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Prologue

Asamember of the Buchanan Planetary Commission, Doug Weintraub was, in theory at least, one of
the seven most important people on Buchanan. Since thetota population of Buchanan was only
thirty-seven thousand, theory didn't count for much. Someday, the commission might be asgrand asits
name, but at present it waslittle more than aglorified town council. Like the other members of the
commission, Doug put most of hisworking hoursinto the operation of hisfarm. A third of thefarm's
output actudly involved the cul-tivation of cropsin soil. Apart from afew head of livestock, the rest came
from nanotech food replicators.

But Doug wasn't working at three in the morning. He was hunting, something he did at least once awesk,
looking for the world's tastiest native treat. The hippobary was dso the largest native herbivore. Like the
hippopotamus that gave it haf its name, the hippobary was mostly aquatic, but came ashore at night to
graze dong theriver that flanked Buchanan's two towns, Sam and Max—the origina colonists had been
rather quixatic in many respects. Hunt-ing hippobary wasn't the safest pastime. An adult male might reach
athousand pounds. A female could top twelve hundred. Although they preferred the comfort of water to
support their bulk, hippobary could move rapidly on land, and their short, curved tusks could kill a
human. It had happened more than once in the 150 years that Buchanan had been settled.

Doug had hunted hippobary since he was fourteen years old. He was good, careful. Part of his care was
that he never went out until well after the middle of the night. By two or three in the morning, the
hippobary would have eaten their fill. A full belly made them duggish.



Now in hismid-forties, Doug wastal, thin, and very fit. Working afarm by hand insured that. Hisface
was weath-ered and deeply tanned. His hands were rough and ca-loused, with long, gaunt fingers. His
sandy-brown hair was beginning to go gray. Hisrifle was an antique, from the origina stock brought to
Buchanan with the first settlers, and patterned after adesign that had originated on Earth a thousand
years before. But the weapon was fully service-able, and powerful enough for hippobary, and
night-vision goggles let him see where to shoot.

A path led from Doug's backyard to the river. Wide and shalow over a soft bed, the river had never had
any name other than the Muddy. Even at the flood, the Muddy rarely got deeper than eight feet. The
marshy flood plains gave the water too much room to spread, away from Sam and Max.

Two hundred feet from theriver, Doug turned right and followed the edge of the marsh grasses. Every
few steps, he stopped and scanned the area between him and the water. His goggles depended on
avallablelight, rather than infrared, but they were better than nothing and had the added attraction of local
manufacture. Better equipment would have to be im-ported, and imports were prohibitively expensive.

/ want a big one tonight, Doug told himself. He liked large portions of hippobary. The native meat was
only par-tidly digestible, partidly nutritious for humans. "Haf an hour and you're hungry again" wasthe
local complaint, which was usudly coupled with "But that means you can eat more hippobary that much
sooner.”

A flash of light in the sky to Doug's right distracted him. " Can't be ameteor," he mumbled, shaking his
head. "Can't be atrangport shuttle either. Theré's nothing due." He would have heard of the arrival of an
unscheduled ship within minutes of itsarriva. "I'll ask Hansin themorn-ing,” he decided, turning his
attention back to his hunt.

Then a senic boom disrupted the night. Doug looked up again, as two more stresks of light raced across
the sky. After afew seconds, there were two more sonic booms.

All thought of continuing the hunt ended. Doug started back toward home. He wanted to get on the
complink and find out what was going on, which might not be easy in the middle of the night. Buchanan
didn't have afull-fledged starport. The landing field was manned only when a ship was expected, or when
an unexpected ship radioed its arrivd.

Doug's wife Elenawas standing in the kitchen, looking out the back door, when he got home. "What's
going on?" she asked as soon as Doug reached the porch.

"l don't know. Anything on the net?'
"l didn't look. | wanted to seeif you were around.”

Doug hurried through the kitchen to his den, Elenafol-lowing right behind. As soon as he got to the
complink, Doug used hisID to set up aconference with the other sx members of the commission. It took
lessthan five minutesto get al of them on the net. The sonic booms had appar-ently awakened everyone.

But no one knew what had caused the noises. With al seven commissionerstrying to talk at once, any
commu-hication was difficult. One or another of the members oc-casondly broke away from the
conference to make or take another call.

An outbresk of smal armsfire came dmost smultane-oudy with news. "Federation troops have landed
at the starport. They're advancing toward both towns." Sam and Max were little more than three miles
gpart, with the star-port farther from the river, completing aroughly equilatera triangle with the towns.



Thirty secondslater, Franz Benndlin was suddenly cut out of the conference hookup. The others caught a
flash of military battledress before Benndin's complink went dead.

'"They're coming for us," one of the other commissioners said, and hands reached to disconnect the net
conference.

Doug swallowed hard as he broke his connection to the others. His hand was shaking.
"What'sit al about?' Elena asked. She had seen and heard everything that he had.

"Invasion." Doug stood and gripped her arms hard. "' Get Jamie. Both of you go down into the storm
cdlar and stay there until someone comes.”

"Where are you going?' Elenaasked.
"No questions. Thereisn't time. Just get Jamie and lock yoursalvesin the cellar. Now."

Elenawanted to argue, but the look on Doug's face stopped her. "Be careful, dear,” she said. Then she
went to get Jamie, the only one of their three children who il lived at home.

Careful? There's no time left for careful, Doug thought. War was one evil he never would have
dreamed could come to Buchanan. An invasion by Federation troops? It was unthinkable, even asit

happened.

Helooked around his den, then pulled open adrawer, took two boxes of cartridgesfor hisrifle, and
suffed them into the oversized pockets of his hunting overals. Going through the kitchen, he grabbed an
empty canteen. He could fill it at the river. Elenaand Jamie went through the kitchen and down into the
storm cellar. Elenalooked terrified. Ten-year-old Jamie seemed to be more adegp than awake.

Doug dipped his night-vision goggles back in place, picked up hisrifle, and went out the back door. He
trotted across the yard to the barn. His plans were taking shape on the fly, his thoughts not fully
coherent. The Federation at-tacked us. We need help. Only the Commonwealth can help us, if we
can get word to them, if they choose to help.

One thought led to the next. Communications were a problem. A radio appeal would take yearsto reach
the near-est settled world. Buchanan had no ships capable of Q-space trangts. There was only one
possihility, and that was why Doug ran to his barn. There were three message rock-etson
Buchanan—small, high-acceleration rockets that could transit Q-space. One of those might avoid
intercep-tion. And one of those rockets wasin Doug's barn.

If there'stime, hethought. If | can get it off before sol-diers come for me. If it can elude whatever
shipsarein orbit. Too many "ifs"

The rocket had aways been anuisance. Twenty-six feet long and fifteen inchesthick, it took up too
much room; it was, or dways had been, usdless. Custody of it was the mgjor penalty of Doug's
membership in the commission. The rocket was at the back of his barn, near the second set of large
double doors. He pulled the tarp off of the rocket and found the small programming module. Therewas
no time for uncertainty. Doug had read through the ingtructions for the MRs when he was given
responsibility for his. That done wouldn't have been enough if the programming mod-ule hadn't provided
consgtant help. He keyed in his com-mission ID as authorization, then had to key in the message. For
security reasons, it couldn't be done ordly. Finally, he had to enter trangt instructions. Those took time,
as Doug had to navigate the computer's system of menus one win-dow at atime. He had never
programmed one of these rockets before. No one on Buchanan had. They were an emergency device,



something to useto signa extreme need when no other meanswas available. Like now.

The message was Smple: " Federation forces have in-vaded Buchanan and appear to be taking planetary
com-mission members prisoner.” Doug programmed the rocket for Buckingham, the capital world of the
Commonwedth. FHight indructions....

Doug hesitated. He looked away from the rocker and listened for any hint of soldiers. There were only

the familiar noises of the night. These rockets are supposed to get well away from any planet before
they distort their way into Q-space, Doug reminded himsdlf. It would take days for the MR to reach a
norma trangit point, with no guar-antee, and little hope, that it would escape the attention of the invaders.

"What happensif | program it to shift into Q-space right away?' Doug whispered. He couldn't remember
reading about that. What would trangit in the neighborhood of alarge mass do to the rocket? What
would it do to the large mass? How dangerous would the distortions be?

"I'm going to find out,” he mumbled, desperation over-riding judgement. He programmed the rocket to
trangt five seconds after ignition. Then herolled the rocket's launch cradle over to the double doors,
opened them, and pointed the rocket acrosstheriver. He gave himsdlf aninety-second delay before
ignition, and ran toward the path that led up-stream, carrying the rocket's programming module with him.
Evenif soldiers arrived before the rocket blasted off, they wouldn't be able to stop the countdown.
Maybe they could destroy the rocket with their persona weapons. Maybe they couldn't.

Doug ran as he hadn't run in adecade. He felt the ache of lungs and heart pushed to unaccustomed
effort. He wanted to be asfar away from that rocket as possible when it tried to insert itsdlf into
Q-space. / hope Elena and Jamie stay in the storm cellar, he thought, but there was no timeto go
back to reinforce hiswarning.

The flash of ignition was greater than Doug had ex-pected. A cloud of fire and hot exhaust gassesignited
the barn even before the rocket started to dide up out of its cradle. Then the rocket sought Q-space.
Doug had no way to be certain that it succeeded, but there was a shock wave, adistortion of local
gravity, asthe rocket opened a bubble of Q-space around it, forcing the air away, outward. Therewasa
greater blast of fire than before, white and blue flames that started at the outside of the bubble and
collapsed in~ward as the bubbl e disappeared. The shock of the rocket's transit completed the destruction
of the barn, blew out thefire that was consuming it, and sent out ripplesthat flattened the tall marsh
grasses.

The shock wave sent Doug flying to the ground, facefirs.

After aminute or more, he picked himself up. He ached dl over, but nothing seemed to be broken. He
looked back toward his home. The house was still standing, though the roof had been damaged.

He wanted to go back, but couldn't. Even if Federation troops hadn't been on their way before, the
rocket launch would certainly draw them. His wife and son would be safe—he wouldn't. Doug tossed
down the programming module, turned away, and continued trotting aong the path away from hishome
and the settlements. He wasn't certain where hewould go. Some five or six miles away, therewasa
gring of low hills, and severd caves. They would give him a least momentary safe haven.

And timeto think.
Part One
1



A four-note call from abosun's pipe sounded over speakers through His Mgesty's Starship Victoria.
Thetraditional announcement, "Insertion into Q-spacein thirty seconds,” followed, and every complink
displayed a count-down. For a century, there had been no real need for the warning. In the early
centuries of Q-spacetrave, it had been necessary to shut down aship's artificial gravity be-fore making
the trangit to or from Q-space because the early Nilssen generators had been unable to support the
power demands of both of their functions smultaneoudy. Current engines had no such difficulty. In
addition, the dimensiona trandation was no longer accompanied by the gut-wrenching sense of
didocation that the early generators had produced. But traditions died hard within the Roya Navy of the
Second Commonwedlth.

Two thousand feet &ft of the ship'sbridge, in one of the six dozen troop bays that occupied the bulk of
the ship's volume, Sergeant David Spencer of the First Battaion, Sec-ond Regiment of Roya Marines
looked up from hisin-gpection of the Intelligence and Reconnaissance (1& R) platoon to the nearest
speaker when the bosun's call sounded.

"Third time paysfor dl," David whispered after the announcement. After fifteen yearsin the Marines,
David had lost count of his Q-space transts—well over ahundred.

But thiswasthethird trangt of this particular voyage, thefina jump.

There were no noticeable fed to the ship'strandation to Q-space. Victoria's navigator locked onto a
point-mass di-mensiona complex. The ship's Nilssen generators de-formed the point and expanded the
resulting sphere around HMS Victoria. David knew the rudiments of the theory, though the mathematics
were beyond hisimagination. Dur-ing the jump, the ship existed in avirtualy independent universe, a
bubble whose diameter would be scarcely greater than the longest dimension of Victoria—dightly over
five miles. Once insde Q-space, the ship would rotate until it was amed at the proper exit point, and
then trangit back to normal-space. The amount of distortion forced on the sphere during the exit
determined the normal-space dis-tance covered during the jump. Properly plotted and exe-cuted, three
Q-spacetrandts could carry aship to any point in the known reaches of the galaxy. Two snags kept
Q-space trangport from being effectively instantaneous be-tween any two points. First, aship had to
climb away from the gravity well of aplanet before making the first transit of avoyage. Second, ships had
to make lengthy normal-space passages between Q-space trangits, traveling away from their last jump
pointsin normal-space until the last distortion ripples had damped out completely. That meant five daysin
normal-space before thefirst transit and three days after each jJump. A captain in the Roya Navy didn't
cut corners, not if he or she wanted to retain that commis-sion.

Victoria's journey home to Buckingham from Devereaux had been something of alark for most of the
troops. Their posting to Devereaux had been long and boring. The first, second, and engineering
battalions of the Second Regiment had spent nearly two years helping the new colonists stake out
townships, build houses, clear forest, prune back the local predators—that sort of job. It hadn't been
proper mil-itary work, but it waswork, and Marines had to be kept busy, if only to keep them out of
mischief. But there had aso been time for military training. The Roya Marines never passed up the
opportunity to train their people on new terrain. Now the Second Regiment was going home, looking
forward to catching up on overdue holiday leave and alittle civilized debauchery. A colony initsfirst
years had little to offer visiting military men—no pubs or dance hdls, no unattached and available young
women.

Sergeant Spencer finished hisingpection, then moved out into the crossaide. "All right, lads. Do try to
keep the arealooking shipshape longer than thirty seconds. Y ou've earned your free afternoon.
Digmissd.”

"Three more days," Jacky White said, immediately dropping onto his bunk. The men chosento servein



the 1& R platoons tended to be rather below average in height and weight. Stealth was an important
weapon for them. But Jacky was dightly shorter than average, even for the I&RR. Fully dressed, he
looked dight, no particular threat to any-one. But there was awiry, muscular body hidden beneath those
clothes, and the bland face conceded the mind of a proficient infantryman. " Three days to home and then
it'scivie street for me. Bloody time too. My enlistment was up Six weeks ago.”

"You'renot acivilian yet, White," Spencer said. ™Y ou know the drill, 'Enlistment continued for the Good
of the Service' "

"Aw, cmon, Sergeant,” Jacky said, laughing. ™Y ou mean, 'enlistment continued because the RM aretoo
cheap to provide special transport home." "

"Asyou will." Spencer held back hissmile until he turned avay from Jacky. His face was so weethered
that his men sometimes said that his smile could start babies crying. "Mind, you've had your lark. | haven't
had a decent day's work out of you in longer than six weeks."

"What will you do with your |eave when we get home, Sergeant?’ Lance Corpord Tory Kepner asked.
Tory was still on hisfeet. Spencer turned to him, liking what he saw. Kepner looked asif he had stepped
out of arecruiting poster, tall and obvioudy strong, clean-cut, the exception to the"smdl mengoto I&R"
rule. He would make full corpora soon, replacing Norwood Petty, who had trans-ferred to the Second
Battaion when he made sergeant.

"I know what you'll do," David said, avoiding the ques-tion. "Y ou'll be off to see that new son of yours.”

"Not so new. He's eighteen months old, and | haven't seen him yet." Tory had bored his matesto tears
through most of those eighteen months, and through the last five months of hiswifé's pregnancy, talking
about hiswife and child.

"Not to worry,” Alfie Edwards caled from across ahalf dozen bunks. He was the only man in the squad
shorter than Jacky, but outweighed him by fifteen pounds. He had grown up in arough, lower-class
neighborhood and looked it. Even though his hair was worn short, there was no mis-taking the"almost
red" color or thefact that it was un-controllable. Alfie had been dangerousin afight before enlisting.
Training camp had merely refined his skills. He had never been bothered by any yearning for a"fair" fight,
wanting every possible advantage. ' 'Y ou were there for the important bit."

"Hethinks," Jacky said, sotto voce.

"I didn't hear an announcement that weve left Q-space,” Roger Zimmerman said. He leaned againgt the
end of atier of bunks. "Hasn't it been long enough?' He was less worried about the trangit than he was
about the dis-cussion he was interrupting. Roger fancied himsdlf the glue that kept the & R platoon'sfirst
sguad from disintegrating into a constant brawl. He claimed to be older and wiser than the others, but
had stopped mentioning that when the others said it was amatter less of years and wisdom than of the
fact that he was Ssmply going bald.

"Maybe the navigator's got the shakes and can't line us up,” Alfie said, and there were laughs from most
of the others.

Then the trangt announcement came. After another thirty-second countdown, Victoria was back in
normal-space, and in its home system.

"I'll bein my room," Spencer said. "Lunch will be called soon. Leave abit for the rest of the battalion, will
you?' He used that as an exit line, heading for the hatch on the inboard side of the compartment while the
squad groaned and called out retorts. Sergeants were quartered separately, normally four to a



room—except for company lead sergeants and above, who were two to aroom, and the regimental
sergeant mgjor, who had a cabin to himsdf. On this voyage, with only hdf the regiment aboard, David
shared a stateroom with only one other sergeant, Malcolm Macdowel |, HQ Company's quartermaster.
And Macdowell used theroom only to deepiin.

There was a message flashing on the complink screen when David got to the stateroom. "SERGEANTS
CALL AT 1215 HOURSIN THE SERGEANTS MESS."

"Right after lunch,”" David mumbled. "1 wonder what's cooking now." He smiled at hispun. Findly done
in hissanctuary, David let hisbody relax. After fifteen years, it was an automatic reflex, the putting on and
taking off of proper military posture. Bardly thirty-two years old, David had enlisted while he was ill
underage. He had planned from the start to make a career out of the Roya Marines, and he had worked
with amost maniaca determination to make himsdlf the best Marine he could possibly be. Almost
textbook average in height and weight, David |ooked de-ceptively mild, with pale blue eyesand thin
blond hair. The look was smply another advantage to make use of.

He glanced a hiswatch. Mess call wouldn't sound for twenty minutes. Twenty minutes to kip out,
David decided. He lay on hisbunk and stared at the overhead. It would be good to get home to
Buckingham and civilization. Two years was an unusudly long posting to afrontier world like Devereaux,
and David was no different than his men—he was anxious to enjoy some of the pleasures of acivilized
world again. The twenty minutes of daydreamswere only astart.

David put on afresh uniform before he went to the mess, undress blues with standing collar. Captain
McAuliffe could sometimes get sticky about appearance. Heading back to garrison after atwo-year
absence, he was amost certain to start.

Lunch was served from 1100 to 1200 hours, ship'stime. Most days, David made it a point to get to the
mess late enough that he didn't have to stand in line. But today there would certainly be rumors about the
meeting. There might even be hard information.

"It'sdl three battalions,” H& S Company Lead Sergeant Landsford told David just insde the entrance to
the mess. "Colond Laplace himsalf will be conducting the meeting.”

"What's on the cooker?' David asked.
Landsford shook his head. " Something about the war isdl I've been ableto find out. No ideawhat.”

"Thewar's till on then?' David asked. "Thewar" had been something of ajoke on Devereaux. The
Confederation of Planets had formaly declared war on the Second Com-monwed th—rather, on the
worlds that belonged to the Commonwedlth, since the Federation didn't recogni ze the existence of the
Commonwedth itsalf. The Federation had reasserted its clamsto sovereignty over al of the worlds
settled by humans. But they had always claimed that. No word of any actud fighting had ever cometo
the troops on Devereaux.

"Colond had officers call ten minutes after the last jump,” Landsford said. "Must have been apriority
sgna waiting." There wouldn't have been timefor Victoria to report its return to Buckingham and get a
message back.

"Y ou know what | think?' David said sadly. "I think we've wasted our time making plansfor furlough.”
"| daresay," Landsford said.

"Y ou know, Peter, if thiswar hasturned redl, it won't be like any of the campaigns we've known before.



Thiswon't be amop-up of atiny colonid civil war."

"WEIl earn our pay," Landsford agreed. "But it's no good speculating. The colond will have hissay and
then well know, won't we?"!

The speculation didn't stop, of course. David got his meal and took a seet. He ate dowly, listening to the
talk— questions and speculations, no solid answers.

The regimentd sergeant major and the three battalion sergeant majors came in together, just after 1130
hours. RSM Dockery brushed asde thefirst questions directed at the group, quite brusquely, and the
questions ceased.

"They know what's up,” David mumbled.

"But they'll not let the cat out of the bag,” Sergeant Eric Dedly of Engineering Battalion said. "Dockery
could keep mum about his pants being on fireif he was ordered to."

The laugh that earned was subdued, but prolonged.

"They'll 5t therein their corner and pretend there's not athing different about thismed," Macdowell said
from the next table.

"Y ou don't think they'll send us out again straightaway without even astopover on Buckingham, do you?'
Nor-wood Petty asked.

"WEell haveto reprovison, if nothing s Macdowell said. " Victoria's been out for two years, after all.
The old girl needs her bit of maintenance, and she needsto fill her larders and storerooms.”

"Doesn't mean they haveto let us ground out,” David said, just to puncture Macdowell's confidence. *
"They could load the rest of the regiment, do arush job on the tune-up, and have us heading out-system
inforty-eight hours.”

"That'd sure have the lads feding mean enough to fight,” Macdowell said.

"It would have me fedling mean enough to fight," Dedly said. "And I'm apacifist at heart." That earned a
generous laugh. In hisyounger days, Dealy had been one of the most frequent barroom brawlersin the
regiment. It had taken him extrayearsto earn his stripes because of that.

Precisaly a hoon, Sergeant Mgor Dockery got up and spoke with the chief mess steward. A moment
later the stewards started setting pitchers of coffee and tea on the tables. Then they cleared away dishes
and closed down the serving line. By 1212, the last of the mess stewards had |eft the room. Two minutes
later, the colond arrived. A sergeant by the door called attention and everyone sprang to their feet.

"Asyou were," Colond Arkady Laplace said without breaking stride. He had his operations chief and all
three battalion commandersin tow. The regiment's executive of-ficer had remained on Buckingham with
the other three battalions. The senior officers marched to the head of the room. Colonel Laplace took up
aposition looking out at his sergeants, who had aready returned to their seats. The other officers sat with
the sergeant mgjors.

"I know how quickly rumors spread aboard ship, so | want to get the facts out even morerapidly,”
Laplace sarted. "I've dready briefed the officers. Now it'syour turn. If it were practica, I'd address all
the men mysdf, but | could only do that over the speakers, and that's little better than hearingitina
|etter-chip from home."



That earned afew laughs. After forty yearsin the Roya Marines, Laplace had histiming perfected. He
was at ease with hisauthority, and felt no need to artificialy protect his"dignity." His men tended to
award him their highest praise for an officer: "He's better than mog.”

"There was a digpatch waiting for us on the buoy when we bounced out of Q-space,” the colond said. "'l
expect afew of you have aready guessed this, but we won't get to take dl of the furlough weve
accumul ated over the past two years. Well be lucky to manage seventy-two hoursin port before were
off out again." He held up ahand to forestall questions.

"'l know. We should have at least six monthsin-system, plenty of time for everyone to take furlough and
get in ascore of pub crawls besides, but the war appears to have taken aturn. Fighting has actudly
Sarted.”

That brought alow buzz of comment. Colonel Laplace waited for it to fade before he continued.

"The newsisnt particularly good. The first engagements apparently occurred in the system of Camerein.
The only losses we know of were Commonwealth, three frigates. More recently, there's word that
Federation troops have in-vaded an independent world on the marches between our respective core
regions. | don't have full details, just the barest outline. But the Federation has taken aworld known as
Buchanan, and we're to chase them back off.

"The reason we're going straight out again isthat thereisn't another full regiment to be spared on
Buckingham just now. Two regiments are being retained as home defense, in case it should cometo that.
The other three regiments based on Buckingham have aready been dispatched on other missions, and
Buchanan apparently can't wait.”

2

Flight Lieutenant Josef Langenkamp was dozing in the fourth squadron ready room aboard HMS
Sheffield when the dert klaxon sounded. Before the horn went silent, Josef and his comrades were
moving toward the hangar and their fighters. They hel ped each other don and sedl their helmets before
stepping through to the ramp leading out to the air-lock and hangar. They had been in their flight suits
snce coming on shift. The fourth was the dert squadron, on two-minute response. All of the pilots were
young. A few were dtill teenagers, but mog, like Josef, were in their twenties. Even the squadron
commander was only twenty-six. Flying a Spacehawk required young reflexes.

Thisdert wasamost certainly only one more training exercisein aseemingly endless series. After dl,
Sheffield was il in orbit around Buckingham and there had been no warning of any enemy fleet entering
the system. But until they had confirmation that thiswas only adrill, they would treat it asredl.

Crew chiefswaited for their pilots on the hangar deck. The multi purpose Spacehawk Zed-3 fighters
werein then-dotsin the launch/recovery cylinders. Josefs fighter wasin the third dot in the rotating
cylinder.

"Going for agang launch, sr," his chief, Andrew My-nott, told him as they connected Josefsair and
power hoses in the cockpit.

"Thanks, Andy," Josef said. "'Y ou heard anything about our mission?”

"No, gr, not thistime." The crew chief wasalarge, hulking man, in hisearly forties, but he could il
manage the most delicate touch when he was working on "his' machine. He had spent more than twenty
years maintaining Spacehawks, al of theway back to the Zed-1, thefirst of the series. Mynott finished
checking connections, then tapped Josef on the helmet. " Clear now, sir," he said as he stepped back.



Josef nodded and closed the canopy while he worked through his preflight checklist. At the sametime,
he had avoice from Combat Control Center to listen to.

"Ground support mission,” the C2 voice announced. " Gang launch. Y our computers have been
programmed with the launch sequence and initid vector.” The numbers were repested for the pilots.
Josef compared the numbers recited over the complink with the numbers showing on his screen. They
matched. That was dwaysarelief.

The preflight routine was controlled pandemonium, too hectic to alow Josef to worry. Launching afull
fighter squadron needed three launch/recovery cylinders. Each LRC would be extended from the hull of
Sheffield. Sx fighters were launched s multaneoudy from pods that were barely seven feet gpart in each
LRC. The cylinders were emptied one after the other, with no more than ten-second intervals,
Fortunately, not dl launches were made in that hair-raising fashion. The fighters could be launched one at
atime, with each pod rotating around the L RC to reach the solo launch dot—"The biggest revolver in the
Gdaxy," asign on the hanger deck read.

Combat pilots wore neurd implants to make their jolbs more nearly reasonabl e than they would be for
unaug-mented human minds. A needle-thin jack connected the computing power of their hdmets and
fightersto their own brains. It was athree-way system. Combat command was on one channel with
mission parameters. The Spacehawk needed attention from its pil ot—through the neura implant, the pilot
wasingtantly on lineto hisbird's systems. And findly, the pilot needed to pay attention to his
environment, both inside and outside his cockpit. At first, the confusion had seemed absolute, but training
and drills reduced the incomprehens ble to routine, honed skills and reflexes, brought confidence. After
four years, it was just another day at the office for Josef.

As soon asthe service crews were through the airlocks, the LRCs were extended from the hull of
Sheffield. A final ten-second countdown was both audio and visual. Sheffield kicked the fighters out of
the LRC. The ship wasin assault orbit, 160 miles above Buckingham. The Spacehawks rockets fired
five seconds|later. While the fighters did down toward the atmosphere, the squadron commander,
Lieuten-ant Commander Olive Bosworth, briefed her pilots.

"Hrg runismissilesonly. Our target isacluster of Six buildingsin the desert, rigged with everything but
people.”

"'What, no live targets?' one of the pilots asked.
"Clamp down on that, now," Bosworth said sharply.

As Josefs fighter punched through afew high wisps of cirrus clouds, he got visud identification of the
target. The squadron was over ocean at present, but the coast was less than forty seconds away, with the
target another eight sec-onds beyond.

Red lights started flashing ingde Josefs cockpit. Status codes jumped straight from greentored. A
warbling darm sren sounded.

"ThisisRed Three," Josef sad, struggling to remain cam. "1 show full hydraulic fallure.

"Eject, Red Three," Commander Bosworth said. "WEell have the rescue team on the way before your
chutes open.”

There was no choice unless Josef wanted to accompany his Spacehawk into the ground at thirty-five
hundred miles per hour. He pulled up the safety cover to hisleft, armed the gector, then lifted the trigger
housing on hisright and punched the button.



His Spacehawk was crossing the coastline as the cockpit pod was blasted clear of the rest of the fighter.
The gector explosives cancelled much of the escape pod's forward mo-mentum. A first series of drag
chutes righted the cockpit capsule in the seconds they were deployed. Three small rockets provided
additiond braking asthefirst series of chutes broke free. When the rocketsfell slent, the main chutes
deployed. Josef clenched the armrests of his seat and flinched with each shock.

/ hope Andy got all the straps tight, Josef thought just before the crash bags inflated around him and
the capsule hit the ground. Theimpact was till enough to knock him out. It's almost inevitable, the
briefing went. We do every-thing we can to reduce the force of impact, and the cockpit of a Zed-3
has a thousand years of safety engineering be-hind it, but the human body still tends to get
indignant when subjected to certain levels of abuse. And when it gets too indignant, it goes on
strike.

When Josef regained consciousness, he heard avoicein hisear, but he didn't pay attention at first. He
ached dl over but was—apparently—not criticaly injured. He moved hisarms and legs, tentatively at
firgt, then with more vigor—as much as the cramped confines of the cockpit would permit. Nothing
broken, he thought, and he repeated that after two deep breaths convinced him that no ribs had been
fractured either. He touched a stud on the side of hishelmet and the visor displayed hisvitd signs. heart
rate elevated; blood pressure dightly depressed; respiration nor-mal.

"Red Three, do you copy?"

Josef finally became aware of Commander Bosworth's voice. He keyed his microphone, uncertain that
he would be able to transmit. The cockpit capsule was on its Sde, rocking. At least one of the braking
parachutes had to be attached yet, pulling at the pod.

"I appear to be in one piece, Commander,” Josef said. "I guess| took alittle nap.”
"Affirmative, Three. | showed you out for ninety-three seconds. Can you free yoursdlf from the capsule?
"| think so. My vitas are sound and nothing seemsto be broken.”

"Takeit dow and easy, Josef. You'rein asandfield. Y our chutes are dragging you but there's nothing
ahead to make that dangerous.”

"Uh, thanks, Commander. How long do | have before pickup?!
"Nine minutes. Medevac will be coming in from the northwest."
"Roger, Commander. Seeyou later."

Josef took a deep breath and looked out at the sand. He spotted the edge of the parachute that was
dragging him.

"l guess | should get out and cut that loose," he said softly. "No need to dide halfway across the flipping
de-sart.”

He had to crank the canopy open by hand, and the crank was underneath him, down by hislegs. Sowly,
he pulled himsdlf out of the capsule, getting amouthful of sand when the canopy opened. Hetook off his
gloves and dropped them back inside, then took the knife from the sheath on hisright leg. In the deep,
loose sand, the capsule did asrapidly as Josef could walk. He sawed at the parachute cables, holding on
to them, letting them drag him along. Findly, the last cable parted and the parachutes blew away. Josef
fdll againgt the pod. Even through his pressure suit, he could fed the residual hesat in the composite skin of
what was |eft of his Spacehawk.



Josef checked his compass, then looked northwest. The medevac plane was dready visible, adark
shadow low in the sky. It landed fifty yards from the pod. Josef fetched his helmet from inside the
capsule, then walked toward the plane. A hatch opened and two crew members came down the short
ramp.

"About time you got here," Josef shouted across the sand. "I could have got termina sunburn.”

"Didn't anyonetell you that those birds aren't disposa-bles?' one of the medtechs asked. "They cost a
trifle more than your undies, you know."

"Redly?" Josef feigned surprise as he climbed the ramp. He had to duck his head to get through the open
hatch. Josef had come within a quarter-inch of being turned down for fighters because of hisheight. He
barely fit in the cockpit of a Spacehawk. "They chafejust the same.”

"Have the flight surgeon prescribe acream,” the tech said. "Might help your disposition aswell."

"Let'sstrip you out of that suit,”" her companion said asthey entered the shuttl€'s triage chamber. "Make
sure you don't have chafing serious enough to require atraumatube.”

Before the medevac flight landed at the naval port facil-itiesin Westminster, Josef had been pronounced
fit. Hewound up sitting in the passenger cabin, Spping aglass of juice. He had tried alittle innocent
flirting with the female medtech, but she had proven unresponsive.

"Y ou've got more important thingsto worry about, Lieutenant,” shetold him in a bantering tone.
"Such as?' he asked.
"'Such as explaining how you managed to scrap a sev-enty-five-million-pound Spacehawk.”

That did give Josef something to think about. / can't help it that the hydraulics went south, he thought,
trying to re-assure himsdlf. But would command fed the same way?

"What's the routine here, love?" Josef asked the femal e tech as the plane taxied to a halt at its hangar.

"Therell beacar for you, | imagine. Since you don't need an ambulance, that is." She flashed teeth.
"Yet," sheadded.

"Ouch." Josef laughed and grinned.

Therewas acar waiting, though, with anava rating to driveit. "Hight Lieutenant Langenkamp?' the
driver asked when Josef came off of the plane.

IIY$II
"I'm to conduct you to base operations, Sir."

The driver proved to be totally uncommunicative throughout the five-minute drive. When hefindly
parked, the driver turned to Josef and pointed at the building.

"Through the door, gr. They'll guide you from there."

In less than two minutes, Josef found himsdlf in the of-fice of an assistant base operations officer,
Commander Owen Nesdly.

"Noinjuries, Lieutenant?' Nedly asked after returning Josefs sdlute.



"No, sr. Thank you."

"Relax, lad. Have aseat,” Nedly said finally. He ges-tured to apadded chair by theroom'ssingle
window. "Even without injuries you must be feding tatty. | under-stand you went in rather hot.”

"Yes, dr. Not dl thetraining in the galaxy prepares you for something like that, sir." Josef went to the
chair. Negly perched on the corner of his desk.

"Actudly, the Navy rather prefersto avoid the situation. We'd rather train pilots to not have to leave their
fighters so abruptly." Josef tensed alittle, but the commander waved ahand casudly.

"Sorry, that wasn't meant asacriticism. It'snot asif your bicycle had a puncture now, isit? Y ou can't just
pull over to the verge and wait for amaintenancelorry.”

"No, gr," Josef sad, ill too nervousto fed rdieved.
"Our report said you reported complete hydraulic fail-ure."”
"That'swhat the telltales said, Commander. There wasn't time to do more than accept that."

"Of course not." Nedy stood. "I think that'sal | need from you. Therell be aboard of inquiry, but that's
nothing for you to worry about. A formdity. The admiralty likesits measure of red tape.” He smiled,
briefly. "And just to impress you with our efficiency, | guess| could tell you that the replacement
Spacehawk isdready being ferried up to Sheffield.-'

"Oh?" Josef stood when the Commander did. "I was hoping to fly it up mysdlf, sir.”

"Ah, but you're adowned flyer. King's Regs require a pilot to stand down for seventy-two hours after,
and I'm afraid we couldn't wait that long to replace your fighter.”

HSrl?l

"Nothing, Lieutenant." Nedly hesitated, then said, ""That 'nothing' isquite official. Let'sjust say | spoke
out of turn. You're not to carry that out of this office.”

"Whatever you say, Sir," Josef said, more puzzled yet.
"Under the Official Secrets Act, Langenkamp.”
"Yes, gr."

3

Commander lan Shrikes wasalight degper. Even asachild, the dightest noise woke him. Each time
he trans-ferred to anew ship, there was adifficult period of adjust-ment. And each time he returned to
Buckingham and hisfamily, his system had to relearn the noises and movements common there. But he
could dways get by with the softest of darms, and often woke before it went off. This morning, his hand
was dready reaching for the alarm when it started to buzz. Dawn in Westminster was two hours away,
but duty caled, even though lan wasin astaff position now, aideto Admiral Stasys Truscott. Today the
admird was moving hisflag upto HMS Sheffield.

"Already?" Antonia Shrikes asked deepily as her hus-band got up.
"Already. Sorry, dear, | didn't mean to wake you."



"Silly. You know you can't get out of here without wak-ing me." She yawned and stretched, then sat up.
"There's no reason for you to get up yet, Toni. It'sjust four-thirty."
"So I'll ngp after the kidsleave for school," she said. "I'll fix breskfast while you're showering."

lan was wide awake. He was awaysfully dert as soon as he woke. He moved through his morning
routine with economicd efficiency, and fifteen minutes after getting out of bed, he wasleaving the
bedroom, ready for duty.

Duty was an important word to lan. He had spent twenty-four yearsin the Combined Space Forces,
doing his duty to King and Commonwedlth. His gppointment to the Royal Naval Academy had been won
in open competition. Each dow promotion had been won the same way, through abil-ity and dedication.
lan approached his current staff duties with al the diligence he had brought to every other posting. It was
anecessary step forward in his career. At the con-clusions of histour with Admira Truscott, lan knew
he could anticipate promotion to captain and command of his own starship.

Before he went downgtairs, lan looked in on the son and daughter he had seen too little of over the
years. lan Junior was thirteen. His room was decorated with models of star-ships, one of every vessel his
father had served on. He was already working on amode of Sheffield. Ruby was nine, an old nine. Her
dolls had aready been relegated to one corner of her room and received only occasiond attention. Ruby
spent most of her free time on the complink, showing an aptitude that amazed her parents.

Looking in on the children dmost disrupted lan's sched-ule. It was the only thing that could. But, findly,
he broke awvay and went downstairs. Antoniawas just putting his breskfast on the table.

"Aren't you going to eat?" he asked when she sat across from him with only a cup of tea.
She shook her head. "Not if I'm going back to bed."

"Sometimes | wonder if you ever egt,” lan joked. "Areyou afraid you couldn't fit back in the cockpit of a
fighter?'

"They don't et old ladiesinto those cockpits. | got out while the getting was good. There were too many
former fighter pilots and not enough upper division postings.”

They put off any farewd s until the car from fleet head-quarters arrived. Then they held themsdavesto
quick good-byes and abrief hug and kiss. Restraint, holding back on any overly demondirative
displays—it was aroutine they had perfected over fifteen years of marriage. That thiswasthefirgt time
lan might be leaving for amgjor military engagement made no visble difference.

But each of them fltit.

Therewaslittle traffic on the roads so early, even in the housing development that was home to so many
Marine and Navy families. In the last few months, the redlity of the war had started to makeitsdf felt in
the CSF commu-nity. Men and women had failed to come home from cruises, their fate not yet
explained. Y ou could fed the differencein the fill morning air. The staff car moved at the speed limit
through the suburbs to the naval base on the east Sde of the Westminster Spaceport.

At the gate to fleet headquarters, they stopped for an ID check. While he waited for the guard to verify
hisidentity, lan looked off toward the maintenance hangars, amile away. There were lights banked on
around the command shuttle that would take the admira and his staff up to Shef-field. The guard came
back out of the gatehouse, returned the ID chips, and saluted. lan returned the sal ute with casual
correctness, and hisdriver put the car back into gear.



"Heet opsbuilding, Sr?' the driver asked.

"Yes, that'sright.” 1an had originally expected to go to the admira's house and accompany his chief in,
but Trus-cott had specificdly indicated otherwise.

"I'm not certain just when I'll be heading in, 1an," Trus-cott had told him the evening before. "I'd rather
have you at the office, making sure everything's reedy for us."

There were armed guards at the entrance to the Fleet Operations building—Marinesin full battledress,
not the usua Shore Patrol in dress uniforms. They aso checked lan's 1D before they saluted and allowed
him to enter the building.

You'd think there was a war on, lan thought without humor. After nearly two years, fleet headquarters
seemed to have finally decided that the Federation's declaration of war might be serious.

lan took alift tube to the sixth floor. Admiral Truscott's temporary offices there would be vacated
sometime within the next severa hours. None of the staff clerks werein yet. Only one communications
technician wasin the outer of-fice.

"What do we have for the admira this morning, Gabby?" |an asked.

"A bit of theusud, gr," Louis Bierce said. "Nothing that ooks particularly urgent. But that's just my
guess, it it?'

"Do you even remember the last time you were wrong about something like that?" 1an laughed. Gabby
always seemed to know how important apiece was likely to be.

"I've got it writ down in adiary somewhere," Gabby said.

"Too bad you're not going out with us, Gabby. | don't know how well do without you."

"I'm just as happy to be staying, and | don't mind saying o, Sir. I've aready put thirty-five yearsin
uniform. The Navy'swell off putting me out to pasture.” In hisyounger days, Gabby had been a
prizefighter, winning the fleet heavyweight championship three times. Even though traumatubes hed
aways removed the most obvious signs of damage, there were still the physica clues, the thick-ening of
the ears, the way he carried his head just dightly forward, the way he moved on hisfedt.

"There's no such thing as mandatory retirement because of age or yearsin service," lan reminded the
chief petty officer.

"But the pension doesn't build past what they'll give me now, sir. Anything beyond thirty-five yearsisa
gift from me." Gabby chuckled." '| never wasthat much for charity."

"Y ou must know where some important skeletons are buried, Gabby, getting your retirement approved
with thiswar on."

"War ain't become red enough yet, sir. That's another reason to get out while the getting's good.”

"Okay, okay. Better give methe night signas, so | can have them ready for the admira when he comes

in.
Gabby'sfingers danced on the keys of his compsole. "Downloaded to your desk, Sir."

lan went through to his office, the smallest of the six officesin the admird's suite. He opened the curtains
on hiswindows. The curtains had been ordered by the admira. "We get enough of bare walls aboard



ship," he had told Ian when they moved into the offices. "Let's make this place look allittle more pleasant,
what?'

lan ran ahand over the fabric of the curtains now, smil-ing warmly at the memories that came back, not
just of this office—they had only been here afew odd months—but of along career. Thetrickle became
aflood. lan moved around the office in something of afog. The tea cart—it offered much more than just
tea, but nava tradition indsted on the ancient name—had been switched on before lan ar-rived. He
usually drank coffee, but this morning, he dialed up teaand sat at his desk to work through the night
dis-patches.

The memories kept building. lan stared at his complink screen. Instead of reading the message printed
there, he thought about the day he had reported aboard hisfirst ship, the frigate HMS Avenger . Thefirst
officer's orientation talk played back. Our frigates are the spiritual and lineal de-scendants of the
frigates that sailed the seas of Earth as much as fourteen hundred years ago. Thereisa Golden
Hind in the fleet. The original was Sr Francis Drake's ship when Queen Elizabeth | ruled England.
Avenger had seemed impossibly cramped to Ensign Shrikes, fresh out of the Academy. But when he
took hisfirst shore leave three months|ater, he had felt nervous with al the excess room of an
atmosphere around him. He had spent most of his two weeks ashore inside one building or another,
going outside only when he absolutely had to, and he had kept his eyes down then.

That memory brought achuckle, and the laugh brought lan's mind back to the present. He blinked
severa times, looked at the clock, then took along drink of histea. It was getting cool, so he got up to
get ahot refill. Then he turned his attention to hiswork.

It was just after 0630 when Gabby stuck his head into lan's office. "The admird isin the building, g, in
thelift coming up."

"Thanks, Gabby." lan stood. "I have absolutely no ideawhat the schedule isfor today. The admira said
wed havetowingit.”

Stasys Truscott came sweeping into the office with abooming " Good morning, lads." He wasn't the sort
of man who would appear overly impressive out of uniform. Only alittle above the average height for
Buckingham, and con-siderably bel ow the average weight, Truscott might have appeared to be a
mid-leve civil servant in mufti. But his uniform transformed him. Nearly eighty years old, Truscott had
worn the uniform of HisMgesty's Roya Navy for sixty of those years, and he had frequently told lan
that he planned to tay in the RN however long it took him to makefirgt lord of the Admiraty. "And
Long John Raleigh didn't get his appointment until he was a hundred and seven,” Truscott would always
add. Sir John Raleigh wasthe cur-rent first lord.

"lan, we're due a Long John's office at 0730. Well have to leave here no later than 0710," Truscott said
as soon as he had blustered through his morning greetings. Socid pleasantries remained aforeign
language to him, but he dways made the attempt to get through them in something gpproaching proper
fashion.

"Aye, gr, I'll cdll for acar draightaway,” lan said.

"No need. My car iswaiting." Truscott Started toward the door to his private office. " Gabby, would you
comeinwith me?'

"Of course, Sr."

"Oh, lan, before | forget,” Truscott said. "Ring up Cap-tain Hardesty and tell him welll be coming up
immediately after the briefing. Well go to the shuttle from the Admi-ralty.”



"Aye, Sr." Mort Hardesty was captain of Sheffield. "Any ideahow long the briefing will last, Sr?!
Truscott had dready resumed his course toward his of-fice. He just shook hishead in answer.

Gabby was only in the admird’s office three minutes. 1an had just completed his conversation with
Sheffield when Gabby camein, adispirited look on hisface.

"What'swrong, Gabby?'

"My retirement's off,” Gabby said, hisvoice crustier than ever. "I'm going up to Sheffield with you."
"Theadmird couldn't hdp?’

"No, sir. He said the new orders are quite precise.”

"I'm sorry, Gabby. Anything | can doto hep?"

""Theadmira said | should ask you to get astaff car to take me hometo pack. I'm to go straight to the
shuttle from there.”

"Sure, Gabby." 1an madethe call immediately. "Bewaiting for you in five minutes. Y ou cdled your wife
yer?”

"No, gr. I'm abit scared of that." Gabby managed awan smile. "I'd best do it now though, before | just
show up home."

lan brought up the matter during the ride to the Admi-ralty, "Gabby had his heart set on retiring, Admiral.
Isn't there anything you can do?" Truscott sighed and shook hishead. "'l tried, but no go.

| went straight to the top, but this order originated at the

Pdace. All retirements and discharges are off, indefinitely.

All I could do was give Gabby a choice. He could stay here or move up to Sheffield with us™
"He sounded terrified of teling hiswife."

"In his place, | might betoo. Sheld have made afine

Marineleading sergeant.” Hislaugh seemed to find some humor, about halfway through.

Onnormd vigtsto Sir John Raleigh, lan waited in an outer office while Truscott went into theinner
sanctum done. Thistime, lan was ushered in with the admiral.

"Good morning, Stasys," Long John said, getting up and coming around the desk. Raleigh did not appear
to be past middle age. Asasenior officer, he had long been d-igible for the full course of treatmentsto
keep the effects of age a bay. Therewas aslittle gray in hishair asthere wasin Truscott's. He stuck out
ahand for Truscott, and after they shook, Raleigh turned to 1an. ' 'Morning, Shrikes. | know you're
caught abit off the mark, but what | have to say to your bosswill involve you.”

|an nodded.

"Let'smove next door and get comfortable.” Raleigh led the way to adoor at the side of his office. lan
had never been through that door, but he knew what was there in agenerd way. Raleigh had avery
comfortable den filled with overstuffed leather chairs, books, and book viewers, and various bits of



memorabilia, few of which had any connec-tion to the RN. A standard naval-issue tea cart was the only
object in the room that had any air of the CSFto it.

"Drop the bomb, First Lord," Truscott said, alittle stiffly, as he sat in one of the chairs. "Y ou're being so
damn polite you must be ready to chop my heed off."

Raleigh laughed heartily, but it rang false. 1an took his seet more dowly, his eyes darting back and forth
between the others. Raleigh's body had started to show the effects of many years of asedentary lifestyle.
His cheeks had a plump softness, and weight that had once been hard muscle had turned to sagging fat
on historso. But there was noth-ing wrong with hismind. That was as hard and sharp asever.

"Nothing so dramatic, Stasys,” Raleigh said. "Tea, cof-fee, something else?' He moved to the tea cart.
"Coffeg" Truscott said with asigh, "straight.”

"Ah, yes. And you, Shrikes?'

"Thesame, Sr."

Raeigh served hisvistors, then took teafor himself. "Nothing like agood brew," he said. He went to his
chair and sat, then took asip. He looked at Truscott over the rim of his cup.

"The bomb," Raeigh said findly. He shook hishead. "It'sredly asmple matter, Stasys."
"How smple?" Truscott was more suspicious with each passing second.

"A temporary addition to your staff. His Mgesty has requested that we accommodate an observer from
the Privy Council "

"A politician?" Truscott let hisdismay show clearly in hisvoice.

"Actudly, no," Raeigh said. For amoment, he seemed preoccupied with inspecting the remaining
contents of histeacup.

lan figured out the answer before anyone spoke. If it's a member of the Privy Council, but not a
politician, then it hasto be...

"Prince William Albert Windsor, Duke of Haven," Ra-leigh announced. "His Mgesty's youngest brother.”

Truscott closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out noisily before he opened hiseyesagain. "It
could be worse. At least the.duke knows the Roya Navy."

"He served for sx years," Raeigh sad. "1 don't believe you ever served with him?'
Truscott shook his head. "No, but I have met His High-ness on occasion.”

"Now, Stasys, | want to be crysta clear abouit this. His Highness will be attached to your staff, but only
as an ob-server. His commission hasn't been activated. Heisn't go-ing along to issue orders or interfere
inyour operations. That isthe express order of HisMgesty."

"And what if the duke decides that he wants to take a hand?" Truscott asked.

"If the lad gets out of line, you'll haveto befirm, but diplomatic.” Raleigh gestured to lan. "That'swhy |
wanted you in herefor this, Shrikes. | imagine that a considerable portion of the 'keeping in line€ will fall
toyou. I'll repeat it straight out. The Duke of Haven will be dong drictly asacivilian observer without



naval rank. Since that is His Mg esty's order, the Duke of Haven isin no position to appropriate any
other status. Hisonly brief isto invite the rightful government of Buchanan to apply for member-ship in
the Commonwedlth."

"Yes, gr," lansad. "I'll do my best. I met Prince Wil-liam at the Commonwed th Day ball |ast year. Not
that he has cause to remember me."

Raeigh nodded. "I'm certain you'll do fine. In any case, even if His Highness had his commission
activated, you'd still outrank him. His reserve commission is lieutenant commander, and you know the
protocol. When amember of the roya family is serving on active duty, family con-nectionsgive him
absolutdly no privileges beyond what his navd rank entitleshim."”

"So I'vebeentold, gir," lan said.

"Believeit," Raeigh sad. "The RN couldn't function any other way." Heturned to Truscott. "The
commander's been with you too long, Stasys. Y our cynicismis rubbing off."

"I'd like to get moved up to Sheffield as soon as possi-ble," Truscott said, rather than responding to
Rdeigh'sjibe. "When can we expect His Highness?'

"Tomorrow afternoon.” Raleigh stood. Hisvisitorsim-mediately rose aswell. "One of the last supply
shuttles | imagine”

4

Theair inthelow entrance to the cave was nearly letha with concentrations of carbon monoxide and
carbon dioxide. But no smoke showed outside the cave, and that was the important consideration. Doug
Weintraub had watched the mouth of the cave dl night, dozing only in-termittently, anxiousthet hisfire
not give away hislocation. Occasionally, he had scurried into the cave on hands and knees, breath held,
to make sure that the low fire hadn't burned out or grown too strong, or to add wood to the fire.

Just before dawn, Doug made another trip into the cave. Thistime helaid two thick hippobary steakson
the coals. Half an hour later, his breakfast was cooked. It tasted ex-traordinarily good after two weeks
of raw mesat and what-ever wild fruit and vegetables he could find.

Doug hadn't dared to go home since the night of the invasion. Twice, he had gone near the settlements,
moving carefully in the night. His reconnai ssances had provided little information. He had been too
cautious, too nervous, to take chances. He assumed that the Federation soldiers would have the latest
equipment, not just weapons but also detecting gear. Doug had only his night-vison goggles. If
Federation soldierswere looking for him, they would find him.

Theinvasion was still a shock, and Doug had been un-able to guess at the reason. Buchanan had no
gresat reserves of people, no specia naturd resources. There had been no warning, no demands. Driven
to distraction by hisfutile search for amotive, Doug hed finaly turned his mind to more practica
consderations, and found amost as much confusion. What the hell do | expect to accomplish out
here? One man, one foolish man. Againgt an army.

One man?What did it matter? There was no way that Buchanan could possibly stand againgt the
Federation, not if it really wanted Buchanan. The Federation probably had more ships than Buchanan
had people. Doug didn't count on receiving help from outside. The Commonwealth might not have
received his message rocket. The rocket might have destroyed itsdf in the immediate Q-space transit.
Evenif the Commonwedth had received Doug's message, they might not respond. Again, Buchanan had
nothing in partic-ular to offer.



It boils down to, "How much are we worth to them?" That was where Doug aways came up against
ablank wall. How could one man make the cost of holding Buchanan too grest for the Federation?

Doug finished his stegks, then stared at the entrance to the cave he had used for cooking. There had been
more to the exercise than breskfast. He had killed a hippobary the night before |ast, then stretched its
hide on aframe and st it in the cave to smoke-dry. He had cut sixty pounds of meat into narrow strips
to smoke and dry aswell. The meat would keep longer asjerky, and he could carry food more easily
that way if he had to move his camp.

There was still work to do. Hippobary hide was thick, an excellent insulator. Doug planned to cut and
saw the hide to provide himsdf with atherma shield, something to help conced him from theinfrared
detectors he assumed Federation soldiers would have. With that extralayer of protection, he would be
able to move around near Sam and Max with less chance that he would be discovered. He needed
information, and he needed recruits.

One man had no chance. A group of men might.

Another four hours of deep would have been nice. Doug was tempted to take those hours, put off his
foray until the next night. It had taken him until mid-afternoon to stitch together his hippobary heat shield
with fibers from ariv-ergrape vine and a needle fashioned from adiver of ahip-pobary leg bone. Now it
was sunset, and deep was more tempting than along walk and the danger of being discov-ered by
patrolling soldiers.

"I've wasted too many days now," Doug told himsdlf firmly.

After heleft the cave, he followed hippobary paths dong the river. The spring floods had been gone for
nearly three months, and the ground was firm enough that it wouldn't show footprints. The Federation
soldiers were new to Buch-anan. They would probably avoid hippobary. Right now, those animals were
the only dlies Doug could count on. They gave him food, histhermd shield, and some protec-tion. If
only they had guns and a willingness to fight on our side, Doug thought, smiling in the dark.

The barn had burned to its foundation, or been blown apart. Even the course of plascrete that had
supported the walls was damaged. At the rear of the barn, where Doug had launched the message
rocket, the plascrete had been fused into something unrecognizable. The back of the house was
scorched, the wall warped, if not as badly as the barn's foundation. The roof shingles were blackened,
and many w eremissing. Therewere no lights on in the house.

Doug lay motionlessin the reedsfor twenty minutes. It doesn't mean anything, hetold himsdf. They
wouldn't stay here. They'd have gone to Marie's. Marie was Elenas old-est sister. Shelived in Max,
near the Park, the greenbelt between the two settlements.

He crawled to the house, just in case it was being watched. He had to go inside, look for any message
that Elenamight have left, and unless the invaders had looted the place, he hoped to find supplies.

After pausing again below the porch, Doug went up the back stairs and through the kitchen door quickly.
He doveinto the house and rolled to the floor under the table. When he came to astop, hisrifle was up,
ready for action. Doug gave himsalf amoment, until he was bresthing normally again.

/ must be alone, or I'd already be dead or a prisoner.

He scooted out from under the table, stood, and closed the outside door. He made aquick tour through
the house to make certain that he was aone, and to see what hiswife had left. Clothes were missing from
hiswife's dresser and closet, and from Jami€e's. A piece of paper on the corner of the dresser carried one



word: "Marie." Doug closed hiseyesin relief, then turned the paper over and printed hisinitiasonit. If
Elena came home, she would understand.

Then Doug went to work. He found a knapsack and filled it—clothing, ammunition, supplies, and food.
Thefirst pack filled quickly. Hefilled asecond aswell. He could havefilled adozen, but thiswasdl he
could carry back to his hideaway. Doug needed only an instant to suppressthe in-stinct to grab a
portable complink. The advantages of com-munications were infinitely outweighed by the smple fact that
even the most basic scanning equipment could pinpoint hislocation the instant he turned the complink on.

Got to get moving, Doug told himsdlf. 1've been here too long already. The night'swork wasn't over
yet.

Gil Howard came out on his back porch and stood there slhouetted againgt the light from inside his
house. He jumped when Doug rose from the tall grass and walked toward him.

"We thought you were dead,” Gil said when he recov-ered from the start. He hurried down off the porch
and moved to meet Doug. ' 'Where the hell have you been?’

"Hiding," Doug said. "What's going on? I've been completely out of touch sncethe night of theinvason.”

"There hasn't been much,” Gil said. "The Federation people say they've decided to 'assert their rightful
sover-eignty,’ asthe new governor told us over the net.”

"How many troops did they land?"

"No more than a couple hundred, but their ship istill in orbit. No telling how many more men they have
up there." Gil looked around, nervous. A little shorter than Doug, he was only a couple of years older,
athough helooked older than he was. Buchanan did not have the so-phisticated nanotech equipment to
hold down the appear-ance of age. But hewas dso afarmer, fit and hedlthy from alifetime of physica
work.

"And everyone's reedy to St till and let them stedl our world?!
"Thereésnot ahell of alot we can do, now, isthere?'

"Maybe, maybe not,” Doug said.

"Whet do you think we can do?"

"We can try to make the price higher than they're will-ing to pay," Doug said. "We can make sure they
know thisis our world."

Gil lowered his head and turned away. Doug waited, a-most holding his breeth. Did anyone fed as
strongly about thisas he did? Findly, Gil turned back to him.

"'What do you want me to do?"

Doug took a deep bregth, then let it out. "Help me or-ganize. Get some of the men. Have them put
together field packs and weapons. | can't go house to house recruiting. The Federation people may be
looking for me. I managed to fire off the message rocket before | went to ground. If it got through, we
may get help from the Commonwed th— eventualy. But we can't count on that, and we can't very well
let strangers comein and do al the work.”

Gil spent amoment pacing before he answered. ' 'Okay, I'll do what | can. But when I've donethat, I'll



joinyou. | don't much like theidea of strangers barging in and taking over.”
Doug smiled. "I was hoping you'd say thet."

Part 2

5

Admiral Truscott sat motionlessthrough most of the ascent to Sheffield. lan could dmost hear hisboss
sgh with relief when the command shuttle moved out of the aimos-phere into the freedom of space.

"It'sbeen decades since | redly felt comfortable ashore,” the admira said. "1 would amost have passed
up the chanceto get my flagif | could have stayed in space full-time."

lan sat across from the admira and looked out a porthole, dmost as avid for space as Truscott. Thisis
why | joined the Navy, he thought. Man had been trespassing in space for a thousand years, and there
were il dl of the abso-lutes. Space was unforgiving of error. A moment's distrac-tion could be deadly.

"Y ou know, lan," Truscott said asthe shuttle pilot matched orbits with Sheffield, "thismisson may take
usinto completely unknown territory.”

"Sir?" lan had alowed himsdlf to become distracted by the outside view. Sheffield's bulk had dominated
the view for sometime. The bundle of three tangent cylin-ders stretched for miles, comforting inits bulk.

"Weve never had ared space war. Apart from afew minor skirmishes, we've smply used space for
trangporta-tion. Thewars have dl been down in the dirt, just as they've been since one caveman first hit
another over the head with a club. We haven't the foggiest notion whether any of the tacticsweve
dreamed up at the War College will work whenitisn't just adrill. We don't know anything about the
business of war in space.”

"We're asready aswe can be, sir," lan said. "After al, the Federation has no more experience at this
than we do."

"On the contrary, lan. We have to assume that they've dready won at |east three space engagements.”
"Camerein?'

Truscott nodded. "Camerein. We still don't know what happened there. All we know isthat three ships
haven't returned from that system. Northumbria was there when the Federation declared war. Suffolk
and Hebrides never came back from their missonsto Camerein.”

"Not to mention Prince George," lan said.

"Not to mention." Truscott nodded again. "That may be why were to be honored with the presence of
his younger brother, to keep William out of His Mgesty'sway for atime. It ismy understanding that the
Duke of Haven has been pressing His Mg esty for an al-out assault on Ca-merein to rescue their
brother.”

"I'm abit surprised that we haven't been ordered to do something like that, instead of this Buchanan go,”
lan said.

"No, not yet," Truscott said, and then he held up ahand to forestall any further conversation. The shuttle
was about to dideinto its hangar bay on Sheffield.

Admiral Truscott was welcomed aboard with full honors, sideboys, flourishes, and whistles. Rear



Admira Paul Greene, commander of Sheffield's battle group; Captain Mort Hardesty of Sheffield; and
ahalf dozen other officerswere there to greet the admird. Truscott suffered the for-mdities with cheerful
resignation. Under peacetime condi-tions, he had welcomed theritua and pomp. The Navy wasn't fully
conditioned to war yet, and rituals were hard to suppress.

