tip. At angels eight he orbited and looked down. Four
tanks and alot of Raptors were burning. “Where did the rest of those tanks go?’ he asked no onein

particular.

Those tanks were hdfway to the navy airfield. Thanksto the Marines getting hit first, the navy pilots
had an extraminute’ swarning before the provisiona tank battalion hit them. Unfortunatdly for the navy
pilots, they had more aircraft, and many of them had to run farther to reach their Raptors. Then again,
none of them redlly expected whoever was attacking the Marines to smply swarm through and keep
going. Captain Hormujh caught more than haf the navy Raptors ill on the ground. Histankershad a
ball, especialy enjoyable after the hell the navy Raptors had put them through the previous day.



Admira Wimbush looked at Admird Havenswith profound disbelief. “1 think | need to see adoctor
about my hearing,” Wimbush said. “Would you kindly repeat what you just said?” Hisvoice cracked on
thelast syllables.

Rear Admira Havenslooked even worse than he had that morning. Still, he managed to dredge up a
strong voice. “ Sir, twenty minutes ago Diamundean armor launched a surprise attack on the
expeditionary airfidds at Oppdia. They destroyed sixty-three of the Raptors at the navy arfield.”

“Sixty-three?” Wimbush repeated weakly.
Havens could only nod.
“Out of how many?’ Wimbush didn’t redlly need to ask; he knew there were only 138 navy Raptors

planetside. He asked the question smply to give himsdf timeto think. Genera Aguinddo didn’'t givehim
that time.

“Before those tanks hit the navy airfied, they hit the Marinearfield,” the Marine commander said
stonily. “They knocked out twenty-one of the forty Raptors | had on the ground. Including theten | had
intheair, | only have twenty-nineleft planetsde. Thirty-nineincluding theten dill in orbit. Admird, I'm
afraid we have an intelligence problem that was serious and israpidly getting worse.”

Wimbush looked at Rear Admira Johannes. “When will the string-of-pearls be fully operationa
agan?’ hewhispered. “ Sir, we are using shuttle craft to repostion satellites. Hopefully, we' |l have
Oppdiacovered againin severa hours.”

“Severa hours?’

Johannes nodded numbly. No matter what happened from here on out, he was sure his career was
over.

CHAPTER 20

Company L was dtill initsovernight positions. The word thét filtered down was both battalion and FIST
reconnai ssance units were up ahead looking for enemy hiding places. Nobody in the company
complained about having to st around and wait. D-Day had begun too early and gonetoo late. Facing
tanks with too few antitank weapons had been the mogt frightening thing most of the members of the
company had ever done. The company lost five men dead and seven others evacuated with wounds or
other injuries—heavier casudtiesthan al but the most experienced of them had ever seen. It didn’t
matter to most of the Marines that they gave far worse than they got, D-Day had been hard, damn hard.
They were able and willing to keep going, to search out more enemy tanks and kill them. But

everybody—well, nearly everybody—in the company was glad for the respite.

Lance Corpora Dave“Hammer” Schultz stood glaring out athird-story window. Without looking to
seeif anybody was below, he spat.

Corpora Leach laughed.

Lance Corporal Joe Dean, who was looking out the other window, glanced at Leach and wondered
what was o funny.

“Hammer, who'd you just spit on?’ Leach asked.

“Don’'t matter,” Schultz said with agrunt.

“ ‘Don't matter’ ? What if Commander Van Winkle was passing by and you spat on him?’
“Deservesit.”

Leach’seyes bugged “Why does our battalion commander deserve to be spat on?’ Thisshould be



fun, hethought.
“Weredtting.”
“Sowhat?’

Schultz finaly turned from looking for enemy to look at hisfire team leader. “Marinesan't supposed
to st. We're supposed to kill.” He resumed looking for someoneto kill.

“Yeah.” Leach nodded dowly. “But where are the people we' re supposed to kill 7’
“There.” Schultz waved ahand in away that indicated just about everyplace to the front.

“That’ swhy we re sitting, Hammer. They’ re out there someplace, but nobody knows where. We can
waste alot of time and energy trying to find them, and maybe expose oursel ves and take more casualties.
Maybe use up rockets we can’'t afford on targets that aren’t real. Both Battalion and FIST have recon
out there, so when we go, we go where the bad guys are and don’'t waste effort or resources trying to
find them. When we know where they' re a, we' |l go get them.”

Schultz spat out the window again. Thistime helooked, but not until after he spat.

Dean shook his head and returned his attention to the front. Overhead, the Raptors that had been
flying to the FIST’ sfront al morning turned and headed in the direction of the airfield.

Thewait wasn't aslong as Schultz made it seem. At ten hours, Company L got ordersto move out.
Their objective was a sports arena akilometer and a haf away. Recon reported there was a company of
tanks hiding in it—and tankers on foot were providing outlying security; recon had fixes on adozen
fourman observation posts at ranges of up to five hundred meters from the arena. Third platoon led the
way. Itsfirst objective wasto slently take out al the OPs between them and the arena. Naturally, most
of the observation posts were between them and the arena, little of the security was on the other sides.

“Recon found them, why didn’t recon take them out?” Claypoole grumbled as second squad prepared
to move out from the storefront of the building they occupied overnight.

Linsman gave him ayou-dumb-guy look. “That’s not recon’sjob,” he said. “Recon’ s supposed to find
them, we' re supposed to fuck them.”

“All right,” Claypoole conceded with full lack of graciousness, “then why doesn’t FIST send Raptors
into hit them?’

Linsman couldn’t resist anymore—he lashed out and dapped the back of Claypool€ shemet. “ They
want it done quietly. There' snothing quiet about a Raptor strike.” He shook his head, and added dmost
to himsdlf, “Dumb guy.”

Claypoole glared a him, and for amoment he thought Linsman had caled him “new guy,” the hated
sobriquet he d gotten rid of two campaigns earlier.

“Gather around, people,” Sergeant Eagle’ s Cry cdled. “Listen up carefully,” he said when dl of his
sguad members were close enough to hear hisnormal voice. He made marks on acivilian street map of
Oppdia The map indicated individual buildingsaswell as streets. “ Thisiswherewe are” Hemade an
X.“Thisisthearena.” He drew acircle around a symbol on the map. “There arelistening postsin
buildings here, here, and here” He made three more X’ s, each on adifferent block; the building indicated
by the middle mark faced atwo- or three-square city block park. “We re going to approach them from
thisdirection.” He traced aline aong streets that took them out of the way and alowed them to come at
the building farthest to the right from its Sde. “We can go thisfar riding on the tank.” He made another
mark about halfway to the first observation post. “ Second fire team will enter the building through the
sdedoor.” He continued to make marks as he talked. “The OP ison the third floor. Third fire team,



when second reports they’ ve made their kill, you legpfrog to thisbuilding. 1t 1l be tricky; recon didn’t find
any side door, and the rear door isjammed and can't be opened quietly. The OPison thefirst floor.” He
shook his head. “Recon didn’t say why it’s on thefirgt floor. Then third team leapfrog and get the third
OP. It'son the second floor. Remember to do it as quietly as possible—we don’t want to aert anyone
we' recoming.” Helooked at his men solemnly. “If you see anyone talking on any sort of communicator,
hold off until they get off it. Questions?’

“What about first fireteam?’ Bladon asked.

“Y ou’ ve got the tank, you provide support if we need it. Stay two blocks behind the rest of the squad.
Ill let you know if we need your help.”

Corpora Bladon glowered. He didn't like being | eft out of the action thisway. “ Third fireteam’s
shorthanded, let them have the tank and we' |l take out an OP or two.”

Eagle’ s Cry shook his head. “Y ou' re the ones who spent the night in the tank. Y ou know how to use
it, they don't. Besides, it takes at |east three men to operate one of those tanks, and third fire team only
has two men. Any other questions?’

“What do we do after we take out the OPs?’” Goudanis asked.
“Don’t be so anxious. I'll let you know when | find out. Ready? Let’ sdo thisthing.”
They dl headed for the tank.

“Ligten, Birdie,” Bladon said, walking next to his squad leader, * put Linsman and Rock in the tank
with me. They both know how to drive. We can show them what they need to know about driving the
tank, and show them how to operate the gun.” Eagle’ s Cry shook his head. “ Still takes three men.”

“Put Clement with them, or Nolet. Let one of the other fire teams be short.”

Eagle’ s Cry stopped and faced Bladon. “ Tam, you' re my senior fire team leader, my most
experienced. | need my most experienced man commanding that tank.”

Bladon shook his head sharply. “I’'m most experienced on foot, | don’t have any more experience with
tanks than anyone dseinthewhole FIST.”

“Y ou've got moretime Sitting in atank than anyone e se, you studied them more than anybody el se.
That makes you more experienced. Y ou found the tank, you wanted to keep it, it’ syours.” He sighed.
“Tam, you're probably going to have more than your share of the shit before thisday isover. Now let’'s
get going.”

Reluctantly, Bladon dropped the subject.

In a couple more minutes second squad was al in or on the tank and ralling to the point where the
second and third fire teams would drop off and move ahead to kill the observation posts.

“What are they doing?’ Claypoole asked nervoudy. “ Do you think they got spotted and taken out?’
He and Linsman were crouched with Eagle’ s Cry, waiting at the Side of the building second fire team had
entered five minutes earlier, the building with the first observation post to be killed.

“Snooping and pooping,” Eagle's Cry replied softly. He was dmost successful at keeping the concern
out of hisown voice. “ It takestimeto get to the third floor and into position without being spotted. Even
with chameeons. Maybe the OP sreporting in and they haveto wait.” He shrugged.

“But what if—" Claypool€' s question was cut short by the crack!—sizzle of ablaster.

Eagle' s Cry hed up ahand to forestall any questions. He listened carefully to hishedmet comm. After a
few seconds Corporal Sadeski reported, “We got ‘em.”

Eagle'sCry let out his bregeth in awhoosh. “Let’sgo.” Heroseto hisfeet and trotted around the front



of the building. Hugging the fronts of the buildings, the three Marines hurried to the next corner. A
moment later, second fire team exited the building and followed. Two blocks farther back, Goudanis
rolled the medium tank forward.

They werein amixed resdentid area—mostly single houses and smdll apartment blocks, with a
scattering of convenience stores and restaurants at ground level. Most of the buildings abutted each
other; the few that didn’t open directly onto the Sdewak ssemed to be eating or drinking establishments
that used the space between their front walls and the sdewalk for outdoor sesting.

“Your turn,” Eagl€' s Cry said to Linsman and Claypoole when the three of them ducked into a
recessed bistro frontage short of the next corner. “Unless they’ ve got some kind of infraor motion
detector spy-eyes out there that recon didn’t spot, they can’t see you coming until you get there. Ready?
GO.”

Claypoole padded rapidly to the corner behind Linsman. They ran with ashuffling, gliding motion that
made almost no noise. After several long seconds they reached the corner, crossed the street, and
dropped to a knee next to the shop front recon had reported held a three-man observation post.
Claypoole looked across the way &t the park. Straight-boled trees grew init, the foliage of the trees
beginning three or four meters above the ground and continuing upward another twenty meters or so.
That was why the OP was on the ground floor—the men in it could see under the trees; in an upper
gtory, their view would be blocked by the trees.

Linsman put his head close to Claypool€ s and whispered, “I'm going to take alook.” A moment later
he whispered, “Back.”

The two Marines eased back toward the corner.

“Here sthe dtuation,” Linsman said in alow voice when they were at asafe distance. “It’sabutcher
shop. The door’ s open. One man isinside the window on the far side of the door. He doesn’t seem to be
paying alot of attention. Oneislying on acounter on the right sSide, maybe deeping. | didn’t see thethird
man. Damn, | wish we could go in the back way.” He shook that thought off; wishing wouldn't change
anything. “Here'swhat we do. I'll goinfirst and get the one on the l&ft. Y ou comein on my heglsand go
for Seeping Beauty. We Il use our knives. Then we have to find the third one. Use our knivesif we can,
blagt himif wecan't.”

“They’ll see our knives,” Claypoole said—the Marines combat knives weren't chameleoned.

“WEe Il betoo fast. And like | said, the one man watching isn’t paying much attention. He probably
won't see the knife until it’stoo late for him to react. The other one's deegping, he won't see anything a
al”

“Okay.” Claypooletook adeep breath and tried to cam himsdlf. Not knowing where the third man
was bothered him. * Put your hand on my back. Stay with me. I'm going to run. Let'sgo.” Linsman stood
and waited until hefet Claypoole shand. “Go.”

Thetwo ran. Claypoole did his best to keep in step with Linsman, but he couldn’t see the other
Marine sfeet to avoid stepping on his heds. The tock-tock of their footfalls were swallowed up by the
park and didn’t echo. In seconds they reached the butcher shop and Linsman pivoted right, through the
door, then left to the watcher. Claypoole lost his pacing and histoe clipped the side of Linsman’s hedl
when Linsman turned |eft. Claypoole staggered astep or two, then regained his balance and headed
toward the man lying on the counter. Behind him, he heard the clatter of the watcher faling. Hewas Hill a
couple of steps from the man on the counter when adoor in the rear of the shop flew open and ablaster
bolt flashed through the room. The bolt sizzled just past Claypoole, hit the front window and melted a
wide hole in the glass. Claypoole glanced toward the rear door and saw aman in agray uniform standing
in the doorway, pointing a blaster. The man had a screen suspended from the front rim of hishelmet and
seemed to belooking straight a him. The muzzle of the blaster swung toward him.



“He sgot infrasl” Claypoole shouted as he dove under the counter his man was on. A blast shot
through where he would have been if he hadn’t dropped. He heard the man on the counter scrambling to
his feet. Then he heard a scream and a gurgle and the blasterman thudded to the floor.

So did the man on the counter. He bumped into Claypoole and his eyes popped because he was
touching someone he couldn’t see. Even 0, he reached out with both arms, groped at hisinvisible
opponent, and locked hisarms around him in abear hug that squeezed the air from Claypool€' s lungs.
Claypoolewas on hisright side, hisknife hand trapped under hisbody. The tanker tightened the bear hug
while Claypoole struggled to suck in abreath as he twisted his knife arm free then shoved the blade into
his opponent’ skidney. The tanker gasped and arched his back, reaching a hand around for the knife, but
Claypoole pulled it out and diced the man’s exposed throat. The tanker spasmed and thudded his hedls
on the floor while Claypoole skittered away from him.

Thefight was over. They’ d been in the butcher shop for ten seconds.

Claypoole roseto hisfeet and shuddered. It had been close, closer than it should have been. He
looked at the man in the back of the shop and saw Linsman’s knife being pulled out of histhroat.

“He saw you, didn't seeme,” Linsman said as he wiped the blood off hisknife on the man’sgray shirt.
“I threw my knife. Hewas sure surprised. Sowas . That trick hardly ever works, evenin the gym.”

Claypoole shook his head, smiled.

Then Linsman got on the comm unit to report their kill. Third platoon successtully killed al seven of the
observation posts assigned to it. Killed: al twenty-seven of the Diamundean tankers were dead, no
prisoners. Theinfantrymen of 34th FIST assembled in platoons a block beyond the arena’ s surrounding
open areas, and platoon sergeants checked their platoons' 1oads of antitank weapons. Company L was
the main assault force and would approach from the south. If they needed help, K Company wasto the
west and would cometo their aid. Mike Company was stationed east of the arenato kill any tanksthat
broke out and tried to escape. The Marines heard tank engines rumbling from the direction of the arena.

There was no time now. They didn’t know how often the OPs were supposed to report in, or where
they werein the reporting cycle. As soon asthe platoons were al assembled, Company L moved out at
atrot, sraight down the streets toward the arena. Each platoon carried adozen Straight Arrows. Not
enough to kill an entire company, but Commander Van Winkle didn’t think the Diamundeans would
stand and fight to the last tank. Either they’ d surrender or they’ d try to run. If they ran, there were two
more companies of tank-killing Marines waiting to stop them.

But the tanks of Company F, 687th Tank Battalion weren't going to smply wait in the arenafor
someone to show up. Before Company L wasin position, tanks began pouring from the arena.

“Take cover!” Vanden Hoyt ordered on his al-hands circuit. He dropped next to awall and stared
forward in horror and disbelief. The tanks wererolling out of the arena. A whole platoon, maybe more,
was aready in the open space between his platoon and the building they were supposed to assault. A
squad of the tanks were dready entering the street in front of hislead men.

“Firgt squad, kill the point tank,” Vanden Hoyt said urgently. Sergeant Hyakowa, directly behind
Corpord Leach and thefirst fireteam, said, “ Chief, kill the point.” He used hisinfrasto seewhere the
first fireteam’ srocket carriers were, then rolled into the middle of the street to get out of the way of the
Straight Arrow’ s backblast.

Schultz was dready up on one knee, hisrocket tube resting on his shoulder. “Mine,” he said.
“Get him,” Leach agreed.

Dean dove away from Schultz. He d already been scorched by an S.A.’ s backblast, he wasn't going
to let it happen again. The tank was dmost too close to safdly fire the rocket, but Schultz ignored the
behemoth and took careful aim at the seam where the gun mount met the front glacis. Hefired. The



rocket struck the front of the tank. The depleted uranium casing of the warhead punched straight through
the 300mm+-thick armor and spewed globules of molten metal into the interior. The driver was densely
speckled by thefiery liquid al up and down one side. His death was agonizing but quick. The gunner got
the full force of the round when it bored through his belly, so he never knew he was dying. The tank
commander, standing up in the hatch, was hit repeatedly in the front of hislegs. He screamed and tried to
lift himsdlf out of the turret, but was flamed by a shot from Hyakowa s blaster. Hyakowa legped to his
feet and raced away from the till moving tank. Thetank’s other two crewmen lived atiny fraction of a
second longer before the exploding ammunition box tore them apart. The tank bounced up from the force
of the explosion. Itsturret wasjarred loose when it hit the ground and it canted but didn’t come off.

On the other side of the Street Eagle’s Cry shouted, “Let’ sgo,” as soon as he saw the turret wasn't
going to land on anyone running by it. He broke past his second fire team and led the way. “Here!” he
ordered, and stopped in the middle of the street directly in front of the dead tank. The five men of his
squad who were on foot joined him. Directly in front of them the second tank in the column, a TP, was
trying to back up but was blocked by the tanks behind it.

“Oh, shit,” Corporal Saleski exclaimed. Bladon had atank, he wanted one too. * Second fire team,
let’ stake that tank.”

“NO!I” Eagle€'s Cry shouted, but Saleski ignored him. Watson and Clement ran with thelir fire team
leader. None of the three believed that even if the tankers had infras and could see them that they’d be
ableto bring their gunsto bear and shoot them before they were on the tank.

Thetankersdidn’t bother with infras or aming, they just started firing their plasmaguns. A burst from
the commander’ s gun turned Saleski and Clement into ash. The turret gun swept the back of the dead
tank and around itsright side. It flamed Eagle€’ s Cry and sent Linsman and Claypoole, who were just
rounding the I eft corner of the tank, staggering back. Leach was leading hisfire team along the Sde of the
tank when the gun fired and he took the full force of the plasma spray.

Claypoole, who had been behind Linsman, recovered first. He quickly glanced to hisrear to make
sure no onewasin his backblast area, then fired his rocket. The second tank belched loudly, then burst
at its seams. Watson bardly jumped off it in time. The concussion from the explosion dammed him down
and rolled him violently into the gutter, where helay 4ill.

Behind the rest of the platoon, Bladon stood tal in the hatch of histank. Coolly, he directed Goudanis
to fire the main gun and gave him aiming adjustments as the medium’ s main gun drilled roundsinto the
tankstrying to exit the arena.

Six more men from third platoon managed to reach spots where they could fire their Straight Arrows.
They killed five more tanks. First and second platoons didn’t have tanks coming up their streets. They
reached open ground without resistance and fired al their rockets.

The fourteen tanks of Company F, 687th Tank Battalion, that weren’t killed by the Marinesin thefirgt
three minutes of the uneven battle tried to run. They ran right into Mike Company. None of the tanks or
their crews survived the encounter.

CHAPTER 21

“Admird,” Generd Aguinaldo said late in the afternoon of D plus one. The Marine commander had
bulled hisway past the phadanx of officers and enlisted men who were supposed to keep people—most
particularly, angry Marine generds—out of Admira Wimbush' s office. “I have committed dl of my
infantry and aircraft to the fight in Oppdia. All | have remaining to commit ismy artillery, which therules
of engagement forbid meto use. So far my Marines havekilled close to haf of the armored brigade that
was holding the city. But the cost has been savere” He planted hisfists on Wimbush's desk and |eaned
dominantly over the senior officer.



Wimbush leaned back in his chair and did his best not to look cowed. He wished his chair wasn't
bolted to the deck so he could move it back afew inches.

“One of my platoons has lost Six men dead and two others so badly wounded they’ re out for the
duration,” Aguinaldo went on. “That’ seight men out of the thirty who werein that platoon when it went
planetsde.” Hedidn’t mention that no other platoon had suffered as severdly asthird platoon, Company
L, 34th FIST, nor did he mention that this one platoon had killed at Ieast fourteen tanks and captured
three others. “My remaining Marines can kill the rest of that brigade, but there are three armored
divisonswithin easy striking distance of the city. The navy doesn’t have enough aircraft left to stop them
if they move. | need help down there, and | need it now. If the Diamundean divisons move on the city,
they will overrun the landing force. Then wewill have no planethead and this operation will fail. “ Have
made mysdf perfectly clear, Admira?’

“Generd—" Wimbush began. His voice squeaked and he cleared histhroat for another try. “ Generadl,
Third Corps can begin feeding its divisonsto the surface tomorrow. Can you hold out that long?” He did
his best to look like the man in command—which he didn’t fee he was—rather than a supplicant.

“If those three Diamundean divisons don't move, yes. But if they do, thereis no way my Marines can
hold. And those tanks can move at any time, even before the army landsiits first soldier tomorrow.”

“I understand this, Generd. I'll have Generd Han get cracking onit right away.” Wimbush cleared his
throat again to cover the swallow he took to ease the dryness.

Aguinado stood up. “Tomorrow,” he said flatly. “ At the earliest. I'm losing Marines even aswe
gpeak, Admird. We might not have a planethead for those soldiersto land on tomorrow. | request
permission to land my artillery.” Wimbush opened his mouth to tell the Marine he couldn’t do that, but
Aguinddo kept talking and wouldn't let him speak. “ Thank you, Admird. | will have my atillery
commence landing immediately. We can save the Situation yet. Sir, when you need me, you will find me
planetside, directing my forces. | will accompany the artillery down.” Without waiting for areply, he
made an about-face and marched from Admira Wimbush's office.

Wimbush sat for severa long seconds, the fear and uncertainty hefet quivering hisbody. This
Diamundean situation wastotaly out of hand. St. Cyr wasfar better equipped than anybody had any
idea. The operation was about to become adisaster, if it wasn't aready. At best, the court of inquiry he
was going to face would demand his retirement. At worst, they would recommend a court-martia. He
cleared histhroat again and spoke a couple of soft wordsto himself to make sure his voice worked, then
cdled out, *Y eoman, get Generd Han for me. On the double.”

“Ayeaye, Sr,” barked the petty officer first classwho ran the admird’ s errands.

Enggn Vanden Hoyt wanted to withdraw third platoon so it could lick itswounds and they could hold
amemoria servicefor the sx Marinesit had lost. Four men dead in amatter of seconds. He shuddered.
And he' d adready lost two men killed and two others severdly wounded. That casudty rate smply didn't
happen to a Marine platoon. The Confederation armed forcesitsalf was amost the only power in Human
Space that had weaponry capable of inflicting that level of casudties on shidded Marines. In the twelve
years he' d been in the Corps, he' d never seen aplatoon lose eight men on an entire campaign, much less
four in onefirefight. Vanden Hoyt dropped his helmet, then plopped down under atree near the secured
arenaand hugged hiskneesto his chest. The veteran Marine found himsdlf on the verge of tears. Six men
dead in his platoon, and they’ d been planetside for lessthan aday and ahalf. What kind of |eader was he
that he could lose that many men? He was the platoon commander, and his men and their liveswere his
responsibility. He had failed his men, he must have been somehow derdict in hisduty. He should see
Captain Conorado and get himself relieved of command.

A short distance away, Gunnery Sergeant Bass said, “ Take over the platoon, Wang. Deploy them for
defense”



Sergeant Hyakowa followed Bass s gaze, saw the platoon commander’ s half-hidden head, and
nodded. “ Sure thing, boss.” Then into hiscomm unit: “ Squad leaders up.” He swore at himself. Second
squad didn’t have a squad leader anymore. “Bladon up,” he added, calling the senior fire team leader
from second sgquad.

Basstook off hishelmet and sat next to Vanden Hoyt. For along moment neither man spoke. Bass
waited for the younger man to become aware of his presence, and to give him time to compose himsdif.

“They were good Marines,” Bassfindly said. “Good men too.”
Vanden Hoyt' s nod was amogt hidden from view.

“Every man in this platoon lost friends today. Most of us havelost friends before.” He paused,
wondering whether he should say the next thing on hismind, decided he should. “We Il dl losefriends
agan. We re Marines. Marines fight. When men fight, men die. That’ sthe way it goes.”

“It'smy fault,” Vanden Hoyt said, so softly that Bass dmost had to ask him to repeat himsdif.

“It'snot your fault. Eagl€' s Cry got overconfident. So did Saleski. That’ swhy they died. For a
moment, just amoment, they thought their chame eons gave them invulnerability instead of lending them
invighility. They exposed themselves to wespons that could overwhelm their shieds”

“Right. And if I’ d done a better job, they wouldn’'t have made that dip. It'smy fault.”

Bass nearly snapped. Hefelt the loss of the six as degply as Vanden Hoyt did, probably more
deeply—he’ d known those Marines longer, been on more operations with them, pulled liberty and leave
with them. They weren't just men he led, they were friends aswell, Marines he knew and respected.

“Mr. Vanden Hoyt,” he said sharply, “ neither of uswasin aposition to see what second squad was
doing. Evenif one of us had, it happened so fast we couldn’t have done anything to keep those Marines
from dying. It'snot your fault, it'snot my fault, it'snobody’ sfault. Men get killed in combat, Marines get
killed. That'sdl thereistoit.”

“It’ sthe leader’ srespongibility. That makesit my fault.”

“The leader on the scene, the only leader with the immediate capability of controlling the Situation, was
Eagle' s Cry. Following your logic, that meansit was hisfault.” Bass hated saying that. “But that’ sfalse
logic”

Vanden Hoyt turned red-rimmed eyes toward Bass. “In less than aday and a half this platoon haslost
sx men dead. I’ ve never seen such heavy casudlties. It doesn’t happen.”

Thistime Bass did snap. He twisted to face the ensign, grabbed the front of his shirt and shook him.
“Mr. Vanden Hoyt, straighten yoursalf out. It does happen. A couple of yearsago | waswith a
reinforced platoon that was nearly wiped out in onefirefight that didn’t last much longer than the fight we
just had. Nobody got blamed for that one. Shit happens, Ensign. And when it does, we wipe it off and
keep going.”

Vanden Hoyt looked at him, shocked. He didn’'t know whether he was more shocked by being
grabbed and shaken or by what Bass said about areinforced platoon being nearly wiped out. He opened
his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. He didn’t know what to say. He shook himsdlf, then sat erect,
took hold of Bass s hand and removed it from his shirt.

“Gunnery Sergeant, isthe platoon properly deployed?” hefindly asked.
“Properly deployed for defense, ar.” Relief was audiblein Bass svoice.
“Then carry on. We have ajob to finish.” He picked up his helmet and stood.

“Ayeaye, Sr.” Bassaso stood. He put his helmet on as he stood up, nodded at Vanden Hoyt, then
looked around for Hyakowa.



Vanden Hoyt watched Bass walk away. The platoon sergeant was right, he realized, they had ajob to
finish, and thiswas no time to quit. But the lives of hisMarineswere hisresponghility. He ill felt he had
been derdict in fulfilling his duties. When the war was over, he thought that he might tender his
resgnation. He' d have to give that very serious consideration.

Histhoughts were interrupted by acall from company headquarters for the platoon commanders and
platoon sergeants to assemble.

“Artillery’sjoining us,” Captain Conorado said as soon as his senior men were assembled. “ Thefirst
batteries have dready landed and are taking positions behind their respective FIST lines. Company L has
been assigned security for the genera support battery.” The genera support battery had bigger gunsthan
the direct support batteries that were part of the FISTs. By changing barrels and breech inserts, they
could fire 75mm, 145mm, or 200mm high explosive or penetrating rounds. They could aso mount
assembliesto fire plasma bolts that were the largest science and engineering could make work under
battlefield conditions. The generd support batteries were the most destructive weaponsin the Marine
arsend. The platoon commanders and platoon sergeants looked at each other with wonder. General
support batteries were rarely committed to combat. “Y ou will meet the Golf Sierrabattery when it lands
and escort it to its pogition. Here' samap of where Golf Sierrais going to set up and your assigned
positionsaround it.” Conorado transmitted the HUD map. “ Saveit and passit aong to your squad
leaders. We will be resupplied with Straight Arrows at the spaceport. Any questions?’

“How soon will the Dragons get here?’ thefirst platoon commander asked.

Conorado cocked his head, listening to agrowing drone. “ Sounds like they’ re arriving now. You
better get back to your platoons.”

They went.

Captain Hormujh was exultant following the destruction his makeshift battalion wreaked on the two
expeditionary airfields. He wanted to continue wreaking havoc on the invaders. Despite hisimpatience to
keep bringing the battle to the Confederation Marines, he took his battalion to ground at Lieutenant
Colonel Namur’ s order. The brigade commander promised him that his battalionswould shortly launch a
counterattack. Hormujh' s battalion, Namur said, would best serve by attacking the enemy’ srear once it
was engaged from the front. Hormujh had to agree with Namur on that. But it was the brigade
commander’ s plan of action, rather than his superior rank, that compelled Hormujh to qudll his
impatience and take his battalion into hiding.

