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PROLOGUE

Thewall, ceiling, and floor of the circular room were auni-form pearl-gray. The ceiling was domed, and
there was re-cessed lighting around the top of thewall, but at the moment, those lights were off. The only
illumination within the cham-ber came from the sphericd starfied projection that gppeared to hover
above afive-meter-diameter circular table in the pre-cise center of the room, and from the monitors of
compsoles. Those lights, though faint, reflected well from their surround-ings. The room scarcely needed
morelight.

Each of the eight men (there were no women in this subcom-mittee, though there was gpproximate parity
in the numbers of men and women in the Council from which they were drawn) seated around the table
had a compsol e screen embedded in the table in front of him. None of these men could be described as
young. The youngest was nearly sixty years old, and the average was well over seventy-five, gpproaching
middle age. Each man also had a personad compsole, for taking or reading notes, sitting either on hislap
or on the table next to the built-in termina. Each man aso had one or two aides standing behind them,
ready to run errands or to provide information that their principles had not thought to look for in his

notepad.

Even the name of the planet on which thisroom could be found was classified information. There were at
least adozen identical rooms located on separate worlds. Mestings were Sited at the whim of the
chairman. The men stting around the table had come from a half-dozen different worl ds scattered
throughout the Accord of Free Worlds of the Terran Cluster, often by circuitous routes. Once this
conference ended, they would disperse just aswidely, someto return to their own worlds, othersto
oversee the operation that this meeting would authorize.

Therewaslittle doubt of what would come out of this ses-sion. Hundreds of ships and more than
twenty-five thousand soldierswere aready traveling to their finadl staging aress, waiting only confirmation
of their orders before moving into action. Only catastrophic news might cancel the Accord'sfirst major
counterstrike againgt the invaders from the Schlind Hegemony. There would be no such news.

"We're going to put full assault teams on the ground on four planets,” Encho Mizatle, the Accord's
minister for Defense, announced without rising from his chair. He spoke softly, but amicrophonein his
compsole picked up hiswords, and speakersin the others compsol es relayed them to his colleagues.

Those otherslooked at the starfield projection or at their compsole screens, which displayed
three-dimensional video of the speaker. Three of them could not have seen the minigter if they had



wanted to. The star globe hid him from direct view. They did not need to see him, however. They redly
had no need to even hear him—not unless Mizatle managed to say something novel, something not on
the agenda. Other-wise, this sesson was merely pro forma, amatter of putting already-reached decisions
on the—highly classfied—record.

"The 9th Spaceborne Assault Team will land on Devon as the spearhead of our primary offensive. The
2nd and 12th SAT, aswell asthe 19th and 21st Mobile Infantry Divisons and the 31st Light Infantry
Regiment, will aso be committed to the fight on Devon, with the schedule of air and artillery units agreed
upon in the Generd Staff meeting of eleven-seventeen. The reserve units dso remain unchanged.” The
minister smply did not recall the rest of the combat units going into Devon offhand, and he did not want
to waste time reading it from his compsole. "The 6th SAT will land on Kulik, the 8th on Hobart, and the
13th on Porter. The 6th, 8th, and 13th are intended to provide diversions to keep the Hegemony from
reinforcing their troops on Devon from other garrisonsin the sector. Some of these diversionary forces
might take heavy casudties, but overal, we expect that their activitieswill lower the cost inlivesto
recover Devon. We expect to save more lives than the diversionslose.” That was atouchy point. Even
after the details of this operation were eventually made public, the Defense minister's assessment would
remain classfied. Hewas, after dl, apolitician.

"The units providing these essentid backup missonswill be told to expect pickup within four or five days,
but their orders areto hold until relieved or recalled.” The minister shrugged. "Again, anecessary evil.
Evacuation under fire without reinforcement might be suicida. They redly have little choice but to hold
until we come for them. That iswhy were sending the best we have. They will haveto hold until we can
free up sufficient forcesfrom Devon to relieve them.”

"A question, Minigter,” Thomas Tompkins, the Accord Council member from Earth, said. Tompkinswas
the only one present who would have had the audacity to interrupt the minister. Though Earth was no
longer the most powerful or most important of humanity'sworlds, Terrans still tended to regard their
world as the center, the progenitor.

"Y es, Councillor?* Mizatle asked, keeping hisvoice impec-cably polite.

"At need, just how long are these teams provisioned for? How long can they hold out, assuming, of
coursg, that they aren't overwhelmed by the Hegemony garrisons on these worlds?’

Mizatle hestated only briefly before replying athough he would have preferred to avoid the question
completely. "Nomi-naly, each assault team carries adl of the suppliesit needs for unsupported actionin
thefield for seven days—ammunition, food, medical supplies, and everything se. That isacon-servative
estimate, of course. We can gauge the food demands fairly closely. Expenditure of munitionsisrather
more difficult to predict with assurance. It depends most significantly on the level of enemy opposition. In
the present instances, the three teams that will be operating solo ought to be able to stretch al of their
suppliesto last ten to twelve days, in apinch.”

"And what isthe soonest well be ableto rdieve them, assuming that the invasion of Devon comes off
precisaly according to the mission timetable?" Tompkins asked.

Almost inaudibly, the minister replied, "Eight days."
CHAPTER
1

The only lights on in the troop bay of the landing shuttle were red and dim. The lander had dready
separated from its mother ship and waswaiting for the rest of the assault boats to form up. Ninety



soldiers, half of Echo Company, 13th Spaceborne Assault Team, had been crowded into the lander for
nearly two hours aready. With the visors of their combat hel mets down, the men appeared faceless and
might almost have been robots save for the small, random movements generated by nerves. Two thirds of
these men had faced combat before, but that did not make the veterans any |less nervous than the men
who were going into battle for thefirst time. In some cases, knowledge was worse than imagination. The
veterans knew what they might face.

Each man had his own persona reasonsfor fighting, weighty or trivid. There were no conscriptsin any of
the lite assault teams of the Accord of Free Worlds. Every man had volunteered for military service, and
then volunteered for this duty—after he had been in uniform long enough to make an informed decision.
Some fought because their homeworld asked. Others fought because they felt a persond call to the
career, or to the crusade againgt the Schlinad Hegemony. And, naturaly, there were some who never
discussed their motives, some who might have had no real ideawhy they had enlisted.

Strategigsrarely think of an army as a collection of indi-viduas. Teamwork is much eesier to atain than
the spark of persond initiative, and generdly more vaued in an army. After dl, aunit must function
smoothly in combat to have any rea chance of success, wegpons and numbers notwithstanding. And
soldiers have to be drilled until the instant obedience of any order becomes such adeeply ingrained habit
that the order isnot questioned until after it has been obeyed, if then. But any army is made up of the
men—and occas ondly women— who wear its uniform.

Thefirgt squad, 2nd platoon, Echo Company, was perhapstypica of the 13th SAT. On the regiment's
Table of Organi-zation, the squad was merely one sergeant, one corporal, and five privates. But the
squad was more than just a collection of dots on amanning chart.

Sergeant Joe Baerclau was a veteran. Twenty-four years old, Joe had been asoldier for five of those
years, first in adefense regiment on his native world of Bancroft, then in the Accord's Defense Force, the
last two of those yearsin the 13th SAT. Thelanding on Porter would be histhird campaigninlessthan a
year. Hewas physicaly smaller than most of the men in the platoon, but he was atough opponent in any
sort of fighting, whether in actud combat or intraining. An extremely private man, he rardly showed any
outward emotion. At times though, one or another of the men in his squad would say that he could
awaystel when the Bear was upset; hisgray eyes"smoldered.” While the shuttle waited for the word to
begin its descent, Joe was on hisfeet surveying the men of his squad, looking for any hint that any of his
men might be less than ready for the assault. It was aredundant inspection. For the last two days there
had been one equipment and weapons check after another. But concentrating on his men helped Joe
uppress his own anxieties about the coming fight.

Corporad EzraFrain, assstant squad leader, was till amonth short of histwentieth birthday. Tal and thin
with flaming red hair and green eyes, he came from afarming region on Highland, one of theworlds
where Accord and local forces had defeated an invasion by the Schlind Hegemony. At the conclusion of
that fight, Ezrahad transferred into the 13th. He doubled as the squad's € ectronics fix-it man.

Thefive privatesin the squad ranged in age from nineteen to twenty-seven. Four of them were between
nineteen and twenty-two.

Mort Jaiffer wasthe "old man" of the squad. He was also the intellectud, though no one would guess that
to look a him, or to seehimin action. Hewaslarge and burly, with rough hands. Although only
twenty-seven years old, hishair was aready thinning, with abad spot like a priest's tonsure. Since he
normaly wore his hair cut dmost to the scalp, he didn't bother to get the bald spot cured. He had taken
to the military with as much dedication as he had taken to the study of history and palitical science. One
fine soring morning at the end of the school term, he had resigned his associate professorship to join the
Accord military. He had turned down the chance to become an officer and would have preferred to stay



aprivate for aslong as he wore the uniform. Despite hiswishes though, he had aready been tagged for
promotion to corporal in the near future.

Tod Chorbek and Wiz Mackey had joined the Accord Defense Force together and had managed to
draw assignment together after training, and even when they transferred to the 13th. They were both
twenty years old, or would be as soon as Tod celebrated his birthday in two weeks. Both weretdl,
big-boned, and fair-haired. They had grown up living less than three kilometers apart, on farms, and both
had opted for the military as being preferable to what they knew. They had been friendsfor aslong as
either of them could remember. Mogt of the time, the two seemed interchangeable. Even the men who
knew them best sometimes confused their names.

Al Bergon and Kam Goff were the only two men in the squad who had never faced combat before, but
each of them had at least ayear in uniform. One or the other was required for assgnment to any of the
Accord'sfifteen assault teams. Al was twenty-two, tal, thin, and dark. He doubled as the squad's medic.
Kam was the youngest member of the squad, just barely past his nineteenth birthday. Blond and with a
fair complexion that was amogt abino, Kam looked asif he should still bein school, perhaps even
severd yearsfrom graduation.

Finally satisfied with the preparation of his men, Joe sat down and fastened his safety belt.

"Keepit loose" he whispered over the squad's radio fre-quency. Each man's battle helmet had severa
radio links. Though there were distinct channels, they were not assigned to congtant frequencies. To
avoid enemy interception, each chan-nel was switched among anumber of different frequencies.
Computer chipsin the helmet circuitry were synchronized to ensure that each helmet had the current
frequency combination correct.

Two minutes later, the lander's pil ot announced, "Every-body strap in. Herewe go.” The shuttles artificia
gravity was switched off asthe craft changed attitude and accelerated, aimed almogt directly &t the
sunrise line moving west across Porter.

Although detection at any significant distance from the plan-et was unlikdly, the transports and escort
ships had used Por-ter's sun to hel p camouflage their approach. Holding the ships directly between
Porter's sun and the occupied portions of the world, the electromagnetic signatures of the
ships—inherently difficult to detect because of the congtruction materials and methods used—were
thoroughly blanketed. The landers would aso be difficult for an enemy to discover before they got within
easy visud range. By that time, the Schlina com-munications satellites strung around Porter would be
under attack. That was ameatter of timing. It would never do to warn the enemy of invasion by going after
their communications network too soon.

The fleet of landers accel erated toward the northern hemi-sphere of Porter, aiming toward the plateau
northeast of therift valey that held the bulk of the world's population, and the bulk of the occupying
Schlina Hegemony forces. Monitors spaced high on the curved bulkheads of the troop bay gave the
soldiers a chance to see where they were going.

A "hot" landing raised havoc with the senses, destroying naturd orientations. At its peek, acceleration
made "up" toward the ground, and "down™ toward open space. With the bench seatsin the troop bay
facing fore and aft, some men felt asif they were being hurtled face first at the world, while the rest felt as
if they were"fdling" backward. It would not be until the last minute that "down" would be beneath the
feet of the soldiers and pointed toward the ground, when the shuttles went to full power on their
antigravity drivesto land their passengers softly. For atime, the men would be subjected to more than
three gees.



Joe Baerclau fdlt afamiliar sour taste in his mouth and throat as the approach upset his somach. That
happened every time he went through one of these hot landings. He wanted to close his eyes but did not
dare. If he did, the sensation of faling would be even stronger, and he doubted that he could control his
nausea then. He could already hear some of the men in the bay retching into motion sickness bags, and a
faint smell of vomit started to overpower the more familiar odor of lubricants. Even aveteran was
susceptible. The human body had never been designed for such rough conveyance.

To keep hismind occupied, Joe went over his squad'sinitid movements once they disembarked. Again.
Each squad had its own assignment in those first seconds and minutes. There might not be timeto think
through dternativesif the landing was heavily opposed, and they would not know the strength of the
opposition until they reached the ground. Attacking acrossinterstellar space meant that they had no
up-to-the-minute intelligence on enemy strength and deployment. With luck, they would have that
information shortly after they landed. Each of the shuttles was scanning congtantly, and the trans-ports
and escort vesselswould a so be launching probes.

Breathe deeply, Joetold himsdlf as hefdt nausearise again. It did not seem to matter how many times
he took rides like this, or whether or not he ate before. His ssomach always objected. The lander
stopped accel erating toward the ground and switched the direction of itsantigrav drivesto brake. That
reversal dmost made the difference. Joe's hand started to dide toward the rack on the front of his seat
that held the airsick bags.

The shuttle started to vibrate from the surge of power and from the buffeting of Porter's atmosphere. The
landing craft were built too sturdily for there to be the dightest danger of it breaking up in flight just from
shaking. Shuttles had even been known to remain recognizable after three-gee crashes— though the
same could not be said for their occupants.

Joe noticed that the pams of his hands were swesating. He wiped them againgt the net armor of his
combat fatigues, one hand at atime, using the other hand to hold his zipper, aMark VI Armanoc wire
carbine.

Over the platoon channd on his hemet radio, Joe heard the "lock and load” command from Platoon
Sergeant Maycroft. Joe clicked back to his squad frequency and repeated the order while he charged his
ownrifle.

"Mind your safeties,” he added.

Less than two minutes | eft, he thought. He took severa deep breaths, making them aslong and dow as
he could while the feding of weight built up. The monitors on the bulkheads showed avariety of views
now. They werefinaly close enough to get adecent look at the terrain.