It was twenty minutes before Truscott and the others reached the flag bridge. 1an went straight to the tea
cart to provide refreshments for the senior officers.

"l want afull conference, as quickly asyou can set it up, Paul," Truscott said while lan passed around the
cups. "Skippers and firgt officers of dl five ships, Colond La-place of the Marine regiment, along with his
top staff and battalion commanders, the commander of the air wing, and her squadron commanders.” In
addition to Sheffield and Victoria, the battle group would include the frigates Re-pulse and Lancer, and
the supply and service vessdl Thames.

"There's a chance some of those people are fill dirtsde, Stasys," Greene said. "Provisioning is till going
full lick, and quite afew of the people from Victoria are getting in their bit of shore leave yet.”

"'Find out how many and who, and get those officers up here double-quick. | need to get this briefing out
of the way today. Were going to war, not to atea party.”

A moment later, only Truscott and Shrikes were left on the flag bridge. "Get our peoplein here, lan,”
Truscott said. "I might aswell get them straightened away while we're waiting for the other lot.”

"YS, s‘ r_"

There had been considerable reorganization. As senior officer, Admira Truscott got the primeflag
territory on the battlecruiser. Admiral Greene and his staff had been bumped, and were in the process of
tranderringto Victoria.

Therest of Truscott's staff had gathered in the flag ward-room. lan went in and exchanged greetings.
Most of the team had been together for nearly two years.

"Peptak time" lan told the others. "On the flag bridge.”

It was after 1700 hours before Paul Greene could re-port that al of the officers Truscott wanted present
for the briefing had arrived. "They're waiting your pleasure in the main wardroom, Stasys.”

"Thanks, Paul." Truscott clapped hisfriend on the shoulder. ' 'Y ou know, we may redly earn our
pensionson thisvoyage.”

Paul Greené's answering smilewasthin. "It dl seemsabit foggy to me, Stasys. Unlessyou've been
keeping se-crets.”

"Not intentionaly, at least. I've routed everything to you since thisflap came up.” Truscott shrugged.
"There may be the odd bit and piece missing. Hell, man, I'm not sure/ know dl of what's going on."

lan opened the door for the admirals, then followed them aong the corridors and down the lift tube.
When he opened the door to the main wardroom, he heard the call to atten-tion as someoneinside
spotted the admiras. A lectern had been set up at the head of the room. Truscott homed in on that and
told everyone to be seated.

"Ladies, gentlemen.” Truscott didn't waste time when he reached the lectern. A quick glance around



showed faces that were attentive, curious, abit apprehensive.

"Wewill depart Buckingham in less than twenty-four hours. Our destination isaworld known as
Buchanan. If you've never heard of it, don't fed bad. | hadn't heard of it mysalf two weeksago." There
were complink controls on the lectern. Truscott punched in acode and a chart of the Buchanan system
appeared on the wall behind him. Next to the chart, alist of vital gatisticsfor the sysem wroteitsaf on
thewall screen.

"Nothing remarkable," Truscott said. " Seven planets, two of them gas giants with extensve satellite
systems. Two well-defined asteroid belts. Only the one habitable world. Buchanan was settled about a
hundred and fifty years ago. We have no population figures, no recent data of any sort. All we do know
isthat Buchanan has appar-ently been invaded by forces of the Federation.”

A hand rose in the audience. Truscott nodded at the of-ficer and she stood.
"Lieutenant Commander Olive Basworth, fourth squad-ron of theair wing.”
"Y es, Commander?'

"Apparently, Sr?' She put alot of emphasison thefirg (< ord.

"Apparently, Commander," Truscott affirmed. "A mes-sage rocket was intercepted coming in-system.
The cylinder itsalf was badly scorched. The early andysiswas that the MR transited to Q-space deepin
aplanetary atmosphere. Yes. | know that the book saysthat can't be done. At least, Mere are strong
recommendations againgt it. But the mes-_ge in the rocket was that Federation troops had landed ind
were taking members of the governing planetary com-mission prisoner. The Admiraty takes the message
seri-oudy.”

Paul Greene cleared histhroat and Truscott looked to him.

"Someone hasto ask this, so it might aswell be me," Greene said. "What's so important about Buchanan,
other than the fact that Federation troops may have landed there?"

"'Buchanan is on the fringe between the core regions of Commonwealth and Federation,” Truscott said.
"It has been independent, not amember of the Commonwedlth, but | at accepting the claimed
sovereignty of the Federation e-ther. It is gpparently only lightly settled. Buchanan could Hvethe
Federation atoehold close to worldsthat arevita : 1 the Commonwedlth. It could a so give them abase
closeto an areathat alot of our ships use for making mid-course

Q-spaceinsertions. If they set up shop there, they could be area thorn in our sides, even perhaps
threaten Bucking-ham. Other than location, the important thing isthat they've requested our assstancein
defending themsalves. His Ma-jesty's government have decided that we should grant that assstance.

"WEelIl haveto gather our own intelligence going in. The scout ship Khyber has dready been dispatched.
Wewill rendezvouswith Khyber before we make our fina jump to Buchanan. Our preliminary andysisis
that the Federation probably hasn't committed major assets. But the basis of that estimate is nothing more
than the fact that, asfar aswe know, there's nothing to justify amajor commitment. Y ou can understand
that, since Buchanan'slocation is strartegicaly important, | don't place an excessive amount of faithin
that assessment, which is one reason why Khyber is off doing arecce.

"Our mission isto engage Federation forces and liberate Buchanan. | will keep you apprised of
devel opments as necessary. Once we have firm intelligence on the current status of enemy forces, well
move toward tactical plan-ning. In the meantime, | want every ship, every section, ready for combat.



That'sdl for now."
After the briefing, lan followed the two admirals back to the flag bridge.
"Just how strong do you think the Federation force on Buchanan is, Stasys?' Greene asked.

"Theresredly no way to know," Truscott grumbled, "but I'm hoping they've not assigned morethan a
sngletroop ship. Their Cutter class, if werelucky."

"A gngle battalion?' Green asked, clearly skeptical.

"The colony on Buchanan can't number more than forty or fifty thousand people. They have no significant
exports, amost no contact with other worlds. Y ou know what it's like with asmall colony. All they have
isther location, their homes. Even if they plan to build it up afterward, theré'sno cal for amgor
commitment of Federation troops at the start. Especidly if they don't know that someone managed to get
out acdl for help. We have a chance to score aquick victory. We need something like that to drive
home the point that thiswar isfor redl. A lot of civilians don't seem to recognize the peril yet."

lan felt asudden chill a an uninvited thought: A quick defeat might drive home the point even better .
6

Turn and about—nhell of a way to run things, David Spencer thought as he packed his bag at the
Royd Albert Hotd in downtown Westmingter. Been gone twenty-four months and only get
twenty-four hours ashore.

It had been a spectacularly unsatisfactory shore leave, even though he had splurged on aroom in the
poshest hotd on Buckingham. Drinking done had been no fun. Nothing tasted right. It was dl flat, like
thetalk of the civiliansaround him. Finally, he had bought a bottle and gone back to hisroom. After
scanning the day's headlines on the com-plink, David searched for news of the CSF and the war, linking
back through all of the months he had been gone. He found the entries about the shipsthat were
presumed lost: Northumbria, Suffolk, Hebrides. Each had carried aMarine detachment. David had
done atour aboard Suffolk. He knew men who were serving on Hebrides, perhaps aso on
Northumbria.

Turn and about. In some ways, David was amost glad to see thisliberty end. There were no taxis
handy when he left the hotel, so he started walking. It was abright spring day in Westmingter. The breeze
was mild, coming from the ocean. Nothing that David saw showed any sign that there was awar on. He
stopped on acorner and turned through a complete circle. People walked and rode past, caught up in
their normal affairs, obliviousto anything e se. Business as usud. David suddenly fdlt like screaming in
frudration. Don't you bloody sods know what's going on?

For amoment, he trembled with something like rage. It wasn't until hewasin the taxi heading out toward
the CSF base in Chegpside that he managed to think hisway through hisreaction. What do you think a

war's supposed to be like at home? It's up to blokes like me to keep them feeling safe and normal .
Finaly, histension eased enough for awry question. And where's the fine text that says folks have to

panic 'cause there's a war somewhere ?

David looked around, settled himself more comfortably in the backseet, and cleared histhroat. ' 'Driver,
drop me at Northbridge and Woolsey, instead of going to the port." There was ill time for a pint or two
before he had to report back for the shuttle.

Buses ran dong Northbridge every twenty minutes. Da-vid took a post near the front of the Tattooed



Lady, put his bag on the floor between hisfeet, and set himsalf atime limit. This pub felt more
comfortable than the fancy bar a the Roya Albert.

Almost like home, David thought. He drank down hisfirst two pints of bitter quickly, then decided he
had timefor athird. When the third pint had gone the way of the first two, there were till four minutes
left until the next bus was due, so David ordered afina haf pint and tossed that off in onelong swalow.

"There, lad, you've had your proper taste." He set the glass on the bar with exaggerated care. "No telling
how long that hasto hold you." Heflipped adoppy sdute at the barman, picked up his bag, and headed
for the door. His steps weren't nearly as crisp and military aswhen he camein. But he felt worlds better.

David whistled hisway to the bus stop. He wasn't drunk—adight buzz, nothing more. By thetime he
re-ported back aboard Victoria, he would be ready for duty. He probably wouldn't even need akilljoy
paich to cleanse the acohol from his system.

No one paid much attention to adightly intoxicated Ma-rine in Chegpside, not even in the afternoon.
Drunken Ma-rineswere adaily, and nightly, sght there. The bus conductor, aformer Marine himself,
took note of where David sat in order to make sure the sergeant got off at the port. The conductor
aways did what he could for the Ma-rines and sailors who came under his charge on their way back to
base from a sortieinto Cheapside. He knew what it waslike.

David sat and stared out the window. He continued to whistle, but softly, absentmindedly. Behind him,
the con-ductor smiled when he found himsdf whistling the same tune, just as softly. He nodded, thinking
that very little had changed in the twenty years snce he had mustered out.

The bus ride took less than ten minutes. David got up from his seat ahaf block before the familiar stop at
the main gate and worked hisway to the door at the rear of the bus.

"Good luck, Marine," the conductor said as David weaved by him.

David stopped and looked at him. "Thanks. And good luck to you.” The conductor saluted with agrin
and David returned both. He stepped down from the bus fedling better than he had in weeks.

A dozen people got off with David, al of them heading back to base. Others were converging on the
gate, getting out of taxis or walking down the street. Down the block, David saw three of his people.
Alfie and Roger were more than haf carrying Jacky White. Jacky seemed scarcely con-scious.

"No damn wonder," David mumbled.

"Hey, Sergeant!” Alfie shouted, dtill fifty yards away.

"We brought him back in one piece, sort of."

Jacky lifted his head and managed to open his eyes, but only briefly.

"Why didn't you dap akilljoy on him?' David asked when the men reached him. "We can't get him on the
shut-tlelike that."

"Ain't right,” Jacky mumbled. "They got no bloody right." Then he sagged toward the street, completely
un-conscious. Alfie and Roger were hard put to keep him from falling.

"Wewas afraid we couldn't get him back at al if he sobered up,” Roger said. "Takin' achance on
company punishment seemed better'n him endin’ up in the brig."



"Sap apatch on him now," David said. "Better make it two. I've never seen him so far in the bag.”

Alfie supported Jacky's weight while Roger applied the medical patchesto his neck. After amoment,
Jacky groaned, but killjoy patches didn't work that quickly. He was sill unconscious.

"We don't havetimeto wait for it out here," David said. "Keep afirm grip on him, lads, and let'sget him
insde. Maybe helll wake up by the time we get to the shuttle.”

David stayed close to his men asthey went past the sen-tries at the gate. There was adetailed 1D check
before any-one was alowed through. The guards gave Jacky a closelook, but after they had confirmed
al of the group'siden-tities, they waved David and his men through.

"Get himon acart,” David said after they were clear of the gate. "If he was awake, I'd make him walk al
the way to the shuittle, al the way to Victoria if we could man-ageit.”

There were open buses for transport on the base—flatbed trucks with ssmple benches, no doors or
aides. David and his men piled aboard one heading toward the shuttle ter-minal. Halfway there, Jacky
groaned and started to Sit up, one hand held up to his head. Even after he got upright, he held his head,
putting the second hand up to help. His eyes were open, but his gaze seemed fixed on histoes.

"Wherethe hell arewe?" Jacky asked.

"You're on the tightrope between the brig and company punishment,” David said. It was enough to make
Jacky look up.

"I'macivilian, damnit," Jacky said. "My hitch was up seven weeks ago. They've got no bloody right to
kespmein."

"They've got every right in the gadlaxy, lad,” David told him. "Therésawar on."

"l don't seeany war," Jacky retorted. "I don't much care either. It's not my war. Let somebody else fight
it. I'vedone my time."

"And you'l do alittle more, White," David said. "The only question iswhere you'll do it, and that's
entirely up to you. Y ou can return to duty like aman, or you can spend your timein the brig." David
wouldn't beg anyoneto do his duty.

"Hell bedl right, Sarge," Roger said. "Well keep him gtraight.”
"Anyone seen Tory?' David asked. It wastimeto start worrying about the last of his squad.
"He went straight home yesterday,” Roger said. "Told us held see us back aboard ship.”

"Then helll be here. He knows hisduty.” David looked at Jacky. White was still leaning forward, holding
his head. Thekilljoy patcheswould sober him in ahurry, but—es-pecialy with two patches on at
once—they would give him agiant-killer of aheadache.

Serve himright, David thought. He was upset at Jacky's condition and complaints, but not nearly as
upset as he would have been if Jacky had missed ship. That would have been a certain court-martial
offense, and in time of war, the sentence would be heavy. We'll whip you back in shape, lad, David
promised slently. It was arotten bresk for Jacky—and all the other marines, soldiers, and saillorswhose
enlissments had been extended indefinitel y—but there was no help for it.

"They got Suffolk, Sarge,” Roger said asthe cart dowed for itshdt at the shuttle termind. ' "Three of the



lads | went through training with were on Suffolk.”

"Northumbria and Hebrides aswell," David said. "Weve probably al lost mates. But well get our
innings”

"Jacky'll seeit clear soon enough,™" Roger said.

David nodded. "L et's get insde and check in for the shuttle.”

Tory Kepner ran into the termina at the last possible moment. He checked in just asthe shuttle to
Victoria was being announced. "That was close," he said when he joined the others from his squad.

"Y ou madeit. That'sthe important bit," David said. "How's the wife and son?"
"Fantadtic. | hated to leave.”

"We get this next job of work done, maybe they'll give usaproper breather.” David herded his charges
toward the gate.

"I've got hundreds of holos of Francie and Geoff," Tory warned. Francie was hiswife, Geoff the
elghteen-month-old son.

Alfiegroaned. "An' | suppose well haveto look at every bleedin' one of them.”

"Haifadozen times." Tory grinned. "And that's before | parcel out the cake that Francie baked for you
lot."

"Aw, cmon, lad," Alfie said. "Can't let your missuss cake go stde waitin' for thet. It'd be an insult to her.”

"How would you know the difference between stale and fresh?' Tory chdlenged. ™Y ou think the RM
serve us gourmet meals™

Everyone but Jacky laughed. Jacky was conscious now, but he hadn't said aword in quite sometime.

ID chipswere checked at the entrance to the shuttle. Besides the navd rating comparing the chipsto a
rogter, there were two Marines in battledress, carrying loaded weapons. That was new. In al hisyearsin
the Royd Ma-rines, David couldn't remember security ever being so tight.

"Therésawar on, right enough,” David whispered to himself ashetook his segt in the shuttle.
7

Three days after hismeeting with Gil Howard, Doug Weintraub |eft his cave just before sunset. He
walked a mile west before turning north. The past days had left Doug feeling more nervous than he had
been sincethefirst hours of hisflight. Sleep had become amost impossible. His nerves were stretched
amogt to the breaking point.

He reached alocation that overlooked the rendezvous point an hour early. It was an area of tall grasses
and scrub trees, with afair amount of cover—for foe aswell asfriend. Doug settled himsdlf in aprone
position on the low rise and gnawed at a strip of hippobary jerky while he waited— moreto ease his
nerves than his hunger. He was delighted to see hisrecruits move into the area with some sense of
precaution, spread out, rifles at the ready.

Almost military, Doug thought, though he had never seen atrue soldier and suspected that professionals
might not look so awkward. They certainly wouldn't be carrying such an assortment of hunting weapons.



Would | even see trained soldiers? Doug wondered. The doubt raised hislevel of nervousness. He
made awide, dow circuit of the rendezvous area before he moved in to meet the others.

"I was beginning to think you weren't going to show," Gil whispered when Doug arrived.
"I wanted to make sure you hadn't been followed," Doug replied.

He looked around the group. Everyone had night-vision goggles like his own. They were common on
Buchanan; any hunter would have apair. Doug recognized most of the menimmediately, and therest as
soon asthey talked. Gil and the Evander twins, Ronald and Robert, were wearing coveralsthat looked
asif they had been fashioned from thermal-sedl tarps. They would give as much protection from infrared
detection as Doug's hippobary hide, and wouldn't weigh atenth as much. The others all wore pon-chos
that would give some protection—but not nearly enough. Albert Greer was probably the oldest of the
group, near sixty. That would be nothing on amore civilized world, but Buchanan was too small and
isolated to possess the latest medtech organisms and devices, Greer was griz-zled in appearance and had
taken to shaving only rarely. The Evander twins, not yet twenty, were the youngest. The otherswere
George Hatchfield, Marc Bollinger, Timothy Connors, and Ash Benez. Despitetheindividua differences
among them, all of the men showed some smilarities. All were used to hard work out of doors. They dl
farmed, at least part-time. Even the twins had westhered and tanned faces. And they all were
accustomed to firearms. On Buch-anan, dl of the men hunted.

"I had to be careful talking to folks," Gil said. "1 prob-ably could have got more men, but | figured it was
best to be cautious.”

Doug nodded. "By far. Let's get under cover before any-thing else. | fed naked as hdll out here.”
"Where we goin'?" Albert asked.

"Thefirst caves south of the bend,” Doug said. "I've been using the larger to deep in, and the other for
smoking hippobary.” He thumped his hand softly on the hide he was wearing. "It doesn't ook like much,
and it may smdll awful rank, but it'll help hide you from snoopers. Better than that poncho, Albert.”

Greer nodded, ajerky gesturethe way he did it. "I thought of hippobary, but | didn't have any hideto
hand and wasn't sure thered be time to cure one before tonight.”

"I've got enough for three of you," Doug said. "L et's get moving. Stay loose, stay dert, and keep some
distance between. If anybody brought a complink or anything else that puts out any sort of energy, leave
it here. We can't use dectronics without giving away our postion.”

Hedidn't wait for acknowledgements or questions, sm-ply turned and started walking toward the caves.
Thistime, he held a course as straight as he could manage without maps or compass.

/ wish | knew more about soldiering, Doug thought after they had been moving for aquarter hour. /
wonder how many mistakes we've made already.

By the time the group reached the caves, Doug felt asif he were three hours short on breathing. Severd
times dur-ing the march he had realized that he was holding his bresth and had to remind himsdlf to sart
again. It accentuated his already consderable exhaustion, making him ready to col-lapse by thetime he
crawled into the big cave.

Gil Howard switched on asmadl battery lantern. The sud-den light made Doug jump, but before he could
yell, he saw that Gil had shielded the lantern, and Albert was a-ready draping a poncho acrossthe low
entrance to the chamber.



"Be more dangerous to have people shouting ‘ouch’ dl thetime," Gil said when he saw theway Doug
waslooking a him.

Doug pulled in adeep breath. "1 guessyou'reright. I've just been going without anything so long that. ..
well, you know."

Gil nodded.

"| gppreciatethat you al came,” Doug said, looking around the group. "I hope you know what you're
getting into." A couple of them nodded. They al looked serious.

"There's plenty of jerky hanging there." Doug pointed. "Help yoursalves. | hope you al brought canteens
or water bags. Be more efficient if acouple of you take them al over to theriver tofill them.”

The Evander twins started collecting containersimme-diately. Both of the twins had jet-black hair and
eyes that seemed undecided whether to be brown or hazdl.

"Asmuch as possible, we need to get everything done outside before dawn,” Doug said before the twins
left. "Night and thermd shields are the only protection we've got outside.”

Albert Greer started chuckling.
"What's o funny?' Doug asked.

"Just thought you might like to know," Albert said. "I brought thirty pounds of explosives. Thought we
might find ause”

Doug smiled. "We can sure as hell try. Y ou have det-onators too?"
"Stuck ‘emin Gil's pack when he weren't [ookin'. | know better than to keep caps and plastic together.”

Gil looked startled. He picked up the knapsack he had so cavaierly dropped and went through the
outside pockets until he found the smdl box with eight detonatorsinit.

"There's another box," Albert warned him, and Gil pulled that one out aswell.

"Only onetarget worth using that much boom-putty on," Ash Benez said. "The shuttles the Federation
troops came down in. Theresthree of them sitting at the port.”

"Something to think about,” Doug said. "If we can fig-ure away to get a them. They must have guards
posted.”

"They do, at least part of thetime," Benez said, "but |

haven't seen more than three pacing around at atime." In peaceful times, Ash was one of the locaswho
worked the spaceport, on those rare occasions when there was any work to do there. He had paid
gpecid atentionto it Sincetheinvasion.

"Let'sdegponit,” Doug sad. "We can't do anything before tomorrow night in any case.”

By late morning, when everyone was back up, no one had any better target to offer than the shuttles at
the space-port.

"It'sso perfect, | wish | had thought of it," Albert said. "What better symbol ?* He didn't get any
argument.



Whilethe rest of the force turned to making the cavesinto a better bivouac, Doug, Gil, and Albert tried
to find alow-risk way to strike at the shuttles. Late in the afternoon, Doug briefed the rest of his "troops,"
and just after sunset, al nine men started toward the spaceport.

There were cloudsfar out to the west, low on the hori-zon. They wouldn't complicate this mission, but
there might be rain before noon the next day. Doug turned his gaze from the sky to the four men with him.
Gil and three others were taking aroute severa milesto the west, with half of the explosves and
detonators. Doug and the rest were following the river. They would move through the greenbelt between
Sam and Max out to the spaceport. If one team were destroyed or delayed, the other team could still
attempt the strike.

Doug's team was pread out, ten yards between men asthey hiked aong the river, most in the riverbed.
The land at their left doped up to the leve of their shoulders. There were dozens of hippobary visible,
and the men gave the animals the right of way, standing motionless whenever one of the beasts came
close. So soon after sunset, the hippo-bary were intent on getting to their grazing grounds. Aslong as
they perceived no immediate threat from the hu-mans, they would concentrate on feeding.

Hippobary will be the least of our worries before the night's over, Doug thought. All of the day's
planning had skirted several important issues, like casualties and Feder-ation reaction to the raid. No one
wanted to talk about friends being killed or wounded. No one had any idea how the soldiers might
respond. "All we can do istakeit al one step at atime,” Albert had said. "None of us know enough
about this businessto do anything ese.”

Ash Benez was on point when Doug's group reached the greenbelt between Sam and Max. The narrow
strip had been set aside when the colony was founded. It was smply "the Park™ and remained

undevel oped, a statement of op-timism: "Someday we'll be so populous that we'll need to have specia
areas et asde to remind us what this world was like before we changed it.”

"Let'stake abreather," Doug whispered when histeam moved into the Park. "If there's any enemy
activity, maybe well get lucky and spot them before they spot us.”

Like most of the residents of Buchanan, Doug was inti-mately familiar with the Park. Its many small,
secluded clearings were popular with courting couples—not that there were likely to be any young lovers
to interrupt now.

Doug crawled ten yards ahead of the others and settled himsalf on his stomach to watch. No matter how
hard hetried, he couldn't completely shut out hisfear. / don't want to get the lot of us killed. If this
attack resulted in disaster, would anyone €l se ever take up the campaign?

That afternoon, Doug had spent two hours questioning his men about the activities of the Federation
troops, gath-ering as much intelligence as he could. Soldiers patrolled the towns, but not with any grest
frequency or numbers. Patrols consisted of three or four men in battle kit, but they didn't bother the local
residents for the most part. There was no catalog of atrocities or outrages. The soldiers carried avariety
of wegpons, including beamers, needle guns, and dug throwers. Doug was just as worried about the
combat hel mets the soldiers wore—certain to be replete with so-phisticated electronics, targeting
cgpabilities, communicationslinks, augmented sight and hearing.

Twice during the passage between Sam and Max, Doug signdled for his men to take cover. Thefirst
time, he de-cided that he really hadn't seen anything. After afew minutes, he cautioudy moved forward,
then sgnaled for the othersto follow.

The second time, there was excellent reason for taking cover. The Buchananers dropped to the ground
and re-mained motionless while a Federation patrol passed no more than twenty yardsin front of



them—four men walk-ing singlefile on the main path from Max toward Sam. Doug and his companions
lay motionless, hardly daring to bresthe. Doug fdlt asif his body had gone completdly rigid. Heworried
that the sound of his heartbeat might be loud enough to give them away. He had thought that he had
known what fear was before, epecidly after setting off the MR the night of theinvasion, but thiswasa
numbing terror beyond anything he could even have imagined before.

The Federation patrol moved dowly past, the men look-ing casualy around. It would not take much to
give away thefact that there were locals hiding—armed locas. After the soldiers passed, Doug waited
ten minutes before he gave his people the signd to get up and move on. Even then, he had to force
himself to move. He was trembling with poorly suppressed fright.

Three minutes later, Albert came up to Doug and whis-pered againgt his ear. "We should be clear, a
least until we get closeto the port. | don't think they run more'n one patrol at atime. They'll go through
Sam, then head back to their camp out by the port.”

Doug nodded. It might have been better if there were more patrols out, more men away from the main
encamp-ment at the port. That might have made the job of getting in and out easier. Therewere
platoon-sized detachments camped near each of the settlements, but most of the troops were held out at
the port. Where they could protect the shuittles.

The shuttles. Doug and his men lay in the grass near the edge of Buchanan's rudimentary spaceport. A
single plas-crete runway stretched north and south. A smal termina and one large, now empty, hangar
were the only permanent buildings. A cupola abovethe terminal provided Buchan-an'sonly air traffic
control. Antennas on the dome con-nected the colony to communi cations satellites overhead and gave
incoming shipsalink to the colony.

A year that saw two ships arrive was one that would be remembered for decades. Like the Park, the
port was more a statement of the colony'sfaith in its future than aneces-sity for the present.

The port buildings were on the near side of thefield, between the runway and the two towns. The main
camp of Federation troops was to the north, on the termina side. The three shuttles were parked in front
of the hangar, facing the runway. The hangar was open on both ends. There were no lights or soldiers
visblein the building. But Doug could seethetail end of the center shuttle, and that was the target.

"Tail's probably the only place those birds are vulner-able," Albert had said that afternoon while they
were plan-ning the operation. "The skin's got to be reinforced past al belief. All the stretch-boom |
brought probably wouldn't even char it. All we can do iscram dl that shit up the tailpipe and st it off."

"Comeon,” Gil had protested. " The temperatures and stresses those must be built to take?".

Albert had chuckled nagtily. "Think, boy," he said. "They're built to funnd dl that energy one way, out the
back. We put ablast headin' the other way, we ought to be able to raise hell with the valves, vanes,
whatever the hell they useto direct the exhaugt.”

"I don't suppose they'd be so considerate as to |eave the doors open so we could blow up the cockpits,”
Doug had said.

"Not likely," Albert said. "The only other way | can see that we might do some damage would be to blow
away the nose gears, and it probably wouldn't take much for them to fix that. But if we can screw up the
fire boxes, it might dow them down amitelonger.”

Not too much longer, Doug had thought at the time. He had no grandiose delusions. Even if therewas
only onetroop ship in orbit, it had to carry more than three shuttles. The only certain result of thisraid



would be the grounding of more troops, and probably an aggressive search for the raiders. But they had
totry.

"WEell never blow an opening between the firing cham-ber and the fud tanks," Doug had said. "That
would be pretty. Set off a hydrogen tank and the whole thing would go. One blast, on the middle shuitle,
might take al three of them, if they're parked close enough together.”

"Probably aren't," Albert replied, "and unless you've got some brilliant way to get a the tanks, it'sdl a
dream anyhow."

"'If only we had some way to find out about the shuttles, plans, schematics, something.”
"Wish for adreadnought whileyou're at it" was Al-bert'sreply to that.

After fifteen minutes, Doug hadn't seen any sign of guards posted around the buildings or shuttles. There
were two men farther away, but they stayed by thetents. There

must be guards, Doug thought, unless their electronics are so effective that human sentries aren't
needed. That pos-gihility didn't cheer him at dl. Human sentries might be evaded, or slenced. Electronics
would give their warning long before they could be silenced.

"Let'sgo," Doug whispered, afraid thet if he waited much longer he would loose his nerve completely.
"Be on the watch for anything.”

The last two-hundred yards seemed to take forever. Doug and hismen didn't crawl, but they stayed low,
crouched over, moving only when the sentry on the near side of the army camp was walking away from
them, going to ground before he reached the end of his pogt, waiting until he made the return trip and
turned again before they rose to move on.

Doug amed toward the southern corner of the hangar, planning to go dong the outside of that building.
With the huge doors open on both ends, going through the hanger was far too tempting to chance. It
was admost asif those doors had been |eft open asan invitation... atrap.

Of course, the whole setup might be a trap, Doug thought during one of the intervalswhile heand his
men wereflat on their faceswaiting for the distant sentry to turn away again. For thefirst time, Doug
redlized, / might die here tonight, any minute, even without warning. It was that, more than the
physica exertion, that had him panting for breath.

When they reached the hangar, Doug leaned againgt the wall to dow his breething. His fear was dmost
strong enough to touch—amost enough to strangle him. Still, he edged aong the building, moving dowly,
stopping before he got to the far corner. He wasn't abouit to stick his nose out on that side, not more than
afew inches above the ground.

Once he was on his stomach, Doug dithered to the corner and stuck his head out far enough to look
around. The shuttles were smaller than he had expected. From nose to exhausts, they were barely 140
feet long, hulking shapes that seemed to hug the ground. No more than three feet of tire showed below
each shuttle. The tops of the whedlswere hidden by wellsin the belly of the shuttles. The wings siretched
out to the Sdes, low extensions of theflat belly.

After more minutes of sllent watching, Doug did back from his exposed position and got up. "Thisis
imposs-ble" hewhispered. "Y ou'd think they'd have more cover on their shuttles even if they were on
one of their own worlds, in the middle of one of their own bases.”

"A trap?" Albert asked.



"It smdlslikeit,” Doug conceded. "I can't believe that they have o little doubt of their security that they
wouldn't set up defenses.”

"Hey, werejust ignorant farmers” Ash Benez said. "Maybe they figure we wouldn't even think about
attacking them.”

"Theré's been nothing in any of the new governor's or-derson the net,” Albert said. "They haven't even
told usto turn in wegpons.”

We can't turn back, Doug thought, though there was nothing he wanted more at that moment. The other
team would be coming in from the far side of the port, and there was no way to communicate with them.
After a hegitation that couldn't have been haf aslong asit seemed, Doug nodded.

"WEell changetheir mindstonight.”

It was another ten minutes before Doug spotted move-ment on the far Side of the runway. He pointed so
his com-panions would see.

"Okay, Albert,” Doug whispered. "Let'sgo vist that middle shuttle. Y ou start preparing thetail while the
rest of uslook for anything ese that might be vulnerable.”

Doug led the way out onto the apron in front of the hangar, hisrifle up, ready to return any fire. The
others spread out in aloose wedge behind him. Albert took his half of the explosives directly to one of
the two exhaust nozzles, stuck asmdl flashlight up into the tube, and started looking for control surfaces
that might be vulnerable. Doug crouched behind one of the main landing gear, kegping watch, his
attention focused in the direction of the tents. The othersdid a quick survey of the accessible portions of
the fusdlage, looking for pandsthat might give a better explosive path into theinterior.

It was Tim Connors who hit the jackpot, where the upper surface of the left wing met the fusdlage. He
whistled softly, and gestured when Doug looked hisway. Carefully, Connorstwisted alatch and opened
the access pand. Albert looked aong the side of the shuittle, holding off on hiswork, while Doug went to
seewhat Tim had found.

In the recess, Doug saw the shuttle's fuel intakes, two pressure couplings. One intake pipe was labelled
for liquid hydrogen, the other for liquid oxygen. Doug quickly waved for Albert.

"Could give usared pretty show," Albert whispered.
"We have enough explosivesto take out al three?' Doug asked.

"Don't want to spread it too thin," Albert said, which was easer than admitting that he didn't know. "Why
not be satisfied with two of ‘'em? Maybe the blasts will take out the third."

"Okay. Get started on thisone. I'll have Gil pack the one farthest from the camp.”
"Yeah, you do that," Albert said. "Then I'll check to make sure hedid it right.”

Gil Howard's group had just reached the end shuttle. Doug ran across and scooted under the fusel age.
Gil garted to work with the explosives as soon as Doug opened the access pandl.

"Well let Albert set both timers,” Doug said. "We want to be certain they go off together.”

Doug moved everyone e se away from the shuttles, giv-ing them a headstart on their escape. Six men
took up prone positionsin alinefifty yards from the nearest shuittle, ready to give Doug, Gil, and Albert



covering fireif necessary. Doug could fed swest pouring fredly down hisface. There seemed to bea
lump in hisstomach afoot in diameter.

"Give us as much lead time as you can with thosetim-ers,”" Doug told Albert, who was priming both
detonators a the sametime.

"Five minutes from right now," Albert said, positioning onetimer in the middle shuttle. He closed the
access panel and twisted the recessed latch. Then the two of them ran to the other shuttle and Albert
attached the second timer and secured that pandl.

"Let'sget the hdl out of here" Albert said.

They ran hard. Therest of the men got up asthe last three gpproached, and they al took off in the same
direc-tion. Doug looked at his watch every few seconds. The group started to dow down after a couple
of minutes of racing at full speed. Albert wasthefirst to lag behind. Doug held his speed down to stay
with him. Soon Gil and Ash had dowed aswell.

"Keegp moving asfast asyou can,” Doug urged the oth-ers, feding the extra effort that talking required.

By the lagt minute of the five, everyone had dowed down to the pace of the older men. None of these
men were accustomed to thislevel of physical exercise. They might work regularly, but they had not
trained as athletes.

"Kegp going,” Doug said when they were dl fairly close together again. "Weve only got thirty seconds.”

When the count got down to fifteen seconds, Doug stopped everyone. "Down on the ground.” He took
up aposition looking back toward the shuttles. "We don't know what kind of blast effectstherell be."
And | want to see this, hetold himsdf. It might be the only victory we have.

Ten seconds. Five.

The night lit up with an orange-and-red fireball. Just as the sound of the blast reached the watching
Buchananers, two more explosions sent even brighter light flashing out through thefirst cloud of flames.
The hangar was blown to shreds, hurtling large panels of siding into the dark. The third shuttle exploded
next, and the termina building started to burn. Beyond that, tents were burning and blowing, and thefire
spread into the prairie grass around the edges of the port. Glowing debris arced through the night and fell
on al sdes, starting more secondary fires.

"Okay, let's get out of here before they get their act together," Doug said. He got to hisfeet and started
jogging toward the southwest. Thistime, it wasn't afull-out run, but amore moderate pace. It till hurt.
Dougslungsfet asif they might burst.

But, for afew minutes at least, the Federation troops would be too busy to give chase.
Part 3
8

"White, stick around. Therest of you, hit the show-ers." David Spencer mopped a hisfacewith a
towd whilethe &R platoon filed out of the gymnasium. Jacky White just stood where he was, not even
looking a Spencer. Since leaving Buckingham, the Second Regiment had been train-ing ten to twelve
hoursaday. Physica conditioning wasthe first item on the daily schedule for the platoon, even before
breakfast.



"Youredill carrying achip,” Spencer said when he and Jacky were aone.
"What d'you expect? I've been shanghaied. Y ou think | should jump for joy?

"| think you're aMarine and should act that way," his sergeant said. ™Y ou go into combat sulking likethis,
you'll be worm mest in five minutes, and maybe your mates aswell. Isthat what you want?'

Jacky didn't say anything.

"They're the ones you're going to hurt," Spencer said. "So you think you got araw dedl. Y ou're not the
only man in the regiment who thought he was going back to civie street and didn't. Thereare at least a
hundred others who've had their hitches continued. Y ou can bet the Story's the same among the Navy
crew, and in every other regiment in the RM. What makes you so damn much better than al of them?"

When Jacky didn't reply, David shouted, " Say something, damn you.”

"What? That it's okay I'm being screwed because alot of other sods are in the same boat? That doesn't
make it right, not by asight. Don't worry, | won't let my friends down, but don't expect adamn thing
morefromme."

Spencer advanced on Jacky until they were toeto toe. "Look at me," Spencer ordered. When Jacky
findly raised hiseyes, Spencer said, "Y ou've got until we make our last Q-space trandit. Y ou get your act
inorder or you'll spend the rest of this cruisein the brig. I won't risk my platoon on the moods of a

"'Isthat dl, SergeantT' Jacky asked.

"Get out of my sght." After Jacky left, David relaxed the tight control he had been holding himsdf under.
His hands trembled with suppressed rage.

The standard table of organization for a Roya Marine line company was smple. The basic tactica unit
was the squad, eight men. If each dot in the squad wasfilled at its highest rating (arare event) there
would be one sergeant, one corporal, two lance corporas, and four privates. A squad could operate asa
sngle entity, or split into two four-man fire teams. Four squads made a platoon. The highest ranking
squad leader doubled as platoon sergeant. There would be alieutenant as platoon leader for each
platoon— again, idedlly; more often there was one lieutenant for two platoons. A company consisted of
three line platoons, a specia weapons platoon, and a headquarters and service platoon (H& S), thelast a
catch-dl for dl of the necessary ancillary personne—clerks, cooks, communicators, and mechanics. A
battalion had four line companies and an H& S company. The intelligence and reconnai ssance pla-toon
was part of Battaion H& S. The next rung in the or-ganization chart was the regiment, four line battaions,
wespons battalion, and engineering battaion... and thein-evitable H& S detachment, theoretically an
"augmented" company at regimental level, though it could approach bat-talion sizein practice.

There were alot of new men aboard Victoria for thisvoyage. Manning levelsin the RM had been low as
long as David Spencer had been amember. Now, the Second Regiment was amost at full strength. New
men meant dropping to amore basic leve for training drills. Although some of these men had beeninthe
regiment dmost since the start of the Devereaux mission—replacements had been hushanded on
Buckingham since the start of the war, at-tached to the battalions that had stayed behind—most till
seemed to be raw recruits.

There were three new men in thefirst squad. Sean Seid-man wasasmall, quiet man, except when he lost
histem-per. That had already happened once in the week since he had joined the squad. Like the other
recruits, he was hardly more than aboy just out of school. Seidman’s complexion was dark—and so was



histemper. Even in the best of moods, he seemed to be perpetudly one match short of an explosion, but
he was one very proficient Marine, the best marksman in histraining class on every light infantry weapon.
Carlo Montez was alarge, fair-skinned man, his hair alight blond. He was dow-moving, but awhiz with
electronics and savage in unarmed combeat. The third man was Henry, more commonly "Henny," Prinz,
from the German-gpesking world of Hanau. His English was fluent, but heavily accented. When he got
excited, he wasincom-prehensiblein either language.

Spencer had assigned each of the new men to one of his veterans, and told the old-timers to shepherd
them aong. Only Jacky White had been spared that duty. While Jacky had quit bitching congtantly, he
remained surly and un-cooperative. If he hadn't been with the squad for nearly five years, David would
have given up on him days before. / may have to brig him yet, he reminded himsdlf, and the possibility
hurt.

Once aMarinewas sedled into the helmet, his senses were amplified and extended, turning the brutal
redlity of combat's horrorsinto avirtud redity that was margindly lessterrifying. A head-up display on
the visor showed him things he could never see with his naked eyes, picking up infrared aswell asvisble
light. It offered magnification when necessary, and plotted charts and data on targets or threats. Besides
amplifying nearby sounds, the hemet's "ears' aso provided abundant communicationslinks. Medica
sensors funnelled through the helmet's complinks kept commanders gpprised on the physica condition of

every trooper.

"WEell run full diagnostics on every hemet," David said when his men were settled &t the benchesin the
€lectronics shop. "Replace anything that doesn't show one hundred percent. We don't want margina
equipment now." The diagnostics were mostly automatic, and repair rarely needed anything more than
unplugging awafer module and re-placing it. In theory, any Marine ought to be able to main-tain the
helmets equaly well. In practice, some men seemed to have a more ddlicate touch, better results. In
David's squad, the men with the touch were Tory Kepner and Roger Zimmerman. One of them would be
the last to go over every hemet.

David watched his men work for aquarter hour, then said, "Alfie, let go of that for aminute, will you?'
Alfie nodded and got up from the bench. He followed David out of the shop.

"What isit, Sarge?" Alfie asked. David just gestured for him to follow him and headed to one of the
break rooms.

"'Get yoursdlf acup,” David said, getting coffee for him-sdlf. Alfie did as he wastold, then followed the
sergeant to atable.

"It'sabout Jacky, isn't it?" Alfie asked.

David nodded, then took along sip of his coffee.

"I knew it was going to be rough for him,” Alfie said. "Didn't figure held hold the grudge thislong.”
"Y ou know what my problemis, don't you?' David asked.

"I'm not sure| do," Alfie hedged.

"If he doesn't shape up, | don't dare take him into com-bat. He'd bugger the works for everyone. And if |
don't dare take him down with us, there's only onething | can do, and | don't want to do that."

"Unfit for duty in acombat zone?" Alfie spoke the words reluctantly. He had been in the Roya Marines
long enough to know King's Regs backward and sideways. It was a court-martia offense, no chance of



running it soft under company punishment.

"I need help from you and therest of thelads,” David said. "I told Jacky he had until we make our last
Q-space jump to shape up or 1'd haveto brig him. | had to give him the deadline, but | don't want it to
cometo that."

"We'vedl had ago at him, Sarge. Well keep at him, you know that, but | don't know as he cares what
happensto him any more.”

"Indl my yearsinthe RM, I've never had to court-martia one of my men, Alfie. | don't want to start
now, not with Jacky."

"Well do what we can. We don't want anything to hap-pen to him either. He's agood mate.”

"But if you can't get him back on course, helll be too much adanger to himself and everyonedse," David
said. "Do what you can, but don't try to cover for him. Y ou could be cutting everyone's throat.”

"I know," Alfiesaid, very soberly. He drank down the last of his coffee, his hand shaking. "I'd best get
back to work, Sarge.”

"When do wefind out what thejob is?' David asked Lead Sergeant Landsford. They were doneat a
table in the sergeants mess. The fleet had made its second Q-space trangit afew minutes earlier. "Don't
they know what they want usto do yet?

Landsford shrugged. "I'm not sure we've even got a map of the bloody planet. No one seemsto know a
thing about this Buchanan. Bloody world of farmersthat nobody goesto. That's why were on our way to
rendezvous with the ship that's been in to do arecce.”

"Hell of away to runawar," David said. "They'll probably give usfive minutesto study an ops
briefing—on our way down."

"We get that much, count yoursdlf lucky," Landsford said. "It wouldn't surprise me awhit if they sent your
lads down to take alook-see so the rest of us know where to go-"

"Don't eventhink that," David said, groaning.

""Just in case, your lads ready for action?"

"Wereready," David said. "Well do whatever we haveto do.”

"Likely to bearight balls-up, no matter what," Lands-ford said. "I've got a proper itch about this."

"Should have the medicos give you an ointment,” David said, laughing. "They say they've got acure for
anything.”

"Don't you start. Sergeant mgjor's been riding mefor days.”

Rendezvous was still hours away, but there were dready rumors floating through the regiment about what
news the scout ship had. The rumors had started amost the ingtant that the ship had been sighted. David
had dismissed the platoon. There was still an hour before supper, but he knew he wouldn't get much
work out of them until they got some news. Besides, it gave him achanceto kick off hisbootsand grab a
little rest before mess call. But he had scarcely closed his eyes before there was aknock at the door.

"Comein," David said, suppressing asigh. He swung hislegs off of the bunk and sat up. / hope it's not
an officer, he thought, looking down at his stocking feet. I'm out of uniform.



"Sergeant?' Jacky White opened the door, but didn't enter.

"Comeonin," David said, more softly. "Have aseat.” He gestured to the bunk acrossfrom his. "What's
on your mind?'

Jacky sat just on the edge of the bunk, and held himsdlf stiffly, asif hewere at attention.

"I wanted to let you know that you don't have to worry about me," Jacky said. "I'll do my bit. | till say |
got araw ded, but | won't |et the lads down. | know my duty.” There was tension in the voice, but not
the open hogtility of afew daysbefore.

"I know you do, lad," David said. "l just had to make sure you'd remember. | owe that to you and the
rest. The best thing we can do is get through this patch as fast aswe can. Sooner it's over, the sooner we
can go home." He paused, then added, " And the sooner you and everyone elsein your position can get
onwiththeir lives”

Jacky stood. "1 just wanted to make sure you knew."

David stood aswell. "Thanks, Jacky. Were dl counting on you."
9

" Captain of Khyber on link, Admira," Gabby Bierce sad.

Khyber had been moving toward the fleet for three hours since appearing out of Q-space. Captain
Dever Miles had reported in at once. Truscott had put him off, smply or-dering him to collate dl of the
intelligence he had gathered, and to transmit the hard data as soon as possible. Thisfol-low-up wasright
on schedule.

"I'll takethe cal in my day cabin, Gabby," Truscott said, getting out of hischair. "lan, you'd best come
aong. | may need you to tickle my memory later."

"Aye, gr," lanreplied.

The admira's day cabin was actualy two rooms and bath. The smaller room held abunk, small table,
and one chair. Thelarger room focused on alarge tabletop complink monitor that could be used asa
chart plot or to mode battles. There were also projectorsto let the admira con-duct full-scale

hol ographic conferences in the room, with projections of as many as nine remote participants.

The admira sat at thetable in the chart room. "On thewdl, lan," he said. lan turned on awall monitor.
Captain Milessface appeared in close-up, larger than life on the fifty-inch screen.

"Afternoon, ar," Milessaid.
"Dever." Truscott nodded. "Y ou have everything | asked for?"
"Everything we could find, Sir."

"I'm afraid I'm going to impose on you, Dever," Trus-cott said. "Feed everything through to this station on
the blitz, if you haven't aready. But | want you to shuttle over and give me apersond briefing in the
flesh”

"Whatever you say, Sr," Milessaid. "There wasn't even aflicker of annoyance at the command to leave
his ship for an unnecessary trip to Sheffield.



"| do gpologize, Dever." Theadmira put on athree-second grin. "But I'm getting old and | think better if
I've got somebody to bounce things off of in person... and my aideis getting rather bruised.”

"I'll be over straightaway, sr." Dever Miles matched the admird's grin dmost perfectly.

Truscott severed the connection and looked up at lan. ' 'Get on to Captain Hardesty. Let him know the
shuttle is coming, and keep me posted. I'll ask you to go to the land-ing bay to escort Dever up here as
wdl."

"Of course, gr," lansaid. "And | redly don't mind having ideas bounced off me. I've gotten rather used to
the bruises.”

Truscott laughed fredly, for thefirst timein weeks. * 'Get out of here before| do mysdf aninjury, lan. I'll
gtay here until Dever comes.”

It was two hours before Captain Miles arrived. 1an was waiting when Miles stepped out of his command
dhuttle

"I'm lan Shrikes, Captain, Admira Truscott's aide. He asked me to escort you to hisday cabin.”

"What's this chase about, Shrikes? What can | tell him face-to-face that | couldn't have told him hours
ago on link?' Mileskept hisvoice leve, showing only atrace of annoyance.

"Redlly, gr, | don't think there's any moreto it than the admira said. He prefers face-to-face whenever
possible. And he's especialy keen on meeting new senior officers under his command.”

"Bloody waste of time," Miles said under his breath. Therest of the trip to flag country was madein
dlence

"Good to meet you, Dever," Truscott said as lan fol-lowed Captain Milesinto the day cabin. ' 'l know
the com-muteisanuisance. | gpologize again. But we're going to be working together on what may be a
tricky job of work, and | like to know my commanders. Can't do that over aflipping screen, not even on
this holo cock-up.”

Milesflashed aquick look at lan, who had moved to the far side of the room. No, we didn't rehearse
our stories, lan thought, correctly interpreting thelook. | just know my boss. That's my job.

"Sofar, gr, it doesn't look dl that tricky," Milessaid. "'l trust you've had timeto scan the data | sent
over?'

"I've had my ops people going over it in detail, of course,” Truscott said. "Here, have aseat. No need to
be uncomfortable." He indicated one of the chairs at the flat-screen table. After the captain sat, Truscott
took a seet acrossfrom him. lan remained standing. " They've been flashing me highlights. It'sgoing to
take most of the night to process dl of the telemetry and so forth.”

"l can give you the main pointsvery quickly, sr,” Milessaid, findly starting to loosen up.

"I hoped you'd be able to. How about something to make the talk go easier? Coffee? Tea?"
"Coffee would be good, Admird. Thank you."

lan did the fetching. The discussion stopped until both senior officers had coffee.

"The stuation on Buchanan appears remarkably straight-forward,” Miles said after he sampled hisdrink.
"The col-ony isn't much, acouple of concentrations of homesteads, rough spaceport, farms. No real



industry. No doubt they have their share of nanotech facilities, but cottage scale. No sign of any
settlement outside a semicircle seven miles dong the base, four miles dong the short axis. The base
followsariver, of course"

"And the Federation?" Truscott asked softly.

"One ship in orbit, gpparently Cutter class, though it differsin afew particulars from the specs| had
avalable"

"Anything of goecid interest?"

"Not on the ship, Admird," Milessaid. He raised his coffee cup to stretch the pause long enough to make
theadmird bite.

"Then where?'

"The spaceport, Sir. There appears to have been afight. Our recce suggests that three troop shuttles
were destroyed on the ground.”

"Meansthe loca s have managed to do for themsalves," Truscott said with pleasure.

"They've had ago at them, sir. That seems clear. Those shuttleswere lined up in a pretty little row."
"How many shuttleswould a Cutter class carry, do you know?" Truscott asked.

"According to our data, Sir, seven troop shuttles and acommand gig.”

"And the loca's managed to put the chop on three of them?* Truscott chuckled. "Magnificent. Any idea
how recently the action occurred?’

Dever Miles closed hiseyes briefly. ' 'Before we arrived, and the ground had cooled too much to gauge
from residual heat. Must be at |east ten days since now, perhaps consid-erably more.”

"Then we haveto drikefagt, whileit'still smple” Truscott said. "If there's opposition, they might bring in
reinforcements.”

10

His Royal Highness, Prince William Alfred Windsor, Duke of Haven, entered the flag bridge wearing
an undress khaki uniform without inggniaor badges of rank. Despite the dmost requisite participationin
various sorts of athlet-ics, and hisstint in the Roya Navy, William'sface at |east exhibited much of the
softness and pallor of the full-time courtier. Only his hands showed that his life had not been wholly
wasted in such pursuits; his grip was firm and strong; there were muscles concedled by the tailored
uni-form blouse. Although height had ceased to be asureindication of classlong before his ancestors I eft
Earth, Wil-liam wastaler than most people on Buchanan, nearly seven foot tall. But Admira Truscott no
longer flinched when the prince came into the room. In private, Truscott had admit-ted to lan that Prince
William wasn't being as much of apain as he had expected.

"I've seen fleet trandits of Q-space before, but never from thisvantage,” the princetold lan. "I thought |
might get more than aone-ship view, asit were." He poke softly, timing his statements so he wouldn't
interrupt any duty conversations. He and lan were off to the side.

"| hateto disilluson you, but thereésredly no differ-ence,” lan said. ™Y ou may hear some of the
ship-to-ship traffic before and after, but the screenswill show the same pictures you'd get on the forward



bridge."

William chuckled. "Dislluson me? Hardly anovelty. One gets used to that quite young in my position.
When | wasachild, | thought I might one day be king. | wasthird in line to the throne when | was born.
There was more than a decade between my brother George and me, and fifteen years between George
and Henry. But now? Henry has eight children and seven grandchildren. Even George managed to sire
two sons before he decided that marriage wasn't for him. That makes me nineteenth in line for the throne
now." Hisface went serious. He ran ahand through his hair, brown with auburn highlights, worn longer

than mogt of the officers around. "No better than eighteenth, even if George has come a cropper on
Cameren.”

"No way to know what's happened there," lan said.

"Not to worry. George has a positively uncanny knack for coming through the stickiest patch without a
smudge. | don't think being spaced would do for him."

Theimage wastoo much for 1an. A smile quickly broke into a soft laugh. "I wouldn't want to put that to
thetest," hesaid.

"Ah, no, it might make for poor relations,” the prince said.

lan redlized that he had missed something on the flag bridge when Captain Hardesty came in and went up
to Ad-mira Truscott.

"Y ou said there was something about the trangit coor-dinates, Sr?' Hardesty asked.

"Yes, Mort," Truscott replied. lan edged closer. Prince William stayed at his shoulder. "I'm throwing the
book away."

"Sir?' Hardesty said, cocking hishead to the side.

Truscott tapped his fingers on the armrests of his chair. "If we makethislast trangt by the book, the
Federation forces will have three daysto prepare for us. That Smply isn't acceptable.”

"There are good reasons for having exit pointswell away from planetary masses, sr," Hardesty said.

"Arethere?" Truscott asked. "I've given thisalot of thought, twisted al of the data through the computers
sx waysfrom Sunday. Actualy, there's no evidence quite so compelling asthat MR we received from
Buchanan. It made itsfirst Q-space transt within afew feet of the plan-et's surface. And Buchanan is
quiteclearly dill there”

"Sheffield masses consderably morethan an MR, ar.”

"Well exit at considerably more distance, Mort. I'm not about to order the fleet to pop out of Q-space
skimming air. But | do intend to reduce the warning that Cutter class ship has of our coming.”

"Cut down by how much, sir?' Hardesty asked.

"Let me put the plan on screen.” Truscott fiddled with controls, and adistant view of Buchanan, taken by
Khyber on its reconnaissance, appeared.

"WEell jump to two separate points,”" Truscott said. " Repulse and Lancer will go in closest, to engagethe
Cut-ter class vessdl from behind as quickly as possible” Helooked up to meet Hardesty's eyes. "Three
hours out at top acceleration. No braking. They'll go straight past the Cuitter class, firing al wespons they



can bring to bear, then move into atight turn to come back for a second pass, if needed. Therest of us
will comein from the opposite direction. Well comein four hours out, moving to block the Feder-ation
ship's escape route. As soon aswe jump, | want acombeat patrol out. If the Cutter class survivesits
contact with Repulse and Lancer, well send Spacehawks againgt it as soon as possible.”

"A bold plan, gr," Hardesty said. "If we can dedl with the turbulence.”
"Frankly, Mort, I'm totally discounting turbulence. That

MR survived itsfirg trangt, whatever turbulence there might have been, made two more trangtsto
Buckingham, and arrived within fifty yards of its programmed exit point. We should be able to damp any
resdud effectswithout putting astrain on our Nilssen generators.”

Hardesty nodded abruptly. "Whatever, itll give us new cdibration points for future ops."

Truscott laughed. "That's the spirit, Mort. Before thiswar's over, we may be jumping ahdl of alot closer
thanthis"

"Nobody ever said war would be easy," Hardesty said.

"I wouldn't attempt thisif | didn't have full confidence in our people and ships, Mort. We go at 1605
ship'stime.”

"Y ou throw the shilling out, Sr. Well danceonit.”

"'Isthisgoing to be as dicey asit looks?' Prince William asked lan. They had |eft the flag bridge together

to get an early dinner before the Q-space trangit. Throughout the fleet, men and women were egting
early. Oncethe fleet made thisjump, they might be at battle stations indefinitely.

"| think the admira hasit right," lan said. "It doesn't sop the butterflies from flitting around my stomach,
but | saw that MR. Apart from afew scorch marks, there was no damage at al. One of thetechs said
that the rocket must have madeitsfirst jump beforeit cleared the launch rack.”

The prince whistled. "Must have been abrave man to dare that.”
"Makethat adesperate man and | think you'll haveit right,” lan suggested.

William nodded. "Homeworld suddenly invaded. No forces to meet them. Only one hope. Desperate
and brave. For al he could know, he was committing suicide.”

"I hope hedidn't,” lan said. "Before thisis over, I'd like the chance to salute him.”

"Atleast." William leaned back and stared at the ceil-ing. ' 'People like that, | hope they opt for
Commonwed th membership. It'sthat sort who are the backbone of the Commonwedlth. But folks like
that are notorioudy inde-pendent.”

"They did cometo usfor help,” 1an observed. "Maybe we were their only hope, but they did cometo
s

"It'sonly afirst step,” William said. "Even after we liberate them, it may take bags of diplomacy to get
them to opt for membership.”

Before 1600 hours, 1an and William were back on the flag bridge. Admiral Truscott had eaten there. Out
of habit, lan glanced at the tray. Whatever worries the admiral might have about the coming maneuver,
and the battle that cer-tainly lay beyond it, they hadn't affected his appetite. The tray had been cleared.



At 1604:30, Admira Truscott said, " Send the execute order, Gabby," and Gabby hit two keys on the
consolein front of him. The order had been prepared an hour before.

Klaxons sounded, followed by the standard transit warn-ing. At precisely 1605, the ship's externa video
pickup went to the festureless gray of Q-space. For the duration of the transit, Sheffield was effectively
doneinauniversedl itsown.

"Hardesty to theflag bridge" came over the speakers, thirty-five seconds after Q-space insertion.
"Navigation sensors show dight abnormalities in the Q-space bubble around us, agreater than normal
eccentricity.”

"How dight?" Truscott asked while his own navigation officer scurried to access the raw data.

"No more than point naught-naught-four,” Hardesty said. " Quite managegbleif it doesn't increase. Well
within standard tolerances. It's just the proximity of thefleet, I'd say."

"No doubt," Truscott said. "WEeIl monitor it. I'm moreinterested in fluctuations at the other end. No
difficultieswith mapping our exit?'

"No, sr. Ah"—therewas adight pause—"exit in seven minutes, twelve seconds.”
"Right, Mort. Truscott out.”
lan glanced at atime strip.

"I want that Cutter class on the main screen no more than five seconds after we exit Q-space," Truscott
sad. "Well have afew minutes of observation time before our light reaches them.” Someone cdled out a
precisetimefor thelight lag. Truscott ignored it. It wasn't vital. The op-posing shipswould betoo far
away to engage each other that soon.

"Aredl four squadrons of Spacehawks ready to go?'

Lieutenant Commander Cawley, the fighter wing'sflag liaison officer, said, "Armed and ready, gr. First
sguadron isready to launch and maintain a constant six-bird defen-sve screen. Second squadron ison
two-minute dert. Three and four are on twenty-minute call.”

Truscott nodded. "I trust a proper rotation is set up? This may continue for quite sometime.”
"Whatever it takes, Admira," Cawley said. "We don't get many opportunities for this sort of go.”

Truscott gave Cawley abrief glance of annoyance, then turned to lan. "Would you have the mess
stewards bring in atea cart as soon as we complete the transit? My throat's a bit dry."

When lan I€ft, Prince William went with him.

"The admird's quite ashowman, isn't he?' William asked as they waked dong the corridor.
"He has hismoments. Sometimes I'm not sureif he'sserious or light.”

"Sticky podition for an aide," the prince commented. o « ¢

"Thereitis, lan,” Truscott said as soon as his aide and the prince returned to the flag bridge. "Buchanan.™
The planet was centered on thewall monitors, and awhite circle ringed the Federation ship that was
keeping station over the planet.



"We have reports from Thames and Khyber, sir,” Gabby reported. " Shouldn't be long before we hear
from Repulse and Lancer "

"Very good." Truscott leaned back and stared at the wall screen for amoment. Heturned to lan asa
mess stew-ard entered with the teacart. "Tea, with just ahint of lemon, | think," the admiral said.

"Hereyou go, sir," the steward said as he handed the cup to Truscott.

"Thanks, lad." Truscott took asip. "Just right. Ladies and gentlemen?' he said, raising hisvoice. * 'l think
weadl havetimefor ataste.”

Prince William turned away, unable to suppress his grin. Helooked at 1an and shook hishead, just a
fraction, and lan smiled back. The admira was pulling out al the stops.

"Fighter screen being launched now, Admird," Com-mander Cawley announced.