Findly, the order for the counterattack was given. Hormujh fought to dow his breathing, suddenly
rapid from the adrenaline surge that met the order. He looked at hiswatch and tried to make the time
move fagter by force of hiswill. The minutesticked by dowly until the fifteen minutes he wasto wait
passed and he could finaly give the order to move out. Hisfirst objective was the spaceport, where there
had been much activity for the past three-quarters of an hour. If the Confederation forces werefeeding in
reinforcements, their landing had to be disrupted as quickly as possible, and the reinforcements dready
on the ground had to be mangled before they got organized. If supplieswere being landed, hewould
destroy them before they could be distributed.

One hundred ten tanks, mostly Teufelpanzer Ones, rolled toward the spaceport where the Marine
artillery waslanding.

“Captain Pelham? I’ m Conorado. My company isto escort your battery to your position and provide
security for you.” The spaceport stank with exhaust fumes from the Essays. The ground trembled with



their launches and landings. Wind gusts thrown by the Essays buffeted them. Even with helmet
communications, Captain Conorado had to shout to make himself heard over the roar of the Essays that
were bringing the big guns planetside.

The artillery commander stuck out a hand. “Glad to meet you, Coronado.”
“Conorado,” the infantryman corrected as he shook hands.

“What? Sorry.” Pelham waved a hand, indicating the Essays. “ So much noise, | can’t make out what
you' re saying. Where are we going?’

“Areyour guns ready to move?’

Pelham looked to the side of the spaceport where his six twenty-ton, towed artillery pieces were
hitched to heavy equipment movers, and atrain of twenty Dragons carrying his gun crews and loaded
with ammunition and spare barrels and batteries were waiting. “ Ready whenever you are, Captain.”

Conorado pointed toward the Dragons holding his company. “Mount up and follow us.” His company
aready had itsresupply of tank killers, enough so nearly every man in the company had one.

“Roger.” Pelham turned and trotted to his command Dragon.

A moment later, back in his own Dragon, Conorado gave the order to move out. A moment after that
he gave the order for the Dragonsto spread out and take cover and for hisinfantrymen to dismount and
deploy—more than a hundred tanks suddenly were roaring into the spaceport field with their guns
blazing.

An Essay, just launching after off loading its artillery cargo, was hit by an armor-piercing,
high-explosive round. The round exploded in the Essay’ s cargo bay and tore gaping rents through its
body. It dropped back to the field and skittered into another shuttle. Fire engulfed the two shuttlecraft.

Another AP-HE round dammed through the open cargo hatch of an Essay that was off-loading
artillery ammunition and set off an explosion that shattered three nearby Essays and rocked every vehicle
in the spaceport. When the smoke cleared, there was a crater twenty meters deep and eighty meters
across where the Essay had been.

Inlessthan haf aminute stime every Essay that wasn't able to get off the ground was hit, fifteen
orbital shuttlecraft killed or severely damaged.

By then the Marines of Company L were dismounted and deployed. Their first Straight Arrowswere
dready amed.

Schultz wasthe firg to fire. He aimed broadside at a TP1 in the middle of the spaceport. “That one's
for Chief, you bastard,” he muttered as the rocket penetrated the tank’ s armor and split its seams. He
looked to his sde and grabbed Dean’s SA. off hisshoulder. “You an't going tofireit, I will,” he
shouted at Dean’ s astonished face. He fired and hit an oncoming TP1 just under itsturret. The tank
staggered and dewed to astop. “ That' sfor Eagle’ s Cry! Y ou aren't killing my buddies and getting away
from it, you sons of bitched”

Dean looked at him, astonished, and backed away. As deadly as Schultz was, Dean had never seen
him angry before. He suddenly thought that anywhere near Schultz was a dangerous place to be.

Schultz looked around for another unfired S.A.; he had more Marinesto avenge. He didn't see
anyone with atank killer he hadn’t fired. He looked back at the field, saw what he wanted to see, and
waited with his blaster in his hands.

“Youready?’ he snarled at Dean when another tank came close. “Let’sget it.” He bounded to his feet
and ran at atank asit sped by. He leaped at the tank and clambered onto its side.

Dean, thinking Schultz’ s action was suicida but not knowing what else to do, followed. Somehow, he



managed to get onto the rear deck of the tank. Almost immediately he knew he didn’t want to be
there—it was burning-hot from the engine’ s cooling fins.

Schultz was on top of the tank now, trying to wrest the commander’ s hatch open. It wouldn’t budge, it
was dogged and secured from ingde. Drastic measures were required. He remembered in training that
the gunner, Moeller, had said ablaster could burn through atank’sarmor if the tank stood till long
enough. Wéll, thistank wasn't going anywhere, not without taking Hammer Schultz dong for theride. He
stood up, braced his legs against the side of the turret, and began shooting a one spot on the
commander’ s hatch.

“Keep them off me,” heyelled at Dean.

Dean goggled through hisinfras at Schultz, convinced more than ever that the man was crazy. He
climbed to the other side of the turret so he was off the cooling fins and looked around for any tanks that
seemed to be paying attention to them. Hisinfravision wastotaly blotted out by the large, red splotches
of burning Essays and tanks. What seemed like alifetime ago, on Elneal, he' d witnessed a scene that
looked like aBosch painting of hell. When heraised hisvisor o he could see, what met his eyes made
that remembered scene look more like purgatory. The spaceport field was covered with burning vehicles,
the dead tanks outnumbering the destroyed Essays. Debris was scattered everywhere, much of it
glisening red with fresh blood. Unidentifiable chunks may have been, some certainly were, bitsand
pieces of people. Shadows that were tanks moved rapidly through the flames and smoke. Almost
ingtantly Dean redlized that even with infras, tankers wouldn't be able to see him and Schultz on top of
thistank. And just as quickly, he realized other Marineswouldn’t be able to see them ether.

“Hammer, we ve got to get off thistank,” he shouted, and grabbed Schultz' sarm.

Schultz shrugged Dean’ s hand off. “If you don't care about Clement or Keto, you go.” Hereturned his
attention to burning a hole through the commander’ s hatch.

Dean looked at the hatch. It was growing concentric rings of red, white, and red around the spot
where Schultz was shooting. He was't going to leave Schultz aone, no matter how crazy and suicidd he
thought thiswas. He shuffled around to the front of the turret and straddled the main gun, then added his
own fireto the hole Schultz was burning, and ignored the heat that washed over him from the hole they
were trying to burn through the armor.

A sudden clank behind and bel ow him made him twist around.

Thedriver’ s hatch was open and asoldier was beginning to emerge with ahand wesgpon. Dean
pointed his blaster and pressed the firing lever. The bolt burned the tanker’ s head hdlf off. He started to
turn back to the commander’ s hatch before it clicked on him that the interior of the tank was now open
to him. He dropped down, managed to stick his blaster’ s muzzle through the open hatch and firejust as
someoneinside pulled the dead body out of the hatch. Over the roar of the tank’ s engine he heard a
scream from inside. Encouraged, hefired at a different angle, then another and another and another. The
tank lurched into a different direction. Dean, on hisknees, shifted to another position and fired severa
more boltsinto the tank. When there were no answering shots or screams, he ducked low and looked
ingde. Nothing moved in hisview. He lowered himself and poked his head insgde. He saw five charred
corpses and adow dribble of molten meta from the commander’ s hatch.

“Hammer,” he shouted, standing up, “wedid it! Wekilled them.”
Schultz paused in hisfiring to look a Dean. “Y ou sure?’
Dean pointed at the open hatch. “Take alook, you don't believe me.”

Schultz looked out at the burning field. “Let’ s get off thistank,” he said, “before our guys shoot us by
accident.”



CHAPTER 22

Generd Han, army forces commander, stared intently a Brigadier General Harry Sommers, his chief of
gaff. The one-star generd nervoudy fidgeted before his commander’ s desk. The news he had just
ddivered was disastrous, and as the messenger, he feared he’ d be the one shot. He a so had other
reasons to fear retribution, one of which wasthat he hadn’t bothered to verify the readiness reports
subordinate units had submitted to Genera Han before their deployment orders were issued.

The Confederation Army required al combat unitsto submit semiannual readiness reportsto their
higher heedquarters, and periodicaly inspection teams visited every unit with acheck-lig, to verify
readiness independently. But sSince the army’ s combat commands were spread out &l over Human
Space, the intervals between submission of reports and actual on-site verification were usudly vast. To
make mattersworse, individua commanders careers often hinged upon the readiness reports, and no
onewas ever willing to admit his unit wasn't deployable. Most commanders fudged the reports, hoping
to make them good before the next ingpection team arrived. The whole system was ajoke among army
men, but they still played the slly game because no one had the courage to tdll the truth, and, until that
day, luck had been with them.

Now the chickens had come hometo roost. The lll Corps, already in orbit around Diamunde, was
reporting that most of its heavy mobile weapons required spare parts to make them combat ready. The
Corps commander deployed, fully aware of that shortcoming. He' d counted on making the necessary
repairs en route, not an unusud practice. But those spare parts were on afreighter whose Beam drive
had broken down, and the ship was now days behind the rest of the reinforcing fleet. Nobody knew
when it would arrive. Worse, the Corps had mounted out so quickly that many units barely had the basic
load of ammunition required for the infantrymen’ s persona wegpons, much lessthat required to supply
their heavy artillery in sustained combat.

“I'll havethat bastard’ s ass,” Han muttered, referring to Lieutenant General Bosworth, commander of
[11 Corps. “Damn,” he hissed, and pounded his desk, “rely on the navy to screw things up!” He meant
the freighter whose Beam drive had broken down. The chief of saff remained silent. He knew the blame
was with the army staff, not the navy. Generad Han knew it too, and he aso knew that as overdl army
commander for that phase of the invasion, hishead would be thefirst to roll. Now he bitterly regretted
that offhand remark he’ d made to General Aguinado, that the Marines should take their golf clubs down
to Diamunde with them since theinvasion would be a“walkover.” Hedidn't even know if Genera
Aguinaldo played golf. Probably not. The Marines were too straitlaced for golf.

“Goddamnit, Harry, why the hell didn’t you check this crap out for me! That's what a goddamned
chief of gaff doed”

The portly brigadier genera spread his hands hel plessly. General Han knew it would do him no good
to get on Sommers. He was force commander; the ax would till fall on him first and hardest.

“Wdl,” Generd Han sighed, “| better go tell theadmira.”

“You meantotdl me” Admird Wimbush asked Genera Han after he' d explained the problemswith
thelll Corps, “that the Marines, who' ve been getting daughtered down there for two days now, can't
expect reinforcement for six more goddamned days?’

“Yessr, until Ninth Corps get here. Unlessthe freighter gets herefirst, of course. Any word on her
position, Sir?” General Han wasascam asif hewereinviting the admird to play afew holes of golf with
himin the morning.

Theadmird daredin dishelief at thearmy generd. Admira Wimbush controlled himself with effort.



“That—That,” now helost control, “ asshole corps commander of yours deployed without dl his
goddamned gear and you sat on your damned assand let him do it. Y ou bastard! Y ou promised me...”
Admird Wimbush rested his head in his hands. What was this going to do to his career? he wondered.
Marines were aways a problem to anyone who desired order and probity in life, but dead Marines could
ruin aman’s chances for advancement.

“Will the Ninth Corps be ready to go ashore when it gets here?’ the admira whispered.
“Asfar asweknow, Sir.”

Admira Wimbush looked up asif he'd been shot. “ ‘ Asfar aswe know’ ? Did you just say ‘Asfar as
weknow’ ?’

“Sir, they will beready,” General Han answered, but hisvoice did not carry conviction, and the
admird sensed that ingtantly.

“Y ou worthless sonofabitch,” Admira Wimbush said evenly. “All you had to do was walk through the
door the Marines kicked open for you. Thisisthe biggest operation either one of us ever participated in
and the most important command I’ ve ever gotten. Probably my lagt, thanks to you. Okay, Generd, you
get your worthless ass out of that chair and you drag it down to General Aguinado’s headquarterson
Diamunde and you tell him how you have left him holding the bag.”

Genera Han blanched, not because he was afraid of Generd Aguinado’ s understandable wrath—Han
may have been an arrogant stuffed shirt, but he was no coward—but because Admira Wimbush wasthe
one who should have told the Marine ground commander the bad news, not asubordinate. General Han
redized in that dreadful moment that it was Wimbush who was afraid of the Marine generd.

“One morething, Generad. After Generd Aguinaddo isthrough with you, you arerdieved. That stupid
Corps commander of yoursisrdieved. I’'m putting Third Corps under Generd Aguinado’ sdirect
command until the army sendsin an officer capable of leading troopsin battle. I’ m the senior commander
here and it'smy decision to make. Let your high command scream dl it wantsto. Let them answer to the
Marines. Now get out of here,” hefinished wearily, putting his head back into his hands.

General Han sat stunned for amoment before he rose. He had never in hislife been talked to like this.
Privately, he despised Admira Wimbush as the quintessential nava manipulator, one who advanced his
precious career upon the merits of capable subordinates. He wanted to stand up and bury afistinthe
pudgy admiral’ sface. But he couldn’t respond, he was hel pless before Wimbush' s ondaught, because he
knew he deserved it. Sowly, he walked to the door.

“Generd,” Admiral Wimbush said from behind him, “isn’t it the custom in the army for an officer to
sd ute a superior when being dismissed from his presence?’

General Han turned and stared back at the admird. That was too much. “Fuck you,” he said after a
moment, and stepped through the door.

General Aguinaldo surveyed the spaceport from a hopper he'd commandeered for his persona use.
He shook his head. The extent of the destruction was astonishing. He d rardly seenitsmatchin his
forty-five yearsasaMarine. As soon as he' d landed, an hour before, he' d gone straight to Mgjor
Generd Daly’ sdivison headquartersfor afirsthand report on the ground situation. Then he d goneon a
tour of thelines, intending to visit each of the FIST HQs and as many of their infantry and Dragon
companies as possible before he headed for the expeditionary airfield to see for himself the condition the
squadronswerein.

The Firgt Tank Brigade began its counterattack while he was with Company B of the 21t FIST, the
first company he visited. Even as confident as he was of the combat prowess of Marines, hewas
impressed by the ease with which the men of Company B killed the tank platoon that attacked them. So



intent was he on watching the battle that he didn’t notice the stream of plasma bolts from a medium tank
commander’ s gun that just missed him until his sergeant major, who was wise enough to take cover,
reached up and pulled him down.

“I’d appreciateit if you turned on your shield, Sir,” the sergeant mgjor said.

Only then did Aguinaddo redlize he hadn’t turned on the shield that would protect him from plasma
bolts. Another burst shot overhead.

“Thank you, Sergeant Mgor,” hereplied. “But if aburst like that hit, it would overwhelm the shidld.”
He poked his head up to look again. “I don’t see anybody firing single shots.”

He didn’t see anyone firing anything—Company B’ sfight was over. Momentslater he got word of the
attack on the spaceport and headed to it.

Now, from the orbiting hopper, he could see the fifteen Essays that were down—avery significant
portion of thefleet’ s orbit-to-surface capability. Thelanding of reinforcements—when they get around to
joining the show, he thought bitterly—would be dowed by the loss of the Essays. Fortunately, most of
the artillery had landed and dispersed before the attack—even though much of their ammunition and
supplies had been destroyed. Scattered throughout the landing field were close to eighty dead tanks,
some still smoldering. Heavy movers were dready shoving the hulks off thefield to clear space for
Essays. Around the periphery of thefield, buildings were burning. Other buildings showed damage.

At least his Marines had done their job. Damn, one infantry company againgt an entire tank battalion.
That company was going to get acitation. He d make sure as many of its men as possible aso got
individua medasfor their heroism. He wondered, not for the first time, why the Diamundean Army didn’t
have infantry in support of itsarmor. Very early in the history of armored warfare, back in the beginning
of the twentieth century, commanders had learned how terribly vulnerable tanks were to infantry, and that
they needed infantry to defend them against the enemy’ sfoot soldiers. That was alesson &. Cyr seemed
not to have absorbed. Well, Aguinaldo wasn't going to be the one to point out his mistake to him—not
until thiswar waswon, anyway.

The hopper suddenly turned out of its orbit and flew away from the landing field. Before Aguinaldo
could ask why, the pilot’ svoice cameto him over his headset.

“Sorry about the unexpected maneuver, Sir, but an Essay is coming down and we had to get out of its
way.”
Aguinado looked up and saw the rapidly growing silhouette of an approaching Essay making a

“tacticd” landing. He glanced back at the landing field and hoped the Essay’ s coxswain was good
enough to come in somewhere the field was clear. They couldn’t afford to lose any more Essays.

The Essay landed safely and asmall party of men emerged. They ran from the Essay, which launched
as soon asthey were a a safe distance. Aguinaldo wondered who the newcomers were and why an
Essay drop was wasted on five men when wegpons and ammunition were so desperately needed. He
saw aMarine join the newcomers, and amoment later received acal that he had important visitors. He
told hispilot to land near the smal group.

At first Generd Aguinaldo did not think he had heard Genera Han correctly. The Marine commander
was dead tired, he' d been up since landing and nearly killed by enemy tank gunners severa timesashe
made hisway from one trouble spot to another, bol stering mora e with his presence among the
desperatdly fighting infantrymen, bucking up abewildered commander with ahand on the shoulder and a
few intense remarks and then dashing back to his headquarters to better coordinate his attacks.

“Excuse me, Genera? What did you say?’ Aguinado looked aswary as he sounded. General Han
closed hiseyesbriefly and steeled himself to repeat the disastrous news.



“Sir, Third Corps cannot deploy with its heavy weapons as planned.” He swalowed. “| just learned
this morning that they mounted out without the spare parts they needed to—"

Han stopped talking when he saw the expression coming over Aguinado’ sface. Anders Aguinaldo
came from an old Filipino-Dutch family—wiry, swarthy, he was a Filipino with a Dutch temper, for which
he was famous throughout the Flet.

The Marine' s face was now turning aremarkable shade of dark brown.
“Whenwill | bereinforced?” Aguinaldo asked in avery smdl voice.

“Six days, gr, when Ninth Corpsarrives.” Aguinaldo said nothing, just stared at the army genera
slently. “Third Corps mounted out with alot of deadlined equipment they failed to tell us about. Their
commander counted on performing maintenance en route, but the freighter carrying the Corps spare
parts broke down before ajump. We don’'t know when it might reach as here.”

“What if Ninth Corpsisin the same shape?’ Aguinaldo said quietly. Had Han known the Marine
better, he would have redlized the cam was only skin deep. He had reason to be. Han’s news could
mean total defeat for the invasion force.

Now it was Generd Han'sturn to remain silent. The answer to that question was obvious, and so
devadtating he refused to say it aloud. “ Y ou now have direct command of the Third Corps, sir. Generd
Bosworth and | have both been relieved, and we will be returning to army headquarters on the first
avalableshuttle”

“Y ou goddamned fool!” Aguinado shouted. “Y ou army bastards have never come through when the
Marineswere holding theline! Never! Now you and whatsisname leave us holding the bag again and
scoot off home. | ought to leave you two here and take my Marines home.”

Han jumped to hisfeet. He was about the same height as Aguinaldo but stockier, like hisKorean
forebears. “I’ ve had enough of this crap from you and your goddamned admira!” he shouted. One of
Generd Aguinddo’ saides, standing just outside the room, quietly closed the door, but the shouting now
got so loud everyonein the command post operations room could hear the generalsinsde. The enlisted
men grinned at each other, despite the fatigue that gripped everyonein the landing force. Nothing isso
sweet asto witness officersfaling out; the higher their rank the sweeter the sound, especialy sinceit was
the army getting chewed ouit.

Aguinado stood up and leaned across his desk. “ Y ou get your ass back to army headquarters,
Generd,” Aguinaldo shouted, “and you explain why my men died in this damned place! Becauseyou
fucked up! Better ill, you tin soldier,” Aguinaldo’ s voice dripped with sarcasm at the insult, “you tell
their familieswhy their men died herel”

Han’' sface drained white. He had once been a platoon leader and he’ d seen combat. He knew he was
responsible for the debacle, but to hear it put into words by another military man, his superior officer now
but more than that, arenowned fighter like Aguinado, brought the terrible load of hisfailure home. He sat
down hard, utterly deflated. Aguinado remained standing for amoment and then he sat down too.

“I—l... Yes, | amrespongblefor this, Generd,” he said quietly. Aguinado was surprised to see tears
inthe man’ s eyes as he spoke. “Give me ablaster and a set of chameleons and put meinto arifle
company,” Han said, hisvoice hoarse with emotion. “I—I—I can't go homelike this.” He gestured
helplesdy. “Forty yearsasoldier, and now...” Hisvoicetrailed off.

Aguinaldo had camed down now. “Wdll..."” he began.

“Sir.” Han graightened his back. “My staff, Generd Bosworth's staff, they stand ready for your
orders. They are good men, Generd. They will serveyou well. Don't take any of this out on them.”

“Wall, ah, Generd, | can't use any sixty-year-old riflemen, but | appreciate the offer. How soon can



Third Corps begin to land?’
“Immediatey.”
“Do they have any heavy weapons that will work?’

“Yesdr, some.” Han passed amicrochip to the Marine. “ There's acomplete report on the Corps
readiness status. They will be of some help to you. Enough, | hope, to...” He left the sentence unfinished.
From outside came the rumble of aheavy artillery barrage and Han flinched. He stood up. He had
completed hismission here, it wastimeto leave.

Genera Aguinado stood up. “1 was abit harsh afew moments ago,” he began.

“Sir, would you talk to Admirad Wimbush?’ Han interjected, desperation written all over hisface. “I'd
liketo stay with you in some capacity, help out in someway. I'll defer my rank and gladly put mysdlf
under your command.”

Aguinado offered his hand. “No, Generd, that’ snot possible,” he said firmly. “1 appreciate the offer,
though.” He was beginning to fed atwinge of sympathy for the army officer, but he suppressed it. He had
abattletowin.

“Sir? Can you hold?” Han asked as he turned to go.

Aguinado shrugged. “Will akwangduk shit in your messkit? We have no intention of ‘holding,’
Generd. We re going to break out and kick some ass. We' re Marines.”

CHAPTER 23

“What do you mean, the army’ s not coming?’ Lance Corpord Joe Dean demanded.

Lance Corpora Dave Schultz, the bearer of the news, didn't look at Dean. His eyes kept scanning the
street and buildingsto their front, vigilant for sgns of the enemy. He' d just returned from a platoon NCO
meeting where the junior leaders of third platoon, Company L, had been given abriefing on the Stuation.
He spat along stream of sdiva. “They ain’t coming. Army ain't ready.” He spat again and findly turned
to look a Dean. His eyeswere hard, hisface rigid. Anger twitched the corner of his mouth. “Dean,
understand this. Thearmy don't like Marines. Never has. Army gets achance to get some Marinesfried,
they takeit.” Helooked back to thefront. “They ain't ready. They ain't coming.” Anger Started atick on
his cheek.

Schultz' sanger wasn't directed at Dean, who he thought should be in charge, nor wasit directed at
the army, which was guilty of leaving the Marinesin an untenable position. His anger was at being
appointed acting fire team leader. A fire team leader was a corpora, anoncommissioned officer.
Hammer Schultz wasn't an NCO, aleader of men. He was a career lance corpora. He d argued that
Dean should take over as acting fire team leader even though Dean wasjunior to him. But Bassand
Hyakowa had taken him aside and explained to him, as only sergeants can explain, that asthe more
experienced man he had to be in charge. He d fought in cities before, Dean hadn't. He d fought againgt
regular armies before, Dean hadn’t. His chances of surviva were better if Dean followed hislead than the
other way around. Besides, he’ d have to answer to them if he refused. Schultz had cursed and
threatened, but a sergeant and a gunnery sergeant had just too much power and he finally acquiesced.
With absolutely no grace.

“What are we going to do?’ Dean asked. Uncertainty made hisvoice smdl; he knew therewere
hundreds, maybe thousands, more tanks facing them, and the Marines were running very low on Straight
Arrows again.

Schultz rippled his shouldersin ahaf shrug. “ Take as many of ‘em with usaswe can.” He settled his
blaster into amore ready position. Even if he no longer had aweapon that could kill atank, maybe atank



commander or adriver would have his head sticking out of his hatch. Them he could kill.

Schultz suddenly cocked his head and put a hand to the side of his helmet to listen to an incoming call.
He acknowledged the call, then turned to Dean. A death’ s head grin split hisface.

“Remember that Corpora Henry back at Camp Ellis? Taught us artillery spotting?’
Dean nodded, wondering why Schultz asked.

Schultz nodded back, in the direction of the general support artillery battery they were screening.
“WEe re going to spot for them. Let’sgo.” He examined the Oppaiastreet map he had, then flipped his
chameleon screen down and disappeared like the Cheshire cat’ s smile.

Dean dropped both his chameleon screen and hisinfra. He followed the red blob in hisvisor that was
Schultz.

Six FISTs, complete now that their artillery was planetside, had landed. Their front lines, the infantry
and Dragons, should have been more than three thousand men, but casualties had reduced that number
to somewhat fewer than 2,500. They had to secure a perimeter that included both the segport and
spaceport and the many square kilometers of the city that the Marines had driven the First Tank Brigade
out of. Fewer than 2,500 men to secure that perimeter and advance it. Fewer than 2,500 men on foot
and in light armored vehiclesto take on the remaining 250 tanks and defegt them, then occupy the entire
city of Oppdiaand hold it against an expected counterattack from as many as four armored divisons.
The Marines did not, could not, cover the entire perimeter they had, there smply weren’t enough of
them. The perimeter had gaps that whole tank battalions could drive through without opposition. It was
into one of those gapsthat Schultz led Dean.

A ten-story building, one of Oppalia stalest, stood at one end of a broad, two-kilometer-long
boulevard. Stunted emsimported from Old Earth to line the boulevard struggled to wrest nourishment
fromthedien soil.

“We can see from up top,” Schultz said when they reached the building. He looked around for street
Sgns, then at the name of the building.

The two Marines had to dag the locking mechanism of the main doors, which set off darms. They
entered the deserted |obby. Dean looked around apprehensively, expecting security guards to come
running.

“Noon€ shere” Schultz said. “Everybody’ shiding somewhere.”

Dean redlized Schultz wasright. “Besides,” Dean added, “they can’t see us. And two Marines can
ded with awhole company of private security, right?’

Schultz didn’t bother replying. He walked deeper into the lobby.

Dean looked around and headed for a bank of lift tubes.

Schultz saw where he was going and snapped, “ Thisway.”

“What? Where are we going?’ Dean asked as he scampered after Schultz.

“Sairs”

“Stairs?It’salong way up, Hammer. Let’ stake the tube. That'll be alot faster and easier.”
Schultz shook his head. “What if the power fails? Bealong fall.”

Dean looked wigtfully toward thelift tubes. He didn’t relish the idea of climbing the stairs. But he had
to acknowledge that Schultz was right about the possbility of a power failure. Now that he thought about
it, hewas surprised the city still had power at dl.



Thewind, mere gudts a street level, was asteady, strong breeze on top of the building. They went to
the east-facing parapet and looked out over the city. From up above, the unpopulated streets looked
even emptier than they had from ground level. The eerie lack of people-noisesin acity made Dean
imagine he could hear his heart besting ingde his chest even over the low roar of thewind. Theonly relief
from the emptiness was a couple of kilometersto the south they saw severa Dragons clustered in an
open park. To the north, a patrol of three Dragons nosed dong aresidentia street. Otherwise they saw
no movement or other sSign of people.

Dean shivered at the eeriness of it—a city that Sze should be teeming with people. Even in the midst of
abattle, he expected to see movement. But other than the one patrol, there wasn’t any. Neither was
there any noise of fighting. All long the perimeter, the Marines had beaten off the First Tank Brigade's
counterattack. Now the Diamundeans were licking their wounds and the Marines were waiting for
reinforcements and resupply that they no longer expected. The entire city waited, hushed. Not even
Diamunde s native avians cried their songs.

Schultz called in their location. He used street names and the building’ s name to tell where they were.
Technica difficulties kept the satellite crew from closing the gap in the string-of -pearls so the Marines
wererelying on civilian street mapsto give locations.

The two Marines waited and watched.

Genera Aguinado intently studied 11 Corps' readiness report. Mgor Genera Daly read the screen
over hisshoulder. When Aguinaldo had seen enough to have agenerd grasp, heleaned back and said to
Brigadier Generd Sommers, Generd Han's one-time chief of saff, who was now working for him, “It
lookslike the 10th Light Infantry Divison can land right now. Isthat right?’

“Yessr,” Sommerssaid, hisvoice mirroring his uncertainty about how to dedl with the Marine generd
who' d so suddenly and unexpectedly become his boss. “ The 10th can begin boarding Essayswithin a
haf hour of receiving orders”

Aguinaldo heard the nervousness and stared at the army brigadier generd, his expression daring
Sommersto add aqudifier.

“Sir, | ingpected the 10th mysdlf. They' re ready.”
“Except they only have one Straight Arrow per squad”

Sommers swalowed. “That’ sright, Sr. The heavy equipment still hasn't arrived, but we have Straight
Arrows.”

“Third Corps has enough SA.’sto arm every man in the 10th Light, and every one of my Marines.
ISt thet right?’

“Yessr.” Sommers swalowed again and thought quickly. He knew the Marine would accept nothing
lessthan ingant action. “ Sir, | have palletized S.A.’ sthat can be boarded on Essaysimmediately for
digtribution planetsde.” Sommers saw Aguinado’ s face darken, and hagtily continued. “ Sir, another one
or two SA.’s can be issued to each squad in the 10th asthey board their landing craft. This can be done
without dowing them down.”