"It could beworse," Joe muttered softly after scanning severa of the screens. There was enough open
ground for the fleet of landers, with cover close enough for the men once they got away from the boats.
Most importantly, there were no rocket trails visble, no sign of anything that might knock a shuttle out of
the sky. The landers were vulnerable once they were seen. If an anti-air missile was launched at them,
therewaslittle the crew could do but drop chaff and decoys, and try to jam the missil€'s eectronics. The
shuttles could scarcely maneuver out of their own shadow coming in for ahot landing.

"Thirty seconds," the pilot warned as gpparent gravity with-in the lander reached its maximum. Joe
counted those seconds in his head. He looked around at his men again, then braced himsdlf. Sometimes,
landings were rougher than they were supposed to be.

This one, however, had abarely noticeable jolt. Before it had ended, Joe hit the quick release on his
safety belt and jumped to hisfeet.



"Let'sgo," he said over the squad frequency. "Safeties off." He held hisriflein front of him ashe
ostentatioudy switched off the zipper's safety.

The men of the 13th rehearsed combat debarkations with some regularity between campaigns. The goa
wasto get nine-ty men out of a shuttle and moving toward their initid posi-tionsin lessthan thirty
seconds. The four large doorsin the troop bay popped open as soon as the shuttle came to rest. Double
lines of soldiers moved quickly to each exit. Each man knew which door he wasto head for. There was
no lagging, no stopping to chat. They were on the ground on a hostile world, with unknown oppostion.
Outside, away from the shuttle, the men would present smaller targets to the enemy, and they would bein
apostion to defend themselves.

Echo Company's 2nd platoon exited through the rear of the crescent-shaped lander, carrying al of their
combat gear with them. Joe checked to make sure that his squad was with him and followed Sergeant
Maycroft and Lieutenant Keye, the platoon leader. Joe'sfirst thought as he left the shuttle was that they
had set down precisely at the dawn line. To the east, everything was bright and sunny, but there were il
deep shadows to the west.

"We're heading for thetreeline," Maycroft said over the platoon frequency. He dso pointed. West.

Joe nodded from reflex, athough Maycroft was aready five metersin front of him and twenty metersto
theright. Joe a so repeated the directions over his squad frequency. A touch of acontrol put atarget
acquisition overlay againg the visor of hishemet. His sensors showed no targetsin infrared or through
electronic emissions anywherein the 120-degree arc in front of him.

The last shuttles of the first wave were already landing. The landers that had touched down first were
lifting off again. They would return to the shipsin orbit, someto load up with supplies and return, the rest
just to get out of theway of possi-ble enemy fire. The verticd takeoff and landing capabilities of the
shuttles made it possible to land them in close proximity, both physically and chronologicaly.

The 13th Assault was spread over three landing areas, but they were not al that far apart. The first order
of business once the landing was secure would be to link up the three LZs. As soon asthe recon
platoons and the eight infantry companies were down, equipment shuttles would start landing the Havoc
mobile artillery, the ground support for the squadron of Wasp fighter-bombers, and the rest of the 13th's
support personnel and supplies. Under field exercise conditions, it was possible to have the entire
regiment in pogtion and ready to operate within twenty-five minutes of the first touchdown.

Under combat conditions, thet time could be anywhere between fifteen minutes and never.

From somewhere toward the far sde of the landing zones, perhaps fifteen hundred meters away, there
were severd short bursts of automatic fire from wire carbines. Joe heard two dis-tinct sounds, the
firs—recognizabl e as the standard Hegemo-ny wire rifle—pitched somewhat lower than the second, the
Mark VI Armanoc.

"Keep your heads down,” Joe warned his men. "They know were here.”
But there were still no targets apparent in the trees ahead of them.
CHAPTER

2

A good soldier dways knowswho the good guys and bad guys are. "We" are the good guys. "They" are
the bad guys, whoever "they" are. The soldier hasto believe that, know it so firmly that he never



questionstheright of what heisdoing.

Sometimes knowing is easier than explaining. The "Why We Fight" lecturesin garrison assumeaalot, but
they dsoincludealot that is not redly necessary for the audience. For the outsider, well, the basics do
not take long.

More than three thousand years have passed since the first men left Earth for worlds that orbit other
gars. One higtory turned into hundreds of diverging histories as colonies were planted on more and more
worlds. Inevitably, some of those coloniesfailed or lost contact with the rest of mankind. Indi-vidua
worlds and groups of worlds have faced their distinct crises and triumphs. Civilizations have risen and
falen. Ages golden and dark have dawned and set. Empires and federations have supplanted and been
supplanted by independent world states. During the first millennium of the stellar frontier, the human
popul ation went through an unprecedented explosion. From a peak population of 7.3 billion on Earth,
mankind's numbers swelled to more than 800 billion at the time of the last relatively complete
enumeration, 2000 years ago.

In the twenty-seventh century SA (Stellar Age), interstellar travel becamerarein the Terran
Clugter—generdly, those worlds that had been colonized first, about seventy-five planetsrdlatively close
to Earth. A great plague traveled from world to world. The mortdity rate reached as high as twenty-one
percent on some planets. Even after the plague was conquered and immunity bred into the survivors,
peoplein the Terran Cluster were dow to return to interstellar commerce, afraid of the possibility of other

plagues.

But in the twenty-eighth century SA, the peoples of the Terran Cluster did return to that commerce, in
ever-increasng numbers. The fact that no new plagues emerged gradually laid to rest theresdud fears.
New generations did not have the terrors of their parents and grandparents. But when the peoples of
those worlds did venture back into interstellar space, they found changes. The gresat plague had not
stopped travel in all of the settled regions of the galaxy.

From roughly 2700 to 2950 SA, the worlds of the Terran Cluster lived independent and peaceful
exisences. Commerce grew. There were no attempts to unify those worlds by force. When trouble
findly came, it came from outside the cluster, from worlds that had not retreated from interstellar travel
for acentury.

Two empires had grown in the area beyond the Terran Cluster, on the Side farther in dong the spira arm,
bordering each other aswell asthe Terran Cluster.

The Schlind Hegemony had spread across some fifty worlds, densely populated and heavily
industridized, with an average distance of little more than three light-years between inhabited worlds. The
Hegemony was atight dictatorship run from the world of Schline, fairly closeto the border between the
Hegemo-ny and the Terran Clugter.

The Dogel Worlds were more feudal in nature. In theory, they were aloose confederation of about one
hundred worlds, but in actudity, they weretightly controlled by ahaf-dozen extended familieswho
worked in very close concert. The leaders of these aristocratic clans, the Doges, controlled—

owned—everything on their worlds. Those worldswere, on average, lessindustridized and less heavily
populated than the worlds of the Schlinad Hegemony, but there were twice as many worlds, giving the
two empires arough parity.

Beginning in the middie of the thirtieth century SA, both the Doges and the Hegemons started trying to
upset that parity.



During thefirst years of war, the worlds of the Terran Clus-ter paid little attention to the fighting between
their neighbors. It did not affect them, and aslong as those neighbors were fully occupied with each
other, they were not bothering the independent worlds of the Terran Cluster. Stalemate along the frontier
between the two empires changed the situation though. Both sideslooked for dlies... or additiona
subjects. Most of the worlds of the Terran Cluster were heavily populated and nearly asindustridized as
the core worlds of the Schlinal Hegemony. And the easiest routesfor either the Hegemons or Dogesto
outflank their enemy ran though the Terran Clugter.

In the next severa decades, the Doges and Hegemons expended as much effort on the independent
worlds of the Terran Cluster asthey did on each other. A dozen worldsféll to one side or the other—to
military forceif not to diplomatic suasion—and the diplomeats of both empires made their rounds of the
remaining free worlds, usng whatever thregts or cgolery they could to try to line those worlds up with
their respective masters.

The threat was enough to drive the remaining independent worlds of the Terran Cluster to unitein the
Accord of Free Worlds, amilitary and economic aliance that remained some-thing lessthan afull union
of the planets. For twenty years, the power of the Accord was enough to keep both the Hegemony and
the Dogdl Worlds away. But in 3002 SA, the Hegemons started amilitary driveinto Accord space. Two
lightly popu-lated Accord worlds, Jordan and Porter, were conquered and occupied. There were severd
other skirmishes, and Accord forces repelled invasions on three other worlds.

Six monthsater, the Accord was ready to counterattack, to start taking back the worlds that had been
lost to the Hegemons.

Lieutenant Ze Paitcher tried to watch everything at once, and it was dready giving him aheadache. This
was hisfirst combat drop as aWasp pilot, and he had not learned how to partition his attention most
efficiently yet. Coming down, he had projected dll of his available sensor data on the heads-up display on
the canopy—the ships of the fleet in orbit, the rest of his squadron, the landers, and the nearest of the
Hegemony satdllites. It made for acluttered screen, and he aso tried to keep a constant watch on the
various el ectronic readouts provided on two monitors below the canopy, on the board in front of him.

It Ieft him very littletimeto actudly fly hisfighter, but then, until things started happening, the Wasp
scarcely required apilot at dl. Still, Zel flew hisWasp asif he were hardwired to it, the machine no more
than an immense prosthesis. In the cockpit, it did not matter that Zel was only 150 centimeterstall, or that
he weighed less than 50 kilograms soaking wet. Most Wasp pilots were below average in height and
weight. A big man would find the control module of a\Wasp much too confining for comfort.

The Wasp squadron had dropped ahead of the troop shuttles, but the pilots watched the landers

accel erate past them. The Wasps could not be so profligate with energy. Until their ground support was
established, the Wasps would be unable to land to get fresh batteriesfor their antigrav units. At best, they
had only alittle more than an hour's flight time before they needed to land to recharge or replace depleted
batteries. If thelanding failed or was aborted after the Wasps were deep in Porter's gravity well, the
pilots would have no choice but to land and abandon their fighters. The Wasps would be unable to boost
back to orbit without the jet-assisted takeoff rockets that their ground crews would provide for them.

But the Wasps were there, close, ready to defend the shuttles from any ground fire or enemy air
response. When the troop shuttlesfinaly started to land, Zdl and the rest of the Wasp squadron's Blue
flight were orbiting the LZs at an dtitude of three thousand meters. Theinfantry was most vulnerable
during thefirst few minutes of an operation. The Wasps could easily mean the difference between a
successful landing and a catastrophe.

The Ydlow and Red flights were higher, and farther away lateraly, posted to intercept any enemy air



attack, and when none appeared, Y dlow flight landed for fresh batteries and then was vectored off to
grike at the power gations ringing the planet's capital and primary city. Destroying the city's power
system was secondary. The main reason for the raid was smply to give the enemy something more
immediate to consder than the infantry landing on the plateau.

"Bluethree, Blue four, ground support mission,” the con-troller aboard the flagship radioed. "Y our vector
is zero-two-seven, 120 meters beyond the Alpha-Romeo beacon.”

Zd waited until Blue three rogered the mission, then echoed it. He cleared his heads-up display of
extraneous clutter and keyed in atransponder display to show the microwave AR beacon.

"Stay close, Zd," Slee Reston, Bluethree, said. He was the veteran in this duo. He had seen combat
twice before.

"I'm here, See Let'sdoit.”

The Wasps did not depend on aerodynamic design to keep them in the air, merely to minimize the power
required to push them through it. If aWasp lost power in atmosphere, the pilot's only option wasto
gect. The Wasp had roughly the glide characteristics of a sixteen-ton lead ball. Powered solely by
antigrav engines, the shape of the fighter-bombers was dictated by mission... and by thewhims of their
designers. Radar neutral at any frequency, the Wasp was roughly kidney-shaped. Thepilot satina
confined cockpit at the center of the leading edge. In an emergency, the entire cockpit module could be
jettisoned and brought to ground by parasail. The antigrav engines and batteries were outboard on either
sde of the Wasp, in bulging pods. The space between the propulsion units, except for thetiny cubicle
that contained the pilot and controls, was given over to payload—with awide variety of options. At
present, the Wasps of Blue flight were each |oaded with rockets and five high-speed cannons.

Zd thumbed his wegpons sdector to the cannons as his tar-get acquisition system locked on, balancing
beacon and offset. The 25mm depleted uranium rounds would each separate into five projectilesin flight.
With each cannon firing sixty rounds a second, one Wasp could put fifteen hundred hypersonic
projectiles—diversfifteen millimeterslong—into an ova five meters by three at adistance of five hundred
metersin just five seconds. Not even the best persona armor could withstand that sort of ondaught.

Even asthe two Wasps dove toward their initia run, they received additional targets. Above and behind
Zd, another pair of Wasps were diving to follow them across the front.

Zd pressed the trigger for hisfirst burst just before the targets were centered on histargeting display. The
fraction of a second of reaction time meant that hisfirst shots were precisay on target. When See pulled
up and rolled left after the run, Zd followed automatically. It was hisjob to stay right on Seeswing, and
Zd was good at that. He had no chance to see what damage their cannon had done though. They were
traveling too rapidly, and never came within 350 meters of their targets. There was no going back to
make their own damage assessment either. They were aready moving toward their next objective.

"I don't want any itchy trigger fingers," Joe warned his men asthey moved into the trees. " Just because
you hear shooting doesn't mean that you haveto joinin."

Joefdt theitch himsdf. In the four minutes since they had jogged away from their shuitle, they had heard
gunfire around the LZ amost congtantly, first from one area and then from another, dmost asif by turns.
A couple of times, Joe had heard the telltale sound of wire rounds cutting into the trees overhead, from
behind, but there was fill no sign of hostilesin front of them. The difference in sound between Accord
and Hegemony weapons was obvious to anyone who had heard both. And the sound made by the
cannons that the Wasps carried was far removed from any of the infantry rifles— deeper, louder, and far
more intense—a metd tornado.



"Keep your heads down,” Joe reminded his men. He was not particularly worried about spent rounds
passing overhead. They were no red threat to net armor or battle helmets.

Once under the cover of the trees on the western flank of the LZ, the platoon’s advance dowed
dramaticaly. Each squad moved as a semiindependent unit, with onefire team advancing cautioudy while
the other was on the ground in firing position, ready to provide covering fireif necessary. Oneteam
would move forward five to eight meters, then take defensive positions while the other team legpfrogged
them. It was up to the squad |eaders to make sure that they did not stray too far from the squads on
ether sde of them.