"Thank you. The show will be garting soon,” Truscott said after dl of his staff had drawn their drinks and
returned to their stations. ' 'All we have to do is sit back and watch until Repulse and Lancer maketheir

pass”
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The unexpected success of their first strike had been heady. But the air of celebration had faded within
seventy-two hours. And after seventeen days cooped up in the caves, Doug Weintraub could scarcely
bear to look at his companions. The one cave had been too smdll for the nine men, socidly if not
physicaly, so three men had moved to the smdler cave, the one Doug had used for smoking hip-pobary
before. They didn't dare risk fires now, not with al the carein the world.

Doug lay on hisback near the entrance of the larger cave. He pulled an uncured hippobary hide over his
head and shoulders. Eye holes had been cut in the hide. With that shield in place, he edged dong on his
back until he could see the sky outside without offering atarget that enemy sensors could detect.

He didn't see anything overhead, but he heard the shuttle asit moved away from the area. Again. For
seventeen days, the enemy had maintained continuous air surveillance over the region. Doug had no idea
how many shuttles the Fed-eration had |eft around Buchanan, but there was always oneinthe air, day
and night, flying aregular patrol pattern.

Theregularity of that pattern was adeep rdief to the hiding men. It meant that the enemy hadn't managed
to narrow its search yet. Doug and his men were probably still safe, except from chance discovery. For a
time.

Doug kept his head outside the cave for aslong as he could. The sound of the shuttle'sjets kept fading. It
would be at least thirty minutes before it returned. The shuttle was anoisy timekeeper.

"No change," Doug reported when he did back inside.
"How long are they going to keep up the search?' Marc Bollinger asked, hisvoicetight with tenson.

"Aslong asthey're up therelooking for us, they're not back at the settlements harassing our people, or
knocking on our door here," Albert said. " Start to worry when they quit the flights.”

The same conversation had played itsdf out in many variations during the days of quarantine. The men
dared only brief excursonsfrom the caves, dways at night, a-waystimed asthe current patrol shuttle
was moving away. They went to the river for water. They went out to make a hippobary kill. Even



though they didn't risk fires, they had to est, and the jerky Doug had made while he was a one had been
exhausted more than aweek before. Even Doug wasfindly sick of the taste of hippobary.

"When they give usachance" he sad, "well have to move farther away for atime. Move off, regroup,
find away to vary our diet. Then, once the Federation people have had time to grow complacent, we
come back and have an-other go at them.”

"Only thing left would be to ambush apatral,” Gil Howard said. " That's going to be chancier than blowing
up their shuttles. Those didn't shoot back.”

"Hell, we didn't think we'd be able to shred their shut-tles, but we did," Albert said. "We manage to pick
up afew Federations wegpons and it'll make everything dsego alittle easier.”

"Unless we can mobilize the entire popul ation, were never going to be able to do more than make the
odd raid," Gil cautioned them. "I'm not saying we shouldn't do it, but maybe we let our hopes get too

high"

Doug sighed. "The entire ideawas to make the cost of occupying Buchanan higher than the Federationis
willing to pay. We've made adamn good start, wiping out three shuttles, putting them to the bother of a
constant air patrol. And the troops on the ground have to be more nervous than before.”

"'It would be niceif we could pick up afew more people before we move," Ash Benez said. "And news
out of the settlements.”

"Nice but not necessary," Doug sad firmly. "The Fed-eration is probably keeping close watch on folksin
Sam and Max now. They can't know that we're on the outside. Asfar as the enemy knows, that attack
might have come from one of the settlements.” Then it wastime to stop the conversation before it went
on to the next logica areaof supposition: conditionsin Sam and Max. Thetalk had gonethat far afew
times before, and the results had been dis-couraging.

"We need to get a hippobary tonight,” Doug said. "Dump what's |eft of the last one. It's getting alittle too

"Hard to tell what's ripe anymore, with usal in heretogether,” Albert said, sniffing theatricdly. It got a
few restrained laughs.

Better than thinking about what the Federation troops might be doing to our families, Doug
thought. Maybe | shouldn't have started all this. He looked around the cave at the anxious, drawn
faces. Have | done more harm than good?

Something's changed! At firdt, that was dl that pene-trated Doug's mind. He had dozed off, Sitting
againg the Sde of the cave, closeto the entranceway. His morose thoughts had lulled him into afitful
haf-deep. Then...

"The shuttle,” he said. Helooked around quickly. Most of the others had aready noticed. A couple of
them were on their feet. The rest looked more aert, leaning forward, ready to get to their feet in ahurry if
they had to.

The shuttle had been coming back in the direction of the caves, at its usua dow speed. Thenit had
suddenly goneto high power. Aningant later, there was another change in the sound.

Doug crawled out to the mouth of the cave, pulled the hippobary hide over his head, and |ooked out
through the eye holes. The shuttle had increased power and turned away.



"I can't see anything likethis." Doug pulled the cover away and did it back into the cave. He got up and
com-pletely out of the cave entrance, hisbody pressed against the hill as he looked into the sky.

Albert crawled out into the mouth of the cave. ""Can you see anything?' he asked.
Doug pointed at the visible plume of flame and smoke in the sky. "It's burning for orbit."
"Nobody runsthat fast for good news," Albert sug-gested.

For amoment, Doug's mind couldn't work out the im-plications of that. Albert repested it. Doug nodded
absently, hiseyes dtill locked on the rocket trail, already getting faint and distant.

"You dont think..." Doug started after amoment. "The Commonwed th? It can't be, not this soon."”

"Y ou're the one who sent off the message rocket,” Al-bert said. "Y ou got another explanation for that
shuttle scatting that way?'

Ash Benez pushed through the entrance and stood out in the open. By the time he located the shuttl€'s
trail, it was dmost gone. "Wevewon?' he asked uncertainly.

That was enough to restart Doug's mind. "We don't know that. We don't know anything. It could be
Federation reinforcements coming in. It's been long enough for that. Come on, let's get back inside. It
may even be atrick to make us expose ourselves.”

But before he followed Albert and Ash inside, Doug took another long look into the sky, hiseyes
following the fading contrail. It made adifference. No matter what the reason for this, they would have to
expose themselves soon. They had to know what was going on.

But not before tomorrow night, Doug decided. We 11 see what tomorrow brings.
Part4
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The spacein front of Admira Truscott on the flag bridge of Sheffield contained aholographic
projection of the battle developing in the lower orbit of the Federation troopship. The frigates raced
toward the Federation ship. At the scae permitted by the flag bridge holo, the movement was painfully
dow, and dowed even more as the computer constantly adjusted the scale to increase resolution. It was
easy to tdl the Federation ship from any Commonwealth vessel. Unlike the Commonwedlth'straditiona
sheaf-of-tubes approach to starship construction, the Federation held to even older designs, independent
modules—spheres and lozenges—Ilinked by beams and connecting tubes.

Repulse was north of the Federation ship. Lancer was south. Both frigates were in adightly higher orbit,
so their weapons wouldn't endanger each other. Even though it was a stern chase, they closed quickly.
The Federation ship had been keeping station over the settlements on Buchanan. Within minutes of
sghting the Commonwedth frigates, the Federation ship went to maximum accel eration, reaching for
additiond dtitude, trying to escape. The remaining Commonwedth ships stood in the way of that escape.

"It'samogt asif they don't seeus,”" Prince William whispered.

"They seeus," lan replied, unable to take his eyes from the display. "But aslong aswe're farther off,
we're the lesser evil.”

"They'relooking for timeto reach trangit speed,” Wil-liam said.



"If they can." lan glanced at adata screen. "If they use anything like our standards—our old
standards—they've got along way to go, and Lancer and Repulse should be launching their first trike
any second now."

Six new objects appeared in the display as each Com-monwedlth frigate launched three missiles. The
missiles spread out as they crossed the gap.

"It'sasaven-minute run for the missiles," atechnician announced.

Beams of light reached out from the troopship toward the missiles as laser defenses |ocked on.
Anti-missle mis-slesfollowed. Repulse and Lancer launched a second spread of missilesasthefirst
reached the midpoint of their run. The troopship's lasers had no effect on the hardened shells of the
Commonwealth weapons, but five of the sSix were destroyed by the interceptor rockets, and the sixth was
knocked too far off courseto correct.

When the Federation ship launched intercepts toward the second flight of missiles, Repulse and Lancer
launched an-other Six missiles, than sx more right behind them. The frigates particle beam cannonsfired
up to knock out inter-ceptor missiles before they could do their job.

"Therangeistoo extreme," Truscott muttered to him-self. "None of the beamerswill do any good till you
Oet closer.”

The frigates started launching attack missiles as quickly asthey could fill the tubes, attempting to overload
the ene-my's defenses.

"Damn waste of munitions,” Truscott muttered, louder than before. He reached for acomplink, but it was
only Sheffield's captain he called.

"Mort, how long until our Spacehawks arein intercept range?'

"Won't do us any good to launch for another thirty minutes, sir,” Hardesty replied. "Just awaste of fudl.
And if that Cutter classtrangitsto Q-space, the birdswill be alot safer aboard.”

"Oneway or another, it looks like the Federation troops on Buchanan are going to have to fend for
themsalves," 1an whispered to the prince. ' 'Either we destroy their ship or it jJumps out of the system.”

"| doubt the admird viewsit so smply," William re-plied.

For the next half hour, they al watched the battle. Sev-eral times, Truscott recorded notes. The captains
of Lancer and Repulse wouldn't enjoy the admiral’s after-action cri-tique. The longer the engagement
continued, the hotter Truscott became. The two frigates had fired atota of thirty-three missilesat the
lone Federation ship before they scored their first hit, and that wasn't nearly enough to disableit. The
troopship wasfiring back at Lancer and Repulse by then. The confusion of offensve and defensive
missiles, particle and light beams, became so thick that it was dif-ficult to make sense of the battle smply
by watching the holo display on Sheffield.

Then the Federation troopship made good its escape. There were no spectacular visua effects, the ship
merely disgppearing asit jJumped to Q-space. Lancer and Repulse sarted maneuvering to givethe site
of the jJump as wide aberth as possible, to minimize any effects of turbulence as norma space-time
flooded back into the volume displaced by the trangit.

"Logt 'em, damnit!" Truscott swore. "Let them get away." He switched off the holo display with an
impatient swipe of hishand. He turned away to stare at a bulkhead until he could control hisemotions.



"Sgnd Lancer and Repulse to boost for astandard cov-ering orbit above the rest of the fleet,” Truscott
sad amo-ment later. "Khyber to apolar orbit for reconnai ssance above and below."

While the flag Sgnds officer, Lieutenant Commander Estmann, relayed that order, Truscott keyed hislink
to Cap-tain Hardesty. "Mort, take us down to where that troopship was, station-keeping directly over
the colony.” After Har-desty acknowledged, Truscott turned to Estmann again.

"Sgnd Victoria and Thames to take their positionsfrom us, in line, east to west. Put Thames inthe
midde"

Truscott stood and looked around the compartment. His face remained flushed. ' 'We might aswell stand
down for now." Hisvoice was audibly cycling down from the ten-sion of combat, and the frustration of
seeing their quarry escape. "It'll be hours before anything ese happens. Get amed and some deep. Duty
watchesonly. Ian, I'll bein my cabin once I've had aword with Captain Hardesty."

lan scarcely had time to acknowledge before the admira was off to hisbridge.
"And that'sthat,”" lan said, mostly to himsdif.
"That isnot ahappy admird," Prince William said, d-most directly into lan's ear.

"It'sagood timeto be out of hisline of fire" lan agreed. "If Lancer and Repulse hadn't wasted so many
missiles, hed probably have them running drills before supper.”

"1 think I'll kip out for awhile," William said, cutting off ayawn with ahand againgt hismouth. "Y ou'll give
me ashout if anything interesting happens?"

"Anything interesting happens,” l1an replied drily, "and you'll hear the hornsthe sametimel do."
"Quite," William said, chuckling asheturned to leave. ¢  «

lan stripped to his underwear before stretching out on his bunk. A fresh uniform was hanging on the rack
over thefoot of hisbed. Helay on hisback and folded his arms under hishead. Severa deep breaths
hel ped to relax him and clear hismind. As soon as he closed his eyes, he was adeep. That was unusud.
And within minutes, his deegping eyes were twitching. The inconclusive battle he had wit-nessed replayed
itsdf in hisdreams.

With differences.

The Cutter classtroopship first destroyed Lancer and Re-pulse, needing only asngle missilefor each of
thefrigates. Then it accelerated directly toward Sheffield, unconcerned with the swarm of Spacehawks
that danced around it and the subsequent fusillade of missiles and energy weapons from the battlecruiser.

When Sheffield exploded, lan woke.

Hefdt hisbody shaking, fet sweat welling up al over. He sat up and swung hislegs off of the bunk. For
amo-ment, he sat there staring at nothing. Then helooked at the clock. Barely an hour had passed since
he |eft the flag bridge. He turned and looked at his pillow. Slegp no longer seemed so urgent.

lan got up and went into the bathroom for ashower, spending longer than usua under the pulsing water.
The heat and force of the spray relaxed him more than the short, disturbed deep. By the time he turned
off thewater and dried himsdlf, the nightmare had started to fade, as night-mares do. But he wasn't ready
to lie down and risk itsreturn. Instead, he dressed and walked up to the flag ward-room.



More than haf of the people who had been on the flag bridge during the battle were already in the
wardroom, drinking coffee or teg, or just Sitting there staring at what-ever happened to be in front of
them.

"Welcometo the club,” Prince William said. Heraised acup in toast, then took asip. "I do hopethis
doesn't become a habit.”

Admird Truscott sat alonein the larger room of hisday cabin, at the side of the flatscreen chart table.
Stasys had made himsdlf comfortable hours earlier, after he chased lan and the rest of his staff off to get
some deep. He had kicked off his shoes and donned old, comfortable dippers, taken off hisuniform shirt
and pulled on athreadbare robe that he had worn for twenty years—afavorite that he had re-fused to
retire. His orderlies dways learned quickly to make sure that the robe was cleaned regularly, and with
some care.

A teacart was close at hand. Stasys had a fresh, steaming cup of teawithin easy reach. He hadn't
bothered to count how many cups he had drunk over the past eight or nine hours. The drinking was an
amost autonomous reflex. His mind was e sewhere—two-hundred miles below, on the surface of
Buchanan, mostly, but ranging at need adl of the way out to the boundaries of the solar system.

It had been abusy, and productive, workday. The fleet had been repositioned. Lancer and Repulse had
been given a chance to dock with Thames to replenish expended stocks of munitions, then set to cover
the fleet from likely incur-sion routes. The agppearance of a Federation fleet so soon was unlikely, but the
possibility couldn't be ignored. The scout ship Khyber was aso positioned as part of Truscott's early
warning system. Sheffield and Victoria werein low attack orbit, maintaining position under power, close
enough to launch fighter and shuttle sorties againgt the sur-face. Thames was dlill in line between the two
larger ships.

Truscott knew, amost up to the second, where every functioning battle helmet on the surface of
Buchanan was. Although there was no way to intercept and decode the communi cations transmissions,
the orbiting ships could de-tect those transmissions, locate the sources, and trace any movement. Those
locations were plotted on the flatscreen on the admira's chart table. Each Federation helmet was atiny
blip of red light. When the helmet moved, the light blinked, the rate depending on the speed of
movement. When the movement stopped, the light went back to steady.

The battle orders had been written. Stasys had worked with alight pen on acomplink date, scratching
out his drafts and editing the printed versions the complink re-turned. Thefina orderswere awaiting only
the transmit sequence: ordersfor each of the ship captains, the fighter wing commander, and the
commanding officer of the Sec-ond Regiment of Roya Marines.

Stasysleaned back and stretched. He wasfindly tired, but it was a pleasant exhaustion, coming from
work he knew was as good as he could make it. He got up and paced around the table, making two
complete circuits before he reached for the controls on the table, and pressed the XMIT and
CONFIRM buttons at the top of the screen.

"Done." But only the beginning. Truscott went out to the flag bridge. There were only three people on
watch: the duty officer, acommunications technician, and an orderly.

"Ordersfor the day have been posted and transmitted, Lieutenant Halverdi,” Truscott told the duty
officer. "I'm going to bed. Leave word to have your replacement wake me at 0430. I'll bein my day
cabin.”

"Aye, g, 0430 hours," the lieutenant replied. "Will there be anything el s?"



Truscott smiled. "1 don't think so, not tonight. The ex-citement doesn't start until morning.”
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Reveille was at 0300 hours in the troop holds of HMS Victoria.

David Spencer had lined up al of hisgear the night before, gone over every item to make certain that it
was sarvicegble. Waking, he dipped into hisfield skin and was putting clothing on over that beforethe
field skin had set-tled itself againgt hisown. A field skin wasaliving organ-ism, designed in the nanotech
labs. It provided insulation, hel ped to recirculate moisture, and added a small measure of help in case of
injury. David put his mind completdly into the task at hand. With three other sergeantsin the room
hurrying to get dressed at the same time, concentration was essentia. There was little talking, except for
locdl traffic control as everyone moved through to the head.

Mess cal sounded. David was thefirst in hisroom ready, but the sergeants messwas already crowded
when he ar-rived. In addition to the other sergeants who were coming in, many of the regiment's officers
were present. Sergeant Mg or Dockery was at the entrance, repegating the same line every time anew
batch of noncoms arrived. "' Get your food and take your seats. We get our briefing whilewe egt.”

It wasn't until he heard that announcement that David redlized that the mess call had been different: "All
ser-geants will report to their mess." You must have been half-

adeep yet, David told himsdlf. You shouldn't miss clueslike that.

Themesshdl filled quickly. No more than four minutes after David's entrance, it appeared that everyone
hed ar-rived. Many of the sergeantswere still in the serving line when Colond Laplace stood and started
taking.

"Those of uswho are going down in the first assault waves will man the landing boatsin fifty minutes,” he
darted. "Second and Third Battalionswill be the primary strike force, landing on the flatlands west of the
settlements on Buchanan, striking in from northwest and southwest, linking just before you reach the
paceport. At the sametime, Firgt Battalion and C Company of Engineering Bat-talion will land east of
the settlements, acrosstheriver, to cut off escape routesfor the Federation soldiers. The en-gineerswill
be on hand in case a bridging operation be-comes necessary. Theriver isn't particularly deep, but it'stoo
much for aman in battle kit to walk across with his head above water, and the bottom is too soft for
wading, so air tanks are also out. Fourth and Special Wegpons Bat-tdionswill be held in reserve.
Company commanders have their orders.” Colonel Laplace hesitated amoment, looking around the
room.

"Thisshould be an easy drill, men," he said. "We have numbers, position, and no enemy air or heavy
weapons to worry about. But don't let anyone go cock-of-the-walk. The Feddies down there aren't toy
soldiers. Be careful. Let's keep casualties to an absolute minimum.”

There were no concluding formalities. The colone and his saff filed out of the room. The company
commanders of the units that were making the landings headed for the sections of the mess hall where
their sergeants were gath-ered. Only afew noncoms had to move. For the most part, they had clustered
with others from their own companies.

"1&R platoon will befirst downinthejungle” was
Captain McAUliffesfirg statement when he got to the HQ Company sergeants.

Tell me something | couldn't guess, David thought.



"Youll have the engineersjust behind you," McAuliffe continued. ' 'H& S and Alpha Companieswill hold
the cen-ter of our line. Bravo and Charley will have the flanks. Deltawill be our mobile reserve, back
with the engineers™

"Sir, isthere room for the shuttlesto actuadly land?" Sergeant Macdowell asked.

"Apparently not," the captain replied. "The first units down will useropes. The engineerswill make a
clearing to bring in their equipment, but that won't be until after we establish our perimeter.”

"Sir, what's the count on the opposition?' David asked.

"Intelligenceistracking 675 active hdmets" McAuliffesaid. "A shorthanded battaion, if their TO is
anything like ours.”

"And if they haven't got more helmetsto switch on when we're not expecting them,” David said, and the
cap-tain nodded.

"'Always that chance, Spencer. A good point to bring up. Asfar aswe know, there was only the one
Feddie ship here, and that would put an upper cap of roughly nine-hundred men they could have landed.
But don't take even that figure as gospd. They've had time to position are-serve, even awhole
company lying doggo to catch usby surprise.”

"If they have, my notion isthat they'd most likely be somewherein that jungle were jumping into,” David
con-tinued.

McAuliffe smiled. "So tell your ladsto mind their arses. Besides, you'll have the engineers behind you to
worry about." That brought alaugh from everyone sitting at the table and from the two lieutenants who
stood flanking the company commander. Ezra Franklyn handled communi ca-tions and operations, strictly
agaff type. Manuel Boronski wastitular platoon leader for both HQ and | & R platoons of First
Battdion'sH& S Company. But since the company had only half its complement of officers and Boronski
was a so second in command, he was normally relegated to run-ning the backup command post and
communications node. Which left David Spencer to run & R with little operationd interference from
Boronski, which suited them both.

"Well have ar cover, won't we, Sir?' Lead Sergeant Landsford asked. He liked to get even the obvious
gues-tions answered.

"Sheffield will launch thelot from what | hear,” Mc-Auliffe said. "Fire suppression ahead of us, close
cover while we land, and whatever help we need from the plug-heads after. Now you'd best hurry up
and get to your men. They're going to be getting right antsy."

David gave his platoon aquick summary of their part in the coming operation, then led them to the
armory for weapons and ammunition. He ordered a quick helmet check, to make sure that every man
had afully functiona helmet while they waited to be summoned to their shuittle.

"By squads now, lads. Squad leaders, make sure every-body's got everything." David walked the line of
first squad, giving them a quick ingpection—functional, not dec-orative. When he got to Jacky White,
David gave him agrin and dapped his shoulder.

"Jacky, | don't know that well get the chance, but if any Federation blokes come our way, remember,
they're the ones keeping you here."

Jacky managed aweak smile. "I've been trying to seeit like that. Heaven help any of that ot who get in
my way."



"That'stheway, lad."
Second and Third Battalions were called to their shuttles.
Then Firg Battalion's 1& R platoon. They would be the first unit down east of the settlements.

"What if they come after us straightaway, don't give the rest timeto land?' Alfie asked. "The lads on the
other side of the river won't do usabit of good if al them Feddie blokes dash straight for us."

"Just hope nobody noticesweretherein al the bother,” David said.
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The soft knock on hisdoor woke lan ingtantly. " Oh-four-hundred, sir,” the orderly said. "The admira
left word to be called at 0430. Landing operations are about to be-gin."

"Thank you," lan said. He had left hisown "night or-ders’ with the duty officer, to be wakened thirty
minutes before Admira Truscott. "Would you wake the Duke of Haven, and give him the same

message?"
"Aye, aye dr."

lan took a couple of deep breaths and got out of bed, amazed that he had managed any deep at dl. He
even fdt curioudy refreshed. Excited, he decided. Despite every-thing, I'm actually looking forward
to this operation. At least there had been no further nightmares once he returned to bed.

He hurried through his norma morning routine, wanting to be reedy for the day before the admira was
wakened. As soon as he was dressed, 1an went to the flag wardroom for coffee and buttered toast—just
enough to postpone any hunger pangs, not enough to spoil his appetitein case the admira wanted his
company for afull breskfast. Prince William came into the wardroom just as lan was beginning to est.

"We get an early start, no?" the prince asked. He sat across the table from lan, and the mess steward
cameto take hisorder.

"Apparently,” lan replied. "I haven't seen any opera-tions orders. The admira must have doneit al during
thenight.”

"| assume he does degp occasondly.”

"Sometimes| wonder," 1an said. "When hismind isreally going on aproject, he can get by for dayswith
only an occasiona catnap.”

"My brother Henry ismuch the same," William said. He normdly avoided referencesto the king, and
especialy avoided using thetitle. ' 'He gets abug in his bonnet and he's a veritable dynamo. | think that's
onereason | stay away from court as much as possible. Y ou might find this hard to believe, but there
have been many occasionswhen | serioudy consdered emigrating to some frontier world and making a
placefor mysdif."

"l seem to recdll that it's been done afew times before by members of your family,” lan said.

"Ah, ahigtorian aswel.” William chuckled softly. The mess steward brought his breakfast and l€ft. "Yes,
it's been done, perhaps more often than you redize. One might a-most say that the founding of the
Second Commonwedlth itself resulted from that sort of wanderlust. Buckingham might well drownin
roydty if some of usdidn't move off-world now and again.”



lan smiled politely, then decided to risk another sdly. "I recal areport that stated that Sixty percent of the
children born on Buckingham can aready clam some relaionship to the royd family."

The prince nearly choked on histea, the laughter sprang out so quickly. He set the cup down and
brought a nagpkin to his mouth, staring at 1an over the napkin for amoment.

"Y ou do have your moments, don't you?" he asked when he took the napkin away from his mouth. There
wasasmileon hisface. "Y ou caught me properly with that one."

lan's smile was tentative. "Part of the job description. Y ou do know that the position of aide can be
traced to medieval court jesters on Earth?

William was ready for that one. "And you see yoursdlf as athrowback to your primal roots?'
"Touche," lan admitted with alaugh.

"Actudly,” William said, "if you stretch the gened o-gies back to the founding of Buckingham, the
percentage related to the royal family would probably be much higher. Luckily for everyone, there are
limitsto how far rdation-ship carries.”

"Sometimes." lan raised his cup asif in sdute.
"Ah, well, wed best get amove on or the admira will think were degpingin.”

lan glanced at hiswatch and took onefina gulp of cof-fee. "Y ou'reright. The orderly will be knocking at
his door any second now."

"I'll seeyou on theflag bridge," William said aslan got up from thetable. "I'll be dong soon.”

lan went directly to theflag bridge. If the admira wanted him, the word would go there. If therewereno
earlier cdl, lan would go to the admira's cabin fifteen minutes after the wake-up call. That would give
Truscott his usual timeto start preparing for the day. While he waited, 1an scanned the ordersthat the
admiral had issued for the day's opera-tions. There wasn't time for adetailed reading, but 1an knew
enough about the admiral's syle to glean the essen-tids quickly.

"Cautious," lan mumbled when he saw the extent of the operation. In these circumstances, that was a
word of ap-proval.

"Victoria has her firgt landing boats ready to go, sir.” the duty officer told Ian. "We have Spacehawks on
the match aswell."

lan nodded. "The boss had abusy night.”

"Surelooksthat way," the duty officer agreed. "Word is, hedidit al himsdf, right down to writing the
orders.

"If anyonein thefleet could doit, he could,” lan said. That wasn't merdly loyalty; it was lan's honest
opinion.

Thetech at the communications console looked up. "Commander Shrikes, the admiral wantsyou in his
day cabin.”

Truscott was aready dressed when lan got there. "Have you seen the orders?’ the admiral asked.

"Jugt had timeto skim them, gr."



"Put everything we could into this, lan. The more we use going in, thelessit should cost. Now, everything
de-pends on how well we perform, how fiercely the Federation troopsresist.”

"Knowing they've been abandoned ought to hurt their morde,” lan said.

Truscott frowned. He had no quarrel with the decision made by the Federation captain. In smilar
circumstances, Truscott knew he would make the same decision. "Not as badly asif we'd managed to
destroy that ship. Thisway, they can hopefor reinforcementsif they hold out long enough.”

"Y ou don't think they can hold out that long, do you, Sr?'

"If we can't reduce a short battalion with afull regiment of Marines and Sheffield's fighter wing before
that Cutter class can fetch support, you may haveto tie meto achair to keep me from exploding.”

"They're cut off, with ahostile population around them, and us moving in. | wouldn't want to bein that
position,” lan said.

"Nor would |," Truscott agreed. "But the Federation is used to imposing itself on unwilling hosts."
"Would you like your breakfast on the bridge, or in here?' lan asked.

"'On the flag bridge, and no more than a cup of teajust now. I'll eat later, perhaps. It'sjust about that
time"
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Theridedown was rough for David Spencer and his platoon. The men were packed shoulder to
shoulder in the shuttle. Lap straps were scarcely necessary once the shuttle got low enough for gravity to
hold the men in place. David kept hiseyes on apane at the front of the compartment. During the
descent, alarge red light burned. Once they reached three thousand feet, ayellow light came on below it.

"Release safety belts," David shouted. "Ready to stand to the ramp. Look and make sure you're wearing
your gloves”

Four reelswere recessed into the floor of the compart-ment, forward of the hatch that would drop to
form ashort ramp. As soon as the hatch opened, the ropes would be unreeled and the thirty-two men
would rappel to the ground. With any real luck, their descent would only be thirty feet. That depended on
how precise the pilots were in finding their assigned drop zone. There wouldn't betimeto look for a
better spot if the first was bad.

The shuttle's rockets went into full reverse thrugt, then died asthe craft switched to jets. The angle on the
jets was changed to dide the ungainly craft into ahover. Asagreen light replaced thered and yellow, a
siren sounded and the ramp was dropped.

"Stand to the ramp!" David shouted as winches un-coiled the ropes. "Go! Go! Go!*

The men started down. David moved near the head of the line on the closest rope and was third down it.
Sergeant Hugo Kassner, third squad leader and the second-ranking noncom in the platoon, would be the
last man out of the shuittle.

Getting the line coiled around hiswaist and legs was amost automatic. David checked hisgrip and
dropped off the ramp. The greatest danger, other than the chance of hostilefire, was building up too
much speed on the ragppel. Over any mgor distance, friction could burn through the best gloves or leave
aman with too much momentum for asafe landing.



Thirty feet? The pilots had struck gold. There were only twenty feet above asmall clearing.

Even on theway (town, David was broadcagting orders, linking with the first men down, directing them
out from the drop zoneto form an initid perimeter. He hit the ground, moved away from the ropes, and
took cover. He scanned the vicinity to verify the information being relayed from the shuitl€'s detectors,
that there were no enemy forces on thisside of theriver... that there were no active enemy electronics
within aone-mileradius. He had to re-mind himsdlf of the digtinction.

As more men came down, David directed them to posi-tions on the perimeter, and widened the
diameter, stretching the circle toward the river and Buchanan's two settlements. The shuttlewasa
deafening shadow overhead, but—com-fortingly—there was no enemy fire coming in.

Thelast men came down. "Y ou're clear, were off," the pilot reported to David. "Good luck. Kick some

"If they leave usany,” David replied. "Thanksfor the nde."

The shuttle did away horizontaly, getting clear of the men on the ground before it climbed for atitude,
then switched to rockets for the burn that would carry it back to Victoria. They might haveto make as
many as sSix more round trips to get everyone to the ground.

David clicked his complink over to the noncom fre-quency to confer with the squad leaders. "Get out
your mapboards.

The mapboard was a specidized complink, atwelve-inch flatscreen that folded in thirdsto fit in a pocket,
less than a quarter-inch thick folded. The maps were centered on the location of the platoon, and carried
all of the data available to the main computers on the ships above. The scale could be adjusted from a
distant view that would encompass the entire planet, down to adetailed scale of oneinch to fifty feet. The
map was photographic, enhanced by avariety of overlays, with red lights to show the position of active
en-emy dectronics—mostly hemets—and green lightsto show the position of friendly forces.

"No surprises,” Hugo said after he had timeto scan his. "Looks like the main landing is on schedule.”

"Right, o let'snot get our schedule out of whack," David said. ' 'Put afire team out on each flank until
the rest of our lads and Alphaget down. Use fourth squad for that. Take your squad to check out the
rear. Seeif you can spot anything to help Delta and the engineers. I'll keep first and second squads here”

So thisis Buchanan, David thought as the squads started to move on their assignments. He looked out
at theterrain rather than at the display on hishelmet visor. The clearing was covered with soft,
ground-hugging shrubbery—l ong, tangled vines, thin and flexible. Around the clearing were severa
different types of trees. Nonelooked particularly familiar, but David wouldn't have recognized an apple
tree unless he saw apples hanging fromiit.

There was little undergrowth beneath the trees, only a scattering of grass. There was dso no immediate
sgn of wildlife, but that didn't surprise him. The noise of the shut-tle and the presence of so many
intruderswould likely s-lence most animasfor quite sometime. There were animas, evenfairly large
ones, inthe area. The close scans had shown thousands of bloated piglike aguatic or semi-aquatic
anmas

A cdl on the command frequency brought him back from his nature watch. The rest of H& S Company
was coming in. And the first detachment of engineerswas on fina ap-proach.

"How far east of usarethey?' David asked. "I don't show them." He clicked through displays on his



helmet. "Wait, there they are. They're three miles from where they're supposed to be."

"Last-minute change," Captain McAuliffe said from his shuttle. "They spotted an easier Ste to knock
down aland-ing strip. You'll have to send a squad back to them. Deltawon't be down for another hour."

"They'll be on the ground long before we can reach them,” David said, "but were leaving now."
"Link with them on this channdl, Spencer.”

" Should we move our whole perimeter back?'

"Negative. The engineerswill haveto find away to move their equipment up to theriver."

"Y ou sound asif you doubt they can.” David was d-ready drawing in first squad and moving the other
sguadsto cover the gap.

"I'l believeit when| seeit," McAuliffesad.

David could see shuttleslining up to drop the rest of H& S Company as he explained to his men that they
had to make aquick hike through the forest to find the new lo-cation that the engineers had decided on
for ther landing.

"Jugt going out of their way to foul thingsup,” Alfie said. "Engineersfigure they know everything."

"Captain sounded ticked about it too, Alfie," David said. "Makes us no difference. Weve il got to go
back and hold their hands until they bring in the rest of their people. Zimmerman, you've got the point.
Thataway." He pointed. "Everyone, keep your eyes open. Just because we don't show any enemy
helmetsin the area doesn't mean it's clean. They may be smart enough to turn them off long enough to
Spring an ambush.”

"Now, that wouldn't be very nice of 'em," Alfie said.
"Put thelid on that chatter. Let's not get careless.”

The new men were scattered through the middle of the line. David kept specia watch on them, and
would, until he had seen them in action. New men made David nervous. He had no way to predict how

they might react to anything.
Roger Zimmerman stayed to the animd trails he could find—after clearing that decison with his sergeant.

"Might aswdll," David told him. "Keep a close watch on your sensors, but | doubt that the enemy'slaid
booby traps out here. No damn reason to.” It was a questionable decision, and David knew it, but if
there were booby traps out in the middle of the forest, then the entire landing might bein red trouble.

Tory Kepner was behind Zimmerman, followed by Seid-man, Alfie, Henny, Jacky, and Montez. David
took the back end, where he could watch his men as well asthe terrain behind them. It kept him busy.
But the others were doing their jobs. Even the new men seemed aware of the basics. watch the sides,
avoid unnecessary noise. The squad's spac-ing was too tight. Severa times, David passed the word to
spread out. "We don't want to be arow of ducksin somebody's shooting arcade,” he said once.

Don't let an ambush take out an entire patrol . That was one of thefirs maxims of infantry training. If
you are am-bushed, make sure at least some of your people survive to answer the incoming fire.

David stopped the squad once for a short break, and to give himsalf time to check his mapboard and
make contact with the lieutenant who was leading the engineer detach-ment. After the break, he rotated



Jacky White up to the point.

"The engineers have a sentry out, here," David told Jacky. He pointed to the spot on his mapboard. " Still
amileoff. Bewatching for him."

Jacky nodded and moved off. David sgnadled for the rest of the squad to follow.

The engineers had dready started their work by the time David and his squad arrived. A survey crew
was laying out lines. Treeswere being sawed off a ground level with cut-ting beams. Men with drag lines
and portable winches were hauling timber and shrubbery out of theway. A smdl earth-mover was
levelling terrain with the blade on its snout and spraying thefirst layer of plascrete from arig onits rump.
But the engineers hadn't bothered to put out sentries, except for the one man who was watching for the
&R squad.

And one man wasjust standing by, watching the rest work. David didn't need to seeinsigniato know
that wasthe lieutenant.

" Sergeant Spencer?" the officer asked when David reached him. David nodded. "I'm Lieutenant Guran.”

"'Lieutenant.” David lifted hisvisor and looked over a the earthmover. ' '| hopethat thing has ared high
gear onit, ar.”

"How'sthat?"'

"Y ou know you're going to have to build afour-mile road to get your bridging equipment to theriver. The
ter-rain'sadl likethis, someworse."

"We needed a decent place to set down, Sergeant.”
"Yes, gr, but what if the admira decides he wants those bridges today ?*
"Not my problem. We can only do the possible.”

If you'd set down where you were told to, it would be possible, David thought, but he couldn't say
that to an of-ficer he didn't know.

"By now, Sir, just about everyone's down this side of the river, except for the rest of your people and
heavy equipment,” David said. Delta Company of the first waslanding just then. "The line has been
established three mileswest of here. Therell be patrols out on the flanks and such, but that's too much
areato cover adequatdy. Y our peoplewill haveto watch for infiltrators or ambushes.”

Guran lifted hisvisor. "We were supposed to have in-fantry cover so we could do our work."

"Excuseme, Sir," David said, in his most respectful tones, "but you were supposed to be two-and-a-half
mileswest of here, where you would be close enough for that cover, where our Delta Company is
landing now." You might as well have stayed aboard Victoria for all the good you'll do here, he
thought. Or even back on Buckingham.

Guran held up one hand to stop David. With the other hand, he pulled down his visor. Even though
David couldn't hear anything, it was clear that Guran was refer-ring the matter to his superior. David
decided it wastimeto |et Captain McAuliffe know what was going on aswell.

"I've been monitoring you," McAuliffetold him. "I've aready contacted the colond on this. Watch your
mouth, Spencer. Y ou know what I'd do if you back-talked me like that?"



"But I've never know you to pull aboner likethis, Cap-tain. Youreapro, likeme."
McAuliffe chuckled. "God hdp you if you ever pull amouthful when yourein thewrong.”
"l domy begt, air.”

"For my sake, David, ease off. Let the facts stand. Don't confuse the issue by letting Guran claim you're
insubor-dinate.”

"Yes, gr," David said meekly. He had made his point. The higher-ups could haggle al they wanted to.

Guran's cdl took longer. When he lifted his visor again, hisface was red, and he had trouble keeping his
voicein check. David kept his own face as blank as possible, but he couldn't hel p wishing that he had
been able to overhear the other conversation.

"Two companies of the reserve are being sent down to provide cover,” Guran said. "As soon asthey
arrive, you can take your squad back to your company.”

"Yes, gr," David, said, as respectful asaboot in hisfirst week of training. "I'll get my men posted.”

The men would be spread painfully thin, but that couldn't be helped. The engineers were cutting alanding
strip three thousand feet long. Loaded with heavy equip-ment, even an STOL shuttle needed room.
David gave the eastern side to Tory Kepner and hisfire team. David kept the rest on the western side,
where any threat, however unlikely, was most apt to appesar.

"Full active sensors," David said. "Active links to the eyes above. Keep your own eyes open though. The
sensorswon't pick up anyone with therma shielding and an inac-tive helmet.”

"We know dl that, Sarge" Alfiesad.

"Humor me, lad," David said. "l like to hear mysdlf remind you. That way, when you doss out and get
yourself fried, | won't haveto fed guilty about it."

Asthe morning erased itself, David had his men improve their defensive positions. "Dig in, it'll help pass
thetime," hetold them. From timeto time, David made contact with Captain McAuliffe or Hugo
Kassner, keeping track of the rest of his platoon and the rest of the war. The main land-ings on the far
sde of the river remained on schedule. Re-sistance was light, but Federation helmets had been turned off
in considerable numbers as the enemy went to ground. The Second Regiment hadn't gone hunting for the
occu-pying forces yet. The operation was dlill initsfirst stage, landing and establishing initial positions.
The Spacehawks from Sheffield were the only Commonwesdlth units actively seeking out and engaging
Federation forces.

Meanwhile, the combat engineers raced to complete their landing strip. Foot by foot, they cleared
obstructing trees, levelled the course, and sprayed the surface of their strip with quick-drying plascrete,
severa coas. It was anoisy procedure, and occasionally some of David's men had to move quickly to
dtay out of theway of faling timber.

It was noon before the extra line troops arrived, rappel-ling in over the first completed sections of the
landing strip. David answered acal on his command link and went to meet the first load of troops who
came down.

" Sergeant Spencer, I'm AsaEwing."

David lifted his visor. "Good to see you, Lieutenant. Y our men ready to take over minding the



enginears?’
Ewing grinned. ' ‘Baby-gitting is better than Stting it out completely.”
"There's been no sign of threats here, sir, but 1'd sure like to get back to my platoon.”

"So | hear." Ewing was till grinning. "Give me afew minutesto get my squadsinto position and you can
take off."

"Thank you, sir. Well take lunch while your men settlein.”

Just knowing that they were about to leave perked up David's squad. Alfie even found time, and the
materials, to erect a' 'Foxhole to Let—CHEAP" sign. The return march took |ess time than the march
out, even though David kept dowing his men down and nagging everyone to keep close watch. Even
after they passed through the pickets Delta Company had posted behind the battalion's main position,
David tried to keep hismen fully dert.

"Get your menin pogtion,” McAuliffetold David. "Y ou're severd hoursbehind indigging in." When
David started to flush, McAuliffe laughed and held up hishand. "Don't bother. | know, and so doesthe
whole chain of command, al the way to Admiral Truscott.”

"Isit my butt being fried?' David asked.
"Just don't let any of the engineers catch you done on adark street for atime,” McAuliffe suggested.

"I'll wetchit," David promised. There are dways men in the regiment with long memoriesfor grudges. '
'Anything interesting going on over on the other sde?' David asked.

"Quiet, o far," McAuliffesaid. "Thelast update | had was that the Feddies have turned off most of their
he-mets.”

"1 takeit they're not dropping dead of fright?"

Thistime, McAuliffés smile wasthin. "No such luck. Somebody on the other side spent time preparing
this. They're going to try to hold out. They must expect rein-forcement.”

"Well, sr, we'd expect it, wouldn't we? | mean, even if the ships had to bug out.”
"The RM take care of their own," McAuliffesaid. It wasan article of faith.

"Feddies must fed the same way." When McAuliffe nodded, David took amoment to think, then said,
"I'll get my ladsbusy, gr."

"L et them get what rest they can this afternoon. Y ou'll have to put out patrols tonight.”
"Aye, gr. | expected that.”
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When the pilots of fourth squadron were sent to their fighters, it was no panic scramble. They had been
gtting in their ready room watching whét little action there was be-low on their complinks.

"Well belooking for targets of opportunity,” Com-mander Bosworth told her pilots. "Keep your spacing,
and stay aert. Well stagger the threeflights, high, low, and periphery, and move them around, just likea
arill.”



Just like a drill wasthe cliche of the day.

"Don't go getting any dirt on her nose," Andy Mynott told Josef while they were getting him strapped into
the cockpit.

"Haven't you got any new advice?' Josef asked.

"Can't get you anew bird out here, Sir. Y ou don't bring this one back, werre dl out of work until we get
back to port. And | make a terrible spectator.”

"I'm not overly fond of the Sddinesether, Andy."

"Third sgquadron must be raising hell about getting back,” Andy said just before he lowered the canopy
over Josef. "Y ou're going out in agang launch. Therest have been single shot.”

Josef held himsdlf to a soft grunt as the canopy came down and sedled itsdlf.

"Green lights across the board,” hetold Andy over the intercom. "Unless you want to ride dong, you'd
best get your butt back through the airlock."

Andy pulled thejack on his headset, flipped Josef aca-sua saute, and hurried toward the airlock.
"Red three ready for launch,”" Josef reported over the squadron channel.
"Stand by," Commander Bosworth said. "Ready for cylinder extension.”

Josf felt the movement asthe LRC did out from the fuselage of Sheffield and he lost the ship's artificia
gravity. He scanned his screens and telltales again to make sure that no problems had surfaced on board,
then toggled the switch that turned full control of his Spacehawk over to the launch master.

The countdown went without a hitch and the six Space-hawks of red flight were kicked out of their
tubes. Around the fusdlage of Sheffield, blue and white flights were aso gected from their LRCs.

During the first minutes, Josef focused his attention com-pletely on the flight, ready to overrule the
automatic pilot if necessary. With the neura jack active, he was as much apart of the Zed-3 asany of its
other instruments or con-trols. Like most fighter pilots, Josef nursed the conceit that he could react more
rapidly to an emergency than the au-tomatic systems. In any case, he had to be prepared to react if those
systemsfalled.

"Okay, red flight, follow me down,” Commander Bos-worth said once the Spacehawks cleared the
immediate vi-cinity of Sheffield. "Weve got thefirst lowball detail.”

Quits me, Josef thought. He watched the commander nose her Spacehawk over until it was pointed
directly at the spaceport. Both main rockets kicked him. Off to her right and just behind her, Bosworth's
wingman, Ensign Seb In-owi, matched her maneuvers precisely. Ten seconds later, Josef put hisbird into
its stoop, and aquick glance at his monitors showed Kate Hicks stuck to her position off to hisside.

Red flight corkscrewed around to approach the settle-ments from the north. They would brake below the
sonic barrier well away from the settlements, sparing the colonists sonic damage. After each run, the
Spacehawks would climb south to turn and make another run. Even at stalling speed, the birds had only
seconds over the target area. Targets had to be acquired early, or transferred to the next Spacehawks
coming through.

All of thefighters showed the first targets of thismission. "L ock on those blips," Bosworth told her



wingman. "WEell each shoot two moles.” Moleswere thin missilesthat would follow an eectronic sgnd
back to its source, even if it was several meters underground, below reinforced plascrete.

"I havealock," Seb replied.

Josef automatically noted the targets on his screen, even though he wouldn't get ashot at them. If
Bosworth and Inowi missed, maybe the last pair of Spacehawksin the flight would have timeto lock on.
Josef and Kate certainly wouldn't. They would be past the targets before the results were certain.

The sky was clear, but there was some thin haze low. Commander Bosworth went below five hundred
feet asshelined up her targets and released her missiles. Almost S-multaneoudly, Seb launched his
moles, and the four missles|eft thin vapor trails asthey dove toward ther targets.

Fully occupied with his own Spacehawk, Josef was only able to spare the lead pair of birdsthe dightest
fraction of his attention. Eyeballing out the canopy had to be baanced against the demands of the
monitorsingde the cockpit. It was pure chance that he saw the plume of thefifth missile.

"Fire coming up!" he shouted over the command chan-ndl. Before the words were out of his mouth, the
last missile had struck Seb Inowi's Spacehawk. Fighter and missile erupted in agolden bal of fire.
Smoke and debris were hurled away from the fireball. Josef pulled back on the con-trol yoke of hisown
bird, fighting to get above the frag-ments.

"I'vegot alock,” Kate's voice said, and Josef saw thetrail of two missiles launched from her Spacehawk,
heading for the ground and the point of origin of the misslethat had hit Seb'sfighter.

"Seb didn't get out,” Kate added, before her missiles hit.
The knot in Josefs stomach doubled in size, but there was no time to think about Seb now.

"Let'sgo back around for another pass,” Commander Bosworth said, her voice under precarious control.
""Watch your butts."

Therewas anumbed air of unredlity about the rest of the patrol. The demands of flying and, rarely and
briefly, fight-ing left little room for emotion or extraneous thought. But the memory of Seb Inowi'sloss
was there, reduced perhaps to an icon at the moment, ready to expand into full-screen avareness as
soon as there was time. Seb was the squad-ron's first combat loss ever. It had been many yearssincea
pilot had been lost even through accident. When Josef popped the canopy on hisbird and Andy Mynott
helped him out, there was none of the usua chat. The pilots headed to the ready room for the

inescapable post-mission debrief-ing.

"A rescue and recovery team has been down,” Com-mander Bosworth announced when she stepped up
to the podium. "They didn't find anything."

That was al that Josef would ever remember of that de-briefing.
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Nightfall turned the world pale green for Marinesin combat helmets. Their optics extended vison into
the in-frared, showing the resultsin ghostly overlays on normal vison. From timeto time, David Spencer
scanned the po-sitions of hismen. If aMaring's uniform, helmet, and field skin were dl properly fitted

and functiond, the man was virtudly invisblein infrared. Traces of movement werethe mogt religble
guideto location then. Early this evening, thin, high clouds blocked much of thelight of the sarsand the
one moon that was above the horizon, but there was till alittle visible light, enough to detect gross
movement on the ground. But the Commonwealth camouflage pattern was well suited to Buchanan. It did



not stand out in light or dark.

Shortly after sunset, David sent his third and fourth squads out on separate patrolsto cover the mile-wide
strip of forest between the battaion's position and the river. After those patrols returned, the first and
second squads would go out. Until then, David had little to do but wait.

That didn't mean that he wasn't busy. David kept track of the early patrols, listening in on the squad and
noncoms frequencies. Captain McAuliffe relayed the main points of the evening briefing from fleet
command. Before sunset, the two settlements and spaceport had been ringed. Second and Third
Battalions had linked up and had extended their linesto the river on either side of the two towns. No
attempt had been made to advance into the towns yet. Opposition remained light. The Federation troops
refused to engage. Three-quarters of the troops originaly pinpointed by their helmet eectronics had
switched off and moved dmost im-mediately. Now there wasn't a single Federation helmet being
tracked. Very few of the missing enemy had been located so far. Commonwedl th |osses had been light
on the ground; three killed, two wounded and evacuated to Shef-field. The one mgor losswasthe single
Spacehawk and pilot lost to a surface-to-air missile. The engineers were still working, trying to get their
road built through the forest.

That last item brought asmile to David's face. And even though Captain McAuliffe had been spesking by
radio, from somewhere farther doong the line, he had apparently sensed, or guessed at, David's reaction.
The captain switched from the noncoms frequency to a private one and said, "Don't gloat, Spencer.”

"I'll try not to," David promised. "But it'sgoing to be hard."
"Just remember, could be our backsidesin ading next time."

Once his men had eaten, David put the first and second squads on half-and-haf watch. In each pair, one
man would be on watch. The other would get what rest he could. With half of the night devoted to
patrolling, and the need to keep watch during the other half, no one would get much deep. The longer
there was opposition in the field, the farther behind the men would get on deep.

And these Federation blokes won't make it easy, David thought. It wastimefor himto try for alittle
shut-eye of hisown.

Jacky White lifted his head just enough to get a better view of theforest in front of his position. Some of
the underbrush had been flashed out during the day, but there had been no way to clear a proper kill
zone. Heavy forest wastoo close for comfort. The green blipsthat identified the men of 1&R platoon
who were out on patrol had moved out of range, third squad to the south, fourth squad to the north.
There were no red blips visible, but Jacky didn't assume for a second that there were no Feddies out
there, perhaps even within a hundred yards of his own position.

Switch my helmet off, and | could creep within twenty yards of an enemy without him seeing me,
Jacky thought. He took a deep breath and let it out dowly, trying to pace histenson.

/ should be back on civic street, he reminded himself. Jacky couldn't get that out of hismind for long,
but it no longer brought blinding rage in tow. There was something € se much more important now.

Lord, don't et me screw up. Don't let me get any of my mates killed.

Moving dowly, and as quietly as possible, Jacky rolled over on hisleft Sdeto stretch hisright leg and
arm. Then herolled back to repeat the moves on the other side, trying to keep limber. Action, if it came,
would likely come with-out warning.



/ wish they'd come out and let us get this over . At times, Jacky let himself hope that this one campaign
would do the job, end the war between Commonwealth and Federation. He knew better. He knew that
securing Buchanan wouldn't win the war for the Commonwedl th, but—just maybe—it would be enough
to calm the big shots back at the Admi-ralty and the Ministry of Defense on Buckingham. Perhaps they
would gtart to let enlisments expire.

Fat chance. He focused his atention completely on hiswatch then. One bleeding step at atime. ¢ ¢ «
"Coming back in, David."

Spencer sat up and quickly relayed the word to the rest of his platoon and to the platoons on either side.
"Bring 'emin, Hugo," Spencer replied over the non-coms circuit. "We're watching for you."

The third and fourth squads came dowly into view, vis-ible more for occulting the landscape behind them
as they moved than because they stood out in the night. David counted bodies as they came through the
line. All present, he assured himsdif.

"Get your men in position,” David told the squad lead-ers, "then give me your reports so we can get out.”

The reportstook no time at al. Neither squad had come across any evidence of either Federation
soldiersor local residents. "We went down to theriver, and patrolled close to the shore," Hugo Kassner
reported. "There's some nasty-looking beasties coming out of the water, but they're not human and
they're not carrying weapons." On a map-board, the squad leaders showed David the routes they had
followed.

"Good enough,” David said. "Giveit to the captain. The rest of uswill be going for our walkabout now.
Hugo, that makesyou senior until | get back. | haven't the foggiest ideawhere the lieutenant is.”

"Thanksfor nothing," Kassner replied.

David led his squad directly west, then south, turning not nearly as closeto the river asthird squad had.
During thefirst stretch, David took the point position himsa f—hardly by-the-book. It was away of using
adrendine, paradoxi-caly caming himsdf by putting himself where he had to channd histensioninto the
work. Once the squad was mov-ing parald to the Commonwed th lines, David moved Alfie up to the
point, with Sean Seidman behind him, and David took amore normal command position in the third spot.

Early on, David decided to push his men farther south than Hugo's squad had gone. Local dawn wasn't
until 0530. And no rule-writ-in-stone said they had to traverse the entire front a second time to return to
ther lineswhere they had |eft. They could clear a passage anywhere, com-municate directly with the
platoon and squad leaders to make sure that they didn't come under friendly fire.

Their first break was one David hadn't planned on. Two large anima s were blocking their path, obvioudy
mating. Since the two beasts combined outweighed David's entire patrol, he decided to let them finish
without interruption. But he squel ched the first comments from the men with him. "Saveit for the head
when we get back to Sheffield,” hetold them over the squad frequency.

"Hope somebody savesthevid," Alfiesad.
"Part of therecord,” Tory replied. "Just have to do adatabank search.”
"Stuff it," David said, more sharply. "Mind your flanks."

It took the animals, hippobary, another ten minutes to finish and move off the path, back toward theriver.



They took no notice of the spectators. David got his men moving again, with Jacky on point. Twice
more, the squad paused to give hippobary timeto get out of their way. These in-terruptions were shorter,
each caused by asingleanimal.

"Weé're getting near the end of our lines," David told his men shortly after their third hippobary encounter.
The last green blips showing on his mapboard east of the river were fifty feet south of where he was
standing—and a hdf mile east. Beyond that corner, there would only be occa-siond patrolsand
checkpoints on the flanks.

"'How much farther are we going?' Roger Zimmerman asked.

"At least another half mile. Depends on what we find." David stopped to let the entire squad move past
him while he did adow survey through 360 degrees. Even without enemy dectronicsto lock onto, his
own sensors might pro-vide early warning of an ambush. Highly directiona mi-crophones could pick up
the dightest noise. Under perfect circumstances, they could identify ahuman's heartbeet or breathing at a
hundred feet. Motion detectors could pick up gross movement, if nothing so small asa soldier'srifle
tracking atarget.

Nothing's perfect, David reminded himsdlf. It still came down to the sharpness of aMarine's eyes, the
speed of hisreactions, and luck.

Onthe point, Alfie had stopped. The rest of the squad stopped behind him. Suddenly (the way such
things nor-maly happen in combat, particularly at night) the head-up displays on the visors of the Marines
showed an arc of red blips, as enemy helmets were switched on—much too close. The shooting started
at the sametime. Reflexes swung the Marinesinto action. They dovefor cover and returned fire, blindly
at firgt, only dowly ableto search out specific enemy blipsto direct their aim at.

David called for help as soon as he was down and con-fident that he had found the best available cover.
Captain M cAuliffe responded within seconds. And scarcely behind that cdl, fighter control assured them
both that Spacehawks were on the way down to add their support.

It couldn't be soon enough. In the first seconds of the engagement, David could tell that his men were
getting the worgt of it. The enemy was dug in, hidden, showing only wesgpons and enough of themselves
to am and fire. David's patrol had been caught in the open, with only the casua cover they could find
from theterrain itsdf. Two men had been hit in thefirst volley. David had logt any vitals on Henny Prinz,
which meant that either he was dead or his helmet had been knocked out of commission, and the data
from Roger's helmet showed that he had been wounded and was most likely unconscious.

David loaded a chain of grenades and aimed short, drop-ping the grenades a hundred feet out. That was
closer than dlowed by the fiedld manud, scarcely beyond the kill radius of the grenades. But his men were
as protected as possible. Just maybe, the rounds would do more damage to the Fed-eration troops.

It gave them no more than twenty seconds, but David and his men knew how to use seconds to best
advantage. They squirmed to new positions, getting as close to ground as they could, putting what
vertical cover they could find between them and the red blips of the enemy helmets.

Then new fire entered the fray. The sounds of the weap-ons were different, definitely not standard
military issue. David checked hisdisplay. Thefire was coming from far-ther south, from a point where
there were no blips, red or green. When hefinally spotted muzzle flashes, David saw that the fire was
directed toward the Federation ambush. For afew seconds, David kept his head down while hetried to
process the information.

"Weve got dlies, to the south,” David said, with some excitement, over the squad frequency. "Be careful



with your fire. We don't want to kill friends."

Two Spacehawks camein then, from the south. The pi-lots provided just an ingtant's warning for friendly
heads to get down before they opened fire on the red blips. The rapid-fire cannons made a deafening
roar that would have been unbearableif it had lasted more than a second. When it ended, dl of thered
blips were gone from David's visor display.

"Let's see what we've got out there," hetold his squad. "Keep an eye open for our invisible helpers. They
may not know who'swho."
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It wasincredibly foolish, dangerous, but Doug couldn't deny himsdlf. When he heard thefirst missile
blasts, he did out of the cave and climbed up the hill to look toward Sam and Max. Thefirgt hint of dawn
wasin the east. To the north, there was one burst of light after another asfighters launched missiles at
ground positions. It appeared that most of the activity was away from the towns, closer to the spaceport.
Doug hoped that the rockets were sparing Sam and Max.

'"They must be able to see their targets, one way or an-other," he whispered.
"They mugt," Albert said below him.

Doug turned his head and looked down. "They came," he said.

Albert nodded. "They came." Several others came out of the cave.

"Let'skeep closeto the surface, at least,” Doug said, moving back down the dope. "We don't want to
end up astargets ourselves."

"For either Sde," Albert said.

"l guessthis meansthat your message rocket got through,” Gil Howard said. "I don't think | really
believed it would.”

Neither did I, Doug redized. Down the line, the Evander twins and George Hatchfield came out of the
other cave and ran to join the main group.

"What do we do?' one of the twins asked.

"Stay out of theway for now," Doug said. "Avoid showing oursaves until the Commonwed th has men on
the ground. Then we make contact with them. If they haven't finished off the Federation bastards, we can
hdp."

"You think they'll leave us anything?" the other twin asked. His brother laughed, but no onedsedid.

"Don't forget, we got thefirst blowsin," Albert said, frowning at both of the Evander lads. "Taking out
three shuttles without losing aman is nothing to sneeze a."

"In the meantime, let's not forget basic security,” Doug said. "By the time the sun's up, we'd best be back
insde. Well keep one man out as sentry, and rotate the job every half hour. All we can do now iswait.
We don't want to bollix it up so closeto the end.”

Wait was easy to say, harder to bear. Doug kept telling himsdlf that he should get some deep, but that
was impos-sble. Hefound it difficult to stay ingde the cave, under cover, but he knew that if he didn't
hold himsdlf in, he could never hold the others. Findly, he forced himsdlf to lie down, even though he had



given up on deep.

You can at least think, hetold himself. It had been easy to say, "Well make contact,” but would it redly
be that smple? The morning passed at atortuoudy sow pace as hetried to devise asafeway to
communicate with the Com-monwesdlth forces.

The others were as restless as Doug. George and the twins had moved back to the main cave. It felt
more crowded than ever with everyone packed in—and too nerv-ousto sit or lie quietly.

"Ligten, I've been thinking," Doug said a last, and dl of the others turned toward him, except Ash Benez,
who was out on sentry duty. "We're going to have to make contact in daylight, so we don't get shot up
by mistake. But | think we should move as close as we dare under cover of dark.”

"Y ou mean wait till tomorrow?" Gil asked.
"Better late than dead,” Albert said before Doug could reply.

"That'swhat it amountsto,” Doug said. He looked around. The choice wasn't popular, but no one was
confi-dent enough to ingst on going in Sooner.

Shortly after sunset, the men moved back out of the caves, even though they knew it would be hours
before they started toward home. One way or another, they were going home. They could seean end to
their subsistence exile, an end to thefear, an end to hiding in caves and daring to snesk out only at night.

One way or another.

There were whispered conversations, but none of them lasted long even though Doug gave up any
attempt to main-tain slence. It wasn't asif his companions were capering about and shouting. In any

case, the whispers were unlikdly to bring disaster down on them, not this night, so far from the towns. Let
them get it out of their systems now, before we move toward home, Doug thought. We'll need the
S-lence then.