“Thendoit. | want thefirst echelon of the 10th Light Infantry Divison planetsdein one hour.”
Aguinado turned to Daly to give him further orders.

Sommers saw he was dismissed and rushed from the command room to issue acommuniqué to the
commanding generd of the 10th Light. The army was going to come through for the Marines. Hedidn't
know how, but he knew amgjor generad who would hang if the 10th didn’t begin landing on time.



Schultz and Dean watched the il city for an hour and ahdf, reporting in a twenty-minute intervals.
None of the other combination observation post/spotter teams had any more activity to report than they
did. The only dements of the six FISTsthat made contact were the reconnai ssance teams that prowled
the city looking for the hiding places of the First Tank Brigade. Recon’ sjob was exactly that—they found
the tanks. It was someone else' s job to fix them and kill them. None of the tankers had any ideathey
were found.

By nineteen hours enough reports had made it back to Marine headquarters for General Aguinado to
be reasonably sure he knew where enough of the tanks were for him to kill the First Tank Brigade. He
issued orders. Marine artillery would open fire on al known hiding places. Then the six FISTswould
advance into those places and take the survivors prisoner—or kill them if they tried to fight. The 10th
Light Infantry would follow the Marines and clean up anyone they missed—uwhich should be just about
no one. In another hour the entire city would be in the hands of Confederation forces.

But the best made plans never do survive thefirst shot. Marine artillery opened fire on schedule and
was answered by counterbattery fire, not from the First Tank Brigade, but from the lead e ements of the
Third Armored Division. Because of the continuing gap in the string-of -pearls satellites, no one saw the
Third Armor racing from the foot of Rourke sHillsto the city.

“What?1’m awake,” Dean said when Schultz poked him sharply with an elbow. He looked where
Schultz pointed. “Ohmygawd.” Through a gap between buildings a couple of kilometersto the northeast,
he saw aline of tanksflitting in adirection that would take them across the front of their position. The
only question he had was would the line of tanksintersect the boulevard they watched over. “WEe ve got
to report this”

“Report what?’
“Thetanks”

“What are you going to say, we see tanks? How many, where are they going? We don't report until
we know.” Schultz did his magnifier screen into place and the gap suddenly looked like it was ahundred
metersaway. “ Y ou look there.” He pointed to the other end of the boulevard.

Casting glances toward the gap, Dean watched the boulevard. “How many are there?’ he asked when
he didn’t see any more tanks.

“I counted fifty,” Schultz said. He didn’t add that fifty didn’t include the number that passed before he
darted counting.

“Where arethey going?’
Schultz didn’'t know, so he didn’t answer.

A moment later they knew. The lead tanks turned onto the boulevard afew blocks from the far end.
At that same moment, the artillery opened fire on the known hiding places of the First Tank Brigade.

The Third Armored Division was armed with aweapon the Marines hadn’t seen on tanks
before—rockets. One tank in every squad of the battalion turning onto the boulevard in front of Dean
and Schultz had alauncher that could send rockets straight up. Each platoon had atank with a guidance
system that could direct the rocketsto their targets. Each company had one tank with aradar that could
detect shells passing through the air and track them back to their origin. The one company of the battalion
that was on the boulevard quickly deployed to begin counterbattery fire.

Schultz made hisreport as soon asthe firgt tanks came into view in front of them: “More than fifty
tanks, maybe awhole battalion. Range of |ead tanks, seven hundred meters. Azimuth eighty-seven
degrees. Speed sixty kph. Coming directly toward me.”



“Keep them in sight, we' Il get back to you,” was the response.
“What are they doing?’ Dean asked when the company stopped and deployed.

Schultz shook his head. He hesitated about making another report without knowing. Then he saw the
radar and launch tubesrise from the tanks and, as unexpected asit was, knew what the tanks were
doing.

“LimaSix, break, break,” he shouted into hisradio, interrupting someone else' sreport of new activity.
“Tanksin sight are readying counterbattery fire. Over.”

“Counterbattery fire?’ asked Corporal MacL eash, who was manning the op radio. “ Are you sure?’
Only artillery was supposed to be able to conduct counterbattery fire. He' d never heard of tanksfiring
counterbattery at artillery.

“They’ve got rockets,” Schultz said. “ Counterbattery.”
“Wait one,” MacLeash said.

While they waited, the command tank’ s computer made its cal culations and transmitted them to the
guidance systems. There were nine bellows of smoke and blasts of noise, and nine rockets lifted into the
ar. Five hundred meters up they turned from their vertica flight and arced to the west.

“Tell atillery they’ ve got incoming ontheway,” Schultz said into the radio, totaly ignoring proper
procedure.

Just out of sight, around the corner from the company they could see, nine more rockets shot upward.

CHAPTER 24

Two salvos of nine rockets each crashed down on 13th FIST’ s artillery battery. The Six gunswere
dispersed; a hundred meters between them and revetments gave them some protection, but not as much
asthey needed. In thefirst salvo, one rocket landed directly on the breech of agun, destroying it and
killing its entire six-man crew. A second rocket struck the top of arevetment, staggering the gun as
shrapnel shredded four of its crew. Two other rockets struck between revetments and caused little
damage, another shot long and missed everything, and one was a dud. One missile rocket landed next to
thefire control center, killing everyoneinit. But the rocket that caused the most damage landed on an
ammunition carrier. The massive secondary explosion toppled one gun, bent the tube of a second and
jammed it into the breech, and killed twelve of the battery’s Marines. The second salvo finished the job.
Thirteenth FIST’ s battery was | eft with one usable gun and just fifteen of its seventy-one men till dive
and functioning.

By then 34th FIST battery had adjusted itsaim and fired itsfirst salvo at the counterbattery, tanks.
The 19th and 21t FIST batteries were aimed and loading.

From thetop of their building, Schultz and Dean watched as the tankers readied another salvo. Then
the artillery struck. Thefirst sx-round salvo was fused for contact and did limited damage except for one
round that hit the tread cover of atank, disabling it. Shrapnel from another round tore the guidance
system off the top of atank, and fragments from athird round damaged the tracking radar on the
command tank. Three tankerswho didn’t button up quickly enough were hit by flying fragments. Then
the second two savos hit, one immediately after the other, and they were more effective, asthey were
fused for air bursts and destroyed or disabled the rest of the rocketry control systems mounted on the
tanks. They also set off four rockets Sitting in their launchers and killed those four tanks.

Then another tank company, one out of sight of the two Marines, launched a salvo. When the roar of
the rockets died down, Dean and Schultz heard the rumbling of many engines asthe tanks
displaced—those tanks weren't going to be caught by another counterbattery barrage.



The tanks withdrew directly into the path of the infantry battalion of the 36th FIST, most of whose
Marines were carrying Straight Arrows. It was abrief, bloody, and thoroughly one-sided encounter: just
ten of the eighty-five tanks got away. Thirty-sixth FIST suffered seven fatdities and fourteen wounded.
Farther to the north, the 225th FISTsinfantry ran into another battalion of the Third Armored Division
and scored an even more lopsided rout. The Marines of the 13th FIST, seeking vengeance for their
artillery, advanced in the middle and pinned down aregiment from the Third, held it in position and
whittled it down until massed fire from the remaining artillery zeroed in on it and reduced the tanksto
rubble.

Generd Aguinddo, seeing the victoriesthe Marines were achieving over the newly arrived
Diamundean division, scrapped his earlier plan and quickly devised anew one.

“All FISTswill advanceon line” hetold his assembled staff and his combat eement commanders.
“Generd Daly, don't let anyone get ahead of theredt. | want al available air assets with tank-killing

capability flying over theinfantry.”

He turned to the commanding generd of the 10th Light Infantry Divison. “Generd Ott, | want you to
put one reinforced battalion behind each FIST to reinforce them in the event my Marinesfind aweskness
to exploit—or to give them ahand if they encounter heavy resstance. Y our battaionswill be under the
command of the FIST commanders. Y our remaining battalionswill bein reserve.”

Ott grimaced; army commanders dways hate the idea of soldiers being under the command of
Marines. But he himsalf was under the direct command of aMarine, so his subordinates were aswell.
“Yessr, we'll dothat.”

Aguinado noticed the grimace. “ Don't worry, Generd. Thearmy’ sdistrust of Marinefighting abilities
isreturned in spades. My FIST commanderswon't throw your soldiers' lives avay—they wouldn't trust
themtodoit right.”

Ott’ s face turned deep red. But he wisely held back the retort he wanted to make.

Aguinado turned to the Navy Air commander on the ground, “ Captain Sprance, Navy Air has
suffered severelosses, but you still have more aircraft than | do. Y ou will have haf of your squadrons
flying outsde Oppdiato stop or dow down any additiond tank divisions attempting to follow the Third
Divison. Didribute the remainder of your squadronsto the FISTsto supplement their remaining aircraft.
They’ll be under the command of the FIST squadrons.”

Captain Sprance looked even more pained than Genera Ott had. Marine Air was supposed to
supplement Navy Air, not the other way around. But General Aguinaldo wasin full command of the
planetsde operations and he had to obey. “Aye aye, Sir.”

“Good. Do it. We commencein thirty minutes.”

The senior commanders scrambled to get back to their commands, talking on their radios asthey
went, issuing preliminary ordersto subordinates.

Less than twenty-five minutes later, half the navy squadrons lifted off for their screening patrols.
Twenty-eight minutes after the order, Marine aircraft and the remaining navy squadrons took off to cover
the FISTs. On the dot of thirty minutes, the Marines began their advance with the 10th Light Infantry
Divison moving sharply in trace. Thirty-one minutes after the order was given, aradio cdl cameinfroma
navy squadron flying to the southesast:

“There sone hell of asandstorm coming your way. We re at angels twenty-two and we aren't above
it. It seemsto go al the way to the ground, and it gets thicker lower down. It’'s bad enough that | don’t
think we can make it back to Oppaiaand land safely beforeit hits.”



Lieutenant Colonel Namur gazed out the observer’ s port of his command vehicle. A very bad
sandstorm was coming. He didn’t need the weather reportsto know that. All Diamundeansin this
hemisphere were used to these storms. What was bothering him now was not the westher but the
dispatch he' d just received from General Headquarters.

GHO/PZKFWI124C4l z/2045L
TOMY BRAVE FIGHTING MEN AT OPPALIA:

YOU HAVE RESISTED THE INVADERS
HEROICALLY. THEY MUST NOT, REPEAT, MUST
NOT BEALLOWED TO BREAK OUT OF THE
CORDON YOU HAVE SO VALIANTLY
ESTABLISHED. YOU MUST FIGHT TO THE LAST
MAN TO ASSURE THISDOES NOT HAPPEN. ANY
MAN WHO SHOWS THE LEAST DEGREE OF
RELUCTANCE TO FIGHT ON ISTO BE SHOT. ANY
COMMANDER WHO GIVESUP EVEN ONE METER
OF OUR SACRED SOIL AT OPPALIA WILL BE
EXECUTED.

19 . Cyr

Officid: Stauffer, Col., GS, Chief of Staff

IsS. Cyr insane? Namur asked himsdlf. In hismind, the question was entirely rhetorical. What kind of
an order isthis? he wondered. Execute his men? We should have stopped him when he attacked the
embassy. How could we have ever expected to win awar against the Confederation? Now he has
committed usto thisfight without proper support and he wants us al to die here? For what?

No! Namur pounded hisfist onto the computer console. His driver looked up in darm. “Everything
okay, Colonel?’ he asked.

Startled out of his mutinous reverie, Namur glanced guiltily at the enlisted man. “Everything isfine,
Scithers.” He recovered his composure and punched a code into the communications console to access a
secure net to Third Armored Division headquarters and Colond Irvin Rumme, the division commander.
Theimage of the divison chief of staff, amgor whose name Namur could never remember, popped onto
the vidscreen.

“The colond’ s not availableright now,” the mgjor informed Namur at once.

“Whenwill hebe?’

“Inan hour or less, ar.”

“Whereishe?’

“He sdiscussng General St. Cyr’ slatest order with his staff right now, gir.”

Namur nodded. Everyone in the army was probably studying that order just then. “Get him, Mgjor.”
“But gr, he sinwith his staff—"



“| don't care. Get him. Now.”

The mgor hesitated only an instant, and then the screen went blank. Outside, the wind had picked up,
visibility quickly decreasing. It was going to be amgjor ssorm. Good, Namur thought. Just what we need.

While he waited for Colonel Rummel to come up on the net, Namur commanded the onboard
computer to plot the most direct course from Oppaiato acoordinate in Rourke s Hills. The computer
gave him two routes based on the difficulty of the terrain and weather conditions that were expected to
prevail throughout the area during the next twenty-four hours. It lso calculated the probability of
detection based on what it knew of the brigade’ s available e ectronic countermeasures suites and the
enemy’ s survelllance and detection capabilities.

The computer gave Namur two projections: (1) A default displayed every five minutes whenever the
computer wasin use. At the present rate of combat intensity at the continued fuel and ammunition
consumption levels, and presuming there were no more casualties, the brigade could sustain its presence
in Oppdiafor two more days. (2) Using either route, the brigade could reach the designated coordinates
inthe hillsin two to three hours with zero possbility of being discovered by reconnaissance or
survelllance arcraft.

Colone Rummel came on the screen. “Nase, what isit? Are you under attack?’ The colondl |ooked
old and tired and there was a note of darm in hisvoice. The fact that he addressed Namur by hisfirst
nameindicated just how quickly the artificia protocols of apeacetime army evaporated under actua
combat conditions. Namur had aways liked the old colonel, even though privately he thought he' d have
meade a better divison commander than Rumme. Rumme had sarted life asaprivatein an infantry
company. Like most shavetails, he' d never forgotten what it was like to be enlisted, so he awaystried to
take care of histroops. Namur respected him for that. But Rummel was not the kind of commander to
buck GHQ on his own authority. “General S. Cyr’sorder—”

“Ah, yes, Nase, we' re discussing that right now—"

“Sir, | anwithdrawing my unit to Rourke sHills” Namur announced. Colond Rummel said nothing,
but he did not look surprised. “We can hold out here two more days after the storm lifts, providing the
Marines don’t attack,” he continued. “ Oncein the hills, we can refit and fight on. But | am not going to
sacrifice my command. | am not throwing any more livesaway.” Scitherslooked at his commander
sharply.

“Y ou know what that means, Colonel?’ the divison commander asked. “Look,” he continued quickly,
“we' ve just about agreed to do the same thing. Once my staff supports awithdrawa move, I'll get the
other brigade commandersto seeit that way. | think we can get Corpsto go dong, and then army
headquarters. Hell, Nase, with dl of usinonit, &. Cyr’ll find hishandstied. He can’t execute everyone!”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Namur replied. “But | don’t have time to wait for you to get the otherson
board. The storm will reach its highest intengity alittle after dark. I’'m moving then.” He punched a button
on hisconsole. “I have just forwarded to you the coordinates of our new position in the hills. I'll seeyou
there.” With that, Namur broke the connection. He crumpled up St. Cyr’s order and threw it to the floor.
Ignoring the ingstent beeping on the communications console, awarning that a high-priority message was
coming through—no doubt Rumméd trying to reestablish the connection—Namur began contacting his
battalion commanders.

It grew very quiet in the command module. Outside, the wind screamed as the ssorm closed inon
Oppdiaand the command vehicle, buffeted by the violent gusts, rocked gently back and forth on its
suspension.

Scithers, hisface bathed in the green light from the driver’ s console, grinned. Boy, he knew theold
man had balls, but this... Thisamost made it worthwhile, being in this goddamned army.



“Break off your patrols,” Genera Aguinado ordered when Captain Sprance reported the storm.
“Havethem find aplaceto land.” Then herealized he was talking to an intimidated sailor, and amplified,
something he wouldn’t have done with aMarine. “ Someplace where there aren’t enemy divisions, and
have them establish security patrols.”

Hedidn't bother telling Mgor General Daly to get hisaircraft to safety; the Marine would aready be
doing it. Aguinaldo focused his attention on what to do with the ground forces. The winds and the
particul ates being blown about would make the artillery next to usdaless, so the guns had to batten down
until the storm abated. On the other hand, the storm could give the Marines and the 10th Light Infantry
enough cover to dip right up to the Diamundean positions without being detected—even though the
soldiers were wearing urban camouflage uniformsinstead of chameleonslike his Marines. Get right on
top of the tankers, even inside the buildings most of them were hiding in. Possibly capture most of the
tanks, instead of killing dl of them. It was atempting thought, but not tempting enough. According to the
meteorological reports, Diamundean sandstorms raged at wind speeds of up to 150 kilometers per hour.
Gusts could double that. There wasn't only the sand in the storm, which clogged breath, to worry
about—the winds were strong enough to throw about sizable objects, and even men could be carried
away. No, hedidn’t think his Marines would function very well in the storm, it would subject them to too
much hazard. And if his Marines would have trouble functioning in the stcorm, he damn well knew the
10th Light couldn’t manage ether. He turned to Daly and Oitt.

“Have your men take cover from the sorm.” He added for Ott, “Inside Sturdy buildings.” After the
fiasco with 111 Corps, he distrusted the army even more than before.

The storm raged for three days. Long enough for the infantrymen to run out of rations. Fortunately,
many had holed up in private homes and fairly well depleted the lardersin those homes. A few found
themsalvesin food stores and were able to eat their fill of whatever they wanted. Those unlucky enough
to have had access to only therations they carried were famished by the time the storm abated. No one
had to worry about water, though—the waterworks still ran properly.

After three days, the winds abruptly dropped to mild zephyrs. The Marines and soldiers dowly,
cautioudy, stepped into the clear air. Their earsfelt odd, hollow and stuffed at the same time, from the
lack of wind-roar. They shook their heads and popped their ears, trying to balance pressure on their
eardrums. Aslong asthey didn’'t look down at the ten or fifteen centimeters of dirt, dust, and sand till
ettling on the pavement and piled in drifts againgt building sides, everything looked sparkling clean. The
ar itself seemed to glow.

A mechanica clanking and ratcheting spun Dean and Schultz to their right. A metal monster wasrolling
out of abuilding fifty metersaway.

Dean didn’t hesitate; he glanced to his rear to make sure his backblast areawas clear, propped his
Straight Arrow on his shoulder, aimed, and killed the mongter.

“Wasn't atank,” Schultz said laconicaly.

Dean looked at him quizzicaly. “ Then what was...” Helooked &t the beast he'd just killed. There was
no gun-spouting turret on top of it. There were no observation dits, or visible crew hatches. It had big
tires, no treads. Forward of the tires were round tubes half ameter in diameter, pointing down on both
thefront and sides. A pliable, bubblelike canopy, shredded by fragments from the explosion, filled its
upper rear quadrant. As he examined the monster he saw another one bump into its rear, back off, then
again bump gently forward.

“What?" Dean asked, not expecting an answer.



“Check it out,” Sergeant Hyakowa said. He had run out of the building just after Dean fired and was
gtanding behind him and Schultz.

Schultz began doshing through the loose, ankle-degp covering on the pavement. Dean followed. The
second monster stopped bumping againgt the one he' d killed and sat waiting.

“And hurry,” Hyakowa caled after them. “Wedon't havedl day.”

Schultz paused at the side of the monster and looked down, then clambered onto it. He found many
access hatches, but nothing a man would use to enter acrew compartment. He dropped back to the
ground.

Dean edged through the huge doorway while Schultz was examining the mongter. Theinterior of the
garage, he guessed it was, waslit, but he didn’t see any peopleinside. What he did see was adozen
vehidesliketheonehekilled, al of them rocking gently on their whedls, waiting for whatever signa
would set them in motion. Other than their Size, nothing about them seemed threstening.

“You killed astreet cleaner,” Schultz said when hefinished hisinspection.

“Awha?'

“An automated Street cleaner.” Schultz pointed to the bottom side of the dead Street cleaner.
Dean saw retracted, circular brushes. “ The tubes, they’ re suction,” he said softly.

Schultz didn't reply, it was obvious.

They returned to Hyakowa

“ Automated street cleaners,” Dean reported.

Hyakowa shook his head asif to say, “ Of dl the dumb thingsto do...”

Dean flushed bright red.

“I guessif they have stormslike this very often, automated street cleaners are the best way to dedl with
it,” Hyakowasaid. Then into hisradio, “Let’ smoveit out. We haveto get to the tanks and kill them.” If
they didn’t move during the storm, he added to himsdlf. He looked through hisinfrasto see that his squad
was moving and stepped out himsdif.

They didn't find any tanks.

CHAPTER 25

Lieutenant Colonel Naseby Namur had not dept awink the past seventy-two hours; he had had little
degp at dl sncetheinvasion a Oppdia Closeto physicd exhaugtion, he was dtill thinking clearly,
however, and he knew the peremptory summonsto Mgor General St. Cyr’s command bunker, in the
hillsjust outside New Kimberly, meant the end for him, oneway or another.

Namur was not sure he would actualy be executed. St. Cyr needed good combat commanders too
desperately just then to kill them off himsdlf. It was heartening that St. Cyr had ordered him back to New
Kimberly “for an interview” instead of digpatching agoon squad to execute him on the spot. But with
Magor Generd Marston St. Cyr, one never knew. Everyonein the army was familiar with hisdisposa of
Tubacain' sboard of directors. At thetime, St. Cyr’ s military followers had been pleased by the
executions, seeing the directors as mere feckless civilians with no vison. But those same officers had
reason to regret their former nonchalance at St. Cyr’ s harsh methods.

From an early age Naseby Namur had been destined for amilitary career in the Tubacain armed
forces. The company had sent him offworld to an excdlent military academy, and for one semester he
had actualy been an exchange student at the Confederation Military Academy, where he struck up



friendships with some of the men now opposing him. He till thought of them asfriends. They had their
jobsand he had his.

Namur turned into agood soldier and rose quickly in command of Tubalcain troops. Marston St. Cyr
noted the young officer’ s potentia and recruited him into his clandestine armored corps. At first Namur
and the other officers St. Cyr had lured into repudiating their oath to Tuba cain Enterprises worshiped
him. &. Cyr was acommanding figure with real presence, and he promised the young officers not only
promotion, but genuine military glory commanding troopsin the armored force he was building.

. Cyr’seasy victory over the forces of the Hefestus Conglomerate seemed to confirm that hewasa
military genius. But then little things started to go wrong, details a professond like Namur could not
ignore. First was the harsh discipline St. Cyr imposed on his men. Under his command, court-martials
were the preferred method of degling with even smdl infractions of military discipline. Initiativein
disciplinary matters was taken out of the hands of small-unit commanders, and morale among the enlisted
men plummeted as aresult. St. Cyr ingtituted a system of spit-and-polish, enforced by court-martia, that
a0 eroded mordein the ranks. Working with armored vehicles, even in garrison, requiresinfinite
attention to logistics and maintenance. The work is heavy, hard, and dirty. But no one was excused from
the frequent and elaborate military reviews conducted by St. Cyr’ sinspectors, and woe unto the
mechanic or gunner discovered with dirt under hisfingernaild

And the promised promotions had never come. Under Tubalcain’ s board, Namur had been a
lieutenant colonel in command of an infantry battalion. Under S. Cyr, who decreed nobody could
outrank him asamajor general, Namur commanded an armored brigade but was till only alight colond.
It was not that pay and emoluments meant so much to an officer like Namur, they did not. But what irked
him and hiscomradesin . Cyr’ sofficer corps, dl of whom werein smilarly underrated command
positions, was that in other armies he would be abrigadier generd and wear theinsgnia of that rank. So
important are the bits of tin and cloth of military rank to the professiond soldier that hismorae and
sef-esteem suffer if heis denied these symbols of trust and authority once he thinks he has earned them.

But worst of al wasthe smplefact that Mgor Generd Marston St. Cyr, agenius of corporate
srategy, had no concept of military tactics. He blithely ignored the hard-learned lessons of the past:
armored forces are only successful if fully integrated with the other arms of infantry, artillery, and air.
Tubalcain’s swift and total victory over the forces of the Hefestus Conglomerate had convinced S. Cyr,
over the strenuous objections of his commanders, that he could a so destroy the Confederation forces
using hisarmor done. Thus Namur’ s brigade had been denied itsfull complement of infantry and artillery
support, and St. Cyr’ sformidable air forces had been destroyed by the Confederation’ sair arm before
they could be used againgt the Marines at Oppalia; St. Cyr’ sair forces had been dedicated to protecting
his capital at New Kimberly.

So now Naseby Namur, who had skillfully fought the Marines at Oppaiaand miraculoudy escaped
death in the maelstrom of that fight, was possibly headed for execution by one of St. Cyr’ sfiring squads
far behind the lines. Namur’ s only consolation was that his men had fought and died vaiantly not for
Marston St. Cyr, but for Lieutenant Colonel Naseby Namur. He had told hisranking officer, his second
in command by default snce dl the other officers were dead or wounded, that if he did not return from
New Kimberly, he should surrender to the Marineswhat was | eft of the brigade at the first opportunity.

Namur had been gitting quietly for over an hour just outside the door to St. Cyr’s command bunker.
Harried gtaff officers kept coming and going throughout that time, glancing surreptitioudy at the haggard
brigade commander as he sat there in hisfilthy uniform. They couldn’t help noticing the burnsand
lacerations on Namur’ s hands, folded in hislap, and the large ugly scar healing on the left Sde of his
neck. Worgt of all was his expression, bloodshot eyes, vacant and fixed asif saring a some far-off
object. Asthey passed by the battle-scarred colond they turned their eyes away quickly and guiltily.



They should have been at the front too, but instead, in the command bunker, were safe from everything
but the rising tide of vituperation that seemed by then to characterize St. Cyr’ s staff meetings.

From far above where he sat cametheroar of plasma bolts scourging the earth’ s surface as Admira
Wimbush' s battle cruisers probed for aweaknessin &t. Cyr’ s defenses. Suddenly there was a huge
crash and the solid rock shook undernesth Namur’ s chair. Alarms shrilled and men ran and shouted in
the corridors outside the war room suite. The sharp odor of ozone and molten rock filled the room.
Evidently, astray bolt had found one of the camouflaged entrance shafts and bored itsway into the
complex. The gaff officers coming and going blanched and swallowed nervoudy, but Namur's
battle-scarred face only twitched in atight smile. Closejust didn’t count for him anymore.

Namur started as someone laid ahand on his shoulder.

“You can go in now, Colond,” an aide said gently. Namur glanced up at the man. Heworetheinsignia
of afull colond, and Namur recognized him as Clouse Stauffer, the former security chief St. Cyr had
elevated to chief of staff. Stauffer looked haggard and drawn himself. A good sign, Namur thought, when
staff officers begin to experience the hardships of war. With an effort, Namur rose to hisfeet and entered
S. Cyr’sinner sanctum.

. Cyr looked smdler than the colond remembered him from only afew weeks ago. He sat quietly
behind his desk and regarded the brigade commander through half-closed eyelids. Namur advanced to
within six paces of St. Cyr’sdesk, cameto rigid attention and saluted smartly. “Lieutenant Colone
Naseby Namur, commanding First Brigade, First Armored Division, reporting asdirected, sir!” St. Cyr
returned the salute with a perfunctory gesture, and Namur snapped hisright arm back to hisside. He
stood therefor afull minute before St. Cyr said anything.

“Y ou were one of my best officers, Colonel,” St. Cyr began. “I did not give you adivisiona or Corps
command, because | wanted you on the front line, facing the enemy, where you could do me the most
good. Now you have disobeyed my order.” St. Cyr sounded more disappointed than angry.
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. Cyr waved himinto silence. “It isessentia that all commands hold, Colondl. | am preparing a
counterstroke, but | need time to get my forces together. Only you can buy me that time, Colone.”

Namur made no reply. For the moment, he couldn’t make any. He was surprised a how theinterview
was going.

“Colond, you can buy methat time. Will you doit?” . Cyr asked quietly. His expression turned
amost imploring as helooked up at Namur standing rigidly in front of hisdesk. “I have the assurances of
your division and Corps commandersthat they will do their best, but that will not be good enough unless
officerslike you lead our men with conviction. Can you do it?’

When he turned on the charisma, Marston St. Cyr wasirresistible. “Yessr,” Namur said without
hesitation.

St. Cyr nodded curtly. “Very good. Y ou are now afull colond. Return to your unit. You are
dismissed.”

“Clouse,” St. Cyr said to his chief of staff after Namur had departed, “can we get a hyperspace drone
through to Cinque Luna?’

“WE |l probably haveto try several, but | think we can get one through the blockade, sr.”

Cinque Lunawas one of St. Cyr’sstaunchest dlies. 1t istime now for them to introduce aresolution
in the Confederation Congressto sue for peace,” St. Cyr said. Thewar waslogt, he knew that. Thetime
commanders like Namur would buy for him would not be used to mount any kind of counterattack—St.



Cyr had no weapons or reserves for that—but to engineer his escape. Va Carney, Cinque Luna's
representative at the Confederation Congress, could get the votes needed to stop the war. He was one
of Tubacain’smost prominent stockholders, and the livelihoods of many other members of the Congress
were aso tied to Tuba cain’ sfortunes.

Since only the Congress could declare war, aresolution to sue for peace would be binding on the
Council. &. Cyr was confident his allies could get the resolution passed. Those members who were not
tied to Tubalcain and St. Cyr would be on the fence anyway. The Confederation’s campaign against
Diamunde was proving very codtly interms of treasure and lives. In any democracy there are dways
those who are not willing to pay the price for victory. St. Cyr was counting on their support.

From far above where they sat, came the faint roar of another barrage from the Fleet’ s heavy plasma
weapons, till searching for aweak spot in the headquarters' defenses.

“Clouse, summon the commander of my Lifeguard Battalion,” St. Cyr ordered. He had ddliberately
sequestered a battalion of Teufel panzersin the mountains. Their very existence was aclosdly held secret.
When the negotiations were concluded, he would have some work for them to do. Marston St. Cyr
smiled. It snever over till it' sover, he thought, and leaned back in hischair.