Dawn started to race past. The shadows under the trees lightened. There waslittle underbrush or ground
cover inthisforest. There seemed to be no true grass, just the detritus of leavesthat had fallen through
the years, with moss benegath that. As boots disturbed the surface, amusty smell rose, not especialy
unpleasant. These trees were native to Porter, dif-ferent from any that Joe had seen before, but till
generica-ly trees, woody trunks and branches, green leaves—in this case seven-lobed leaves larger than
aspread human hand. The lowest branches were more than three meters above the ground. The
only"istinguishing feature that Joe had noticed so far was that each tree seemed to rise from the pesk of
acone of ochredirt. Those cones varied from forty centimetersto more than ameter in height, and
somewhat morein diameter. They did provide good cover for a prone infantryman. And the copse was
dense enough that there always seemed to be one of those cones within two meters—diving distance.

"Okay, Joe, get your men down. Thisisour linefor now," Maycroft said over Echo Company's
noncoms radio circuit.

"Find good spots,” Joe told his men. "Thisiswhere we stop."”

One of thelarger tree cones, eighty centimeters high and a meter and a quarter wide, wasright in front of
Joe. He knelt behind it and looked to either side to watch while the men of his squad found their own
locations. Hisfire team was on the right, with Kam Goff sharing histree cone. Corpora Frain and hisfire
team wereto the left.

"Get settled in," Joe said once he was satisfied with where hismen were.

Joetook along scan of the squad's front, moving his eyes— and the sensorsin his helmet—from sideto
sde, looking far-ther out with each pass. Although sunrise had aready come, there were gtill deep
shadows under the forest canopy. Asthe air warmed up, the infrared sensorsin the battle hel-mets
became less effective. It was summer in the northern hemisphere on Porter, and the plateau was well
down in the temperate latitudes. The temperature was dready 25 Celsus. By midafternoon, it would
probably top 30. Hot. Joe looked more for hints of movement in the distance than for human forms. He
gtill did not spot anything that |ooked even remotely threatening.

"Wherethe hdl arethey?' EzraFrain asked over the squad frequency.
"Close enough, | imagine," Joereplied. "Cut the chat.”

Joelooked around at the pogitions his men had taken again. Even without specific orders, each of the
men wasworking at improving his cover. They dug in with entrenching tools, piling dirt around the holes
asthey provided themselves with shalow dit trenches. The longer they stayed in one place, the more
carethey would take with their defenses, using their idle momentsto dig. After one morelong look into
theforest in front of them, Joe started scraping away ground cover and dirt himself. He worked more
dowly than his men though because every few seconds he stopped to ook out into the forest, anticipating
the arrival of enemy troops.



He had scarcely excavated five centimetersinto the ground before Sergeant Maycroft came down the
line and flopped to the ground at Joe's side. Maycroft lifted his helmet visor.

"Saddle up," the platoon sergeant said in avoice that sounded infinitely tired. Maycroft dways sounded
that way in thefield, whether or not he actudly wastired. "Were moving up another hundred meters, and
diding over to theright to link up with Delta Company.”

"Right, Max," Joe replied after helifted his own visor, getting the microphone away from hismouth. "Any
bogeysat dl onthissde?'

"Nobody's seen any yet, but that could change at any sec-ond. Five minutes," Maycroft added before he
pulled hisvisor back down into place. He got up and moved back along theline.

"Put your shovelsaway," Joe said over the squad frequency once hisvisor was down again. "We're
movinginfive"

"Just when | was getting comfortable,” Kam Goff whispered at hisside, lifting hisvisor so that the
microphone would not pick up hiswords.

Joe growled softly, then said, " Get that visor down and pay attention, rookie. Unless you want to diea
rookie." Goff blanched noticeably &t that, but hedid pull hisvisor down quickly.

The order to move out came over the command frequency. Joe got his men up and moving as before,
onefireteam at atime. "Just like adrill,” he whispered. He hoped, fervently, that it would remain that
cam. They had worked hard enough at the training drillsin the weeks before boarding the shipsfor the
voyageto Porter. In training, even the new men who had never seen red combat had the moves down
pat. If only they remembered that training once hogtile wire started zipping past their ears.

The platoon had scarcely started moving when Joe and his men heard shooting off to their |eft for thefirst
time. Thiswasrdaively close, but it still did not seem particularly threstening.

Lessthan two minutes later, the fight did reach them. A rocket-propelled grenade exploded ten metersin
front of Joe. Thetiming was lucky for him. Joe and hisfire team had just dropped to the dirt, and Ezra
Frain'steam had not got to their feet yet. Shrapnd from the RPG whizzed overhead and thunked into tree
trunks. Close. Dirt and debris showered the soldiers.

Joe swallowed hard to clear his ears after the noise of the blast. Too close, he thought. We would have
been in the kill zone on that one. Hewaited until the last of the debris had fall-en before helifted his
head enough to look over the tree conejust in front of him. The visor on the Accord battle heimet was
alleged to be able to stop anything short of afull burst from asplat gun at close range, but Joe Baerclau
had not survived two previous campaigns by taking any unnecessary risks.

Theforest floor was only ablur in infrared now. Joe switched off that part of hishelmet sensors.

"Anyone get alook at wherethat came from?" he asked, knowing that it was afutile question. There
were no replies from the squad. His men knew better than to clutter up the channe with unnecessary

negatives.
Joe looked to either sde. The rest of the platoon wasto hisright. Third platoon, the one squad of it that
Joe could see, was dso down, waiting to seeif there would be more than the single grenade.

"Okay, Ez," Joe said after three minutes had passed without more incoming fire. "Move ‘em ot.
Carefully.”



Therewaslittle need for that warning. Ezraand hisfire team moved forward in acrouch, keeping their
heads down and their rifles up, ready for instant use. Joe'sfire team was ready to lay down covering fire
if they got any clue asto where the enemy was. Ezrasfire team wasjust passing the line of Joe's team
when two more RPGs came in. These both exploded behind the lines, back near where Ezra's team had
been just seconds before. The men went flat and brought their unprotected hands in under their bodies as
the grenades exploded. The blasts were far enough away that their net armor and helmets were ableto
absorb the force of the shrapnel without difficulty. But two men had the wind momentarily knocked out
of them by the impact.

"Crap!" an anonymous voice said over the squad frequen-cy.

Before Joe could cal for silence, the squad was under direct fire. Bursts of wire whizzed by, too closeto
be ignored. Joe turned his head to the side, hoping to see some clue asto the direction the fire was
coming from.

"Stay put,” Sergeant Maycroft told Joe over theradio. "Dd-tais moving around behind. They have afix
on the Heggies who have us under fire."

It's good to have someone el se do the work for a change, Joe thought. "Don't shoot unlessyou have a
clear target,” he warned his men. "We're going to have friendlies moving in behind them. | don't want us
to ace any of our own people.”

There was one short flurry of firefrom third squad, accurate enough to dow down the incoming for afew
seconds. Sill, nearly five minutes passed before Joe heard heavy fire from Mark VI zippers out in front
and the unseen enemy soldiersturned their fire away from 2nd platoon.

"Okay, let'sgo," Joetold the squad after he had his orders from Maycroft.

Thistime they moved with their carbinesfiring, scattering short bursts ahead of them, aming deliberately
low. The men of Delta Company showed up as blue blips on visor dis-plays. The men called those blips
DSUs, for "Don't shoot ug!”

Joefinaly saw hisfirst enemy of the campaign. There was movement eighty metersout, just dightly to
Joes|eft. At firgt, he only noticed the movement, camouflage that shifted quickly enough that it could not
be naturdl. Joe directed hisfire that way and the figure went down. Joe did not assume that that meant a
kill. At eighty meters, the wire rounds of his zipper might have penetrated battle armor. Or they might not.
Asquickly as Joe had shot, there was even a chance that he had missed histarget completely.

"Down!" Joe ordered, leading by example. "Keep moving, but down." Forward movement dowed
considerably when it varied between crawling on hands and knees and dithering flat from coneto cone.
Joe worked to keep as many of the soil buttresses between him and the spot where he had seen the
enemy battle uniform go down.

There was a sudden explosion of gunfire from that area, from both Accord and Schlina wespons,
perhaps forty sec-onds of confusion. Therewaslittle, if any, truly aimed fire, but alot of spools of wire
were emptied. Then there was Slence. Joe got his men up and rushing forward as soon asthey had time
to load new spools of collapsed uranium wirein their carbines, even before Maycroft passed the word
that Delta Company had cleared the enemy position.

The squad stopped when they reached the four bodies— three of the enemy, and one soldier from Delta.
Deltahad also taken two Schlinal prisoners, both wounded. They stood back-to-back, helmets off,

hands on the tops of their heads. Two soldiers from Deltawere watching them, zippers at the ready. Joe
waked past the dead Heggies without a glance, but he gave the captured enemy soldiersacloselook as



he went past them. They were young men, not unlike the men in his own squad. They looked sullen. One
of them appeared to bein considerable pain. Therewas alarge blot of wet blood on the left leg of his
fatigues

Kam Goff stopped and stared at the bodies on the ground. He had never seen a dead human before.
One of these wasin aparticularly gruesome condition. His head had been complete-ly severed from his
body. A burst of wire had totaly chewed away the neck, just below the bottom of the man's helmet.

After amoment Kam lifted hisvisor hurriedly and vom-ited.

"Keegp moving, kid," Joe said, moving to get between the rookie and the corpse.
"Joe." He recognized Maycroft's voice.

"Yeah, Max," he responded over the noncoms channel.

"Y ou're getting close to the edge of the trees. Find good spots for your men. We may actualy be staying
put for abit thistime. We seem to be alittle ahead of schedule. Timeto let the rest of the regiment catch

up.”
"Okay by me." Joe switched channels and started positioning his men.
"Y ou come with me, Goff," Joe said after everyonewasin place. "1 want to take alook out front.”

Kam smply nodded. If he suspected that Joe had chosen him just to give him something to think about
besides the corpses, he said nothing about it.

They moved away from the rest of the squad, darting quick-ly from tree to tree, weapons ready. Joeled
the way. Kam stayed just behind him and off to the Side, far enough away that asingle burst of wire
would be unlikely to nail both of them. They stopped frequently to ook and listen, getting down on their
bellies behind whatever cover was handy. The back-ground noise of gunfire had moved well off again. It
seemed to be coming from the far side of the LZs now, perhaps as much asfour kilometers away.

The end of the wooded areawas only thirty metersin front of the squad's positions. As Joe and Kam
neared the border, they moved forward on hands and knees. Finally, they took up positions behind a
cone at the very edge. Out in front of them was agrassy areaat least two kilometers across, with grass
that appeared to bewaist high, and with only afew isolated trees—of a different variety than those they
were under.

There were no enemy troops visible. But then, Joe had scarcely expected to see any. That would have
been too easy. An entire regiment could hidein that tal grass.

CHAPTER
3

Blue three and four landed in the sametight formation they had held while flying, making their vertical
landings within afew meters of their ground crew. Neither Slee nor Zel both-ered to get out of their
Wasps or even open their canopies. They communicated with their crew chief by radio, assuring him that
both fighters were running smoothly. While that conversation was going on, batteries and anmunition
were being replaced in both Wasps. The ground crew worked as much by fed asby sight. The
matte-black color and the gently flowing contours of the Wasps made them look more like shadows over
the ground than physica objects. The canopiesreflected no light. Theinterior of the cockpits and the
flight suits and helmets of the pilotswere also adull black. Staring at a\Wasp gave some people



headaches as they tried to derive redity from the opticd illuson that the plan€'s designers had worked so
hard to achieve.

As soon as the hatches were replaced on the battery com-partments, the two fighters were back in the
ar. They had been on the ground for less than seven minutes. While See and Zd were climbing away
from the LZ, the next pair of Wasps was coming in for servicing. The plan, aslong asit worked and was
needed, was to have no more than two of the fighters on the ground at onetime.

See and Zd headed southwest thistime, moving low and fast, scarcely above the treetops. Zdl was
thankful that flying hisWasp and watching for any hint that he was being targeted by enemy radar kept
him too busy to pay much attention to how close the ground was. He preferred to have plenty of sky
below him. When he followed Slee over the escarpment at the edge of the plateau, he felt more
comfortable. The floor of therift valley was three-hundred meters below theleve of the plateau. See
climbed for even more dtitude. There was atrade-off. The lower the fightersflew, the lesstime any
enemy on the ground would have to target them—but the more air there was between the Wasps and
enemy fire, the more time their eectronic countermeasures (ECM) would have to defeet incoming
rockets.

"Targets of opportunity,” See said with something gpproach-ing joy. Later missonswould undoubtedly
belaid out in grester detail, once the combat planners could identify proper targets, but in the meantime,
the Wasps could il be put to good use.

"Preferably targetsthat don't give back morethan they get," Zd said. They spoke over atight light beam,
aform of plane-to-plane communication that was virtualy impossible for any enemy to intercept.

The two pilots divided their attention between the displaysinsde their cockpits and eyeballing the terrain.
Neither man was particularly impressed at being in the sky over aworld they had never seen before.
Human-inhabited worlds did offer a certain measure of variety, but the essentia s were generdly rather
smilar or humanswould not have settled them in thefirst place. Habitable worlds were far too plentiful
for anyone to bother colonizing one that was margina, or too far from human norms. Slee concentrated
ontheleft and Zd on the right. Hying at eight-hundred meters, the ground seemed to race past beneath
them. There were no roads visible. Even with a population of 750,000 before the Schlind invasion, the
people of Porter had not required avery extensive road net. The ground effect machines they used for
most trans-portation did not need paved surfaces, just vaguely level or gently doping land. According to
the briefing the pilots had received aboard ship, the only red roads were to be found within Porter's
towns.

"Dust at two o'clock,” Zel announced when they were 280 kilometers from the escarpment. "L ookslike
severd vehi-cles”

"Two, anyway," See said after hetook alook. "Let's get closer.”

"Roger." Even though the Wasp's sensors would dmost certainly detect hogtile air traffic sooner, Zd
looked around to make sure that there were no enemiesin the air. Once he was satisfied, he flipped the
wegpon selector switch to rockets. The rules of engagement for the Wasps were clear. If it was moving
toward the 13th and there was no positive identification that it was friendly, destroy it. In any case, it was
much too soon for help to come from the residents of Porter City.