He climbed to the top of the low ridge above the caves. He didn't show himsalf above the crest, but lay
just behind it. It wasthe clearest view he could get toward Sam and Max—not that he could see anything
except therare glare of missiles or gunfire. After alittle while, herolled over on hisback and stared at the
stars and the few wispy clouds overhead. And, remarkably, hefell adeep.

Butit didn't last. Albert woke him. " Are we going, or aren't we?"

Doug blinked severa timesand yawned. ' 'What timeisit?"

"Closeto midnight.”

"We could dmost crawl back by dawn."

"Gil and | weretaking." Albert hesitated for amoment, waiting for a prompt from Doug.
"'About what?'

"Federation soldiers al stayed thisside of theriver, far aswe know, right?”

"Far aswe know," Doug agreed.

"We saw some of these Commonwedth folks come down on the other side”



Doug didn't need to have a picture drawn for him. "Cross the river and go back that way? That might
help keep body and soul together. Cut down on the odds, at any rate.”

"That'swhat we thought," Albert said.
The ideawas too sound for Doug to find any fault with it. 'Y ou have everybody ready to go?'

"Gil and | didn't say anything, but most of 'em have been ready to go for hours. Been fidgeting dl over the
place”

There was agood ford across the river not more than ahaf mile farther south. Thisfar upstream, the
riverbed was more gravel than mud, and over one stretch it was shallow enough to wade across without
any difficulty, shalow enough that hippobary avoided it as much as possible,

"Wetakeit dow and careful al theway," Doug said in awhispered conference before they crossed the
river. ' 'No way to tell how far out the Commonwealth troops will have patrols, and theres no way to be
absolutely certain there aren't Federation forces on the other side. Either one will probably see uslong
before we can see them.”

"Best put Ash up front then," Albert suggested. "He's got the best eyesfor night | ever came across.”
"Ash?' Doug asked.
"Fnewithme" hesad.

"I'll beright behind you," Doug assured him. "Don't take any unnecessary risks, Ash, not now. Theleast
hint of anything, we go down and wait it out.”

"Finewith me" he repeated.
It made for adow trek.

They were no more than ahundred yards away when the firefight started. Doug and his companions

dovefor cover. When it became clear that none of the fire was aimed at them, Doug snaked hisway

forward a couple of yardsto get better cover—and a better view. He stared, trying to figure out who
waswho, which of these unseen soldiers were friends and which were enemies.

It wasn't until the string of grenades went off that he saw the crest of the Federation on the side of one
helmet. Quickly then, Doug pointed the enemy out to his compan-ions.

"Let'sget apieceof this" hesaid. "That'll tell the otherswe're on their sde.”
It felt wonderful to put a Federation soldier under hissights.

Part 5
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"Hey, are you Commonwedth people?’

The accent was strange, but not so strange that David couldn't understand it. "We're Commonwed th.”
He kept his head down. ' 'Second Regiment of Roya Marines. Y ou the folks who called for assistance?"
David told Tory to take over the radio traffic with Captain McAuliffe and with the nearest section of First
Battdion'sline. "Get medica help herefast. And have everyone keep their eyes and ears open until we
know for sure what's going on here." Then David turned his attention back to thelocas.



"That'sus," the samevoice said. "Didn't expect to see you folks quite so soon. Not that we redlly see you
ye."

"Y ou showed up a an opportunetime,” David said. "Thanks."
"Y ou put the hurt on them. Any of them il in one piece?’

"Probably not," David said. "Their electronics went out rather suddenly. But well wait for reinforcements
before we go looking. I've got a couple of men down.”

"We're not going to, ah, startle your reinforcements, are we?"

"I've dready passed the word that we had help. Y ou'd best stay where you are for now, just in case
there are any Feddies|eft around feding hostile. Well have company in about four minutes.” A voice on
his command channel had just told David that the reinforcements would arrive in less than haf that time.
Caution, not distrust.

Two platoons from Charley Company reached the Site, and put out their own security teams. Medics
went to Zim-merman and Prinz. Roger would be fine after timein atraumatube. Prinz was dead. Most
of hishead was missing. No trauma tube could handle that. There were five dead Federation soldiers,
and two wounded who probably wouldn't survive to reach atraumatube.

The Buchananers came up to the Commonwedlth soldiersin agroup, their rifles and shotguns held high
above their heads.

"Keep your wegpons,” David told them. "We may run into more of these jokers. Well take you back to
our com-mand post. I'm sure Colondl Zachariawould love to have achat with you."

"Weve afew questions of our own." The same Buch-ananer had done dl of the talking for them. "I'm
Doug Weintraub, amember of the Buchanan Planetary Commis-sion.”

"He's dso the crazy man who set off that message rocket,” another man said. "I'm Albert Greer."

Firgt Battalion's command post had been set up close behind H& S Company's position. It was a bunker
hurriedly dug in the clearing where David and his men had landed the morning before. The only lights
insdewereinfrared. David took Doug in and introduced him to Lt. Colond Zacharia.

"Y our people took out those three shuttles?!

"A lucky chance. It'sthe only blow we've managed to strike for our own freedom. After that, dl we
could do was hide until you folks showed up. They had around-the-clock air search going until you folks
chased them off."

"Not the only blow," Zachariasaid. "If you hadn't managed to get that MR off..."
Doug shrugged. ' That was desperation. | set it to jump to Q-space immediately after launch.”

"I'd giveyou dl an escort home tonight, but we haven't moved into your townsyet," Zachariasaid.
"There are fill Federation troops out there, and most of them turned off their eectronics before we could
account for them."

"I think we'd prefer to help free our world, if you have placesfor us," Doug said.

"Could be useful, gir," David said after clearing histhroat. "'If we're going to have to hunt down al the
Fed-dies, it might help consderably to have locals who know the terrain with us."



Zacharia hesitated. "How does that sound to you, Mr. Weintraub?'
Doug grinned. " Quite satisfactory, Colond.”

"Well get you and your companions proper battle kit, of course. By the way, what is that you're
wearing?'

"Hippobary hide." Doug laughed. "I imagineit'sabit rank by now, but it kept us hid from their infrared
detec-tors."

The sun wasrising before David and his squad got back to the line. Weintraub was with them, in full
Marine kit now, right down to thefield skin. That had bothered Doug, and the other Buchananers, at
firdt. It was something they had never heard of.

"A bit more compact than those hides,” David said when he instructed them on how to put the field skins
on."And alot handier.”

"Beniceif we had achanceto clean up alittlefirgt," one of the other locals had said. "Weve been living
inacavefor ages.”

David nodded. "We don't have much in theway of fa-cilities. But field skins are the next best thing. It'sall
nour-ishment to them.”

"They're dive?' one of the younger men asked. David had heard the name but didn't recall it, one of a
pair of twins.

"Nanobugs," David said.
"Ages past anything weve got in the way of nanotech,” Doug said.

"They'refairly recent,” David admitted. "Thefirgt ones cameinto use about thetime| joined the RM.
Military secret until five years ago. The latest models are till on the restricted ligt.”

Doug and two of his companionswould stay with First Battalion, Doug with David's platoon, the others
with line companies. The other sx Buchananers would be divided among Second and Third Battaions.

"WEell get you back to your families as soon as possi-ble," David told Doug asthey settled in on theline.
"It'll be good to get home," Doug said. "Damn good."

Doug stretched out in the shalow foxhole. A keppu log covered part of the hole, giving some extra
protection. Fi-nally, he had time to think, timeto sort through al that had happened in the last few hours.

Taking part in the firefight had been strangdly exhilarat-ing, even if Doug and hisfriends had been largdly
ineffec-tua. He knew that they had been no more than a casua distraction to the Federation troops. But
the Commonwedth Marines had welcomed them warmly, as companionsin arms, eagerly awaited dlies,
not as usaess farmers who couldn't be trusted to keep out of the way while the "pro-fessionals ' did their
work.

Right friendly sorts, Doug dlowed. Hefelt fifty pounds lighter wearing the Commonwedth field skin and
combat fatigues, even with the heavy battle helmet. Doug had quickly accepted that he couldn't hopeto
master haf the capabilities of his hemet in any reasonable length of time. Spencer had explained the
basicsbut, clearly, efficient use of the helmet required extensive practice aswell as more detailed
tutorids



The fight shouldn't last that long now, Doug told himsdf with agrim smile. The Federation troops on
the ground were on their own now, abandoned by their ship, and vastly outnumbered.

We can win. We can really win. It was a heady thought.

The sun was up. There was limited movement among the Commonweath Marines—but no unnecessary
movement, Doug noted. Immediately around him, Marines were esting and trying to get alittle rest when
they could, but not every-one at once. Doug had eaten two complete mea packets, one in the command
bunker, the other after he joined the intelligence and reconnai ssance platoon on the line. The extent of his
hunger surprised him. The weeks of little more than partialy digestible hippobary had sapped him more
than he had suspected. He was till hungry, but decided that he wouldn't make an issue of it, not among
the soldiersinthefied. I'll eat when they do.

Doug looked out under the keppu log toward Sam and Max. He couldn't see thetowns. Theriver wasa
mile away, through forest that was thick in places, and the settlements were beyond that. But Elenaand
Jamie were there, and Doug worried about them, caught in the middle of this pending battle. He could
hear the sounds of war from time to time, Commonwedlth fighters making combat runs, more rarely
burgts of smdl armsfire on the ground—aways at adistance. There had been no sound of activity
anywhere near.

Better people who know their business than amateurs, Doug decided. Less chance of folks getting
hurt. Or killed.

20

Thelarger room in Admiral Truscott's day cabin looked crowded. Truscott sat at the center of one side
of the chart table. Captain Hardesty sat directly across from him. Commander Georgia Bentley, the
fighter wing com-mander, sat a one end of the table. 1an and Prince William stood dong thewall, behind
the admiral, more spectators than participantsin the conference. But Admira Greene and the captains of
the other shipsin the flotillawere pres-ent only by full-scale holographic projection, aswas Colo-nédl
Laplace, the Marine commander.

"I'm open to suggestions,” Truscott told the others. ' 'We have more than six hundred Federation soldiers,
per-haps considerably more, on the ground. We need to locate and neutralize them as quickly as
possible. Thefirst con-straint is that we must do as little damage as possible to the interests of the lega
inhabitants. The second congtraint isthat | want to be as economical of our own personnd and materiel
aspossible. If agenera abhorrence of wasting livesisn't reason enough for you, just remember that this
war isyoung. One battlewon't end it, at least not to our advantage. But if thistask force should go
missing the way the ships sent to Camerein have, the effect on Buckingham might be overwhelming." He
turned and glanced up at the prince. * "Would you care to e aborate on that, Y our High-ness?’

"Yousadit very well, Admird," William said. "Thereistremendous concern in the government areedy.
Since the Commonwealth depends on the voluntary cooperation of member governments, and its military
forces depend on voluntary enlistments, acontinuing series of military dis-asters might lead to a serious
eroson of support. I'm certain we can count on continued full support from Buckingham and the core
worlds of the Commonwedl th, but support on outer worlds would become |ess certain with each
setback. And our baseis, in any case, much narrower than that of the Federation. They control many
times the number of worlds than are members of the Second Commonwealth, and many of those worlds
are older and more populous than ours."

"Precisely. We have problems the Federation doesn't,” Truscott said. "They have at least five timesthe
number of worlds and perhaps a dozen times the population to draw on. Thereis till conscriptionin the



Federation, and with their highly centralized political control, they have less con-cern about defections,
either of worlds or individuas. Most of their worlds have been too thoroughly subjugated to pro-vide
troublefor them.”

"Ah, excuse me, Admird," the prince said. "1 wouldn't count too highly on that information. Conscripts
are un-likely to be assigned to high-risk enterprises outside the Federation itsalf. They tend to be posted
as garrison within the Federation, or spread out among professiond units on larger expeditions.”

Thistime, Truscott turned completely around to look at the prince. "' assumethat your informationis
more up to date than mine." 1an doubted that anyone e se in the con-ference could pick up on the subtle
changein Truscott'stone. He was upset, and holding it back, but Prince William wasn't the focus of that

chagrin.

"Any information | haveisavailableto you, r,” Wil-liam said. * 'l would have offered to compare notes
before had | suspected.” He had obvioudy noted the change as well.

The admiral cleared histhroat, nodded to the prince, then turned back toward the table. "In any case, we
need to mop up this operation as quickly aswe can without being waste-ful of our resources, particularly
human resources. The Fed-eration soldiers on Buchanan doused their electronics and went to ground.
How can we find them, short of patrolling every square foot of the surface and flushing them out one man
a atime?'

"If they prepared their falbacks carefully in advance, we can't,” Colond Laplace said. "It'sthat Smple,
ar. But my guessisthat any preparations were likely rushed and incomplete. We must have arrived long
before they could have expected us, if they had any cause to suspect that we would intervene at al. Our
best bet is probably detailed mapping, including ultrasonic aswell asthe standard EM frequencies. That
can turn up quite abit in the way of shallow bunkers and caves. We can turn to the local resi-dentsfor
help aswell. Past those measures, it may still come down to my Marines waking gridsto flush the

"My people are working with the Colond's intelligence staff to take directiona sound detection devices
down to the surface,” Paul Greene said. "If we can't pick up lo-cations from the air, well have to go that
route. But rather than walk Marinesinto every potential ambush, we can search each grid with
microphones. There's achance well be able to pinpoint enemy positions by their unavoidable sounds.”

"Heartbeats and respiration?' Colond Laplace asked. Greene nodded. "1 don't think that microphones
will work adamn bit better than the detectors built into every combat helmet, and they're not doing abit
of red good. Therés far too much interference for that sort of thing to work."

"Thefirst step, surdly,” Captain Hardesty said, "isto move troops into the settlements, make contact with
the locals, get what ass stance we can from them in locating Federation positions. The more datawe can
get that amply, the lesswe have to worry about these other possibilities. Y ou did suggest that timeis of
the essence, Admird."

Truscott nodded. ' 'Coloned Laplace, how are your troops Situated for moving into the towns?"

"Whenever you order it, Sir. But we have no idea how much resistance well meet. Asquickly asthey
disappeared, a considerable number of the Feddies must be in the towns. The faster we movein, the
higher thelikelihood of civilian casudties.

"Have your intelligence people talked with those guer-rillafighters yet?" Truscott asked.

"Atlength," Laplace said. He shrugged again. "They've been out of touch with eventsin the two townsfor



too long to have any useful information about where enemy troops might be. The last contact they had
was when they blew up those shuttles at the starport, two weeks before we ar-rived.”

"What vaue, if any, do you place on the cooperation of these guerrillas?' Captain Miles of Khyber
asked.

"Congderable, if it comes down to searching out pockets of Federation resistance in the countryside,”
Laplace said quickly. "They know theterrain, the wildlife, the most likely sitesfor caves or bunkers.”

"Ah, excuseme," Prince William said, very deferen-tidly. "I'm not part of the military chain of command,
and it's certainly not yet time for me to begin my diplomatic function on the surface. But may | point out
that one of these resistance fightersis amember of Buchanan's gov-erning planetary commission, a
person of considerable im-portance to his own people, and therefore to us. Anything we can do to make
these fightersfed afredy accepted commitment to us can only help ease the subsequent polit-ical phase.
We hopeto win their free adherence to the Com-monwedlth, not just atemporary aliance which they
might see as politica necessity. The trouble we take with the peo-ple of oneworld now will pay off
thousandfold later, on scores, perhaps hundreds, of other worlds." The prince looked around, smiled
gpologeticaly, and spread his hands. "My gpologies for being along-winded politician. It'sa hereditary
defect, I'm efraid.”

Truscott quickly suppressed agrin. "Not at dl, Y our Highness." Helooked around at the others. "It'san
im-portant part of the equation, something we may have needed reminding of." Behind Truscott, lan
raised an eye-brow. There seemed to be nuancesin the relationship be-tween admira and prince that he
hadn't been aware of.

"Colond Laplace, | think it'stimeto start moving your men into, er, Sam and Max. If and when they run
into active resstance, welll take each incident independently, as cautioudy as possble, to minimize
casualties and damages. That meansthat we won't be able to use our Spacehawks asfredy aswe might
otherwise." He glanced at Com-mander Bentley, who nodded. ' 'The birdsonly go inif we can be sure
of giriking Federation targets without endan-gering civilians.”

"That's the way we'd want it in any case," Bentley said.

"Y ou want more manpower for this, Colonel Laplace?' Truscott asked. "I'll release one more company
of there-serveif you think you need them."

L aplace took adeep breath. "I think we can do the job with the assets we have dirtsde now, Admiral.
I'll strip the units east of the river of acouple of companies, bring them across to establish a beachhead
behind the towns."

"Let'sget busy. | think that'sdl for now. Ah, Captain
Miles, if you'd stay on the link for afew minutes?'
"Of course, Sr," Dever said.

Except for Dever Miles, the holographic projections were gone from the room. Hardesty and L aplace
had gone aswdll. Truscott asked Prince William to remain. "I think thisis something you should be aware
of," hesad.

"Asyouwish, sr," William replied. lan had made no moveto leave. If the admird didn't want him
present, he would expressly ask him to go. That didn't happen very often.

"Both of you, sit down and be comfortable. There's no need to keep this fiff." William and lan sat across



the table from the admird.

"Y ou have something additiona for me, Sr?' Captain Miles said after it was clear who was going and
who was Saying.

"Yes," Truscott said, turning his attention back to the only remaining projection in the room. "I'm cutting
Khyber loosefor afew days, sending you back to Buckingham on aspecial misson.”

"That will put us out of this operation completdly, ar,” Milessaid, atrace of puzzlement in hisvoice.

"l don't think so," Truscott said. "We—aor, more pre-cisdly, you—are going to demonstrate that
inter-system voyages don't need to take nearly aslong asthey've taken in the past.”

"Sr?' Milessaid.

"A continuation of what we've already seen and done here, Dever," Truscott said. "We made our
entrances con-sSiderably closer than doctrine alows, without the dightest hint that we were crowding any
red safety limits, and we have the example of that MR that made the trangit to Q-space within feet of the
surface of Buchanan, without any deviation in course or damage, either to the MR or to Buch-anan.”

"Exactly what sort of demonstration do you have in mind, Admira?* Miles asked, beginning to see where
thiswas heading.

"I have anumber of dispatchesfor you to take to the Admirdty," Truscott said. "I'm also sending
duplicates viatwo MRs. One MR will be programmed to make the voyage in the customary three jumps,
but with virtualy no interva between Q-space trandts, no significant spatial separation. The second Mr
will be programmed to make the voyage in two jumps, with minima intervals.”

"'And Khyber, sir?' Miles asked.

"'l want Khyber to make the voyage in three transits aswell, spaced not quite as closely together asthe
MRs. Twelve hours out before the first jump, twelve hours be-tween trandts, and entering Buckingham's
system no more than elghteen hours out from the surface. That's likely to set off al sorts of defensive
alerts back there, if the MRsdon't get through first. But | believe they will."

"Mogt likely," Miles conceded. " The evidence of the Buchanan MR is overwhel ming, the more so
because it must have been anearly obsolete modd."

"Quite," Truscott said with ashort laugh. "It was sev-eral decades old. That adds considerably to my
confidence that we can safely take these steps. | wouldn't risk Khyber if | thought there was one chance
inamillion that it wasn't safe

"When should | leave?' Miles asked.

"Y ou could take amoment to start Khyber toward your firgt trandt point now, Dever. I'll transmit the
dispatchesto you shortly."

"Very wdl, ar. I'll be back onlinein thirty seconds.”

"Obvioudy you don't think therés the dightest risk to Khyber or Buckingham in this" Prince William sad
after the conference ended. Khyber was dready accelerating toward itsfirst trangt point. Admiral
Truscott had given ordersto Mort Hardesty to prepare for the launch of the message rocketsaswall.



'Isthisjust amatter of cutting down the time needed for strategic movements, or isthere moretoit?If |

"I don't think that just' is quite the word for it, Sir," Truscott said. "It'sapoint I've suspected for agreat
many years but never had the opportunity to test. The early gen-erations of Nilssen generators were so
cranky and unpre-dictable that we're fill quivering with fear of some unspeskable catastrophe. We tread
around our Nilssens asif they were some bloody piece of magic that we're too damn ignorant to
understand. We don't want to risk 'of-fending’ the genie, or some such rot. That MR the Buch-anan
people sent was a particular stroke of luck. | never could obtain Admiraty approval for an experiment of
that nature, even with MRs, and | tried. And athough | don't have specific authorization for this
experiment, | madeit clear to Long John that | intended to make use of the pos-sibilities that MR offered,
and he concurred.” Truscott chuckled. It hadn't been quite that ample, but his authority asfleet
commander was broad enough to make up the dif-ference—as|ong as the experiments worked.

"Think of thetime delay for travel between systems," Truscott continued. "1t takes fourteen daysto go
from aplanet in one solar system to aplanet in another solar sys-tem. We make three Q-space transits,
thefirgt to take usto an uncluttered region of space with maximum separation from any stellar masses,
the second to take us more-or-less | aterally toward the region of our destination, and the final jump to
take usto the specific system we want to reach. That'safortnight lost even if we're only going from
Buck-ingham to Lorenzo." Lorenzo was only six light years from Buckingham, the nearest habitable
world to the Common-weslth capita.

The prince started to speak, but Truscott waved him off. ' 'l know, Lorenzo is a poor example. We do
that jJump in onetrangt now. But it was civilian traffic that provoked that, and there are only ahandful of
one-jump routes, and il afive-day lag before and three days after the trangit. Eight daysto make atrip
that could be donein lessthan one.”

"Demondrating that will changelife consderably,” William ventured, "and not merely in military affairs”

"At the moment, military affairs are uppermost in my mind,” Truscott said, "but you're correct. It should
tie the worlds of the Commonwealth together much more closdy.”

"'Do we have any idea how long the Federation takes to make transits?' lan asked.

"Not the military," Truscott said. "The evidence we have for civilian traffic is sketchy, but some skippers
arereputed to cut severd days off of every journey. It's something they tend to be reluctant to discuss.”

"Y ou gpparently don't think that we have several weeksto enjoy freedom of action here," William
suggested.

"Frankly, I'd be surprised if we have two weeks," Trus-cott replied. "That is at the heart of the dispatches
| sent to the Admiraty and to His Mg esty. Referring to the losses we've apparently suffered at

Camerein, | stated my consd-ered military opinion that we're likely to face amassive response from
Federation forces and asked for immediate reinforcement.”

"Using new guiddinesfor Q-gpacetrandts” William sad.
"Exadly.”
"If I might be so bold, Admird," the prince said.

"Would it be possible for meto add a dispatch of my own to the collection? For what good it might do, |
would like to add my endorsement.”



"Thank you, Y our Highness." Truscott stood and gave the prince aforma court bow. "I would
appreciate that."

"You'veredly got yoursdf around him," lan told the prince when they finaly left the admird fifteen
minutes later. William's dispatches had been added to the MRs and to those that Khyber was carrying.
"When we werefirst told that you would be accompanying us..." lan stopped and grinned. "I suppose |
redly shouldn't talk about that. I'll just say that his reaction was rather less than enthus-astic.”

"People aways expect me to be somehow different, just because of who my parents were, who my
brother is." Wil-liam sounded tired, or perhaps just discouraged by thetopic. ' ‘Roya competence
always seemsto come as a com-plete shock." He noticed lan's raised eyebrow and grinned. "Not a
particularly diplomatic statement, wasthat?"

"Not particularly,” lan agreed. "But then, I'm used to hearing statements like that. 1t's one of the burdens
of my pogtion." Both men laughed at that.

"That may be why we hit it off sowdl, lan. In many ways, your postion isvery much like my own."
21

David Spencer and Doug Weintraub made their way back to the 1& R platoon from the battalion
command bun-ker. It was close to noon, less than nine hours after the ambush.

"Firgt the good news," David told his squad. "Roger is doing smashingly well. He's out of the traumatube
and helll be back with ustomorrow or the day after.”

"What's the bad news?' Alfie asked.

"Get your skateson,” Spencer said. "We're off out in twenty minutes. Delta of the Fourth is coming up
and we're heading for the river with them, as soon as they get here.”

"What about the engineers?’ Tory asked. "I thought Deltawas minding them.”

"Détasleaving them asquad or two, | guess. Other than that, the engineerswill have to watch their own
tallsfor abit," David said.

"Wejust going to theriver, or across it?" Alfie asked.

"Across," David said. "And, no, there's no bridge yet. We've got aload of Perry boats down from
Thames."

"I knew them engineerswas usdless," Alfie said with disgust. ' 'Just takin' up space we coulda used for
real Marines."

"| think maybe the admira agrees,” David said. "They're sill amile short of here with their road.”

Alfie nodded toward Doug. "L ooks like you blokes|| get yourselves abrand spanking new road leading
from nowhere to nowhere."

Doug smiled. "Someday we may even need it. If the forest doesn't take it back first.”

"By thetime our precious engineers get through, the forest wouldn't want it back.” Alfie wasthe only one
to laugh at hisjoke.

"Maybe your admira would let us borrow them for afew years," Doug said lightly. "We could use some



cvil enginering.”
"Nothin' very ‘civil’ aout our engineers,” Alfie re-torted.
"A few years, maybe they'd finish this road up to theriver," Jacky added.

"Okay, lads, off your butts," Spencer said, coming back from aquick tour of the rest of the platoon.
They wereal going on thismission. "Here comes Delta" He gestured east at the two columns of Marines
moving into the area.

"'l suppose they want usto find a path?' Alfie said.

""Yes, but look at the bright, Alfie-lad, they're going to carry the Perry boats,” Spencer said.
"That'sasurprise,”" Alfie agreed.

Lieutenant Asa Ewing came over to Spencer and the group around him. David sauted.

"We'reready to go, Sr. Thisis Mr. Doug Weintraub, a member of the Buchanan Planetary Commission,
one of the men who've been giving the Feddies ahard way to go.”

Ewing extended ahand. "Glad to meet you, Sir. Y ou took out those shuttles?’
Doug took the hand. " Our only rea contribution so far, I'm afraid.”

"That's not the way Colond Laplacetdlsit,” Ewing said. "Y ou have any ideas where we should hit the
river?'

"'Unlessthere are Federation troops hidden between here and there, it doesn't much matter. There are
paths aplenty through these woods. And theriver, well, down thisfar, it'sal pretty much the same. If you
want to hit the river between our towns, we need to head in that direction.” He pointed just alittle south
of due west.

Ewing nodded. "That'sthe plan, ir. Gives us more flex-ibility. Past that, depends on what the Feddies do
when the other battalions start to move in from the west."

"In case no one's mentioned it yet," Doug said, hesi-tating, "most dl of our houses have sturdy cdllars
beneath them.”

Ewing glanced at David. "Rooting the Feddies out could get dicey in that case," he said.

"But if there aren't Federation troops in those cdllars, it'll be our folks," Doug said. "Time of trouble, that's
wherewed go for safety.”

"WEéIl be careful," Ewing assured him. "That'sthe first order of the day, straight from Admira Truscott
himsdf."

"I'm glad to heer it," Doug said.

"WEell ded with the cdlarswhen and if we haveto, Doug," David added. "There arewaysto clear a
cellar or bunker without doing permanent damage to people or any-thing el se. If worse comesto worg,
likeif there are Feddies holed with some of your people, we can use stun buns— shock grenades—-to
get in. Makes abloke fed like hell for afew minutes after he wakes up, but won't hurt him past the
immediate shock and discomfort.”



"I'm not sureif I'm relieved or not,” Doug said.
"I've been hit by one mysdlf," David said. "It's not pleasant, but you get over itinahurry.”

" Sergeant Spencer, you want to tart your people toward the river?' Ewing said. "Well put patrols on the
flanks and behind.”

"Aye, gr," David said. Helooked at the Marines of Delta Company and saw the two dozen Perry boats
they were carrying. The pladtic inflatables each made areal |oad for two men, but a Perry could carry
fifteen fully equipped Marines.

David quickly deployed his men. Hugo Kassner and third squad were first out. Second and fourth
sguads were posi-tioned behind and to either side of third. David kept first squad in the center of the
wedge. If necessary, his men could provide instant reinforcement for any of the others. If not, they would
spell third squad on the point the last half of the distanceto theriver.

In daylight, the forest posed no hazards of its own. There were no choke pointsforcing al of the Marines
to follow one path, which cut down on the danger of land mines or booby traps. Explosives could be
detected by helmet sen-sors, with a certain amount of attention to detail by the men wearing the helmets.
A moreinsdious danger might be posed by more primitive traps, those that didn't rely on electronics or
explosives. Neither sort of defense had been tripped or spotted by any of the patrols out the night before,
and it was unlikely that any of the Federation troops could be out |laying that sort of trap now, in daylight,
50 close to Commonwealth positions.

But the Marines remained dert.

David'sthroat was dry throughout the march, afamiliar stressreaction that he discounted asfar ashe
could. One man couldn't look everywhere at once. He had to trust that his comrades would do their jobs

properly.

Communication was over helmet complinks. There were more than enough channds available, scrambled
to make interception of messages effectively imposs ble. The Com-monwedlth forces had no need to
mask their presence the way the Federation troops were, so the Marines had more than their helmetsto
draw on. There were fewer Space-hawks in evidence than there had been the day before, but shuttles
orbited over the area to provide surveillance and long-range sensors on the ships overhead contributed to
the generd intelligence.

"Haven't you any idea at al where the Federation troops are hiding?' Doug asked David Spencer over a
privatelink.

"Not thefoggiest,” David replied. "Oncethey turn their helmets off, they're damn near invisble. Same
reason they couldn't find your lot—no electronicsto give you away, and that thick hide you were ducked
out inisamost as good ashield againgt infrared detection as our field skins.”

"That's what we hoped," Doug admitted. "It was al by guess and by God though. We didn't redly know
any of it."

"Ladt night, we didn't see you until you started shoot-ing."
"'But you think the enemy must till bein or around Sam and Max?'

"'Until we know different for certain, we have to assumethat,” David said. "There are limitsto how far
they could have moved on foot without giving themselves away. At most, I'd guess they couldn't be more
than fifteen or twenty milesfrom your townsright now, probably alot less.”



That conversation lapsed. David reported to Lieutenant Ewing and Captain McAuliffe when they reached
the half-way point. First and third squads switched positionsin the opening wedge, and David put Tory
on point, with Alfie and Jacky closeto support him.

"Set up alinefifty yards short of theriver," Ewing told David. "Well get the Perry boatsinflated then. Set
up cover for the crossing and move straight over to the west bank.”

"Yes, gr," David replied over the command channel. "Doug informs me that theré'slittle cover down
closetotheriver in any case. Fifty yards back should put us right about the edge of the trees.”

"Fine, usethat for your guide then," Ewing said. "My mapboard shows the width of theriver fairly
constant. Any word on the current?"

David checked with Doug before he replied. "Not too bad, sir, no more than two miles per hour. Wide
and sha-low."

But the crossing would put the Marines out in the open, without cover, for five or Sx minutes, with
nowhere to go in case of attack—except into the water with its muddy bottom. The only counter wasto
crossin three groups, and bring in a couple of Spacehawksto take on any enemy that showed itsdlf. The
Perry boats were equipped with com-pressed gas to provide propulsion, enough for ashort crossing like
this one. The Marines augmented the gas jetswith oars. 1& R platoon went first, with one platoon of
Delta Company. As soon as they were ashore on the western bank, and in sound defensive positions, the
next group crossed, and then the last. None of them came under fire. Early in the afternoon, even the
hippobary offered no ob-stacle. They were, according to Doug, mostly inert lumps during the hottest
hours of the day, resting up for their nocturna roaming. The animalswere easy to avoid, floating with only
their backs and the tops of their headsvisible, lifting their snouts to breathe once every two minutes or so.

"The Park isabit more wild than the forest we came through,” Doug told David and Ewing. "Besidesthe
native growth, thereare alot of plantsthat have migrated from our gardens and such. Wetried to keep it
al native, sort of amemoria for the time when we've taken over the entire area, but there's been some
dippage. But the paths are marked better. None of them are paved, but they're packed so hard they
might aswell be"

David opened up his mapboard and narrowed the scale until it showed only the area between the two
communities, down to the edge of theriver.

"'Where would you suggest that Federation troops might be most likely to hole up?' David asked.

"Theresall kinds of secluded nooks," Doug said, point-ing out several smal clearingson the chart. ' 'A
lot of them only have one decent way in or out, with thickets and vinesin the trees around them.” He
chuckled. " Generations of young couples have decided to get married in those out-of -the-way spots.
And many have gone alot farther than a peck on the cheek there. A ot of privacy, alot of warning if
anyonescomingin.”

"In other words, apain in the butt to handle," Ewing muttered.
"We never anticipated the need for military operationsin the Park.”

"I know, Mr. Weintraub," Ewing said. "It wasn't meant to be acriticiam. Y ou can't run normal lives under
the fear that someday, somehow, someone might come aong and do something like this. Theréd be no
room for romancein agaaxy likethat."

"Workstwo ways, sr," David suggested. "It may nar-row our access to them, but they'll have as much



trouble getting at us. Best way to handle the hairy spotswould be to wait for dark. Feddies would have
to turn on their hel-metsto spot usthen, and well know the second they do. We can use what's | eft of
daylight to make contactsin the towns."

"Sounds good to me," Doug said. "We get a chance to talk to some of our people, we may have a better
notion where the enemy ishiding.”

"Which way do you suggest we go first?" Ewing asked.

"Max," Doug said immediately. He pointed to the northern community on the mapboard. "It's built up a
little more. The homes are closer together. Makesiit easier for folks to see what's going on around them.
And theresthis gully, right on the edge, between the Park and the town. That'll give us cover until were
rightintown." He traced the route. "Therés only water in that gully during the rainy season, and not
awaysthen. Not much more than weedsin it now."

Ewing fiddled with the controls on his mapboard to get a better view of the topography. "L ooks rather
obvious," hesad.

"Ambush?' Spencer suggested. He pointed at the near-est approaches to the forest on the left of the
gully. "1t would have to be dong here, if anywhere."

"Still, wed have good cover to return fire, if we had to," Ewing said. "The only mgjor danger would be if
they got above us, in the gully. They could funnd fireright down into us."

"'How high are the weedsin there?' David asked Doug.
"No moren ten or twelveinches, I'd say, and thin. Our rainy season wasn't particularly wet thisyear.”

"Sir?' David turned to Ewing again. "Any Feddies we scare out makes that many lessfor later. We could
send the main body up the pipe. I'd take a squad here, along the edge of the wooded area, back aways.
Anything starts, weld bein pogition to set up aquick crossfire. They'd lose interest right fast.”

' "The undergrowth at the edgeis asthick asit gets any-where in the Park, brambles so tight a mouse can
get stuck,” Doug said. "Man sure can't move slently through that, and he can't see far, no matter how
fancy hishdmet is”

"Let'sdoit,” Ewing said. "Put asquad on the right too, say thirty yards out, to cover that flank."

David did everything but hold his breath as he took first squad along the edge of the woods. Thinking
about what Doug had said about the difficulty of slent movement in the thick underbrush, David had told
his men to stay ab-solutely quiet and use their directiond microphonesto search for any threat indde the
woods. Therewere animal sounds, but nothing even vaguely human. But they were approaching the
stretch where the forest came closest to the dry gullly.

Any action will come soon, if a al, David told himself. Ddtas|eading platoons, and David's third and
fourth squads, were dready level with the patch they had decided was most dangerous. David's sensors
showed no infrared images of lurking men, no enemy eectronics, no human soundsat dl in the treesand
underbrush.

Helet along bresth out, then took a quick glance at the columns of men in the gully. They were moving
aslow asthey could, but the ditch wasn't deep enough to cover them completely. If therewasan
ambush, they would find suf-ficient cover by going flat, but that initial exposure could do alot of damage.
It was up to David's squad to prevent that.



Second squad, on the far side of the gully, was holding back, staying even with David's squad. The plants
in the field they were trudging through werent tall enough to ob-scure their boots.

David whispered acommand over his squad frequency. Alfie dropped to one knee, bring his needlerifle
up to cover the danger point. David ordered the rest of his squad down. They held their positions until al
of the men in the gully had passed the bulge. David expected the shooting to Sart at any second. Under
tension, an ambush seemed more a certainty than apossbility. In daylight, they might not even have the
ingtant of warning that would come from hel met e ectronics being switched on.

The seconds passed with an impossible downess. David felt a growing urge to spray the woods, but he
wouldn't giveintoit. If no answering fire came, his action would be clearly seen—al theway up to
Sheffield—a.s apanic reaction. The thought of certain embarrassment was enough to hold back his
twitching finger. For now.

The last platoon moved beyond the bulge. David passed another command and Alfie led the way past
the choke point. The men kept their weapons pointed into the under-brush. The shadows benegath the
trees werethick. Vines climbed from tree to tree in a chaotic webbing. Even abird would have to
exercise care getting through that tangle.

David waked to the edge of the trees, out of the line of march. He moved dowly, and stared as deeply
into the tangle as he could, squinting against the confusion of light and shadow. His sound equipment was
gl probing for any identifiably human sounds—and getting none. Thelast of hismen moved past him.
Jacky stopped and gave him a questioning look. David shook his head and gestured for Jacky to move
on with the rest. Jacky nodded and went on, following Sean Seidman. The rookie was performing well.
Both of the remaining new men in the squad were. Henny Prinz's death had taken alot of the newness
out of them.

The gully got shalower and wider asthe Marines neared its head. After aquick conference on the
command fre-quency, Ewing brought everyone to astop. The two out-lying squads came down into the

auly.

"Now we make contact,” Doug said when the lieutenant and severa sergeants had gathered in the middle
of the defensve formation.

"You have any ideas?' Lieutenant Ewing asked.

Doug nodded. "I pull off my helmet, walk up toward that house, and call out to the folkswho live there."
He pointed at the house, sixty yards from the end of the gully, and off to theright. "If they answer, weve
made our con-tact. If not"—he shrugged—"they're either hiding in the cellar or not home."

"And if your people aren't in there, there might be Fed-diesin the house," Ewing said.

"Might be," Doug conceded. "If there are, they might take aquick shot a me. That'd give you an answer
inahurry. If they dont, then | guesswed have to go insde and see what'swhat."

"Y ou makeit sound like agtroll through the garden,” David said.

Doug shrugged again. "It dl comes down to something like that, doesn't it." Therewasno questionin his
voice.

"It does," David agreed.

"Takeit one step at atime," Ewing told Doug. "We don't want to lose you.”



"'If anyone hasto go insdeto flush the place, leaveit to us," David said. "We know the drill back to
front."

Doug took off hishelmet and met David'slook before he nodded. "I'll do that." Then he turned to Ewing.
"Any reason why we shouldn't get busy with thisright now?"

"Whenever you're ready,” Ewing said. He glanced around to make sure that al of the Marineswerein
posi-tion. "WEell give you al the cover we can, if it comesto that. Anything starts, drop flat and let usdo
thework."

Doug managed asmile. "l gppreciate that.” Helooked at David again for an instant, then stepped up out
of thegully.

Doug stood there for amoment. He looked at the house, then looked around him. After taking adeep
breath, he walked dowly toward the house, whispering a prayer under his breath. He held hishelmet in
hisleft hand, hisriflein hisright, both low, a hissdes.

He walked to within fifty feet of the back door before he stopped again. There were no lights on inside
the house, but that didn't surprise him, not in the middle of the afternoon. Marie wouldn't have alight in
the kitchen until she Started fixing supper, if lifewere continuing anything like normdl.

They'd be keeping low, even if they're not down in the cellar, Doug told himself. No reason for them
to see me coming in. They might not be looking out.

Hewaan't cartain that he beieved dll of that.

"Elena? Marie? Tom? Jamie?' He called out each name loudly, leaving a short pause between them.
Then he started to take a deep breath. He hadn't evenrilled hislungs before the back door opened, just
alittle.

"It'sDoug," he said, not asloudly as before. The door opened the rest of the way and Tom Genner,
Mari€'s hus-band, showed himsdlf in the shadows.

"Doug?lsit redly you?'

"It'sme." Doug took several steps closer to the house. ™Y ou have any unwanted guestsin there,
uniformed guests?'

Tom shook his head. "Haven't seen any of them since yesterday morning, before dawn. They've cleared
off, somewhere."

"That's good. I've brought afew friends." He gestured toward the gully. Tom looked that way and grew a
worried look. "Commonwealth Marines," Doug said quickly. "They're the reason the Federation bastards
took off."

Tom came down off of the porch. He grabbed Doug's shoulders. "The othersare down in the cdllar. I've
been keeping watch. We didn't know if you were ever going to make it back.”

"It'snot over yet, Tom," Doug said. "Okay if | bring a couple of these chaps up for apowwow? We
need infor-méation.”

"Sure, bring them up. We can go insde, out of sight.”

Doug brought his helmet up and spokeinto it. ' 'Lieuten-ant? Sergeant Spencer? Come on up. It's okay



here" Then helooked a Tom again. "I hope you've got something to drink, Tom. I've been dl thistime
without ataste.”

Tom laughed. "I think we can find adram or two."

Neither Marine refused the offer of adrink. Doug went down to the cellar to see hiswife and son, and
hiswifes sster. Tom stayed with the Marines until Doug came back up, ten minutes later, looking much
less steady than he had before.

"You okay?' David asked.
Doug's answering smilewas painfully wesk. "I'll get by. I know my family's safe. Thet'll do, for now."

"We've been talking," Ewing said. "Y our brother-in-law saysthat asfar asheé'sbeen ableto tell, dl of the
Feddies moved out of town."

"Southead, into the forest,” Tom said, pointing vagudly in that direction.

"The onesthat ambushed us must have been part of that,” David said. "Though that was just last night;
thismorning." Hewaslosing track of time. "They may have moved out of your towns, but &t least some
of them didn't go very far."

"How certain are you that they all left Sam and Max?' Doug asked.

Tom shrugged. "Not one hundred percent. I've been try-ing to work up the courage to get on the
complink to call around and get more information.”

"I'vegot alot of men outsdeto makeit safe,” Ewing said.
"We can both get busy,” Doug suggested. "Y ou've got two terminals here, don't you?"
"Sure, you know we do."

"Y ou take Max. I'll take Sam. Start with the rest of the commission, then whoever you can think of "
Doug sad. "Let's take back our world."

22

Josef Langenkamp sat inthedark of hiscabin, one. The only light was the pale green glow of the
timeline a the top of his complink. He had dept for six hours, and counted himsdf lucky that those hours
had passed without nightmares. He hadn't known Seb Inowi all that well, de-spite the year and odd
months they had served together. They had talked in ready room and mess, in the recreation rooms and
so forth, theway dl of the pilots did, but they hadn't been close. Their associations had run in different
circles. Seb had been the squadron commander's wingman. Josef spent histime with Kate, and together
they tended to spend their time with other "couples’ within the wing.

Now Josef found himsdf remembering Seb, such chance associations as they had had within the
sguadron. There wasn't much to build amemory on. That was what bothered Josef most.

What will anyone have to remember me by? he won-dered. Would anyone in the squadron, other than
Kate, have any deeper recollections of him than he had of Seb Inowi? Josef leaned back against the
bulkhead that ran along his bed. Thewall was cool. It dwayswas.



We're loners, mostly by choice. That's part of what makes us fighter pilots. If we were herd
animals, we'd have chosen different careers. In the cockpit of a Spacehawk, apilot wasin auniverse
of hisown, amost as completely asif he were donein Q-space. All of theradio links and telemetry
didn't change that in the least. Those links were no more real than vidgames or comedies. Or tragedies.

Thetimeline clicked over to 1600 hours. Josef stared at it until the next minute ticked over, and the next.

"Thisgetsme nowherea dl," hemumbled. "I might aswell do something. Anything." Just getting out of
the cabin would be a start. He went into the head for a quick shower. He shaved, cleaned histeeth, and
dressed. When hefindly left the cabin, he stood in front of his door for more than aminute. He il didn't
know what to do, which way to go.

A twinge from his ssomach finaly headed Josef toward the squadron mess. Combat operations meant
that the mess hals were providing meals around the clock. Flyerswere going on and coming off duty at
al hours. Nearly haf the squadron's pilots were in the mess hall when Josef entered. Kate was just going
through the serving line. When she spotted Josef, she waved and pointed toward their usud tablein the
corner.

"It lookslike alot of people needed less degp than they thought,” Kate said when Josef set histray on
thetable afew minuteslater. 'l think most of the others arein the rec room or gym.”

"Well need time for our systemsto get used to the new schedule," Josef said.
"Well, well certainly havetimefor thet," Kate said.
"Y ou heard something?" Josef asked quickly.

She shook her head. "No, just afeding. We're going to have more fighting ahead, and one of these days,
it'sgoing to be real fighting."

"Y ou think the Federation will return.” Josef didn't bother to make it aquestion.

"Next week or next month. They won't write off Buch-anan and al the soldiersthey left behind. Not so
smply.”

No more than the Commonwealth would write off hundreds of us.

""Then it makes dl the more senseto let us get as much rest as possible while we can,” Josef said.
"Maybe cut back even more on the number of fighters out at one time. Just put out one flight for ground
support. With the escort ships higher in orbit, we'd have plenty of time to scramble to meet any attack on
our ships”

"If the admird cuts back that far on regular sorties, Commander Bentley will have us out on training
missions so we don't get rusty.”

Josef laughed softly, and Kate managed awarmer smile than before. But then he spoiled the mood. "All
thetraining in the galaxy can't prevent the kind of fluke that got Seb.”

"No," Kate agreed. They were both quiet for several minutes.

"l was thinking before, when | woke up." Josef set down hisfork and stared directly at Kate. "l redly
didn't know Seb dl that well."

"I wasthinking the samething,” Kate said. "All that time working together and hewas ill dmost a



dranger. | couldn't even remember if he had close family.”
"I never even thought of that,” Josef said.

"I had the urge to ask Olive, but | didn't want to make it more difficult for her. Seb was her wingman
after dl. That'sclose"

"Don't even think that," Josef said, chilled by theim-plication. "I don't know wheat I'd do if something
happened to you."

"'"That last flight, back on Buckingham, when you had to gject.” Kate had to stop for amoment. "1 froze
up com-pletely until you were down. | doubt that | could have over-ridden my automaticsif 1'd had to. |
wasterrified for you."

"Wereflyers" Josef said after along hesitation of hisown. "Thisiswhat we dwayswanted to do. |
know | never serioudy considered doing anything ese from thetime | wasten yearsold.”

"Meédther." Kate stared a her tray. "And civilian fly-ing just wouldn't be the same.”

"It'sthe danger, not just the flying, that drawsus." That's what puts us in the middle of a war .
Somehow, war had aways been an abstraction before, even when they spent virtudly every working day
preparing for the even-tudity.

"And what happened to Seb, that's part of the price." Kate didn't see Josef's nod of agreement.
23

Doug got up from the dining room table and walked out to the front porch. Sunset was near, and he
wanted nothing more at the moment than to stand in the open and watch it, without fear of being caught
by Federation hunt-ers. He was till at Mari€'s house, but it was amost like being home. Supper had
been something of a celebration, despite Doug's protests that it was premature. Asa Ewing and David
Spencer had shared the meal with the Wein-traubs and the Genners. The others were still at table, but
Doug had felt aneed to get away from the festivities.

The sunwasadull red bal, dightly obscured by wispy, distant clouds. Doug felt uncommonly safe, safer
than he had felt since the invasion. Commonwealth Marines were stationed around each of the towns.
Patrols were searching Sam and Max, guided by local resdentswho knew al of the placeswhere afew
enemy soldiers might possibly hide. And the Marineswho had accompanied Doug were sta-tioned
around the house, dl but Spencer and the lieutenant. But there had been no gunfire, supporting Tom
Genner's assumption that al of the Federation troops had |eft the settlements.

Theonly nearby place that might concedl any significant number of the enemy was the Park, and that
would be secured during the night.

"That'sthe easiest way to do something likethis" David had explained. "WEell be using full helmet
electronics. To meet us on anything gpproaching even terms, the Fed-dieswill have to switch on their
helmets before they start shooting, and the second they turn on their dectronics, well know precisdy
wherethey are”

"But won't they know the same thing about you?' Doug had asked.

David had shook hishead. "They'll be ableto tdll di-rection, but without additiona sensorsto triangulate
posi-tions, they'll only have aline, not apoint. If that. Weredly don't know if their helmets are equipped
for anything that precise. We just assume that they must have the same fun-damental capabilitieswe do.”



"Then if they still had ships here, they'd be able to pin-point your men just aseasily?"

"Most likely," David agreed. "But not necessarily. There are countermeasures we can take to make that
moredifficult.”

"And you assume they have the same sort of defenses?”’

David had hesitated along time before he answered that question. "By the book, the answer would be,
'Until we know differently,” but if they did have that sort of defenses, | can't see why they were so quick
to shut off their hemets so completely.”

"Or can they hide their electronics so well that you just can't see them?'

David had shook his head violently at that—instinct re-acting before he had time to put rationd thought to
it. ' They switched their hdlmets back on when they ambushed usin the forest. We saw their eectronics
the second they did."

That discussion had been interrupted for supper. The ta-ble talk had been much different. It wasa
reunion for Doug and his family. They wanted to know what he had done while he was gone, and he
asked how they had fared during the occupation. The two Marines had listened without tak-ing any
active part.

The sun started to dip below the horizon. On the porch, Doug took a deep breath and |ooked around at
the houses that were close to the Genners home. Lights were on in every house. Folks were hurrying to
get their lives back to normd.

The time that Doug had spent on the complink had pro-vided alot of information, most of it negative.
The one mgor item of tragic news had been the report of the degth of Franz Benndlin. Ascloseas
anyone could tell, he had attempted to destroy his complink termina when the Fed-eration troops burst
into hishome. He had apparently suc-ceeded. Either that or the terminal had been destroyed when the
troops opened fire on him.

"He made it impossible for the enemy to get our popu-lation database,” Doug had explained to the
Marines. Franz'sterminal had contained the undeletable master files. The other members of the
commission, the ones who had been on the net with Doug at the time, had managed to wipe their copies.
"They never knew who was missing." What he still found hard to put into words, even as athought, was
that Franz and the others had made his own escape possible. The Federation soldiers could never be
sure how many people were missing, or who.

""Having second thoughts about continuing?”

Doug spun around quickly. He had been so rapt in histhoughts that he hadn't heard anyone come up.
David was standing in the doorway.

"You gave meaturn,” Doug said. "My nerves aren't what they should be.”

"After what you've been through, you're doing terrific.” David grinned. "Y ou'd have done the Royd
Marines proud. For someone who hasn't had all thetraining and drills..." He shook hishead. "L et me put
it thisway. If one of my lads had been daring enough to launch that MR, and had the foresight to do it,
then managed to survive donein the wild aslong as you and your friends did, and finally came back in
and knocked out three enemy shuttles without a single casudty, hed be up for every medad HisMgesty's
Combined Space Forces have to give. Probably get aKing's Cross and cluster, and His Mgesty would
hang it around his neck himsdlf, like as not."



"Y oull have me blushing,” Doug said.

"Get used toit. Y ou're agenuine hero, without al the bleeding most heroes have to go through. I've
dready told your wife and family everything | just told you."

"I wish you hadnt, redly,” Doug said after alittle sam-mering.
"l didn't mean to embarrassyou," David said.

Doug made aquick gesture, dismissing the matter, and turned to look at the sunset again. David moved
closer to the porch railing and watched with him.

"I'd just as soon forget any of it ever happened,” Doug said. "We did what we had to do. | find it rather
hard to believe now. It'slike something out of ajuvenile adventure vid."

"You have done your bit, you know," David said. "Everyone will understand if you want to leave the rest
to us. Y ou've got agovernment to reorganize and such.”

Doug didn't hesitate, shaking his head decisively. "No. I'll seethisthrough. It's something | haveto do.
I'm not certain | can explain the why." After thelast of the sun disappeared behind the horizon, Doug
turned to David. "Thefirgt duty of agovernment isto keep its people safe. Without that, nothing eseis
possible. I had alot of timeto think while | was hiding in that cave. | had to try to understand why | had
donewheat | had, why | was off hiding like a hermit, grimy, hungry, maybe no more than half-sane."

" ill say you've done remarkably well," David said softly. "I wish | could be surethat I'd do half aswell
insmilar crcumstances.”

When David and Doug went back into the house, Asa Ewing was busy on his hemet complink, moving
Delta Company into position and coordinating with the other companies that were to turn their attention
to the Park. Da-vid put on his own helmet so he could follow the discus-sion. As needed, he transmitted
on his noncom circuit to the squad leadersin his platoon. For afew minutes the need to concentrate on
two overlgpping conversationstook al his attention. The snap back from thelight society of the dinner
tableto full military responghbility shut out the ci-vilians completely.

They seemed to sense that. Doug escorted the others back toward the door leading down to the cellar.
"Until we see how this goes, you'd better play it safe,” hetold them.

"Y ou're not going back out there, are you?"' Elena asked.
"Thejob'snot finished. | can't quit yet."

"Y ou've done more than anyone could decently ask,” Elenainssted.
"I haven't done more than / can ask," hetold her softly.

After Elenaand the others headed down the steps, Doug went back to the two Marines and put on his
own helmet. He glanced at awine bottle on the dining room table. 1'd like one more drink, he thought,
but he refused to takeit.

Approaching the Park with David's first squad, Doug felt curioudy at ease. Hewas dert but no longer
particularly nervous. Spencer was directly in front of Doug. The squad's two fire teams moved pardld to
each other, the men all ten to fifteen feet apart.

I've got to be careful, Doug thought. / can't be the weak



link that hurts any of these men.

Delta Company and |& R platoon were to cross the Park, north to south, using the main path joining Sam
and Max, and establish fire points at primary intersections, leaving afire team or squad at each. More
importantly, they were the decoys being sent in to flush any Federation rabbits who might be hiding.
Other units had ringed the greenbelt, ready to intercept any Federation soldierswho tried to flee, ready
to movein to assst—or rescue—the men crossing the cen-ter of the woods.

Watch yer buns now, Alfie lad, hetold himsdlf as he took the point into the forest. You haven't got yer
last convales-cent leave yet. Don't go earning another . He kept his mouth shut. There was enough to
concentrate on without useless chat, and even Alfie Edwards knew when to stand mum. He walked
dowly into the wood, looking around constantly, using the infrared and sound detectorsin hishemet as
well asthe full head-up display on hisvisor. Integrating it al was second nature. He never even thought of
the complexity. Hisriflewas aneedier, able to spray two thousand high-velocity dartsaminute. The
darts, each three-quarters of an inch long, could clear quite a swathe, shredding everything in their path
until there was nothing left out to a hundred yards.

It had taken Alfie five yearsto earn the privilege of car-rying aneedier. No matter what the sergeant or
his mates said about Alfie's jokes and carrying on, he knew that he was secure as long as he continued to
carry the needier for hisfire team.

Occasiondly, Spencer passed ingtructions on the squad frequency. A couple of times, Doug Weintraub
provided adetail of information on the terrain they were approaching. Doug's voice was loud on the
channdl; he hadn't had the proper practice at this sort of drill. The microphonesin the helmets would pick
up even the softest whisper.

"Off to theright, just afew steps ahead, theré'saclear-ing,” Doug said now. "About twenty-five feet
from this path, with thick brambles between. Theresa smdler path, ahundred feet on yet, that curves
around and back to it."

At thefront of the line, Alfie whispered a soft "Roger," to show that he had heard and understood.

Bloody fine place for an ambush, Alfie thought, and he moved the muzzle of his needier in that
direction, ready for an ambushiif it should come.

It did.

Prepared for the possibility, amost anticipating the in-stant when it came, Alfie was on hisway down as
the first shots sounded, even before the scattering of red blips ap-peared on his visor display. He shouted
awarning over the squad frequency and opened up with his needier before he hit the ground. Alfie fired
in short burdts, clearing away through the trees and vines, knowing that even in the first seconds some of
his needles would reach the enemy posi-tions, though none of the red blips disappeared as quickly as he
might have hoped.

Farther back aong the path, Doug didn't get hisrifleinto play nearly as soon asthe Marines did. He
dropped to the ground sprightly enough, but while the Marines hit the ground aready moving into firing
positions, it was two sep-arate motions for Doug. And even though hisrifle was an autoloader, it wasn't
fully automatic like the Marine weap-ons. He had to squeeze the trigger for each shot.

There wasn't time to get many shots off. One by one, the red blips disappeared from hisvisor, and asthe
last one vanished, Spencer whistled softly over the squad frequency and the Marines stopped shooting.

"Tory, take your team in and make sure they're all ac-counted for," David ordered. "We had seven blips.



| want seven bodies, hot or cold."

Tory Kepner and two others got up and trotted toward the connecting path that led back to the clearing.
They hadn't quite reached the intersection when there was an explosion just in front of them, and more
shooting started as another lot of red blips appeared—this group farther south along the main path.

"Wereinfor it now," avoice on the squad frequency said. Doug didn't have any ideawhose voiceit
was.

Thisfirefight went as quickly asthefirdt. It ended when another squad of the 1& R platoon shot off a
volley of gre-nadesthat dropped behind and among the red blips, erasing them.

"Hugo, move up past us, with third and fourth squads," David ordered tightly. "Lieutenant Ewing, we
need help. I've got casudlties.”

Doug redized that he had been holding his breath and let it out. He scarcely had finished that thought
when David Spencer crawled over to him.

"How do you fed?* David asked. "Y ou in much pain?’

Feel? Pain? Doug stared at his new friend, not compre-hending. It took forever before he managed to
ask, ' 'What do you mean?' The dreamy, half-conscious dur in hisvoice shocked him. I've been hit! The
shock he felt was more surprise than anything e se. He didn't fed any pain. Hedidn't fed anything at all,
other than surprise.

"Just let metake care of things," David said, opening Doug's visor. David pulled two med patches from
his belt pouch and dapped them on Doug's neck. Then he stuck him with an injector of nanoscrubbers.

/wish I'd had that last drink, Doug thought. / don't want to die thirsty. Hewas only vaguely aware of
what David was doing. He scarcely noticed at al as other Marines ran past, jJumping over them when
necessary, moving deeper into the Park.

And then he dipped into adream.

David checked Doug's vita signsagain. They were weak, but quickly stabilized asthe drugsand
molecular machines went to work. It wastimeto turn his attention to the others who had been hit. David
was knedling over Tory Kepner, who had aready been given first aid, when AsaEwing arrived and knelt
besde him.

"How bad?' Ewing asked.

"I've got four meninjured,” David said. "So far, it looks like they'll al pull through if we get them up to
Victoria in ahurry. One of the wounded is Weintraub."

Ewing whistled. "What's his condition?'
"I think his spinal cord's been damaged, maybe severed. He didn't even know held been hit.”
"That's going to boil some blood," Ewing said softly.

"I know. | was supposed to take specia care of him. But hell be okay. Tory hereisin worse shape. He
took about a pound of shrapnel.”

"WEell carry the wounded around to that clearing the first ambush came from. Medevac will pick them up
there. The shuttle's already moving into position. Any wounded in your other squads?!



David had to cdll the other squad leaders before he could relay the negative to Ewing. "Buit first squad is
gone," David said. "Besides me, there are only two men who weren't hit."

""Turn your platoon over to your number two, Spencer, and I'll rotate them to the rear of Delta," Ewing
said. "Take your whole squad up to Victoria. Well finish thisgo.”

"I'll send the others, but | can still run my platoon,” David said.

"Forget that nonsense," Ewing said sharply. "L ook at your own vitas, man. Y ou're too stressed out to be
effec-tive. You'd belike an ox dancing on glass.

David was about to click over to another frequency to gppedal the decision to Captain McAuliffe when
the cgptain cameonline.

"It was my order, Spencer,” McAuliffe said. "Get your men up to Victoria. As soon asthispatrol is
over, I'm pulling the whole platoon. Y ou lads have had the brunt of everything sncewelanded. You all
need a couple of days."

David opened his mouth to argue, but the fight drained out of him then, without warning. "Aye, Captain.
Going up.”

There were saven bodiesin the clearing. David counted them for himsdlf, twice, while he waited for the
medevac shuttle to lower thefirgt litter basket. A voice from Delta Company passed aong the news that
there were four more Federation bodies farther aong the main path, where the second ambush had come
from—four bodies and one badly wounded soldier. He would make the ride up to Victoria with the
other wounded.

"Bang up job, huh, Sarge?" Alfie asked when Spencer knelt to check on him. "That makesit two
convaescent leaves you owe me." Thefirst had been earned as aresult of awork accident on
Devereaux.

"Anything to get out of an honest day'swork,” David said lightly. "I'm surprised a you, Alfie. | thought
you wereturning into ared Marine."