Sowly, Colond Namur’ sdriver guided his heavily armored landcar acrossthe desert. It used an infra
system to navigate, and used afud-cell power pack that left virtually no heat signature; the armor plate
would insulate even the occupants body signatures from sensors, further insurance that they could not be
detected by sensitive infrared surveillance systems. He drove cautiously because the terrain was
extremely rough. They could not use the main roads, even in the violent sandstorm raging acrossthe
waste through the night, because the Confederation Fleet subjected the road networks to intermittent
interdiction firesdl night long in every kind of wegther. So they were forced to travel cross-country al
the way.

Namur’ sdriver, Corpora Scithers, was soic, a quiet young man when others were around, but when
aonewith hiscommander he could rattle on endlesdy about weapons and vehicles and other military
matters. Scithers had been driving Namur’s command car when it was hit in the opening fight of the battle
at Oppalia—how many days ago was that?—and he had escaped with severe burns on hislegs, which
had only begun to heal and were still very painful. But in the last days he had had hisfill of combat, and
fatigue hung heavily about him too, so now he was uncharacteristicaly quiet as he paid close atention to
hisdriving.

“Thewar will be over soon,” Namur said, just to be saying something.

“Good,” Scithers answered. He cursed as he swerved to avoid arock outcropping and then shifted
the vehicleinto its lowest gear to climb athirty-degree dope.

“We might even win,” Namur added.

“Good,” Scithers grunted. The car crested the dope. Through hisinfras Scithers saw a stretch of flat
tableland expanding before him. He glanced at his map console. Sixteen kilometersto the northwest lay
the brigade and reasonable if only temporary safety. Scithersrelaxed alittle. “Wdl, sr—" A plasmabolt
stresked by the passenger’ sside of the car like aflash of supercharged lightning, followed almost
ingtantly by asecond bolt that smashed into the car’ s engine compartment. The vehicle dewed crazily to
afull stop then burgt into flames.

His clothes on fire, Namur wrenched his door open and threw himsdlf onto the desert floor. Herolled
in the sand and smothered the flames. The landcar burned furioudy behind him; the corpord was il
indde the burning vehide!

“Scithers!” Namur screamed. He jumped to his feet and ran back toward the car. Scithers was il



strapped into the driver’ s console, fruitlessy beating at the flames that engulfed him. Hisfleshwason fire
and every time heraised an arm to best at the flames around his head, shreds of burning skin doughed off
hishands.

“Help me!l Help me!” the corporal screamed. His hair blazed brightly. He twisted his head about
violently, asif looking for his commander, but the fire had aready burned away his eyelids and cooked
his eyebals, and with each tortured breath he sucked flamesinto hislungs. “ Eeeeeee!” the human torch
dhrieked.

In one part of Namur’ s mind the thought registered that it was awonder the corpora was till divein
there, but Namur was not thinking now, he was acting on instinct—he staggered back severa meters,
drew hisside arm and shot Scithersin the head. He stood there bresthing heavily for atime, staring at the
ground, afraid to look back at Scithers sfunera pyre, before holstering his weapon and starting off
wesrily in thedirection of hisbrigade. Far above the howling wind he could clearly hear the roar of the
Raptor that had attacked them, circlingitskill.

How could they have spotted them in this storm and the darkness? he wondered. If the Confederation
naval forces had systemsthat could guide pilots through this stuff... Namur paused. He shook his head. A
sudden thought struck him: Wherewas St. Cyr going to get the forces to mount the counter-attack that
he and his men were to buy the time for with their lives? Namur knew hisarmy’s order of battle
thoroughly, had committed it to memory. All available forces were engaged. He sumbled along afew
more paces and then stopped dead in histracks. There was no reserve left. All combat forces were
engaged. If St. Cyr even tried to consolidate any frontline unitsinto a significant assault force, those
goddamned Raptors would destroy it before it could strike. St. Cyr could never mount any
counterattack. Then what...?

“Fuck you!” Colond Namur shouted into the sky, and he wasn't talking to the Raptor.

CHAPTER 26

By the time the storm broke over Oppalia, the First Tank Brigade and Third Armored Divison were
hidden in badlands a hundred kilometers southeast of Rourke' s Hills. The Fourth and Ninth armored
divisions had aso withdrawn, the Fourth to adensely canopied forest south of the badlands, the Ninth
into its mountain redoubt north of First Divison's Tourmaine home. The Fifteenth Heavy Divison was
hunkered down in hardened positions around New Kimberly, along with the Second Armored Division.

Technical problems continued to plague the string-of -pearls, so there was till no satellite surveillance
over the area of operations. General Aguinaldo was going to haveto rely on aircraft and the FIST's
unmanned aerid vehiclesfor intelligence, but the UAV swouldn’t do much good until he had someidea
where to send them—their range was too short and the area to be surveilled too vast for them to be sent
out on effective random patrols.

Theinfantry moved out of the city. Generd Aguinado put the Marinesto the east, the direction he
suspected held the greatest threat. He divided the ten thousand men of the 10th Light into three parts: he
put one regiment south of the city and a second to the north, and kept the third in reserve.

Magor Generd Ott argued againgt dividing hisdivison but couldn’t refuse the direct order Aguinado
gave him. He suspected that if hetried to refuse, the Marine would relieve him and put aMarinein
command of hisdivison. Probably abrigadier, an officer who had no experience or training in the
command of adivison. Even divided, the 10th Light Infantry was better off with an army generd in
command.

Aguinddo champed at the dday but couldn’t send six FISTsand one light infantry divison after the
armored divisions, not even once the Raptors located them. In order to have any chance of victory
againg the tanks in the hiding placesthey’ d chosen, he’ d haveto send dl of his strength after one



divison. That would leave Oppdiaand itsvital spaceport vulnerable to the other enemy divisons. He had
towait until the rest of 111 Corps came down. Then he' d have the strength to go after the Diamundeans
and till defend the city.

Theday after the storm broke, the 37th Divison began landing. A medium infantry divison, the 37th
had armored personnd carriers smilar to the Marine Dragons, and each battalion had an organic
heavy-wegpons company with weapons powerful enough to destroy medium tanks with one hit. Other
infantrymen were armed with TP1-killing Straight Arrows. It took the 37th two daysto fully assemble
planetside. Aguinaddo briefly consdered sending his Marines and the 37th after the Fourth Armored
Divison because he knew their combined strength could defeat the Diamundeans hiding under the forest
canopy. But if the Third Armor launched alightning strike from the badlands to aid the Fourth, the
resultant casuatieswould likely be greater than he was willing to absorb. Besides, the 10th Light couldn’t
defend againgt anything heavier than a two-brigade attack, and Aguinaldo knew two complete tank
divisons and aheavy divison werewithin gtriking distance of Oppdia. Allah and the Nine Buddhas only
knew how many more divisons might be out there. Besides, it had taken the 37th so long to move from
orbit to surface, he doubted its combat readiness.

The 106th Heavy Infantry Divison was ready to begin landing when the last of the 37th touched
down. It landed faster—much fagter. The ass-chewing that Aguinado had directed at the commanders of
the 37th Infantry Division was a potent spur to speed. The never-spoken but always present threat of
being relieved and replaced by Marineswas an even greater spur. Moreover, there was amatter of pride
for the mgjor general commanding the 106th and the colonels commanding the division’s brigades. They
knew full well how army and Corps command had screwed up. They were determined to show fighting
Marinesthat dl army leadership ranks weren't filled with incompetents. Thefiveinfantry battaions, three
hopper squadrons, and four artillery battalions of the 106th were al planetside less than twenty-four
hours after the last of the 37th touched down.

Thefollowing day the 2nd Infantry Divison, amedium divison like the 37th, landed quickly and
effidently.

Findly, five days after the storm that alowed the First Tank Brigade and the Third Armored Divison
to escape, General Aguinaldo had enough strength on hand to take the battle to the enemy. He assigned
the defense of Oppaliato the 106th and 37th divisons. He d need their strength later for the assault
against New Kimberly. And he' d think about what to do with IX Corpswhen, and if, it was ableto land.
The 19th, 36th, and 225th FISTSs, and the 10th Light Infantry Division, wereto go after the First Tank
Brigade and Third Armored Division in the badlands. Mg or Generd Day wasin command of that task
force. The 13th, 214, and 34th FISTs, dong with the 2nd Infantry Division, under the joint command of
34th FISTs Brigadier Sturgeon, wereto kill the Fourth Armored Divison in the forest. Aguinaldo got
arguments from both army generas.

“Sir, | must protest,” Mgjor Genera Ott said. “Asfine agenera officer as| know General Daly to be,
he has no experience commanding adivison.”

“Generd,” Aguinddo replied camly. “Allowing for the 10th’slack of air, vehicles, and organic
artillery, and despite its superior numbers, your division does not match the force General Daly has been
commanding since day one of thiswar. He is more experienced than you are at commanding an
operdion of thissze”

The Marine s relaxed demeanor reminded Ott of nothing so much asanative life-form on Lechter.
The Barsoomian trapper |ooked innocent, rather like a coating of algae on rocks, but when enough
weight moved acrossits center, it suddenly wrapped up its Sdes, engulfed whatever anima wasonit,
injected it with apardyzing toxin, and began to digest it. When he was a cgptain commanding a company
on Lechter, asguad had patrolled across one. There were no survivors.

When Aguinado saw that his point was accepted, he said, “Generd, | believe your foot soldierswill



be better able to move rapidly and unseen in the badlands than one of the heavier divisons. That’swhy
I”’m sending the 10th—I think you can do the job.”

“Thank you, sir,” wasdl Ott could say.

Major Generd Flathead, commander of the 2nd Division, wasn't discomfited by Ott’ s abortive
confrontation. He had astronger position.

“Sir, thisis preposterous,” he began. “I’m amgor generd. Sturgeon’sabrigadier. | outrank hum.”
Aguinddo looked at him levelly. “That' s easly enough remedied.”

Flathead opened his mouth to continue, then realized the unspoken threat had just been spoken. He
turned livid, but closed his mouth. He hoped there would be an inquiry into the lack of readiness of 111
Corpsand that he’ d be called upon to testify; it was General Han' s fault he wasfacing the
embarrassment of having not just aMarine, but ajunior Marine, in command over him. He wanted to see
Han humiliated. It didn’t occur to him that if he and the other division commanders had their divisons
better prepared in the first place, there wouldn’t have been aproblem with 11 Corps' readiness and Han
wouldn't have been relieved.

It took Task Force Daly two weeks of hard, grinding, dow movement through the hills and gullies of
the badlands to corner and kill the dements of the Third Armored Division that didn’t immediately
surrender. They didn’t kill the First Tank Brigade. As soon asthe brigade’ s battalion commanders saw
the desert camouflage of the advancing 10th Light, they sent out emissaries under white flagsto arrange
surrender.

Task Force Sturgeon had a harder time, though what turned out to be the antiarmor phase of the
operation only took one week. All e ements of the Fourth Armored Division fought to the last tank. The
surviving tankers then became infantrymen and melted deeper into the forest, where they had to be found
and killed or captured piecemed. That took another month. That phase of the operation was conducted
primarily by the Marines, who knew how to operate in platoon-sze and smdler units. To the 2nd Infantry
Divison, a“smal-unit” action was battaion-sze, and their battalions couldn’t function well wherethe
tankers had gone.

Ninth Corps heavy equipment findly arrived and itsfive divisons began landing. They didn’t land as
quickly asthe 106th and 2nd divisions had because Generd Aguinaldo’ s attention was focused on the
two task forces that were hunting down the Third and Fourth armored divisons.

The 10th Heavy Infantry Divison wasthefirst to land. It arrived just in time to help defend Oppdia
from an assault made by three previoudy undetected Diamundean divisions that came up from the south.
Three days of heavy fighting broke those divisons and sent them fleeing back to the south. Aguinado
sent the 37th and 106th divisions after them. They were gonefor five weeks.

Once the south and southeast were cleared, Aguinaldo sent the massed artillery of 111 Corpsto the
Tourmaline mining complex. The big guns battered the face of the mountain until it collgpsed, sealing the
First Armored Divisioninsde. At last, seven weeks after the First Tank Brigade was driven from
Oppdia, it wastimeto ded with the forces defending New Kimberly. Six Marine FISTs and two army
Corps, dl battle-tested if not battle-worn, lined up to assault the three divisions defending the capital city.

That was when the cease-fire order arrived from the Confederation Council.

CHAPTER 27

“Madame Spesker,” Perry Analitch, the representative from New Olifants intoned, “ Madame Spesker, |
request the august members of this august body be polled individualy and by voice to confirm that—"



Hewasinterrupted by shouts and groans as other congressmen, supporters and opponents of Val
Carney’ sresolution to declare a cease-fire on Diamunde, voiced their opinions.

“—to confirm that the count is correct,” Analitch finished. With the eectronic poll showing 248
members againgt the cease-fire and 252 for the measure, the vote was, so far, aclear victory for Carney.

Just three votes were needed to swing the ballot Chang-Sturdevant’ sway. In the event of atie, the
speaker, anonvoting member, was empowered to break the deadlock. The speaker was Madame
Piggot Thigpen of Carhart’ sWorld, an outspoken aly of Marston St. Cyr, but she shifted her vast bulk
angrily and gestured at the sergeant-at-arms to proceed with the voice vote.

Wearily, he began to poll each member of the Congress. | ask the Honorable Gentleman from
Aardheim: How do you vote, sr?” Aardheim was against the cease-fire. He took afull five minutesto

respond.

The recount could take several days. Already Anolitch and his colleagues weretalking franticaly to
unpolled delegates who had voted for the measure while Va Carney and his alies apped ed to those
same delegates not to change their votes.

“Look there,” Madame Chang-Sturdevant said to Marcus Berentus as they sat watching the vote on
closed-circuit video from the private chamber reserved for the Presdent’ s use. She nodded toward the
screen, which showed Carney and Thigpen engaged in awhispered conversation.

“Hmph,” Berentus grunted. “And they tell usthere are no sentient life-forms harmful to the human
species”

“Marc!” Chang-Sturdevant laughed in spite of hersalf. The two politicians were grotesque by
themsalves but, together like that, they resembled a circus sideshow duo, Jack Sprat and his fat-eating
wife, licking their political platters clean: Carney thin asarail, his sharp nose and chin amost touching;
Thigpen a grotesque mound of fat, her eyes mere ditsin aface asround and red as a setting sun. She
constantly swiped at the rivulets of perspiration running down her flushed cheeks, and peoplein her
vicinity had to be careful to avoid getting hit. Carney, deeply absorbed in what he was saying, was
obliviousto the droplets that splashed onto him now.

“He probably enjoys her showers,” Berentus said.

“I’ve heard she doesn't like men very much.”

“Wdl, thefedingismutud.”

“Marc, | certainly hope this conversation is not being recorded.”
“No, ma am, not that I’'m aware of .”

After amoment Madame Chang-Sturdevant, shaking her head, changed the screen and they watched
aprominent delegate, one whose turn was way down the roster to vote, dozing peacefully at his desk.
Beside her, Berentus remarked, “ This antiquated recount procedure is one of the weakest aspects of our
sygem.”

Madame Chang-Sturdevant only shrugged. All parties used the parliamentary maneuver occasiondly.
She sghed. “What travels about comes about. | used it once when | wasin Congress, and who knows, it
may work for usthistime.” She paused. “But don’t count on it, Marc. Our forces have had some hard
fighting on Diamunde, which may have cooled the enthusiasm of some members.” She shrugged again.
Her nonchaance belied how sheredlly felt—betrayed and disgusted. If St. Cyr pulled off the political
coup, those who died attempting to stop his butchery would have been sacrificed in vain. From where
she sat at the moment, he had pulled it off.



“And don’t forget St. Cyr'smoney,” Berentus added bitterly. “ All those good men'’ s lives wasted
because of these damned money-grubbing cowards... excuse me, Madame President! | am no politician;
you know that. But we have that bastard by the short hairs, ma am, al we need isalittle more time and
he'shigtory.”

Madame Chang-Sturdevant nodded. The voting droned on and on. Eventually the President of the
Confederation Council of Worlds dozed off hersdlf.

The recount took six hours. Thefina tally was 250 members againgt a cease-fire and 250 for it.
Madame Piggot Thigpen smiled, her severa chinsjiggling merrily. She cast her vote. The measure
passed.

Perry Anolitch rested his head in his hands.

Madame Chang-Sturdevant got to her feet. “ Digpatch adrone to Admiral Wimbush immediately,
Marc. Order him to initiate a cease-fire upon receipt and to open negotiations with St. Cyr as soon as
possible” Berentus nodded, bowing silently to the inevitable. “But Marc,” Chang-Sturdevant added, “tell
the admird to be very careful. Very careful. St. Cyr cannot be trusted. He may yet do something that will
permit usto nail him. Nothing' sover till it sover.”

Jon Beerdmens, Chief of the Confederation Diplomatic Corps, shifted his huge bulk and farted loudly.
His chair had been made to his exact specifications by craftsmen on New Brooklyn; the mea he'd just
eaten had been prepared in the headquarters cafeteria. Eating there dways made hisinnards rumble
embarrassingly. Others who ate the cafeteriafood didn’t seem to have that problem. He wondered why.
Perhapsit was the shurdlu sausages dripping with fat, the boiled cabbages grown on Eatoin and the
Creme of Greece soup he enjoyed so much. The chef knew which foods Beerdmens liked best, and
gnce he wasthe Chief of the Corps, hisfavorite dishes were aways on hand when he wasin town.

Beerdmensraised himsdlf dightly and fanned the air vigoroudy. He wondered, as he dways did, why
one sown farts never seemed to smell as atrocioudy rotten as those expressed by others. He sat back
down heavily. The padded cushions under his 153 kil os hissed as they absorbed his weight and lowered
him dowly back into acomfortable Stting position. Fumes fingering in the fabric under him rose, silent
and deadly, into the dtill office ar. He punched a button on the climate control consoleto freshen the air
exchange. It [abored mightily, slently, but, ultimately, ineffectively to do hisbidding; in the twenty-fifth
century there were il tasks so difficult that mere machinery was unequa to them.

Beerdmens belched loudly. The sound reverberated like ashot in his spacious office suite. He looked
about self-conscioudy, hoping his secretary, Sitting just outside, hadn't heard. “Excellency, you havea
vidtor,” that very same person announced over the intercom.

“Not now, Grace!” he said petulantly. Gad, he couldn’t have someone coming in here now, not with
that odor.

“Excdlency, it isMadame Wdlington-Humphreys. Sheis on your calendar for—"
“Oh, very well. Uh, Grace, tell her to wait aminute, would you?’

The air exchanger was not working fast enough. With some effort Beerdmens got out of hischair and
waddled, swiftly and gracefully for so large aman, to the nearest window. He pressed a control pad, and
ingtantly cool afternoon air flowed in. He stood there, shaking out his clothing and waving hisarms.
Satisfied that the aroma had dissipated, he waddled back to his desk and sat down with ahuge sigh. The
chair quietly readjusted. “ Send in Madame Ambassador now, Grace.”

Madame J. Wellington-Humphreys swept into the room. She carried with her thefaint but pleasant
aromaof very expendve perfume. Shewas, as dways, ravishing.



“Excdlency,” she said with asmall bow toward Beerdmens.

“Madame.” Beerdmens leaned forward and extended his hand across his desktop. It wasfar easier
than trying to get up again. “Forgive me, but recently | sprained my ankle, and must receiveyou likethis,”
he lied with an embarrassed smile. “ Please, be seated, Madame. Would you like some refreshment?’

“Very thoughtful of you, Excellency! Yes, please. Would aglass of Katzenwasser ' thirty-six be any
trouble? 1’ d like it served with just atiny pinch of Cerebrian garlic, if possible, and perhaps a pipe of
thule on thesde?’

“Ah, Madame, an excellent vintage! Thule, of course! John...” Beerdmens punched apad on his
communications console and gave Welington-Humphreys s order to his teward. “ And the same for
me,” he added.

Wdlington-Humphreys wrinkled her nose dightly and looked about the room. Beerdmens sought to
digtract her. “Ah, Madame, you' ve been to Wanderjahr, haven't you?’ Damn, he thought, | must get
maintenance to work on that air scrubber. Back to matters at hand: The champagne and the mild narcotic
thule were Wanderjahr’ s chief exports, and Beerdmens enjoyed both enormoudly.

“Y es, Excedlency. | was there on adiplomatic mission when that dreadful Spears person was our
ambassador. | understand Spearsisretired and Kurt Arschmannin jail.”

“Indeed. Good riddance to them both.”

“I rather liked Arschmann,” Wellington-Humphreys said. “ They put some—some—nobody in charge
after Kurt was arrested.” John arrived and served the drinks and pipes of thule. “ The military made quite
amessof thingsthere, | understand,” Wellington-Humphreys continued, Sipping her champagne.

“Don’'t they dways?’ Beerdmenslaughed. “ For them the best solution to any politicd crissistokill as
many people as possible. That brings me to the reason | asked you to come back here. Been following
eventson Diamunde lately?’

“Wéll, I’ ve been busy on Dagondxi, as you know. Got the Samovarians and the Mercersto agree on
aborder treaty, and that was damned hard, let metell you!” Beerdmens nodded sympatheticaly. “ So not
much timeto follow events elsewhere. But yes, | know we had to send in the Marinesto ded with
this—thiswhatssname...”

“Marston St. Cyr. Yes, it' s been aterrible mess, Madame. Again, the Marines and the army have
succeeded in killing alot of people to no discernible advantage to anyone. So the Congress voted to
negotiate. That iswhere you comein.”

Wélington-Humphreys nodded and finished her drink. She picked up the smdl pipe of thuleand
inhaled through the narrow stem asthetiny ball of narcotic glowed merrily in the bowl. “You need a
negotiator,” she sad.

“Yes. Thebest. Thevery best. That’ swhy | called you back.”

“Thank you, Excdlency. Actualy, with negotiations on Dagondxi nearly complete, | can leavethemin
the hands of my subordinates. What is my authority?’

“Y ou will be Ambassador Plenipotentiary.”

Widlington-Humphreys started. Ambassador Plenipotentiary! She would be empowered to act with
the full authority of the Confederation on Diamunde. “My relationship with the military commander out
there?’

“Admird Wimbush, Fleet commander, will be ingtructed to give you hisfull support. You arein
complete charge of dl diplomeatic operations, and the admird will be subordinate to you in al matters
except those of adrictly military nature. The usua arrangement.”



“Whendo | leave?’
“At once, Madame.”

Wdlington-Humphreys amiled. She was ready for the assignment and fully confident in her ability to
bring it to asuccessful concluson. A good job in Diamunde might mean... well, Beerdmenswould die or
retire someday. Modern medica science could only do so much to prolong the life of aman who treated
his body so irresponsibly. And when hewas gone...

“I must warn you, Madame,” Beerdmens said, seeing the salf-satisfied smile crossng
Widlington-Humphreys sface, “that this St. Cyr isavery dangerous person. Heis not to be trusted. | am
afraid to say this, Madame, but you may, this one time, find the presence of a strong military force an
excdlent negotiating tool—and a safety net.”

“Y ou are saying that about * Y our Huggable Military Force, Excdlency?’ Wellington-Humphreys
laughed.

Beerdmenslaughed too. “Y our Huggable Military Force,” YHMPF, for short, was one of hisfavorite
expressions, used to show hisdisdain for the choice of military force over that of diplomatic persuasion.

“What will my Letter of Ingtructions say about amilitary escort?” she asked. Every diplomatic mission
was authorized amilitary escort. The size of the escort depended on the mission and the desires of the
chief diplomat.

“Y ou must have one, Madame.”

“| don't need one, Excellency,” Welington-Humphreys replied, asharp edge to her voice. “ They are
only an encumbrance. | have never needed one up to now. Y ou know how | fedl about Marines.”
Diplomatic escorts were dways Marines. Wellington-Humphreys harbored aspecid didike for military
men, one shared by most of the Confederation Diplomatic Corps. In her opinion, Marines were only
good for breaking things.

“Wdl, you will have one, Madame, that isfinal. But just beware of this St. Cyr, Madame. That isall |
amsaying.”
“I can handle him,” Wellington-Humphreys replied, taking another deep drag of thule.

Outside Beerdmens s office Wellington-Humphreys paused by Grace' s workstation and leaned over
to whisper in the older woman' s ear, “Grace, the old bastard let out one of the most horrible farts on
record!”

Through the closed door Beerdmens heard the women’ s laughter and wondered what could be so
funny.

Julie W lington-Humphreys had been a child of privilege destined never to suffer the pain of work or
worry. So when at the age of twenty she announced imperioudy that she intended to enter the Diplomatic
Corps, her parents had been both pleased and horrified. Pleased, because diplomacy and government
had been the avocation of Wellington-Humphreyses for generations; horrified, because to them it was no
place for their daughter. But Julie was not to be dissuaded. Like all Wellington-Humphreyses before her,
shewasinteligent, boldly self-confident, determined, and used to getting her way.

A raven-haired beauty in her youth and tall for her sex, age had only improved Julie
Wdlington-Humphreys slooks. By the time she turned forty, astresk of gray had formed in her hair that
swept back from the center of her forehead. As she aged the gray turned to white but the rest of her hair
remained as black asin her youth. She cultivated an aoof expression, looking down her patrician nose at
people when she spoke to them in the dow drawl affected by members of the Diplomatic Corps. But she
gpoke a dozen languages fluently and understood dozens more dialects, was a shrewd observer, and an



excedllent judge of character, priceless assetsfor any diplomat.

Upon the occasion of her first ambassadoria gppointment, Julie Welington-Humphreys had changed
her nameto “J. Wellington-Humphreys.” She had never married and had no lovers. She had no timefor
marriage or dalliance. Besides, she had never met aman, or woman, up to her standards. But she had
never met Marston St. Cyr. More to the point, she had never met the men of third platoon, Lima
Company, 34th FIST.

CHAPTER 28

Brigadier Sturgeon’slandcar glided smoothly along the rain swept streets of New Kimberly, en route to
Ambassador J. Wellington-Humphreys' sreception at the newly refurbished Confederation embassy.

The brigadier had been surprised when Fleet Admiral Wimbush requested his presence the day before
for apersond interview onboard the Ogie.

“ Ambassador Wdlington-Humphreys arrived yesterday to begin negotiationswith St. Cyr the day
after tomorrow,” the admira said. “ She' saready been in touch with the bastard, and there' s going to be
ahuge reception at the site of our old embassy tomorrow evening. Thisreception is an ice-breaker, get
the parties together, press some flesh and mellow everyone out over food and wine so they can get down
to work the next morning. Since you Marines provide the security for our embassies, | asked Generdl
Aguinado to designate one of his commandersto do the same for the Ambassador. He picked the 34th.”

“Thank you, Sr.”

“Don't thank me, Brigadier, thank the generd,” Wimbush replied. He had regained much of hisold
confidence now that it seemed theinitia debacle over the landing had resolved itsdlf. If the negotiations
proceeded well, he might ill find himself a seat on the Combined Chiefs of Staff. “ The reason | wanted
to talk to you about this assgnment, Brigadier, isbecause | want to impress on you that nothing, and |
mean nothing, can be alowed to go wrong. Nobody trusts St. Cyr, Brigadier. | want you to pick your
best men for this job and have them gtick to Ambasador Wellington-Humphreys like—like—"

“| undergand, sr.”

“Hereisthe communiqué from the Confederation Council that lays out our relaionship to this
diplomatic misson,” Wimbush said as he handed it to the brigadier.

“Whew,” Sturgeon exclaimed as heread. “ She's* Ambassador Plenipotentiary.” That means—"
“That means, Brigadier, that she outranksal of us.”
“Sr, | promiseyou I'll detaill my best men to thisassgnment. My very best men.”

The car continued through the darkened streets, rain pdting off its screens. Inside, the vehicle's
instrument pand lights glowed green on Brigadier Sturgeon’ sface as he spoke. “ Since the men of Ensign
Vanden Hoyt' s platoon will accompany Ambassador Wellington-Humphreys during these negotiations,
they’ll be closer to her than white onrice, so | want them and you there with me at this reception tonight
to meet her,” Brigadier Sturgeon told Captain Conorado as he handed him the heavily gilded formal
invitation.

It read, “ Brigadier Theodos us Sturgeon, Commander, 34th Fleet Initid Strike Team and party.” It
wasthe“and party” that got Conorado’ s attention.

“Wedon't even get amention?’ he asked the brigadier, handing the invitation back to him.

The brigadier waved it off. “Thisisan officid Diplomatic Corps reception. To those peoplel’mona
sociad scalejust acut above the caterers, so you know where that puts the rest of you. The reception’s at



nineteen hours. Il pick you up at 1830. Uniform isfull dresswith medas. Make sure Charlie Bassis
sober.” He smiled. Y our battalion commander didn’t tell me why you recommended these men,
Captain. | know why you picked Bass, anybody’ d guess that, but why the others for the escort?’

“Vanden Hoyt because he' s clean-cut, reliable, has good judgment, can act decisively inacriss, and
he' s an old-fashioned gentleman. That boy’ s headed for flag command someday, sir, the hard way—he's
going to earn it. Dean, you know, sir. He' s quick-wilted and will follow orders. Macllargie, well, he' sgot
potential as atroublemaker, Sir, but he has avery good nose for trouble. And he persondly flamed three
enemy tanksin the Oppalia planethead, so he' s got guts. With this goddamned St. Cyr involved, the
Ambassador’ |l need a gutsy watchdog by her side.”

The brigadier nodded. “I’ m so damned glad thisthing is about over, Captain.” He Sghed. “ These last
weeks have been the worgt fighting I’ ve seen in years. Our casualties—" He decided not to discuss
casudties with an officer whose company had suffered so severdly. “Wadll, thisisthe best chance we' ve
got to end this damned farce. Let’ sget on with it, then.”