Two vehicles. Seelined up on the one farthest away. Zd took the other.

"I'm picking up active dectronics," See announced asthey closed to within six kilometers of the floater
trucks. "Looks like soldiers. Let's take 'em out.”



Zd'sanswer was ashort whistle, anear duplicate of the sound made when histarget acquisition system
announced that it had alock on atarget.

"Onlock," Zd announced.
"Ditto," Seereplied. "Hitit."

Two missilesraced forward. The Wasps banked |eft and moved lower before turning back to the right so
that they could watch their rockets hit. Thin trails of smoke disspated dowly. On the ground, the truck
drivers spotted the rockets. In the few seconds they had, one turned | eft and the other turned right. Both
vehicles accderated violently astheir driverstried to evade the missiles. But even supersonic aircraft had
diffi-culty doing that. Ground vehicles with amaximum speed of one-hundred kilometers per hour had no
chance whatsoever.

Zd couldn't keep hiseyes off of the rocket trails even after he could no longer pick out the missiles at the
far end. Hisrocket hit dmost smultaneoudy with Slee's, and both trucks erupted in bailing flame and
smoke. There was no chance that any of the occupants might have escaped.

"That's afew Heggies who won't be killing our lads up on the hill," See said.

Zd did not answer. Where the blazesistheir air power ? he wondered. They must have fighters of
their own. But he had seen nothing but Accord Wasps so far.

Headquarters for the 13th Spaceborne Assault Team was wherever Colonel Van Stossen happened to
be a the moment. At the moment, he was within fifty meters of the front line, and he was not happy.

"Why in blazes are you sitting here with your thumb up your butt, Lieutenant?' he demanded, leaning
forward right into the junior officer'sface. ™Y ou're holding up the entire operation.”

"I can't helpit, Sir," Lieutenant Jacobi replied, barely get-ting the words out without sammering. "Were
taking casud-ties. Every time we start to move forward, the Heggies zero in on us. I've had three killed
and ahdf dozen wounded aready, and we haven't been on the ground thirty minutes.” Jacobi was not
yet thinking of a career that might be shattered. He had seen combat before, but thiswas hisfirst time as
acompany commander, and al he could think about were the men he had lost.

"Y ou've had haf the Wasp wing strafing in front of you. If you could pinpoint targets, you'd have Havoc
backup. But you're not showing me anything.”

Colond Stossen, the only commander the 13th had ever had, was more frustrated than angry, but that
made little difference to the lieutenant commanding Bravo Company. Jacobi mere-ly had the misfortune
of being assigned to the sector with the heaviest enemy resistance—and not being equd to the challenge.

"Third platoon is ready to go now," Jacobi said. He gave an order over his hemet radio and thirty men
garted forward by squads and fire teams while the rest of the company laid down covering fire.

Stossen turned to watch. Thefirst relay of men had not gone ten meters before the sound of Schlinal wire
rifles opened up. Third platoon hit the dirt. For severd minutes, the firefight raged. The gunfire was
continuous but largdly ineffective. Stossen and Jacobi both eventualy took cover. Some of the enemy fire
had started coming uncomfortably close.

"That'swhat 1've been tdlling you, Colond," Jacobi said, forgetting the old army wisdom of not saying "I
told you s0" to a superior officer. "Every damn time. Weve even tried craming forward. Same result.
'Cept then they used grenades too.”



Stossen turned away from the lieutenant and spoke into his helmet microphone, on achannd that Jacobi's
helmet did not receive.

"Sittight," Stossen said when he had finished. "Be ready to advance in five minutes—your whole
company. Y ou're going to get what they used to call awaking barrage.”

Jacobi was uncertain what awalking barrage might be, but he suspected that it would be massive. He
ordered his people to get as down asthey could manage.

Helluva waste of ordnance, Stossen thought while he waited for the artillery. It was not the norma sort
of fire misson that the Havoc crewstrained for. Usualy, the self-propelled howitzers were set against
enemy armor and strongpoints, using ammunition sparingly, one shdll to atarget. With pin-point targeting,
that was commonly dl that was needed. Thiswas something more primd, primitive. The 200mm rounds
camein volleys over thefront, the first sdlvo exploding six-ty meters north of Bravo Company. Each
subsequent vol-ley landed another twenty meters out. The suspended plasma explosives erupted with
devadtating force, felling treesto aradius of fifteen meters and scorching the ground even far-ther away.

"Get moving, Lieutenant,” Stossen ordered. "Nothing's going to stand up to that.”

"Yes, gr," Jacobi replied, stunned by the din and by the visua impact of the barrage. Jacobi's men were
well within the areawhere the firgt blasts had hit before they noticed that the bombardment had stopped.
Dozens of smdl fires remained burning. Had the trees and grass been drier, the explosions would have
st off awildfire of consderable proportions.

Joe Baerclau closed his eyes, just for amoment, after the start of the artillery barrage. Neither the guns
nor their targets were particularly close, but the Havocs made aterrific din even at adistance. There was
the explosion of propellant and the high-pitched whine of shells being hurtled from the guns, followed by
the broader sound of the exploding round.

I'll never get used to that racket, Joe thought, not for thefirst time. Back at base, when the 13th's
howitzer battalion was on the firing range, the noise could be that intense. He took a deep bresth, then
opened hiseyesin surprise.

"Cinnamon toast?" The words came out so Softly that he could scarcely hear them himself. Therewas
certainly no toast around. Even if there was fresh bread available, there were no cooking firesto brown
it; and Joe had never come across cinnamon in the army. Joe rubbed a hand in the mossy ground cover
near hisface and the smdl grew stronger ... and gradudly lessfamiliar. But thefirst scent had triggered
childhood memories of waking in the morning to that aroma, and hurrying out to the kitchen to get his
toast whileit was il hot. He dmost never thought about his childhood anymore, not even in his dreams.
When hismemoriesdid travel back that far, it was more like viewing someone e se's past than his own.
Hisyears of military service, and most especially the combat he had seen, had drawn awall between his
notion of salf and memories of how he had gotten to the present. Five yearsin uniform might as easily
have been five decades. Hislife before the army seemed that far in the past. That was what made this so
urprising.

"Something's sure getting the hell pasted out of it," Kam whispered next to Joe. Baerclau turned to look
ahim.

"Just aslong asit's not us on thereceiving line." Joe was uncertain how Goff would turn out. Joe had
taken both new men into hisfire team so that he would have an easier time keeping track of them. Al
Bergon seemed absolutdy steady. He took his secondary duties as squad medic seriously without
neglecting his primary function asarifleman. But Goff. .. Joejust could not make up hismind.



"Yeeh." Kam laughed nervoudy. "Yeah."
"Just teke it easy." Joe shifted around, trying to get com-fortable. "We're here to draw attention.”
"Those gunsU sure do that,” Kam said.

Joe took amoment to scan thefield of grassin front of their positions again, looking for any
indication—visua or eectronic—that Hegemony soldiers might be moving in for an attack on this section
of the perimeter. There was a gentle breeze moving from | eft to right, bending the tops of the grassin an
easy rhythm. Anyone crawling through that grass ought to disturb that rhythm, Joetold himself.
There were no dectronic signatures out there, but he was far from convinced that the instrumentsin his
helmet would definitdy pick up anything. They were supposed to, but in Joe's experience, they worked
only dightly more than half of thetime, evenin training exercises. The dectronicsthe Schlind soldiers
used in their hamets were shielded almost aswell asthose that the Accord used.

"Sarge, how bad will it get?'

Joe lifted hisvisor thistime. He wanted Goff to see hisface. "There's no way to know that up front, kid.
However bad it gets, we'll do our job. We have to keep the Heggies here, keep them from going off to
reinforce any of the other worldsin this sector.” Don't scramble your brains worrying about things
you can't change, he thought.

"Our peoplewill comefor us, won't they? They won't just abandon us here?"

"They'll come," Joe assured him. "We don't have so many troops that they can afford to write off an
entire assault team.”

"But if they don't come, then what?"

"Then well do the best we can for aslong aswe can.” Shut up and watch your fire lanes, kid. "Just
take it easy. We've only been here an hour. It'll be four days, maybe more, before our pickup shows. It
takestime. They're not going to forget about us.”

If they don't show up? Joe pulled hisvisor back into place and looked out at the grass again. If themain
fleet failed to come, did not cover the evacuation, the 13th would bein deep trouble, and Joe knew it.
The shuttleswould be sitting ducks lifting off, easy targets for anyone with ashoulder-fire missile. And if
there were enemy fightersintheair... They might belucky if ten percent of the regiment made it back to
the ships.

But that would not happen. At least, it had never happened before.

"Our ordersareto hold until we'rerdieved or recaled,” Joe said softly, talking only to himself now. He
did not like to think about the price of failure.

He spotted movement behind the line and off to the side, and turned to look. He recognized Lieutenant
Keye by the way he moved. One soldier in combat kit looked pretty much like any other. There were no
bold badges of rank for an enemy to target.

Keye dropped to the ground at Joe's side and handed him a small pack.

"Take your squad out aklick," Keye said without preamble. "Plant aline of bugs across the company
front. Y ou know thedrill."

Joe did know the drill. He gathered his men and split the pack of recon bugs among the squad. Once



activated, the thumb-sized sensors would detect sound, €l ectromagnetic emis-sons, and, at very close
range, the body temperature of alarge warm-blooded animal—or human. The bugs had trangmitters with
athree-kilometer range to send back their readings.

Using hand signs and soft commands over the squad fre-quency, Joe got the men moving forwardin a
skirmish line, with plenty of space between men. They waked dowly, rifles at the ready, stopping after
amost every step to listen, and to look into the grass ahead of them. Grass, no matter how tall, would not
stop aburst of wire. And it could hide an enemy or hismines.

Grass. Thetallest patches reached five centimeters above Joe's web belt, but he was the shortest manin
his squad. The tops of the stalks were brown and going to seed, but lower, the ssemswere still green,
and moist. The night's dew had not been dried yet by the sun. Joe's boots were soon wet from wading
through the grass.

Eighty meters out from the line, the squad crossed adirt track through the field. It was scarcely wide
enough to have been made or used by humans, but Joe held his men up until they had a chance to scan
for booby traps or any indica-tion that humans had used the path. Satisfied finally that the trace was
animal, Joe ordered his men across. They crossed it quickly, then went pronein the grass on the other
Sde, just in case.

"Okay, | guesswere clear,” Joe whispered after amoment. There had been no clatter of gunfire, nor any
other sounds from in front of them. "L et's get moving." He would not have routed his men along that trail
evenif it had been headed precisdly in theright direction. The easy way could too easily belethdl.

Joe wasthefirst on hisfest, scanning the grass tops quickly but thoroughly, looking for any hint of
unnatural movement. He had his carbine up and stared across the sights, ready to fireif he even thought
that he might have atarget. He could fed his hands sweeting on the stock of his zipper. Hishands
swested ferocioudy when he was nervous, and he was aways nervous in combat. Joe's thumb reached
for the carbing's fire-selector switch, to make certain that the safety was off.

He suddenly redlized that he was hearing no firing at dl, not rifles, not artillery or Wasp munitions, not
eveninthe distance. Somebody call the battle off and forget to tell us?Hedidn't bother to laugh at his
own joke.

In any case, the sillence was short-lived. Joe had taken no more than three steps when he heard riflefire,
well off to theright. Still, he paused for amoment, and held the squad back until he could assure himsalf
that the fire was getting no closer. Just as he started the squad forward again, a shadow passed
overhead. Joe looked up and saw the familiar slhouette of a Wasp fighter going toward the source of the
gunfire. The Wasp opened up with its cannons, two very short bursts. Therifle fire stopped.

Joe | ooked up again to see the Wasp bank |eft, climbing through atight circle.
Then he saw arocket trail climbing toward the Wasp.

"Down!" he barked over the squad channdl. Joe dove for-ward, landing on forearms and legsin afluid
motion that brought hisrifle to his shoulder even though he had noth-ing to shoot at. A wire carbine could
never bring down amissile, evenif arifleman could hit something moving thet fast.

The Wasp pilot hit histhrottles and started maneuvering violently in an attempt to avoid the rocket. Joe
leaned sdewaysto watch. Hisview was partialy obstructed by the grass, but he did see light reflecting
off of the slvery particles of chaff that the Wasp pilot dropped in an attempt to confuse the missile's
guidance system.



For an ingtant, Joe thought that the Wasp was going to escape. The missile seemed to loseitslock. The
Wasp pulled dmost straight up, then spiraled back on itsdlf, two-hundred meters above the missile and
going in the opposite direction. Silently, Joe urged the pilot on with dl the fervor he could muster.

Then the missile righted itself and streaked toward the Wasp again. The pilot continued trying to evade
until the last sec-ond, but the rocket caught it dead center from below. On the ground, Joe could not tell
if the pilot had gected a the last ingtant before the missile hit, or if the explosion had blown the cockpit
module clear of therest of thefighter. The parasail opened, but that was automatic.

"Baerdau?'
"Yes, Lieutenant," Joe replied over the command channd. "l seeit.”
"How far are you from where that pod'll land?"

"Hard to say yet, Sir. The way the wind's blowing, it could be acouple of klicks, over toward Delta
Company, maybe past them.”

The rest of the Wasp fell, scattering over an areamore than akilometer in diameter. Therewaslittlein
the way of flames after the primary explosion. The warheads on the Wasp's rockets had exploded when
the missile hit. Some of the shdllsfor its cannons had aso cooked off, but most of the fire was out before
the wreckage hit the ground. A few chunks of superheated metd started grass smoldering for amoment,
but there was little danger of awildfire. The grass was too damp.

"Goforit," Keyesad. "Wedon't want to leave him for the Heggies. Forget the bugs until you can tell if
that pilot'saive. I'll clear with Delta so you don't get shot by our peo-pie.”

"Roger." / sure as hell hope you clear us, Joethought. Theideaof being hit by friendly fire could send a
chill down any man'sspine.

There was no time to waste for long reflection. If there were Schlina forces around, they would
undoubtedly be hur-rying toward the escape pod aswell. It might be aclose race.