Alfielaughed, but with some difficulty. Despite the pres-sure bandages across his chest and somach, and
the med patches and dl, he could il fedl pain, if not so much that he couldn't think of anything else.

"We don't get out of here soon,” Alfie said after amo-ment, "I'll be able to retire off convaescent leaves.
That'd fix you up right enough.”

"Dreamon, laddie," David said, smiling behind hisvi-sor. "Dream on." parté
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Admiral Truscott appeared totally relaxed, asfully at ease aslan had ever seen him. They were aone,
gtting at the flatscreen chart table in the admiral’s day cabin. Trus-cott wasin his bathrobe, tracking the
progress of the mis-sion to clear the greenbelt between Buchanan's two towns. A speaker provided a
soundtrack of the frequencies being used by the Marinesin the woods. Each time a skirmish occurred,
Truscott would close his eyesfor amoment. The view available on the flatscreen was incomplete
because of the trees and the darkness. Infrared could tell him only so much. An occasiona glimpse at the
map of the forest to locate each new group of red blips, to see where the larger numbers of green blips
were positioned, was sufficient to fuel Truscott'simagination. That gave him a better picture of the action.

"It still comes down to basics," he whispered at one point. "Strip away al the technology, and what those



men down there are doing is no different from the first fighting humans did, tens of thousands of years
ago, when the war-riors of one tribe went out to bash in the heads of the warriors of the next tribe with
crude axes and clubs."

"Does it ever make you wonder whether we've learned anything at al?' 1an asked.

"Weve learned how to do the job more efficiently. Mind, I've never been sureif that's progress. Perhaps
not, in the greater sense. | can make the argument either way. The need, rea or imagined, for one group
of humansto protect itsdf from another has aso led to the development of most of the mgjor innovations
that have made our civi-lization what it istoday.” He made an airy gesture with one hand, then shook his
head.

"Everything turnsinto fodder for people like you and me, lan. Example. Ever Snce we started moving
into space, people have talked about how the human diasporawould make major war impossible. At the
sametime, we created shipslike Sheffield and Victoria, and weapons that we could scarcely have
imagined before the diaspora—wesgpons no one could authoritatively say would ever be needed, or
practicdl. It looks asif the human anima will find away to fight no matter the obstacles. I've become
quite willing to accept the argument that it's hardwired into our genes.”

lan had heard the admiral's lectures on the subject on other occasions. One of the canned talks that
Truscott dusted off for his occasiona public gppearances dedlt with the seeming contradictionsimplicit in
the Commonwesdlth's oft-stated need to prepare for awar that might never come, that might not even be
feasble. The Federation's long-standing claims of sovereignty over al human worlds had served many
generations of Commonwed th military lead-ers with every argument they needed to build and maintain
the Combined Space Forces and layers of planetary defense systems.

"And you redlly believe this engagement will turn into something more than it isnow?' lan asked.

"I've afeding about it, lan." Truscott held up ahand asaburst of activity sounded on the Marine
command channel. Another group of Federation soldiers had been flushed. Thisfight went asthe others
had. The enemy had abrief initid advantage, switching on their helmets only asthey sprang their ambush,
but they quickly lost that advan-tage, and the engagement.

"We're taking too many casudlties,” Truscott said afterward. "But unless we can come up with a better
way to detect them before they switch on, | don't know of any way to avoid it, other than burning out
whole patches like that greenbelt, and we can't do that."

"It could beworse, sir," lan said. "We could have more killed and fewer wounded. Between field skins
and nano-scrubbers, we're saving amost al our people. The Feddies don't seem to have anything to
compare.”

""Feld skins, superior helmet armor, battledress that min-imizes penetration, nanoscrubbers that isolate
damage and minimize shock and bleeding.” Truscott could list factorsdl night. If aCommonwesalth
Marine could be kept dive long enough to reach atraumatube, he was virtudly certain to survive, and
recover ... and more Commonwesdlth ca-suaties madeiit thet far.

"But we've never seen just how far ahead of the Fed-eration we arein this areabefore,” lan pressed.
Technicians were examining every bit of evidence the Marines had man-aged to collect on the
surface—wegpons, uniforms, and most importantly, two dozen Federation battle helmets.

"'If the Stuation is genera and not just limited to asingle battalion sent to occupy abackwoods colony
world," Trus-cott said. "We don't dare accept what we find here astyp-ical. The troops might be a
second-rate unit with obsol ete equipment. We may find completely different conditions when their



reinforcements arrive. Those will likely be the best units the Federation can send our way on short
no-tice."

"How soon do you think?" lan asked.

Truscott shook hishead. "I haven't aclue, lan, and that'sinfinitely more worrisomethan if | knew exactly
when they would show up.” He started to add something el se, but there was aknock on the door.

"Comein." Truscott turned as Prince William camein.

"Excuse me. Admird. | just heard that one of the ca-sudties tonight was Doug Weintraub, the member of
the planetary commisson.”

Truscott frowned, then nodded. "Rather a seriousinjury from the report | heard, but helll recover. By
now, he should be in atraumatube over on Victoria."

"While he's aboard, 1'd like a chance to meet with him, if possible,” the prince said. "'If | could hitch aride
over there before he returns to the surface?”’

"No need to thumb alift,” Truscott said. "Take my shuttle. Well find out how soon helll be ready for
vigtors. lan, you'll seeto the details?"

"Of course, Sr.”
"And perhaps you'd be good enough to escort His High-ness," Truscott continued.

"Certainly. I'll put through acal to the chief medica officer now to see how soon Weintraub will be, ah,
aval-able"

Prince William | eft as soon as lan completed the arrange-ments. They would leavefor Victoria just
before 0530 hours.

"You might aswdl turninaswel, lan," the admird said when they were doneagain. "If you're going to
be up and about that early."

lan chuckled. ' 'Not so much earlier than usud, sr. But, dtill. | think 1 will take you up on that offer—if
you're certain you won't be wanting me for anything e se to-night.”

"No, go ahead, go ahead," Truscott said. "I'll beretir-ing myself shortly. I've just been waiting for Khyber
to makeitsfirg trandit.” He switched the display on the chart table to show the scout ship's position,
course, and speed.

"Should be within the next few minutes," lan obsarved. "'l can wait, Sr. Ten minutes more or lesswon't
dfect me"

Truscott laughed. "No, go on with you. I'm not so feeblethat | can't tuck mysdlf in."
"Of course not, Sr. Good night.”

"Good night, lan." Truscott turned his atention back to the display on histable and didn't hear 1an gently
close the door on hisway out.

"Miles, | hope you help me pull this off," Truscott whis-pered, staring at the dmost imperceptible
movement of the blip representing Khyber on the screen. "We're going to need dl the reinforcements
Long John can scrape together before thisthing's over. | fed it in my bones.™



Feding unusudly self-conscious about talking to him-self, Truscott got up to get himsdlf afresh cup of
tea. He brought it back to the table and stood for several minutes, sipping absentmindedly while his eyes
remained fixed on the schematic of Buchanan's system, and Khyber .

What's the balance point? he asked himsdlf. How do | maximize my forcesif there are no
reinforcements from Buckingham? | certainly can't expect a Federation com-mander to deploy
according to our book standards or con-venience.

"Hell," he muttered. "I've thrown the book out myself coming into Buchanan. It'sworsethan usdess” He
growled softly.

If I put my frigates out far enough to intercept an enemy coming in at what the book considers a
standard entry vec-tor and distance, | could end up with those ships completely out of range, too
far away to take any hand in the battle. But if | keep everything in close, we could be forced into
an engagement with no more warning than that Cutter class had.

Findly, Truscott set his cup on the edge of the chart table and leaned forward to watch the last moments
of Khyber before she entered Q-space. There was nothing dramatic. Khyber'sblip smply disappeared
from the screen when its Nilssen generators did it into Q-space.

"That'sthat, then,” Truscott murmured. "Time | was off to bed." But he called the duty flag operations
officer fird.

"Anything going on | should know about?"
"Operations continuing in that greenbelt, Sr. Theré's been very little activity thelast haf hour.”
"What about casudty totals?"

"Weve had three killed and twenty-seven wounded, Sir. Federation losses are forty-six killed and nine
wounded. Four others were captured after being disabled by stun gre-nades.”

"Thank you," Truscott said before he broke the link. He regained the chart of the greenbelt on hisdisplay
screen, they keyed in an overlay to show the areas that had been cleared by the Marines.

"Nearly ninety percent secure.”" He nodded with satis-faction, and then frowned suddenly. *How could
they put nearly ten percent of their entire forcein aplace like that?"

He tapped hisfingers againgt the edge of the table several times. Was it ssimply that they had no time to
move to better terrain? That was possible, but it seemed too much to hope for, far too much to count
on.

Or isthat figure so much less than ten percent? Late at night, the latter possibility seemed much more
likely. Trus-cott was shaking his head gently when hefinally went into the other room to deep.
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Doug Weintraub couldn't recdl ever feding even remotely like he felt lying on hissde on apathinthe
Park. The peculiarity of his sensationswas so striking that he could hardly think about anything else. The
redlization that he had been serioudy wounded came dowly, and only as a curious abstraction. Hefelt
remarkably cam, dreamy, a-most buoyant enough to float awvay. There was no pain, no hint of
discomfort. Only gradually did he become aware of the intense concern he had heard in David Spencer's
voice. More than anything, that was what convinced Doug that he wasindeed gravely injured.



Am | going to die? But Doug found it hard to concen-trate, even on that possibility. It wasamogt asif
his mind had abdicated any responsibility for, or interest in, hisfu-ture. Other people were taking care of
him. Hisfuture was, somehow, their worry now. David had seen to hisinjuries and administered first aid.
Another man, afield medical orderly, came aong and did more. Doug felt no discomfort even from being
rolled over and strapped to aframework of some kind.

"WEell get you right up to the hospitd, mate," the sec-ond man said. "Not to worry. You'l bedl right.”

Doug couldn't even summon up areaction to that. He was till trying to puzzle hisway through the words
when the anaesthetic finally knocked him out.

His return to consciousness was marked first by an awareness of bright lights. The glare continued even
after he closed hiseyes again. Bright spots floated across his awvareness. He opened hiseyes again, just
to dits. When he could findly distinguish objects, Doug noted that the lights were beyond a transparent
curved panel.

A trauma tube. That impressed itself dowly on Doug's mind. He tried moving, but nothing would budge,
not even his head. Only his eyes. He could open or close hiseyes, he could look alittle from sdeto side,
and up and down. Thelimited range of movement showed him nothing new.

I'malive. I'll survive. I'll recover. Those thoughts were separate, cumulative, spread over atimeless
time. Eventu-dly, Doug reached his memories of the patrol through the Park, to the burst of fire that had
marked the first ambush. There was an immeasurable lacunato his memories beyond that instant, marked
only by dreamlike imagesthat refused to comeinto focus or identify themselves. He could not recdll
being hit, or anything about the second ambush.

Serioudy wounded. No pain. No movement. Intime, or outside it, those data points came together for
Doug: aspi-nd injury. / could bein this tube for weeks, he thought. And, somewhat later: / wonder
how much better this tube is than ours? The newest traumatube on Buchanan was twenty-five years
old.

Doug blinked. He could till do that, if little more. He saw movement at the edge of hisfield of vison,
outside the traumatube, a moving blur of white and pale blue. Hetried to find some way to attract the
person's attention, but no exercise of will permitted him to move anything more than his eyes and eydlids.
But the transparent panel above him did awvay and aface looked down.

"Good morning, Mr. Weintraub. I'm Ahmed Nassir, na-val surgeon. Don't try to talk yet. It will beafew
minutes before you can." Nassr smiled and reached in to touch

Doug'sarm. Doug didn't fed it. "I'll do what | can to anticipate the obvious questions. That will saveusa
little time. By the time we get through those, you should be able to ask any that | miss." Nassir leaned
closer. "l just want aquick look at your eyes now." He produced a small, narrow-beam torch and shined
it briefly into each of Doug's eyes, then nodded.

"Y ou'redoing quitewell," Nassir assured Doug with awider smile than before. ™Y our spind cord was
severed, but it was aclean cut, and we had you in the tube in plenty of timeto avoid complications. The
readouts tell me that the mending processis proceeding precisely on schedule. Thereve been no flags at
al. We should be ready to do follow-up testsin about forty-five minutes, and if those tests come out as |
expect them to, well release you from the tube shortly after that. There will be no permanent ill ef-fects.
Infact, you ought to fedl better than you did before you were wounded. The tube is correcting nutritional
def-icitsaswell."

Doug redized that his mouth felt dry. He worked his tongue around, trying to tease some moisture into



evidence. It was amoment before he redlized that he could finaly move more than his eyes.

"What timeisit?' Hisvoice was hoarse and the words didn't come out easily. They were separate
sounds, scarcely coherent. "Dry."

"Yes, of course,” Nassr sad. "WEell get you atouch of water, straightaway." He turned away. Doug
caught aglimpse of part of agesture. "Asto thetime, it's, ah, afew minutes before five in the morning,
locd time"

A nurse came over with acontainer of liquid and along, flexible tube.

"We need to takeit easy with theliquids at first," the doctor said while the nurse put the tube in Doug's
mouth and gave the container ameager squeeze. ' 'Just until you're out of the tube and in the recovery
ward. Then, if you want, you can drink until your kidneysfloat out the door."

Doug swallowed greedily, astonished at how wonderful such a scant drop of water could taste. He
sucked at the tube. The nurse smiled and gave the bottle another squeeze. Thistime, Doug let the water
gtin hismouth for aingtant before he swalowed. .. and then sighed with ddlight.

"More?" he asked with ahopeful look up at the nurse. His voice sounded more nearly normal now.
"Jugt alittle" Nassr said, and the nurse complied.
"There, that should hold you for atime,” the doctor said when the tube was removed.

"How many others were brought up with me?' Doug asked. His voice was stronger now that his mouth
wasn't desert-dry.

"Quiteafew, I'm afraid,” Nassir said. "They even sent up afew who hadn't been wounded. None of our
ladswerekilled in that skirmish though.”

That skirmish. Doug noted the qudifier but didn't pursue it. Bad news came too soon in any case.
"Sergeant Spencer?' he asked.

Nassir smiled. "Our head nurse had to chase him and two of hislads out an hour or so ago. They were
being bloody nuisances, so concerned about you and their other mates.”

Doug closed hiseyesfor amoment to enjoy the thought of Spencer fussing over hismen like amother
hen.

"I hopeyoull let them back in to see me," Doug said when he opened his eyes again.
"l imagine we can arrange something,” Nassir said. "'If | can sneak them past our head nurse.”
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It had taken adirect order from the senior nurse on duty to get David Spencer and histwo uninjured
men, Jacky White and Sean Seidman, out from underfoot. " Get yourselves back to the troop bays," the
nurse, alieutenant commander, told them, displaying aformal fiercenessthat was more act than actudity.
"Y ou obvioudy need timefor persona hygiene, not to mention hot food and deep. When we want
useless spectators, well sdl tickets.”

David led hismen away, reluctantly. "We might aswell take advantage of thefacilities™ hetold the
others. "Get yoursalves cleaned up and welll see what sort of meal we can scare up.”



""Thistime of night?" Jacky asked. ' "Y ou going to wake the cook and offer him atip?'

David managed asmile. "Don't go trodding on Alfiesturf, lad. Hell be back soon enough. No, if there's
no one on duty in the troop mess, I'll find someone in the ser-geants mess. Maybe even in officers
country. Theresfood to be had, and we've got adirect order to get ourselvesfed." David knew he could
always pop for amed out of the machinesin one of the snack bars... but he didn't ex-pect it would
come to that. There was dways a hot meal to be found aboard Victoria, if you knew whereto |ook.
And David did.

"How long do you think well have before we go back down?' Sean asked, hisvoice quiet asit dways
was. 'I'll bet he even shoutsin a whisper,' Alfle had quipped. Haf of the men in the platoon were
dready caling Seidman "Whispers”

"Not long enough by half,” David said. "Unlessthe rest of our blokes manage to mop up dl of the
Feddiesfirg.”

"Y ou don't think they will?* Jacky asked—too quickly.

"My mother didn't raise any optimists,” David said. " 'Alwayslook for the clouds, shetold me. That way
al your surpriseswill be silver linings Were doing well enough, | expect, but it'll be abloody long road if
we haveto dig out every Feddie squad the way we did those to-night.”

"We got off lucky tonight,” Jacky said. "That could have been even worse than the first ambush.”

"Wewerelucky," David agreed. "But part of that luck is made by good men honed by fird-rate training,
protected by the best gear available. Think of those Feddies. Look at the ratio of killed to wounded. I'd
hate to be one of their lot."

With two-thirds of her Marinesdirtside, Victoria's troop section seemed even emptier than it had during
thetrip from Devereauix to Buckingham. And in the early hours of the morning, nearly dl of the Marines
who were il aboard were adeep, adding to the sense of emptiness. David took histime showering and
changing to afresh uniform. Not having on the field skin was a holiday initsdf. For dl the good afield
skindid in thefield, he dways had a sense of confinement wearing one, and aneed to scraich al over
when hetook it off. David's exhaugtion retreated allittle with the shower and clean clothing. He was il
tired— deeping the clock around twice would scarcely cure that— but hunger was more immediate.
Before heleft his cabin, David called the sergeants mess.

"Thisis Sergeant Spencer, Firgt Battalion. Can you fix up three hungry men?* he asked the mess steward
who answered the complink.

The steward grinned and nodded. "Three or thirty, Ser-geant? '
"Wemay edt likethirty," David said. "Weve had abusy couple of days.”
"Whenever you get here," the Seward said.

Jacky and Sean were dmost ready when David got to the troop bay. Sean was still dressing. Jacky was
dressed, except for hisboots, and lying on his bunk. But he got up as soon as he saw Spencer.

"Thought you'd skipped out and forgot us," Jacky said.

"Had to make the arrangements, lad,” David said. "l figured that was easier than doing aforced march
frommesshdl to messhal.”



"Got the Christmas goose waiting for us, have they?' Jacky asked.

"One wiseacre in asguad is more than enough,” David said with asmile. "Weve got a hot feed coming
up. Count yourself lucky and let it be."

"Admird'stable?’ Sean asked with anervous grin at Jacky.

"I giveup!" David threw both hands up. "When we get back to the medical department, I'm going to ask
for avaccine. Thismust be contagious.”

The others started laughing. " Get that under control be-fore we get out in the passage,” David told them.
"Don't want to wake the rest of the regiment, the ones who don't know theresawar onyet." It took
quite an exercise of willpower for David to keep from joining in the laughter.

The duty cooks and mess stewards were eating amed of their own when David and hismen arrived. It
wasn't quitetime for the staff to Sart preparing breskfast for the units of the regiment that were sill
aboard Victoria. The steward David had spoken to over the complink got up from the table.

"You'reinluck, mates" hesaid. "You got herein timeto share our fare." It was an article of faith among
serving Marines that the mess staff aboard ship ate better than any-one elsein the CSF.

"Y ou've been down below, then?' one of the other stewards asked.

David nodded. Jacky said, "Been down? We've been most of the whole bleedin’ show, mate. I&R
platoon, H& S Company, First Battalion.”

The curious steward whistled. "We been listening to the complink traffic, mates. Sit yourselves down.
WEell bring your tucker out. Y ou blokes done enough work."

"Thanks," David said, Sitting at the table next to the cooks and stewards.
"A lot of your men hurt?' one of the cooks asked.

"Too many," Sean said when the sergeant showed no inclination to answer. ' 'Onekilled and the rest of
our squad in hospital, al but the three of us. The whole platoon's been hit hard. They're being brought up
for abreather."

"But weve taken full payment,” Jacky said grimly.

"Not full yet,” David said, hisvoice little more than awhisper. "Won't be full payment until weve cleaned
Buchanan of Feddies.”

Three sewards marched out from behind the serving line with trays hegped with food. A fourth steward
wheeled the tea cart over from the sergeant majors tablein the corner.

"Y ou want more of anything, just give ashout,” one of the stewards said. "On the house, so to speak.”

David looked at thetray in front of him and grinned. "We eat any more than this, you'll haveto call the
medica orderlies. Well explode.”

"That's okay," the steward said. "It'stimefor usto get back to work anyhow, so welll be out of the way."
His mates burgt out laughing.

A hdf hour later, there waslittle food |eft on any of the trays. David and his companions had declined
refills, except for teg, coffee, and juice. With his somach full, David felt too |ethargic even to push back



from the table. He contin-ued to pick at the serving of chips on his plate, even though they had long since
gone cold.

"Three 0' these aday and soon enough we couldn't even get into field skins," Jacky said. He had given up
trying to finish the food on histray.

"It'sagood job we've got aday or two before we go back down,” David said. "We wouldn't be able to
move worth a damn today."

Sean was il egting. Almost as short and thin as Jacky, Sean was drawing stares from his companions.
Once, Jacky even leaned to the side to make sure that Sean hadn't dumped a portion of hisfood on the
deck.

"Wherethe bleedin hell you puttin' al that chow?" Jacky asked findly. "It aint normal.”
"When I'm hungry, | est," Sean said.

"We get back to Buckingham, we're going to enter you in the eating contests," Jacky said. "Y ou'll make
the whole squad rich. Y our size, well get good odds and clean up.”

"First, we've got to get back to Buckingham." Sean set hisfork on the tray and leaned back. His appetite
was, quite obvioudy, gone.

"You dl right, lad?' David asked, very softly.

"I don't know, Sarge," Sean said. | redlly don't know." He stared at Jacky for an instant, then looked
back to Spencer. "l wasjust getting over being scared.”

"Weadl get scared,” Jacky said, before David could say the samething. "Be unnatural not to get scared
with dl that hell goin' on."

"He'sright,” David said. "I've beeninthe RM for fif-teen years, and | till get scared, every timewe go
into combet, whether it's Feddies or half-armed farmers.

"How do you dedl withit?' Sean asked. "Down there, | was sure | was going to freeze up, dmost any
second.”

"But you didn't" David said. "That'swhat'simportant. Dedl with it?1 don't know that there's anything
anyone can tell you about that. We dl haveto find that inside our-selves.”

"I can tell you onething," Jacky said, and he waited until Sean turned his eyestoward him before he
continued. "That fear, that's why we spend so bleedin’ much timetrainin'. The RM wants to make sure
that the drill is etched in our heads so deep that we can do what we're supposed to do even when were
too scared pisdessto think it out.”

David stared at Jacky through that speech. "Instead of going back to civie street, Jacky, you should be
thinking about acareer inthe RM.."

Jacky shook his head and wouldn't look a David. "Not me. I'm too much acivilian at heart.”

"Humor me, lad. Giveit athought. Y ou do have the makings.”

27

Thecrew of the admira"s gig was dready aboard when lan escorted Prince William to the hangar bay.



The shuttle was housed well forward in Sheffield, only ashort walk from flag country. This hangar was
just large enough for the one boat.

"Morning, Y our Highness, Commander Shrikes," Lieu-tenant Miko Baaski said when his passengers
boarded the shuttle. Miko had been Admiral Truscott's pilot longer than 1an had been on staff. "Were
ready to go as soon asyou're strapped in. Sorry to rush you, but if we don't get out of here double
quick, well haveto wait until after the next launch and recovery of Spacehawks. That could hold us up
for ahdf hour."

"Then, by al means, let's be off," Prince William said.
"We can seeto the trapping in,” l1an told the pilot. " Give usforty-five seconds and well be ready to go.”

"Asyou say, sr." Baaski checked to make sure that the hangar crew had secured the hatch and
retracted the ramp. Then he moved forward to the cockpit.

lan gestured the prince to one of the plush seats. "'l as-sume you remember the drill ?*

"Quite," William replied. He dropped into the nearest seat and pulled out straps, connecting the harness
with the ease of long familiarity.

lan sat across from him and did his own buckling. He was sure that it was |ess then forty-five seconds
before he flipped an intercom switch and said, "All secure back here.”

"We're on our way then," Balaski replied from the cockpit.

lan sat back and |ooked out the porthole on the far side of the cabin. A large section of the hangar's
outer bulkhead rolled out of the way, exposing the shuttle to open space. Two tel escoping pistons moved
the shuttle out of its han-gar, clear of the ship, and the shuitle passengerslost Shef-field's gravity. lan
adjusted his seat strapsthefind little bit to keep him securdly in place.

With quick blasts of compressed gas, the shuttle was pushed farther away from Sheffield's hull. The
launching booms were retracted. The hangar door did shut.

"On our own now, gentlemen,” Balaski said over theintercom. "Therell be ashort delay while we do our
fare-we| dance."

"Our what?" the prince asked softly.

"Lieutenant Baaski fancies himsdf acomedian,” lan said. "He'staking about using attitude jetsto get
clear of the hull before he fires the main rockets."

"Isit just our pilot or hasthe dang changed that much since | served?’ The shuttle was aready moving,
dropping below and faling back dong Sheffield.

"I think it'smostly Balaski," lan said. "Hetriesto find adifferent way to say it every timewego out. The
admira getsakick out of it. Usudly.”

William laughed. "Y es, | can imagine that there would be times when such levity would be lessthan
welcome.”

lan chuckled. "Now and then. If | get achance, | try to give Miko alittle warning. But when the admird's
inamood, | don't dways have achance." The shuttle turned and pointed toward Victoria. Therewasa
short pause be-fore the shuttle's main rockets came on, initidly at mini-mum power, building gradudly for



ashort time, then cutting out as the shuttle rotated into the proper attitude for docking with the second
ship.

Prince William pressed the intercom button. ' 'Lieutenant Balaski, could you rotate us alittle so we can
see the sur-face?”

"Port or starboard, sir?' Miko asked.

"Er, port, if you would." The wordswere hardly out of his mouth before the shuttle Started to rotate.
Miko stopped it at precisely the right moment to give the prince aclear view of the settled area of
Buchanan, not that anything wasredlly visible of those settlements.

"The clear weather isending,” lan said. There were thin clouds showing againg thefirst light of morning,
and aglance to the west, out over the shore and ocean, showed heavier clouds moving into the area. '
"The Marines might get wet before the day's done.”

"Shouldn't make dl that much difference,” William said. "I've tested thefield skinsthey use." He stopped
talking when he saw the look of surprise on lan'sface. ' 'It'snot al affairs of state and fancy dress bdls,
you know. Between the skinsand their hemets, it wouldn't much mat-ter if the Marines had to operate
underwater.”

"Until one of them raised hisvisor to scratch,” 1an sug-gested, and the prince laughed.
"Doesthe admira ingst on comediansfor dl hisstaff pogtions?'

"He blamesthefirst lord of the Admiraty for that," lan said, keeping agtraight face. "He swearsthat Sir
John sends him nothing but misfits and comedians. But have a guess who gave everyone on staff bath talc
laced with itch-ing powder last Boxing Day."

Thistime, the prince fetched up againgt his seat straps, he laughed so hard. "You did it again. Y ou set me
up for that one."

"| beg to differ," lan said, struggling to keep from laughing himself. ™Y ou were the one who asked about
co-medians.”

Prince William took adeep breath, then another, fighting the urgeto start laughing again. "'l redly must
find away to show my, ah, appreciation, Shrikes. Perhaps | should ask my brother to appoint you his
nava attache. He could use awit like yours around the palace.”

"Well, half awit isbetter than none," 1an said, and that was too much. Thistime he couldn't hold back his
own laughter. " I'm sorry," he said when he could talk coher-ently again. "It must be your fault though. |
don't get like thismogt times. My wife says| have no sense of humor at al.”

"Perhaps you should spend more time at home," Wil-liam suggested.

That was enough to sober lan's mood. " She saysthat too." He shrugged. "But you know how itisfor a
sarving officer. I"ve been home more than usud since | became Admira Truscott's aide, but even o,
there have been in-spection trips and so forth. And now this."

"Ah, yes" William said. "I do know what it'slike. At times, duty is more ashackle than abadge.”

Victoria had been briefed to expect them. Captain Reya Naughton came to the shuttle bay to welcome
Prince Wil-liam aboard, omitting the full court honorsthey would have been forced to suffer throughif he
had been making an officia visit asamember of the Privy Council.



"Can | offer you breskfast, Sir?' Captain Naughton asked after 1an performed the introductions.

"No, thank you very much, Captain,” William said. "We ae before leaving Sheffield. We're just hereto
vidt apatient in your casuaty ward."

"Thelocd man?'

"Doug Weintraub, amember of Buchanan's Planetary Commission,” the prince said, emphasizing thetitle.
"Not to mention being agenuine hero for his deedsin defense of hishomeland.”

"Asyou say, Sr," Captain Naughton said, needing an instant to cover her irritation at being corrected.

"Ah, Captain," lan said, recognizing that it wastime for him to act asa buffer. "Weredly don't want to
put you to any trouble. If you could have someone escort us to the Marine casudty ward, well be out of
your way as quickly aspossible”

The look Captain Naughton gave lan wasn't quite relief, but lan decided that it would do.

Dr. Ahmed Nassir greeted them when they reached Vic-toria'"s hospital. "Mr. Weintraub has just been
moved from atrauma tube to arecovery bed. The nurses are getting him situated now. A matter of afew
minutes?'

"Of course, Doctor,” William said. "We have no desire to interfere with Mr. Weintraub's comfort or
treatment. Y ou've been quite occupied, | takeit?!

"Quite," Nassr said. "But we're on top of it dl, Sir. Once we get a patient into atraumatube aive, he
saysthat way."

William nodded affably. ' 'No one has any doubts about the treatment patients receive in anava medica
facility, Doctor. Y ou do know that His Mg esty has dways ingsted that his persond physician beanavd
urgeon?”!

"I did not know that, sir," Nassir replied, hisvoice atrifle softer, "but | am pleased to hear it."

"If we have time after our chat with Mr. Weintraub, I'd like the opportunity to speak with some of the
Marinesyou've treated after the night's action—with your permis-son.”

"Certainly, Sir."

"I'll do my best to avoid getting in the way, Doctor. If | do, you and your staff should fed freeto tel me
to get my bloody arse out of theway."

Nassir blinked severd times, clearly put off stride by the mild vulgarity.

"He meansthat, Doctor," lan put in. "Were here com-pletely at your sufferance. And that isadirect
quote from Admira Truscott.”

"I'm certain we can accommodate you, sir," Nassir said, nodding to the prince. "Mr. Weintraub should
be settled now. If you'll come with me?!

Doug Weintraub was busy scratching at areas he had been unable to reach in the traumatube. The other

wounded Marines of Spencer'sfirst squad were al watching him, laughing and making comments, insteed
of providing the distractions that might have eased the need to scratch. The arrival of visitors stopped the

laughter, and the new attrac-tion alowed Doug to stop scratching, for amoment at least. Dr. Nassr was

the only one of the three men that the pa-tients recognized.



"Mr. Weintraub, thisis His Highness, Prince William Albert, Duke of Haven," the doctor said,
introducing him formally. "And Commander lan Shrikes, aideto Admira Truscott, the task force
commander. Gentlemen, Mr. Doug Weintraub of Buchanan." Doug pushed himslf up alittle higher
agand hispillows.

"Thank you, Doctor," William said. "Well do fine now. Don't let us keep you from your work."
"I'm available if you need me." Nassir nodded to the prince and | ft.

"Mr. Weintraub, |'ve been waiting for achance to meet you since | first began to hear of your exploits,”
William said. "l regret that it has to be under these circumstances.”

"Y ou can't possibly regret it morethan | do,” Doug said, earning aquickly stifled laugh from the Marines
around him.

The prince chuckled aswell and glanced at lan.
"Not my fault a dl," lan said quickly.
"Fault?' Doug asked.

"Nothing at dl," William said, smiling as broadly as he could. ' ‘Commander Shrikes has contrived to
surround me with comedians, | think. It has put me quite off my pace. | gpologize, ar."

"I'm il not sure | have any ideawhat's going on," Doug said. "But then, I've never been around royalty.
| have no ideawhat the proper etiquetteis.”

"Etiquette isbest reserved for proper suffy formal oc-casons,” William said. " Petients in hospital's never
have to worry about it. Sometimes| envy that freedom.”

"He'saright bloke, ain't he?' one of the Marineswhis-pered. lan took aquick glance but couldn't decide
who had said it. Prince William overheard the comment though.

"Thank you," he said, smiling at the group of Marineson that side. "'l take that as high praise from men
such asyourselves."

"They'redl good men," Doug said. "Wasnt for them, | might not have madeit tonight.”

"I meant what | said,” William assured him. " Just be-cause my father was king of the Second
Commonwedlth doesn't mean | have to be six kinds of bastard.”

"Y ou're egging them on now," lan told the prince in astage whisper when the Marines started laughing
agan.

"It'scontagious, | told you," William reminded Ian. "And I'm afraid we're giving Mr. Weintraub the wrong
impresson.”

"I haven't the faintest ideawhat to make of you," Doug said, not hiding his bewilderment. ' 'It makesme
wonder if they haven't suck mein Bedlam instead of acasudty ward."

"A littlelevity can work wonders," the prince said. "It'sjust hard to measureit out properly at times" He
shook hishead. "And | fear we're starting out on the wrong foot."

"It might help to have asest,” lan suggested. He moved a chair around for William, then hooked a chair
for himsdf.



"Right, that savesthe gtiff necks,” William said. Then he shook hishead. "There | go again. I'd best sart
from scratch." When that dicited more laughs, he looked gen-uinely bewildered. He choseto ignore the

response.

"There were a couple of reasonsfor thisvist,” William said, taking adeep breath to settle himsdlf. ' 'One
ispurdly persond and unofficid, the other rather more officid. Astothefirgt, | smply wanted to meet
you. Any man who does as much for his homeand as you have isaman worthy of al the respect inthe
universe. To have the daring and foresight to send off that message rocket the way you did was an
achievement by itsdf, onethat will have such far-reaching consequences that we can scarcely imagine
them at present. But that was merely your starting point and not your grand finde. Y ou areindeed a hero,
ar, and apatriot in al of the best senses.”

Doug needed amoment to find his voice. The prince had spoken levelly, leaving Doug no doubt about his
sincerity. "Thank you," he said, barely in awhisper. "But | can't say that there was any great heroisminit.

Buchanan ismy home. Doing what | could to protect it was redly nothing more than some prima instinct.

Had | thought before | acted, | doubt that | would have done any of it."

"That doesn't lessen the value of the act, but | won't press the matter,” William said.
"Uh, you said therewas a so an official reason for your vist?' Doug prompted.

"Ah, yes," William said. "I'm here to make an offer to you, to the government of Buchanan, that is. An
offer, not ademand. | want you to be absolutely clear on that. I'm not here to state aprice for our
assstance, or to pressure you into doing anything that you and your compatriots don't honestly believeis
in your own best interests. It might even be better if you don't formally consider this offer until the
Federation has been completely suppressed or evicted. The offer isfor Buchanan to join the Second
Common-wedth asafull member world, with dl of the rights and duties that implies. Membershipinthe
Commonwesdlth isonly achieved through the unforced desire of the popul ation and government of a
world. We make no claim of sover-eignty after the fashion of the Federation. Were avoluntary
association of sovereign worlds, banding together for se-curity and mutua benefit.” He managed an
embarrassed smile. "Sorry if that sounds like memorized dectioneer-ing."

Doug stared at the prince for amoment before he spoke. "We havelittle of valueto offer.”

"That never entersthe equation,” William said. "As amember world, you would have accessto those
who can help you develop your world as you seefit. The Common-wesalth imposes no specid burdens.
It doesn't demand trib-ute or taxes. By the trictures of our congtitution, the Commonwealth can levy no
more than one-tenth of one percent tariff based on the difference between cost of pro-duction and the
sale price of goods and services transported between member worlds. But if you're looking for
addi-tiona sttlers, thereisamoderately large pool of colonists available—at your discretion. You
would have easy accessto markets for whatever products or services you have to offer. Somewhere,
thereisamarket for virtualy anything, and there are merchant specialists who can comein to help you
develop your trade potentia. Not al worlds are aside-ally furnished for human residents as Buchanan."”

"You redlize, of course, that I'm but one member of our planetary commission.” Doug said. "And for a
gep of thissize, we would certainly defer to areferendum of the entire population. The commissonis
rarely called upon to make any decisions more important than the dates of our public festivals.”

"The method is entirely your choice," William said, "and | neither expect, nor particularly desire, any reply
now. If the commission prefers, you can even put off any consderation until after thisfleet has gone
home—or de-cide not to formally consider the offer at al.”

"Y ou can believe him, mate," one of the marines said, hisinterruption catching everyone by surprise. lan



thought it was the same man who had made the earlier sotto voce comment, but he wasn't positive. "I'd
have never enlisted in the RM if they was using us to make davesthe way the Feddies do.”

Likethe others, William turned to stare a the man. "Sorry, dr," the Marine said.

"No need to be sorry, Maring," the prince told him. "I fed as strongly about it asyou do. What's your
name, lad?'

"Edwards, gr, Private Alfie Edwards, H& S Company, First Battalion, Second Regiment. | didn't mean
to inter-rupt, Sr, redly | didn't.”

"Maybe you should have made the speech instead of me, Edwards,” William said. "Y ou sound more
sncere”

"Speech, Sr? Me, Sr?' Alfie sounded nearly hysterica at the thought.
"Not to worry, lad. You did fine. Y ou're acredit to the Royal Marines, and to all of us."
"T-thank you, sir." Alfiesface wasred. He looked ready to dive under his blankets for cover.

"Y ou marked that man's name and unit?" the prince asked lan when they were back in the shuttle for the
return to Sheffield. "Private Alfie Edwards, H& S, First of the Sec-ond?!

lan nodded cautioudly, waiting to hear what the prince had to say.

"Do you suppose the admird would think | wasfar out of lineif | wrote a persond letter of
commendation for that man?"

"l don't think hewould object at dl," lan said. "That man's the best advertisement for the CSF I've seen
inages”

28

Eleven Spacehawks of Sheffield & fourth squadron, the six fighters of white flight, and the remaining
fivefrom red flight, nosed back into their dots after an uneventful four-hour misson. Ground operations
had ended in the greenbelt between the two communities on Buchanan. There had been no cal for fighter
support on that, and the perimeter surrounding the settlements had remained quiet.

The pilotstrudged back to their ready room following short after-mission discussons with their crew
chiefs. The Spacehawks had seen considerable use during the past days, with little timefor routine
maintenance, and small problems were beginning to surface with some of thefighters. So far, the only
problem Josef had encountered wasin one of hisradio frequencies, alight static that seemed to reduce
the volume, but only on the single channel.

"If | boost the gain to compensate,” he told Andy My-noatt, ' ‘then the other frequencies threaten to blast
me clean out of the cockpit.”

"Leave your hdmet with me, ar,” Andy said. "Prob-lem'smost likdly in that. I'll get Meckli to runthe
diag-nosticsand fix it upif it isthe hdmet. If it'snot thet, I'll start looking for gremlinsin the bird."

On hisway to the ready room, Josef reached up to touch the spot behind hisleft ear where the helmet
plugged into his neura enhancer. The permanently depilated circle around the plug felt cold. Josef had
thought of another pos-sible explanation for the radio difficulty. The glitch might bein hisimplant. If it
were, it would almogt certainly mean getting a replacement—three hoursin surgery, and twelve hours or



more of tuning afterward. Josef had gone through two replacementsin the years since he received hisfirst
implant at the beginning of flight training. It wasn't apleas-ant procedure. A new implant meant hours of
disorientation and malai se during the tuning process, asif the brain itself were being retrained.

"Something wrong?' Kate asked as they neared the ready room. That it took her so long to broach the
subject reflected her own growing exhaustion and concerns with her fighter.

"Nothing mgor, | think." Josef mentioned the com-muni cations problem, but not his suspicion asto
wherethe problem might lie.

"Atleast it'snot your hydraulics again,” she said— dully, not as ajoke the way it would have been before
Seb Inowi had his Spacehawk blown out of the sky.

The debriefing was short. Olive Bosworth seemed aslife-less as everyone el se, stepping through the
formalities. "Let'stry to catch up on deep,” she said before she dismissed her pilots. "Wereall getting
too ragged to be very efficient.”

The dull atmosphere continued into the squadron mess. It wasn't just the hours of flying. Morale had been
deteri-orating since Seb'sloss.

"We need an excuse to cut loose and let everything out,” Kate said after she and Josef had their food and
were Sitting at their usua table. ' 'A chanceto let go and get the energy levels back up.”

"The only way you'd get a party organized now would be a gunpoint,” Josef said.
"That's the problem. Were turning into aflock of zom-bies."

They atein sllence for severd minutes before Josef said, ' 'l wonder where Khyber wasgoinginsucha
panic. They tore out-system asfast asthat Cutter classdid.”

"They certainly weren't running from anything, so they must have been running to something,” Kate said.

"Back to Buckingham?' Josef answered his own ques-tion with another. "It could hardly have been
anywheredse, could it?"

"Something's up we don't know about,” Kate said. "The admird certainly can't be sending a'mission
accom-plished’ message yet. Not just aprogress report either with Khyber zapping out that soon. But
we haven't seen any Feddie ships coming in-system.”

"Doen't leave many red possibilities, doesit?' Josef asked. Any distraction waswelcome. Thisone
seemed tai-lor-made. "Did an MR comein before Khyber 1eft?'

"Not that | know of. | heard that a couple went out just before Khyber left.”

"Can't be certain there wasn't one though,” Josef de-cided. "Maybe Khyber picked one up out near its
dation."

"Truscott must have caled for reinforcements.” Kate dropped her fork onto her tray. It clattered noisly.
"That'sthe only thing it could be. He wants more ships.”

"To take care of the few Feddies on Buchanan?' Josef asked skepticdly.

"No, to take care of the Feddiesthat Cutter classfetches back,” Kate said. There was utter certainty in
her voice. "There's no other possble explanation. The admira figuresweve got more grief coming and he
wantsto get help as quickly aspossible.”
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Siasys Truscott found himsaf doing something he d-most never did, whistling while heworked. He
had been broken of that habit as an eighteen-year-old cadet in hisfirst term at the Navd Academy. His
surprise was so grest that he stopped working for amoment. Then he chuckled and shook his head.

"l must belosing my mind," he whispered. Taking to himself was more habitud. He had spent alifetime
doing that. "Y ou'd think wed just won the whole bleeding war."

The news from the surface of Buchanan was good, but only in alimited, tactical fashion. The greenbelt
between the towns had been secured. There were no Federation sol-diers remaining within the Park or
the two towns. From east of the river out past the spaceport on the west, Com-monwealth Marines had
asecure perimeter with dug-in fire points and remote sensors that would make it impossible for anything
larger than a mouse to enter without being detected—and intercepted, if necessary.

But there was disquieting news aswell. The actions that had taken place so far accounted for no more
than ninety Federation soldiers, which left perhagps Sx hundred or more at liberty, somewhere on the
world below.

"| suppose we can narrow that down considerably,” Truscott mumbled. He zoomed the map of
Buchanan on his chart table out to show the entire planet.

"'It'sinconcelvable that they moved to ether of the other continents, or to any of thelargeidands." He
zoomed the map in to cover just the one continent, eiminating two-thirds of Buchanan'sland areaand 90
percent of itstotal surface area.

"Sincethey didn't use aircraft or motorized ground ve-hicles to disperse after we arrived, we can narrow
the pos-sihilities even more. Four days, no more than forty milesaday, even if they pushed themselves."
That provided, Trus-cott thought, a healthy margin of error. Under the condi-tions of terrain and
exposure, twenty-five miles aday would have been extraordinary. He made more adjustments on the
map. A circle centered on the Park and with aradius of 150 miles appeared. To the west, much of that
areawas ocean.

"Little cover to thewest," Truscott said, examining the topological features more closdly. ' 'Wed have
spotted or-ganized movement of any large groups. Perhaps even in-dividuals." He shrugged and shook
his head. "No good making assumptionsthat iffy." But the ocean could be eiminated. He made more
adjustments. The circle became an dlipse, and the scde improved alittle more.

"Today, we start looking for the rest of them." He brought up a notepad window at the corner of the map
to dart outlining orders.

Search patterns: shuttles and Spacehawks. The shuttles could conduct more refined detection
operations because they could hover and operate at minimal speed. But they needed fighter protection.
They would be sitting ducks oth-erwise. "Like that Spacehawk welost," Truscott muttered. Finding
enemy troops who were operating without € ec-tronics was a classic training problem—many of the
colo-nid afarsthat the Navy had been involved in were againgt irregulars who didn't possess advanced
helmet technology.

But even the best solutionsto that problem were less than satisfactory.

Ground sufficient shuttles to carry Marine response teams to engage any Federation soldiers
located. The ad-mira hesitated over that. When, if, the recon shuttles found Federation troops, someone
would haveto go in and neu-tralize them before they had a chance to escape and find new cover. But



Truscott was uncertain how many troops to assign to that, so he added a second-level note to confer
with Colond Laplace before findizing that order.

"Might aswell get it done now," he said. He looked around, but lan hadn't returned from histrip to
Victoria. Truscott was unused to his aide's absence. "Do me good to do for mysdf oncein awhile," he
said. He keyed the cal to Colonel Laplace. Their conversation lasted less than three minutes and ended
with an agreement to assign two line companies to the response duty.

"We can aways put more men onit if we haveto,” Laplace reminded the admird. "Ground more shuttles
if you think that will help. Or use companies from Fourth Battalion and we can dispatch them directly
from Victoria. Give them something to do besdesrus.”

Truscott nodded to himself while he finished polishing the orders. Then he signed and dispatched them.

"That'sthe immediate business," Truscott said softly. Heleaned back in hischair and stared at the celling
then got up and paced around the table severa times.

It's not enough, he thought. We're doing everything we possibly can here, and it's still not enough.
He knew why he wasn't satisfied. He was still doing nothing more than reacting to the original Federation
invason. And that waslittle better than maintaining adefensive holding pattern.

"How do we get ready for the next wave?' He stopped pacing at the teacart and fixed himsalf acup of
tea, then took it back to the chart table. He clicked off the surface map and replaced it with a chart of the
entire system, with markersfor each of hisships.

Limited resources. Truscott's thinking was never "If the Federation returns,” but dways"When the
Federation re-turns.” And they would certainly return, in larger numbers, prepared for afight. They
would have the report of the troopship on the size of the Commonwedlth fleet. From that, their command
would be able to deduce, very closdly, the opposition they would have to face.

Truscott Sipped at histea but kept his eyes on the system chart. When the Federation returned, they
would have an eement of tactical surprise. Truscott had no way to know exactly when and where they
would emerge from Q-space, flaring in at high speed, ready to launch an attack before his ships could
react.

They know our size, and they can make good guesses at where we are, especially Sheffidd and
Victoria. They're certain to assign forces they think will be sufficient to do the job. Truscott was too
good acommander to ignore re-dity just because it might prove unpleasant.

There has to be a way to maximize what we have. Op-tions flowed through his mind, scenariosfrom
texts and past fleet maneuvers. There were aso dternatives he had dreamed up himself over the years
but had never had the opportunity to test. Most of the possibilities could be dis-regarded without much

thought.

"I know what I'd like." He set hiscup down. "I'd like away to hide my ships.” If only there were some
way | could hold part of the fleet in Q-space and bring them out at precisely the right time to
catch the Federation with its pants down. But there was no way to communicate between Q-space
and normal-space except by coming out, and if the fleet was hiding in Q-space, they would have no way
to know when the Federation forces arrived.

Truscott leaned forward and stared at the map. After amoment, he narrowed the scope of the chart,
centering the image on Buchanan and extending it only asfar asthe next planetary orbits, in and out. Then
he narrowed the image even farther, three million milesto aside, still centered on Buchanan.



A way to hide my ships. Thistime he narrowed the por-tion of the system shown on the chart to a
700,000-mile diameter. The admira smiled as he spotted the one possi-hility the system offered. He hit
two keys and put the chart into a high-speed smulation of the orbits of the planet and itstwo moons. He
watched the display for five minutes, hardly blinking as the screen showed him the equivaent of three full
daysof motion.

He kept his eyes on the display while heinitiated another complink call. A holographic image of Captain
HarrisMur-phy of Repulse formed acrossthe table from the admiral.

"I-ink to my chart table, Captain,” Truscott said, bring-ing the display back to the present and red time.

"I'vegot it, dr," Murphy said after just afew seconds more than the speed-of-light delay for two-way
communi-cations between the ships.

"Bear with meon this," Truscott said. "I've been look-ing for away to come up with afew surprisesfor
the Federation when their navy returns. They're certain to know... "

"| think we've al been doing that, sir,” Murphy said, interrupting. The start of Truscott's last sentence
hadn't had time to reach Repulse. The admira waited to be sure that Murphy had finished before he
resumed.

"They're certain to know how many shipswe have. At least, they'll know how many we had when their
ship scrambled out of the system. They can make decent guesses asto where well be deployed. An
imbecile could judge where Sheffield and Victoria need to be to support ground action. On that basis,
they'll have the same sort of tactical advantage over usthat we had over their single ship before. You
follow so far?"

"Yes, dr. My gtaff and | have been going through these same points, at some length. We haven't come up
with any brilliant schemesto offset those advantages though. | takeit you have?"

"Only timewill tel how brilliant they are, but | may have away to give usalittle tactica surprise of our
own." He paused and |leaned back, giving Murphy a chance to respond.

"We'reready for anything, sir," Murphy said.

"Thisisgoing to require consderable maneuvering,” Truscott said. "L et me direct your attention
specificaly to Buchanan's smaler moon, the one nearer the planet. What do they cal it, the Pebble?!

"Yes, ar. And the other isthe Boulder," Murphy vol-unteered.

"Yes. In any case, the Pebble has an orbita period of just over fifteen hours." Truscott paused, but
Murphy had no additional comments.

"l want you to conceal Repulse on the side of Pebble facing Buchanan. Hold position as closeto the
surface as you can without actualy landing." Truscott made an im-patient gesture with one hand. "1 want
you to maintain station there from the time Pebble is 120 degrees east of the settlements until it's 120
degreeswest, on every orbit from now until the main battleisjoined and | call for you. When Pebble gets
120 degrees west of the settlements, you will reverse course and accel erate to rendezvous with the moon
again when it gets back to the starting point in the east. 1'd leave you in position al the way around, but
your response time from the far third of the orbit would be un-acceptable.”

Truscott watched Murphy'simage carefully through his explanation. Repulse's captain started with a
deep frown. It eased alittle by the time Truscott finished, but it didn't disappear completely.



"l seethe point,” Murphy said after a pause that was much longer than that imposed by the distance
between Repulse and Sheffield. "Ten hours out of every fifteen, there would be at least a possibility that
an arriving Fed-eration fleet wouldn't see usimmediately, would perhaps assume that we had been sent
elsawhere. Then, assuming that we were within reasonable striking distance, we could hit them from
behind, perhaps do significant damage before they could react to us."

"If it looks asthough I'm grasping at straws, you'reright," Truscott said. "I'm looking for anything at al
that might improve our chances by even the dightest percent-age.”

Murphy nodded. "May | ask if you have smilar plansfor Lancer ?*

"I haven't made afina decison on Lancer yet. The other moon isfarther out and I'm not certain that
posting Lancer that far out offers any benefit. In any case, | have something elsein mind for her firg,
once | finish tying the loose ends together.”

That was, to say the least, an overstatement. The ends of Truscott's plansfor Lancer wereloosedl the
way to the center. All hereally had was anotion that he had to do something unorthodox, and preferably
outrageously unor-thodox, with his second frigate. Repul se was the cautiously unorthodox experiment.
Lancer ...

"| think that'sall for now, Captain,” Truscott said. "I want you in position on this orbit.”
"Aye, aye, Sr," Murphy replied. "I've dready got my navigator laying in the course.”

Outrageously unorthodox. Truscott rolled the phrase around his mind. He liked the sound, so he said it
aoud.

An officer in the CSF didn't reach flag rank by being out-rageoudy unorthodox—not in peacetime. There
was no precedent for wartime. The sporadic colonia skirmishesthat were dl the CSF had ever been
cdled ontofight didn't count as war .

The question was as Smple asit was difficult to answer. What do | do with the limited forces | have
available? Trus-cott knew that he couldn't be so outrageous that he would risk either of his capita ships
on amadcap gesture, not unless his position became extremely desperate, and there was no need to
classfy the fleet's current position that way.

Yet. We may come to it though, he reminded himsdf.

Brilliant ideas didn't come swarming. For aconsderable time, therewereno ideas at al. He got up,
paced some more, and went back to the tea cart for arefill. He walked out to the flag bridge to ask after
updates from the ground and from the other ships. He walked back to the wardroom to get a bowl of
fruit cocktall, and sat thereto edt it. He even considered going to the gymnasium to work out for ahalf
hour, reprimanding himsdif for failing to keep up with hisnorma physica regimen through the time thet
this mis-sion had aready taken.

You're stalling, damn it, hetold himsalf. He forced him-sdf to return to the chart room of hisday cabin.
He sat down and used the screen to tour the Buchanan system repegtedly, zooming through and coming
back from avarriety of postions, varying scales occasiondly, trying to spark idess.

"The answer's just not here," he said eventudly. He pushed his chair back from thetable. "Not here,” he
re-peated. That gave birth to the idea that had been eluding him for hours. "If | can't come up with a
better way to meet the Federation forces that come to Buchanan, | need to keep them from coming.”
Since there was no way to detect or intercept shipsin Q-space, there was only one way to affect ships



heading towards Buchanan's system.

"'l have to send Lancer to Union." Union was the capital world of the Federation, one of the first worlds
settled when men started the serious waves of emigration from Earth seven hundred years earlier. ' 'A
quick smash and run, back here a the double. Cut cornersal around.” 1t sounded so smple and elegant,
despite the risks. Truscott's smile was very tight.

"Notdling what sort of hell you'll unleash," hetold himsdf with grim relish.

Once he had the outline, it was the work of no more than afew minutesto fill in the essentid details. He
called up achart of Union's system on hisflatscreen, then brought back his notepad window &t the
corner, wrote and rewrote. This order had to be worded just so. It was likely to become a document of
some notoriety. "After al,” Truscott mut-tered under hisbreath, ' 'if thisisto be the star exhibit at my
court martid, | want it to be properly phrased.”

The order was ready, and the admiral was about to put through hiscall to Lancer, when therewas a
knock at the door. lan and the prince had returned from Victoria.

"Ah, there you are," Truscott said when his aide entered the cabin. "It's about time you reported for
duty.” When Prince William camein aswell, Truscott nodded to him. "'l trust your visit went well?'

William smiled. "It was an experience, Sr."

Truscott nodded absently, missing the hint of humor in the prince's voice and the sudden grin on lan's
face.

"lan, would you get Captain Rivero on thelinefor me, fullholo?’

"Yes, gr, right away."

Prince William excused himself and | ft.

"I noticed that Repulse ismoving,” lan said while he put through the call.

"I'll brief youin afew minutes. Lancer will be moving aswell. Y ou'll hear about that while| brief her
skipper."

"YS, s‘ r_"

A holographic image of Arias Rivero appeared across the table from the admira, where Captain
Murphy'simage had been earlier.

"I have ajob of work for you. Captain,” Truscott said after cutting short the greetings.
"We could useit," Rivero said.

"Y ou may not think so when you hear what it is." Trus-cott laid out the outline. "'l want you to take
Lancer out of Q-space as closeto their high port facilities as possible, on a course that aims you toward
the horizon. Immediately on exiting Q-space, you will take every target within range under fire, expending
amaximum amount of ordnance. Fed freeto launch misslestoward the government complex in their
capital city aswell. Then you will transit back to Q-space to return here. | don't want you in
normal-space in Union's system any longer than ninety seconds.”

"Ninety seconds between exit and reinsertion to Q-space?’ Rivero asked, disbdlief overwheming any
objec-tions he might have to the mission.



"Ninety seconds,” Truscott repeated. "Not one second longer. That means you'll need to have your
provisiona insertion cal culated before you arrive, and you'll make the second trangit the ingtant your
Nilssen generators have cy-cled through from the previous jump.”

"It's never been done, Sir. Nothing even close to that has ever been attempted.”

"It's never been necessary before. Here are your written orders.” Truscott hit akey to transmit them.
"Unlessyou fed that you are incapable of the required performance? Truscott said with a deceptive
lightness.

"Therésno cdl for that, Sr,” Rivero said, straightening up. " Lancer will perform her misson.”

Truscott nodded. "Y ou will aso notethat | expect you there and back within seventy-two hours, which
will permit alot lessleeway between al jumps than the book calls for, though not nearly the minimum
margin of the onejump in and out of Union's space. We are learning about those mar-gins, Captain, and
mostly were learning that they're un-necessary. Before thiswar is over, ninety seconds may well be the
standard separation.”

"Yes, gr," Rivero said, but he had to swallow hard first.
"'l want Lancer under way immediately, Captain. Good luck and good hunting.”

After Riverasimage disappeared from the room, lan whistled softly. "An attack on Union. | never would
have dreamed of something that bold, sir. | wouldn't have dared.”

Truscott turned in his seat and looked up at hisaide. "It'sabig gamble at long odds." He shrugged. "It's
not Lancer that I'm concerned about, not particularly. | am, asthey say, ninety-nine and nine-tenths
percent confident that it's safe to make Q-space jumps that close together, and Lancer won't bein
Union's system long enough for anything to target them but energy wegpons. Her hull is hardened enough
to withstand beamersfor that long. They'll be back in Q-space before any missiles or cannon can touch
them.”

"Y ou hope to keep the Federation from sending rein-forcements here?" 1an asked.

"I'll settlefor adday just now," Truscott said. "It's il along shot. They might have afleet onitsway
before Lancer shows up. They could even have ships here by thetime Lancer sendsin her calling card.
But if they haven't dispatched that fleet yet..."

"They'll need time to recognize the attack asaone-ship raid," lan supplied. "The politicos and Ministry of
Defensewill have to rethink their own defenses, perhaps make them hold back on sending any sizeable
forcesanywhereim-mediately.”

"Perhaps. That's partidly why thisis such along shot. But thereal danger isthat Lancer will Smply make
them madder than hell. Onefrigate isn't going to inflict any se-rious damage on Union in ninety seconds.
Intrying to take the pressure off us here a Buchanan, | may only make the war longer and more bitter. |
may even be gtirring up something that will take generationsto mend.”

"How do you think it will be recelved back on Buck-ingham, sr?'

Truscott permitted himsalf amirthless chuckle. "That depends entirely on the results, 1an. My ordersgive
me the latitude, and responsibility, to take all measures 'necessary and proper’ to liberate Buchanan. All
the rope any man could need to hang himsalf. But I'll know I've done my duty to the best of my ability,
whatever comes of it."



30

David Spencer had taken to eating his mealswith the rest of his platoon, forgoing the dightly better
sarvice of the sergeants mess. It had been two-and-a-haf days since the ambushesin the Park had put
the platoon out of action. Thislunch would be their last medl aboard Victoria for an unspecified time.
The last of the wounded had returned to duty, and the platoon would be returning to the surface shortly
after the meal ended.

"Eat hearty," David told his men when some of them started to dow down. "Y ou can't tell when welll get
our next decent feed.”

"This isdecent?" Alfie asked, hismouth full.
"Obvioudy close enough that you cantt tell the differ-ence," David shot back.

"It looks asif most of the work's been done down be-low," Doug Weintraub said. He too had chosen to
eat with the Marine other ranks, even though he had open invitationsto dinein the Marine officers mess
and in the nava ward-room. "There's been precious little activity in the last day, and there don't seem to
be any Federation soldiers any-where near Sam and Max."

"They're ftill down there somewhere," David said. "Six hundred or more. We have to account for al of
them before the job's done.” He spoke softly. "Unless the brain-boys in command come up with a better
way, it could dl belikethat lark in the Park, maybe ahundred times." David could see the effect hewas
having on his men, but he wouldn' lie to them.

"There are gpecia shuttleslooking for pockets of the enemy,” David continued. " There's some hope that
they'll be able to find any concentrations of Feddies even with their e ectronics switched off." He
shrugged. "Buit they've been looking since the morning after our little soiree and haven't found any. It may
be that they just haven't searched the right places, but | don't think we can count on the shuttles doing our
work."

"We can't cover thisentireworld onefoot a atime," Roger complained. "Not even one continent. Wed
all be due retirement before we had ten percent of it done.”

"I hear, unofficialy, that the admiral sent for reinforce-ments,” David said. "I hate to spread rumors, but
the scout ship's been gone quite atime, and one of the frigates has gone off aswell now."

"Maybe | should ring up the prince and ask," Doug said, making it light.
"Don't bother," Alfie said. "I'm happier with arumor. It makes the work that much easier to bear.”

The othersinitidly assumed that Alfie was making ajoke. There were afew hafhearted amiles, but the
look on Alfiesface convinced his mates that he was serious for achange.