“Sir, just what are ‘flaky croissants 7" Ensign Vanden Hoyt asked from the rear of the brigadier’s
landcar. He was reading the menu from the by then well-thumbed copy of the invitation Brigedier
Sturgeon had given to Captain Conorado earlier in the day.

Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass leaned over the ensign’s shoulder and said, “Y essir, that * creamy
Bernaise sauce on the ‘tenderloin tidbits' sounds pretty suspiciousto me.”

Captain Conorado laughed. “ Stand easy, Charlie, or I’ [l have you on field rationsthe rest of this
misson.”
Dean and Macllargie, Stting behind Bass and the officers, smiled broadly but kept quiet.

“Hell, 5r, at least | know what'sin ‘em. Look at this.”” He pointed to “Creme Brulee with Crusty
Brown Sugar Topping.”

Ensign Vanden Hoyt smacked hislips. “ Sounds good to me, Charlie.”” He poked Bassin theribs.

Bass snorted and folded hisarms over hischest. “Ensign,” he said, with the superior air of an
experienced noncommissioned officer, “when you' reas sdty as| am, you' |l appreciate the culinary
delights of acold beer, agreasy reindeer sausage, and afine cigar, instead of this—this milk and cookies
dop these goddamn dilettantes live off of.”

“Gentlemen,” the brigadier said, “that menu is being catered by Ridgewd |’ s. Do any of you know who
they are?” When there was no response he continued, nodding hishead. “Ridgewd|’sisa
four-hundred-year-old catering firm that has subsidiaries on every world worth mentioning in Human
Space. They are the most exclusive and expensive caterersin the Confederation.

“Once, oh, fifteen years ago or so now, when | was commanding the legation guard on Carhart’s
World—you remember Carhart’s World, Charlie—some billionaire offworlder who was on ahunting
expedition there hired Ridgewd |’ sto cater asupper for his party. The nearest subsidiary was
seventy-five light-years away. They put the goddamn med in a hyperspace drone and shipped it dl the
way to Carhart’ sWorld! The damned stuff was still hot when it got there. That cost him morethan al of
uswill earn if we spend therest of our livesin the Corps.”

“Whichwewill,” Bass added firmly, indicating he didn’t care adamn for billionaires, catered medls, or
Ambassador J. Wellington-Humphreys.

“Sir,” Captain Conorado said, “what kind of person isthis Ambassador J. Wellington-Humphreys?’

Brigadier Sturgeon turned in his seet so he could speak directly to the men behind him. “Old family,
old money, educated at the best schools, long history of outstanding service in the Diplomatic Corps.



Arrogant, though. Thinks she can bring this mission off on the force of her own considerable persondity,
without any help from us”

“Damned stuck-up farts,” Bass muttered, meaning the entire Diplomatic Corps. The brigadier
exchanged aquick glance with Captain Conorado. This was not the Charlie Bass they had known before
Diamunde. The strain of the past few weeks was showing. Bass' s platoon had been in the heaviest
fighting during the Oppalia breakout operation. But they were dl tired.

“Wall, there are exceptions,” the brigadier said. “Remember old Jay Benjamin Spears, back on
Wanderjahr?’

“Yesdr,” Captain Conorado answered. “He was with you when you pulled off theraid on
whatssname s hideout.”

“Turbat Nguyen-Multan,” the brigadier answered. “Y ep, they threw away the mold when they made
old JB. He stood tall when we raided that old bastard. By the way, he received the Legion of Honor that
| recommended him for on that occasion.” The Legion of Honor was the highest military decoration a
civilian could be awarded for heroism. “But | agree with you, Charlie, most of the diplomats I’ ve met
wouldn’t have made a—" He gestured helplesdy with one hand, searching for the appropriate phrase.

“A pimple on akwangduk’sass,” Charlie Bass said.

“Uh, right, Charlie,” the brigadier answered. He turned to address VVanden Hoyt, Macllargie, and
Dean directly: “ After tonight you men will be Ambassador Wellington-Humphreys s persond security
escort for however long it takes her to conclude negotiationswith St. Cyr and end thiswar, isthat
understood? Y ou men will stick to her like another skin. Y ou will be her shadow.”

Thethree Marinesreplied in onevoice, “ Y essr.”

Brigadier Sturgeon and his party moved dowly through the reception line. Ambassador J.
Widlington-Humphreys stood next to C. Bowles Cabot, the newly appointed Confederation
Ambassador to Diamunde, who stood next to Degs Momyer, who would be Minister of Financein the
new government the Confederation was assembling to replace the directoria boards of the
conglomerates. Momyer’ s secretary stood just behind him and whispered the names and titles of the
vigtorsinto hisear so he could whisper into C. Bowles Cabot’ s ear. C. Bowles Cabot in turn whispered
into J. Wdlington-Humphreys s ear, “ The Honorable Clancy Drummon, President of Drummon
Associates, and Lady Maybelle Drummon,” and so on. The arriving guests briefly shook hands with the
dignitaries, murmured afew words, and passed on into the reception hall for refreshments.

“Brigadier Genera Theodos us Sturgeon, commanding the 34th FIST, Confederation Marine Corps,
and party,” the secretary whispered to Momyer, who whispered the information to Cabot, who
whispered to the Ambassador, just loud enough for Brigadier Sturgeon to hear him. He winced. Hewas
not a“brigadier general.” That was an army rank. Anyone could see he was abrigadier of Marines by
the slver novas glittering brightly on the gold-fringed epaulets fixed to each shoulder of his stock collar
tunic. He shook hands with the minister, then Ambassador Cabot, then paused for amoment before
taking Ambassador J. Welington-Humphreys s extended hand in hisown.

“Madam Ambassador.” He bowed and gracefully brushed hislips over the back of her hand.

“Brigadier,” shedrawled, dragging thetitle out into three long syllables, looking down her nose at the
Marine. “It seems” she drew the word out into two syllables, “1 shdl be spending sometimein the
com-pah-nee of your Marines.” Her lipscurled in abrief smile. Popinjay; szethirty-two wais, Szefive
hat, she thought, and then: Still, he redlly looks splendid in that uniform. He did, bloodred tunic over gold
trousers, his decorations splashed over hisleft chest; on each side of histunic stock collar shonethe
bright rampant-eagle emblem of the Confederation Marine Corps. The brigadier introduced the other



Marines. When he came to Bass, and he stepped forward to take J. Wellington-Humphreys s proffered
hand, she wrinkled her nose as an expression of annoyance came over her face. Bass had smoked a
cigar just before leaving that evening, and the fabric of hisuniform was dill redolent with—to him,
anyway—itsfragrance.

“I’'m very pleased to meet you, ma am,” Basssaid, hisvoice just alittle too loud.
“You aretheone,” shewhigpered involuntarily.

“Madam?’ Bass asked.

The Ambassador shook her head. “Nothing,” she said, catching herself.

When she arrived on Diamunde she had reviewed thefiles of the men picked to accompany her.
She'd glanced, half amused, at the filesfor Vanden Hoyt, Dean, and Macllargie; earnest, Sincere-looking
young men, inexperienced in everything important, good only for military or police details. But she
lingered over Bass sfile. She hardly noticed the citations for bravery, which were mostly meaninglessto
her. But what stuck with her was the fact that when on a peacekegping mission on a place called Elned,
he had killed aformidable warrior chieftain in aknife fight. “Nobody fightswith aknife anymorel” she
had exclaimed aoud. That fact both excited and repelled her. And now that knife-fighting throwback was
gtanding there, eagerly expecting her to give him her hand.

She glanced a the resplendent uniform tunic covering the expanse of his chest. Under that tunic wasa
man of consderable physica power, aman like her, used to getting, within certain limits of course, his
way every time.

Basstook the Ambassador’ s hand awkwardly and self-conscioudly gave it abrief shake beforeletting

go. His hand was warm, she noted, but callused. So thisisthe hand that drove the knife home, she
thought as Bass passed on through the reception line.

Her greeting of the other Marinesin her escort was perfunctory, and they continued on through theline
feding very much that they had been summarily dismissed from the royad woman’s august presence.

The Marines passed into the huge reception room where drinks and hors d’ oeuvres were being
served. Waitersflitted everywhere, hoisting silver platters heaped with tidbits or stacked with drinks.
Bass snatched along-stemmed glass of some effervescent wine and gulped it down.

“Charlie, you' re supposed to sip that stuff, not chug it down,” Captain Conorado cautioned the
platoon sergeant.

“Aw, I'm dry asthe Martac Waste, Skipper,” Bass explained, grabbing at another glass.

“Wadll, that' s Katzenwasser "thirty-six, Charlie,” the captain said, dowly savoring hiswine, “avintage
imported champagne.”

“Imported from where?’ Bass asked, making aface ashe spped it.
“Wanderjahr, Charlie”

“Jesul” Bass exclamed loudly, and severa headsturned in hisdirection. “1 should' ve known it. No
wonder they’ re so fucked up back there. This Stuff tasteslike aliquid fart!”

Again Conorado and the brigadier exchanged nervous glances. Then the brigadier laughed. Y ou tell
‘em, Charlie! hethought. If he'd had hisway, thiswar would be over now, St. Cyr dead or in prison, his
forces smashed, no need for al the diplomatic playacting, dl this bowing and scraping and
“madam-may-I-introduce’ crap. But the Confederation had ordered a negotiated settlement. Anger
welled up again in the brigadier’ s breast. Half the Confederation Council wasin St. Cyr’'s pocket; no
wonder they voted to spare the bastard. All those good men dead, and for what? Worst of al, every
man in the 34th FIST knew what was going on. Gunny Basswas only saying what he himself was



thinking.

Dinner, served after Charlie Bass had consumed eight more glasses of Wanderjahr Katzenwasser * 36
than were good for him, started as aminor disaster and went downhill quickly thereafter. The Marines
were seated opposite and afew places down the table from Ambassador J. Wellington-Humphreys.
Sitting directly opposite Bass was none other than Professor Jere Benjamin, whom Bass had seen around
headquarters and knew by reputation. In atoo-loud voice he began a conversation with the academic
about the operation of the Straight Arrow antitank rocket.

When the sautéed tenderloin tidbits in creamy Bernaise sauce were served, Basslooked down at his
platein darm and sad, in avoice loud enough that J. Wellington-Humphreys heard him clearly, “ Jesus
Muhammead, Skipper, looks like some bastard blew his nose on this shit!”

The croissants had been served, VVanden Hoyt was enjoying his enormously and Basswas working on
gtill another glass of Katzenwasser * 36, when the lights suddenly went out. At first there was shocked
dlencein thedining hal asthe 150 guests contemplated Stting in the pitch-darkness, then afew nervous
laughs and someone shouted, “Who didn’t pay thelight bill thismonth?’ followed by more laughter.

Vanden Hoyt leaped from his seat onto the table, scattering food and tableware as he went, and
jumped down between Ambassador Wellington-Humphreys and Degs Momyer. He put hisarms around
the startled woman and dragged her away from the table before she could even scream. “Dean! Mac! To
me! Tome!” he shouted. The two enlisted men, orienting themsaves on the sound of Vanden Hoyt's
voice, followed their officer noisly across the table top. Vanden Hoyt whispered into
Wdlington-Humphreys s ear, “Don’t make a sound, Madame! Thisisakidnagpping attempt. We're
going to get you out of here.” Vanden Hoyt sllently prayed that he wasright, otherwise he' d probably be
gpending therest of his career counting rations on asupply ship.

A few other people around the huge table had produced glowballs and there was now adim light in
the hdll, just enough illumination to see the outlines of people sfigures.

“Remember how to get out of here?’ VVanden Hoyt asked the two enlisted men.
“Sure” Macllargie said.
“Then you and Dean run interference for me, because we' re getting thislady the hell out of here”

“Just amoment,” Degs Momyer said, laying arestraining hand on VVanden Hoyt' s shoulder. Vanden
Hoyt threw a punch in the direction of Momyer’ svoice. Hisfist connected solidly and sent Momyer
thudding to thefloor, incidentally saving the Minister of Finance' slife. At that very moment, thewall a
few meters down from where they were standing suddenly blew inward with a brilliant flash. Someone
had detonated an implosion device, so the tremendous force of the blast was not accompanied by much
noise, which left the survivors able to hear. Debrisfollowed by aterrific blast wave swept into the hall,
tossing body parts across the table and into the people sitting on the opposite side. Armed men dressed
in black charged through the gaping hole the blast had |eft, coming straight at the Ambassador’ slittle
group, firing blasters up and down the table as they went.

Basslay in the debris undernegth the table. He felt around and armed himself with the only weapon he
could find, ametd serving tray <till smeared with asweet chocolatey substance. He skittered out from
under the table and began swinging.

Dragging and pushing the Ambassador, VVanden Hoyt and the two enlisted men ran through the
semidarkness of the dining hall. Hell reigned behind them as the attackers, evidently frustrated when they
found the ambassador’ s position at the table empty and unable to spot her in the pandemonium, began
firing amlesdy into the crowd. Plasmabolts cracked and hissed throughout the great hdl. Dignitaries,
reduced to terrorized animals, trampled one another in an effort to escape the blaster bolts.



Macllargie led them into a corridor off the main hall. It was pitch-dark. Cautioudy they felt their way
aong thewalls. “What' s going on?” W lington-Humphreys asked.

“St. Cyr’satempting to kidnap you, ma am,” Vanden Hoyt answered. “Looks like they knew just
where you d be stting and came through the wall to get you. They set the charge far enough down the
outside of the building so it wouldn’t kill you when it went off.” He stopped to get his breath.

“Who the hell areyou?’ Vanden Hoyt asked suddenly as afigure came diding into the corridor.
“Benjamin,” thefigure wheezed.

“The professor?” Vanden Hoyt exclaimed.

“Yes. | just followed you. | figured you knew how to get out of here.”

“Okay, Professor. Just stay calm and follow us.” They walked cautioudy down the corridor.

“Door,” Dean whispered ahead of them. He shoved it gently. “It’slocked or jammed, sir.” Macllargie
joined Dean and they put their shouldersto the door and pushed.

Vanden Hoyt added his own weight. “What the fuck?’ he muttered, and then, “ Oh, excuse me,

“Those were my sentiments exactly, Lieutenant Vanderman,” the Ambassador replied dryly.
“Ensign Vanden Hoyt, not Lieutenant, ma am.”
“We could stay in here until help comes,” Wdlington-Humphreys suggested.

Vanden Hoyt thought about that possibility for amoment. His mind was made up by a blaster bolt that
caromed off the celling and dagged the marble behind them. “On three, we dl hit the door as hard aswe
can,” hesaid. “One, two, three!” The Marines dammed into the door with al their weight. It shook but
dill held. “Again!” They assaulted the door asecond time. It dtill held.

“Goddamnit!” Macllargie shouted, braced himsdlf on one leg and dammed the other into the door.
Cooal night air engulfed them asthe door came off the frame and hung by its hinges.

“Good thing you had me aong, eh, Mr. Vee?” Macllargie said. He held the broken door aside as he
went through, and the others followed him down the stepsinto the darkness outside.

“Good thing thisis one of those old-fashioned doors and not a pneumatic one,” Dean muttered as he
followed the others.

Suddenly, brilliant light illuminated the quintet, freezing them on the Sairway likefera animascaught in
the hunter’ ssights. Marston St. Cyr, surrounded by dozens of heavily armed men, stood smiling inthe
Street outside, atiny radio-tracking device held in one hand.

“*“Welcometomy lair, said the spider totheflies” St. Cyr smirked.

CHAPTER 29

Thefoothills of the Chrystoberyl mountain range began their gentle rise from the Pryhrotite sdt flats some
thirty kilometers north of New Kimberly. Some of the peaks reached in excess of four thousand meters,
and the residents of New Kimberly were treated to spectacular sunrises over their perpetudly
snow-capped tops every morning. But that mountain range was far more to the people of New Kimberly
and Diamunde than abeautiful example of the planet’ s ancient tectonic activity.

Generations of miners had made their living exploiting the minerd depositsthat lay under the
mountains, and Diamunde had become wedlthy on the ores and gems they brought out of the rock down
there. The range was honeycombed with shafts, chambers, and thousands of kilometers of tunnels. So



extensve and so deep had the excavations gone over the centuries that no oneredly knew anymore
wherethey dl led. Once avein or deposit was used up, it was sealed off and the miners moved on. Over
the years, as companies went out of business or were absorbed in mergers, many site maps and plans
were misplaced or deleted from databases, and when operations moved on from one sector to another,
nobody spent the money or the time needed to go back and remap the excavated aress.

So the chambers, some of them hundreds of meters high, lay dark, silent and unknown, forever hidden
from the sunlight. Rumors and legends grew up around the abandoned works:. they were haunted by
miners ghosts, strange creatures native to Diamunde and never seen by humans had taken up their
abode down there. The rumors were handed down from one generation to the next, each embellishing
the stories as they passed them on, and they had become so wild over time that eventualy no one gave
them any credence—while aboveground, that is.

But Diamundean miners never ventured far from their current operations, miners' livesin the active
excavations were dangerous enough without them taking risks wandering around in the abandoned
diggings. To most of Diamunde' s hard-working people, the abandoned mines became places of mystery
and potential danger, and no one cared to go into them anymore. Until Marston St. Cyr came along, that
is

Completely immobilized, unable even to speak, the hostages were aware only of constant motion that
seemed now to have been going on for hours. Dean tried to calculate the passage of time and the
direction in which they were being taken, but that proved impossble. In thefirst few minutes of their
capture, just after they were injected with immobilizing drugs, he had thought they were being taken
north. Now he had no ideawhere they were. The way the engine noise seemed to echo around him, it
seemed most of thetripwasin atunnd.

And then the vehicle stopped and Dean lay in total darkness, listening. He heard men dismount, then
loud metallic noises as doors dammed somewhere. All was quiet for amoment, and then it seemed the
bottom of the world fell out from under him as he plunged rapidly downward. After amoment of panic,
he assumed the vehicle had been loaded into a high-speed elevator of somekind. After what he judged
was agood two minutes, it began to dow and then stopped. More doors clanged, and then he could
hear men talking and walking very near where helay. He wasllifted into the air, and from the way the
body pod in which he was encased moved, he knew he was being carried somewhere.

Wham! He was dropped on a solid surface. Wham! Someone else was dropped onto a solid surface.
Wham! Wham! Wham! The chamber in which they were being unloaded echoed loudly as each
hostage’ s pod was unceremonioudy deposited on the floor.

The men who unloaded the hostages walked off. All wastotd slencefor along time. Dean lay therein
the darkness, working on hisvoca cords, but no sound would come out of them; he could only get a
ghilant wheezing noiseto emerge from hislips. A tingling sensation in hisleft little finger indicated that the
immohilizing drug was beginning to weer off.

“M-Mec...” Dean croaked. He could fedl hisfeet now. Hetried again, “M-Mac...!” He coughed.
“Macllargie!” he ragped He could move hisleft leg alittle now. He kicked the container lid weskly.

“Dean! Mecllargiel It' swearing off! Can you hear me?’ Ensign Vanden Hoyt whispered hoarsdly.
Dean il had not recovered enough to answer fully, so he kicked the lid severd times again instead.

“Madame Ambassador?’ Vanden Hoyt said, hisvoice stronger now. “Madame
Wdlington-Humphreys? Areyou dl right?” No answer. “ Professor—er, uh...” A muffled response from
one of the podswas al he got.

“I"’m gonnakick somebody’sasswhen | get out of here!” Macllargie shouted in an dmaost normal



voice. Dean smiled despite himsalf. Hey! He had the use of hisfacial muscles!
“Lieutenant—Lieutenant Vanderpodl...?” 1t was Madame Wellington-Humphreys.
“Vanden Hoyt, ma am, Ensign Vanden Hoyt. How are you?’
“It' sBenjamin, Enggn,” Professor Benjamin said.
“Sorry, sir. Good to know you’ re okay, ma am. Good to know you’ re okay too, Professor.”
“Cdl me Jere, Ensgn.”
After afew more minutes the five were carrying on a spirited conversation.

“Slence!” apowerful voice roared. They could hear many men moving about around them now. The
fastenings on their pods were unsnapped and bright artificid light flooded in upon them asthe lidswere
torn off. The hostages blinked in the light as strong arms lifted them out of the pods.

They werein alarge cavern. Severd corridorsled off in different directions. In onewall wasthe
elevator. Its doorswere closed. They were surrounded by at least two dozen armed men in battle-dress
uniforms.

Still too weak to stand or move by themselves, they were held up as someone gpplied manaclesto
their wrigts. Black hoods were then placed over their heads and they were carried and shoved in different
directions. Dean and Macllargie were taken down one corridor, Vanden Hoyt another, the Ambassador
and Professor Benjamin athird.

The two enlisted men were taken to achamber just off the elevator shaft, and asthey stood before an
iron door set into the solid rock, their hoods and manacles were removed. Their escort shoved them
roughly through the door and it waslocked behind them. They found themselvesin aroom three meters
wide by about four deep. The celling was perhaps five meters above them. It was lighted indirectly from
an undetermined source. Bunks lined the walls, which had been faced with wood, and crude toilet
facilities occupied one corner. Judging from the lockers and cabinets built into the walls, the place
evidently had been someon€ sliving quartersa onetime.

Macllargie collgpsed on one of the bunks. To hissurprise, he found it comfortable. He was till too
wesk to move about much. Dean flopped on the other bunk. “1 am gonnakick some ass when we get
out of here,” Macllargie growled.

“Silence!” aloud voice boomed from somewhere up near the celling. The two Marines were surprised
at first, and then Macllargie broke forth in a stream of profanity.

“Eavesdropping on us, you son of abitch?’” Macllargie shouted. “I'll give you an earful, you shitduk!”

The voice demanded silence again. Both Macllargie and Dean cursed back at it. The lights went out
suddenly. In total darkness they screamed obscenities at the voice until they ran out of fresh insults.
Eventualy the lights came back on, but the voice did not bother them again.

“How are my guests?’ St. Cyr asked as Stauffer entered his well-appointed office suite. While he had
never anticipated he would be defeated so soundly when he grabbed power on Diamunde, Marston St.
Cyr dways had afalback position. This complex and the hostages were histickets to freedom.

“They arefine, sr. The Ambassador is outraged; the professor is curious, the ensign isthreatening us,
and the two enlisted Marines, well, they are acting like enlisted men.” He shrugged.

“Fine, fine. Pour yoursdf some refreshment.” He waved to awell-stocked bar in acorner. “Come, St
down with me, Clouse, and wewill discuss our future.” The Woo that had been crouching in one corner
got up and limped after Stauffer, hoping perhaps to get a handout from the bar. It was limping because
S. Cyr had broken one of itsfeet in arage the night before.



“Back to your placel” St. Cyr shouted. Clouse jumped involuntarily and the Woo scuttled back to its
corner. St. Cyr grinned. The Woo trembled in fear. “Throw the damned thing a cracker,” St. Cyr
commanded. Stauffer selected a heavily sated cracker from abasket on the bar and tossed it to the
Woo. The creature snatched it adroitly in the two fingerlike talons at the end of itsonly arm and stuffed it
into the dot in itstorso that served asamouth. It stared back at Stauffer with itslarge, round, wet eyes
asif offering thanksfor the cracker, then folded itsfive good legs under itsdf and turned aglistening
brown, the sgn that it was digesting, its pain and fear gpparently forgotten for the moment.

The Woo was the highest life-form humans had ever found on Diamunde. The early colonigts,
surrounded by packs of Woos bobbing, weaving, murmuring, and staring at the newcomers and
gesticulating menacingly with the talons on the ends of their arms; had killed them by the thousands,
thinking they were some form of predator that took awhile to make up its mind to attack. Eventudly the
colonists recognized the creatures seemingly natura affinity for the company of humans, andin timethe
Woos began attaching themsal ves to anyone who would have them. Since they reproduced by sporing,
the early decline of the WWoo popul ation was soon made up.

They were moderately intelligent cregtures. In time, most could understand enough English to respond
to smple commands. How intelligent they realy were, compared for instance with Terran canines, wasa
matter of debate, however. But for the mgjority of Diamundeans who owned one, the creatures were
affectionate, obedient, and ussful anima companions.

Asaboy, Stauffer had owned several Woos—their normal life span was only about five human
years—and he had lavished affection on the strange little things. But since becoming St. Cyr’sman, he
had never owned another. Stauffer treated St. Cyr’s Woos with acompassion he never felt for his
magter’ s human victims. Y ou could, often should, hate humans, Stauffer rationdized, but Woos, after all,
areonly animas. Now, with everything lost in thisruinous war, and as a hunted man hiding underground,
Clouse Stauffer began to redize what it must be like to be aWoo under the feet of Marston St. Cyr.

“My dear boy,” St. Cyr said as Stauffer took a seet beside his desk, “you think al is over with us,
don't you?’

“Uh, well, g, thingslook mighty grim fromwherel’ m gtting.”

“They’ Il look up again, and soon, Clouse. These hostages are our ticket to freedom and ease for the
rest of our lives. Welost the big prize, Clouse, but we re not finished yet, not by along shot.”

“Sir, something | don’'t understand...” Stauffer hesitated but when St. Cyr nodded he rushed on.
“Well, why didn’t you accept the offer to negotiate with the Confederation? Then we could have
avoided, well, this...” He gestured helplesdy at the living rock that surrounded them.

. Cyr amiled. “That isnot my ‘style’ asthey say. Asyou know, Clouse, we have many friendsin the
Confederation Council. Why otherwise did the Confederation stop short of annihilating us?” He laughed
bitterly. “Many of the del egates themsalves are shareholdersin our company. They fought against this
war in thefirst place, and of course they didn’t want us destroyed. But you know what the Confederation
was going to offer me? A comfortable exile somewhere out of the way, in exchange for my giving up al
the power | worked so hard to achieve here. No! I’'m going out on my own terms, Clouse, not likea
Woo with itslegs dragging behind it. No, no, no! I commanded armies larger and more powerful than
any Napoleon ever led. | ruled aplanet, Clouse, awhole world! Nobody’s going to exile me to some
deep-space Elba.”

“Sir, do you think that’ s what the Council would' ve done, had you negotiated with
Welington-Humphreys?’

S. Cyr shrugged. “ Same thing, Clouse. Clipped my wings. Now | have the upper hand, and you, my
boy, will play avitd role henceforth.”

“Me, Sr?How?’" Stauffer was not sure he wanted any more “vitd roles’ in &t. Cyr’splans.



“Clouse, you will ddiver my demandsto the Confederation forces. | have alittle businessto clear up
with the hostages, and then you will proceed to New Kimberly. Deliver amessage to Brigadier
Theodosius Sturgeon, commanding the 34th FIST, Confederation Marine Corps.”

“Brigadier...? But sir, won't you deal with the Heet Admira himsdf? Why amere brigadier?”’

St. Cyr laughed. “Because | have his people, Clouse. And it was hisjob to protect the Ambassador;
the Marines we captured with the Ambassador are his. Hefalled to protect her. | don’t know the man,
have never met him, in fact, but it was his troops who spearheaded the breakout at Oppalia, and they did
usalot of harm. I’m going to rub the felow’ snose in thisbusiness. Oh, don’t worry, Clouse, he'll get the
word to the admira. But we start with him, my boy, and you have the honor of being my messenger.”

Stauffer did not understand St. Cyr’ sline of reasoning, but he knew St. Cyr well enough not to
question him further about it. St. Cyr paused for amoment. “1 have contacts on any of adozen worlds
who owe me, and we will be welcomed there.” He paused again and looked reflectively into hisglass. “It
was agreat war, wasn't it?” he whispered. “We amost had them. We gave those boys arun for their
money, didn’t we?’ Clouse nodded, but in the back of his mind he was horrified. Thewar had cost tens
of thousands of lives. He would never forget the destruction he' d seen, the terror he' d felt, and the cries
of the wounded and dying.

Privately, he doubted anyone would give S. Cyr safe passage to their home world. That would be like
inviting aravening beast into your family’ s bosom. Never before had he doubted his master’ s ability to
get what he wanted. Something had happened to Clouse Stauffer during these last weeks, but nothing,
apparently, had changed for Marston St. Cyr.

“Yes, yes, | had it dl, everything—I took everything,” St. Cyr continued. Clouse was horrified when
heredized . Cyr wastaking doud to himsdf. “All right, Clouse,” St. Cyr said, getting agrip on himsdlf
and jumping up energeticdly, “timeto interview our guestsl”

Despite &. Cyr’soptimism that he could pry concessions out of the Confederation by using the
hostages as pawns, Stauffer could not shake off a profound sense of depression. Except for the two
enlisted Marines, the hostages were being held in separate cells and, for the most part, treated decently.
St. Cyr needed them in good condition. So far he had made no overtures to the Confederation. When
Stauffer asked him what his plans were, he only smiled and told him to be patient.

So Stauffer became friends with Professor Benjamin. The professor indicated he understood
Stauffer’ s pogition and sympathized with him. He gave the impression he did not hold any resentment
againg either himsdf or St. Cyr for what they had done. He was just curious about how St. Cyr had
commanded his armies and made the Strategic and tacticd decisonsthat led to hisruin. Stauffer believed
the professor was aready plotting the book he would write about the war once he was released.

“Y ou know, Professor, General St. Cyr was once a student at M’ Jumba University,” Stauffer
remarked one day. “He says he remembers you.”

Benjamin raised an eyebrow. “1 don’'t remember him.”

“He says he once took a course from you. He was in the engineering school there but he had to take
some humanities courses to get his degree, so he took one of yours on twentieth-century warfare. Some
Survey course.”