"Ezra, we're going after the flyguy. Move your team out firdt. | want you on point for this. Anyone else, it
might taketoo long."

"Onmy way," Ezrareplied. He sounded cam.

The Wasp's escape pod did not stay in the sky for long, but every second that it wasin theair, it traveled
farther away from Joe and his men. It came down in the open grass, far from any of the isolated trees.
For acouple of minutes after the module landed, the parasail continued to flap. Although Joe could not
be certain, it gppeared that the chute might be dragging the escape module. If the pilot was dive, he
couldn't be in any condition to trip the release that would sever the lines.

Joe's squad moved in aloose wedge now. Ezra Frain was out in front. The two other men from hisfire
team trailed ten meters back and ten meters gpart. Therest of the squad camein athird line. The spacing
between the last two lines was the same as that between the first two, but Joe kept the lateral distance
between his men closer to five meters. Although he knew that there might be enemy soldiersin the grass,
or concedled by one of theisolated treesin thefield, he did not expect to run across mines or other
booby traps. The Schlinal garrison on Porter could not possibly have anticipated the landing—or thet it
might take place on the plateau—and there had been no time since the landing for enemy troopsto
devise traps or bring mines from barracks or armory.

But the 13th would not be able to count on that for long.



After five minutes of hurrying through thetal grass, Joe began to think that hisinitial estimate of the
distance to the escape pod might have been grosdy short. The parasail had findly quit flapping in the
breeze. Now it lay like an immense target across the top of the grass.

"Keep your eyes open for Heggies," Joe reminded the squad. "If there are any around, they'd probably
like nothing better than to nab aflyguy.”

"I know," Ezrasaid. He was beginning to sound short of breath. Trying to maintain arapid wak through
thick grass carrying more than thirty kilograms of gear could do that to anyone. The men in the Accord's
SATshad to bein good condition to start with, and their training regimen ensured that no one became
flabby, but there were dill limits.

A few minutes|ater, Ezrareported, "I havethe podin sight.”
"Any sgn of the pilot?' Joe asked.

"Negative. I'm looking at the bottom of the pod from about two-hundred meters. But at |east theré'sno
sgn of hodtiles™

"Set up your team on the far side of the pod. Well take the near side. Al, you check on the pilot." Joe
had little hope that there would be anything for Bergon to do. He assumed that the pilot must be dead.
But they had to know for certain, one way or the other.

The shooting started just as Ezraand his men moved around the capsule, till some thirty meters away
from it. The metdlic whizzing sound came from farther away from the Accord perim-eter, but it was well
amed. The sound of wire fragments hitting hdmets and visors carried clearly, like hail striking auminum
sding. At any distance, there was little to hear when those tiny projectiles hit resilient body armor... or
puncturable flesh.

Joe didn't bother to dive for cover thistime. He started firing short bursts of wire over the side of the
escape pod, toward where he thought the enemy shooterswere. The rest of hisfireteam joined in. The
men did move farther apart, but they kept advancing—more rapidly now. They went straight for the pod.
That, a least, offered some cover—aslong asthey chose the correct side to shelter behind.

"Ezra, tak tome" Joe said.

There was amaddening delay before Ezrasaid, "It's kinda hard right now," through obvioudy clenched
teeth. Joe had no doubt that Ezra was wounded. The voice was asure giveaway.

"Tod, Wiz. What shape are you in?" Joe demanded.

"Tod's hurt, not too bad, | think," Wiz Mackey said. "His hedmet's bust though.”
"Wheat about you?'

"I'vefdt better, but I'm not bleeding, and | don't think anything's broke."
"Canyou get to Ezra?'

"Il get him," Al volunteered.

"Check onthat pilot first, Bergon," Joe sad. "Wiz?'

"I'm aready moving toward him."



"Stay put,” Ezrasaid. "I'll cometo you. I'm not dead.”

While he talked on his helmet radio, Joe had reloaded his zipper, shucking the empty wire coil and
inserting another twenty meter spool. The carbine's power cell was good for two hours of continuous
firing, but twenty meters of wire lasted no more than ten seconds on automatic fire.

Al Bergon crawled around the Wasp pod, snaking on his belly to get to the canopy on the far side.

"Canttdl if hesdiveor not," Bergon said after he got hisfirst look inside the cockpit. "He's unconscious
at least. How do you open these things?'

"Front end of the canopy, about twenty centimeters down, there's a panel that lifts out, and ahandle
underneath,” Joe said. "Either side of the cockpit. If you can't reach the one on the low side, you'll have
to try the one on top. Let usknow. If you have to go for the exposed handle, well 1ay down covering
fire"

A moment later the others heard agrunt over theradio. "Damn, it'sgoing to be close" Bergon said. "'l
think..." There was apause, and then, "1 got the pand up. Now, if | can get my hand under there.”

Joe waited, dmost holding his breath. He heard the sound of the latch releasing before Bergon confirmed
that he had it open.

"The whole canopy dides backward, if it isn't too badly damaged,” Joe said.
"It'smoving,” Bergon said. Then, another "Damn!™
"Now what?" Joe demanded.

"Stuck. | don't know if I canwigglein enoughto... Yeah. I've got my head and armsin. Jeez, ther€'s
blood dl over in here."

"Ishe?' Therewas no need for Joeto finish the ques-tion.

"Therésapulse,” Bergon said. "It'swesk, but it'sthere.”

"Can you get him out by yoursdf or do you need help?”

"l could useahand,” Al admitted.

"Hang tight. Mort, seeif you can get around there without getting your ass shot off."
"I'll get there. I'm very attached to my ass. Never go any-where without it."

Joe raised up and started spraying wire over the top of the capsule, more interested in suppressing enemy
firethan in finding any targets. There would betimefor that later, once the pilot—and hisown
casualties—had been recovered and treated.

Mort scooted around the capsule.
"Seeif you can drag the canopy back alittle more," Al told him. "Maybe both of ustogether.”

After afew gruntsand curses, Al said, "There, | think that's enough. I'll open his harness. Be careful
when we pull him out. He survived the rocket, | don't want to lose him to the rescue.”

"Oh, crap.” That was Mort. "He can't have much blood |eft insde him.”



"Enoughtoraiseapulse,” Bergon replied. "That's al we can ask for right now. Careful there. Let'sdide
him around... Hold on, hisfoot's caught on something. I'll haveto get in there again.”

"Hurry it up," Joetold them. "Weve got company coming.” He switched channels. "Lieutenant, we have
hostiles moving our way, two hundred meters out on abearing of 325 degrees from the capsule, at least
tenmen.”

"You'll have help," Keye promised. "Hold one." When he returned to the channel, he said, "Two Wasps
coming inright now."

Ezrasfire team moved closer to the rear end of the escape pod. Ezrawas moving with difficulty, but he
was moving on hisown. Neither Tod Chorbek nor Wiz Mackey showed any lingering effects from being
shot. Thewire had come from too far away to penetrate, though the side of Tod's helmet was badly
cracked.

Seeand Zd camein fast, wingtip to wingtip. They trig-gered their cannons as soon asthey saw their
targets, riding their guns harder than the shooting ingtructors recommended. Rules went out the canopy
when Wasp pilots were protecting one of their own who had been shot down—or the mudderswho
weretrying to save him.

"Come on, you bastards,” Zel muttered under his breath. Out in thetal grass, the enemy soldierswere
clearly vis-ible. Even though they had dropped to the ground, they had nowhere to hide. The open
patches where they had flattened the grass or pushed it aside marked them as clearly as space-port
beacons.

Blue three and four camein low, below fifty meters a the bottom of their strafing run. Then they pulled
out and turned through awide climbing loop to the right to comein again from adifferent angle. They
could see the enemy, and the cockpit of the downed Wasp was there to remind them where the friendlies
were.

The cannons of the two Wasps shredded the tall grass more efficiently than a scythe. Under concentrated
fire, the Schlina soldiers caught in the bursts were shredded amost as thor-oughly. Body armor could
not stand up to the deadly darts.

On the ground, Joe and his men ingtinctively ducked when the Wasps opened fire. The sound of the
25mm cannons was dmost deafening, even under battle helmets. But Joe could not stay down. Helifted
his head to watch as the strafing mowed a corridor thirty meters wide through the grass... and riddled the
enemy oldiers.

"If theré's anyone | eft dive out there, maybe we can get some prisoners,” Joetold Lieutenant Keye after
the second pass. "Interested?”

"Only if you can get to them in ahurry, after the Wasps pull out.”
"Tdl themit looks like they've done the job, sir.”

Joe went around the capsule as the two Wasps climbed high-er above the field. The downed pilot was
lying on hisback, still unconscious—but il dive. Al Bergon was knedling over him, putting pressure
sedersover severa open wounds.

"He needs more help than | can givehim, Sarge," Al said when he saw Baerclau standing over him.
"Don't know though. Even carrying him back to the lines might be more than he can take.”

"Weve got to try. Do what you can for him. I'm going out to seeif anyone survived in thet |ot out there."



He nodded toward the grass that had been mowed down. "Mort, you and Kam come with me. The rest
of you, start back to the lines with the pilot as soon as possible, even if were not back.”

CHAPTER
A

The three soldiers moved fast now. In full combat gear, none of them were likely to come anywhere near
the standards of athletic competition for the two-hundred meter race, even without the tal, clinging grass,
but they ran asfast asthey could. Joe didn't want to give any surviving Hegemony sol-dierstimeto
recover their wits after the Wasp attack.

I'm getting too old for this, Joe thought. He couldn't have spoken the words out loud on a bet. Running
through that grassin full gear took al of hisair, and begged for more.

The two Wasps remained overhead, circling now, as the pilots watched over Joe and his companions.
Kam Goff was the only one on the ground who redly noticed the Wasps though. He was young, and
considerably larger than his ser-geant. He fdt the effort of running with so much extraweight, but he was
further from hislimits than Joe Baerclau was.

If they spot anyone, | hope they let us know, Kam thought. That was better than occupying hismind
with fear. He aready had more than enough of that. Except while the shooting was going on. Kam had
not redlized that yet. While he was shooting, or being shot at, there had been no fear a dl. He had smply
done hisjob the way he had been trained.

The three men kept as much space between them as they could until they converged on the areawhere
the enemy shoot-ers had been. Goff, moving just alittle faster than the others, wasthefirst to spot
bodies. He stopped short, still ten meters from the nearest. The body was barely recognizable as human.
It had been mutilated badly, with both legs severed—one leg smply did not exist any longer. Only the
man's head gppeared untouched. His battle helmet had been blown off, but it had protected the head.
The dead soldier's eyes were wide open. Kam fancied he saw alook of utter horror on the dead face.

That was when he sarted to vomit.

"Turn around and get down on your knees," Joe Baerclau said in his"command” voice. By thistime he
was standing right at Goff'sside. He hauled in adifficult breath. "Don't present atarget.”

Joe and Mort Jaiffer conducted a quick search of the area around the section of grass that had been
chopped apart by the strafing, looking for signsthat any of the enemy had escaped— and might be
lurking, waiting for a chance to ambush them. There were no obvious signsthat anyone had crawled
away from the carnage though, at least not far.

One Schlind soldier had apparently survived for aminute or two. He had pulled himself nearly three
meters from where he had been struck. But he was dead by the time Joe checked on him. There were
twelve bodies. No survivors.

Joe reported that newsto Lieutenant Keye. "We're heading back now," he added. "The rest of the men
are dready on the way in with the flyguy. Couple of my men may have some minor injuriestoo.”

"The doc's dready on link to your medic," Keye said. "Get back in here as quickly asyou can. I'll get
someone e seto plant those bugs.”

One small favor, Joe thought as he started back toward the lineswith Kam and Mort.



Even with the sophigticated radio links available to everyone in the 13th, there were inevitable delaysin
communications. Colond Stossen could hardly function if he received reports directly from each platoon
or squad that did something, or did not do something. Only company commanders and the Wasp and
Havoc sguadron commanders reported directly to the colonel, except under extraordinary conditions.
Even then there were often times when there was Smply too much for the colond to heer it dl
immediately. That was the purpose of having staff officers, to gather the reports and decide which the
colond needed to hear immediately.

The early stages of an invasion were like that. Too much happened too quickly for the commander to
Stay ingtantly on top of everything. Once combat was joined, even on apiece-med basis, priorities could
shift, again and again. Sometimes, even atop-notch officer smply had to sit down and try to figure out
just what was going on.

Colond Stossen was dtting with his back againgt one of the condlike mounds of dirt that surrounded
every treein theforest to the north and west of the LZs. He had his mapboard on hislap, and his
executive and operations officers were knedling across from him.

"Okay, just where the hell are we?" Stossen asked. The question was not completely rhetoricd. It was
only an hour and fifteen minutes after the first shuttle had touched down, and the colonedl’s voice was
dready hoarse. Like many officersin senior field commands, Stossen had already learned that he no
longer redly fought his battles, he talked them.

"Wdll, we finally got George Company back to the perim-eter," Dezo Parks, the ops officer, said.
"What?' Stossen looked up. "Where were they?"

Parks shook hishead. "I'm not quite sure. | don't think they know. Somehow, they got out of their
landers and started out in the wrong direction—double time. They were nearly two klicks from the
section of perimeter they were supposed to establish before Vickersfigured out that something was
screwy.” Like nearly aquarter of the men in the 13th, Dezo was from Bancroft. He had recruited a good
percentage of the men from his homeworld, and had transferred to the Accord Defense Force with them.

"Vickers, the new man." That was no question. Stossen might not know every enlisted man in the 13th,
but he did know al of the officers, well enough to conjure up an image and arough idea of their
background.

"New to the 13th," Lieutenant Colonel Terrence Banyon, the executive officer, said. "He's had nearly five
years of service, four-pluswith his homeworld defense force and six months with the ADF training
regiments before he cameto us." Banyon was from Ceg), Tau Ceti |V, aswere Stossen and about thirty
other members of the 13th.

"Fiveyearsand gl alieutenant?' Stossen asked.

"Hewasacaptainin hisHDF," Banyon said quickly. "Hetook avoluntary reduction to escape awaiting
list when hetransferred to us. HE's good, just abit overanxious for hisfirst action.”

"Well get back to him later," Stossen said. It would not do to get completely sidetracked with something
nonessential just now. They had aready wasted too much time, particularly since no harm had been done
by the mistake.