""Too much information can be worse than too little, at times," David said, nodding. Doug looked from
Alfieto David.

"l guess I'm il not used to thinking like asoldier,” Doug said. "I've been at the other end of the data
chaintoolong.”

"'If you do ask His Highness about it, please don't tell us, one way or't'other,” Jacky said.
"Unlesstherumor'sright,” Alfie chipped in brightly, and thistime he did earn alaugh.



"Youreasrangelot,” Doug said. "Sometimes| think | don't understand you at al. | know | don't
understand why | decided to stick with you until the job's done. But | will. Y ou seem to understand what
thisisal about better than most* of the people who live here.”

"When wefight, we still meet the enemy right up close," Jacky said serioudy. "It'snot al blips on our
vi-sors. We hear the screams. That'sthe worst part. They stay with you, sometimes forever.”

The platoon filed back to their barracks compartment and started dressing for thefield. Thelight mood
had evapo-rated before they left the mess hdl, leaving the Marines al business now. They had run
diagnostics on their helmets that morning, and the armorers had gone over their wegp-ons. Once the men
were dressed, they stood in line a the armory for wegpons and ammunition. Doug drew aMarine-issue
automatic rifle and an officer's pistol, acompact nee-dier. Over the past day, David had been giving him
lessons with the weapons, including two long sessonson Victoria's firing range.

"You'redtill arookie at thisbusiness," David told Doug, softly, away from the rest of the men. "Y ou've
proved you've got the ingtincts, but you haven't had the training. Y ou haven't had an old hand like me
screaming at you twenty-four hours aday forever either. Just stick with our old-timers, and if one of us
screeches for you to do something, do it. Save the questionsfor later.”

"Whatever you say," Doug said. "l know how new | am at this."
"WEell get through it, oneway or another,” David said. "We've il got dl the advantages.”
When the |ast of the troops filed away from the armory, David whistled and told them to form up.

"Just likeadrill," he said asthe men started toward the shuttle deck. "We've been through thistoo often
for any muddling. Right through to the shuittle, lads. The holiday's over.”

Therewasno idle chat on the shuttle. A few men sat with their visors up, but most had them down,
closng themsalves off into the solitary confinement of their thoughts. The only man in the shuttlewho
hadn't gone through this routine at least once was Doug.

[ am the amateur here, he reminded himsdf. There had been little chance for nervousness before, but
now aknot in his ssomach churned and finally seemed to conged hislunch. He gritted histeeth a a
sudden cramp.

Why am | here? Doug was suddenly full of reesonswhy he should have withdrawn gracefully while he
had the op-portunity. None of these people had expected him to remain with them. After dl, hewasa
member of the Buchanan Planetary Commission, aleader, apolitician of sorts. Hewastoo old. He
wasn't trained for combat. But he had made his choice, and—once he forced himself to discard the
nervous excuses of the moment—he knew that he had made the only choice that was possible... for him
."'Liveor die" he mumbled under his breath, and only then did he remember to make sure that none of
his complink channels were open.

David sat with hisvisor down, looking at his men, dert to any clue that might mean that someone had
problemsthey hadn't told him about. He dso had information coming in over two complink channels,
listening to the traffic be-tween the pil ots working the search pattern and the Combat Information Center
on Sheffield. He was dso monitoring Captain McAuliffeés command channdl.

Seemsfairly quiet, David assured himsdlf. No firefights going on. But the quiet didn't last. David heard
an excited voice, one of the shuttle pilots, reporting to Sheffield's CIC.

"Bingo! We have fifteen to twenty targets on the ground, hemetsinactive." A string of map coordinates



followed. David pulled out his mapboard and unfolded it. Almost as quickly as he located the Site, asmall
blue circle appeared on the board as CI C updated it. The shuttle climbed to awider orbit around the
location, putting more room between it and possble surface-to-air missiles. The shuttle's crew worked to
keep track of the fuzzy targets, sticking around to make sure that the troops didn't sneak off, and looking
for more of them.

Lessthan aminute later, David had acal from Captain McAuliffe. Y ou're going straight into action,
Spencer. The search shuttles just located a pocket of Feddies, twenty miles southeast of our position.”

"I've been monitoring the traffic, Captain,” David said.

"You'l be dropped in amile and ahaf south of the Sighting. A Spacehawk ismoving in now to provide
backup, and the search team islooking to make sure that there aren't any surprises between the drop
zone and the located targets. Y ou've got three minutes before you go in. Good luck.”

David switched to his platoon frequency to warn the men. He gave the order to load weapons. "WEell be
going down the ropesin three minutes." He then clicked over to the squad leaders frequency and had
them dave their map-boards to his. There wasn't time for much more. The pilot brokein on David's
briefing to set up the drop schedule, then it was time for the ropes.

There was agood clearing for the platoon to jump into. They scarcely needed the ropes. The shuttle
hovered within ten feet of the ground, rock and scrub grass under them. If it hadn't been for the rocks,
perhaps athird of the men would have jumped. Adrendine and the shock-absorbing abilities of their
boots and field skinswould have sufficed for that distance. But not over rocks.

Alfie Edwards was the first man on the ground. He moved out from under the shuttle and went to ground,
tak-ing the best position he could and aiming his needier in the generd direction of the distant enemy. He
was ready for instant action, even though the needle gun's effective range was only ahundred yards and
the known enemy positions were amile and ahaf away. Histhroat was dry, but he had seen enough
action to pay that no mind. Our bodies are smarter than we are, an ingtructor had once told agroup
that Alfiewasin. They know full well the folly of combat, the possible outcome. But you can—you
will— learn how to override your body's signals when you have to.

"An'it'seven worse just comin' out of hospitdl,” Alfietold himself as hiseyes searched the terrain in front
of him. Hewas only vaguely aware of his mates coming down and moving into postion, forming a
defensive circle around the drop zone. Thiswas abasic maneuver. Even Doug Wein-traub found his
placeinthe ring without any difficulty, right next to Alfie.

"Nobody told me about shinny ing down ropes,” Doug said when he took his place on the ground. His
visor was up. Alfie reached over and dapped it down, none too gen-tly, the way adrill instructor would
have doneit in boot camp.

"'Keep that down unless you see me or the sergeant with ours up,” Alfie said, clicking off hisradio and
speaking loudly enough for hiswordsto carry to Doug. "An' even then you're better off askin' first."

By thetimethe shuttle pulled away from the drop zone, David had his squad |eaders together, looking
over the same mapboard while they talked over their private com-plink frequency.

"We know exactly where the enemy is, but not how they're deployed. Assumeit's an efficient defensive
posi-tion. We're going to have to go for maximum quiet moving in. We don't have dark to cover us" He
looked around at the others. The visors|eft their facesin shadow, vague.

"WEéll put the horns on them.” David held hisright hand out with theindex and little fingers extended.



"First and third squads on the flanks, second and fourth coming up the middle. Well do it the easy way,
stop a hundred yards out—sooner if we come under fire—and put grenades in on top of them. As soon
asthe action starts, the shuttle will move back in to keep track of any Feddies who try to duck out, and
the Spacehawk will be ontap if we need it." David looked around at the squad leaders again. "And
re-member, we've fill got anovicewith us”

The squad leaders moved to gather their men. While the flanking squads moved off to the sdesand
started to pick their way into the forest, the others provided cover, then got up and started north between
the horns, spreading out into a skirmish line as they advanced.

"Stay close and stay quiet,” David told Doug, bregking in on a private channd. "This could get touchy if
they hear uscoming.”

Doug nodded. David nodded back and kept going.

The forest was different here than it was close to the towns and river. The soil was |oose, sandy. Trees
were farther gpart, dlowing for patches of scrub brush and ir-regular clearings. The anima paths were
lessclearly de-fined, but there was|ess need for them in the more open terrain. The Marines had no
trouble maintaining a coherent skirmish line across the base of their formation, and the horns had little
difficulty maintaining their positionsto e-ther Sde.

When theterrain didn't close up, David revised hisinitia plan. "We stop a a hundred fifty yards" he
advised the other squad leaders. The horns were moved farther out to the sides. The base held up for a
couple of minutes, then spread out to cover the wider gap.

The Marines crawled the last fifty yards, then snaked their way into position on their somachs, using
every pos-shblebit of cover. David squirmed down into the loose soil when hefindly stopped the
platoon's advance. There wasjust alittle give to the sandy dirt, enough to alow him alittle extra security.

"All grenadiers,” he whispered on the platoon fre-quency. " Five rounds apiece into the enemy position.
On command." He hesitated long enough to give the eight men who carried the grenade launcherstime to
get the weaponsinto position.

"Fire!" David raised hisvoice but didn't shout. Then he pressed himslf into the ground with dl the force
he could muster. Less than Six seconds passed before the mayhem erupted.

Thefirg eight grenades dl exploded within atenth of asecond. In lessthan twelve seconds, dll forty of
the ordered grenades had burst within the same hundred-foot circle. The blasts blended into one
continuous assault of sound. Asthe explosions ended, the Marines could hear the lesser sounds of trees
falling and the crackle of flames.

"Onyour feet!" David shouted over the platoon fre-quency. "At the double. Close the gap.”

David moved as he gave the order, running toward the positions of the Federation soldiers. He had the
safety off on hisrifle, and hisfinger was on the trigger, ready to spray any hint of movement. The smoke
of the grenade explo-sionslifted. Before he got to the circle of complete destruc-tion, David dowed his
run... and then stopped. There was no hurry, not now.

"Check the perimeter," he ordered over the radio. He forced himself to wak forward again. Doug stayed
right with him, hisrifle lowered until the barrel was pointed at the ground by hisside.

"Oh, my God!" Doug said. His hand came up to lift his visor before he remembered what Alfie had said.
But the warning meant nothing to him just then. He had to lift the visor, quickly. He had scarcely gotten it



up before he had to lean over and vomit—at considerable length.

It was difficult to differentiate among the individua bod-iesin the newly crested clearing, impossibleto
get aquick count on the Federation dead. Bits and pieces had been blown off and mixed like chunks of
ham in the tossed salad of the shredded circle of forest.

David forced himsdlf to look. "That's the easy way," he mumbled, before redlizing that he had the platoon
fre-quency open on his complink. Several of the men turned to look hisway, but no one replied. One
way or another, every one of them shared the same thought.

It could have been us.

part7
31

Frigates of the Second Commonwealth's Essex class, like Repulse and Lancer, were the smallest naval
vessels equipped with Nilssen generators sufficient to make Q-space transits on their own. Essex class
frigates were de-signed as fast, maneuverable wegpons platforms, their primary mission to protect the
Roya Navy'slarger vessals. Among the designated secondary missions were battlefield preparation and
rading enemy fleets, facilities, or bases. While the mere arriva of a Commonwedth frigate over-head had
occasionally been enough to end acolonia dis-pute, none of them had ever actually been employed as
solitary raiders prior to the sart of the war with the Fed-eration.

Captain Arias Rivero was well aware that he would earn aline or two in the history of nava tacticsas
Lancer pre-pared to makeitsfina jump en route from Buchanan to Union. Only the nature of that entry
remained to be deter-mined. Thefirgt two jumps had gone without a hitch, even though Rivero had
permitted only atwo-hour delay be-tween them. He wanted to save as much time as possible for the
interval between the second and third trangits, the last before jumping into the Union system.

During that fina interva before jJumping into enemy space, Rivero gathered dl of his department headsin
Lan-cer's wardroom.

"You'vedl had plenty of timeto come up with practica objectionsto our mission,” Rivero said. "Forget
them. Don't bother telling me that we can't do thisfor one reason or another. We have our orders. We
will carry them out. Come up with work-aroundsif you haveto." He didn't give anyone achanceto
interrupt before he went on to specifics.

"Navigation, | want the preliminary program for the jump out of Union space in the computers before we
jump into that space. Y ou'll have exactly ninety seconds turna-round in order to make any necessary
corrections. Remem-ber that figure, ninety seconds, not one second more. At that point, we reenter
Q-space, ready or not, and if we have to waste time finding out where we are after that jump, your neck
ison the chopping block, right next to mine.

"Weapons. Those ninety secondsin Union space are yours. | expect to see munitions being expended
during eighty-eight of those seconds. That means everything you can put on any target within range. Start
with the first avail-able targets, regardless of what they are. Maximize target selection as quickly asyou
can. As possible, get missiles out toward the surface targets the admiral indicated. Y ou will aso be our
snowplow. Blast anything out of our path. | don't careif itsacomsat, or their main construction docks.
Wewon't have time to detour around obstacles. Use whatever you need to open the way."

The weapons officer nodded, but weakly. He hoped, most fervently, that there wouldn't be anything even
one-tenth the size of a construction dock in the path of Lancer. A concerted volley of dl of the ship's



wesgponry might not suffice to open alane large enough for Lancer to clear it at speed. For therest... it
would be hectic, but he was only being asked for a volume of fire, not highly effective, coordinated
assaults on specific targets. Spectacular results would be abonus. Lancer wouldn't bein-system long
enough for textbook engagements, or for damage assess-ment.

"Damage control,” Rivero continued. "We shouldn't be in normal-space long enough for Federation
forcesto take us under fire, but be ready. We might pop up in front of a dreadnought starting target
practice. Remember, we have one imperative. Get out of normal-space exactly ninety sec-onds after we
enter. Unless our Nilssens are gone, any other repairs will have to wait until we jump back to Q-space.

"Engineering. Make bloody certain that the Nilssens don't go south. | want athorough inspection and
diagnos-tics performed now. Y ou've got the next six hoursto find and correct anything that might
conceivably go bad in two more jumps. The same thing goesfor life support systems. Do whatever you
have to do now to make sure they don't give us difficulties at the wrong time later." Rivero paused and
looked around at his officers.

"I don't want anyone coming to me while we're in Un-ion space and saying, 'We can't jump out on
schedule,' for any reason. If we don't make that trangit, we're al dead. Period.

"Questions?' The belligerent tone Rivero used for the word insured that there would be none. "Very well.
Get busy. Get usready for Union.”

Arias Rivero retreated to his cabin after leaving the ward-room. The tension that had gripped him when
Admiral Truscott gave him his orders hadn't eased. It was more aresult of Truscott's unwarranted
ingnuation that he might not be equd to the assignment than the risks of the mission itsdlf.

What did | ever da to earn such a slur ? Rivero asked himsdlf again. It still stung enough to warm his
cheeks. Nothing! The admiral must be losing his grip to snap so quickly, so unjustly. That didn't
ease his embarrassment, hisanger. And anger was no better a mate to take into combat than tension.

Rivero sat on his bunk and leaned back against the bulk-head. He stared at the room's single decoration,
aframed letter on the opposite wall. After atime, histension started to ease. Eventually, he managed to
gmile. That |etter was a commendation from the governor of Dorado, his home-world, for being itsfirst
citizen to be accepted for the Com-monwedth Naval Academy on Buckingham. At theripe old age of
eighteen, Arias Rivero had been the celebrity of the moment on Dorado. His photograph had been in the
news, there had been interviews, public affairs, enough to turn the head of anyone, let donethe rather
naive son of a systemstechnician in ananotech factory. Five years later, when Ensign Rivero came home
on his graduation leave, there had been asmilar to-do. Our whole world is proud of you, he had been
told—repestedly. The welcome could hardly have been gregter if he had just been named first lord of the
Admiralty. But by that time, Arias was much less naive. His years on Buchanan had shown him just how
provinciad Dorado was. The celebration on his return was amost embarrassing, adistraction from theredl
purpose for hisvist, to marry his adolescent sweetheart and take her back to Buckingham. They had
only been home twice in the seventeen years since. But that first letter of commen-dation was il his
most prized possession.

Feding thefirst bit of relaxation he had known in the hours since his conference with Admira Truscott,
Arias stretched out on hisbunk. He took a series of deep breaths and focused his mind on the image of
hiswife, an image that remained as fresh asthat of the letter on the wall. Teresaand their four children,
one son and three daughters.

Thirty minutes, Ariasthought. / can afford to sleep for thirty minutes. Within seconds, he was adeep,
certain that he would wake on his own when the haf hour was up.



Every position on the bridge was manned before the call to quarters. The corresponding backup
positionsin the secondary command station were dso manned, ready to take over in aningtant if that
became necessary. Rivero sat in his chair overlooking the bridge stations and |ooked around—nervous,
but satisfied that Lancer was as prepared as she could be. A few minutes earlier, Rivero had broad-cast
amessage to the crew, laying out for them exactly what they were going to do, giving such reassurances
ashe could. "Nava warfare will never be the same after today,” he had told them. "What we are about to
do will st the standards that other ships and crewswill seek to match in the months and years ahead.”

A message rocket had been launched just before that, aimed back to Admira Truscott, programmed to
make the journey in two jumps, ending up three hours normal-space travel from the flagship. The entire

Message Was.
WE ARE ABOUT TO TRANSIT TO UNION. LANCER

Give the old bastard something to think about, Arias had thought—with more than alittle
sati sfaction—when he keyed in the message.

"All stations report ready for Q-space transit, ready for jombat,” the first officer reported.
Rivero nodded. " Set the countdown for Q-space inser-tion."

Thirty seconds. The standard announcement sounded. Arias focused his attention on the countdown
numbers on nis complink screen. He was breathing shalowly, aready keyed up for combat. There would
be little timeto relax until after the engagement was over... oneway or the other. Therapidly apsing
seconds now, perhaps three minutes in Q-gpace, and then the hectic ninety seconds over Union. After
that? Arias scarcely dared to think past that point. If al went well, they would be back in Q-space,
fedling aneed to celebrate. If things didn't go well, they might not fed anything at all.

At least give us a clean ending, Ariasthought, scarcely recognizing that he was praying.

"Q-gpaceinsartion,” the navigator announced. The ex-terior monitors showed afeaturel ess gray replacing
the star-speckled blackness of normal-space.

"All sysemsnomind," thefirst officer reported. "Nils-sen generators show no strain. All departments
report ready for action.”

"Navigator?' Rivero asked.

"Exit Q-gpace in seventy-three seconds. The plot for the next trangtisaready ladin. I'll key it asan
action com-mand the instant we enter Union's space. WEl have any necessary updates integrated within
forty-five sec-onds... provided were within amillion miles of where we're supposed to be off Union.”

"| want exterior recorders up and running now, before we exit Q-space," Rivero said. We'll have
something to show the admiral, if we make it back to Buchanan, hetold himself. / hope he enjoys
the show.

The thirty-second countdown started. “On your toes," Rivero said over the dl-ship channel. "Remember,
when we come out over Union, we only have ninety seconds to do our damage. Good hunting.”

Once Lancer emerged in Union space, Arias found him-sdif effectively no more than aspectator on his
own bridge. He watched the monitors. He listened to the reports of his bridge officers. He sweated. The
ninety-second limit meant that there wasllittle he could do to affect the operation of his ship during that



time. Therewould be no relaying of target sightings for him to pick and choose and then direct the
weapons officer asto which he should am a. There were no navigational commands, no firing of attitude
rock-ets to improve the ship's course. Nothing.

Lancer emerged from Q-space almost precisaly on target. The main construction docks were ahead,
above, and dightly to the left of the ship. There were four ships, one Cultter class troopship, two
dreadnoughts, and one frigate docked in line aft—west—of the docks. There were afew small craft
visble aswell, but none were particularly close, or directly in Lancer's path.

The decks and bulkheads of Lancer started to vibrate as the wegpons stations began unloading
munitions asrapidly asthey could am and fire. A time line on every complink screen clicked down the
time remaining before the escape trangit. The bridge lights dimmed by 10 percent, briefly, asthe ship's
generatorstook up the strain of maintaining max-imum fire rates.

Captain Rivero tried to keep track of the rate-of-fire in-dicators on his command console, but the
numbers cycled too rapidly. At the sametime, therewasredlly little of interest to see on the exterior
monitors. Through most of the ninety seconds, only energy weapons—those that raced through the
vacuum at the speed of light—were engaging enemy targets, and military targets were especidly
hard-ened againgt that sort of wesgpon. It was only in the last few secondsthat Lancer's missles started
meeting defen-sve wegpons, and targets.

There was one magnificent blast, from aship in the cen-ter of the construction docks, that started to
blossom in the last three seconds before Lancer poked its way back into Q-space.

Arias could hardly keep from joining in on the cheersthat sounded on Lancer's bridge. He took a deep
breath and closed his eyesfor an instant as the reassuring gray of Q-space surrounded his ship.

32

"1t'll take a whileto rebuild the barn," Doug said, pointing out the wreckage to David Spencer and his
other guests. The men of 1&R platoon had their rifles Sung. Most carried their helmets and had the hoods
of their field skins pulled back off of their heads.

"Was that foundation plascrete?' David asked, looking at the molten and fused remains of the structure.
"The best we could make, foundation and beams," Doug said, somewhat ruefully.

David turned and looked at the scorched roof and siding of the house. Doug's wife and son had moved
back in, finaly comfortable with assurances that there were no Fed-eration soldiers near enough to pose
athreat. Elena contin-ued to use the return as an inducement to persuade her husband to remain with
them but, so far, Doug had resisted.

"It'sagood job the house wasn't afew feet closer,” David said. ™Y ou might have lost that as well.”

"l know." Doug turned to make sure that Elenawas out of earshot. "If there hadn't been such adamned
rush, | doubt I'd have had the nerveto do what | did. Elenaand Jamie werein the ssorm cdlar."

"If you hadn't sent off that MR the way you did, you might never have had help." David waked toward
the barn. Doug followed. The rest of the platoon was scattered around the yard, many aready insdethe
ruins. "Given enough time, the Federation could have established itself so firmly you'd never have a
chanceto get free. Bring in enough settlers to make your lot a minority. Something like that. They've done
it before.”

"| ill can't seewhy they came herein thefirg place," Doug said. "It's not as though we made anything of



im-portance.”

"Buchananisaprimeworld,” David said. "It'sfully suitable for human settlement, as good asany and
better than many. That'slure enough if you're looking to expand. It wouldn't have taken much timefor the
Feddies to settle their own people and a docile government here. Y ou'd be safer if you had ten timesthe
population you do, safer ill with ahundred times.™

"Sounds like you're making a pitch for usto join the Commonwedth,” Doug said.

David shrugged. "I'll leave that to His Highness, but | believe in the Commonwedlth, or | wouldn't have
spent fifteen yearsin the Royd Marines. I'm certainly not in it for the money.”

Doug walked on a couple of steps before he said, "1 think some folks here might be bothered by theidea
of amonarchy. That's something that belongsto Earth, to the old times."

"Not necessarily," David said. "The Federation, for dl its symboals, is more despotic than the
Commonwedth has ever been—all the forms of democracy but none of the meet. They clam an
indienable right to rule every world settled by humans, no matter where those settlers came from or what
they want. The Commonwed th has royaty and nobility, but His Mgesty's government are popularly
elected, and the King has very drictly limited powers.”

"'Or istha merely form aswell?* Doug asked.
"Not theway | seeit,” David said. "And I've seen quite abit of it."

Oncethey reached the barn, both men were more inter-ested in examining the remnantsthan in
continuing the po-litica discusson.

""Would you mind if | cut loose achunk of thisfor our lab boysto examine?' David asked after getting
his head down as close to the fused plascrete as he could.

"Takeasmuch asyou like" Doug sad. "But whatever for?*

"Intelligence and reconnaissance.” David laughed. "That's supposed to be our job. | doubt that anyone's
ever put alens on plascrete that's been fused in atmosphere by atranst to Q-space.”

"Y ou don't think thiswas caused by just the rocket blast?"
"Not likdly," David said. "Y ou had an old MR. Like as nat, itsfiring chamber was lined with plascrete.”
"l didn't know that," Doug conceded.

"There's newer materials now, but that's what they al used to be lined with. Not just MRs either. A lot of
high-temperature chambers were routinely lined with plascrete.”

"Takethewholelot if youwant,” Doug said. "I must admit, I'd be interested to know whét your lab
peoplefigureout... if | could undergtand it."

"Right now, I'm not sure they'll understand it." David laughed. He pulled out his sheath knife and tried to
chip out apiece of the fused materia, without success. "Y ou have, perhaps, adedge and asharp chisd ?’

"Look around. If they survived, they'rein here”

David took aquick ook around, for form, then said, "1 see what you mean. I'd hate to call in help.
Whoever came would take dl the credit.”



"Should have apower saw in the house," Doug sug-gested.

"Unlessit's got diamond-tipped blades, or something even better, | don't think it would work, not if my
knifedidn't," David said.

"l don't have the faintest idea," Doug admitted. "I'll go have alook."

"Uh, don't bother. Weve got something better, if atrifle messy."

What?"

David raised hisvoice and shouted at one of the groups of men. "Roger? Y ou got the beamer?”
"Aye, Sergeant.” Zimmerman ran over, undinging the wegpon on the way.

David held hishand out and Roger gave him thegun. "All right, you lot," David said, very loudly. "Clear
out of the barn for afew minutes and put your helmets on, visors down.” More softly, primarily for
Doug's benefit, he said, "I don't want any accidents. I'm going to try to burn loose a chunk of this stuff.”

"Y ou think that'll work?* Doug started to pull on his helmet. Two steps away, Roger was putting on his;
he hadn't hurried out of the barn with the others.

"Itsworth atry." David noticed Roger standing by. "What are you waiting for?" he demanded.

"Y ou have my weapon, Sergeant. My weapon, my re-sponsibility. I'll be happy to do the cutting. | might
be able to coax alittle extra power out of it."

Spencer sared at Roger for amoment, then nodded. "Y ou might at thet, lad,” he admitted. He handed
the beamer back, then donned his own helmet. "I'd like about ten pounds, but I'll settle for whatever |
canget.”

"If you and Mr. Weintraub would kindly step out of theway, I'll ssewhat | can do,” Roger said, his
expression and tone hidden by the lowered visor over hisface.

David led Doug hdfway acrossthe remains of the barn. Even this might not be far enough, David
thought, but he wanted to see what happened.

"Darken your visor, Doug,” he said, "to the maxi-mum.” He wiggled hisfingersto set the polarity control
of hisown helmet. Doug, unpracticed, needed longer.

"Whenever you're ready, lad," David told Roger over ahelmet circuit.

Roger aimed his beamer at the edge of a section of the fused material where there appeared to be the
hint of aseam. Hisfirst squeeze on thetrigger was short, testing, aimed at a shalow angle acrossthe
surface. The brilliant blue-white beam sparkled off of the fused plascrete. When the glare died, Roger
lifted hisvisor to take acloselook at the target.

"This stuffs tougher than mess hall pancakes," he re-ported, "but | think | can get your sample.”
"Do what you can,” David said.

It wasn't aquick operation. Roger ran the power charge completely down on his beamer, and the second
battery pack was low before the hunk of fused plascrete findly fell free of the warped foundation. Roger
set hisweapon down carefully, leaning it againgt another section of the founda-tion. Then helifted the
visor on his hemet. David and Doug were dready bending over the chunk that Roger had cut free.



"I wouldn't touch that yet," Roger warned. "The sur-face temperature must be two hundred degrees.”

David took off one of hisglovesand held his hand over the chunk of plascrete, moving it gradualy closer.
After only adight hesitation, helaid hishand right on the cut edge.

"Not much more than body temp. Didn't hold the heet at all." He stood and looked at Doug. "'I'm more
certain than ever that the lab boyswill want to look at this stuff.”

Roger took off both of his gloves and picked up the chunk. "I think it's a bit more than ten pounds,
Sarge, maybe closer to twenty."

"Inthat case, lad, I'll let you carry it," David said with alaugh.

Two hourslater, David wasin Captain McAuliffe's com-mand bunker amile east of Sam. First battalion
had been moved, and turned around, facing out instead of in. Most of Second Regiment's committed
units were concentrated on the eastern haf of a perimeter that enclosed Sam, Max, and the spaceport.
Thewestern hdlf of the perimeter, con-ssting mostly of open terrain, was manned more lightly, relying on
automated sentry systems and fire points. Any enemy movement in the open country on that sdewould
be seen soon enough to bring reinforcements around, or to call in Spacehawks. It wasin the forested
areas east and southeast of the towns that heavier manpower was needed.

"Y our men ready to move?' McAuliffe asked when David entered the bunker.

"Yes, gr. We're getting to the point where alittle action might be welcome, depending on what sort of
actionitis”

"It'snot liberty in Westminger," McAuliffe warned.

"We don't expect that, Sr.”

"We're going to try something different to clean out the last Feddies. It involves dl the I& R platoons.”
"In other words, aparticularly nasty job of work?'

"Not necessarily. It just requires |& R expertise. Each & R platoon will be backed by two line
companies. You'l be dropped beyond the line that intelligence has decided is the farthest the Feddies
could have gone, dong the most likely routes. Y our job will be to move back thisway and either engage
and destroy the enemy or flush them out so the mobile response teams can get them.”

"How much support will we have? | mean, dr, will the recon shuttles be operating in front of us?"

"A shuttle will work with each group. There will be two or three crews rotating duty, so you'll have just
brief in-tervalswithout cover. And Spacehawkswill be availableif necessary.”

"And if theréstimefor themto get into it,” David said. Theway most of the engagements had gone on
Buchanan, the Spacehawks had rarely arrived until the fighting was over.

"Y ou'll be working with our Alpha Company and with Delta of the Fourth. Y ou seemed to mesh nicely
with Deltaon that other business.”

"Lieutenant Ewing and hislads seem to know their busi-ness," David alowed.
"Ewing will beintactica command of the combined group. Y ou know his lead sergeant?"

"Bandar Jawad? Sure, I've known him forever. Y ou mean the engineerslet loose of him?'



"Not willingly, | understand. But Deltaiis back together again. | hope you won't have any trouble working
with Ewing and Jawad."

"I wouldn't expect so, Sir. They're both top-notch Ma-rines. Like you and me."
McAuliffe dlowed himsdlf a soft laugh. "Maybe they can handle your softsoap better than | can.”

Theengineers had findly finished their road between theriver and their origina landing zone five miles
east of it, and there were actualy trucks down and running along it. David managed to commandeer
transport to carry his pla-toon east. Delta of the Fourth and Alphaof the First had already moved to the
landing strip. They had walked.

"They give uslorries, it must be ared pisser coming up,” Alfie said as he climbed aboard.

"Thelorrieswere my cadge," David told him. "It just means we're going to get our quota of walking later.
Y ou heard the briefing, unless you had your fingersin your ears.”

"An'weregoin' infirg, right?' Alfie squirmed to get himsdlf alittle more room in the back of the van.
"That's our job, Alfie-lad."

Therideto the landing strip was short. Four shuttles were on the ground, with more circling to the north,
ready to land and |oad as soon as there was room. Lieutenant Ewing was waiting for David. Thistime,
Lead Sergeant Jawad was with his company commande.

"Y ou'd better be careful or they'll transfer you to the Fourth permanently,” Ewing said.

"No way, gr. Captain McAuliffe would never permitit,” David said. "Hello, Bandar. | seeyou findly
escaped the engineers.”

Bandar's smile was characterigticaly tight. *None too bloody soon. Y ou learned how to keep your arse
downinafight?'

"Atleast | can gtill get mine out of the way, not like that corporation you're carrying around.”

"Y ou spend as much time at adesk as| haveto, you'l balloon out too, mate," Bandar said. "Y ou seen
wherewere going?'

"Just on amapboard. But welll go infirst and have alook-see so your lads don't get lost.”

"Y ou'd best hurry or you'll missyour shuttle,” Ewing said, jumping back into the conversation. ' 'Y our
men seem to be aboard already.”

"| think we've got agood drop zone for you, Sergeant,” the shuttle pilot told David just after take-off.
"Matter of fact, we can put you down close enough to step out.”

"That'stheway | likethem, sir. How far from cover will we be?"

"About a hundred feet to the northwest. But | doubt there's any Feddies within eight to ten miles.”
"Don't remind me how far we've got to walk," David said. "Still, better safe than shot.”

"No argument from me," the pilot said, and David re-turned to his set.

Therewas no hint of opposition to the landing. David got his platoon on the ground and into a defensive



perim-eter. Then the line companies camein, two platoons at atime, and took over the protective
formations.

"Take your men out and find us agood place to spend the night,” Ewing told David asthe last of the
transports cleared out. "We don't want to march too far today, so try to find a spot within two or three
miles”

Five minutes|ater, 1&R platoon was on the march, work-ing its way through the forest.

"You redizethat it'sentirely likely no human has ever walked this path," Doug told David early on the
march.

David nodded. "At the moment, the only humans I'm interested in are Feddies. "I'll be happy if none of
them have walked any of the pathswe do."

Thiswasthe sort of specid operations mission &R platoon was trained for, operating in front of other
units. Al-though they had been assured that there couldn't possibly be any Federation troops within ten
miles, none of David's men took their safety for granted. They spread out in two skirmish lines, onein
front of the other, leapfrogging fre-quently, providing cover for each other.

David had spotted three potentia bivouac sites on his mapboard. It looked asif any of them might make
accept-able positions for two companies and an extra platoon, but he wouldn't be certain until he had
seen at least one of them on the ground. If the first was acceptable, he wouldn't indgst on investigating the
others. There was no need to comparison shop, not for one night.

Doug kept an eye on his helmet sensors, but redlized that the Marineswould amost certainly spot any
threat long before he could. The overlays on hisvisor display were still confusing. He dso paid asmuch
attention to the floraand fauna as he could. Thiswas a part of hisworld he had never seen before, like
more than ninety-nine percent of Buchanan'sland area.

Less than two hundred miles from home and it's almost a different world. Inthefirst hour of this
trek, he counted ahalf dozen new species of trees, plus severd new sorts of birds and small animals. As
he had many times before, Doug wished he had more time smply to explore, but ex-ploration had never
been high on thelist of priorities. The areathe origina settlers had chosen for their colony had served
generationswell. Severd times, Doug knelt to grab ahandful of dirt and let it Sft through hisfingers—light
and sandy. It didn't look particularly suitable for intensive cultivation, but it supported alot of healthy
trees and oc-casiond patches of underbrush.

"Any ideawhat sort of animal might have made these paths?' David asked during one of the platoon's
brief rest stops.

Doug shook his head. ' "'They might be blue-capped deer like we have around the settlements, or
something we've never seen. | think we can safdly rule out hippobary though. They never get morethan a
couple of hundred yards from water, and there's nothing deep enough for them around here.”

"Y our people have never made any systematic investi-gation? ' David asked in avery casua tone.

"No. It's something that's always been a step or two down the list of jobs to be done. Y ou know, "Well
get around to it when we have moretime." " Saying it was worse than smply thinking it. Out loud, the
words brought a sense of guilt.

David nodded. "I know. Thingsyou'd like to do but that aren't so critical that you can put other thingson
hold while you do them."



"Oncethisisover, | think well haveto find the time, particularly if we decide to join the Commonwedlth.”
"Y ou think you will?*

Doug shrugged. "If it were up to me, I'd say yes now. | think it'slikely. Depends on how the rest of this
war goes, | suppose.

"Yegh," David said noncommittaly. Like whether we win or lose.
33

Stasys Truscott had effectively locked himself in hisday cabin. The Marine sentry outside had orders
to admit no one, under any excuse. Even lan Shrikes had been ex-cluded. The admira hadn't
communicated with anyone since shortly after 0700 hours, when he had informed the duty officer that he
wasn't to be disturbed for anything lessthan total disater... or the return of Federation naval forces,
whichever camefird.

Unexpectedly cut loose from his normd duties, 1an had gone to the flag bridge for atime, but without the
admira hewas aloose cog and didn't stay very long. He kept getting the same question: "What's wrong
with the old man?' Even Captain Hardesty came back to ask that ques-tion. lan retreated to the flag
wardroom with Prince Wil-liam, but even that proved insufficient. Still, officers stopped to ask about the
admira. After thethird or fourth interruption for the same question, the prince offered an dternative.

"Why not retire to my cabin? We could play agame of chess.”

"Looking for an easy mark, are you?"' lan asked. "Sure. | may not be able to concentrate, but your cabin
may be the one place where | can get away from al these ques-tions.”

The prince already had a chess board set up in his cabin, an actua set, marble and onyx pieces and
board, rather than just a holographic projection. When lan sat down at the board, he picked up the black
king and ingpected it closely. And whistled.

"Thisis quite some set.”" lan set the king down and picked up the queen. "I can't even recadl thelast timel
played with solid pieces.”

"It's dways seemed incongruous to meto play such avenerable game any other way, though | do often
enough,” William said. The two men had played severa games d-ready on thisvoyage, dwayson a
complink holo. "This particular set was a gift to one of the men | was named for, the Prince Albert who
was consort to Queen Victoria. That was about €leven hundred and fifty years ago.”

lan set the queen down very gingerly and edged his chair away from thetable. "Y ou actualy dareto play
withit?'

William chuckled. "Regularly. It's aways been my fa-vorite”
"It should be in amuseum someplace.”

"Nonsense,” William said. "The craftsman who carved this set intended it to be used by playerswho
enjoyed the game, not to Sit behind glassin amuseum cabinet. The black king is supposed to be
Napoleon Bonaparte, and the white the Duke of W lington, the man who defeated him. The other major
pieces are a so supposed to represent actud historical figuresfrom England and France. | can't answer
for the faithfulness of the images, and there are some I've never been able to identify. The origind letters
of provenance disappeared before my ancestors | eft Earth.”



William sat down acrossfrom lan. "If you'd rather, we could play onthelink."

Hesitantly, lan shook hishead. ' T may never get another chanceto play with aset likethis. | just hopel
don't break anything."

"Don't worry about it."

Both men stuck to smple opening patterns. None of their games had been marked by startlingly daring
tactics. Asthis game got under way, William kept an eye on his op-ponent, and noticed that he seemed
to be rdaxing as he got into the game. But after the eighth move, 1an suddenly pushed his chair back from
thetable.

"Y ou know what readly gets me?" he asked, rather loudly.
William looked up and waited.

"| redlly don't have the foggiest ideawhat's gotten into the admiral. There's been no newsto put himina
funk. Everything is progressng smoothly on the surface, and nothing's come in from out-system since we
got the MR saying that Lancer was about to make the fina trangt to Union.”

"Perhapsthat'sit,” William said. "Is he that impatient for the return of Lancer, or for some reply from
Bucking-ham?'

"Lancer's not due until tomorrow, and there hasn't been time for word from Buckingham, certainly not
timefor sg-nificant reinforcementsto arrive.”

"What else could it be? 1 can't think of anything, unless he's having hedlth problems.”

lan hesitated, then shook his head. "No, he's never hesitated about yelling for the chief surgeon the
second he notices anything that might be even vaguely uncom-fortable.”

"He's never done anything like this before?!

"Not since I've been on his staff.” 1an stood and turned away from the prince. "Unless he gave secret
ingructionsto either Khyber or Lancer that | don't know about.”

"That'spossble, isn't it?"

"Certainly, it'spossible. He doesn't tell me everything. But what kind of ingtructions? Why would they
have him hidingin hiscabin? Thisjust isn't likehim.”

"We can't amply barge in and demand an answer,” William said. ' 'l doubt thet Marine sentry would step
aside even for me—and he would likely be guilty of acourt-martid offenseif hedid.”

"I should let the duty officer know where | am so he can find me when the admira decides hel's ready to
comeout of hishole," lan said.

Obliviousto the questions his salf-imposed isolation had raised, Truscott had long since lost track of time.
He was too busy to give much thought to anything but the work at hand. Since chasing lan out, Truscott
had, in effect, com-pletely rewritten The Book on space navy operations. That hadn't been hisorigina
intent, but his thinking was too acutely focused for him to miss the evol ution occurring on his notepad.
Page after page was saved to file, keyed to figures constructed on the flatscreen.

He had started by smply making notes on various con-tingency plansfor the defense of his shipsand the
Marines on the ground. The operations staff had run hundreds of simulations of possible encounters



between the fleet and the expected Federation reinforcements. Truscott had gone through them all,
gradualy diminating many from consid-eration. For the Stuations that remained, he drastically changed
the tactics proposed by his operations chief.

In Truscott'sfirg revisons, he assumed that he had only the ships he had brought to the Buchanan
system, or the ones remaining after sending Khyber and Lancer on their missions. Hetried to devise
noyd methods for meeting a Federation response of varying strength, from a single three-ship bettle
group to agrand fleet of asmany as adozen capitd shipswith afull complement of escorts and ancillary
vessels. Fundamentd to every potentia response was adrastic curtailing of previous limits on Q-space
travel. Cutting the interval between transits from days to minutes changed virtualy everything about
warfarein space.

Once he had covered theimmediate possibilities, Trus-cott expanded histhinking to cover other
contingencies— such asrecaiving reinforcements from Buckingham in dif-ferent strengths.

After going through the scenarios his staff had prepared, Truscott needed little more than two hoursto
outline an-other thirty possibilities. He had spent the rest of histime devising new responsesto each of
those scenarios, sarting with outlines and gradudly fleshing them out, the way he drafted and polished
orders. During the hours of work, he had emptied histea cart of both tea and coffee, and had finally
switched to fruit ades, just kegping something—any-thing—at hand to drink.

And then it was finished.

At firgt, Truscott Smply stared at the last page of writing in his notepad window. What have |
forgotten? What's |eft to do? There must be something more. He blinked saverd times. Nothing
came to mind, and the ideas had been com-ing so quickly al day that, at times, he had struggled to keep
up with them.

"Nothing. | can't think of athing." There was amaze-ment in hisvoice, but he didn't start to celebrate.
Instead, he jumped back to the first pages of his notes and plans, and went through everything he had
done, scanning each chart and animated sequence, reading each page of descrip-tions and the glosses he
had added—copious notes, sometimes longer than the sections they were meant to ex-plicate.

Noticing the time was accidental. Truscott looked up from hisreview and his gaze cametorest ona
clock. At firgt, he merely blinked and thought that the clock had to be wrong. It showed 1650 hours.

"It can't beten hourssince | started." Even asthe words came out, heredized that it could.

He saved a copy of hiswork to his private files, sent another to hisflag operations officer, athird to
Admira Greeneon Victoria, and afina copy to lan's document file. There were no covering letters. If
and when Truscott's new ' 'Operations Bible" was read by the addressees, the ques-tions would come.
He amiled. There would be some lively moments ahead.

Truscott stood and stretched. He wastired, but the ex-haustion felt uncommonly good. 1've earned my
pay today, he decided. He went to the door and opened it, half ex-pecting to see aline of people
waiting. But only the Marine sentry was there. He snapped to attention.

"Would you go to the wardroom and have them fix atray for me, Sergeant?" the admira asked. "And
ask Com-mander Shrikesto comein.”

"YS, S r.n

The Marine sergeant hurried down the passageway. Trus-cott watched him for amoment, then stepped



back into his cabin.

"lan'sdipping. I'd have thought he would have busted in here four hours ago.” He chuckled and made a
quick trip to the head. He had been drinking a lot of fluids.

"Comein. Have aseat." Truscott was making deep in-roads on the tray of food that bad been ddlivered
minutes ago, and had aready ordered seconds. The tea cart had been taken off by the mess steward to
be refilled.

lan sat and leaned back, holding his questions. The ad-mira was eating with more appetite than lan had
ever seen him display. Whatever Truscott had been doing locked away for the entire day, he hadn't been
hiding in afunk. The admira dowed down for amoment as he neared the end of the food on histray.

"Therésanew filein your chronology of documents,” Truscott said. lan's dutiesincluded compiling an
officid bibliography of the admird's papers. Y ou might have alook. By the way, have you egsten?”’

"l aewiththeprince” lan said. "A new file?| take it that means you've been working al day?"
"Naturdly. Whet did you think?"

"Y ou wouldn't want to hear some of the rumorsthat have been circulating, Admird," lan said. "When the
com-manding officer locks himself away incommunicado while the fleet'sin acombat zone, people get
nervous”

Truscott |ooked astonished. "I smply had to work with-out interruption.”
"We don't have any mind readers aboard,” lan said drily.

The admiral shook his head. The mess seward camein with the recharged tea cart and another food
tray. After he was gone, the admira shook his head again.

"'Ismorderedly that uncertain?' he asked.
"It gppears 0," lan said.

"Have alook at that file. | haven't given it very wide circulation yet, just to Paul Greene and our ops
people.” He refused to comment any farther. " Just read thefile," he repeated, focusing on his second

Supper tray.

lan did as he wastold. He sat at the chart table and called up adirectory of the admira's officia
documents. The new entry was obvious, and imposing in itslength.

"All that in one day?' 1an asked, but the admira didn't respond.

lan made himself comfortable and started to read. He didn't try to commit it to memory but merely
scanned, stop-ping for aclose reading only occasiondly, and he zoomed through the animations at high
speed. lan was afast reader, but the admira finished eating long before 1an finished thefile.

Truscott watched the changing expressions on hisaide's face. He felt comfortably sated, and he allowed
himsdlf to fed amused at the play of emotionslan displayed. It's a good day '& work, Truscott assured
himsdf.

"All that in one day?' 1an asked again when hefinished thefile.

"It's amazing the work one person can do if he shutsout dl interruptions.”



"Areyou going to send thisto Sir John?"

"| thought it would be best to get somelocal reaction first. That'swhy | copied it to Greene and our ops.”
He shrugged. "Of course, | didn't bother to emphasi ze that to anyone.”

"Should 17" lan asked.
"What's your reaction to it, lan?" Truscott asked softly.

lan took adeep bresth. He knew the admira expected nothing less than a completely honest opinion.
Truscott had made it clear from the start that he had no use for yes-men.

"A month ago, | might have suggested that you schedule amedica evauation,” lan said carefully. "And |
would have had afew words with the surgeon in advance. But that was before we received that MR
from Buchanan, be-fore al the other, ah, experiments.” lan watched the ad-mira’s reaction, but Truscott
showed nothing but abemused amile.

"And now?" Truscott asked, as oftly as before.

"Now it appears to be areasonable set of contingency plans. If we have the opportunity, and the need,
to use any of these here, we may obtain the objective evidence that the Admiralty would doubtless
require before accepting them for generd implementation.”

"Lancer should provide proof of the basics, lan,” Trus-cott reminded him. "Barring disaster, we should
know by morning how workable thisis. Once you get past the prac-ticality of making Q-space transits
ninety seconds gpart, there'slittle that can be considered particularly revolution-ary about the rest. Once
| have Lancer's log for its current mission, | will undoubtedly add a postscript to thefile. Cer-tainly
before| forward it to Long John."

"Y ou might put these ideas out for the captainsto com-ment on, Sir,” 1an suggested. "If nothing else, that
will insure that they're familiar with the concepts before a Sit-uation arises where they might have to
implement them.”

Truscott nodded. "Would you do that for me, lan?"

"Of course, gr." lan did it immediately. "1 would imag-ine that you'll have reaction by morning, if not long
be-fore"

"I think I'll retire early tonight," Truscott said. He stood and stretched. "I've had an uncommonly full day.”

"So it seems, ar," lan dlowed with achuckle. "If you were to put out this volume every day, we'd soon
have to add memory to the ship's datanet." He got up. "Will you need me any more tonight?"

"I don't think s0. Y ou might lay some of those rumorsto rest if you get the chance. I'll seeyou in the
morming.”

"Yes, dr." lan was on the way to the door when the message came from the flag bridge.
"Lancer isback, sir. She's about three hours out, decel-erating at full thrust.”

Truscott laughed out loud. " Stick around, lan. It lookslike the day isn't over for usyet. Get Captain
Rivero on a holo hook-up and well see what he hasto say.”

A



It wasalmost possible for Doug to forget that there was awar going on, that Federation invaders
remained on Buchanan, perhaps within afew miles of where he sat. This sort of wilderness trek wasn't
completely new to him. He had occasionaly taken hiking tripswith friends. It was en-joyable, away to
get away from the workaday routines of farming and the commission. Usualy.

Thistime, the four-hundred armed Marines of the Second Commonwed th with him spoiled any illusion of
normalcy. They were bivouacked for the night now, in three separate camps. There were sentries posted
and, in acirclefarther out, microphones and remote-controlled mines. Delta Com-pany wasto the | ft,
south. Alpha Company was on the right. And the & R platoon was between and west of the others.

"I'm gill not certain | seethelogic of this" Doug said while he and David were Sitting over their field
rations. "Y ou kept saying that you couldn't possibly clear Buch-anan by walking it foot by foot, but here
we are, walking through the woods hoping to stumble on Federation sol-diers.”

"Logic? Inthe Roya Marines?' David shrugged. "l guessit'samatter of combining tactics. The object, as
| understand it, isto get the job done as quickly as possible. The close air searches have been only
partidly effective.

vS0 we choose the most likely escape routes for soldiers who don't want to be seen and put men across
themaswdl."

"How do you choose likdly routes, and what's to stop the enemy from ducking out of the way and
moving back after we pass?'

"'We have very detailed maps for this part of your world. We can pinpoint anything as smal asfour
inchesin di-ameter that's vigble from the sky and not damn well cam-ouflaged. We assume the Feddies
are aware of the air search and don't want to be found, so they'll stay low, in heavily forested areas or in
caves, places where they have some chance of hiding aslong asthey keep their dectronics off. Whether
they're going to ground or trying to put more distance between themselves and your settlements, there are
only alimited number of prime routes. Intelligence picked out the places for usto search. Asfor ducking
asde and coming back later, well, well make that alittle more dif-ficult." He looked around, then called
to Sean Seidman.

"Bring me adoughnut cutter and a snoop.”
Sean quickly dug into his pack, pulled out two objects, and brought them across.

"Well plant alot of snoopers acrosstheterrain.” David showed Doug the circular cutter. There were two
concentric metd cylinders, held together at the top, with separate plungers and a solid handle.

"Wefind alikely spot and stick one of these in the ground. Giveit atwist and it pulls out aplug of earth.
Hit the center plunger to empty the smaler cylinder, switch on asnoop, stick it into the cutter, then plug
the cutter back into the hole and hit both plungers. That leaves the snoop in place, conced ed and ready
to operate, without leaving much evidence of our, ah, gardening.”

Doug took the cutter and looked at it. He hit the plungers, then handed it back. "What about these
snoops?'

David held it up. "Eight incheslong, three wide at itswidest. In place, only this one-inch knob shows. It
has alistening device that can pick up the heartbest of an insect Stting on it, and acamerathat takesafull
panoramic view, 360 degrees around and 160 degrees over the top, one frame a second. When the
microphone picks up a sound, the camera starts sngpping until it determines that the sound isn't something
we need to know about.”



"It makesits own decisons?’ Doug asked.

"Within limits" David said. "There's considerable ex-pertise built into its control circuits. In aquestionable
case, the dataisrelayed to CIC for further examination. These snoops each send their data up in bursts,
and the big com-puters process everything double quick.”

"Tdltdes" Doug sid.

David nodded. "And theré's no way the Feddies can disarm them without giving themselves away. By the
time they spot anything so small, they've got to be close enough to be heard and photographed. After
that, it doesn't matter. We've got alock on the position.”

"But what if they go around our route? They've got to comefairly close to one of thesetelltalesto show
up, don't they?"

"Part of our job isto makeit difficult for them to go around. Well be ranging from sideto side, putting
these wdll out on the flanks. Theline companieswill plant them acrossthe middle, behind them. It's
odds-on that anyone coming in thisdirection will passwithin range of at least one of the little buggers.”

Later, Doug used hishelmet to link through Victoria to Buchanan's public net. That was one of the tricks
David had taught him. Doug taked to Elenaand Jamie, then had Elena patch him through to a conference
with the other members of the planetary commission.

The six of them—there hadn't been time for an eection to replace Franz Benndin—taked longer than
Doug had talked with hiswife and son. There had been severd short meetings since the liberation of Sam
and Max, but those had dedlt with immediate necessities. Now, for the first time, they had alittle leisure
to discussthe future.

Ehud Novack wanted only onething. "I'll be glad when we can get back to the way life was before dl
this started, when all the outsiders are gone.” But even at the outset, he was aminority of one.

"We can't go back," Oscar Patterson countered. "If wetry to go it alone, the Federation will be back,
sooner or later, and if we turn the Commonwealth awvay now, they won't help usthe next time."

"The Prince suggested that we don't even consder the offer until after the crids,” Doug reminded the
others, "but | don't see any reason to hold off. Joining the Common-wedlth isredly the only way we can
protect our sover-eignty.”

That opinion came closeto carrying the meeting, but Ehud managed to stall any decision, though he
harbored few illusonsthat he could affect thefinal choice. ' 'At least we should have everything spelled
out clearly beforewejoin," hetold the others. " Get firm commitments on what the Commonwedth offers,
and find out exactly what it's going to cost us, now and in future.”

"I have no argument with that,” Doug said. "It's the prudent course.” The others agreed, eager to avoid a
con-tinuation of the argument, and Doug was appointed to con-tinue histalks with Prince William.

"It may take awhile," Doug warned the others. "I don't know how much chance I'll get to talk with him
until we finish thismisson. But then well havetimeto spare. | think."

Still, he placed his cal to the prince as soon as he said good-night to the other commission members.
35
Three Spacehawks of fourth squadron'sred flight climbed toward patrol positions above Sheffield,



Victoria, and Thames. The squadron's white flight was aso moving toward defensive patrol areas
around the capitd ships, leav-ing only two fighters of red flight to carry out ground sup-port
operations—the Marines had been requesting little air support. Thiswas the new spread that Admiral
Truscott had ordered, just afew hours earlier. No matter what direction an enemy force might appear
from, either fighters or one of the frigates would be in position to intercept. Lancer was back and had
taken up position above and west of the cap-ital ships.

Josef closed hiseyes briefly. There was athrobbing in his head, roughly focused around hisimplant. The
ache had been growing for two days, getting worse while he was wearing his helmet, fading only
marginaly when he got out of it. Kate had started nagging him to see the flight surgeon, but Josef had
gtalled, trying to ease the ache with tailored endorphin stimulators. "1 can get by," he had told Kate. He
didn't want to stop flying, even though the sched-ule was wearing on him as much asit was on any of the
others. Red flight is already short one pilot, hetold himsdf. / don't want to make things even
rougher for the others.

The last several sorties had been as routine as they could possibly be. Sowly, the Marines were
uncovering pockets of Federation soldiers, but while red flight was on cdl at least, the Marines had
aways handled the Federation troops without help. And no enemy ships had challenged the
Com-monweslth fleet.

Olive Bosworth's fighter was ahead and to the left of Josefs. Kate was behind and to the right. Since
Seb'sloss, they had been flying athree-fighter formation.

"Red three, are you having problems?’

Josef blinked at the sound of Bosworth's voice.

"No problems here," he replied after aquick scan of hismonitors, "Why do you ask?"
"I'm seeing rather large fluctuationsin your biologi-cas™

"It must till bethat glitch in my helmet, Commander," Josef said. "Andy hasn't been ableto isolate the
problem yet. But I'mfine.”

"If your crew chief can't chase down the problem, | want a new helmet on your head before we come
out agan.”

"Roger, Commander.”" Inwardly, Josef groaned. Once it became apparent that the problem wasn'tin his
helmet, he would have no choice but to report to the flight surgeon. Then there would be that new
implant. The thought of that made Josefs headache worse.

Once the three Spacehawks reached their patrol area, they killed extravelocity. For the next three hours,
they would maintain station, ready to intercept any incoming Federation ships. Josef scanned space
through his cockpit bubble, looking for movement that was too fast to be nat-ural. He moved his eyes
from that to his control displays, then back. The routines of flight. When the painin hishead flared, he
closed his eyes and concentrated on resisting it. Occasiondly, he had to lift hisvisor to rub at hisleft
temple or press hisfingers againgt the side of his head before he could ease the ache.

By thetimered flight headed back to Sheffield, Josef's hands were trembling from the effort.

"Langenkamp, report to the flight surgeon immedi-ately,” Commander Bosworth told him as soon asthey
emerged from the LRC.

"But, Commander..."



"None of that crap,” she snapped. "I've been watching you through this entire flight, running diagnostics.
There's not adamn thing wrong with your helmet. It's either in your implant or deeper, and | won't have
you flying until the surgeon clears you. Should have had that implant re-placed after you gected on
Buckingham."

Josef stood there for amoment, head down. ™Y es, Com-mander. I'll go immediately after the briefing and
lunch."

"You'll go now. | want you back fit for duty as soon as possible.”

"Aye, aye, Commander." Josef findly alowed himsdlf to raise hishand to rub at hishead near hisimplant.
"I'll seethat he getsthere," Kate said. "l tried to get him to go yesterday.”

"Well talk about that later,” Bosworth promised, and then she turned and walked off.

"See, dl you did was get yoursdlf introuble,” Josef said weakly.

"You can hardly navigate," Kate said.

"Nonsense. It'sjugt alittle—" He didn't finish. When hetried to walk, his knees buckled and he dumped
to thefloor.

Implants required more than an ordinary traumatube. The replacement of aneura implant wasa
complicated procedure, beyond the scope of the molecular factoriesin the usual medical apparatus.
Although the operation itself was carried out by computer-controlled "hands,” the flight surgeon was at
the console directing the work. After so many years, it was a routine operation, even aboard ship, and
despite the emergency nature of this case, the surgeon foresaw no complications. Josdf, like al serving
fighter pi-lots, wasin basicaly excdlent physical condition. The old implant was removed and set aside
for thorough inspection. The open socket was flooded with nanoscrubbers to clean the organic
connectionsingde Josefs brain. After the maintenance molecules finished their work, they were flushed
and the new implant wasinserted, along with the erector molecules that would connect the new implant,
run thefirgt diagnogtics, and begin the process of tuning im-plant to brain.

Three hours after Josef was sealed into the surgical tube, the procedure was finished and he was
transferred to are-covery tube for postoperative observation. Then technicianstook over, to complete
the tuning of Josefs new implant.

"Y ou'd better get some deep or you won't befit for duty on our next shift either,” Commander Bosworth
said. Kate Hicks was standing next to Josefs recovery tube. She spun on her hedl. She hadn't heard
Bosworth come into the room.

"I had to be sure that he's okay first,” Kate said. "'l couldn't deep otherwise. I'm till not surel'll be able
to."

"If you're not sure, have the flight surgeon give you adeep patch. Weve got new ordersto pick up the
pace again. Three hours on ready dert, threein flight, Sx off. The admira is getting antsy, expecting
Feddie shipsto show up.”

"Isheredly that certain trouble's coming, or is hejust nervous?'

Commander Bosworth shook her head. ' 'If | knew things like that, 1I'd be C in C of fighter ops back at
the Admi-ralty."



"Do you think they'll be back?'
"Never second-guess an admira, Hicks. Therésno fu-tureinit.”
36

Admiral Truscott presided over breskfast in the flag wardroom for the first time since coming aboard
Sheffield. Coming out for thismeal had been lan Shrikes's sugges-tion, to counter the worries that had
arisen because of the admira'sisolation the day before. There was nothing forced about Truscott's
ebullient mood at bregkfast. Since viewing the action reports on Lancer's raid on Union, he had been
ecdtatic. After sending lan off to bed the night before, Truscott had scarcely been ableto deep for his
ex-citement.

Most of the gtaff members sarted breakfast rather ten-tative in their reactions to the admird's presence,
but his buoyancy quickly cut through that reticence and the meal took on something of a celebratory
nature.

"It'snot over yet," Truscott cautioned at one point. "We've likely not even seen the worgt of this
campaign. But we now have driking confirmation of the efficacy of our newest tactics. If and whena
Federation fleet arrives, well have afew surprisesfor them.”

Details of the admird's revolutionary new operations manua were just beginning to circulate, even among
his own staff. To the best of 1an's knowledge, the only member of the staff who fully knew what Lancer's
return meant was Captain Alonzo Rinddi, flag operations officer. Rinaldi had wakened lan &t four that
morning, after reading through the new operations manua and Lancer's after-action report.

"Isthisfor real, Shrikes?' Rinddi had demanded.

lan, fighting hisway out of deep, had been dow to re-spond. "It is," he managed. He sat up and yawned.
"It'swhat hewas at al day yesterday, and Lancer isthe proof that the new tactics can work."

"He meansto put theseinto generd use?"

"I expect helll use them when the Federation returns. | have ingtructionsto get the manua and Lancer's
report to dl of the skippersthismorning. | think you should start building contingency plans based on
ninety-second trangit interval s

"I'll have nightmares for amonth,” Rinaldi had com-plained before bresking the link.
Good for you, lan had thought as he flopped back on his bunk. Spoiling my sleep like that.

After breakfagt, Truscott caled Rinddi aside. "I want you to make sure that my notes get full circulation
through-out the fleet, dong with Lancer's action report and al the video and other telemetry she brought
back. Get together with the ops officers and navigators, and start building your procedure files. When we
gointo action, | don't want any failures because people haven't figured out what to do.”