Benjamin shrugged. He could not remember anyone like Marston St. Cyr in any of hisclasses. He
would' ve remembered a student like that. “But Clouse, let’ stalk about you. Why don't you give up?
What S. Cyr has done is madness. Get out of thiswhile you can. The Confederation will never negotiate
with your master purely on hisown terms.”

Stauffer did not reply at once. “No, Professor, | am Generd St. Cyr’sman. Where he goes, | go. |



mugt share hisfate”

“Y ou can be so devoted to aman like him?” Benjamin couldn’t believe that. He sensed that
underneath hisfacade, Clouse Stauffer was human after dl. Why couldn’t he see how twisted and evil his
master was? He said as much.

Suddenly, the earth trembled under their feet as a shock wave passed through the rock around them.
From far, far below where they stood they could hear amuted rumbling. Benjamin glanced at Stauffer in
dam. “Cave-ins” Stauffer shrugged. “ They happen dl thetime. It' sthe tunnels and shafts from old
mining operations collgpsing after being abandoned for hundreds of years. That's one reason we didn’t
go deeper. You can't trust those old structures anymore. Still, we're pretty safe here, and we' re ill
plenty deep to keep you from being rescued.”

The door burst open and St. Cyr stepped in. He signaed to two men behind him and they dragged
Ambassador W lington-Humphreys, bound and gagged, into the room, dumped her on the floor and
|€ft.

“Thisisoutrageous!” Benjamin shouted, and moved to help Wdlington-Humphreys.

St Cyr drew hispistol and pointed it at him. “ Sit. Sheis here for aspecid reason. Clouse, we have
waited long enough. Now we shall open negotiations with the Confederation. But first, Professor, you
redly think | am ‘twisted and evil,’ | believe those were your words. That’ swhat you told Clouse here
when you were trying to suborn him.”

“H-How did you—"

“Sr, he'sanoldfool,” Stauffer said, trying to intervene. A look had come over . Cyr’ sface that was
al too familiar to Stauffer, and hedid not likeit.

“I took acourse from you at the university, and you really don’t remember me, Professor?’ Benjamin
shook hishead; hereally did not. “Well, let me refresh your memory. The course, asthe colond noted,
was on twentieth-century warfare. | wrote my term paper on the United Statesin Vietnam. My thesis
wasthat had the U.S. applied the right amount of military pressure on the communists early enough in the
war and kept it on, they would have won. Thewar was lost because of their cowardly politicians.”

Benjamin remembered the course, but till could remember neither St Cyr nor his paper.

“You gave meaC, Professor, the only mark | ever got under an A during my studies, and you wrote
on my paper in big red letters, The U.S. logt in Vietnam because they werefighting an ided, the idedl of
liberty. Decent people redlized this and brought pressure on the American government to withdraw.
That'svomit, pure vomit, you sy little twit! Wars are won by killing. The Americans folded because
they couldn’t take the casuaties. The communists won because they could. Pureand smple. ‘Ided!’

Y our idedls aren’t worth spit unlessthey’ re backed up by guns. It was North Vietnamese tanks that
ended thewar, Professor, not idealists preaching freedom. That lesson was not lost on me.”

“The accepted andysis of that war isthat the communists had the mora high ground—"

St. Cyr stepped forward and smashed his pistol across the side of Professor Benjamin’sface. The
professor gasped and fell back on his cot, blood seeping out from beneath the hand he clapped to his
jaw. St. Cyr, breathing heavily, controlled himsdf with effort. “Cameral” he yelled. Somewhere within his
hideout a technician made sure that what was to follow would be recorded.

“Sr!” Stauffer protested, “1 must—"

“Shut up! Clouse, stand up againgt that wall and keep your goddamned hole buttoned up or | will kill
you!” Stauffer sumbled back against the wall as ordered. He sensed what was coming but he never
considered drawing hisown sidearm.

“Academicsl” St. Cyr sneered. “Higtorians, philosophers, librarians, you are parasites.” He spit the



words out. “Y ou St around, spinning your theories, and you think you redly know something! Y ou
worthless carcass. Y ou' ve spent your whole life studying what real men do, and now you proposeto tell
mewhy wars are lost? Are you watching this?’ he screamed at Ambassador Wellington-Humphreys. He
turned back to the professor, who looked up at him, unafraid.

“Y ou lost because you are a stupid megalomaniac,” Professor Benjamin said evenly. “You lost
because brave men were willing to pay the price to crush you like the ugly insect you are. And | had a
hand in your defeat, so | must be good for something. And you are about to lose again because the
Confederation will never negotiate with amadman like you.”

“Well edit thoseremarksout,” St. Cyr replied asif talking to himsdf. “Well, Professor, here’ syour
chanceto beahero.” He pressed thefiring lever on his pistol, sending abolt sizzling through Professor
Benjamin’s|eft calf.

The professor at first just sat there, mouth gaping open, alook of profound horror on hisface. The
room immediately wasfilled with the sharp stench of vaporized flesh. The bolt passed through Benjamin's
leg and dagged the floor beneath his cot, which began to smolder from the intense heat beneath it.

Then Professor Benjamin screamed. St. Cyr fired another balt, thistimeinto hisright leg. His scream
intensified to akeening shriek. His mattress burst into flame as he writhed on it. “ Are you enjoying this?’
. Cyr screamed at Wellington-Humphreys. She had closed her eyes and was shaking her head back
and forth. St. Cyr stepped over to her and shook her violently. “Watch, you bitch, watch! Thisiswhat |
will dotoyouif | don’t get my way!” He released her, and againgt her will shewatched as &. Cyr
stepped back to where Benjamin was, his body wrapped in flame on the burning bed, put the muzzle of
his pistol closeto the professor’ s chest and depressed the firing lever athird time. The bolt burned its
way entirely through his chest and Benjamin’ s body went limp.

St. Cyr stepped to the door and threw it open. “Get in herel” he shouted to the guards. “ Put that out!”
He pointed to Benjamin’ s smoldering corpse. He turned to Stauffer, who stood trembling and perspiring
againgt thewall. “1 have aspecid job for you, my boy,” St. Cyr whispered. He shouted to the guards:
“Drag thishitch along with us.” Then he turned back to Stauffer. “ Come with me, Clouse. We are going
to vist Ensgn Vanden Hoyt, and you will see how | negotiate with my enemies.”

CHAPTER 30

Clouse Stauffer, hisface an expressionless mask, stood rigidly at attention before Brigadier Sturgeon’s
desk. “Generd St. Cyr commissioned meto bring you these,” he said, and gestured at two hermetically
sedled containers now resting on the brigadier’ sdesk. “ And here,” he handed over amicrodisk, “are his
terms, to be delivered to the President of the Confederation Council a once.”

Stauffer had come to Sturgeon’s command post in New Kimberly under aflag of truce. To avoid
being tracked, he would return to the hideout by a circuitous route through various checkpoints where he
would be screened for hidden tracking devices and ambusheswould be laid in case he was being
followed.

“ Admird Wimbush speaks for the Confederation Council in this quadrant of Human Space,” Brigadier
Sturgeon answered stiffly. He fingered the disk and then looked apprehensively at the containers. They
were too small for bombs and too big for... what? A pesace offering? “Where is the ambassador? Where
are my people and Professor Benjamin?’

“Everything ison the disk, Brigadier,” Clouse said, avoiding adirect answer.

Brigadier Sturgeon pressed the latches on the containers and opened them.



A grim-faced Commander VVan Winkle was waiting for Captain Conorado, First Sergeant Myer, and
Gunnery Sergeant Bass of Company L at the battalion command post. The commander’ sface was
deeply lined with fatigue. “The Old Man wants us, and it's something very bad,” wasdl hewould tell
Conorado. They engaged in desultory smdll talk asthey walked together to the brigadier’ s headquarters.
Captain Conorado was sure the meeting had to do with the hostages—everyone assumed the
Ambassador and her party had been taken hostage and were il dive, dthough St. Cyr had not as yet
announced that he was holding them, and every effort to find them had come to nothing so far.

An ade showed them into Brigadier Sturgeon’ s office.

The brigadier stood behind his desk, hisface drawn and pae. Stauffer, who had been sitting off to one
Sde, sprang to attention when Commander Van Winkle came through the door and remained that way
without moving amuscle or showing any emotion.

“Comeover here” Brigadier Sturgeon said, waiving military formdity. “Thereis something you must
see” Cgptain Conorado felt aterrible cold knot forming in the pit of his ssomach. The men gathered
about his desk. The brigadier pressed a button on one of the containers and the lid popped open. Insde
lay the severed head of Professor Jere Benjamin. He opened the other container. Ensign Vanden Hoyt's
head dowly rose out of the container on apedesta, its glazed, lifeless eyes staring straight at the Marines.

A dead slence enveloped the men in the room. “ The man standing over thereis St. Cyr’' s messenger,
hischief of staff, Colonel Stauffer,” the brigadier said. Stauffer offered no acknowledgment, just stared
straight ahead at a point on the opposite wall. “ Colonel Stauffer has dso delivered arecorded message |
will passon to Admira Wimbush. It contains &t. Cyr’ s demands for the freedom of the Ambassador and
the two enlisted Marines he continuesto hold. | want you to see that message.” He pressed a button on a
console and Ambassador Wl lington-Humphreys' simage appeared on aflatvid screen off to one side of
his desk.

The Ambassador’ s eyes were swollen and red and her deeply lined face was puffy. “Madame
Presdent,” she began, as she had been told to by St. Cyr, dthough she knew Admira Wimbush, asthe
Confederation’s primary representative in this quadrant of Human Space, would act in the President’s
stead if there were to be negotiations with St. Cyr, “in exchange for my life and the lives of thetwo
enlisted Marineswho are aso being held here with me, Mgor Genera Marston St. Cyr demands that he
and asmall contingent of supporters be given safe conduct to an as yet unspecified destination. They will
be alowed to pass through the Fleet now blockading Diamunde and into hyperspace without being
followed. Furthermore, no attempt will be made subsequently to locate him and no retribution for
anything he has doneis ever to be attempted.” She delivered this speech in amonotone, glancing
occasionaly to her |eft.

Marston St. Cyr’ s face now appeared on the screen. He made amock bow to the camera, smirked,
then said, “'Y ou have heard my demands, Madame President. They are smple. They will be easy to
meet. To the Confederation armed forces now in possession of Diamunde, who | am sure will watch this
beforeit istransmitted to the Council, any attempt to locate me, any attempt to free the remaining
hostages, will result in their immediate and terrible deaths. If you do not believe me, please watch the
following.” He bowed again, and for the next three minutes the horrified Marines watched Professor
Benjamin and Ensign Vanden Hoyt being tortured to death. The file ran out on Vanden Hoyt' s death
scream.

For what seemed an eternity after the tape quit running, none of the Marines seemed able to breathe.
Then so quickly nobody could stop him, Bass legped upon Stauffer, grabbed him by the throat and
dammed him to thefloor, smashing him into his chair on the way down, shattering it and sending asted
rod from one of itsarms deeply into Stauffer’ s own right biceps. Stauffer made no move to defend
himself. His eyes bulged and he gasped for breath, and by the time the officers were able to pull Bass off
the hapless messenger, Stauffer’ s face had aready begun to turn purple. Helay choking and gasping on



the floor. The wound in hisarm bled profusaly. While Captain Conorado and Commander Van Winkle
held Bass sarms, Top Myer put himsalf between the platoon sergeant and his victim, but nobody made a
moveto assist Stauffer. Bass said not aword, just clenched histeeth and breathed heavily.

Stauffer gagped ashetried to get air into hislungs. Herolled onto his side, got hislegs underneath him,
and using his overturned chair as aprop, managed to stagger to hisfeet. He stood there, swaying and
wheezing loudly. “|—I—under-understand how you fedl, Sergeant,” he managed to say at last. “I wish
you had killed me,” he whispered mournfully. Already histhroat was beginning to turn red from the
bruises Bass s fingers had |ft there.

“I wish he had too, mister,” Top Myer raged. “Vanden Hoyt was Charlie Bass s platoon commander,
and afiner young officer we |l never seein thislife again, you miserable sack of shit!”

An aide stuck his head in the door and looked inquiringly &t the brigadier. “Put this man under guard
and get him over to the FIST surgeon, Lieutenant—"

Stauffer shook hishead and waved hishands. “Not yet, Brigadier,” herasped. “1 have something
morefor you to hear.”

“What?" Sturgeon snapped.
“I—I know—I know where they are.”
“What?’

“I cantdl you how to get there.” The Marines stared at Stauffer unbelievingly. “1 will tel you how to
find your people,” he went on, spesking in anearly steady voice. He nodded. “I will show you.”

“And what the fuck do you want in exchange?’ Bassroared.

Stauffer shook his head. “Nothing. Nothing. I'll tell you how to find St. Cyr, and then | will go back to
him. Thatisdl | want.”

Again the Marines stared at Stauffer. “Lieutenant,” Sturgeon said to hisaide, “take thisman to the
surgeon. Keep him under tight guard. Don't let anything happen to him. Colond Stauffer,” he said, more
gently now, “go with the lieutenant. Y ou will bewell cared for. We' Il talk later, when | have an answer
for—your boss.”

After Stauffer was gone, Sturgeon turned to Bass. “Fedling better now, Charlie?’

“Sorry, sir. I—Vanden Hoyt was—" He shrugged. “ Sir, if this bastard can lead usto St. Cyr, | want
to go aong with the rescue party.”

“No,” Commander Van Winkle said.
“Charlie—"Top Myer began.

Bass shook hishead. “1 want to go dong,” he repeated. “1 am responsible for them getting taken the
night of the reception. If | hadn’t had my head up my ass|’ d have been more dert. And Dean and
Macllargie are my men, Sr. | want to go dong. Please.”

Captain Conorado said nothing, but he nodded in agreement.

Brigadier Sturgeon was silent for amoment. “ Charlie, you aren’t responsible for what happened that
night. But I’ [l think about |etting you go. Meanwhile, let’ s get over to General Aguinaldo’s headquarters.”

“Sir, I'll take those,” Bass said. He carefully picked up the containers with their gridy contents.

Genera Aguinado did not bother to watch the tape dl the way through. He did not bother either to
inform the army commander what was going on. “ThisisMarinebusiness,” he said. “We areresponsble



for the Ambassador, and Dean and Macllargie are our men. If the army getsinvolved in this, they’ll only
screw it up. Let’sgo seethe admird.”

Admira Wimbush could not st through the whole tape. “ Thisis monstrous, monstrous,” he whispered
when it got to the part where St. Cyr began shooting plasmaboltsinto Vanden Hoyt' slegs. “ Shut if off!”
He sat for amoment, nervoudy running a hand through histhinning hair. He had been made physicdly ill
by what was on the tape, and it was only with considerable effort that he was able to keep from vomiting.
Part of his reaction was the gridy nature of what he had just seen, but part of it was because now the
buck was squarely on his shoulders. He could not bargain with St. Cyr after what St. Cyr had doneto
the peace negotiations, and certainly not after what he’ d just seen on the tape. But if the rescue attempt
went awry, he’ d have the Ambassador’ s blood on his hands. After Oppalia, Wimbush wanted no more
failures. He had the authority to act, snce it would take weeks to ask for and receive ingtructions from
the Confederation that would relieve him of the responsbility. They had to act quickly too because as
unstable as St. Cyr appeared to be, he might just kill the hostages at any time.

“All right,” hesaid at last. “We try to rescue them. Let me cdl for acouncil of war—"

“Sir,” General Aguinado interjected, “excuse me. | mean no disrespect. We don't have timeto
discussthis, and if the army getsinvolved they’ll only fuck thisup. It'll be Oppaiadl over again. | want
to handle this operation.”

Admiral Wimbush twisted nervoudy in his chair. Oppaiahad been anightmare, and dl Han’ sdoing.
The bastard had not ddlivered, and Wimbush knew it reflected badly on him, because he' d supported
Han.

“Well...” Theadmird hestated.

Brigadier Sturgeon spoke up quietly. “Sir, thisman, Stauffer, | think we can trust him. He has nothing
to gain by mideading us. But we must act quickly. My men areready. Let’s put an end to dl thisright

Admiral Wimbush regarded the two Marines carefully. “Very well, gentlemen, you are authorized to
proceed with your rescue plan, and you may execute on General Aguinddo’ s order. Kegp me informed.
Good luck. | shal prepare an answer agreeing to histerms. Y ou have this Stauffer character deliver it to
S. Cyr.” In Heet Admira Wilber Wimbush'slong and very carefully planned, virtudly risk-free nava
career, it was the most independent and risky decision he had ever made. It was also his best.

Commander Fil Rhys-Topak, the FIST surgeon, stood next to Commander Sparks, the FIST signals
officer, in the smadl lab adjacent to Commander Rhys-Topak’ sinfirmary. He was showing Brigedier
Sturgeon asmall piece of tissue the doctor had removed from Clouse Stauffer’ sarm earlier in the day,
when he debrided the wound made there.

“Amazing device, thisthing, Sr, even though it isolder technology,” Sparks said, holding up the piece
of tissue with apair of tweezers. Indgde, Sturgeon could just make out ablack dot with his naked eye.
“It' sa body-heat-powered transmitter. | did afull-body scan on him when hewas brought in,” Sparks
continued. “He' san enemy dien, after al, and | wanted to seeif he was carrying any eavesdropping
devices. Fil heredug it out of him. It'sinert now. It only transmits when heated to body temperature.
That meansit would ve been transmitting from the time it was put in there until Doc heretook it out. Old
asitis, thething il hasvirtudly unlimited range and life span.”

“When | saw what it was,” Rhys-Topak said, “1 popped it into a cryotube tube and called Sparky, sir.
It was embedded just under the skin, under what looks like an old vaccination scar. | suspect that’s how
it wasintroduced, and smal asit is, he probably never knew it wasthere. | don’t know how long it was



inthat arm, probably along time, according to Sparky. I'm afraid—"
“That . Cyr knowswhat Stauffer told mein my headquarters,” the brigadier finished the sentence.

“Yessr,” Sparksanswered. “ Sir, Fil sedated him, and while hewas out | took the liberty of scanning
him for other devices. I’ m sure thiswasthe only one.”

“Waéll, the bastard knows Stauffer is gonna spill the beans.” The Brigadier sighed. “ Okay, I'll take it
from here. If S. Cyr wasligtening in or recording what went onin my HQ, maybe he'll think the
transmitter just got didodged or broken in thefight.”

“Sir,” Sparks said, “maybe it was broken. | haven't tested thisthing to seeif it'll work.”

“Don't,” Sturgeon answered. “Let’ s hope he doesn’t know that we know. |s Stauffer awake now?’
“Yessr.”

“Okay, take meto him. Bring that damned transmitter along.”

Stauffer waslying comfortably in bed. Brigadier Sturgeon came straight to the point. “Colond, |
believe St. Cyr knows you have betrayed him.” He held up the tiny tranamitter, still encased in clotted
flesh but safdly preserved in atiny refrigerated pecimen baguette. “ Thisisaradio tranamitter, Colond.
My surgeon took it out of your arm. It's been there along time. &t. Cyr was using it to eavesdrop on
you.”

Bad as Stauffer was, as much havoc as St. Cyr’s chief of staff had caused al those years, Sturgeon
gtill believed he deserved to know what he was getting into. “ Thereis still adight chance the thing was
damaged when Bass attacked you. We don’t know. We must assume it wasn’t. As soon aswe have a
plan, we will attack. There' s no reason why you should return there. The tribuna will no doubt take into
consderation the help you are going to give us.”

Stauffer looked at the foot of hisbed. “No, Brigadier, | must go back,” he said dowly. “None of this
surprisssme,” he went on conversationdly. “ That St. Cyr would spy on me? | guess he had that thing put
into mewhen | wasin the hospita, oh, twenty-five years ago now.” He shrugged philosophicdly. “He
knew about everything | did and said for the past twenty-five years.” He shook hishead. “Long ago |
redized Marston St. Cyr has no human emotions, Brigadier. He favored me, advanced me, made mea
rich man because | was useful to him, not because he liked me. And | was satisfied with that. Now | have
to pay the price for having been so accommodeating. But let metell you this, Brigadier, you may not have
to deal with Marston &t. Cyr once | get back.”

“You aregoing to kill him?’
“l angoingtotry.”

Brigadier Sturgeon regarded Stauffer for amoment, then stuck out his hand. “Good luck, then,
Colone.” They shook onit.

Clouse Stauffer seemed adifferent man as he stood in the FIST operations center, briefing the rescue
team on St. Cyr’ shideout. “ He has only about a hundred men with him down there,” hesaid. “He
doesn't need any more than that, and those men will die defending him. Do not expect to take any
prisoners.

“Although there are severa gpproachesto hislair, getting into them and then making it through the
maze of old shafts and tunnels to where he iswould take forever, unless you knew the precise route.
They aredl monitored by eectronic means, and mined. Even if you got by the checkpoints—" He
pointed them out on a schematic he had drawn, which was now projected into the flatvid screen. “—you
would need to know the precise twistings and turnings of the hundreds of tunnelsthat branch off the main



onesto get to him. And dl aong the routes are video monitors and command-detonated explosive
charges capable of blocking them completely once an intruder is spotted. Y ou’ d need heavy machinery
to get through after that, and by the time you did, he’ d be gone.”

Stauffer pressed a button on his console and a close-up of arugged mountain peak came into view.
“ThisisMount Amethyst, one of the highest peaksin the Chrystoberyls. Look here.” He pointed to an
outcropping just below the snowline. “Thisis S. Cyr’ s escape route. Thereisashaft under the
outcropping—actudly, it'sacleverly conceded plug that blocks the opening—under which isalaunch
stefor aBomac 36 V starship.”

That information caused eyebrowsto rise. The Bomac 36 V was capable of both atmospheric and
hyperspace flight, which eiminated the need for a shuttle. It had never been adapted to military use
because its payload was so smdl, but commercid and nonmilitary governmenta agencies had found the
craft very suitable for their requirements. The Bomac Corporation called the 36 V its*interstelar VIP
ship”

“That shaft isthe only onein the complex that, for obvious reasons, isnot mined,” Stauffer continued,
pausing sgnificantly asamurmur ran through the assembled staff. “Thisisyour way in, gentlemen.” He
paused again. “ The entrance is three thousand meters above sealevel, and the shaft itself goes 4,500
meters deep. At the bottom is acompletely computerized launch facility. It isinspected twice daily, a
dawn and just after sunset. Between those hoursit is unoccupied.

“As s0on as you breach the launch shaft, St. Cyr will know you' re coming through that way. Y ou must
get to the bottom as quickly as possble. If you do, you'll have achanceto fight off any reaction force.
The tunnelsinside the complex itself are not booby-trapped. Once outside the launch facility, you will find
abewildering array of tunnelsleading in every direction under the mountain. Let metell you now, not
even the men who live down there with St. Cyr, not even |, could navigate around that place without
help. That is provided by markings painted on the wals at intervals. These markings give off faint
signatures that should be visible through your infrascreens. They are coded.” A hand-drawn chart of the
directiona symbols appeared on the vidscreens. Each one marked the direction to adifferent areaor
level, and beside each symbol Stauffer had printed the facility to be found at that destination. The
headquarters complex, where the hostages were being kept, was indicated by Q>.

“You dl redizethat while &t. Cyr only knows | offered to lead you to his hideout, he does not know
you have accepted. | will try to convince him that it was just aploy to get you to lay off me. That'sto
your advantage. He does not know your actua plan of attack either. Also to your advantage. He cannot
risk damage to the launch facility becauseit is hisonly way out. Big advantage to you. But he may have
assumed you did accept, and shifted the hostages or even killed them. Or he may just load up the 36 V
and take off ten minutes from now, counting that you won't open fire because you think the Ambassador
might be on board. | have known Marston &. Cyr for forty years. All | cantdll you isthat he won't panic
and hewill do what you least expect him to do.” He paused. “And you must act at once.” With asmall
bow hewalked out of the room, leaving the staff to start planning theraid.

“My only question,” Captain Conorado asked after Stauffer was gone, “ishow the hell do we get
down thet shaft?”

“Well, we could free-fal using back-pack puddie jumpers,” the FIST operations officer suggested. “I
haven't done the math, but it would probably take more than half aminute or so to get al the way down,
providing nobody bounced off the shaft wall onthe way.”

“We could get an Essay inthere, Sir,” another staff officer suggested.

“Anyone here ever free-fal in apuddle jJumper?’ Brigadier Sturgeon asked. Nobody responded.
“How about maneuver an Essay straight down a shaft 4,500 meters, land it at the bottom, and fight of f



anybody waiting there? And what happensif the coxswain makes atiny mistake and she damsinto the
wall on the way down?” Again nobody responded. “ The problem with going in through that shaft isit'sa
shooting gdlery if you don't get to the bottom in seconds after we blow the lid. Puddle jumpers seem the
only way, but damn, it'schancy.” Brigadier Sturgeon frowned and ran a hand through his hair.

“We could do afew practice jJumps from hoppers right outside town, Sir,” the ops officer suggested.

“That might give the whole thing away,” Captain Conorado interjected. It had been decided that he
would lead the rescue attempt with men from his own company. Gunnery Sergeant Bass would go aong.
“Sir, may | make asuggestion?’

Brigadier Sturgeon nodded.
“Waéll, remember how the Persians defeated the Greeks at Thermopylae?’

“They found away to get behind them,” the intelligence officer said. “Found aloca man who knew a
peth through the hills”

“Right. Maybe there’ s somebody herein New Kimberly who might know another way in, some old
miner. Maybe not dl the maps have been lost. Not that | don’t trust Stauffer, but he' snot aminer, he's
probably never been in those works up there that much.”

Brigadier Sturgeon snapped hisfingers. “Maps! Charts, plans, goddamn! | know just whereto start!”

“Marines? Here? | didn’t know you boys could read,” Joachim Banarjee Poste croaked as Brigadier
Sturgeon and his staff walked into the Free Library of New Kimberly. “Just afriendly jest!” he said ashe
saw the expression on the men’ sfaces. “Welcome to FLONK. We don’t have much herein the way of
girlie books, gentlemen—just afriendly je<t, just jesting!”

Brigadier Sturgeon quickly explained what they wanted while Gunnery Sergeant Bass glowered slently
at thelibrarian. “Maps of the old diggings? Hmmm.” Poste rubbed his chin, punched some keyson his
console. Now here was | egitimate research. He warmed ingtantly to the visitors. “ Y es, we do have ‘em.
Mogt of the companieswho worked in there did make plans of their sites, and many of them arein our
collection. I'll check our digitized database first and then the catalog of our paper holdings.”

“Y ou actualy have paper copies of these maps?’ Captain Conorado asked.

Poste nodded happily. “Y es, yeswe do. Very precious, those are. Not much call for these things, and
I’ve been alibrarian here for the last eighty years. The companiesaren't interested in ‘em, just afew old
independent diggerstrying to make aliving gleaning what the big boys missed years ago. Worked afew
yearsin the mines mysdlf, when | wasyoung.” When he was young? Sturgeon raised an eyebrow at
Bass. He shook his head. Nobody felt like asking how old he was. “Why are you gentsinterested in
‘em? Going to do alittle progpecting while you' re here?’

“Yeah,” Bassanswered, “we retired of getting killed protecting shitslike you for nothing. Thought
we d look for some gems, supplement our pay. We usually do that by looting.”
“Touché” Poste said, punching some more keys.

The maps Poste produced for them proved very complicated and hard to read. The problem was,
there were so many of them it was difficult to relate one to the other. Often the excavations of one
company started where another left off, so there waslittle continuity between one chart and another.
Trying to read them was like looking at a blowup of asingle map quadrant without any referenceto its
neighbors. “Is there anyone who can make sense out of these things?” Captain Conorado asked at last.

“Certainly. Hard Rocks Viola”
“Hard...? Where can we find thisguy?’ Bass asked.



“I'll cdll him. If he snot out prospecting, he'll comeright over.”

Fifteen minutes later a short, stocky, bandy-legged man with flaming red hair entered the library and
introduced himsdlf. “I’'m Hard Rocks. What can | do for you fellas?’

For the next three hours they pored over the old maps, Poste happily punching graphicsup on his
screen or scurrying into the stacks to bring out huge atlases stuffed with moldering map sheets. “Got a
herniawhen | was younger, lifting al these atlases,” he remarked to no onein particular. During the whole
time, not asingle patron cameinto thelibrary.

“Thisisit,” Hard Rocks said at last, putting a broken fingernail on aragged blue line that snaked aong
asection of one of the old maps.

“How the hell do you know?’ Bass asked, completely bewildered.

“I just know, Charlie,” Hard Rocks answered. Almost from the start Bass and Viola had decided to
be on afirs-name basis. And, of course, the Marines had quickly discarded the fiction asto why they
needed the maps and advice. “ That 4,500-meter shaft isnew, but the tunnels under it aren’t. I’ ve beenin
there, maybe thirty years ago, and man, you go down into those places and you don’t come out unless
you'’ ve got every nook and cranny memorized. But look: none of this congtruction isnew. St. Cyr just
moved into the old diggings and renovated the place. Another thing. The miners used to live down there
in those days. The spot marked ‘ headquarters isactualy their old living area. Y ou can get into this
pardld corridor right here’—he put hisfinger onto the blue line again—"and blast through into the main
tunndl. There s maybe two meters of rock between them. That’ Il bring you out seventy-five metersfrom
wherethis, ah, launch pad islocated. Then you' re only a hundred meters down this other tunnel to the
headquarters complex.”

“We blow thelid on the shaft first, make ‘ em think we' re coming in that way, then go in here, and
we'll catch any reaction force by surprisel” Brigadier Sturgeon said. “Mike Company will bethe
diversonary forceand Limawill goin here”

“You'll haveto go with us, Hard Rocks,” Captain Conorado said.

Violashrugged. “In dl theyears| been freglance prospecting up there, the big companies never
bothered me much, but you know, | never liked any of ‘em, and this bastard, St. Cyr, he’ sruined
everything herefor everybody. If you boys can nail him, count mein.”