"What about that flyer? He going to make it?"

"Too closeto cdl,” Banyon said. "They got him into atraumatube in one piece, but it was anear thing.



Doc thinks hell pull through, but no guarantees.”

Stossen nodded dowly. A traumatube and its medical nanotech devices could work wonders, but there
weredill limits

"What dseisgoingon?’

Dezo Parks leaned closer to the mapboard. "We've consoli-dated our initial perimeter, more or lesson
schedule. Only scattered resistance, nothing very concerted. Y ou know as much about that as | do.”
They had hoped for an unopposed landing, and had come closer to it than they had any right to expect.
"Apparently, the Schlinal forces on-world don't maintain any combeat aircraft on anything approaching
ready dert. Asof five minutes ago, there hadn't been asingle report of enemy air activity—from our
people down here or from the monitors back in CIC. That's adefinite plusfor us. We're aconsderable
distance from any Schlinal garrison, aswe hoped wed be. Asfar as we've been able to determine, the
Hegemo-ny has gtrictly an occupation force on Porter, and they stick close to the centers of population.
Those we've come across must be part of the force used to control the people around Maison, the only
rea town here on the plateau.”

"Our objective for tomorrow,” Stossen commented. "Any word on enemy srength there yet?"

"Nothing substantive," Banyon said. "The latest estimate isthat the maximum size of the garrisonin and
around Maison must be below two thousand.”

"In other words, intelligence wants us to think that we at least outnumber the Heggies stationed up here
on the plateau,” Parks said.

"Asif that matters" Banyon replied. "We came into this assuming atotal enemy garrison of at least ten
thousand on Porter, nearly five timeswhat we have. They may have alot more than that. Even if they
were al stationed in Porter City, five-hundred klicks from us, they could probably move the whole circus
to the plateau by midnight.”

"They may not go that far, but there is enemy movement,” Parks said. "Two convoys have started out
from Porter City. They've got too much active anti-air with them for the Waspsto takethemon, in
daylight anyway. | ordered our planes out of range after acouple of preiminary strikes againgt the
advance party for one of the columns. They'll continue to monitor the movement. The Waspsand CIC."

Stossen nodded. That was something that had been decided well in advance. It would be foolish to
waste the Waspsin adaylight attempt to stop amajor troop movement when the fighters made such easy
targets. If it did become necessary to expose the Waspsto that level of danger, it had better befor
more critica advantage.

"If they're moving on the ground instead of in the air, it may mean that they don't have the trangport. Or it
might mean nothing more than alack of any intelligence on our numbersyet," Stossen said. "Assoon as
we can tell which route up the escarpment they'll take, well dispatch afew Wasps and Havocs to contest
the climb. Soon asit'sfull dark, we can sneak a couple of Waspsin for hit-and-run strikes aswell."

"There aren't many decent routes up, for vehicles, at least,”" Parks observed. "We can pretty much deny
them those without too much danger to our people.”

"Only temporarily,” Stossen said. "Well dow them down, of course, maybe force them to use air
trangport instead of ground, but we want engagement, remember.” Limited engage-ment, if possible.
"And we want to be able to cover their approach without spreading oursalves all over ten thousand
square kilometers of this plateau. If they decide we're isolated up here, their warlords might pull some of



them off to back up the defense on Devon.”
"We do need to be able to get down into the valley our-selves," Banyon added.

"Were not hereto liberate Porter, Terry," Stossen said. "Just to give them some hope.” But how will
they feel knowing that we've come and gone, abandoning them to the enemy again? Hedidn't
share that thought with the others.

"Tighten your straps, lads," Gunnery Sergeant Eustace Ponkstold his crew. "We're finaly going to get
moving." Asusual, Ponks spoke louder than he needed to. His hearing had been moderately affected by
his years of work in Havocs. Broad across the shoulders, and with a bulky torso, Ponks had found a
home in the Havoc self-propelled artillery. With short, bowlegged legs, he looked taler sitting down than
he did standing up.

" 'Bout time," Simon Kilgore, hisdriver, said. "Hair's been standing on the back o' my neck sincewe
landed.”

"Courseis zero-two-seven, Sy," Ponks said. "It looks like well get to see that patch we blasted the hell
out of."

At arange of ten kilometers, the 200mm howitzer of aHavoc could drop around within ashell'slength
of itsaming point, even if the Havoc was moving at its Sixty-kilometer-per-hour maximum speed. Extend
the range to twenty kilometers, and it could still be accurate to within three meters—ninety percent of the
time. Since the sugpended plasma of its muni-tions had a primary blast radius of ten meters, that was
usudly morethan sufficient.

The Havoc was sdf-propelled artillery, not atank. The bar-rel could be elevated or depressed, but the
entire machine had to be pointed roughly at the target. To minimize the vehicle's height, the gun barrel
could only be rotated six and one half degreesto either side of the center line. The Havoc was nine
meterslong, threewide, and (except for the muzzle of the barrel at full elevation) no more than two
meters high. Its treads were powered by separate engines. The engines and the tanks and convertersfor
the hydrogen fuel occupied most of the front haf of the carriage. The gun commander and driver sat
amost precisely at the midpoint of the vehicleslength, one on either Side of the barrel, a the front of the
low turret. The other two members of the crew, gunner and loader, had positions much closer to the rear,
and lower. Above and behind them was the ammunition bay.

"When do we get something redl to shoot at?' Karl Mennem, the gunner, asked. "I'd fed better
knowing."

" think we're just going out to plow afew hectares of prairie thistime. Just be glad there's nothing close
enough to shoot back," Ponks said as the Havoc rolled away from its support van. "We get this baby
shot out from under us and we're mudders for the rest of the campaign, and if you were good enough to
hit anything with arifle, they wouldn't have you ridin' around on your ass."

Karl grumbled at the flagrant canard. He was a sharp-shooter. It did not matter if he was firing a200mm
cannon or adingshot. He quickly achieved deadly accuracy with any aimed weapon that he picked up.

It wasnot at al truethat aridein aHavoc could scramble an egg that the hen hadn't laid yet. The
sugpension in the gun carriage was dmost perfect, especidly for the gun itsdlf, which was gyroscopicaly
sabilized. To hit atarget at adis-tance while the gun was moving a speed, that was essentid. While the
men did not rate the same level of accommodeation, they were not jostled about so much that they could
not do their jobs efficiently—and for long periods. There was even a certain amount of sound insulation
between the men and the engines. A 200mm cannon could not be muffled, but the constant engine noise



would have been harder on ears. The men ill had to communicate through helmet radios, and after a
time, more than two thirds of all men assigned to the big guns suffered some hearing loss, @ least in
certain frequencies.

The men who rode the guns preferred to be moving when there was any chance that an enemy might be
shooting. Counterbattery firewould be at least as accurate as the fire the Havocs loosed. The guns had
to keep on the move or become wasted hulks, like clamshells lying open on the sand.

Five other Havocs moved away from the staging areawith Ponks's " Fat Turtle'—the name written on the
Sde of the turret next to the commander's hatch. Within the defensive perimeter that the 13th had
established, the 9x guns moved in singlefile, but as soon asthey passed through the infantry line, the

Havocs fanned out, giving themsel ves as much maneuvering room as possible. The Sx gun commanders
worked hard to avoid showing any sort of regular formation, any pattern to their spacing or movement.
Pattern was the most deadly trap of al. Once they were well out from the rest of the 13th, the six Havocs
put as much as akilometer between themselves and their closest neighbors. There was no need for the
guns of abattery to Stay close together for fire missons.

"Tak to me, Control," Ponks muttered once they were beyond the perimeter. The Havoc wasjust agun.
Itstargets were always out of sight of the crew. They needed others to provide target data, spotters on
the ground or in Wasps, or information provided directly from the Combat Information Center on the

flagship in orbit.

"You're doing fine, Basset two," the voicein his headset replied. The Havoc batteries all had the names
of dog breeds, a pun that went back nearly three and ahalf millennia: "Cry Havoc and let dip the dogs of
war."

"Nobody ever tdlsus nothin'," Ponks complained after switching off histransmitter link to CIC for a
moment. When he got back on the channdl, he asked, "Isthere any sign at dl of enemy artillery or armor
on thisplateau?’

"That's a negative, Basset two, no tube artillery or tanks. If they're around, they're staying under cover.”
He didn't need to add that aHavoc could fdl victim to any infantryman with an antitank rocket. The
Havoc carriages were only armored enough to stop small-armsfire. To try and put enough armor on
them to stop anything more powerful, the Havocs speed would have been compromised. They used
gpeed astheir firgt line of defense.

With luck, it would take timefor the Schlinal garrison to draw antitank weapons from their armories.
Rockets probably would not be in much demand in their normal routines as occupation force,

Joe Bagerclau sucked on a peppermint-flavored stimtab and marveled at the smiling face of luck. None of
his men had been injured badly enough to take them out of action, even temporarily. Ezra's wounds had
been the most serious, and even he had nothing more than badly flayed skin on the back of hiseft hand
and adozen small, though admittedly painful, bruises and tiny cuts. The medics had even ruled out the
possibility of cracked ribs, though they had feared initially that there might be severd. Ezrahad been
dosed with a systemic anagesic and the bruises and abrasions had been smeared with asalve larded with
medica nanobots to hurry aong the hedling process.

The pilot they had rescued was another matter, but he would live. Joe and his men had hung around the
first aid station long enough to hear that. Now, the flyer was being evacuated to the hospitd ward in one
of thetroop shipsin orbit. The campaign was over for him—and perhaps hisflying daysaswell.

Might be a bit of luck at that, Joe thought. He was under no delusion that this campaign would be



easy. Whileit had not been bruited about that they were merely adiverson, Joe— and most of the other
senior noncoms (and even somejunior officers)—had guessed that they were considered expendable to
assist the main action on some other world.

Joe sat hunched up on the ground, arms clasped around his knees. His helmet was on the ground &t his
side, upended so he would hear any call on the radio. He had stripped off hisweb belt and backpack.
Thelossof dl of that weight made him fed dmogt asif hewould float away. He had eaten ameal pack
and drunk half a canteen of water. He felt rested now, at ease. He sat with his eyes closed, but he did not
deep. He dready fet the exhaudtion that combat always brought, but it was not an exhaustion that
brought deep. Not for Joe. Soon enough, it would be back to the lines and whatever might come next,
but Lieutenant Keye had okayed a short break. Joe's squad had gone through some of the morning's
heaviest action, and there was no immediate need for them to hurry back to the grind. For the moment,
nearly the entire perimeter was quiet. The 13th had faced nothing but small unit actions so far, no enemy
unitslarger than platoon strength.

Joe opened hiseyes dowly and lifted his head. Kam Goff stood a meter avay, helmet in hand, waiting to
seeif hewould respond.

"What isit, kid?"
Kam squatted next to Joe before he spoke. "I was scared before.”

"Wewere adl scared. That'swhat combat isal about. Thedrill isto do your job anyhow. Don't freeze up
and don't go berserk." Joe hardly had to think to spout afull load of cliches. Each phrase had become
trite because it was accurate. And cliches were easier for a stressed-out mind to accept than novel ways
of saying the samething.

"I never saw anybody dead before today, and sure not al chopped to shit likethat. | just ain't usedtoit.”
"You ever do get used toiit, it ever getsto whereit don't bother you, you don't belong in my squad.”

That seemed to stump Goff for amoment. His mouth opened, but he didn't speak for amoment. Then,
dowly, hennodded. "I see. | get to likeit, | wouldn't want me around either.”

"Just keep on, keep up on yourself. It may get worse—prob-ably will. This morning wasn't nothing. But
thefirst time, well, you don't know what to expect. Now you do. More of the same. Maybe alot more
of the same, now and then."

Once more, Goff hesitated for along time before he spoke. "I don't know if any of that makes me fed
better or not, Sarge.”

There was no humor in Joe's laugh. "Just don't think it to death. Come on. It's about time to be getting
back. Maycroftll be lookin' for us."

When Joe put his helmet on, the other members of the squad, al ditting around the grove, got the
message. They stood and put their gear back on. It was time to go back to the war.

CHAPTER 5

The new spy satdllitesthat the Accord fleet had deployed gave the Havoc gun commandersred-time
video of their target, dong with the hard data they needed to lay their rounds where they wanted them.
Theintelligence andysts of CIC had decided that they had identified the main barracks of the Hegemony



troopsin the town of Maison. The six guns of Basset Battery were scattered through heavy forest
between deven and sixteen kilometers from those buildings. Their sup-port vehicles stayed farther away,
but close enough to the guns to replenish ammunition stocks, just in case the battery should get that busy.

In Basset two, Eustace Ponks could see only one of the other guns, and it was akilometer away, across
one of the clearings that dotted the forest.

"Okay, Karl, give me an extrafifty metersthistime," Ponks said after watching their first shot strike well
short of thewall surrounding the target buildings.

"Jmmy sayshell gooseit persond,” Mennem replied. Im-my was Jmmy Y sinde, the crew's [oader.

"Jmmy'd goose anything that stood till for him,” Ponks said. "Just get the round over that wall. Y ou shot
this bad on the range, the lieutenant would have you scrubbing latrines for amonth.”

"Must be the atmosphere, Sarge, or maybe the go-juice.” Karl was cursang inwardly. He had never
missed any target that badly. The Havoc'sfire-control computerstook everything into account, including
atmogpheric pressure and humidity, anything that might affect the flight of around. And with exact
positions being ca culated through the assstance of target acquistion satdlites, missng atarget by fifty
meterswas inexcusable,

Before Ponks could answer, the second round had been fired. In the crew compartment, there was
incredible noise, but little noticeable recail. The gun's gyroscopic stabilizing system absorbed virtudly all
of the shock of firing.

With no enemy counterbattery fire to worry about yet, the Havocs were shooting from ahalt. Still, the
guns moved after every shot. It was that random movement that had brought Basset two within sight of
another howitzer.

Simon Kilgore had Two moving amost before the round cleared the muzzle. He backed the Havoc away
from itsfiring position and turned around alarge tree, then Sarted off at a 60-degree angle from theline
of flight of the last round. Simon could drive his gun with the best. " Give me amillimeter clearance on
either sde, and I'll takeit anywhere," heliked to brag. On better days, he got more extravagant. "1 can
make her dance around a dozen eggs without cracking ashell.”