"I've had people working on it sncefour thismorning, Admird," Rinddi sad. "But it affects more than
ops and navigation. These measures will touch everything from en-gineering to wegpons.”

"Push it, Alonzo, right down theling" Truscott said. "There's no timefor drills, so everyone will haveto
getit right thefirgt time."

"Yes, ar." Rinddi didn't look happy as heleft the wardroom.



Truscott invited Prince William to join him and lan in hisday cabin for coffee.

"I haven't seen it yet, but | understand you've rewritten the Admirdty's Fleet Operations Manual " the
prince said when they were Sitting around the chart table.

"Significant sections of it," Truscott admitted. "It may give usared chance against the Federation forces,
evenif Long John doesn't get reinforcementsto usintime.”

"Areyou going to send him acopy?' William asked.

Truscott nodded. "This morning, dong with al of the documentation that Lancer's raid provides. Of
course, he's had some warning by now that we're up to something de-vious out here. Khyber "

"I would dearly love to see the reactions on Bucking-ham, but not so much that | would forgo the
opportunity to see what happens here,” William said.

"There'sthe barest chance that the Federation will hold back on returning to Buchanan, at least for a
time, because of Lancer'srad,” theadmira sad. "If they hadn't dis-patched afleet dready. But | can't
assumethat. There's every chance we could find oursalvesin action, almost any minute now."

"Y ou seem rather, er, a easeif you redly think that'sthe case, Sir,” the prince said.

"It wouldn't help abit for meto run around like a chicken with its head cut off. After the way everyone
re-acted because | took afew hoursto myself yesterday, what would happen if | started acting like a
berserker? I've done my worrying, and gone ahead and made what plans| could. I've done everything |
can for now. Anything more would muddy the water. The best | can do for the men and women in this
fleet isto show them that | have every confidence in them and in the new tactics."

"I had along chat with Doug Weintraub late last night,” William said after nodding agreement with
Truscott's ex-planation. "Buchanan's planetary commission has aready begun to discussthe offer of
Commonwealth membership and they want more detalled information.”

"Sounds promising,” Truscott said. "Are they down to dickering for terms?

"l don't know that it'sthat sort of thing,” William said. "It's more that they want to know precisdy what
may beinvolved, what they'll get from membership, what it might cost them.”

"Were you able to ease hismind?' the admiral asked.

"Thisisn't something that can be easily handled over apartid link, Admird. Mr. Weintraub is till out with
that Marine detachment, part of the sweep southeast of the towns.”

"Then theré's not much you can do until he's back, right?"
"Not necessarily.” William drew thewords out. "I could go down and have achat with himin thefield.”
"During combat operations?’

"With your indulgence, air. | redize that this must be entirely your decision. But the sooner we put their
minds at ease about the Commonwealth, the better all will be, diplomatically. Asfor combat operations, |
believe | am fully capable of meeting the demands of the situation. | know Marine combat operations and
equipment, and my physicd condition isthe equa of any manin thefidd. Again, with your permission, |
would liketo talk with Mr. Weintraub as soon as possible.”

"We could give Mr. Weintraub alift home, or bring him up here," Truscott suggested.



"I mentioned those options, but he remains adamant about taking afull part in the military operationsto
liberate hisworld. He wantsto stay in thefied with his new Marine friends. Anyway, those Marines may
be the best argument we have to convince Mr. Weintraub to support bringing Buchanan into the
Commonwedth. Their, er, testimony while hewasin hospital on Victoria was quite moving. Mr.

Weintraub appeared extremely impressed.”

Truscott's slence went on for several minutes. "I'm re-aly not certainthat | darerisk your life like this,
Your Highness" hesaid at last. ™Y our brother would have my head if | let anything avoidable happen to
you."

"Therisk ismine, Admird, fredly accepted. And, on another leve, if a Federation fleet does suddenly
appear close by, I might be safer on the ground than aboard Shef-field. We have clear superiority on the
ground. If a Feder-ation fleet shows up, we will likely not have clear superiority in space until your new
tactics have time to operate.”

"It will certainly show the Buchananers how much we vauethem,” lan offered. "ThisWeintraub clearly
placesagreat ded of importance on taking persond part in the liberation of hisworld. If His Highness
showsthat heswilling to share hisrisks, it must count for something.”

"lan, you did atour at commando schoal, didn't you?”'
"Yes, dr," lan said, seeing what was coming. "Nine years back."

"If His Highness goes down, you'll have to go dong as hisminder. Sorry, Sir, but if you go, | must ingst
0N some precautions.”

Prince William nodded. "Asyou say, Sir. lan, are you willing to take afew chances?'
lan did hesitate before he nodded. “I'm willing."

"I'll want you both in full battlekit, of course," Truscott said. "And you'l haveto take dong enough men
to make sure you don't bollix up the normal operations of that Ma-rine team.”

"A sguad from Sheffield's Marine complement?' 1an suggested.
"That will do. Check with their commander. Y ou'll want the best commando squad they have.”
"Yes ar."

The admira stared at Prince William for amoment. "I assume you want to get about thislark as soon as
poss-ble?’

"I think it would be best, 5r," William said.

"Very well. You've both got thingsto do then. I'll be on the flag bridge. Check with me when you're
ready to go."

"Aye, aye dr," lan sad.
The prince stood and gave the admiral aforma salute. "Thank you, Sir."
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David Spencer's platoon was operating in two sections. David had the first two squads on the right



flank. Hugo Kassner had the rest on the | eft. Between them, the two line companies moved aong a
mile-wide front, covering as much of the terrain asthey could. They were al moving northwest, toward
Sam and Max, 150 milesaway. The Ma-rines averaged under two miles an hour. 1& R platoon cov-ered
considerably more ground, zigzagging back and forth, planting snoopers out to the Sides, plotting their
courses as much by theintuition of their sergeants as by any set plan.

"'l look for spots where/ might go to ground if | was on the other side," David explained to Doug. "And
we check any areas that the search shuttle reports are too densaly wooded for itsinstruments to say for
certainthat it'sclear.”

"Even out here where you don't think they could pos-sibly be?!

David nodded. "Just in case the estimates are wrong. If the Feddies had areal bug up their backsides,
they might have gone alot farther and faster. | know we could have. If it had been this platoon, we could
have been another thirty milesout."

"Then are you worried that there might be enemy sol-diers behind us?'

"Worried? No, not particularly. But aware. It's possible, but not too likely," David said. "We haven't seen
any trace of anyonethisfar out, and the combination of speed and stedlth isthe most difficult thereis.”

During that conversation, a snooper was planted and the core of dirt scattered. "That's another
disadvantage they put themselves under, operating without eectronics,” David explained. ' 'A good
helmet would spot a snooper long before aman could see it without help.”

Thistime, the team stopped for their rest fifty yards from the snooper, and discipline wastight. When
they left, Doug could see nothing to give away the fact that men had ever been there, even briefly.

"Camouflaged ghogts," Doug whispered as they moved off through the woods again. Hisradio transmitter
was off, so no one could hear hiscomment. "The ultimate invisi-bles." His reaction to that image surprised
him, an eerie feding that seemed to crawl up and down his spine.

"Werewhat?' David said into his microphone when Lieutenant Colond Zacharia gave him the news.

"You're going to have vistors," Zachariarepeated. "Prince William, dong with Commander Shrikes, the
ad-mird'saide, and asquad of Marines off Sheffield.”

"'How can we complete our mission with them along?' David asked. "Thisisn't supposed to be atea

"No, it'snot," Zachariaagreed, "and it won't be. His Highness and Commander Shrikes have both gone
through our commando school. So have the Marines who'll be down with them. Don't expect any less
from them than you would from your own men. Thisis political, Spencer. Y our Buchananer requested
more information about joining the Commonwedlth, and His Highnessis coming down to talk with him."

"Can't you head this off, sr?" David pleaded. "WEell need amonth to work our way to the townswith
extrabaggage.”

"Nothing | can do, Spencer. This comesdirectly from Admiral Truscott. And do try to be civil. Prince
William has a smashing opinion of you lot. He's dready written apersona commendation for one of your
lads. Don't sour hisimpression. He's on the Privy Council, and that means he has afinger on the purse
gringsfor theRM."

"Yes, ar. Well do what we can."



"The quicker you can make time for them to talk without jeopardizing your mission, the quicker the
prince will be ableto returnto Sheffield, if you catch my drift.”

"Aye, gr," David sad. "When will they be coming in?'

"As| understand it, they're leaving Sheffield now. Alpha Company is securing alanding zone. Y oulll
have to collect them after they touch down. Lieutenant Ewing will contact you when he knows how
soon.”

/ can hardly wait, David thought, but he merely ac-knowledged the information and switched channels.
Ewing waswaiting to hear from him.

"The shuttlewill be on the ground in thirty minutes.”
"I'll bethereto collect them, sir," David promised.

"Tory!" David called over the squad leaders frequency. "Take over the squads. I've got to go back and
pick up vistors."

"Vigtors?' Kepner asked. "Who's coming?' And after David told him, hisonly comment was, "Tell me
yourejoshing!"

"l wish | could," David admitted. "I'll take Doug with me. Well collect them and get back as soon aswe

"Thiswasn't my idea, David," Doug said as he hurried to keep up on the way to the rendezvous. "I had
no ideathe prince was coming until twenty minutes ago. | never dreamed held think of something like
this"

"Roydty," David said. "l guessthey'rejust like offi-cers, only more so. Trust ‘em to do the most
inconvenient thing possible, give you amisson and then make it more difficult.”

"They must have consderable faith in you and your men, or they'd scarcely risk your king's brother out
here"

That mallified David, but only briefly. ' 'Not necessarily. Prince Williamis so far removed from the throne
that he might be consdered expendable.”

"That seemsrather a... acavdier attitude."

David shrugged. "Man's got aright to hisopinions. It's just abloody nuisance, having people like that to
nurse-maid.”

"Or people likeme?' Doug asked, and David stopped walking.
"You're different. Y ou showed that you've got the in-stincts.”

"But not thetraining,” Doug reminded him. ™Y ou said that yoursdlf. | wastold that the prince and the
other officer have had thetraining."

That stopped David. "Okay, you'reright. I'll reserve judgement. Perhaps they can find their way between
two trees.” He shook his head. "Old habits die hard. The prince seemsaright sort, from what you and
the otherswho met him told me."

"That'stheimpression | had," Doug said. " took to him straightaway."



"Okay, let's collect them,” David said, setting off again. " The sooner we get you folks together, the
sooner youll finish.”

Ten men came off of the shuttle at the double, dl armed and in full battle kit, moving asif they werethe
first forces down in ahostile zone. There was no way to tell who was who among them. That's a good
sign, David dlowed as he waited at the edge of the clearing.

Two men separated themsa ves from the rest after the entire group was far enough away from the shuttle
to let it take off. David tilted hisvisor up and walked toward them. Doug followed, raising hisvisor only
after he saw David with his up. The two men from the newly arrived group aso lifted visors.

"| certainly didn't expect to see you again so soon,” Doug told Prince William, "nor in quite these
surround-ings.”

"No cdl to put these things off indefinitdly,” William said.
"Thisis Sergeant David Spencer,” Doug said.
"Your Highness" David said with anod.

"And thisis Commander lan Shrikes,” William said with an equa bow. " Sergeant. | met some of your
ladsin hospita the other day. Good men, dl of them.”

"l think S0, Sir," David replied.

"WEell try to avoid causing you problems, Sergeant,” William said. "We might even manage to be of some
as-sstance. Commander Shrikes and | both survived your Ma-rine Commando School, as have al these
lads the admira sent along to be our minders.”

"l hope you've kept in tiptop shape, gr," David said. "We move rather rapidly in 1&R. Haveto, sncewe
cover more ground than therest.”

"WEélIIl do our bit,” William assured him. "And if it comesto afight, we do know how to use our
wegpons."

David had dready noticed those. Both men wore needle pistols a their waists and carried rifles of the
same sort.

"Very wel, gr. If you're ready to go?'

"Asyou will, Sergeant. By theway, | believe | should introduce our senior minder, Sergeant Chou of the
Firs Regiment.”

"Gaffer Chou?' David asked, looking toward the Ma-rine who had moved up toward the prince.
"How come you're not regimental sergeant mgor yet, David?' Chou asked, raising hisvisor.

"l don't know. How come they haven't retired you?" Chou had earned the nickname Gaffer when he was
an eighteen-year-old in boot camp. His squad mates had ac-cused him of being an old manin disguise.

"I couldn't stland the strain of retirement,” Chou replied. "'I'm too used to showing up young pupslike
you."

"You'l get your chance on thisstroll,” David promised. "Red dirt under your feet even.”



"Dirt's softer than aship's deck, in case you've forgot-ten.”
"Shouldn't we be going?' Doug asked.

"Yes," David said. "If you've got wind for conferences aong the way, use auxiliary channel three” He
turned to the prince. ' 'Y our Highness?'

"Auxiliary three" William said with anod. "Very well, Sergeant. Y ou'rein charge.”

David pushed the pace as he led the new group to join the first two squads of his platoon. There were no
com-plaints, no sign that the pace was overtaxing any of the newcomers. The Marines from Sheffield
moved professon-ally into field discipline, weapons ready, their own senses and the augmented sensors
of their helmets tuned to the forest. Even the prince and lan seemed to fit into the rou-tine,

Maybe it won't be so bad after all, David conceded asthey neared the latest position of the first two
sguads. He got on the squad leaders frequency to dert Tory Kepner of their arrival.

After ashort break, the three squads were ready to move again.

"The numbers are going to make this awkward,” David told Chou. Prince William, lan, and Doug were
on the channd aswell. "Well continue normal operations. Y ou follow dong behind us. If we get into a
jam, you'll bein pogition to act asareserve. Y ou can jump in and be the heroes."

"Whatever you say," Chou replied. "We can save our-salves afew stepsin the process.” He bowed to
David.

"Doug, you can gtick with them and carry on your chat if you get the chance. Not too loudly though,
please”

"I'm learning," Doug reminded him. And, David had to admit, he was.

"If we get out of line, just give usashout,” William said. "Well fit in our discussons as and when
posshle”

"Yes, gr," David sad, dill not totally convinced.

The forest gradually became more dense as the Marines worked their way northwest. The soil became
darker, richer; the treeswere closer together, with thick patches of underbrush, even brambles. The
ground became more ir-regular, with poor footing. There were occasiona creeks, but rarely more than a
thintrickle of water.

Astheforest became thicker, there were fewer paths to choose from. Any restriction of options made
David nerv-ous. It increased the odds of walking into a Federation am-bush. The zigs and zags of
David's squads came farther apart and became more erratic. The pace dowed for the entire Marine
detachment. Periodically, David pulled out his mapboard to check references. An empty blue diamond
marked his position—more accurately, the position of his mapboard. A filled blue diamond marked the
position of Hugo Kassner's mapboard on the other flank. A thin blue line connected the positions of the
mapboards active in the two line companies that were coming along behind and between the &R
advance. David had suppressed the dis-play of blue dots that would have shown him each of the helmets
online

Doug, lan, and Prince William were in the middle of the squad of Marinesfrom Sheffield. Their
conversation wasirregular, spaced as conditions permitted.



"| fed somewhat like ahuckster at afair,” William said a one point, ' 'trying to get folksto comeinfor
the freak show. | supposethe only red differenceisthat | believein what I'm trying to sdll.”

"Wereacautiouslot here" Doug said afew minuteslater. "We've been mostly done since our ancestors
first cameto Buchanan. We're dl origina families, which car-riesits own dangers, or will before many
more generations pass. | think we're dl ready for more regular contacts with the rest of mankind. But
we're not much on buying next month's eggs, if you know what | mean.”

"| think so," the prince said. "But, in away, more than half my job has aready been done. Y ou've seen
how the Federation operates.”

The prince talked about the Second Commonwedlth, its foundation, the basics of its government, the
relationships among worlds, and so forth. Occasionally, lan Shrikes added a comment, and—rather
more frequently—the two men answered Doug's questions.

"It ill soundslike getting alot of something for not much of anything in return,” Doug said during a
mid-afternoon break. "Too good to be true.”

"The economics are there, Doug," William assured him. "It'sthe scale that makes it seem so odd. We can
download solid examplesto your datanet if you like, enough statistics to burn out a score of economists.”

"On Buchanan, an economist is merely someone who can figure out how many pounds of pork equal a
barrd of de." Doug laughed soundiesdy.

"And on aninterplanetary scae, it might come to something like how many tons of nanotech ingtalations
equd the annud rent and maintenance for a Commonweslth University scientific observation sation. All
the same, one way or another."

"Or how many colonists equd aloca shuttle opera-tion,” 1an added.

"l don't imagine any of uswould care to be flooded with umpteen thousands of new settlers, dl at once,”
Doug sad.

"Of course not. A flood of people would drown your resources, Spin you into chaos,” William said. "The
way of that would beto start smal, dowly. Aseach group of new arrivasisintegrated into your existing

society, you'll find you have the means to accept that many more the next time, and so forth, a whatever
rate, and to whatever limits, you care to accept.”

And on, and on.

The next morning started out the way the previous afternoon had ended, with the Marines marching
through the forest. Everyonefell eadly into the routine. Early on, there wasllittle conversation between
Doug and the prince. And then...

There was no warning from their hdmet visors or from the search shuttle that had passed overhead
minutes earlier. There was only aburst of gunfire and arain of grenades. The gunfire camefirg, by
perhaps two seconds. That lack of coordination between rifles and grenade launchers saved most of the
Marines. The gunfire sent everyone diving for cover, off of the path, behind trees, or into the thickest
underbrush they could find on the ingtant.

Prince William's escort pulled him and his companions down, and covered them—partidly with their own
bodies. It cost two of the Marines from Sheffield their lives, but the three men they were charged to
protect weren't even wounded.



Surprise was the only advantage this group of Federation soldiers had. They never switched on their
helmets. It was daylight, so they could see, but they had no way to coor-dinate their actions.

The Marine response was immediate and overwhelming. The trgectory of the Federation grenades had
been tracked by Commonwealth helmets, which gave the Marines afix on the enemy positions. They
returned grenades ten for one. Four needlers hacked through the underbrush while auto-matic rifles
hurled heavier chunks of metd at the ambush-ers.

David's second squad concentrated on dumping fire into the Federation position. He split thefire teams
of first squad and sent them around both sides. The remaining Marines from Sheffield supported second
squad.

There was no more fire from the Federation soldiers.

"Movein," David ordered. "Keep your eyes open. Make sure the ambush isn't two-tiered.” He switched
chan-nelsto get the search shuttle to come back for acloser scan. "I want an inch-by-inch check," he
said. "I've got dead and wounded, so we need asite for medevac aswell."

Therewasamuffled "Oh, my God!" from the shuttle pilot that startled David by the horror init. Before
the pilot could say anything else, David got acall on the regimental command frequency.

"Enemy ships converging on our fleet. Find defensve positionsand digin .. .fastV

Five seconds later, there was an explosion overhead as the shuttle was destroyed.

parts
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Stasys Truscott kept busy dl morning, but thistime he made sure that people could see him. He held
confer-ences with his captains and operations officers, explaining his new tactics. "Wewon't havetimeto
run drills" hetold them. "Unless the Federation stays away, well be go-ing into combat with the new
maneuversfirg time" Nearly everyone had complaints about that. A few voiced them at length.

"It works," Arias Rivero said during the holographic conference. "1 didn't much like the ideawhen the
admiral gave me my orders either, but damn it, it works. I've gone back over every bit of control data
for Lancer. We entered and existed precisely where the navcomps said we should be. The Nilssens
showed no strain, and we've had no fault-prediction derts since.” Suddenly salf-conscious about the way
he was carrying on, Rivero stopped and looked around. " Sorry, Admira."

"Not at dl." Truscott grinned. He had been watching the faces of the other officers during Rivero'stalk,
enjoying himslf tremendoudly.

"Wevedl had it pounded into our heads from the day we took the king's shilling that there were certain
important limitations to our use of Q-space. Y ou can't do this. Y ou can't do that. So little was known
about the theoretical lim-itations of Q-gpace and the technical limitations of our Nils-sen generators that
we didn't dare press our luck, even with unmanned drones or MRs. Our planning commissions, the
Materiels Board, even the Admirdty took those initial fears—borawhen Q-space was a brand-new
discovery— and fossilized them into Unguestionable Creed. Then one frightened and desperate man
took achance that no onein authority at the Admiralty would have dreamed of taking and catapulted an
antique MR into Q-space directly after launch from his backyard. He didn't destroy hisworld or the MR.
Hedidn't rip agreat gash in the fabric of space-time or any of the other rot the naysayers have been
vom+iting out for generations.” Truscott paused to scan the holographic images around his chart table.



"Therest followed like gas after aspicy med.”

When the meeting ended and the last holographic image had faded, Truscott leaned back and took a
deep breath. "Y ou're getting too tense," hetold himsdlf. Y ou'd think you were already defending yourself
before an Admiralty Court of Inquiry.” He grunted then, aware that it might come to that.

He got up and fixed a cup of tea, then went out to the flag bridge.
"Any word from lan or His Highness?' he asked Gabby Bierce.
"No, s, not aword. The Marines are fill moving.”

The admiral nodded, then took along, dow sip a histea. "I can't help but wonder just how much of the
rough life our guest will take to. The Marineswon't make it any easier for him than they haveto.”

"Likely not, gr." Gabby grinned. "l imagine they're pretty ticked at having outsiders stop by for anatter
whilethey'relooking for Feddies.”

"'IsMiko ready to go down and pick them up when they call?'
"He's been waiting sincefirg thing thismorning, si. |
think there's some sort of pool over how long His Highnesswill stay on the ground.”

"l didn't hear that." Truscott put astern look on hisface, then relaxed. "1 hope you got your money down
onagoodtime.”

"l think o, Sir," Gabby said, but the admiral was a-ready on hisway to the door.

It took Truscott less than aminute to walk the forty feet to his day cabin, but that was enough to change
the Stua-tion completely. "Call to Quarters' sounded as Truscott reached for his doorknob. He hesitated,
hand on the knob, then pushed the door open. His complink was buzzing madly. He crossed to it just
long enough to say, "I'm on my way back to the flag bridge." He didn't walit for an acknowledgement.

"Federation ships bearing in at attack speed,” Com-mander Estmann reported when Truscott reached the
flag bridge.

"What'sthelayout?' the admiral demanded.

"Nine ships o far, in askirmish line, from forty-five degrees north of the ecliptic, heading directly toward
us, no morethan thirty mileshigher than Victoria and Sheffield. Theinitid scans show five dreadnoughts
and four escorts.”

"What's the closest match with the new ops plans?' Truscott adjusted a monitor to show the essentia
portions of Buchanan's system.

"C-4" Edmann replied after a second's hesitation. "We show two more escorts now, on their flanks.”
"Maketo al ships, 'Execute C-4 ingtantly, " Truscott said.

"A report from below, Admird," Gabby said. "That lot of Marinesthe princeiswith just walked into an
ambush. Fighting going on now."

"Keep me posted, Gabby," Truscott said. "Get Captain Hardesty on link."



"Two more escorts, Admira," Estmann reported. "These are below us, amost atmospheric. C-4 is il
the best match.”

"Admird?" A holo of Captain Hardesty appeared in front of Truscott's command console.

"'Launch the aert squadron to take the escorts below us under fire. Direct the Spacehawksthat are
aready out to go after those two aswell. Any wegpons you can bring to bear on them in the next thirty
seconds. Then jump usto Sheffield's first C-4 dternate.”

"Aye, gr." Hardesty's image disappeared.

Victoria, Sheffield, Thames, and Lancer jumped to Q-space within twenty seconds of one another.
Repulse, con-ceded from the main Federation formation by Buchanan's smaller moon, waited longer
before moving.

The classc scenarios of space combat were like graceful balletsin dow motion, with engagements
requiring hours— even days—to bejoined, fought, and decided. There wastime for admirasto
micro-manage the fight, running ater-natives through Combeat Intelligence Center computers at grest
length. Truscott's wholesale rewriting of combat pro-cedures made that impossible. The battle arena
becametoo fluid.

Repulse made what was amost certainly the shortest Q-space trangit in history. It entered Q-space five
hundred yards above Pebble and exited 150,000 miles away, dightly above and behind the center of the
Federation line, effec-tively between two of the five dreadnoughts. For ninety seconds, Repulse
bombarded those two ships with every weapon she had. The dreadnoughts had scarcely had timeto
begin returning fire before Repul se was directly between them, limiting the firepower the enemy could
bring to bear without risking damage to its own vessels.

Then Repulse returned to Q-space. The dreadnought to her |eft was close enough to be touched by the
bubble of Q-space that Repulse generated.

Repulse had no opportunity to see the damage she caused, but Sheffield was back in normal-space by
that time, and her cameras caught the explosion as the dreadnought's starboard bulkheads were torn and
twisted. Debriswas sucked through the space-time vacuum created by the Q-space maneuver, hurtling
large chunks of shrapnel toward the next dreadnought in the Federation line.

The second dreadnought survived only by turning its weapons on the gpproaching debris, vaporizing the
most dangerous chunks. All of its attention was focused on that threet when Lancer passed through the
Federation line on the other Sde at a ninety-degree angle, amed directly at the surface of Buchanan.
Like Repulse, Lancer only re-mained in normal-space for ninety seconds. Though Lan-cer's results
were less spectacular, she till scored telling hits on the nearest Federation ships before she reentered

Q-space.

By that time, Sheffield had completed her first inter-change with the two escort vessals that had been the
last to arrive. Coming up from directly astern, Sheffield was shielded from many of their wegponswhile
she launched her Spacehawks and opened fire on the Federation ships. Then Sheffield was gone through
Q-space, out of reach.

Thefirst hit that either Federation escort scored wasn't even againgt any of the ships or fightersin space.
One of its beam weapons scored a hit against a shuttle operating low over the forest below.

Victoria and Thames, the most lightly armed of the five Commonwesalth ships, made the longest jumpsin
the orig-ina dispersa. Thames jumped out of the ecliptic, taking her position over the sun's north pole,



far from any of the action. Victoria hopped to the far side of Buchanan to launch its shuttles with the
remaining companies of Ma-rines. The shuttles landed out of direct observation by the Federation ships.
And athough the Marines disembarked and set up defensive perimeters, they remained ready to board
their shuttles again to return to Victoria, or to move closer to the action. After the last Marine shuttle had
been launched and was wdll clear of the ship, Victoria went back into Q-space and emerged in
normal-space well behind the Federation ships, too far away to be in immediate danger from any enemy

WEspOoNs.
The battle progressed considerably during Victoria's ab-sence.

Admira Truscott leaned forward in his seat on the flag bridge. He kept his eyes on aholographic
projection of the engagement. The projection was visibly disturbed each time one of the Commonwedlth
ships providing the video jumped back to Q-space to regroup and return. The re-peated and sudden
shiftsin the time the signals needed to reach Sheffield taxed the computer that maintained the
pro-jection.

"One Feddie escort definitely degraded,” an enemy damage assessment officer from CIC reported. "The
shift in her power emissonsisclear.”

"Wereready for our next jump,” Mort Hardesty re-ported immediately after that. "No difficultieswith
the Nilssens™

"Very well, Captain, shift to our next position as soon as you're ready,” Truscott replied.

"Q-space inseartion in thirty-one seconds, sir." Then Hardesty was off the link. Truscott focused on the
holo display of the battle again. Repulse and Lancer were at-tacking the main enemy formation
smultaneoudy now, one from ether end of the line. Repul se veered off above the enemy ships. Lancer
ducked below. They made the trangt to Q-space Ssmultaneoudy, but Truscott had no chance a thetime
to seeif that caused any damage to the Federation dreadnought between them because Sheffield made
her jump before those images had time to reach the ship.

The concedling gray of Q-space formed around Sheffield, but only remained there alittle more than the
minimd ninety secondsthat the Nilssen generators needed to recy-cle. Thistime, the ship emerged
directly in front of, and dightly above, the two low-flying enemy escort ships, and the wegpons officer
concentrated on the aready damaged ship as they approached on anear collision course. Near the rear
of Sheffield, apattern of mines was deployed. While Sheffield remained in norma-space, her bulk
would hide the mines. When she exited to Q-space, the enemy escort ships would be too near the mines
to effectivey ma-neuver away from them. If the plan worked.

Arias Rivero was shocked when he saw hisface in a chance reflection from acomplink screen. Histeeth
were bared in afierce grin, the heady aggressiveness of a suc-cessful predator. There was something
exhilarating about this sudden stooping to the attack, assaults that were broken off before they could
become too dangerous, to be resumed from another direction minutes later.

After Lancer's second pass at the main Federation battle line, she jumped ninety-two light-seconds
away, reemerg-ing in normal-space just as theimages of the end of the attack were reaching that
position. As Lancer and Repulse disappeared from their own screens, one of the remaining Federation
dreadnoughts suddenly twisted ninety degrees out of line. Its momentum continued to carry it forward,
but its rockets were pushing it toward the surface. Attitude rockets were fired and dowly started to
correct the ship's alignment. The maneuver hadn't been completed before it wastime for Lancer to duck
back through Q-space for her next attack.

Thistime, Lancer appeared precisaly where she had dis-agppeared the last time, below the center of the



Federation line, but on adifferent heading, pushing up through the line, next to the dreadnought that was
gl attempting to return to itsinitia course. Repulse appeared on the other side of the massive Federation
ship, and both of Truscott's frigates opened up on the one ship. .. while taking other targets under fireon
their opposite Sides.

It wasn't coordination, it was merely luck. Missilesfrom Lancer and Repulse hit opposite sides of the
Federation dreadnought at virtudly the same ingtant, both far back aong the find magjor segment of the
twelve-mile-long ship. Thefina eight hundred feet of the dreadnought were blown loose, taking down the
ship'smain propulsion units. By the time the two Commonwealth ships blinked back to Q-space, the
dreadnought was obvioudy out of commisson, faling behind the other shipsintheline,

Seven Federation ships changed course, climbing higher, away from the planet. The three dreadnoughts
and four es-corts spread out their line, the wreckage of two dread-noughts remaining behind. The ship
that had been caught by the Q-space bubble had been shattered. There were no life support systems
operating. The other dreadnought had lost its main propulsion module, but the rest of the ship remained
intact, gadight. Life support systemswere gill functioning. The ship was using maneuvering rockets,
try-ing to achieve a stable orbit; it no longer had the power to climb away from the planet.

The two Federation escorts that had come in separately from the rest of the fleet appeared to bein
worse condition. The one that had been damaged first had taken more serious damage on Sheffield's
second pass. Then it hit two mines. Its companion had escaped damage the first time around, but this
timeit suffered several missile hits, then struck amine. 1t was without power, and its orbit was degrading.
Unlessits crew managed to restore power, the ship would be atmospheric in three hours. That would
spell theend of it.

"Takefive" Truscott whispered to himsdlf as he viewed thelatest conditions. "Give them alittle longer to
stew.” It was part of the plan he had ordered to meet this attack. Blitz quickly, then pull away, long
enough to communi cate among the ships of the fleet and, more importantly, to run more detailed
diagnostics of critical on-board systems, par-ticularly Nilssen generators.

It was mere proximity that brought Sheffield's reports to Truscott before news came from the other
ships. "The Nils-sen generators are running about atenth of a degree hotter than normal, but cooling
quickly," Hardesty reported. "We've sustained no detectable damage.”

Victoria and Thames aso reported no damage. Since they had stayed clear of the fighting, that was no
surprise. Re-pulse reported damage to one maneuvering rocket, but no degradation of operating ability.
Lancer hadn't taken asin-gle hit.

Truscott got al five captainstogether on aholographic link. "Were doing fine so far," he assured them.
"Weve dready put aforce greater than our own out of action, and the rest of the Federation fleet hasto
be reding. Stay dert though. They may have somebody bright enough to figure out away to counter
what we're doing. With those two escorts away from the main fleet out of action, well switch to the C-3
schedule. Sheffield, movein to recover your Spacehawks, then well rendezvous with Lancer and
Re-pulse for our next go. That dreadnought that'slost itstail ftill hasasting. Let'sfinishit off."

"Why don't they pull out to regroup?’ Lancer's first officer asked, only haf turning toward the captain.

"I've been wondering that for five minutes,” Captain Rivero replied. Lancer was back in Q-space,
heading for its next attack. "Either that first dreadnought was the flag-ship and they haven't sorted out
their command and control yet, or there's some overriding reason for them to stay in reach.”

"Trangports coming in behind them?" thefirst officer suggested.



"That's the obvious thought,” Rivero said. "Another flight of shipsin any case, transports or another bettle
line. Could betheir misson isssmply to keep us engaged for another fleet to box usin.”

"Except the box has too many holes.™
"We hope," Rivero said as Lancer came out of Q-space.

Sheffield and the two frigates came out of Q-space to-gether thistime, Sheffield over and behind the
center of the Federation line, Lancer to thefar left and Repulse to thefar right. Return fire was heavier
thistime than before, but still uncoordinated, scarcely effective, unable to overwhelm the defensive
systems of the Commonwesdlth ships.

The Federation escort ship nearest Repulse sarted to ma-neuver away from the fleet line, half of its
propulsion sys-tems suddenly inactive. Repulse delayed her return to Q-space by ten seconds to pump
another volley of missiles a the wounded Federation ship.

The ten-second delay meant that Repulse wasthe last of the Commonweslth shipsto spot thefive
Federation Cutter class troopships that emerged from Q-space on alow ap-proach to the settled area of
Buchanan. Thefirgt shuttles were already being launched from the enemy troopships when Repulse
identified the new targets.

39

It had been amiserable twenty-four hours for Josef Langenkamp, even before the arriva of the
Federation fleet. When the traumatube let him regain consciousness after surgery, he felt overwhelmed
by the familiar nausea and disorientation—and this time seemed much worse than he remembered. The
process of tuning the new implant took two technicians seventeen hours, and that too was extraor-dinary.
A large, specidized, imaging apparatus was con-nected to Josefs neura implant. The computers that
collated the datawould be able to account for thefiring of virtualy every neuronin hisbrain for the entire
time. Therewas no physical pain, but the process was uncomfortable.

By the time the technicians pulled Josef free of the equip-ment, he felt so nauseated that he held both
hands over his somach. He felt weak, dmost unable to keep hislegs under him long enough to transfer
from the lab table to the whed -chair that was waiting to take him to the conval escence ward.

"Easy, Lieutenant," onetechnician said. "Let usdo thework. Y ou'll come out of it soon enough. A little
broth when you get to your bed, and you'll be ready for areal meal in two or three hours.”

"l don't believeit,” Josef said. "I don't think I'll ever be ready for food again.” And | don't ever want to
go through that again.

"Sureyou will," thetechnician said. "Weissue abrand-new warranty every time. Therés not athing
wrong with you from the neck up.”

"At least nothing physicd,” the other technician added with alaugh.

The horrible fedling passed as quickly as the technicians promised. In two hours, Josef was hungry. A
medal was brought in, high on proteins and carbohydrates, twice the caories of anorma dinner. He ate
every bit and considered asking for more, but settled for an extraglass of citrusjuice.

He didn't taste the sedative that was added to his juice. And when he woke eight hours later, he never
even con-sidered the hows and whys of hislong, restful dumber.

""'When can | get out of here and back to duty?' he asked the nurse as soon as she camein. "I'm just



taking up space here.”

"I'll agree with that, but you know the rules, forty-eight hours after coming out of the box before we can
releaseyou.”

"Peacetimerules” Josef countered. "Thisiswartime. Everything's rush rush now."
"I'll ask theflight surgeon,” the nurse said. "I expect hell have your answer tomorrow night.”

Josef didn't doubt her for amoment. Even when the flight surgeon, Lieutenant Commander Shai Jupa,
camein later than morning, Josef wasn't prepared for the answer he got when he repeated his question.

"How do you fed right now?" the surgeon asked.
"Ten thousand percent. And that's on an empty stom-ach.”

"WEell run afew tests and see what the black boxes say," Jupatold him. He called up Josefsfile on his
port-able complink. "Y ou were rather beyond the usual replace-ment parameters. Y ou should have been
infor your replacement aweek ago.”

"Wartime necessity,” Josef said.

"That's not the way your squadron commander put it," Jupareplied. "Sheinsnuated that we should have
done a preventive replacement after your last, um, misadventure.”

"It was my fighter that wasleaking, Doc, not my head.”

"You'll have to take that up with Commander Bosworth. | have no desireto get in the middle of that
discusson.”

"Just get me out of here asfast aspossible”
"We adways get our patients out of here as quickly as possible, and not one second sooner.”
Josef till got out sooner than he expected.

When "Call to Quarters’ sounded, Josef didn't wait for orders. He got out of bed and started pulling on
the clothes he had been wearing when he was brought to the hospitd. Everything but hisflight suit wasin
the cupboard by his bed. The flight suit had been taken back to the squadron. Josef was slapping down
the clamps on his boots when Dr. Jupacamein.

"What isit?" Josef asked.
"Federation ships,” Jupasad. "You il fed fit?'
"Ready to go," Josef assured him.

"Then get back to your squadron in a hurry. We're going to need every pilot we havein the next few
hours, | think."

Josef didn't wait to betold twice. "Thanks, Doc." He was aready out the door, hurrying adong the
passageway's toward the squadron’s section of the ship, amile away. During long straightaway's, he even
ran, exulting in thefact he didn't fed the dightest dizziness or pain. Gastight bulk-heads dowed him since
he had to stop to open the hatches and then shut them again after him. Under genera quarters, each
section of the ship was sealed off from the rest to localize damage. With the frequent stops, Josef needed



fif-teen minutes to reach fourth squadron’s ready room.
"The flight surgeon release you?' Commander Bos-worth demanded.
"Yes." Josef sucked in adeep breath. "He said we're under attack.”

"Weare. Get into your flight gear. I'll notify your crew chief. We're the only squadron |eft aboard, and
we've just been placed on ready dert. Hurry it up.”

Kate and another pilot helped him suit up and asked how he felt.

"Brand new," Josef assured them, particularly Kate. She smiled and gave hisarm a squeeze. "What'sthe
oppogtion look like?!

Kate gave him aquick rundown. "We launched the other squadrons, then jumped to Q-space. We're
jumping every ninety seconds. Thewholefleetis™

"What'sthe rest of thewing doing?'

"Harassing two Feddie escort ships operating low.”
"Any sign of transports?*

"Not yet."

The pilots kept their eyes on the complink monitors, watching the battle as best they could, cheering
when a Federation ship appeared to be damaged, clutching the arms of their chairs nervoudy when one
of their own ships came under fire. Sheffield remained untouched through severa passes.

Then the Federation transports arrived and started dis-gorging shuttles. It took |ess than aminute for
ordersto arrive for fourth squadron.

"Listen up,” Commander Bosworth called out. "We're going to our fighters, ready for launch. Our misson
isto splash as many shuttles aswe can. It looks asif the Feddieswant to land aregiment of their own.
Let's keep the odds down for our Marines.”

"Gang launch?' someone asked.

"With only ninety secondsin normal-space at atime?”’

Bosworth said. "Of course were going out in agang launch.”

"You feding right, Sr?" Andy Mynott asked as he helped Josef into the cockpit of Red Three.
"Right asrain, Andy."

"Y ou mind yoursdlf out there, Sir. Thistimeit'saproper far.”

"I'll keep that in mind. Y ou mind yourself aswdl. Skip-per'susing Sheffield like a Spacehawk.”
"I know. I've been worrying about that.”

Locked into hisfighter, Josef turned his attention to the battle again. Sheffield made another Q-space
trangt. When she returned to normal-space, she was coming in on the Federation transports while the
frigates continued to engage the enemy’'s main battle line. The LRCs were extended and the Spacehawk
pilotswere hurled out into space. Sheffield vanished almost before Josef had time to adjust to the



tac-ticd gtuation.

The transports tried to take the Spacehawks under fire, but it was uncoordinated, and limited by the need
to avoid endangering their own shuttles. The shuttles themsalves were defensaless, and so much dower
than the Spacehawks that they were virtualy standing targets. Thefirst thirty seconds it was a duck

shoot.

Then one of the Federation escort ships came close enough to bring its weapons to bear and the
Spacehawks had to divide their time between shooting down shuttles and gyrating through random
evadve maneuvers. For ninety seconds, the only ships visible over Buchanan were Federation. During
that interval, Sheffield's Spacehawks took the brunt of all the enemy's weapons.

Josef and Kate each logged two solid kills on shuttles. Altogether, the fighters hit half of the three dozen
Federation landing craft in the first minute. Then the fighters were deluged by missilesfrom the enemy
ships. For atime, es-caping that deadly shower took al of their attention, taking them out of position for
continued strikes on the shuttles.

"Wemight aswell get in afew blows against the ships," Commander Bosworth decided. ' 'We need the
dtitude any-way."

Thefive fighters of red flight took up an intercept course for one of the Federation escorts. They il
weren't in op-timum range when the Commonwedlth ships returned— Sheffield and Victoria taking the
transports under firewhile Lancer and Repulse concentrated on the battle line.

Up to apoint, Spacehawks could maneuver automatically to evade incoming missiles, but when thefire
was too heavy, the pilot had to be ready to take over. Even plugged directly into the fighter's circuitry,
there werelimitsto hisability aswell. Josef saw the missile coming, and he clearly saw that he had no

avenue of escape.

"Herel go again," he said over theradio just before the missile took off hisfighter'sleft wing and sent him
Spin-ning over the other Spacehawks of red flight. The blast stunned him for amoment. Then he blinked,
astounded to find that he was il dive.

"I'm going down," he reported, so calmly that he didn't believe it himsdf. “I'll hold off aslong as| can
before | gect. | hope there are friendly faces down there to collect me.”

"Roger," Commander Bosworth said, too occupied to spare more words.
A few seconds passed before K ate managed a quick "L uck, Joe."

Josef camly went through his emergency checklist, mak-ing sure that his escape pod retained full
integrity. He wanted to hold off gection until he was below twenty-five thousand feet.

Hejust happened to be facing the right direction to see amissile take the nose off Lancer .

The Nilssen generators couldn't adjust instantly. When the missile struck Lancer, it shifted the ship's
attitude im-mediately. The propulsion units continued to power the ship, working at an angleto the ship's
momentum asit did adow backflip. Throughout Lancer, those crew members who weren't strapped in
or firmly hanging on were thrown down or around, adding to the confusion.

"Damage control, what's our Stuation?' Arias Rivero shouted. "Navigation, get us stabilized.” He quickly
noted that amost aminute remained before they could shift back to Q-space—if they were dill ableto.

"Engineering. Generator statud™



"Wevelogt thefirst three compartments forward,” thefirst officer reported. "That's the nose off al three
hulls. Behind that point, our integrity remainsintact. No word on casudties yet."

The ship's remaining maneuvering rockets started dow-ing Lancer's cartwhed spin. But the ship was
finaly sta-bilized not by her own efforts, but by theimpact of another missile exploding far &ft. That blast
put Lancer's Nilssen generators out of commission. With the Nilssensgone, Lancer logt itsartificid
gravity aswell asthe ability to transit Q-gpace.

"Wesgpons, keep putting out everything you can," Riv-ero said. "Engineering, can we get our Nilssens
back on line?"

The weapons officer acknowledged immediately. A third of the ship's wegpons systems were out of
action, or gone, but everything else was till operating. Engineering didn't respond. Rivero repested his
question before thefirgt officer gave him the news.

"Main engineering Sation isgone, Captain.”

"Get the secondary gtation. | need to know if we have anything left,” Rivero told him. Thefirst officer
nodded and went to work.

Rivero put inthe cal to Sheffield. In four quick sen-tences, he derted Admira Truscott to their condition
and immediate prospects.

"Y our courseis carrying you away from the action," Alonzo Rinadi told Rivero. "We're holding in
normal-space for an extrathirty seconds. Repulse will be out and back in on schedule. Were pulling dl
of the Spacehawks out to divert the Feddiesin the interim. If you can't get your Nilssens back up, well
have Victoria comein to evac-uate as soon asyou're clear of the Feddies."

Rivero'sfirg officer returned and shook his head. "The Nilssens are gone, completely.”
"It looks asif well need Victoria,"' Riverotold Shef-field. "Our Nilssensare gone."

"Right, Lancer . Well have Victoria rendezvous with you. Twelve minutes. That will put the Feddiesfar
enough away to let the transfer proceed.”

Twelve minutes.

Two more Federation missles hit Lancer during thefirgt of those minutes, but only one penetrated the
outer hull, damaging two more compartments. Rivero and his crew started preparing to abandon ship.
Wounded crew memberswere given first aid. It was too soon to start numbering the dead, but Rivero
wanted to be absolutely certain that no living crew member was abandoned with the ship.

"Let'sexpend dl the ordnance we can beforewe go,”" Rivero told hisfirst officer. "We might aswell not
wadeit."

He closed his eyesthen for aminute, overcome by the difficulty of maintaining acam exterior while he
was screaming ingde. My ship. My people. ¢ o ¢

It was an act of rebellion, but Josef took his helmet off before he blasted the escape pod free of his
crippled fighter. "'I'm not going to go through another implant this soon,” he swore.

He plotted his landing zone and updated the memory modulesin his hemet. He would need the radio
linksin the helmet once he was on the ground. And he could project maps onto the visor to keep track of
hislocation. It brought a chill when he redlized that he might haveto walk dl of the way to the settlements



on Buchanan, especidly when he redized that he would land 125 miles away from them.

"'If welosethe battle, | might have to walk al the way back to Buckingham,” he whispered. The thought
of being stranded, perhaps permanently, was more frightening than the thought of adozen replacements
of hisneurd implant.

Braking rockets. First parachutes. And on. Josef held his hemet tightly againgt his chest. He didn't want it
caroming around the cockpit like abilliard bal when the pod hit the ground.

"I've got to be able to wak away from thisif I'm going to makeit," he reminded himself.
Then his pod was smashing into the trees, the endless trees.
40

David Spencer and Tory Kepner were still working with the wounded when Lieutenant Ewing brought
up the line companies. David's third and fourth squads had aready come acrossto reinforce their mates.

"Laager up, Bandar," Ewing told hislead sergeant by radio. "WEell stay hereto take care of everyone,
then find a better defensive postion.”

"We've got four dead and six wounded, Lieutenant,” David reported. "Three of the dead and two of the
wounded are from the squad off Sheffield.”

Ewing looked around and was relieved to see that the VIPs appeared uninjured. ' ‘How serious are the
wounds?r

"'Wadll, if we get them into trauma tubes right away, none of them are in danger. Sergeant Chou is hurt
worst. The otherswill be ableto walk, at least for awhile. Gaffer'slegs are both hit—bad. We had to
tourniquet both of them."

"l don't think we can count on pickup anytime soon, even for wounded," Ewing said. "Commander
Shrikes, you're senior serving officer here. | don't think earlier con-ditions prevail any longer.”

lan exchanged glances with the prince. "'I'm not a serv-ing officer," William reminded him softly, and lan
nodded.

"Lieutenant, you know your men far better than | do. For the moment at least, | won't interfere with your
tactica command. I'll amply play admira and let you do the skip-pering.”

"Veywdl, gr."

"I'll contact Sheffield and get what guidance | can,” lan continued. ' That may take sometimeif Admird
Truscott puts his new tactics into operation. How good is our posi-tion here?"

"It1l dofor abit, ar," Ewing said. "There's better to be had.”
"Find us agood spot, Lieutenant, and let me know when we're ready to move,” lan told him.

"Aye, gr." Ewing started talking into hishelmet radio, calling for Bandar Jawad to meet him, and
unfolding his mapboard as he waked to confer with hislead sergeant.

lan kndlt next to David, who was still working with Gaf-fer Chou. " Sergeant, you've had more
opportunity to work with Ewing and his men. How good are they?"



"I've known Bandar Jawad forever, and Ewing has had him to bring him aong. They'll do quitewell, I'd

"Good. I'll trust your judgement. | know something about that."

"Thank you, Sr." David hesitated. "I hope that you and His Highness haven't completely forgotten what
you learned in commando schooal.”

"Sodol," lan replied, and Prince William nodded his agreement.

"We may get down to the samefix the Feddies have been in sncewe arrived,” David said. "That kind of
go isrough on everyone."

lan shook hishead. "No, that's not the way for us. Worse comes to worst, we head back toward the
towns. If we can't act as acohesive military force with some real hope of holding out, we surrender.”

"Surrender?' David asked.

"What good does it do the Commonwesdlth to have its best men fight to the death in ahopeless exhibition
of bra-vado?' the prince asked. "In any case, we can cause the Federation more trouble as recal citrant
prisoners of war than we can as afew ragged guerrillabands if they come out of the battle overhead with
the sort of supremacy weve had until now."

"l hopeit doesn't cometo that, sir," David said, getting to hisfeet. "If | might be so bold, dl of our I&R
platoons are on the ground. We've got the training and experience that could give us achanceto be
effective, even if the Feddies do own the skies after today. It's part of our train-ing, Sir, part of thejob
description, you might say."

"Let'sstick with 'l hope it doesn't cometo that,' " lan said.
"Aye, gr," David said.

"I'm not about to meekly turn mysalf over to the Fed-eration in any case," Doug said. He had been sitting
off to the 9de, unsettled by everything that had happened in the last haf hour. ' 'l won't Smply let them
take over my world again without every bit of fight | can givethem.”

"Let'snot get so far afield,” Prince William suggested. "With the admira's new operations book, | don't
think it will cometo that pass. And we till haven't heard from Buckingham."”

Thirty minutes|later, the force had moved amile and was digging into defensive positionson alow,
heavily wooded hillside. But even that routine operation was interrupted when Lieutenant Ewing received
acdl from Sheffield.

"We have apilot down, twelve miles northwest of your position. Marked by the green cross on your
mapboards. Can you pick him up?"

"Well try," Ewing replied.

"Theré's another problem. The Feddies have managed to land troops. They have at least afull battalion
of fresh troops on the ground and together, nine milesthe other side of the pilot, on adirect line from you
through hispogtion.”

"WEell keep our eyes open,” Ewing said, noting the red blips of Federation hel mets appearing on his
mapboard. As soon asthe link to Sheffield was broken, Ewing turned the information over to David



Spencer.
"Your lot is best equipped for this sort of work," Ewing said, and David nodded.

"Part of thejob, sir." He pointed to the green cross on the mapboard. "With alittle luck, we can reach
himinwell under four hours. Should we come back thisway, or wait for you to join us?'

"Neither. Well rendezvous here." Ewing brought hisfinger down on the mapboard. "That'll giveyou
another three milesto walk after you get the pilot, and it'll put usten miles closer to Sam and Max. Hilly
ground. Should give us good defensive positions.” He expanded the mapboard's scale and called Doug
over.

"Do you know thisareaat dl?" Ewing asked, returning the map briefly to itsearlier scae then zeroing in
again.
"I've never been there, if that's what you mean. Y ou suspect Federation troops are there?'

"No. Unless you know some reason not to, that's where we're heading. The &R folkshave apilot to
pick up and well rendezvousthere.”

"No reason | know of," Doug said, turning his attention from Ewing to David. ' 'How far do we haveto
goto pick up thislad?'

"Twelvemiles" David said. "But thisis one march you'd best forgo. Stay with the companies. Well be
push-ing oursalves hard.”

"Youreafrad I'll dow you down?"

"Onthisgo, yes." David said. "It'sal speed. Twelve miles of heavy forest in four hours. With Feddies
coming in from the other side. They may try to get to our pilot before we can, and they're three miles
closer.”

Doug hesitated for only an ingtant. "In that case, I'll Stay. | don't want to be the cause of one of your men
being captured.”

Sheffield and Repulse continued to harass the main Fed-eration battle flegt, driving them farther awvay
from the crip-pled Lancer. A dozen Spacehawks added their stings, while the rest of the wing continued
to attack the transports and made occasiona divesto fire at the shuttles and troops that had already
landed. For the time being, the crippled dread-nought was | €ft to its own problems. Lancer wasdrifting,
but a escape velocity, "so there was no immediate worry that it might crash on Buchanan. Victoria came
out of Q-space and matched course and speed with Lancer, moving carefully closer to shorten thetime
of exposure to enemy wegpons asit launched shuttles to rescue the frigate's sur-vivors.

Captain Rivero remained on the bridge of Lancer with most of the regular bridge watch. The
conversations were subdued. Severa of the men showed signs of injuries sus-tained when the ship had
logtitsartificid gravity, cuts and bruises. But there was no hint of panic.

"Double-check the integrity of the seals at the docking ports,” Rivero instructed. "No telling how badly
the hulls have been warped.”

Two minutes later, the first officer relayed the report. "Three ports are dl we have, Captain,” Three left of
twelve, no change from thefirst reports. "We have shuttles mating with al three now. The pilots know
what they're getting into. They'll run their own checks on the airlocks.”



Rivero nodded. He squeezed the top of hisnose, trying to clear adull pain between hiseyes. ' 'How
many people havewelogt, Md?'

"Forty-two," thefirst officer replied.
"Out of acomplement of ahundred and eighty-seven.”
"Wedid alot of damagefirgt, dr,” thefirst officer said. "Union and here. Lancer made her mark.”

A report came over the speaker. The first three shuttles were loading people. Three more shuttles were
waiting to dock. That was al it would take to remove the last survi-vors.

"Weve done our job here," Rivero told the others on the bridge. "L et's make our exit with what dignity
wecan."

"You'll bewanting this, gr." Thefirg officer handed aflat object to Rivero. The captain needed amoment
to rec-ognize his framed letter of commendation from the gover-nor of Dorado. He took the | etter,
fondled it for an instant, then looked up.

"Thank you, Mdl. | forgot dl abouit it."
"l knew you'd missit later, Sir."
"Onelast check, Md. We don't want to leave anyone behind.”

"Aye, gr. | figured wed do that oursalves." He gestured at the bridge staff. "Well meet you at the
number two arlock."

David pushed himself and his men. He had spoken to the pilot over the complink, to tell him how long it
would take the rescue party to reach him and to take what cover he could. "We've got arelay on your
helmet beacon, and you'll be able to track us as we come in. Kegp your head down. If those Feddie
blips get too close, turn your helmet off and move due east. Well find you.”

"Will do, Sergeant,” Josef Langenkamp replied. "I've grown very attached to my head." More than you
can guess.

The &R platoon moved intwo linesroughly thirty yards apart. No matter how rapidly they hurried,
every man in the platoon remained aert for any hint of an ambush. Fin-gersrested over trigger guards,
ready to moveto action in lessthan a heartbeat. There was a measure of fear aswell, but fear was
merely another tool to be used, not an enemy to be hidden from.

A third of theway to the flyer's position, David stopped his men for avery short bresk. He linked back
to Lieuten-ant Ewing to ask how the sky battle was going.

"Huid," Ewing reported. "Not as much activity as be-fore. Lookslike the Feddies are learning. Lancer's
been abandoned. Most of the crew survived. But I've got something else for you to worry about. Those
Feddies on the ground are moving toward the downed pilot. They didn't start as early asyou did, but
they're till closer.”

"Well do what we can," David said, and he waved his men back to their feet.

Thel&R platoon took one final rest before tackling the last mile. David sent Tory Kepner ahead with
onefire team to make contact with the pilot.

"WEIl be coming up behind you, not more than amin-ute or two off,” David assured Tory. "Those



Feddies are ill two milesfrom him, but we don't have timeto waste."

"Aslong astheré's no ambush waiting between us and the plughead,” Tory said. "Well get him. Hes not
wounded, right?"

"Right. Said he didn't even get ascratch.”
"Lucky buzzard," Tory mumbled as he led his men off.
41

Sheffield came out of Q-space ready to engage the Federation main battle line again, but it was gone.
Repulse and Sheffield were done, except for the crippled ships. The dreadnought that had lost its
propulsion module had taken further hits since and was no longer athrest. The Federation transports
were eight hundred miles away, accelerating, climbing away from Buchanan. The transports were il
being harassed by afew Spacehawks, but most had broken off the contact. Victoria wasin Q-space
after retrieving Lancer's survivors.

"Now it gets hairy," Truscott said, to no onein partic-ular. "I'm surprised they needed thislong to take
thehint."

"They waited until the transports unloaded,” Alonzo Rinaldi said. "Hadn't been for us, they'd have been
ableto keep their shuttles safe”

"No telling whet they'll do now," Truscott said. "I'd guess their concern might be to protect those
trangports un-til they can shift to Q-space.”

"Do we go after the trangports or wait for the battle line to return?' Captain Hardesty asked over the
complink.

"We wait, for now," Truscott replied. "We need to re-trieve our Spacehawks. Well use both Repulse
and Victoria to cover the operation. Victoria hasn't that much in the way of armament, but well put
everything we haveinto this. | want dl of the shipsready to jump instantly though, just in casethe
Federation ships pop back right in our face.”

"We're ready as of right now," Hardesty said, stretching the sentence until the necessary ninety seconds
had elapsed.

"Admird, Victoria just emerged, out past Pebble," Gabby Bierce said from his console.
"Ask them when they'll be ready to jump again so we can pick up our birds," Truscott told him.
"Soon astheir Nilssensrecycle," Gabby reported.

"Tdl them they'll help cover this maneuver. Well get our birdsin as quickly aswe can." Truscott turned in
his chair. "Wegpons. Any trace of the Federation shipsyet?'

"'No, sr. They must have withdrawn a considerable dis-tance." The weapons officer looked at a clock.
"Certainly at least two light-minutes out. We may not know where they went until after they've left to
come back."

Another wrinkle, Truscott thought. It still depends on where they come back, and when, not where
they went for the interval.

"What do we have from those Marines the prince iswith?" Truscott asked.



"Nothing recent, sir,” Commander Estmann said. "They had split up the last we heard. The I& R platoon
went off to rescue that downed flyer. The rest were on the move aswell, going off to rendezvous with the
others after the pick-up. There are Feddie troopsin the area as well, thisnew lot.”

"Alonzo, after we get thefightersin, well dl jJump out past Boulder, rendezvous with Thames, and wait
for the Federation battle line to show itself again. Get the coordi-nates set up, ready to transmit to the
other ships.

"Aye, Sr." Rinddi started working at his console. "Won't take aminute to get the preliminaries.”
"Gabby, get me Hardesty and Murphy of Repulse.™
That connection took |ess then fifteen seconds.

"I want afull spread of missileslaunched toward the trangports,” Truscott told the two captains. "Make
the spread wider than normal. Maybe well get lucky and catch part of the battle fleet when they jump
back in. If we're dtill in position forty-five seconds after the first spread, launch asecond. But leavea
clear patch to pick up our fighters.”

"Should I make ajump and send in the spread from another direction?* Murphy asked.

"Good idea, Captain,” Truscott said. "Cut down on their maneuvering room. Just remember to leave
room for our operations.”

"Will do, Admird."
"Okay, coordinate your releases but get it done as quickly as practica.”

Truscott smiled after he broke the connection. The tactic might not do any good, but it would give the
Federation skippers something new to worry about. And the transports might not be able to defend
againg that much fireal at onceif the battle fleet didn't return in timeto get caught.

"Wegpons. Still nothing on the Federation ships?’
"No, gr."

When Sheffield made the jump to retrieve her remaining fighters, there were alot of nervous people on
al three Commonwedl th ships, waiting for the Federation baitle lineto return. Victoria and Repulse were
posted to shield Shef-field. Captain Hardesty threw away more pages of the rule book by bringing the
Spacehawksin dl a onceingtead of asquadron at atime. Still, it took twenty-five minutesto get al of
thefightersin and the LRCs retracted.

One more Federation transgport was out of commission, broken apart by one or more missilesthat struck
while the Commonwedl th ships were in Q-pace. Another appeared to have minor damage.

"Give the trangports another spread just before we jump out,” Truscott told Hardesty and Murphy.

As soon asthe missiles were clear, the three Common-wealth ships made their Q-space transit, coming
out behind the larger of Buchanan'stwo moons, the Boulder. Therewas still no sight of the Federation
battleline,

Arias Rivero made surethat dl of hisinjured got to hospital, and he talked to groups of the uninjured.
Everyone seemed to bein shock. Responses were dull. Eyes stared blankly. People from Victoria's
crew moved among Lan-cer's people, pushing tea carts and offering refreshment and words of



encouragement. There were promises of a hot meal and beds.

"Keep on top of things here, Md," Ariastold hisfirg officer. "I'm going to the bridge. I've got one more
report to maketo Admira Truscott." And I'm not looking forward to it.

It was along walk. Rivero was announced formally when he reached Victoria's bridge. Captain
Naughton got up from her seat to shake his hand.

"'l wanted to thank you for picking up my people,” Arias said.
"Glad to help. Y ou and your people did agood job."
Arias shrugged. "Not dl that good, or I'd ill be on my own bridge."