Bass clapped Violaon the shoulder. “I’ll beright there beside you, Hard Rocks,” he said.
“Y egh, that’ sthe only thing that worriesme,” Violalaughed.

“Mr. Poste, kindly get your persond things, you're coming with us,” the brigadier said.
“But dosing timeisn't until—"

Bass gently lifted the librarian out of his seat and pushed him toward the door.

“Y ou are going to be aguest of Fleet Admira Wimbush until this operation isover, Mr. Poste. We
can't chanceit that somebody might want to find out what we' ve been doing in here dl afternoon.”

“Oh,” Poste said in asmall voice as Bass escorted him outside. “Brigadier, how arethe
accommodations on the admird’ sflagship?’

“Thefinest, Mr. Poste. Thefood isexcdlent.”
Captain Conorado gently nudged the brigadier and whispered, “Now, sir, that wasredlly unkind.”

CHAPTER 31

After thefirgt hour in their cell, Dean and Macllargie discovered and disabled the surveillance device that



alowed St. Cyr’sjailersto monitor them. No one seemed to care, because it was never fixed.
Subsequently, the door would dide open at intervals and food and drink would be unceremonioudy
thrust indgde. They searched their cdll carefully but found nothing of interest and no other way out except
through the metd diding door, which was locked from the outside and apparently impossible to open
fromtheingde.

Inside one of the empty lockers, pedling from the sted, they found a pinup, a computer-generated holo
hardcopy of ayoung woman dressed in ahundred-year-old style smiling happily at the two Marines, now
prisonersin her husband’ s—boyfriend’ s? lover’ sS>—former living quarters.

The hours passed dowly. Thetwo whiled away the time napping and reminiscing about home and
comrades and the adventures they’ d had in the Corps.

“Why did you join up?’ Dean asked Macllargie a last, getting around to the inevitable question that
came up in every extended conversation Marines have ever had among themsalves.

“| was stupid, loved guns, and needed the money,” Macllargie said quickly, giving the stock reply. “I
suppose for the same reasons everybody does,” he went on after afew moments. “I wasn't going
anywhere back home. Couldn’t see spending the rest of my life working to support afamily, like my dad
and mom did. Wasn't connected well enough to get into the Merchant Marine, and shit, being a colonist
somewhere' s no way to see the universe either. So | went down to the recruiter’ s office one day, saw the
snazzy dress reds those guys were wearing, and here | am. How about you?’

Dean told him about hisfather’ s army experiences and the desire he’ d dways had to be amilitary man
t00. He also described some of his own experience &t the recruiting office, and they both laughed. “What
about your family?’ he asked Macllargie.

Mecllargie shrugged. “Y ou know,” he answered vagudly. Dean understood he didn’t want to talk
about hisfamily. “1 had agirl...” Dean waited for him to continue. “| was pretty serious about her,”
Macllargie went on. He stood up, walked over to the old locker and stood there looking pensively at the
faded pinup. Then he punched the meta door—hard. “We would of been married,” he said, hisvoice
tense with tightly controlled emotion. Dean did not ask him why he didn’t marry, or anything else about
the girl. Macllargie returned to his bunk and sat down again. The reminiscences were over for awhile.

The subject of Macllargie' s aborted marriage made Dean think of Hway, back on Wanderjahr. He
wondered what she was doing, whether she ever thought of him. Would they ever see each other again?
Thinking of her aroused him physicaly. He forced himself to control the emotion. He had far more
important things to worry about, like survival. Yet try as hard as he could, it was along time before the
unbidden image of the young woman so far away in time and space faded at last from behind hiseydlids.

The hours continued to pass dowly for the two Marines. No one had bothered them, questioned them,
or even looked in on them, except at meal times. Both understood it was the Ambassador whom St. Cyr
wanted, and that they werejust pawnsin his plan.

They had just finished breskfast on the morning of what they judged to be their third day in captivity
when Macllargie remarked, as he had after every previous meal they’ d been served, “That wasredly
lousy chow, but good, but good! | didn’t redize how hungry | was.”

Dean nodded, mopping up the last traces of aglutinous gravy substance with a stale chunk of bread.
Macllargiefarted. “Y ou bastard!” Dean shouted.

“Solong’'syou can till do that, Deano, yer gill dive'n’ kickin',” Macllargie responded, unconcerned.

“You know, Mac,” Dean said after the air had cleared, “it' s too bad about those reds the admira had
made for us.” The dressred uniformsthey’ d been wearing at the reception were specialy tailored for
them since they didn’t have their own uniforms aong on this operation. Now those new reds were soiled
and torn. Somewhere, Dean had lost the marksmanship badge and campai gn medal s someone had found



for him to wear. “I wonder if the Corpswill replace these uniforms free of charge.”

“Sure” Macllargie said, masticating a piece of stringy meatlike substance. “ Fair wear and tear,
combat loss, somethin’ likethat. Long aswe don't tell them they weren't our issue reds.”

“What ahdl of away to end this miserable deployment,” Dean said with sudden bitterness. He threw
hismetal plate into acorner and cursed violently. “We survived dl that fighting, only to be...” He gestured
helplesdy. “ And here | am, worrying about new uniforms, and al those guys—all those Marines...” He
made another helpless gesture.

“Easy, Deano. Y ou can't bring any of ‘em back. We gotta worry about the here and now. | figure
from the time we were knocked out to now, we' ve been in captivity three days. That meansthe guysare
dueto get usout of here any minute now.” It was acommonly accepted myth that no captured Marine
ever remained a prisoner for more than seventy-two hours.

“Mac, we' re stuck down here. It was the Ambassador they wanted in thefirst place, not us. Soon as
they don’t need us anymore, pfffttt.” He drew afinger across histhroat. “ Nobody’ s gonna—"

From far above them there came adistant cra-a-a-ak, and then a muffled rumble.

Dean paused and glanced apprehengively at the celling. “ Another cave-in?’ They had heard severa
deep rumblings before and assumed they came from old tunnels collapsing far below.

Meacllargie held up hishand. “Ligten.”
“I don't hear—”

“Ligten!” he shouted, then more quietly, “ Listen.” The rumbling seemed to go on for along time,
getting louder as every second passed. “It’ sthem! It’ sthem!” Macllargie shouted. The rumbling ended in
atremendous crash, asif aheavy object had just fallen along way, and the rock underneath them shook
with the impact. Outside they could hear shouting and men running. “Gimme ahand!” Macllargie shouted
as he began tearing the mattress off his cot. The cot was constructed of tubular pieces of metal, and
together they pried off two meta legs. He hefted one experimentally, “Oughtado,” he said, smacking it
into the palm of hishand.

“Hold it behind your right leg,” Dean said. Macllargie looked questioningly at him. “It's how the cops
doit. On Wanderjahr,” he added. “Bring it around in an arc, rea quick,” he said. Macllargie shrugged
and shifted the heavy metd tube to aposition behind hisright leg.

Someone outs de fumbled with the lock. Macllargie braced himsalf and stood facing the opening
pand, feigning alook of surprise on hisface. In hisleft hand he held the tin plate his breskfast had been
served on, asif finishing the morsels till clinging there. Dean flattened himsdlf to one side of the pand, his
tube raised over his head.

The pand did open and one of the guards stepped in. All he saw at first was Macllargie, staring at him
in surprise from the middle of the room.

Macllargie brought the tube down in ahuge overhand arc squarely on the top of the man’shead. It hit
afew inches behind the tip, somewhat diss pating the force of the blow, but with asolid bonk. Stunned,
the man went to his knees. Mac could fed the blow al the way down hisarm. On the way down the
guard grabbed Macllargie by the legs. Macllargie staggered backward to get awvay from him and gain
room to swing the tube again. The man held on in adaze, s, holding the tube in both hands, Mecllargie
brought one end straight down on the top of the guard’ s head with al his strength.

The guard' s partner jumped through the door, to the rescue, at the same time Dean’ stube caught him
on the bridge of his nose with asharp crack. Blood flew everywhere. Dean grabbed the man with hisleft
arm and jerked him inside. The other guard smashed into his partner, and under his added weight the two
of them toppled onto the floor with Macllargie on the bottom. Dean did the door closed and attacked



the two guards with hisbloody meta pipe, holding it in both hands and raining blowswith dl his strength
onto their heads and necks.

When the guards ceased moving, Dean stood there, breathing heavily, hisface and uniform flecked
with blood. In the corridor outside, pandemonium reigned as groups of men pounded by and officers
shouted orders, but nobody bothered to look into their room.

“Get them off me,” Macllargie mumbled from benegth the inert bodies. Dean rolled the two men aside
and held out hishand to Macllargie. “ Get their weagpons,” Macllargie said as he got to hisfeet. Much to
their disappointment, the Marines found the guards unarmed. “Ah, smart fuckers, of course they wouldn't
come in here with weapons on them,” Macllargie muttered.

“Let’s change clothes with them,” Dean whispered, still out of bresth from the adrendine rush, “and
find out wherethe othersare.”

“Good idea. Use the sheets to wipe the blood off your face and hands, Deano. Y ou look likea
butcher.”

Quickly, they shed the remnants of their dressreds and started putting on the guards' battle-dress
uniforms. Oneleginsdeapair of trousers Macllargie paused. “Hey, Deano, you know, these poor
bastards made one big mistake.”

“What wasthat?’
“They thought they could handle Marines one-on-one.”

“My dear Clouse” St. Cyr said, smiling and rising from behind his desk. “Wheat is the word from the
Confederation?’

“They accept your terms, dr,” Stauffer answered. He held out the microdiskette Admiral Wimbush
had given him. From far above them came a sharp crack followed by arumbling noise.

“Ah,” . Cyr said, “right ontime, my dear boy. Yes.” He smiled again and drew apistal. “I know you
betrayed me, Clouse. | knew you would. Fortunately, | prepared an dternate plan.”

“NOI”

A huge crash thundered through the complex, shaking the rock underneath them. It was the remnant of
the rock outcropping that hid the escape shaft falling onto the launch pad only 150 meters away.

“Ah, yes, you did, my dear boy, you did. Y ou were going to say it was dl aruseto get them to leave
you aone, weren't you?’ He shook his head sadly. “Maybe it was, Clouse,” he said reasonably, “but
aas, | cannot take that chance. Timeto go now.” Heraised ablaster in hisright hand. Without hesitation
he shot abalt into Clouse Stauffer’ s chest. Stauffer staggered back into achair and fell heavily to the
floor, historso a steaming mass of liquefied flesh and organs. &t. Cyr came around the desk and stared
down at hisdying chief of gaff. “We came along way together, my boy, but | aways knew it would end
thisway.”

Stauffer felt no pain, just amassve lethargy. Thelight in the room about him was dowly fading. He
thought, If thisisdeath, it'snot so bad after al. From far away he could hear St. Cyr saying something.
Who careswhat that bastard has to say anymore? | should have drawn and fired first. Ah, well, at least
the Marines are here, he thought just before losing consciousness.

“Clouse,” St. Cyr was saying, “you may be wondering why | didn’t flee as soon as| knew you were
going to betray me.” He kicked Stauffer’ sinert body. Getting no response, he shrugged. “Very well, die
then, if that’ swhat you want to do.” He turned to the Woo crouching in the corner and shook hisfinger
ait. “It' snot my styleto go dinking off like aWoo, Woo. Life sonly worth living if you run just ahead of



thewave.”

The Woo moaned in fear and scuttled toward the door. St. Cyr kicked at it absently. Hisfoot
connected solidly with the cresture s midsection, sending it tumbling into thewall, amass of jiggling

appendages.
The sergeant of the guard stuck his head in the door. “ Sir, arescue party is attempting to come down

the launch shaft. A reaction force is on the way to stop them. What shdl | do with the prisoners?’ He
glanced briefly at Clouse Stauffer’ s body on the floor and decided not to get curious.

“Nothing, Sergeant. | shall take care of the woman. Give me the pass card to her cell. Kill thetwo
enlisted men. Delay the rescue party aslong asyou can and then join mein Section Que Slant.” Section
Q\ led into a series of tunndls equipped with escape vehicles which his men had been told they could take
to the surface in an emergency. None of the men now with him had been involved in renovating the old
mines. If any of them survived the first engagement with the rescuers and did manage to flee into Section
Q\ they would all perish, the survivors and their pursuers, because the escape tunnels were mined.

. Cyr had hisown way out, known only to him. The 36 V on itslaunch pad was only adiverson.
“Now for my hole card,” St. Cyr said to the clinging Woo.

As soon as . Cyr departed, the Woo painfully got to itslegs and limped toward the door. It paused
by Stauffer’ sbody, examining it briefly and moaning sadly to itsdf, then followed St. Cyr out the door
and down the corridor.

Under the cover of a battalion-size search mission, the men of Company L had infiltrated onto the
mountain dopes the night before. When the battalion withdrew after dark, Company L was left behind.
Such missions had been conducted frequently over the last days as the Confederation ground forces
mopped up small pockets of St. Cyr'sarmy that had refused to surrender. Now Conorado and his
Marines crouched close to the solid rock walls fifty meters from where the explosive charges had been
st. Third platoon, advancing by fire teams, would lead the way in once an opening had been made. They
would go infiring and advance to their objective fifty meters down the main tunnd toward the branch
leading up to headquarters area, where they would establish a position until the rest of the company was
ingde

“Y ou ready for this?” Captain Conorado said to Hard Rocks, crouching by hisside. The old miner
had become the company mascot in the brief time he’ d been with them, but he was going dong astheir
guide, if things got confusing next door.

“Y ou know it, Captain. Boy, these rigsyou got are really fantastic!” The old prospector had been
given some ingruction on how to use the infras and communications devices built into the issue helmet,
and he was enjoying himself enormoudy. “Wight I’ d ahad one of these thingsin my younger days,” he
whispered. He made amental note to ask for one when the operation wasfinally over.

From far above them came a sharp crack. “Heads up!” Conorado said over the company net. He
started counting the seconds, his thumb on the detonator. When the detritus from the blown outcropping
4,500 meters above impacted on the launching pad, the ground under them shook violently. “ Steadly,
steady,” Captain Conorado said over the net, foregoing communications procedures. * Platoon
commanders, get ready. Charlie? Y ou ready?’

“Aye, ar,” Bass answered. He was commanding third platoon now, since there’ d been notimeto
replace Ensign Vanden Hoyt.

Three minutesticked dowly by. “Firein the hole!” Conorado shouted and pressed the detonator
switch. A brilliant flash engulfed the waiting men—at the sametime, therewasadull thump! asthe
shaped charges stove in the tunnel wall.



Basswasthe first man up. Thetunnel wasfull of dust, so thick he could hardly see. He fired plasma
boltsto the left and the right as he came through the jagged hole and took up a position facing toward the
headquarters complex. Thefirg fireteam camein right behind him, adding their wegponsto his. Firing
steadily, they advanced fifty metersinto the choking dust and took up adefensive position. The second
fire team proceeded directly to the launch pad, to secure whatever was | eft down there.

Asthe dust disspated, St. Cyr’'s men came running at the first fire team positioned just down the
tunnd, evidently unaware the Marineswere in their way. The team cut them down asthey emerged out of
the dusty gloom. The company radio net came dive with commands and reports. The launch pad wasin
ruins but unoccupied. Conorado ran to thefirst fire team, Hard Rocks by his side, and ordered the rest
of firgt platoon up thetunnel after him.

They cameto abranch. “Thisway!” Hard Rocks shouted.

With hisinfra screens down, Conorado clearly saw the symbol pointing itsway toward the
headquarters. A grenadier fired several explosive bolts down the tunnedl. Second platoon, acting
according to plan, continued on down the main tunnel. A hundred metersfarther on they would take
another branch and come into the headquarters areaa different way, hopefully taking any defendersin
the rear by surprise and crossfire. First platoon sent two fire teams after the second, and the rest joined
Bass and their company commandey.

Seventy-five metersinto the branch tunnel they met heavy resstance. Plasma bolts cracked and hissed
around in the confined space. The air danced with the concussions of explosive boltsthat disintegrated
solid rock and tore men to pieces. The platoon sergeant acting for the second platoon’ s commander,
who was wounded, reported he wasfighting hisway through asimilar ambush. Lying in the narrow
tunnels, the men could do little se but fire back at the defenders muzzle flashes and inch their way along
on their bellies, relying on their deflective screensto protect them from the plasmabolts being fired in
their direction. Marines crawled up over the bodies of dead and wounded men or fired over them, and
when return fire became too intense, they used the dead as shields and kept on firing.

Each man knew he was there to rescue his comrades and put an end to Marston St. Cyr, and each
was determined to do that or die trying. Many did.

The firing stopped suddenly. In the eerie quiet, broken only by the moans of the wounded, Captain
Conorado ordered his men cautioudly forward. St. Cyr’ s guards had disappeared. Second platoon
reported the same thing in the tunnel where they’ d been ambushed. Conorado ordered them forward
too. Moving dowly, looking for booby traps and ambushes, the Marines advanced along the tunnd to
whereit opened out into ahuge gdlery. A lightly wounded guard was dragooned into accompanying
them.

“They told usthe generd fled,” the man informed Captain Conorado, “so our sergeant said we should
leave too. That was when | was wounded.”

“Where d they go?’ Conorado asked. The man pointed down atunnel branching off from the galery.
“There' s an escape route up there leading to the surface,” he said.

“The generd?”’
The man shrugged; he didn’t know where &. Cyr might have gone.

Captain Conorado motioned to Sergeant Hyakowa. “ Take your squad and go up that way,” he said,
pointing up the tunnel where the guards had gone. “Be careful. Meanwhile, we' I ook for the hostages.”
He had little doubt they were dready gone, but he had to be sure first. “How do we get into these
rooms?’ he asked the guard.

The guard held up ametd card. Bass snatched it from him. “I’ [l handle this, Skipper,” he said.



Captain Conorado informed Brigadier Sturgeon that the hideout was secure but St. Cyr had
gpparently fled dong with the remaining hostages. Company L had lost saven men killed and six
wounded. He did not know how many of the guards had survived, but as soon as the headquarters area
was searched, he would take the rest of Lima Company up the escape tunnd. Meanwhile, Mike
Company was alerted to block any escape attempt at the surface.

A tremendous explosion roared down the tunnel into which Hyakowaand his men had just
disappeared. Conorado swore and ran toward the billowing cloud of dust that rolled out into the gallery.
Before he could get there, the Marines began stumbling back out, covered with rock dust and coughing.

“I’'m okay, I’'m okay!” Hyakowa gasped as he staggered back into the gdllery. “We re okay! The
goddamned thing went off too far down to get us. | don’t think we' re going very far down there, though.”
He wiped dust off hisface with the back of his hand.

Bassran up to where they stood. “ They were being kept in cells down that tunnel.” He pointed behind
him. “1 found thisin one.” He held up a soiled and torn dress uniform blouse. “It belonged to Mecllargie.
There weretwo dead guardsin the cell, al besat to hell, Skipper, and minustheir own clothing.” Despite
himsdlf, Bass grinned.

For thefirg time that day, Captain Conorado smiled.

Then another explosion rumbled up from the tunnel where Bass had just emerged. This one came from
much farther down in the mines, but till the passageway filled with dust. Cursing again, Captain
Conorado muttered, “ Thisis getting to be a bad habit with me,” and ran into the tunnel, followed by Bass
and a dozen other Marines.

Thelight source ingde was dim to begin with but worse now, with dust floating inthe air. The tunnel
doped gradualy downward. After ahundred metersthe artificia light source that illuminated the rest of
the complex ended and the party proceeded by the glimmer of glowballs. Warily, weagpons at the ready,
they went forward. Two hundred meters from the g lery they were stopped by asolid rockfall.

“Somebody doesn’t want usto go any farther. Hard Rocks?’ The old miner had been by the captain’s
gdedl theway.

“Captain, best | remember, thistunnel goes on for along ways, but if you follow it down far enough, it
endsin ageothermd pond just beside an underground river. | think it flows eventudly into the Carndian.”

“Can we get around this somehow?’
“I don’t know. Lemme see those charts again. | never spent much time down in that area.”

They stood there in the semidarkness. Captain Conorado thought for amoment. Hisingtinctstold him
thiswastheway St. Cyr had escaped. “ Goddamn it to hell,” Conorado swore. “Get some goddamned
men down here with the equipment to move this shit.” He gestured at the rock fal blocking the tunnel in
front of them. “I’ll be damned if I'm gonna it on my asswhile that bastard gets away.”

The corridor outside their cell was empty when the two Marines emerged. Mecllargie carefully did the
door pand shut and it locked with a snap. He fingered the digitized metd card in the dead guard's
uniform pocket. “1 wonder where ese thisthing can get usinto?’

They were just down aside tunnd from ahuge, brightly lighted gdlery. Large groups of guards were
running through it toward the sound of aviolent firefight going on somewhere ahead. Dean’ s pulse began
to race. “We re behind them,” he whispered, meaning the defenders.

“Y eah, but no weapons!” Macllargie whispered back.

“Then et sget some”



A door panel dammed open behind them. Not ten meters away, farther back down the corridor
where they stood, was Marston St. Cyr himself with the Ambassador. One of her eyes was dmost
swollen shut and athin rivulet of blood seeped out acorner of her mouth. Her hands were secured
behind her with plagticuffs.

“What are you two doing there?” St. Cyr shouted.
“We-we' re hereto, uh, get the two enlisted Marines, sir,” Macllargie said, suddenly inspired.

S. Cyr nodded. “Drag them out and kill them. Then join the others. | have business with thiswoman
here.” Y anking her roughly by one arm, he started down the corridor, away from the galery and into the
shadows. As Ambassador Wellington-Humphreys turned to stagger after her captor she took in the
Marines at a glance and an expression of recognition came over her face, but she said nothing. The pair
disappeared rapidly out of Sight down the tunndl.

“What the hell are you two doing down there?” avoice yelled suddenly from the gallery. A big man
stood at the tunnel entrance framed in the light from the gdlery, one arm akimbo on hisright hip, the other
cradling hiswesgpon.

“We re escorting Generd St. Cyr and his prisoner, sir!” Dean answered.
“What?’ thefigure sarm fdll to his side and he lowered hisweapon.

“WEe re going after the generd,” Macllargie said, pointing on down the corridor into the dark
shadows. Macllargie thought to himsdlf, If the bastard comes five meters closer, | can get that weapon
away fromhim.

“What!” the man shouted again. He swore violently and looked over his shoulder. Then he muittered
something that sounded like * running out on us,” turned and ran out into the gdlery.

“Now what?’ Dean asked. Macllargie didn’t answer. They were fugitives surrounded by heavily
armed soldiers who would not hesitate to shoot them. And those soldiers stood between them and the
Marines who were coming to their rescue. If they stayed right where they were, they would survive.

“Wadll...” Macllargie shrugged and nodded down the dark corridor in the direction St. Cyr had
disappeared. “We were told to be her shadow.”

“Right,” Dean replied, and unarmed, with no idea where they were headed, the two started off after
. Cyr and Ambassador Wellington-Humphreys.

CHAPTER 32

Holding aglowbdl in hisleft hand, St. Cyr shoved Wellington-Humphreys, her wrists bound tightly
behind her back, aong with hisright, catching her every few steps as she ssumbled in the near darkness.

“Pick up your feet,” he ordered. Then, abruptly, he stopped. Wellington-Humphreys gasped for
breath, grateful for the chanceto rest. She was aso grateful now that one of the guards had given her a
battle dress uniform to replace the forma dinner dress she’' d had on when abducted. “Quiet,” St. Cyr
ordered. “Breathe through your goddamned nose.” He shook her violently, then stood there listening.
Asde from their own breathing, total silence enveloped the tunndl around them. *“ Good, good,” he
whispered. “Now to make sure we' re not being followed.” He let go of her for amoment, fishedina
cargo pocket and took out atiny black object. “Detonator,” he said with pride, holding up the little black
quare.

Widlington-Humphreys gasped. Those two Marinesl Somehow they’ d managed to escape, and she
felt sure they must be following. She couldn't let St. Cyr detonate that charge. Suddenly energized, she
lunged at him. Caught off guard, St. Cyr lost his baance when the woman smashed into him, and they
both fell to the floor with a crash. The detonator flew out of his hand and skidded off into the darkness.



Recovering quickly, St. Cyr ddlivered severa hard blowsto the side of the Ambassador’ s head. Hands
fastened behind her, she could not defend herself. Shelay on the floor, dazed, as St. Cyr scrambled on
his knees after the detonator. He retrieved it and pressed the firing switch. A dull thud sounded up the
tunnel from where they’ d just come, and then the concussion buffeted them as it passed down the tunndl.
A thick cloud of pulverized rock dust engulfed them, temporarily reducing the light from the glowbdl to a
tiny dull spark. They both coughed in the dust.

“You bitch!” St. Cyr gagped. Wellington-Humphreys lay on thefloor, al hope gone now, the fight
completely taken out of her. In her long and successful career as adiplomat, she had never redly cared
about the people she represented in her negotiations. Now she could only think of those two Marines,
buried under the tons of rock behind them. They had sacrificed their livesfor her.

Gradualy the dust settled. “That, my dear, isinsurance we won't be followed.” St. Cyr tossed thetiny
black box aside. He held the glowball close to Wellington-Humphreys sface. It was streaked with tears.
“Y ou are not abad specimen,” he said, bending close and running histongue aong her jawline. A terrible
rage suddenly welled up insgde her and she turned and bit him on the neck.

“Goddamn!” he shouted, and punched her in the head with hisballed fist. She staggered back into the
wall and collgpsed. Asshefel hard on her Sde, at last she understood how someone could kill another
person with aknife. The glowbadl rolled on the floor, egrily illuminating St. Cyr’slegs. “Try that again, and
I"ll bresk your arm,” he shouted

“Put your filthy tongue on me again, you bastard, and I [l bite your fucking throat out!”
Welington-Humphreys screamed back.

. Cyr reached down with one arm and hauled her upright. “Any more biting around here, and I'll do
it,” he hissed. “When | get you to where we' re going, Madame Ambassador, I'll have my way with you
until I’'m done with you.” With anasty laugh he shoved her hard on down the tunndl.

“Where are you taking me?’ she asked.

“Tomy bower.” . Cyr laughed. Hefelt expansve and confident now. He was still ahead of the
wave. “Thereisan underground river about akilometer farther down thistunnd. Its channel runsin an
old shaft the miners dug two hundred years ago. It flowsinto the Carnelian Sea. | have asmall watercraft
just ahead that will take usto theriver’ sdelta. From thereit’ s ashort walk to where | have hidden a 36
V spacecraft. You figure out the rest of the plot.”

A brilliant flash followed immediately by arush of hot air threw the two Marines head first dong the
tunnel they’ d been trying to negotiate in the dmost tota darkness. From far ahead they could just make
out thetiny speck of light that was St. Cyr’ sglowball. Now they lay stunned on the rocky floor astons of
debris crashed down upon the spot where they’ d been shuffling aong only minutes before.

“Mac!” Dean shouted. His earswereringing loudly from the blast. At first hewas afraid he'd lost his
hearing completely.

“Here,” Macllargie answered from somewhere in front. They had both been picked up by the force of
the explosion and hurled down the tunnel. Dean felt wetness on one side of hisface. Hewiped at it and
then put hisfingersto hislips. Blood. He began crawling in the direction of Macllargi€ s voice and found
him by touch. “ Are you okay?’

“Yeah. Stunned, isal. Well, Shadow, we' reredly in the shit now, aren’t we?’

“Yeah—" Suddenly Dean screamed. “ Something’ sin here with usl 1t touched me!”

A smdll, blue-green light began to glow beside Dean’ sleg. Quickly it formed the outline of aWoo.
“Ee, gods,” Dean whispered, “oneo’ them whatchamacallitsl”



“Yeah, yeah!” Macllargie exclamed. “Never seen one before. But it must beaWoo. They're
harmless,” he added. “ And ook, it can generate light!” With that, the Woo glowed even more intensdly,
asif showing the Marineswhat it could do. “Stop it, you idiot! HE |l seeus!” Macllargie whispered, and
the Woo suddenly stopped glowing. “It understands English,” he exclaimed.

Dean did not believe that, but grateful for the source of light, he decided not to chance insulting the
creature, so he kept quiet.

The huge eyes mounted on ether side of the Woo' slong narrow head gazed silently at the pair. Then it
nodded down the tunnel in the direction St. Cyr had departed. When they did not respond, it nodded
again. Then it scuttled down the tunnel ashort distance, and beckoned them on with its one armlike

appendage.
“It'sgonnaguide us, Deano, the little bugger isgoing to guide ug”

Cautioudy, they picked their way aong behind the creature, which now scurried down the tunnel in
short dashes, emitting just enough light to guide them but not enough to give their presence away.

S. Cyr pushed Wellington-Humphreysinto asmall gdlery out of which led severd passages. He put
aninfradeviceto hiseye and shoved her acrossthe gdlery into abranching tunnd. “Half akilometer
down thistunnel we will skirt ageotherma spring that bubbles up through afissure. It isboiling, so don't
fal in. The path around is negotiable even with your armstied behind you. Once on the other side, we
crawl up asteep dope and we are there.” He amiled voraciously and pushed her onward.

A minute later the Woo, followed closdly by the two Marines, skittered through the gallery and
unerringly picked the tunnel down which St. Cyr had just disappeared. The Woo increased its pace and
the Marines scrambled to keep up withiit.

Suddenly, the tunnel began to broaden, and just ahead they could see thefaint glow of light and hear
voices, one of them clearly that of awoman. The temperature had gradudly increased and the air inside
the tunnel had turned humid. The Woo had stopped generating light and now squatted at the mouth of the
tunnel. The three crouched in the darkness and peered out across a steaming pool of water at St. Cyr,
clearly silhouetted by the glowbdl in his hand as he inched carefully dong arock ledge just abovethe
steamy surface of the water. The sound of running water came to them clearly on the humid air.