Ponks reserved one eye for his periscopes, the other for the damage assessment monitor. There was no
way to actudly see the shell coming down toward itstarget. The view that Ponks was watching was
relayed from a satllite cruising three-hundred kilometers overhead. While he might be ableto identify an
object as abasket of corn, he would never be able to distinguish theindividud ears.

Thistimeit wasimpossible for Ponksto be absolutely cer-tain that their shell had hit the exact point he
wanted because three shells exploded amost s multaneoudy—apparently with-in athree-meter diameter.
The stone wall dong the near Sde of the barracks compound was gone when the smoke of the blasts
Settled, and so was the nearest of the buildingsinside.

"On the money," Ponks announced. "New aiming point isthirty metersfrom the lagt, relaive bearing
three-zero-two." The actua calculations for the ranging were done by computer. The gun crew did not
have to worry about caculating their own position and movement or coordinating that with the position of
their target.

The gun had only moved four-hundred meters by the time Y sinde announced that he had the new round
in the chamber.



"Simon, bring the gun around to the firing vector. Karl, put five quick onesin the same area. Work a
twenty-meter grid on theaim,” Ponks said. With the rest of the battery doing likewise, that would
saturate the compound. Anyone not in adeep hole would have little chance of surviving abombardment
like that. There was not a man in the Havoc squadron who would want to attempt it, in any case.

"We get the last round out, start moving us south-southwest, Simon,” Ponks said.

"Roger. Okay if | move usfarther out from town at the same time?"

"Y ou getting nervous?'

"l was born nervous."

"Okay, but don't put us too far out. Youll give Karl fitsif you make himwork a maximum range."

The quirks of Sx gun commanders maneuvering their vehi-cles at random brought three of them within an
arealittle more than ahdf kilometer in diameter for amoment. The three howitzerswere moving in
different directions, and Ponks saw that neither of the others would come within a hundred meters of
Basset two, but that was Htill too close for comfort.

It did mean that there were friendly witnesses to what hap-pened to Basset five.

Bas=t five was the closer Havoc to Ponks's gun. Obvious-ly, there was no warning. Five suddenly
erupted in abdl of flame and shrapnd. Until the fire and smoke cleared, the other gunners could not tell
for certain whether Five had exploded internally, perhaps from an accident with ashell, or had been hit
by enemy fire. When the smoke cleared, though, it was obvious that the explosion had come from
outside. The front end of Five had been crushed inward.

The mission became something much more than adrive through the countryside then.

The Hegemony'sfirst coordinated counterstrike againgt the landing came from the air, and despite dl of
the pyeyes and pilots watching, it came virtua ly without warning. Two dozen Boem fighter-bombers
converged on the Accord LZs. Another pair of enemy planes attacked the Havocs that were bombarding
the Schlina barracks compound in Maison. The enemy fighters proved to be as radar-neutral asthe
Wasp, and they appeared to match the Accord's premier fighter in speed and maneuverability aswell.
The Wasps were caught by surprise. Thefirgt hint that some of them had of enemy aircraft waswhen
they found that their planes were on the wrong end of atarget lock.

Thearcraft fought at distances as great as eight kilometers. Still, the maneuvering as pilots sought to line
up on an enemy— or tried to get free of ahostile target |lock—was as frantic as any dogfight fought in the
infancy of atmospheric flight, but at much greater speeds. Those Accord pilots who were running low on
power for their antigrav drives had to move fast or risk being destroyed when they landed to replace
batteries.

Two Wasps were dispatched to provide cover for the battery of Havocs that had come under attack.
Four Schlinal Boem fighters pursued them. That spread the aerid battle over alot more of Porter's sky.

Though the brunt of theinitia Hegemony counterattack fell on the Havocs and Wasps, the infantry was
not spared. Enemy fighters made strafing and bombing runs, cycling from one target to another. But the
13th fought back. The heavy wegpons squads brought their Vrerch missilesinto play amost instantly.
Thetelevison-guided Vrerch could be used surface to surface, or surfaceto air. On the ground, the
missiles werefitted with armor-piercing warheads to penetrate enemy armor. But there were aso



explosive warheads that were more than sufficient to blow afighter out of theair.

Thisfirst air engagement did not last long. It was over, for dl practica purposes, in less than five minutes.
After making their gtrikes, the Schlinal fighters veered away. Accord Wasps followed in pursuit, for a
time, then returned to the landing zones to replenish power and munitions while they could. Four
Hegemony Boems were downed, either by Wasps or by ground-fired Vrerchs. But three Wasps were
aso lost in the encounter, bringing the 13th'stota losses for the first three hours to four—out of
twenty-four. On the ground...

Joe Baerclau and his men had not reached their positions on the perimeter by the time the Schlinal air
attack garted. The squad's first warning of the enemy attack came over their helmet radios, an
anonymoudly screamed dert over the"dl-hands’ channd, while they were crossing the densest part of
the forest. The canopy overhead was 0 thick that they could see little more than an occasiond hint of

y.

Even though they could neither see nor hear any approach-ing enemy planes, the seven men went down
immediately, each of them shdltering next to the ground cone of alargetree. The basic problem with that
tactic was that they had no sure way to know which side of the tree to hide behind, which direction the
enemy might come from.

—Until they saw a pattern of bullets erupt through the trees and throw up spatters of moss and dirt. The
sound of gunfire followed the bullets. There was no engine noise, not from an antigravity drive airplane.
Leavesand small branchesfell asthe dugs raced from west to east. Those men who had taken cover on
the wrong side of the cones scurried to correct their mistake. Severd of them raised their rifles, looking
for something to shoot at, but the forest canopy wastoo heavy. A zipper would not have brought down a
fighter in any case, save by the wildest luck, and none of the men in Joe's squad were armed with Vrerch
misslelaunchers

What the hell do we do now? Joe asked himself. If they could not fight back, and hiding didn't look like
much of an option, what could they do?

"Lieutenant?’ he asked on hislink to Keye.
"Where are you and what's your condition?' Keye replied.

"About two-hundred meters from you, | think. So far, nobody's been hit, but something strafed right on
past us afew seconds ago.”

"Get back asbest you can. The Heggiesfindly came out.”
"Mudderstoo?" Joe asked.
"Not yet."

Joe switched to his squad channel. "The good newsis, the enemy knowswe're here." He paused, but not
long enough to give hismen timeto reply. 'The bad newsis, the enemy knowswere here." He wasn't
looking for alaugh, and he didn't get one, but perhapsit did stop the others from wishing they were
moles or other degp-burrowing animals for amoment.

"Okay, now," Joe said when he had everyonge's attention. "We've got to get back to the rest of the
platoon. They'relonely without us. But let's be careful. Don't figure 'cause that one plane camein from
the west that the next one will aswell. No traffic signsup there." He jerked athumb skyward.

Joe wasthefirst man on hisfeet. He stayed hunched over though, asif that might make him asignificantly



smaller target, or help him get to the ground faster if they had to dive for cover again. Joe looked around
to make sure mat dl of his men got up, and he kept glancing up into the tree canopy, wondering if they
would have enough warning the next time an enemy plane took a blind strafing pass.

Or wasit blind? Joe asked himsdlf. He had no ideawhat sensors the enemy pilots might have available.

Baerclau's squad raced aong behind their own lines asif they were leading acharge into the heart of a
fortified enemy postion. Though no onein the squad had been hit by the strafing run, or even had bullets
come within three meters of them, any illuson of safety under the trees was gone. They could still hear
planes strafing, but they were no longer close. The sound was different, Dopplered, head-ing even farther
away. Severd of the men wondered what sort of ammunition the airborne automeatic weapons had been
Spitting out—was it wire, fragmenting ugs similar to those used by their own Wasps, or something
entirdly different, perhapslarge-caliber bullets that would bore deep and wide holes through them, body
armor and al. No one was anxious to find out the hard way.

It hardly seemed to matter where the squad was. When the men returned to the platoon, the rest were
doing no more than hunkering down behind the best cover they could find or manufacture. Those men
who had been on the line the longest, while Joe's squad was off on its mission and getting the wounded
taken care of afterward, had excavated decent dit trenches for themselves. Those holes could not stop a
bullet coming out of the sky, but they made their residents atrifle less uncomfortable about the danger.

"Nice of you to drop by for avisit," Sergeant Maycroft told Joe, face-to-face. The platoon sergeant
came to show Joe where he wanted his squad. Maycroft had been platoon sergeant since Joefirst came
to the company as acorpord. Maycroft had recommended Joe for histhird stripe almost immediately.

"Well, we had nothing better to do, Max," Joe replied. Thought we might keep you company.” Thetwo
sergeants came from the same town on Bancroft, but they hadn't met until Joe came to the 13th. Max
had been one of thefirst 'Croftersto join the Accord military. Now, their families back home had
become friends, just as Max and Joe had.

"I heard that flyguy's gonnabe okay," Max said.

"That's what the medic told me. Pretty soon, helll bein acushy hospita bed." Therewasjust ahint of
wistfulnessin Jogsvoice.

"Want to bet he'd trade places with you in a second?”
"Y ou think held give dl that up for aholein the ground?'

"Wevefindly got ‘'em on the move, Van," Terrence Banyon told hisboss. "The air strike wasjust to get
our attention, | guess."

"And to cover their ground movements,” Dezo Parks added.

Banyon shrugged. "There's one group coming our way from Maison, as expected. Thelooks our Wasps
have gotten seem to indicate that the garrison there was considerably larger than we anticipated, perhaps
asmany as three thousand, maybe even thirty-five hundred.”

"Héll, the population of Maison wasn't supposed to be more than eight thousand,” Stossen said.

"Maybe not,” Banyon said, "but the Heggies are coming, and they've got enough anti-air with them to
keep our Wasps standing well off. And that armor they didn't have, they do have—tanks, if not SPs.
There are ill those two other columns working thisway from Porter City. Mgor numbers. Can't
pin-point them yet. Also anti-air and armor with them.”



Stossen nodded. "I never did trust the numbers. Anyway, they know were here and they're coming after
us. That was, more or less, the point. Can we keep their air cap away from us?'

"Now that we know they're around, yes," Parks said. "The men have Vrerchs out and ready. And we
only lost three Waspsin this attack.”

"Don't say ‘only,' " Stossen said harshly. "That's an eighth of our total. Twelve and ahalf percent is not
‘only.""

Parks didn't respond to the reprimand.

"Well send 1st recon and Charley Company out to ha-rass the troops heading our way from Maison,"
Stossen said, going right on with business. He had made his point. There was no need to dwell oniit. "If
Basset Battery can Stay free of airattacks, well use them for whatever cover they can provide."

Parks made a couple of quick notes on his pocket compsole.

"Well move George Company southeast, asif they might be headed for the number two route down off
the platesu. Well move Alphajust alittle south, toward the number one route, but | don't want either
company getting too close for now. We don't want to leave mgjor gapsin the perimeter for this."

He stopped and looked around, and more importantly lis-tened. For the moment there were no sounds
of strafing planes, or of rockets. There was even very littlerifle fire. Stossen nodded absently, to himself.

"For the sake of argument, let's assume that were going to draw just about all of the Schlina troops out
of Maison. If that's the case, as soon aswe have full dark tonight, well move 3rd recon and Echo
Company around in a counterclockwise loop to comein from the east. Liberating Maison isthe tactical
objective, even if that liberation only lasts for aslong as we're on Porter. Besides, if we manageto get
our men in behind the Heggie force, we can cut them off from their base and pincer them between the
two forces."

Charley and Echo companies, even reinforced by two of the 13th'sfour sixty-man recon "platoons,”
would still be outnum-bered by more than four to one, but once those € ements werein place, they would
have hep—al of the help that Stossen could get to them.

Charley Company and 1st recon moved out first. Shortly after their departure, the companieswhose
segments of the perimeter bordered Echo's moved to cover that wedge. The companies that were being
moved toward the routes down the escarpment shifted at the same time. Echo Company moved back
and northeast through the forest to rendezvous with 3rd recon, which had aready moved beyond the
lines of the main perimeter. They would al take what rest they could manage until sunset. Then they
would gtart their long march to come into the town of Maison from the far sde.

"Closeto twenty klicks, inthe dark," Joe whispered before telling his men to grab some dirt and try to
deep for afew hours. "And we need to cover it dl beforefirg light." Hewas only talking to himsdif. It
would be along march, even if there were no problems aong the way—and there were dways
problems.

Night wasthefriend of the infantryman. The infrared detec-torsin their helmets meant that it was that
much lesslikely that they would wak blindly into an ambush, and they would be able to seetheir targets
no matter how well they were camouflaged. The night-vison systemsthe Accord used in itsinfantry
helmets combined techniques to optimize seeing. Infrared technology was added to that for enhancing
avaladlevisble light. Although the combination meant that the wearer required a certain amount of time
to get accustomed to the double vision, the system provided better results than either technique used on



itsown. Even under aforest canopy beneath amoonless sky—~Porter had no proper moon, only a pair
of very small rocks, asteroids captured by the planet's gravity— the battle helmet allowed seventy
percent of daylight vision, with relatively little loss of depth perception. Therewas dso littleloss of night
vison after asudden blare of light. Without augmentation, the eye's capability to see under night
condi-tions could be serioudy degraded for ahalf hour or more by even amodest light; with the helmet
optics, it took less than thirty seconds for the system to readapt.

Joetook hisown adviceto get alittle deep. On histhird campaign, Joe was an old hand. He had no
difficulty at dl dozing off. A soldier had to learn to take whatever opportu-nities for degp came hisway in
the field. Once he had settled himsalf on the ground, close to the largest treein hisvicinity, Joe smply
shut his eyes and took one long, dow breath. By thetime it was out, so was he. There were no dreams
to trouble hisdumber, and no further air raidsto interrupt it. He dept until acal from Max Maycroft told
him it wastimeto get ready.

"Onyour feet," Joe said over the squad frequency, ingtantly dert. "Grab amed and adrink. Do whatever
€lse needs doing. We move out in fifteen minutes.”

While he was talking, Joe pulled the heat strip on ameal pack. Ten seconds later, he tore off the lid and
darted in on his suppe—hisfirst mea sinceleaving the troop ship fifteen hours earlier.