"Y ou did what you had to do," anew voice said. Ariasturned and saw Admira Greene, just coming onto
the bridge.

"I lost my ship, Sir, and too many good people,” Arias said.

"l know it's not easy to face, but you'll get another ship," Greene said. "People can't be replaced, but
your people didn't givether livesfor nil. In large part due to your work, we've done for more Feddie
ships than we had at the start of this donnybrook, and blunted their second attempt to take Buchanan.

Y ou and your people did your job, and came out of it luckier than you might have. Y ou saved most of
your crew. There are several Feddie ships out there that didn't manage that, even with superior as-sets."”

""Thank you, sir. Do | need to report to Admiral Truscott right away?'
"No. Unless you've come up with something that our ops people can use?'
"l can't think that far right now, Admiral,” Rivero said. "I've gone numb from the neck up.”

"The transports have gone to Q-space, two of them any-way," the flag duty officer reported. Truscott
was working with his flatscreen, repeatedly adjusting the scale and ori-entation, looking for the
Federation battle fleet. Nearly an hour had passed since the enemy dreadnoughts had jumped to

Q-space.

"Ops, start moving us. Random jumps, location and tim-ing. Keep al of the ships together, but we move.
If anyone needs resupply urgently, set it up for when were farthest out. | don't want usto stay inthe
same place longer than ten minutes, but don't get ustoo close to the ninety-second minimum for now.
Let'snot press our Nilssens any harder than we have to. As soon as you have thefirst jJump plotted, get
thefleet out."

"Aye, S‘ r.”

"Intelligence. Well need aquick view of our surround-ings each time. And updates to the Marines on the
ground. With usmoving in and out, they'll be guessing on the movement of the Federation troops.”

"Obvioudy, Admiral, you'd don't believe the Feddie fleet has smply gone home," Captain Rinddi said.

"Not for aminute." Truscott watched his monitor asthe gray of Q-space wrapped itself around Sheffield
."They know they outnumber us. They've put more troops on the ground. They're here, somewhere.
Once they decide on away to counter our tactics, they'll come looking for us. Right now, we need to
keep the Federation from interfering with our ground operations. Aslong asthey can't fully support their
troops, our Marineswill hold the edge.”



"Admird, they may not know our strength,” Rinddi said. "If they assumethat it takes more than ninety
secondsto cycle for ajump, they may beieve we have severa times the number of shipswe actually
have. It depends on what they think is possible.”

"We can't count on that," Truscott said. "The fact that none of our ships made it back from Camerein
suggests that they use Q-space more efficiently than we used to. Until we know what their limitsare, we
have to assume that they can move in and out of Q-space at least as quickly aswe can.”

The Commonwed th ships passed through Q-space four more times before there was any changein the
view around Buchanan. The Federation battle line was back.

"They're on aminimal deflection course for the settle-ments’ was the report from weapons.
"Put Repulse and Sheffield on ahead-on intercept,” Truscott said without hesitation.

"Sir, by the time we can cycle back through, that'll mean coming out of Q-pacelittle morethan a
hundred miles above the surface. That's awfully close, especidly for Shef-field.”

"So they'll never expect usthere,” Truscott said. "Doit.”

When the two Commonwesdlth ships returned to normal-space, the Federation line was starting to
separate. One dreadnought and two escort ships held an easterly course. The other two dreadnoughts
and one escort were burning toward a polar orbit. Each formation stretched out into sin-glefile.

"Take the ships heading east,” Truscott ordered.

"Lookslike they plan to stick around, Admird,"” Rinddi said after herelayed the orders. "Givethem a
little time and they can stretch those formations to keep at least one ship on aline-of-sight to their troops
on the surface con-stantly.”

"That's one thing we want to avoid,” Truscott told him.

Therewaslittle delay in the Federation's return of firethistime, but it was obviousthat the
Commonwedth ships had come from the heading that the enemy was least pre-pared for.

"Ninety secondsand out,” Truscott said.
"Already laid in, Sir," the navigator replied.

"Well haveto start crossing thetee,” Truscott com-mented as Sheffield was rocked by a glancing blow.
"'Come across between ships again, limit their options.”

Ninety seconds—the longest minute-and-a-haf of the day for Sheffield and Repulse, exposed to al the
fire from three enemy ships, up close. Repulse lost the nozzle of one forward maneuvering rocket.
Sheffield took another hit, one that sprung the gadight hull over a storage compartment.

"We can't go on like thisindefinitely,” Hardesty told Truscott after the ships jumped back to Q-space.
'Evenif they don't get lucky and do for usthe way they did Lancer, the way they're degrading our
abilities..." He didn't need to finish the thought.

"We have no choice," Truscott said. "WEell concentrate on that same formation. Thistime, well goin
north to south, top acceleration, either end of the dreadnought. Time it so we make our jumps out when
we're directly in the Federation line. Shade both ships close to the dreadnought. We've taken out two of
them. Let'stry for athird.”



There was no way to know if it was coincidence or con-scious timing on the part of the Federation

ships. Sheffield passed ahead of the dreadnought. Repulse went behind. Neither Commonwedlth ship
scored or took any significant hits during their approach, but at amost precisay the same ingtant that they
made their trangit back to Q-space, the three Federation ships did the same thing.

As soon as Sheffield came out of Q-space, it was clear that something had finaly gonewrong with a
jump. There were twenty seconds of absolute confusion. Neither Com-monwedlth ship was where it was
supposed to be, and they weren't as close together as they should have been.

"They jumped at the sametimewedid." The flag nav-igation officer said, guessing. "Wereamillion miles
too far out. Repulse iseven farther out of postion.”

"'Any trace of the Federation ships?' Truscott asked.

"No... wait." The navigator squinted at his monitor and made severd adjustments. ' The dreadnought. It
must have broken up into amillion pieces. We can't track al of the debris.”

"'Just the dreadnought?' Truscott asked.
"Yes, gr. Everything we can trace comes from whereit was."

"Get damage reports from Sheffield and Repulse,” Trus-cott said. He adjusted his own monitor to show
the debris from the Federation dreadnought, then ran it backwards to show the chunks moving back
toward their origin. The computer complied, but it could only show where the pieces came from; it
couldn't reassemble them.

"Any sign of where those escorts came out?' Truscott asked.

"No, sir. They must have gone out a considerable dis-tance, like before. And if they're as off course as
weae..."

''They'll recover. They were a the ends of the line. They might not be asfar out of position aswe are,"
Truscott said. It was an intuitive conclusion. The dreadnought in the center had been destroyed, caught
by Q-space bubbles on either end. Truscott frowned as he tried to reason out what had happened. Why
had the Federation ship been destroyed while the Commonwed th ships had not? They must have
started their jump just an instant behind us, he decided, and got squashed in the middle. Thetwo
nearest ships had been thrown off position, gpparently in relation to their mass. The end ships. their
deviation should be less than that of Repulse at least. It was something el se that the the-oreticians would
have to look into, but Truscott could think of no other possible explanation.

"What about the other group of Federation ships?' Truscott asked.

"Still on course. No, hold that. They've just shifted to Q-space.”

"Weve bought oursalves alittle moretime,” Truscott said softly. Let's hopeit's enough.
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"Vie can't count on our helmet displays or mapboards, not asfar as current enemy postions are
concerned,” David said. Lieutenant Ewing and Sergeant Jawad from Delta Company, Lead Sergeant Hal
Avrid of Alpha, Prince Wil-liam, and Commander Shrikes were gathered around David in the center of
the Marines new defensive position. They had staked out an areafour hundred yards long and
sev-enty-five yards wide on and behind alow ridge.



"Thefleet'sjumping in and out so often that we're not getting constant position updates,” David explained.

"That wasthe admird's plan,” lan said. "But the Fed-eration ships are jumping in and out now aswell, so
their information about uswill aso be suspect.”

"Throw of the dice," Bandar Jawad said. "Depends who's got the most recent dataand how muchiit's
changed since.”

"And how good the other Side's detection gear is," the prince added. "We have to assumeit's as good as
ours, perhaps better.”

"Sorry, gr, | disagree," Ewing said. "I think we can say with considerable confidence that our eectronics
are definitely better. Detection range. On those occasions when we both moved into afight with helmets
operating, early on, our people aways picked up the Feddiesfirst. | doubt they can pick up passive
radiation at al, even with the ships. Aslong aswe redtrict ourselves to the most essentiad of
communications, we should be safe until they're dmaost in our laps. Receivers open, no transmitting
except in emer-gency conditions. Passve IR scan, no IR lights. That sort of thing."

"l agree," lan said. "They were too ready to forgo e ec-tronics dtogether. They must not have much faith
inther gear."

"We have another decision to make," Ewing said. "Weve got an excellent defensive position here, but we
were too free with our complinks after we arrived. The Fed-dieslikely know where we are. Do we stay
here because it's the best defensive position were likely to find, or do we move on to make it harder for
the Feddiesto find us?' He di-rected the question at lan, but David was thefirst to speak.

"'I&R usudly calsfor movement over fixed defense, but I'd suggest staying put, at least for the night. It's
getting dark. We have wounded who will make it impossible for usto move fast and silent. And there are
gtill pockets of Feddies|eft from the origina invasion. Tripping over an ambush in the dark istoo likely
now, and wed readly be on our own."

Jawad and Avrid were quick to agree. "'l think it'sthe only way," Avrid said.

lan nodded. "So do |. At least for tonight. See to your men. Have them deep and stand watch in turns,
half and half in each fire team. Passive sensors only. No radio trans-missions unlesswe're under active
attack. Y ou men know thedrill."

David's platoon dipped out of the defensive ring and planted snoops adong approachesto theridge. Then
they came back in, to get alittle rest before their next job.

Ewing's headquarters platoon set up acommand post on the east dope of the ridge, digging ashalow
bunker into the bottom of the hill and reinforcing it with logs and rocks.

"It'snot apaace, but it might do for one night,” Ewing said when he brought Prince William and
Commander Shrikesin.

"I'm sureitll befine" Prince William said. "Y our sub-tle way of suggesting that we keep out of the way?'
"Not at dl, gr," Ewing said, much too quickly.

"Wrong answer," lan said with a soft chuckle. Ewing looked confused, but lan took him off the hook
quickly. "Never mind. Lieutenant. We are the outsiders here."

"Yes, dr," Ewing said, amost stuttering. "Excuse me, 1'd best take alook around the perimeter beforeiit



getstoo dark."

"Don't shake the lad too much,” William told lan once they were done. "We get in afight, hell need dl
the confidence he can mugter."

lan sighed. "I know. There are times when humor is out of place. But I'm not used to thiskind of
gtuation. I'm gtill learning. That'swhy | told Ewing that | wouldn't interfere with him running the show.”

"If you hadn', | might have clobbered you to keep you out of it."

lan stared at him for amoment, then decided that the prince was serious. "That's gentler than what some
of the Marines might have done. And they'd have had the right of it, no matter what King's Regs say."

"What do you think's going on up there?" William asked, gesturing upward with athumb. ™Y ou've known
Truscott longer than | have.”

"We dtill have afleet. After eight hours or more, that's quite a statement. Five dreadnoughts and six
escortsagaing our lot."

"Truscott has certainly proved the vaue of hisnew tac-tics" William said. "l just hope hewins clear here
to enjoy thefruits of hislabors."

"Him and therest of us" lan said. "I hate to think that it all comes down to Long John'sreaction to the
admird's dispatches.”

"Y ou don't think much of the First Lord of the Admi-raty?'

"Let'sjust say that | don't know him aswell as| know Admiral Truscott. | don't have any cause to doubt
Raegh'sahilities, but he's never seemed particularly suited to in-novation or spur-of-the-moment

planning.”

"Y ou may beright, or weld likely have had tests run on this Q-space routine years ago,” the prince said.
"We get back to Buckingham, the Admiralty will certainly come un-der close scrutiny.” lan noted that
whilethe prince had avoided usng the word "if," he had dso shied away from "when."

Josef found himself shivering uncontrollably. He wasn't injured, having come out of this smash even better
than the one back on Buckingham. The temperature was seventy degrees Fahrenheit, so it wasn't cold.
He had hisflight suit and helmet on, and that should have had him roagting. The flight suit wasamajor
handicap moving through the jungle; it was heavy, bulky, and not particularly limber; but he needed its
thermal shielding. He didn't want to stand out like abonfire to enemy IR detectors.

The Marines had treated him right. One of their medica orderlies had given him a close once-over, even
though they had real casudtiesto carefor.

I'm proper useless here, hetold himsdlf as he got the shivering fit under control. Fish out of water . He
was armed, but only with adug-throwing pistol and his surviva knife. The pistol had only the nine rounds
inthe magazine. He didn't carry spares. He hadn't even fired the gun in months, since hislast annud
gppearance on the range to qudify withiit.

I'm getting to be a bloody wastrel with fighters. They'll have me flying a desk if I'm not careful . At
the moment, that wasn't the worst possible fate, but he knew he wouldn't be happy anywhere but in a
fighter cockpit. He curled up on the ground in afeta postion, still shivering.

Kate, | hope you made it okay. He had tried to avoid thinking of her after his own fighter was blown.



At least Six other Spacehawks had been lost in the battle. He had heard that much over his complink
while he waited for pickup, but he hadn't heard who the pilots were, or even which squadronsthey were
from.

By the time Josef got around to thinking that it was going to be along, miserable night, he had did into
what was dmost deep, an uncomfortable, semiconscious sate that made the minutes pass like hours.

Avoiding hedmet complinks was no great hardship for veteran & R Marines. Specia operations often
caled for eectronic sllence. David cued Alfie, Jacky, Roger, and Sean to go out with him on patrol. They
|oaded themsalves down with mines and snoopers, and dipped down the west-ern face of the ridge.
Beforethey left, David briefed his companions as completely as he could, spelling out pre-cisely where
they were going and what they were going to do. While the veterans scarcely needed the blueprint, Sean
wastoo new for David to presume that he would know without initial coaching.

David led the way. He curved south, planning on asig-nificant detour, hoping that the Federation troops
would be concentrating too much on the direct route between them. The red blips had remained in one
place for hours. The patrol was based on the assumption that the Feddies had made camp for the night.

Intelligence and Reconnaissance. .. and sometimes a bit of acommando raid. Like now. David smiled.
This patrol had been hisidea. Lieutenant Ewing had accepted the idea, dmost gratefully. Commander
Shrikes and Prince William had both seemed pleased at the prospect aswell.

"It should cut down the odds againgt us, at least alittle," David had told the others. "Make these new
arrivasmore cautious.”

"Just don't get carried away," the prince had said. "Y ou'll do us alot more good back here safe and
healthy when it's over than you would out there, dead or hurt. We don't know when well be able to get
any medevac down."

"I'm aware of that, Sr," David assured the prince. "That'swhy I'll only take four picked men, the best I've
got for thissort of job."

The team had been out for an hour before David raised his hand, fist clenched, to signd for theteam to
stop.

Now, if my memory hasn't gone south, we're almost there. David motioned his men off to theright,
gpreading them out along the path. Each man knew his assignment. Once the others had time to reach
their positions, David knelt down and started his own share of the work, planting one snoop and a half
dozen small land minesthat would be triggered when the snoop spotted human movement acrossthe arc.
The mines went into the underbrush, aimed out over the path to provide overlapping kill zones. David's
batch would cover agtretch of thirty yards. The other Ma-rines set up smilar kill zones dong the path.
The computers running the system were programmed to permit intrudersto get well aong before the
mines were detonated. Which-ever end of the string the enemy came from, the snoops would wait to
trigger the mines until the enemy'slead d-ement reached the far end of the last kill zone, or until the
rearguard came even with the first snoop.

One by one, the other Marinesran back down the path, crouched low. David counted, and he touched
each man on the leg as he went past to let them know that he had seen him. Alfie was the last. Once Alfie
went by, David got up and followed. The otherswaited for him fifty yards from the end of the
booby-trapped stretch of path.

Thiswas the predictably dangerous moment. For afew seconds, while David activated the snoops that
would con-trol the mines, he would be vigble to anyone using elec-tronic detection equipment.



The others gathered around David, dl of them close enough to see what he was doing as he turned on
the port-able transmitter and keyed in the seven-character code that activated the system. Quick bleeps
confirmed the activation. David shut down the transmitter as soon asthe last confir-mation sounded. He
stood and waved the team on, back toward the ridge.

David dept easly, but lightly, after he brought his men back from patrol. He scarcely noticed the
discomfort of amply spreading out on the ground to deep. It wastoo familiar. Hisfiedd skin kept him
warm, hishelmet al the pillow he needed. If he were wakened abruptly, therifle a hissdewould bein
his hands before his eyes were open. When he woke on his own, as he did frequently, it was different.
There was amoment of awareness. He would open his eyeswithout moving, look around, listen. As
soon as he could assure himsdlf that nothing was amiss, he would dide back into deep.

Half an hour before dawn, David got up and prowled behind the line of men on the ridge, then went
down to the makeshift command bunker. Lieutenant Ewing was just waking, Sitting across the entrance to
the bunker. He stood and gestured David away fromit.

"I didn't expect you up so soon,” Ewing said.
David shrugged. "My body decided it wastime."
"Y ou got your packets planted?"

"Yes, gr. Unlessthe Feddies change their route, they should run into our surprise no more afew minutes
after they start out.”

Bandar Jawad came across the dope toward them. In the predawn darkness, hisfigure was no more
than alight green ghogt, the faceplate of hismask dightly reflective.

"A quiet night," Bandar said around ayawn. "More than | expected.”

"Let'shopefor apeaceful day,” Ewing said. "I'd just as soon save any fighting until after we ddliver our
gueststo more senior officers.”

The two sergeants nodded. They understood completely: Not on my watch. They wouldn't want to be
remembered in connection with the death or capture of the king's young-est brother.

"They get abreak upstairs, | imagine the admird will send a shuttle for the prince and our casudties,”
David said. "Leastways, | hope hewill." He glanced aong the dope toward the bunker. Neither the
prince nor Com-mander Shrikes had come out yet. "Wed bein alot better shape without them."”

"Beniceto get Gaffer Chou to the medicsaswdl,” Bandar said. "Save him alot of grief later.”

Both of Chou'slegs had been shot up and broken. Chou had been treated with a variety of medpatches,
both for pain and to fight infection. He had remained unconscious, or closeto it, since. But if the Marines
couldn't get him to atraumatube soon. .. The nanoscrubbers could only do so much without the more
complete molecular machinery of atraumatube. Even if Gaffer didn't die, thelegs might deteriorate S0
badly that they would have to be amputated. That would mean weeks in atraumatube whilethelegs
were regenerated, and more weeks of therapy before he would be able to function normaly again.

Chou's men, the survivors of the squad he had brought down to protect Prince William, were arranged
around the bujiker asan inner line of defense. Prince William and lan Shrikes were their primary

responghility.

"L et's spend the morning improving our positions here," Ewing said. "Unlesswe get new orders, were



gtill supposed to dig in and wait.”
"We stay hereinstead of looking for adifferent spot?' David asked.

Ewing nodded. "Moving would kill Chou. Dig in and st tight, and hope that friends get to us before the
other lot."

"Wed best send adetail for water aswell," Bandar said. "We may haveto go amilefor that. We get
locked into this position, we could run short in another day.”

"Work it out with the other sergeants, Bandar,” Ewing said. "Maybe two men from each platoon, a squad
to run cover for them."

"YS, s‘ r_"

"I wish we could afford the time and noise to give us clear kill zones around this place,” Ewing said. The
main ridge faced the known concentration of Federation forces. Two lower, gentler, hills blocked off the
Sdes—somewnhat. But therewasllittle in the way of natura protection across the remaining Sde of the
area. "Get some quick rampartsin acrossthe east.” Ewing gestured.

"If we're staying put, we have to do something about that Sde,” Bandar said. "Bring down afew trees,
something to give alittle cover to the men there. Plant afew mines out far enough to dow an attack. The
other sdeswill have to make do with what nature provided, but nature didn't provide adamn thing for us
ontheeas."

"Doit quickly, and as quietly aspossble," Ewing told him.
"Right, ar."

David glanced aong the dope as two men came out of the bunker. "Lookslike our VIPsare up,” he said
oftly.

Ewing turned and nodded, then started toward them. Ban-dar and David followed.
"Wemadeit through the night,” Prince William said.

"Yes, dr," Ewing agreed. "l think it'stime we had alook at a mapboard to see what sort of dataweve
oot

"Ingde?" lan suggested, jerking athumb toward the bunker.
"Yes, gr. That will mute the eectronics somewhat. A little bit of luck and they might not pick it up at dl.”

Five men crowded inside the narrow dugout. Ewing un-folded his mapboard and turned it on. Their own
position was clear from the triangle showing the position of the mapboard. The group of red blips
representing the Feder-ation's soldiers west of them was alittle closer than it had been the day before,

"Right where they'll have to ssumble on our surprisesif they comethisway,” David pointed out. That
wasn't the problem. The problem was a second group of red blips, to the north, and only alittle more
digant.

"That other lot must have done anight march,” Bandar said. "They were at least Sx milesfarther off the
last we looked." They had been so far away that the Marines had given them little thought.

"Coming toward us," the prince noted. "They must be acting in concert.”



"They're coming for us," Bandar said.

"And it won' teke them dl that long, once they start moving again,” Ewing said. "Y ou'd best get those
detailsworking right now, Sergeant.”

43

Admiral Truscott was feding hisage. He had lost count of the coffee and tea he had consumed in the
last twenty hours. It was hard enough to keep track of thetime. He had to stare at aclock and
concentrate for the time to register. He had managed a couple of short naps, but it was hardly adown
payment on the deep heredlly needed. Ten-sion, adrendine, and willpower had been enough to carry
him only so far. Beyond that point, theinevitable physical reaction had set in.

Ontheflag bridge of Sheffield, everyone seemed to be suffering the same waning dertness. Sending
people off two or three a atime to rest hadn't done much good. They were dl too acutely aware of their
vulnerability to deep even when they had the opportunity.

The early successes had been heady. The crews of Shef-field and Repulse had been ready to take on
the galaxy, certain they could beat any odds. Then the Federation ships Started to play by Truscott's new
rules. There hadn't been any exchange of fire in fourteen hours. The sides played hide-and-seek,
retreating to Q-space as soon as the enemy showed up, jumping to new positions, coming out over
Buchanan just often enough to keep each other from fully supporting their ground forces.

Sunrise was gpproaching the settlements again.

Truscott rubbed his face with both hands. His shipswere far out in the Buchanan system, over thefar
sde of the system's outer gas giant. The planet's e ectromagnetic sig-natures completely masked the
ships. They were nearly asinvisible asthey would be in Q-space. They were also a-most asisolated as
they would be there. Theimages they could see of Buchanan were too old to have any tactical
vaue—ancient hitory for al practica purposes.

The hours of relative inaction had served some needs. The ships had been able to repair some béttle
damage. Thames had replenished the munitions stores of the other ships. There had been timeto do
extended checks on Nils-sen generators and other essential equipment. But now...

"Alonzo, how do we draw them into combat on our terms?" Truscott asked, breaking severa minutes of
utter Slence on the flag bridge.

"Put a couple of flights of Spacehawks out to go after their ground troops,” Rinadi said after amoment.
"That meansrisking the fighters and maybe putting ourselves in avulnerable position. If they comeat us
during launch or recovery, werein apoor position to defend ourselves. Ties us down until we finish the
operation and takes at |east twenty percent of our weapons out of action.”

"Any other ideas?'
"That'sall I've been able to come up with so far.”

"Put oneflight of the dert squadron in their cockpits," Truscott said after two minutes of tapping his
fingersonthearm of hischair. " 'Well jump in and gang launch them. As soon as they're beyond the
bubble radius, we return to Q-space and come out on the tail of Boulder, ready to jump back in when
and if the Federation ships stand to againg the fighters.”

"Yes, dr," Rinddi sad. "How soon?"



"Twenty minutes. That'll makeit light over dl of the Federation troops on the ground. We want them to
see our birdsthistime. If they'rein radio contact with their ships, | want them to be ableto call for help.”

Josef groaned as he woke. Sleep had been along time coming the night before, and it had been disturbed
fre-quently. Hisflight suit hadn't been designed as camping gear.

"Itll get worse," one of the Marines had assured him the evening before. " Tomorrow afternoon, when it
gets hotter than hell and you can't use your suit'sair condition-ing because of the e ectronics blackout."

The Marine had disturbed Josefsfirst attempt to deep. He had a present for the pilot, therifle that had
belonged to one of the Marineswho had been killed in the last am-bush. The Marine took timeto give
Josef basic ingructions. You put the magazine in here; pull this bolt back to load the chamber and
cock it; squeeze the trigger; remove the empty magazine; start all over. He had ignored Josefs
pro-teststhat he knew how to handle arifle. The Marinesin-structions had been to give the flyer a
lesson, and that was what he was going to do.

Josef used therifle to help him get to hisfeet when he woke in the predawn twilight. His joints were iff,
and hisflight suit fet asif it had doubled its mass overnight. He stretched and groaned again, thinking how
wonderful acup of hot coffee would go down, how much he would like to have his berth back on
Sheffield to crawl into for somered deep... not to mention how much hewould like afull, hot breakfast
in place of barely ediblefield rations... and, most of dl, Kate. But he couldn't think about her now. To
think would be to worry.

Josef looked around. Marines were working on the open side of the bivouac, cutting down trees,
trimming branches, building a barricade. Everyone e se seemed to be digging holes, or enlarging holes
they had started the evening be-fore.

"Should | bedigging too?" he asked himself. The night before, he had just found himsdf aplaceto deep
near the command bunker. He didn't have a shovel in any case, and no one had come around to give him
one.

One of the Marine sergeants came up to Josef then and held out a breakfast pack. "1'm David Spencer.”

Josef nodded and took the meal pack. No matter how the food tasted, it was food. ' 'What the hell am |
supposed to be doing?' Josef asked. "Should | be digging myself ahole, or what?'

"I'll have one of the men dig you apit, Sr. That'll be faster. There's quite aforce of Feddies heading our
way. Two different groups, coming from the west and from the north. The onesto our west werejust a
little dower reach-ing your location yesterday than we were."

"Y ou mean they till want me?'

A smilefound itsway onto David'sface. "I wouldn't take is o persond, sir. I'd say they want al of us,
dead or captured, preferably dead. Prisoners are such a nuisance.”

"They obvioudy know wherewe are," l1an told Ewing, " So there's not one bloody reason why we
shouldn't use dl the advantages we have."

"Maybethey don't know our exact position,” Ewing countered. "Weve kept everything on the hush dl
night. Maybe they'll assume weve moved.”

"We need the mapboard to track them. And | want to contact Sheffield about air support, and to find
out whether we gill have shipsup there. It makes adifference,” lan said.



"We can sill minimize our exposure for now, sir,” Ew-ing pressed. "There€'s no need to switch on
everything. I'd best put the NCOs on full eectronicsto watch for incoming signdss, but we can hold off
on the rest until the Feddies are on top of us."

lan nodded. ' 'Y es, no reason to give them ahead count. Get your sergeants notified. I'll wait till you get
back before | switch on the mapboard and try to contact Sheffield."

After Ewing l€eft, lan turned to the prince. "I didn't hear you offering opinions.”

"Couldn't decidewhich | preferred. | can see both sdes. Besides, it might have given the wrong
impressionif I'd come out in favor of contacting Sheffield for help. Might have looked asif | were smply
trying to get mysdlf out of ajam.”

lan shook hishead dowly. "I haven't noticed you doing alot of talking with Weintraub ether.”

"He's on the line with the Marines,” William countered. "We did natter for atime last evening. Of course,
most of the chat seemed to be of the 'If we get out of thisdive sort.”

"Yes, thereisthat." lan picked up his needlerifle and checked the safety.
""Hardly the place for asenior nava officer to make hislast stand, isit?" the prince asked softly.
"Or aking's brother?" lan replied.

William shrugged. "Who can tdl? | might serve the Commonweelth more by dying in bettle than | can do
dive. Symbolism isimportant.”

"That lot north of usismoving." Bandar Jawad pointed a the mapboard. Josef had joined Prince
William, 1an Shrikes, Asa Ewing, and Sergeants Spencer and Avriel around Bandar.

"If they'rein communication, the other lot will be mov-ing within the next few minutes” David said.
"That'll give them amost identical distancesto cover to get to us.”

"We're going to get some help,” lan told the others.

"I've been on to Sheffield.” He had needed three tries be-fore he got an answer. The flagship had been
off in Q-gpace. "They're launching aflight of Spacehawksto harass the enemy. Besides giving us ahand,
they hopeto draw in the rest of the Feddie fleet."

"Oneflight?" Josef asked, just joining the group. "Then the only red purposeisfor them to bealurefor
the enemy fleet. Any help they actualy give uswill beincidenta.”

"Thefight up thereis moreimportant than anything we might face down here," Prince William said. "'If we
lose our ships, or if they can't do anything because of the Fed-eration fleet, it doesn't matter how much
havoc we wreak on the ground troops. They can wait us out or come in and hunt us down the way we
were hunting them.”

"WEell do what we can, sir," David said.
" 'England expects every man to do hisduty, " William quoted.
"What'sthat, sir?' David asked.

The prince shook his head. "Ancient history. What Ad-miral Nelson said to his men before the battle of
Trafd-gar.”



It was David's turn to shake his head. "1 didn't know that, Sir, but, begging your pardon, were al talking
asif wewere dready dead. It wouldn't do for the lads to hear ustalking thisway." It's not doing me any
good either, hethought.

The distant explosions were clearly audible to the Ma-rines, but there were no cheers. Insteed, the men
got more aert, bringing weaponsto the ready, looking off into the forest asif the enemy might appear
that very second.

"Bean hour at least before they get here," David called out to the men on one stretch of theridge. He
headed back down to the command bunker. Lieutenant Ewing was shak-ing his head as David
approached.

"Not near as much aswe hoped for," Ewing said. ' They left too much of agap between their scouts and
the main body. We only lost six red blips.”

David shrugged. "Six lessfor usto face later. It should dow therest atrifle. If those fighterstake care of
afew more, well bein fairly decent shape—least asfar asthese two groups are concerned.”

"Y es, Spencer, | know. They don't outnumber us any more than three to two now and we've got the high
ground and defensive positions. Y ou will let me worry about the space fight, won't you?'

Six Spacehawks made runs againgt the Federation forces. Thefighterscamein two at atimeand
aternated between the two enemy columns. The newly landed Federation troops were more prepared
for air defense than the ones who had been surprised on the ground by the arrival of the Commonwesdlth
fleet. They had more than afew surface-to-air missiles. Two Spacehawks were destroyed in the first five
minutes of the air raid. Another fighter was damaged. Its pilot pulled up and away, looking for dtitude
and a hedlthier neighborhood to gect in.

After that, the remaining three fighters were more cau-tiousin their attacks, keeping more atitude and
distance asthey launched their missiles and made their strafing runs. The Federation troops blanked their
electronics and moved under cover of the forest. Then the last three fighters went to full power and made
abum to orbit.

"The Feddie ships came out," lan whispered to Prince William. "Down to al-or-nothing time.”

David's platoon held the center of the main ridge. Alpha Company of the First Battalion wasto their |eft,
holding the south end of the ridge and stretching around to the flank and half of therear. Delta of the
Fourth completed the perimeter on the north—ridge, flank, and rear. The few re-maining Marinesfrom
Sheffield werein atrench around the command bunker, with the VIPs, the wounded, and the flyer.

Doug Weintraub was on the ridge, his foxhole between those of David Spencer and Alfie Edwards.

Thefirg attack camein the form of afew long-rangerifle shots, unnervingly closefor ther length—over
four hundred yards. Doug saw one bullet kick up dirt less than two feet from hisfoxhole. Sug-throwers
werethe only ri-fleswith that sort of range.

A couple of minutes later, there were two explosions out in the forest, some distance and seconds apart.
David nod-ded dightly. The explosions placed the enemy precisdy for him. They had reached the first
line of landmines &R platoon had spread across the approaches to the firebase the night before, 250
yards out. There was one more line of mines, plus afew extras scattered at random to make the enemy
think that the routes were more heavily mined than they actudly were.

"Hold your fire," David told his men over the platoon circuit. " Squad leaders, make sure everyone's



switched on.” Thefirst shots were meant to be the signd for that.

There was another explosion, off to the north, in front of the other group of advancing Federation troops,
then a gpate of firing asthey opened up on Delta Company. Ban-dar Jawad's men held their fire.
Lieutenant Ewing had given no command to return fire. The plan wasto wait until the Federation troops
were within one hundred yards. The Marines had no way to know how long their ammunition would have
to last, and their reserves were finite, not to be wasted on futile sound effects at long range.

David had his mapboard open and on. The red blips that represented the enemy drew steedily nearer,
nearing the second line of mines. David looked up asthefirst of those mineswent off. Then therewasa
period of slence, fol-lowed by anumber of rifle shots—that were, in turn, fol-lowed by anumber of mine
explosions as the Federation troops located and cleared the obstacles.

Too fast and too many, David thought, and he redlized that it meant that the Federation must have
superior mine detectors.

It doesn't matter. They don't outnumber us by more than three to two, and that's not enough to
make up for position, David assured himsdlf. But hewaslooking at his mapboard when the number of
red blips amost doubled as more Fed-eration helmets were turned on.

Alfie had hisneedlerifle a hisside, but he held his grenade launcher. He would need that long before it
wastimeto start spraying needles. Hetook long, dow bregths, focusing completely on the forest. Alfie
had marked hiskill zone, and knew itslimitsintimately. Whet lay to either sdewas of little concern.

Other Marines would watch those zones, overlapping the edge of his. Once the fighting started, casuaties
would mean redefining zones of fire... but it wasdl part of thedrill.

Don't kid yourself, Alfie boy. Thisis like nothing you've ever seen before. These aren't colonials
who don't know right from left. These are professional soldiers, or con-scripts trained by
long-term pros. They'll know the drill aswell asyou do.

Alfieblinked three times quickly after staring for too long. Too long. The silence had lasted too long as
well. He glanced over toward Sergeant Spencer, who was intent on the forest below. Alfie looked the
other way. Everyone was watching, waiting. He moved hisright hand away from hisrifle long enough to
wipe the sweet off on histrousers. The waiting.

Thefirst volley of grenades, the first sustained shoot-ing, came from the south, where there were no red
blipsat al. The grenadeslooped in over the dug-in Marines, scat-tering shrapnel and white phosphorus
over hdf the clearing. The phosphorus burned and st fire to whatever ground cover it touched.

David glanced to his|eft, but only for an instant. He knew he had to mind his own front, not worry about
the flank. The largest concentrations of Federation troops had to be to the west and north. That
shouldn't be more than a single patrol, hetold himsdf, sneaking around without their helmets on.
But he worried about how many more of the enemy might till be out there without eectronics. They're
too damn willing to use that trick.

Then it was time for the men on the ridge to duck. A dozen grenades exploded within a second or two.
Most hit the west face of the ridge, but before the Marines could lift their heads after the last bladt,
Federationriflefire raked their pogtions.

"Return fire when you have targets," Ewing ordered over the al-hands channd.



David smiled thinly as he brought hisrifle up. There were no Feddies visible yet. But by linking hissights
with his hdmet's eectronics, he could lock onto the enemy's helmets—as long as the marked positions
weren't hope-lessy obsolete by the time hefired. That depended on how recently the positions had been
updated, how far away the ships of the Commonwedlth fleet were. But David didn't demand perfection.

Hefired short bursts, moving from blip to blip on the head-up display on his visor, scattering each burst
over anarrow range to make up for random movements in the seconds, or minutes, since the projection’'s
last update. Along theridge, other Marineswerefiring aswell. Closest to David, Doug held back. He
didn't know how to link hisrifleto hishelmet, and it wastoo late to teach him.

"Just hold on, Doug," David told him over aprivate channd. "We're usng our helmetsfor target
acquisition. Wait until you see movement. Don't waste ammunition.”

"Right,"” Doug answered, hisvoicetight.
David switched channelsto talk to Bandar. "Y ou show-ing any activity over there yet?'

"Just afew dtray shots," Bandar said. "The bulk of this group seemsto betrying to dide around to the
east. Theway they're going, you'd think they didn't know we can trace their helmets.”

"Doesn't wash," David said. "They've spent too much effort hiding their eectronicswhen it suited them.”

"Y eah, that'swhat | thought," Bandar said. "The move-ment of helmets must be afeint. They want usto
concen-trate on them.”

"Keep your arse down," David advised. "It'stoo invit-ing atarget.”

Thefirgt sustained assault came againgt the northeast cor-ner of the firebase. With heavy supporting fire
from gre-nades and rifles on the other sides, acompany of Federation soldiers advanced against the
shoulder of thelow hill on the north side of the firebase, where the hill dropped to meet the makeshift
barricades stretched across the east.

Therewas no mad charge of screaming warriors. The Federation soldiers were too professional. They
knew the utter futility of such an antiquated tactic. A handful of nee-dlers could wipe out battalions of
running soldiers, even without the backup of beamers, dug throwers, and grenade launchers, and any
modern army would have al four sorts of wegpons, and soldierstrained to use them.

Instead, the assault was made by men crawling and fir-ing, using every inch of available cover to cut
down on the targets they offered, and using their wegpons to minimize incoming fire. The covering fire
poured into the Common-wealth positions by other Federation troops was just as im-portant.

David Spencer divided his attention between his own front and keeping track of thefight on thefar sde
of the firebase. The men on theridge had to be careful of fire from both sides.

"Lieutenant, | think we can help if we turn one man from every fire team on theridge around to get a
better angle on the Feddies," David said over the command chan-nel. ' They can aways turn back
around if we get action onthisside.”

"Doit," Ewing sad.

Team by team, the best marksmen with dug throwers on the ridge turned their fire against the Federation
assault on the far sde. The range wasimpossible for needlers, and extreme for the beamers. The attack
fatered. The Federa-tion soldiersimproved their positions and tried to meet the new fire as best they
could. Behind them, their support troops aso redirected much of their fire.



A second assault was launched againgt the southern end of the ridge, obvioudly to take pressure off the
exposed Federation troops on the northeast corner. This assault started with another flurry of grenades.
Soldiers moved in behind the explosions. This attack wasin greater strength than thefirs.

"They've got to try to take theridge," Ewing told lan and the prince. They werein the trench that had
been dug across the downhill side of the command bunker. "Aslong as we hold the high ground, they're
just sausage meet going into the grinder.”

"Isthere anything we could do that we're not doing now?" lan asked.
"Not unless the Spacehawks come back," Ewing said.
"Not before nightfal, and that's an eternity and ahaf from now.”

"Maybe we should have left Spencer'slot out in theforest," Prince William said. "'l wish I'd thought of
that when it might have done some good.”

"Y ou're not the only one," Ewing said. "And I'm the one who should have thought of it. Or Spencer
himsdlf. | can see me missing something like that. I'm surprised that he did. Or my own lead sergeant.”

"No use wadting time on could-haves," lan said.

The attacks on the opposite corners dowed. The Feder-ation forces quit trying to advance. But there
was no sign of any retreat; that might prove too costly. The soldiers stayed where they were, improving
their postionsin the smal ways that meant so much for surviva, diding alittle to one side or another to
put trees between them and their enemy, grubbing at the dirt to get closer to the ground, changing their
angle. Surviva could often be measured in smdl fractions of an inch.

Therespite was only relative, and another advance started within minutes, moving against the other end
of the wesk eastern side of the Commonweslth firebase.

"They've got far more soldiers than we thought,” Ewing told lan.

""'Somehow, they've managed to gather alot of the men who were stranded here," Prince William said. "I
wonder if that meansthey have communications channelswe can't detect.”

"That's something to worry abouit later,” Ewing said. "'If we have alater. Commander Shrikes, you'd best
get onto Sheffield. Seeif there's anything they can do for us.”

"I've been trying," lan replied. "They must bein Q-gpace again. | haven't been getting any response.”
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"They'recoiningin low and fast," Alonzo Rinadi re-ported. "They'relearning. There's no room for us
to get between them and atmosphere.”

Truscott nodded and opened alink to Captain Hardesty. ' 'Tell your fightersto scramble for cover.
Sheffield and Re-pulse will jump in thirty seconds, coming out Sde by side. Our detinationisfive
hundred yardsin front of the lead dreadnought, dightly above and heading straight for it. We pass over
the nose and zip out as soon as possible.”

"Yes, gr," Hardesty said.

Truscott relayed the order to Repulse. The alarm for Q-space insertion was dready sounding on
Sheffield.



"Weredlly need to do something about those damn horns," Truscott said. "Weredly don't need the
blasted things any more." No one answered. The gray of Q-space closed off the view on the exterior
monitors.

We can't keep at this much longer, Truscott thought. Un-less we get help from Buckingham... But
that was too de-pressing to continue with. It wastime and past for Khyber to have returned, at the very
least. Long John should have sent some word, the admird told himself.

The crews of Sheffield and Repulse handled the drill asif they'd been doing it for years. The ships came
out of Q-space and immediately opened fire on the Federation ships. Missile launchers, particle beamers,
and lasers flooded the lead dreadnought with more incoming traffic than it could handle. The command
module exploded, showering both Commonwealth ships with debris.

A sren sounded on Sheffield.

"'A chuck of that Feddie pierced the hull, forward and low," Gabby Bierce reported. "The crew insde
that com-partment were able to get out.”

Truscott nodded, closing hiseyesbriefly. For small fa-vors... he started, then stopped.

"Repulse reports damage to her forward particle beam battery,” Gabby reported. "No casudlties, but the
gun's scrap.”

"How arewe on time?" Truscott asked.
"Another forty-seven seconds," Rinaldi replied.

"Make to both ships, 'Sheer off,' " Truscott ordered. "Put our stems to them. We've scored another
dread-nought. L et's not get greedy just now."

"Aye, dr." Rinddi relayed the ordersand Sheffield im-mediately started firing attitude rockets.

"The Feddiesjumped to Q-space,” Rinddi said. Trus-cott was staring at the monitor. He had seen the
shipsdis-appear. All but the one. The dreadnought that had been hit was drifting without power.

"Tdl both captainsto put everything they can into fin-ishing that ship off. Delay the jump to Q-space. By
afull minuteif necessary.”

It wasn't. Two more main modules of the dreadnought were breached, destroyed, and the ship's spine
was broken.

"It'sgoing atmospheric, Sr," Rinaldi reported within seconds of thelast hit. "They'll never be able to keep
her up.”

"Can you project an impact area?" Truscott asked.
"Navigation saysfar sde of Buchanan, amost certainly in deep ocean.”
Truscott nodded and started to turn his chair away.

"Admird," Gabby sad. "Repulse's skipper." A holo-graphic image of Captain Murphy appeared in front
of Truscott.

"We're not going to be able to jump on schedule, sir,” Murphy reported. "Our Nilssens have gone down,
something in the control circuitry. Repair's going to take at least an hour."



"WEeIl cover you aslong as possible,” Truscott prom-ised. "But if thing's get too hot, you'll be on your
own while we jump out and back.”

"l understand, gr." Murphy'simage blinked out.

Truscott gave Sheffield's captain new orders. Thistime, the admira did manageto get hischair turned
away from the main consoles.

"Now werefor it,” he whispered.

The wooden barricades dong the eastern side of the fire-base were on fire. The Marines had been
forced to retreat from the flames with heavy casudties. Once the men got out of their foxholes, most of
them at least partially under the felled tree trunks, they made easy targets, even though thefires gave off
thick smoke. Up on theridge, haf of the men were turned around to give them covering fire, but it wasn't
enough. Two platoons of Marines, sixty men, had manned the eastern side. No more than twenty
reached cover during the retreat. They ssumbled into foxholes aong the low hillsto north and south. A
few made it to the trench by the command bunker. Most fell in the open center of the firebase.
Federation troops advanced dl aong the east-ern front, while enough remained on the other sidesto
keep at least some of the Marines occupied.

Alfie reached for another clip of grenades, but there were none left. All he had left was his needlerifle.
He had thousands of rounds for that.

"Savethe needier for thisside, Alfie," Spencer told him.
"They'retoo far away over there. Don't waste ammo.”

Doug had finaly found a comfortable position. He wasfacing eadt, leaning againg the lower side of his
foxhole. There were targets he could see... and every time he saw atarget, he shot at it. He scored afair
percentage of hits, but it didn't seem to make any difference. The Federation soldiers kept coming.

When his magazine went empty, Doug did back down into hishole, surprised at how far he had edged
up. Lucky some sod didn't slice me up, he thought as he reloaded. / guess | do need a minder . But
when he started shooting again, he edged out alittle farther with each three-shot burst, his exposure
becoming amost too dangerous before he caught himself and did back.

Prince William Albert Windsor, Duke of Haven, Privy Councilor, picked histargets as carefully asif he
were on aweekend's bird shoot back on Buckingham. Therewas no hint of panic to his marksmanship.
Hefound histargets and diced them, hisfinger light on the needier'strigger, husbanding hisammunition
professionally. Even as he worked methodicaly at his shooting, he had time to wonder at his complete
lack of fear. He did not doubt that death might be near... but that smply made no difference a the
moment. Guess |I've gone right round the bend, he thought.

lan was a the prince'sright, and Asa Ewing was at hiseft, their needlers proving as effective asthe
prince's. They worked together well, like old handsin the samefire team. The trench at the command
bunker was crowded with the addition of afew men from the east wall. The bunker itself housed only
Gaffer Chou. He was delirious, probably un-aware that there was fighting going on.

"We can't expect any help from Sheffield unlessthose fighters come back,” l1an told Prince William and
Ewing.

Speaking over aprivate channd, they talked without inter-rupting their fighting.

"Have you managed to contact the fighters directly?' William asked.



"Y es, but they were told to bug out when the Feddies came back above. It's going to take a bit for them
to get back to us."

"They don't hurry, those Feddieswill bein our lgps," the prince said.

"l don't belong here." Jacky White repested the phrase under his breath for perhapsthefiftieth time. "I'm
acivil-ian. | don't belong here.”

The litany didn't make any difference. Neither did the odd tear that welled up at the corner of an eye.
There was no fairy godmother to whisk him back to Buckingham, or even just over the horizon, avay
from this battle. The only way home was through these Federation troops. He smply had to keep going,
to stay aive until enough of the enemy were dead for them to call it quits.

Thick smoke from dl the burning trees and underbrush drifted across the center of the Marine firebase.
The flames made the infrared pickup of the hdmets dmost useless. Everything was blanked by the
greater heat of the fires. Under those conditions, it would hardly have mattered when a shot caught
Jacky'svisor at an angle and starred it so thoroughly that he couldn't see through it at all—except that the
next two shotsin the burst caught him in the neck and in the upper left quadrant of his chest. The blood
that bubbled out of histhroat might have hidden hisfina curse.

Roger Zimmerman was down to the next to last battery pack for his beamer, so he was careful about
picking tar-gets. Thelast group of Federation troopsfinally started to climb the western dope of theridge
that was the strong-point of the Marine defenses. The enemy came dowly and died quickly, but the
Commonwedlth fire was nowhere near asintense asit had been earlier.

Roger had hislast power pack lying on the ground by his hand while he used its predecessor. He went
methodi-cally about his quiet brand of mayhem. Thelaser gun suited his style. Hewas dways aquiet
man.

Hedied asslently ashe had lived. A burst of needlefire underscored his hemet, and took his head
completely off.

"Herethey come, Admird," Alonzo Rinadi said. Re-pulse was il &t least thirty minutesfrom having its
Nils-sen generators repaired. She was maintaining jump speed, but that would do her no good. All of the
remaining Fed-eration vessals had just popped back into normal-space on an attack heading, with
enough speed to catch Repulse and Sheffield in three minutes. They were dready within range of
Federation weapons.

Truscott linked to Captain Hardesty. "Well engage the last dreadnought. Full speed. Put out al the
firepower we have left. Start us on the Q-space countdown and hold at the one-second mark for manual
insertion on my command. Keep this channd open for that."

"Aye, gr." There was no more emotion in Hardesty's voice than in hisadmira'’s. Neither man had
emotion |eft to give.

Truscott watched his monitor as the exchange of wegp-onry started to meet in the narrowing gap
between Sheffield and the Federation ships. He had little doubt that this would be Sheffield's last run.
Even if she escaped to Q-space, Re-pulse would certainly belost. And Sheffield would be adoubtful
candidate for another return.

We'll have to rendezvous with Victoria and head for home, Truscott decided. Bring back more ships
if I have to personally hijack them.



He thought about the Marines who would be stranded on Buchanan, and the pilots who would have to
gect from their Spacehawks or trust their necksto risky landings on the world's only landing strip long
enough to take them. There to be hunted down, killed or captured. Asthe mo-ment of decision
approached, Truscott wouldn't turn his thoughts away from even the most painful aspects of com-mand.
But neither would he hesitate to do what had to be done.

"Admird!" The cdl—scream—came from Rinaddi. Truscott blinked rapidly and looked up. "Behind the
Fed-dies, coming in high and fast.” Rinadi pointed a his mon-itor. Truscott looked at hisown.

"Good God, sr!" Gabby Bierce said, hisvoice pene-trating his boss's sudden excitement. "L ooks like the
whole bleedin’ Navy cometo hdp."

Truscott-counted ships as Rinaldi read data off the com-plink. "It's Dover, York, Calcutta, and four
more battle-cruisers, a least adozen frigates, and two troop carriers. Long John himself is
commanding.”

"Hardesty!" Truscott yelled at his complink. "Take us out and bring us right back in, behind our flest,
now. Launch al fighters as soon aswe're back. We've got Ma-rinesto bail out.”

The gray of Q-space was dready closing in on Sheffield by thetime hefinished taking.

Only two Spacehawks of the original six made it back to support the Marines. They made runs down the
east and west Sdes of the firebase, directed from the ground by lan Shrikes. Then they went out, curled
around, and made passes a ong the north and south sides. It gave the Marinesthe least bit of timeto
breathe deeply and sort themsalves out. But the Spacehawks didn't have enough munitions | eft to finish
the job. One more pass was what the pilotstold

lan. They had missilesfor one more pass, and perhaps ten seconds of ammunition |eft for their cannons.
And where did the Commander want those misslesand bullets?

"'Ascloseto the line of burning logs on our east as you can get. That's where most of the Feddies seem
tobe" lantold them.

Thetwo Spacehawks were just beginning their final run when lan got the call from Sheffield. Helistened
intently, asked two questions, and then shouted in reli€f.

""What?' Prince William asked. lan shook his head and switched his helmet to an al-hands frequency.

"Hang on," lan said, too loudly. "Help's on its way. More ships than you ever hoped to see. Therest of
Shef-field's fighterswill be launched in less than five minutes, coming straight to us. Fifteen minutesfrom
now, well have awhole fighter wing to help out.”

There were no cheers. There wasn't aman on the channdl who was confident enough of holding on for
another fifteen minutes.

As soon as the two Spacehawks pulled up from their last run, the Federation troops started advancing
again. This as-sault was dower, dmost run in a series of stop-frames. Men on both sideswere
exhausted, overloaded by the horror of the devastation around them. They continued to fight only
because there was nothing el se they could do. The shooting became more and more ragged.

Onthe crest of theridge, David was down to his pistol. Hisrifle wasn't completely devoid of ammunition,
but he was saving that. The targets that mattered were close enough for sidearms now. Hisleft arm was
throbbing. A grazing shot had ripped hisfatigues, field skin, and his own skin, drawing blood until the
field skin and his nanoscrub-bers stopped the flow. The wrist and hand were still numb.



He could flex the hand, grasp with it, but the fedl of every-thing was peculiar.

Fifteen minutes? David didn't have the dightest idea how long it had been since he heard that. It seemed
hours, but couldn't have been. We'd all have been long since dead.

Then or now, David told himsdlf. More than athird of his platoon was gone, dead or helmets out of
commission. More were wounded, some badly. David avoided bringing up the schematic that would
show him who and how many. If those extrafighters didn't show up in one hell of ahurry, there would be
ablank date.

The sonic boom startled everyone. Enough to wake the dead, Alfie thought, and he regretted it
immediately. He didn't know how many of his mates had died, but he knew that no noisein the universe
could wake them.

Alfiedidn't let up from hiswork. He had two magazines|eft for his needier, and he was making his
ammunition count. The Feddieswere right out in the open, ripe for the picking. He switched hisaim from
point to point, squeezing off short burdts, satisfied with stopping Feddies, not intent on shredding them

any longer.

He needed amoment to realize when he suddenly started seeing backs instead of fronts. The Feddies
were breaking off the fight. Those who could run were, trying to get away from the fire of incoming
Spacehawks. The fighters were making one hell of aracket shooting off rockets, braking, trying to get
their airspeed low enough to use cannons. Supersonic, they would run into their own bullets.

The Spacehawks seemed to come in an endless string, raking the forest on al around the firebase, even
strafing the western dope of the ridge. Trees erupted. Alfie saw onethat seemed to lift off like arocket,
climbing twenty yards before it lost its momentum and tipped over asit started to fal back to earth.

For nearly five minutes the noise of the air assault was overpowering. The Marines on the ground could
do nothing better than hunker down, and stay out of the line of fire and debris.

Then there was sllence. At first, no one seemed to react to the change. Then, dowly, Marines started to
straighten up. They looked out at the ruins of the forest around them. There wasn't asingle tree standing
within two hundred yards. Most were burning or smoking. There were no Fed-eration soldiers moving
anywherein that devastation. Grad-ualy, the Marines redlized that the fight was over. A few stood.
When no Federation fire came in, more Marines got to their feet.

"Let'sget busy,” David said over his platoon frequency, " Check the wounded. L et's do what we can." As
soon as he had his people moving, he switched channels. Asa Ew-ing didn't answer, but lan Shrikes did.

"We've got medevac shuttles on their way," lan said. "Ther€lll be shuttlesfor the rest of us as soon aswe
get the wounded moved.”

David looked around from his position on the crest of the ridge. *"We get the wounded |oaded, we won't
need many more shuttles"

Epilogue

Five dayslater, David Spencer led the survivors of First Battalion's1& R platoon back down to the
surface of Buchanan. Only eighteen men survived of the thirty-two who had first landed on the world. Six
of those eighteen men had spent time in trauma tubes, recovering from wounds received in the platoon's
last battle.

Thistime, the platoon wasn't landing to fight. Along with representatives from the rest of the Second



Regiment, and detachments from each ship and fighter wing, David and his men were landing to attend a
ceremony.

The shuttle landed smoothly on the runway of Buchan-an's spaceport and taxied to astop near theruins
of what had once been the terminal building. David formed his men up as soon asthey debarked—as
two squads instead of four. For an instant he saw the faces of the dead standing in ranks with the
aurvivors, and he bit hislip. The taste of blood brought David back to redlity. He looked at the men who
were there. They were wearing undress khakis, no field skins, helmets, or wegpons.

David would have welcomed a helmet, or a pocket com-plink, so he could ask where he was supposed
to take hismen. Severd other contingents of Marines had formed up in the grass a the Side of the
spaceport, and there were growing numbers of Buchananersalittle farther off, beyond asmall platform
that had been built and draped in colorful banners over the past two days.

David caled hismen to attention and was ready to march them toward the other Marines when he saw a
nava officer running toward them. It took David amoment to recognize lan Shrikesin dresswhites.
David walked out to meet him, and saluted when they met.

"Good to see you again, Spencer,” lan said, smiling as he returned the sdute. They walked back to the
|&R pla-toon together. "Good to see dl of you."

"Where do you want usfor this ceremony, Com-mander?' David asked.

"Ah, I didn't know quite how to break thisto you be-fore, but you'll be right up front. Y ou and your lads
aren't here to witnessthe ceremony. I'm afraid you're part of it."

"Sir?' David asked.

"'At the specific request of the Buchanan Planetary Com-mission, through its new chairman, Doug
Weintraub," 1an explained.

"Do you know what's up for us?' David asked. He wanted to ask if there was any way to escape the
formdli-ties, but knew better.

"Not inany detall," lan said. "Weintraub has been quite closemouthed about this. All hewould say was
that he wants to show some measure of the gratitude that he feels he and Buchanan owe you and your

"Werejust part of the team, sir. Nothing specid.”

"I'm the wrong man to protest to, Sergeant. I'm as stuck asyou are. All we can do is smile and hope that
it doesn't take all day."

"Yes gr."

"Let'sgive them asmart show marching in. At least your men won't have to stand through dl the
gpeechifying. Ashonored guests, you'll have chairs™

"That much iswelcome," David said. Behind him, one man cheered softly. David recognized Alfie's
voice, but took no officia notice. Not now.

There were speeches, more than enough for any Marine. Doug Weintraub and two other members of the
Commis-sion spoke. Prince William spoke. So did Admiras Truscott and Raleigh.



Themgor item on the agendawas aforma offer of membership in the Second Commonweslth, made by
Prince William and accepted by Doug Weintraub—-to the general cheers of the Buchananerswho had
come to watch this ceremony. More than 80 percent of the population had come out to be part of this
moment.

After the offer and acceptance, Doug returned to the mi-crophone on the platform.

"'Itisimpossiblefor usto properly thank every man and woman who contributed to our liberation, but
we would beterribly remissif we didn't take specia notice of at least afew of those brave souls. During
the recent campaign, | lived and fought at the side of the Intelligence and Recon-nai ssance platoon of
Headquarters and Service Company, First Battaion, Second Regiment of Roya Marines, led by
Sergeant David Spencer.”

From the row of seats behind David, lan Shrikeswhis-pered, " Get up, Spencer, you and your men. Time
to take your bows."

David stood and gestured for his men to do the same. Looking around, David saw that his men were as
flustered and uncomfortable as he was at being the center of attention for more than thirty thousand
spectators.

"The platoon came to Buchanan with thirty-two men,” Doug continued, looking directly at David.
"Fourteen of those men have been buried here, sacrificed to help buy back our liberty. We will remember
their names, and we will remember the names of these men here. Sergeant Spen-cer, would you come up
here, please?’

David looked around asif he hoped for alast-minute reprieve, but no one cameto hisassistance. The
people of Buchanan were applauding, stretching it out, waiting for him to get up on the platform. David
moved dowly, and the last few steps were dmost impossible to take.

"Y ou've been afriend and mentor in addition to every-thing ese," Doug said, shaking David's hand. "We
have thistoken of our gppreciation.” One of the other commis-son members handed him alarge, framed
document. "Our commendation to you and your men, David. If you or any of your men should happen,
someday, to leave the Roya Marines and want to settle on Buchanan, we will provide homesteads and
al that is needed to start anew life here. That offer stands for al members of the Commonwedlth forces
who cameto help usregain our freedom.”

Josef Langenkamp was limping when he moved away from the center of the ceremony after it ended. His
right leg had been shredded badly during the last phase of what was aready being called the Three Hills
Battle. Againgt the advice of the flight surgeon, Josef had come out of the traumatube for thisvist. He
needed another day or more in the tube, and would be returning to it as soon as he returned to Sheffield.
Kate Hickswas at hisside now, hold-ing onto him asif she were afraid he would disappesar if shelet go.

"1 want aword with those Marines before we go back to the shuttle,” Josef said. "They're the ladswho
pulled me out of the forest. They deserve every meda the Com-monwealth hasto give, and afew new
onesfor good meas-ure.”

"I'd givethem ameda mysdlf for getting you out of Spacehawks," Kate said. "Ejecting twicein one
month. | know you're not thrilled, but I'm glad they're going to put you on adesk back on Buckingham."

"| il say it'll drive me crazy." He had argued againgt the new assgnment, aswell ashe could from a
traumatube, but the flight surgeon had inssted. After another shock, his brain wasrgecting its new
neural implant. It had to be removed, and without an implant, no one could fly a Space-hawk. "If you
weren't going back with me..."



"But | am." Katetightened her grip on hisarm. "Train-ing command. Deputy operations officer for the
Second Training Wing." Both of them were being advanced to lieutenant commander.

There were bundles of promotions being awarded in the wake of the Buchanan Campaign. lan Shrikes
made cap-tain, in line for acommand of his own as soon as there was an opening. David Spencer had
aready been named Lead Sergeant for H& S Company of the First Battalion. Tory Kepner made
sergeant to replace David as | & R platoon sergeant. Hugo Kassner hadn't survived the last battle. Six of
the remaining privatesin the platoon were being ad-vanced to corpora. They would provide the cadre
for the platoon when it was remanned.

Even Admiral Truscott was receiving apromotion, but hiswas more apromotion of position rather than
rank. Sir John Raleigh had named him the new chief of nava op-erations. Y ou came up with these
cockeyed new tactics," Long John told Truscott when they met aboard Sheffield after the surrender of
the last Federation ships. "Now you're going to put them into effect throughout the fleet. We've won one
battle, but it's not the war, not by along patch.” It was only later that Stasys learned to his bemuse-ment
that a knighthood went with the new job.