Dean put hisear closeto Macllargi€' s. “ That must be how he' sgoing to get awvay. There sariver
somewhere nearby. WEe ve gotta stop him now, beforeit’ stoo latel”

“How?We don't have any weapons!”

The Woo reached up to Dean, and between the fingerlike talons that served it asahand, it clutched a
large rock. Dean’ s expression changed as he got the idea. Macllargie caught on amost asfast and
groped on the floor of the tunndl for rocks of his own. When the Woo saw that each Marine was ready
with arock in each hand, it began to generate a brilliant orange light that rapidly swelled to illuminate the
entire chamber like daylight.

Dean threw hisrock with al hismight. It narrowly missed St. Cyr’s head and bounced off thewall and
into the pool, where it disappeared with a splash and a cloud of steam. Macllargi€' srock hit St. Cyr on
the shoulder and caused him to wince. He pulled the Ambassador closer to him to use her asashield,
and stepped off the ledge onto a gradud rock-strewn dope. Holding her tightly with one arm, he drew
hisblaster and leveled it a the two Marines, who were now clearly visible on the other sde of the
bubbling pool. At thelast ingtant, Wellington-Humphreys shoved him, and the bolt spattered harmlesdy
into the rock vault above the pool. St. Cyr smashed the blaster barrel across the bridge of her nose and
shoved her away from him, up the dope. Then, turning back toward the Marines and using two handsto
hold the blaster, he planted hislegs firmly about ten centimeters gpart and took careful aim.



The Woo' slight went out and everything plunged back into darkness. St. Cyr hesitated to shoot, and
at that ingtant Wellington-Humphreys smashed into him with al her weight behind her shoulder. St. Cyr
staggered forward and plunged head firgt into the pool. He went fully under, popped quickly to the
surface, screaming. The Woo' slight came back on, and Dean stepped onto the ledge and began inching
hisway toward where Ambassador Wellington-Humphreyslay dazed, her head only afew inchesfrom
the bubbling poal.

St. Cyr screamed and thrashed about in the boiling water. He reached for the ledge on which Dean
stood and tried to pull himself up. Dean stamped hard on hisfingers. The nails and flesh shredded off
under the boot, but still screaming, St. Cyr clung to the rock. Dean stamped on hishead and alarge
paich of hishair doughed off. Baancing himsef precarioudy on the dippery rock, Dean ground hishedl
on S. Cyr'sfingers and then kicked him again in the head, and thistime he dipped back into the water.
Afraid that St. Cyr would come back and get agrip on one of hislegs, Dean dashed the rest of the way
across.

Meanwhile, Macllargie stood on the other side of the pool and tossed rocks at St. Cyr as he splashed
about in the pool, his screamsincreasing in intensity as the boiling water cooked him dive. Macllargie
tried to sillence him with a blow to the head, but the rocksjust thudded into his swelling flesh without
effect.

Dean crouched beside Ambassador Wellington-Humphreys. “ Areyou al right, ma am?’ He helped
her to her feet. She nodded that she was, athough blood still flowed fregly from her broken nose. “I
can't get this damned fastening off your wrist,” Dean complained ashetried to loosenit. “I'm afrad we'll
have to go back aong that ledge. Can you make it?’

“Yes. Can you shut him up?’ she asked, nodding at St. Cyr, who now had drifted to the middie of the
pool and floated there with only his head and shoulders above the water, trying to keep the burning liquid
out of his nose and mouth.

Once on the other side, the two Marines gathered rocks and began pelting St. Cyr with dl their
gtrength, not for revenge or punishment, but in an effort to slence histerrible screaming, which gradudly
weakened into a high-pitched keening. The man who had fancied himsdlf a greater conqueror than
Napoleon Bonaparte, the man who had conquered awhole world, was reduced to a screaming mound
of stewed flesh twisting in the boiling water. The rocks bounced off his head and face, crushing hisbones
and teeth, but till he kept up the keening. At last he sank beneath the water and the grotto became silent,
except for the Marines heavy breething and Wellington-Humphreys sretching.

With aforearm, Dean wiped perspiration off his brow and sat down inside the mouth of the tunnel.
Macllargie and Ambassador W lington-Humphreysjoined him.

Thethree sat in silence for afew moments, catching their breath. The Woo diminished hislight so they
would no longer haveto see St. Cyr’slifeless, obscenely swollen body floating like an overdone sausage
in the steaming pool.

“I thought | recognized you when St. Cyr dragged me out of my cell, but it wasjust too good to
believe you' d gotten free,” Welington-Humphreystold the Marines. In turn, Macllargie explained what
had happened to them. “1I’ ve heard of daring rescues before,” shereplied, “but what you did beats

everything”
“Hédl, ma am, it was you who saved our asses—er, saved us when you knocked that bastard off into

the pool,” Macllargie said. “We were just following orders the skipper gave usthe night of the reception,
to gtick, uh, close by your side.”

“Do you know what happened to Professor Benjamin and your ensign?’ she asked. Then shetold
them what St. Cyr had done.

Both men were slent for amoment. “Woo,” Macllargie said his voice choked with anger, “please turn



thelights back on!” and for several minutes he and Dean pelted St. Cyr’ sfloating corpse with more
rocks.

“Now what do we do? The tunnel behind usisblocked.” Dean said asthetrio sat disconsolately by
the poal.

“He had aboat of some kind stored at theriver over there,” the Ambassador said. “We could find it
and escape to the sea.”

“How far isthat?’ Macllargie asked

Wellington-Humphreys shrugged her shoulders. “1 wish you could untie these bonds, I'm beginning to
losefeding inmy hands.” While the Woo gave them light to see by, they examined the cords that bound
her hands behind her, but there was no way they could break them or cut them without toals.

“Let’'sseeif we can manage to get your armsin front of you,” Dean suggested. She sat down, and
with Dean pushing her legs onto her chest while Macllargie pulled her arms out over her butt, they
managed to push and shove until her arms came around in front. They worked the bonds as best they
could to relieve the pressure on her wrists, and gradually some fedling came back into her fingers. “At
least thisway you' |l be able to keep your balance better,” Dean said.

“Shall we take the boat?”” Macllargie asked. Before he could answer, the Woo scrambled back up the
tunne ameter from where they were sitting and beckoned for them to follow.

“Wél, Mac, looks like he has another plan. What do you say?’

“Thelittle shit'sdone okay by us so far; let’sgo. Besides, | don't much like boats.” They helped
Wlington-Humphreysto her feet and followed the Woo back up the tunndl.

“Still afraid of Woos?” Macllargie asked, draping an arm around Dean’ s shoulders as they trudged
through the tunndl. “Hell no!” Dean answered, and added, without thinking, “Why, if he had titson his
back I'd marry him!” Ambassador Wdlington-Humphreys smiled in the dark behind him.

A crew of miners had been flown in from New Kimberly and set to work clearing the debris out of the
tunnd. “This |l take us about an hour,” the foreman told Captain Conorado.

Conorado had set up acommand post in the gallery, and from there he coordinated the search parties
he' d digpatched throughout the complex, to find away around the collgpsed tunnedl. Generd Aguinaldo
had mohilized his entire divison and, with help from the army, athorough search and surveillance
operation encompassing al the territory within ahundred-kilometer radius of Mount Amethyst was
mounted. St. Cyr had to come out somewhere, and when he did, the Confederation forces would be
there—they hoped.

Captain Conorado was pouring over the chart of the tunnel complex with Hard Rocks Violawhen a
digtinctly feminine voice behind him said, “ Captain, would you do me adight favor, sir?” Heturned
around and his mouth fell open. There sood Ambassador Wellington-Humphreysin athoroughly
bedraggled battle-dress uniform, her face covered in blood. Behind her stood Dean and Macllargie,
grinning likefools. The Woo, glowing asatisfied pink, sat on Dean’ s shoulder.

“Madame Ambassador, how? Well, where the hell did you come from?’ was al Conorado could
think to say.

“The Woo knew away out. Now, sir, could you get these fucking goddamned cords off my wrists?’

Asthe FIST surgeon attended to Wellington-Humphreys' s broken nose, Dean and Macllargie told



their story.

“Mighty smart of you boysto take that Woo aong with you,” Hard Rocks commented when they’d
finished. “Little buggers have an unerring sense of direction and they generate their own light source.
Never come down here mysdlf without one or two of ‘em along.”

“Wedidn't bring him dong, he brought usalong,” Macllargie said. They stared at the Woo for a
moment.

“And Captain,” Dean said, “1 want to take him back to Camp Elliswith me. Can | do that, Sr?’

Captain Conorado laughed. “Wéll, okay, Marine, but have Mr. Viola here show you how to take care
of thething. And Lance Corporal, you take him back, you will be responsible for him.” Dean grinned and
the Woo glowed adull pink. The Captain turned back to the others. “Men, you can thank Mr. Violahere
for getting usinto this place. And what' s more, he stuck right by me during the worgt of the fighting.”

“I was hiding behind him, actudly,” Violasad, “nowhereeseto go.”

“Y ou know,” Captain Conorado said contemplatively, “you should get something out of thisbesides
satisfaction, Hard Rocks. | know where there’'saBomac 36 V starship nobody’ sgot aclaim on
anymore. Interested?’

Hard Rocks was silent for amoment. “Well, Skipper, a36 V isabit out of my class, but thanks very
much for the offer. Y ou know, if you' rein the mood to give things away, how about one of these helmets
you boyswear?’

Captain Conorado laughed and clapped Violaon his shoulder. “Donel”

“Captain,” Wdlington-Humphreys said, rising from the litter where the surgeon had been working on
her, “sSince you' re giving away rewards, these two Marines of yours saved my life down there. I'll seeto
it that the President knows about it, but until then | have an ‘interim’ award for them.” With that, she
walked over to each man, hugged him tightly and kissed him on the cheek.

“Thing about kisses, ma am?’ Macllargie said. “ Y ou get one, and right away you want another.”

CHAPTER 33

Fleet Admira Wilber Wimbush, despite hisfaults as an officer and aman, was atraditionaist who
believed in the vaue of military ceremony. He was the only commander in the Confederation nava forces
who maintained aspecia unit of bandsmen for banging and tootling on real musica instruments at every
officid occason he hosted. The forma surrender of Diamunde s military forceslent itself perfectly to this
indulgence. It would be, in fact, the grandest and most ostentatious ritua the admiral had ever held. His
long-suffering staff planned every aspect down to the smallest detail, and Wimbush persondly, after long
and careful consideration, selected the most suitable marches and airsfor the bandsmen to play. A weary
wag on his saff had remarked to a colleague that if the admiral had planned his Diamundean campaign
half so carefully, the war would' ve been over in twenty-four hours.

Admira Wimbush salected the 34th FIST asthe guard of honor for the ceremony. He did thisnot in
recognition of itsfine combat record, but just to make them stand in the hot sun dl day. Privately, he
blamed them for |etting Ambassador Wellington-Humphreys get kidnapped. So far he had not been able
to foist any of the blame for that off on the Marines, but he' d tried. The fact that the Marines had then
gonein and rescued her did not help his case. The kidnapping—and frankly, the spectacular
rescue—had only added to the admira’ s embarrassment over the army’ sfailure to reinforce the Marines
on the planethead at Oppalia, and hisless than perfect performance as Fleet commander. So far it
appeared that the army had taken the fal for that fiasco.

Generd Aguinddo, as acting ground-force commander, wasto receive the formal surrender. His



appointment to Assistant Commandant, the Confederation Marine Corps second highest position, had
just been announced, to the great annoyance of the Fleet commander. Aguinaldo had been nominated for
the gold nova of his new rank before deployment to Diamunde. Evidently, his conduct during the fighting
hed not diminished his standing on the promotion ligt, further galling evidence to Wimbush that the
Marines, at least, were going to come out of thiswith their fighting reputation unscathed.

The admird, accompanied by Ambassador W lington-Humphreys, the civilian gppointees of the new
government—who would be announced afterward—and the army commanders, would occupy araised
platform at the surrender site. The Ambassador and the military commanders would sign the actua
surrender document, while the dignitaries witnessed the signing. The ceremony wasto take placejust a
few kilometers outsde New Kimberly, on aflat plain that could accommodate the thousands of civilian
and military onlookers that were expected. Not only would St. Cyr’s remaining forces surrender,
marking the forma end of hodtilities, but Ambassador Wellington-Humphreyswould present the new
codition government of Diamunde, thereby abolishing in an ingtant the monopoly the Hefestus
Conglomerate and Tubal cain Enterprises had had on the planet’ s economy for years, and removing the
main reason for the internecine conflicts that had threatened the planet’ s peace and stability for
generdions.

Best of dl, from Admird Wimbush's point of view, now that the war on Diamunde was ending on
such ahigh note of successfor hisforces, when the nava representative to the Combined Chiefs of Staff
retired—any day now, according to Fleet scuttlebutt—his chances of being appointed to fill that vacancy
would be excdllent.

The day of the ceremony dawned hot and till. It was dead summer in that part of Diamunde, and the
thousands of people gathered on Surrender Plain, asit was aready being called, perspired in the sun as
they waited anxioudy for the ceremony to begin. Video units had been set up so those not close enough
to see the ceremonies might watch them on the huge vidscreens strategically placed throughout the vast
crowd.

Ambassador W lington-Humphreys, Admird Wimbush and his party, and the dignitaries, sat slently
under the canopy that had been stretched over the high platform where the surrender would be
consummated. The terms had been written out on alarge sheet of the fine parchment called treaty paper,
by amember of Welington-Humphreys s staff, who was dso an expert calligrapher. The text had been
drawn up in the flowery language of the late twentieth century. Old-fashioned styluses stuck out of
genuine glassinkwells gtrategicaly placed on afelt-covered table, behind which sat the signatories. The
Diplomatic Corps had its own distinct but, of course, refined flair for ritua.

From far off toward the Chrystoberyl Mountains came a steady rumbling. The crowds hushed and dl
eyesturned in that direction. Soon ahuge cloud of dust appeared on the horizon, and then the earth
benesth their feet began to tremble as the remaining armored battalions of St. Cyr’ sforcesrolled out of
the shimmering haze. All the tanks had their cannons pointed to the rear, the ancient traditional symbol of
surrender. Sowly, with ponderous dignity, engines roaring, tracks skreeking in the hot, quiet air, the
behemoths ground to ahdt in precise ranks only afew yards from where Admira Wimbush and his
delegation sat waiting.

Admird Wimbush sat flanked by Ambassador W lington-Humphreys and Generd Aguinaldo on his
right, and the two army Corps commanders on hisleft. Just behind the Ambassador stood two enlisted
Marines—Dean and Macllargie—at giff attention, their dress red uniforms brilliant even in the shade of
the canopy. Since the dress uniforms they’ d been issued for the reception had been ruined, the admiral
had paid alocd tailor to make the new uniformsfor the men, and best of al, they could keep them! That
had redly galed Wimbush, because he' d never wanted the enlisted men there. When he protested their
presence at such an important function, Ambassador Wedlington-Humphreysreplied, “ Admiral, you might



not likeit, but those two lads are going to be standing right there behind me. None of thiswould be
happening if it hadn’t been for those two infantrymen.” Wimbush backed down ingtantly. And he paid for
the goddamned uniforms out of his own pocket. Damnit, you couldn’t have flag officersin their mess
dress ditting out there with two scroungy enlisted men in battle dress—especialy those confounded
chamel eons—hringing up the rear!

A few paces behind their tableau, the provisona government of Diamunde sat, waiting to be
announced.

“Hope these guys are serious about giving up,” Macllargie whispered out of the corner of his mouth to
Dean.

Deantried toignore arivulet of perspiration cregping down ingde his high stock collar. Hetwisted his
lipsin Macllargi€ s direction and whispered, “What | wouldn’t give for anice cold liter of Reindeer Ale.”

Macllargie smiled. Let’ sget this over with, he thought. The Marines were looking forward to returning
to Thorsfinni’s World and the long stand-down that awaited them there. For those men who did not get
home leave, that would mean a pleasantly reduced training schedule and lots of liberty in New Odo.
Even Big Barb's, with al its noise and smoke and spilled beer, seemed attractive to him. God, home, he
thought. His heart raced with anticipation. He liked Ambassador Wellington-Humphreys alot, but the
surrender ceremony was al dukshit. He didn't see any specid honor involved in standing up there like an
idiot. If he had to bethere at al, he' d rather be swesating in ranks with the other men of third platoon.

He thought about home again. If he didn’t get leave thistime around, he' d get it next time. Top Myer
kept aroster of digiblesand sooner or later histurn would come up. And when | get home leave, he
thought with sudden inspiration, I’ll invite good old Deano to come with me, and boy, will we ever tieone
on!

Heturned his attention to the tanks, al moving up into neat rows. All | need now is some Straight
Arrows for good old Eagle' s Cry! he thought.

Thetanks, light and heavy, and their support vehicles—fud tankers, retrievers—sat ominoudy slentin
ranksfor savera minutes, the crews waiting until the dust clouds generated by their arrival had diss pated.
At aprearranged signal, hatches popped open and the crewmen dismounted. Each crew stood at
attention beforeitsvehicle.

A profound silence descended over Surrender Field. It was broken by atank hatch clanging open.
People standing a kilometer away heard it, and those closer started at the sharp crack of metd upon
metal. Sowly, afigure dressed in dirty tanker’ soveralls climbed out of the lead vehicle. He jumped lightly
to the ground and strode alone and purposefully toward the assembled delegation at the tables. The man
was unarmed, but he wore athick black leather belt about hiswaist from which flapped an empty
sde-arm holgter; the belt was secured by arich gold buckle embossed with a spread-eagle device. The
highly polished leather belt and its brilliant buckle contrasted sharply with the dirty, oil-stained coverdls
the approaching man was wearing over hisuniform. On his shoulders glittered four Slver stars.

It was Generd Naseby Namur.

As soon as news of St. Cyr’ s death reached Namur, he proceeded directly to army headquarters,
bypassing his divisona and Corps commanders. He took his brigade, reduced now to the size of amere
battalion, with him. During the cease-fire, before St. Cyr kidnapped the Ambassador, Namur had done
his best to restore some morale among his troops. Orders had been issued from army headquartersto
refurbish and rearm, in case the negotiations broke down. When it was announced that S. Cyr had
kidnapped the Ambassador, al units were ordered to make preparations to resume fighting. But no one
gave the actua order to attack because none of the severa army commanders dared act on his own,
since none wanted to take upon himsalf the responsbility for restarting the war they had dready lost.



The army commander, Brigadier Generd Newt Lott, wasin conference with his staff when Namur
brokein.

“Who gave that order to prepare to attack?’ Namur demanded without preamble.
“What the hell...?” Lott exclamed. “ Colondl, you' re out of line busting in herelike thigl”

“Who gave the order?” Namur gritted through clenched teeth. A lieutenant, two sergeants, and a
dozen more enlisted men, al armed, crowded in behind their commander.

Lott sputtered, “Well, if you must know, Colonel, they were issued as sealed orders before we began
the campaign. Now go back to your unit before | have you court-martialed!”

Namur spat on thefloor. “Generd, you arerelieved. Asof now | command thisarmy, and in afew
minutes I’ m taking over command of what' s |eft of Diamunde sforces. Thiswar isover, and I’'m gonna
seetoit someidiot doesn't start shooting again. Anyone disagree with that?” The other officers stared in
disbelief a Namur.

Namur’ s reputation was well-known in the army. Every officer present knew the colone was quick on
thetrigger. After abrief moment of hesitation, Lott sSighed and nodded his acquiescence. “Colond,” he
said wearily, “what are your orders?’

“Contact dl other army commanders and tell them that | am arranging our surrender. Oh, yes, one
morething. I amn now Generad Namur. And Generd, thanksfor your cooperation. Y ou are now
Lieutenant Genera Lott and my deputy.”

Faced with Namur’ s determination, the other army commanders quickly caved in and Namur lost no
time putting on hisnew inggniaof rank: four Slver sars

As Generad Namur gpproached the stairs leading to the platform where the surrender table stood, the
band struck up alively tune. “What isthat?” Welington-Humphreys asked Admiral Wimbushinalow
voice.

“It'scdled ‘The World Turned Upside Down,” ma am. Very ancient,” he whispered, smiling broadly.

“They used it at another surrender ceremony, not asimportant asthis one, though, oh, years and years
ago,” he added proudly.

“Wadll, | guessit isturned upside down, from their stlandpoint,” she replied.
Asthe music began, Brigadier Sturgeon shouted, “THIRTY -FOURTH FI-I-IST...!”

All down the line his subordinates prepared for the next order: “BATTALIONNNNNN...!
Companeeeeee...! Platoooooon...!”

“A-ten-SHUN!"” the brigadier commanded, and the ranks snapped smartly from parade rest to the
position of attention.

Sowly, with great dignity, Namur mounted the stairs. The surrender delegation stood as Namur
approached to within afew paces of the table, where he saluted Admiral Wimbush. The admird returned
the sdlute. Namur made adight bow toward Ambassador Wellington-Humphreys and then dowly,
ceremonioudy, unbuckled hisbelt and handed it over to General Aguinaldo. A greet cheer arose from the
assembled crowd. A soldier brought achair, and Namur was invited to seat himself before the
delegation. Aguinado handed the belt to an aide who had rushed up to receiveit. Admira Wimbush
offered Namur the surrender document, which Namur read and signed with aflourish. Then each of the
delegation sgned in turn. Wellington-Humphreys, as the Confederation President’ s personal
representetive, sgned last.

“These proceedings,” Wimbush announced ponderoudy, happily plagiarizing the remarks of a



renowned warrior from the distant past, “are now ended.” The crowd burst into wild cheering and
dancing. Quietly, Admira Wimbush, his generals, and Naseby Namur, arose, stepped back from the
table, and took up places on the far side of the platform, next to the dignitaries. To that point every move
had been carefully choreographed, even Namur’ s noisy emergence from his command tank and his dirty
uniform, to emphasizethe fact that hissde had lost.

Wi lington-Humphreys now stood and waited patiently for the crowd to quiet down.

“Ladiesand gentlemen,” she began, and the crowd roared again. She made severa more starts.
Gradudly the multitude began to quiet. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said, “I am now going to introduce
you to the provisond government of Diamunde.” She gestured at the dignitaries Sitting behind her. “| shall
cal each person’s name and gppointment, and each will join me here so you can seethem dl. With help
from the Confederation, they will maintain peace and economic stability on thisworld, and then—" Here
she paused. “—the Confederation will assure éections, so for thefirst timein your planet’s history your
government will represent you, and not some corporate entity.”

At first these remarks were greeted by along slence, but astheir import beganto sink in, first
scattered applause and then gradually aroar of approva rose from the thousands of throats. Astonished
at the reaction, Wdlington-Humphreys smiled, and as the crescendo swept over the platform likea
pal pable wave of sound, for thefirst timein her career as adiplomat she was sincerely moved by her
own words—avery rare thing for any diplomai—and deeply embarrassed as unbidden and unfamiliar
tearsformed at the sides of her eyes.

Weélington-Humphreys s staff had done their work thoroughly. From among the survivors of the
Hefestus, Tubacain, and the smaller consortiamanagement staffs, they had selected individuas who had
the knowledge and technical skills required to form agovernment that could work.

After the introductions, Welington-Humphreys stood flanked by six men and four women, the nucleus
of the new government of Diamunde. Only a president was needed now, and her work would be
completed. He had been contacted severa days before and had agreed to the gppointment only after a
long meeting with Wellington-Humphreys. “Ladies and gentlemen,” sheintoned, “1 give you your new
president, a brave man who hasthe moral courage, the leadership, and the fortitude to lead Diamunde
back into itsrightful place in the Confederation of Worlds.” She paused.

Admirad Wimbush looked quizzicaly a Generd Aguinado, who shrugged. Only the military men
remained seated. Everyone e se was standing beside the Ambassador. The military, because government
was none of their business, had not been included in any of the civilian rigmarole. Wimbush was anxious
to return to his flagship and see how the five stars of amarsha of the Fleet would ook on hiscollars.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Wellington-Humphreys announced, “I give you Mr. President Naseby
Namur.”

Back in his quarters onboard the Ogie, Admira Wimbush rlaxed with agtiff drink in his hand, going
over astack of dispatches and reports. An aide, afull commander, entered and stood waiting for the
admird to recognize his presence. After along moment Wimbush looked up inquiringly.

“Sir, ahyperspace drone from the Combined Chiefs has just delivered adispatch. It's Eyes Only for
you, sir.” Wimbush's heart raced. The Combined Chiefs—thiswasit! Eagerly he snatched the cassette
and popped it into his decoder. In seconds a message legped out a him from the vidscreen. Wimbush
blinked. Then hejust stared at the screen for along time. The aide quietly took a pace forward from
where he stood and leaned forward dightly so he could surreptitioudy read the message over the
admiral’ s shoulder. Wimbush never noticed. The commander straightened up, atiny smiletwitching at the
corners of hismouth. After waiting severd minutesfor the admira to dismiss him, the commander
shrugged and quietly let himsalf out of the admird’ s quarters.



Wimbush continued to stare at the vidscreen. No Combined Chiefs, not even another operationa
command. Fleet Admira Wilber “Wimpy” Wimbush was to be the next Commandant of the Naval War
College. Preposterous; no one went there. Even naval officers preferred to attend other service schools.
Why, even ICAF figured higher on most officers dream sheets. He' d be rubbing shoulders with people
like—like—Professor Benjamin. Hewas being told to retire. All he could think of was how he'd liketo
murder Generd Han.

In the companionway outside, the aide whistled softly to himself as he headed for the wardroom.
Thereredly isaGod, and Heloves us! he thought. The wonderful newswould spread like wildfire
throughout the Fleet—and he would be the messenger.

EPILOGUE

When the weary men of the 34th FIST returned to Thorsfinni’s World, the unit began areduced training
schedule while each digible man was afforded a chance to go on leave. Refitting, replacements, and the
necessary personnel reorgani zations required because of combat |osses, would be taken care of during
the training stand-down, and there would be plenty of liberty for everyone.

Sdlected from company rogters by their first sergeants, those Marineswould go to their home worlds,
where friends and family eagerly waited for them. A few of the digibles opted to spend their time
between New Odo and Bronny, soaking up the beer and’ Finni hospitaity. Dean was one of them. He'd
goneto the top of the home leave list when his mother died, but he' d asked Top Myer to give him afew
daysto think it over. Claypoole and Macllargie both invited Dean to help them drink up al the beer in
Bronny. But not even that gppealed to him very much. Hefound himsdlf at loose ends. His only reason to
return to Earth would beto visit Fred McNed’ s family and his own mother’ sgrave. McNeal had been
killed on Elnedl, Dean’ sfirst deployment. For their part, hisfriendsin third platoon understood how he
fdt, so they did not presshimtojoinintherevels.

So in the end Dean remained most nightsin the barracks at Camp Ellis, wandering through the nearly
empty halways. “Make up your mind, Dean,” Top Myer had told him. “If you don’t want to go
somewhere, I'll give your alocation to somebody else, but | won't hold it open forever.”

Then Cgptain Conorado cdled himinto his office.

“Dean, you need to get out of herefor awhile. Y ou need to unwind. Don't you have anybody a home
you'd liketo see?’

“No, gr, | don’'t. My mom died while we were coming back from Elneal, and my dad’ s been dead for
years. | don't have any brothers or sisters. | was never close to my aunts and uncles or their kids. My
friendsaredl herein the 34th. | was gonna stop in on abuddy’ s family and see them, but that’ d teke
only afew hours”

“McNeal’ sfolks?” Conorado asked. Dean nodded. The captain understood. “Well, Dean, I’ ve got
some company businessto finish up here and then I’ m off for New Odo.” The married officersand
senior NCOs ket their families at New Odlo. “Look, if you stay around here, come on out and spend a
few dayswith us”

Dean was flabbergasted. His company commander was opening his home to him? He didn’t know
what to say except thanks. But he knew he just could never be at easein astuation like that. On the
other hand, he was flattered.

Dean’slong flight back to Earth was not scheduled to depart for two days. He went into Bronny, but
the beer tasted flat and neither Claypoole nor Macllargi€' s clowning around could relieve his depression.
And to make matters worse, both were scheduled to depart on leave soon themsalves, so if Dean did
stay behind, things would get even londlier. Gunny Bass was not around to lend a hand; he had gone on



leavein New Od o, keeping the promise he' d made to Katrina. Dean | eft early that night.

Back in the barracks, helay on his bunk and tried to read. No good. The room was amess and would
stay that way until the other members of hisfire team returned. There d be few inspectionsin the 34th
until the stand-down was over. From way down the hall adoor dammed, sending a sharp echo
throughout the whole building. He thought he might go seewho it was.

Then he sat bolt upright, stunned by another thought: He didn’t have to return to Earth, he could go
anywhere he wanted to in Human Space. Okay, he would go back to Wanderjahr! He might be ableto
see Hway. Oh, she' d be busy with the details of running her mother’ s state, Morgenluft, and it might be
hard to get in to see her, but he could try. Hell, he thought, sure she'll see me! Just thinking about her
aroused him. And he’ d made friends with the police officersin Brosigville, so he' d dways have a
welcome there. And if nothing else, he could sit in the cafés, smoke thule and drink beer and sing songs
with the bar girlsfor two months. But it was Hway he wanted to seeif only for five minutes, thetrip
would beworthiit.

During the night he dreamed of combat. St. Cyr’ stanks wererolling down on him again, just like that
first night at Oppdia, and he crouched with a Straight Arrow over his shoulder, the ground shaking
underneath him, men screaming orders dl around and the darkness split by the vivid flashes of tank
cannons and exploding shells and rockets. He awoke with a start, bathed in perspiration.

He lay awake in the empty, darkened room for along time, then turned hisface to thewall and let the
tears run down his cheeks.
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