CHAPTER 6

The troops formed up silently, without undue wasted mation. The mgor sound was of rifles being
checked one last time for full magazines and charged power packs. Helmet radios picked up the softest
of whigpers, and visors kept soft voices from car-rying other than through the radios. Earphones
channded transmissions directly to the ears, gently enough that the soldier could till hear any soundsin
the environment around him. If hearing became more criticd, it was possible to turn on a pass-through
feature that would have microphones on the exterior of the helmet pick up sounds and run them through
the earphones within. Once the force started out for their night march, the scouts and flankerswould use
those pickups routingly.

Twelve men of 3rd recon led the way, starting out ten minutes ahead of the main force. It was the recon
squad's job to scout the route, to discover any enemy that might be lurking in wait, to neutralize them if
possible, or to warn the main force. Behind the advance squad, the rest of 3rd recon took the point on
three different columns. One platoon of Echo

Company would cover each flank. Another would bring up the rear. That |eft 2nd platoon in the center
with the headquarters staff and the heavy weapons and counter-air sections of the company.

Captain Teu Ingds had made the choice to put 2nd platoon in the middle. "Baerclau's lot has had their
rough duty for the day," he told Lieutenant Keye. "Of course, once we get there, things may change.”
Ingelswas a popular commander because no matter how rough he had to be, in training or working his
men, hewas scrupuloudly fair, and in any dedlings with outsiders, he dways supported hismen. His
criticisms were never reckless, and he was even quicker to praise good work. He managed to seem
friendly even while maintaining the degree of doofnessthat any commander must haveto lead men
effectivdly.

Being in the center of the formation moving cross-country did not necessarily mean that Joe and the rest
of the pla-toon werein the safest location. A well-placed, and well-led, ambush might easily wait for the
center to come by before opening up. Any air or atillery attack would likely aim for the heaviest
concentration of troops. But being in the middle did mean that they were farther from the audible clues
that might be the firgt hint in the night that something was amiss. The sounds made by their comrades, soft



and infrequent though those noises might be, would cover up any but the grossest sounds coming from
farther awvay.

Echo Company kept asteady pace, moving forward fifty-five minutes out of each hour. There were few
aarms, and none of those proved genuine. In one case, Joe and his men saw asmall antelope bound
away. Half of the company had moved past the anima beforeit took alarm and fled, giving dozens of
men afright they neither needed nor welcomed.

Near the end of the second hour of the advance, the recon squad out in front of the march did find
humans, but not the enemy. They were the Jeomin family—father, mother, and three children, two of
them amost full-grown. The Jeomins knew enough to freeze when commanded to, and they waited until
three recon soldiers came close enough to identify them.

"Y ou outtaMaison?" acorpora named Nimz asked.

Oscar Jeomin shook his head dowly. "Were farmers. Our placeisthis side of Maison, about six
kilometers. We heard about the landing. We had to cometo you." Jeomin looked asif he werefit enough
for the 13th. Histwo sonswere both tall and broadly built. Only their faces showed that they were not
yet men. All of the Jeominswere dressed well, if plainly. They did not ook asif they had been through
any red physcd discomfort.

Nimz nodded dowly, asif the Jeomins decision to come out at night, hike through aforest, and make
contact with the new army made perfect sense to him. He detailed two men to escort the family back to
his sergeant, who asked afew more questions and routed the family on to Captain Ingels.

It was dmogt time for afive-minute rest when the Jeomins arrived at the main body of the force. Captain
Ingdsdid not hesitate to stop the company afew minutes early. A civilian family was acomplication he
had not anticipated, and did not relish.

"Sit down," heinvited. He did so himsdlf. Half of hisheadquarters staff was standing around, watching
curioudy. The men were not nearly as concerned over the complication that the Jeomins posed asthey
were curious about what they might have to say about the occupying Schlina army.

"Have you eaten lately?' the captain asked next, casudly, asif he had nothing better to do than spend the
entire night chatting with these strangers met in aforest. Small talk gave him time to organize the more
important questions he needed to ask.

Oscar Jeomin chuckled, but quietly, asif he fully understood the danger of noise. "Weve eaten. That's
not what made us set out. Y ou can tell by looking at usthat we haven't missed many medls. It'sjust that
those bastards have taken over our farm, just this evening. We knew about the landing and figured you
must be closg, if not this close. Couplatimes, Jason—he's my oldest—heard heavy shooting, artillery, he
thought. When we saw the Heggie bastards coming, we hightailed it as quick aswe could. But Jaiza
threw together a picnic basket. We left that after we ate.”

"How many soldiers?' Ingels asked. "At your farm.”

"Thirty-six. | counted twice," Jeomin said. "Rifles, some heavier guns, and rockets. Nothing one man
couldn't carry without getting a herniathough.”

"What's it been like with them on Porter?'

Jeomin shrugged. "Hasn't been dl that bad up herein the highlands, leastwise, not till lately, but weve
heard stories about down in Porter City, and around there. We don't have much industry on the plateau,



and industry seemsto be mostly what the bastards are keen on. Brought in managers and so forth to take
over, and posted soldiers everywhere to make sure the managers were obeyed. But it's just recently that
weveredly had afair number of them soldiers on the plateau. They been moving up kindaregularlike for
the last two, three months. And buildin' barracks for more of ‘em. Making us build the barracks.”

Ingels had dozens of questions he would have liked to ask, but there was no time. Echo Company had its
mission to accomplish, and Lieutenant Colond Banyon had sent orders to escort the Jeomins back to
headquarters. Ingels did get Oscar to locate their farm on amapboard, and to give abrief description of
the buildings, and the vantages that an infantryman might use to set up an ambush.

"I know you mayn't be ableto help it, but please try not to bust the place up any moren you haveto,”
Jaizasaid. "It's been good for us."

"Well do what we can,” Ingessaid. "I'll send aman along to guide you back to our headquarters. I'm
sure the colond has some questions, and the folks back there can probably find you bedrolls and a place
to spread them.”

A quick radio conference with Colonel Stossen brought asmall change in plans for Echo Company and
its recon detachment. Two of the recon platoon’s twel ve-man squads would detour to the Jeomin farm,
along with two squads from 3rd platoon and two splat gun teams from Echo's heavy weapons squad.
The splat gun wasthe lineal descendant of earlier machine guns. It fired heavy bursts of the samewire
that the Armanoc zippers used, but the splat gun spat longer segments at a higher rate and velocity, and
instead of twenty-meter spools, it loaded two-hundred meters of wire at atime. Up close—within fifty
meters—it was as deadly as the cannons of a Wasp, able to saturate atarget area.

Echo Company and its recon platoon did not start out until ten minutes after the Jeomins had been led
back toward the LZs. Then, Ingelsdirected the raiding party that was going to the Jeomin farm off at an
angle to the main advance. He told them to push their pace so they would bein position well before
dawn. After that group was gone, the rest of Echo and 3rd recon angled more to the other side, rapidly
putting distance between the two forces. No matter what happened at the farmhouse, there would be no
reinforcementsfor the men sent to takeiit... at least not before morning saw the primary job finished.

Zd Paitcher had been deeping in the narrow clearance under the cockpit of his Wasp. After spending ten
hours cramped up in hisfighter, he was exhausted. His entire body ached. Even for asmall man, the
cockpit of aWasp wastight.

The Wasps were almost maintenance free; theoreticaly, they could be kept inthe air aslong asthere
was apilot to st in the cockpit. But, as valuable awegpon as each fighter was, there were limits, human
limits, to thetimeit could spend in the air, whether in combat or not. There were no spare pilots. Pilots
needed deep. Ground crews needed deep. In asense, perhaps even the Wasps needed their share of
"deep,” inactive timeto alow circuits and weapons to cool, to give batterieslonger to recharge, to permit
more thorough mai ntenance ingpections.

Beginning late in the afternoon, the colond had started ordering afew Wasps down at atime, hoping to
givedl of the pilots as much rest as possible while kegping enough of them in the sky to fly aproper air
cap and respond to any renewed Schlinal assault. At least there had been no second mgjor air raid by the
enemy. From timeto time, two or four Schlinal Boems would shoot in afew rockets from extreme range,
but they went to great painsto avoid engagement. They dways veered away as soon as Wasps started
toward them.

Zd was untroubled at having nothing more than hard ground under him and adight thermal blanket to
provide some cov-er. He dept through exhaustion in something scarcely less degp than coma. Though



flying a Wasp was not particularly demanding physically, it did take intense concentration, and that could
be even more draining than physica exercise. Zel had not even taken off hisflight helmet when he
crawled under hisplane. At least the cushioning in the helmet gave his head some ease.

It seemed that he had only been adeep for minutes when Slee nudged Zd'sfoot with his own.

"Upan' a 'em, Zd." See'svoice sounded as exhausted asit had when they had finally been relieved from
flying. Seewas dso dightly hoarse after breething in chilly air for severa hours. Even though the day had
been scorching hot, the night was almost cold. The plateau was four-hundred meters above sealeve.

For more than aminute, there was no sign of any response from Zel. Save for the snoring, he might
amost have been dead.

"Comeon, Zd," Seesad. "I'd like another six hours mysdlf, but weve got to let the others have aturn.”

Slee dretched his neck, flexing it as much as he could, back and front, Side to sSide. There was a deep
acheright at the back of hisneck, asif he had taken a tiff jolt againgt the top of his spine. The ache had
wakened him once, if not for long, and the pain was worse now.

Finaly, Zd moaned, soft but long, and turned over. See nudged Zd's foot again, which brought adightly
louder moan, dmost asif the touch had caused physical pain.

"l know it's hard, but they keep talkin' about sound disci-pline, Zd. Y ou'll make folksthink therésa
lovesick heulaaround here." The heulawas athousand-kilo ruminant from Slee'shomeworld. It liked to
wallow in shdlow water and wail through the night.

Zd pulled his knees up toward his chest, then wrapped his arms around them. He was awake now,
barely, but far from dert. Hewas aflyer. Hisingincts did not jerk hismind to the ready ingtantly, the way
aveteran infantryman'swould.

"Let mediein peace,” Zd mumbled.
"Come on. Get agtimtab in you. We're supposed to bein the air in five minutes.”

Never make it, Zd thought, but his mind was beginning to function. Slee knelt a hisside and forced a
stimtab between Zdl'slips. Zd resisted, but only for amoment. He sucked on the lozenge and did out
from under hisfighter, pulling himself up to asitting pogtion.

Their crew chief was running afina check of the two Wasps. The planes had been replenished with
ammunition and fresh batteriesimmediately upon landing, Sx hours earlier, in case they wereneeded ina
hurry, sooner than planned. Now, the chief was smply double-checking everything. Roo Vernon, crew
chief for these two Wasps, was a very cautious man.

"Any specid ordersfor thistrip?' Zel asked asthe stimtab started itswork.

"Mostly quiet work. Scouting. The colond'strying to keep track of every warm body on the planet.”
Zd stood and went through a series of stretches. That, and the stimtab, soon had him aert.
"She'sdl ready, sr," Roo told Zdl.

"Thanks, Chief." Zd suppressed ayawn. "Two minutes, and I'll beready.” He wasn't exactly thrilled at
theidea of getting back into the air, but asready ashewaslikely to fed. There were times now when Z€
could hardly recall that it had not been al that long before that he would have gladly forsworn deep



atogether to stay intheair alittle longer.

Cruisng inaWasp at night was very like being aghost, or even the shadow of aghost, dmost
completely invisble. The light-absorbing skin of the fighter made it dmaost impossible for eyesto seethe
craft in the dark, save asit might occult some light source, and the plane was awaysinvisbleto radar.
Cruising a minimal speed, it was dso nearly slent, the whis-per of its passage easy to miss, or to pass off
as nothing more than a gentle zephyr. Most of the time, the loudest sound in the cockpit wasthe pilot's
own breathing—and the cockpit was insulated well enough to prevent that sound from escaping.

Once Zd wasin the cockpit of Blue four and going through his preflight checklig, al thought of
exhaugtion and aches vanished. Asaways, Zd fdt himsalf becoming part of the Wasp rather than merdly
arider init. At night, the meta-morphosis was even more convincing. Outside, there was the darkness, a
cloak. Insde, there were only the soft green and red indicator lights and the muted colors of the video
displays, contrast and brightness kept aslow as possible. Every surface insde and out was designed not
to reflect even those minima levels of light; numbers and graphics seemed to float in the blackness.

Zd tightened his safety harness. The comforting pressure of the straps quickly faded from his awareness.
He could reach everything he needed to within the cockpit. There was so little room for the pilot ina
Wasp that Zdl could dmost have reached dl of the controlswith his elbows.

"Clear on the ground,” Roo Vernon reported over hisradio link.
"Roger," Zd replied automaticaly. "See?'
"Let'sdoit," Seesad.

Not fifteen metersfrom SeesWasp, Zd could scarcely mark the outline of the other fighter's canopy. At
night, the flyerswould depend on instruments to maintain station on each other. Encrypted eectronic
beacons et them fly in close formation—wingtips aslittle asfifty centimeters gpart—even when they
could not see each other. The encryption kept the system safe from enemy interference, or even
detection. The Wasps also had anticollis on systems that would automaticaly veer them away from each
other if they came closer than fifty centimeters.

Bluethree and four lifted silently out of the LZ. As soon asthey were clear of the surrounding treetops,
Seeturned north. Therr first assgnment was to check on the progress of the Schlinal troop movingin
from the town of Maison. Paradoxicdly, flying at night, the pilots had amuch clearer view of what lay
below them than they did in full daylight. Radar painted al the picture they needed of naturd terrain.
Large animass, or humans, could be seen easily in infrared, even benesth the canopy of leaves. Good
insulating battle dress should have muted the infrared signature, but that appeared to be one point where
Hegemony technology fell short of the Accord's.

Night was aso great for removing distractions. Zd kept his atention insde the cockpit of Bluefour. A
navigation screen kept him located over ared-time photographic map of Porter. The heads-up display
on his canopy provided every-thing else.

"Theresthe Heggie column,” Slee announced no more than four minutes after takeoff.

Zd increased the magnification on hisdisplay. The heet of trucks provided beaconsin the night on
infrared, and the soldiers were a speckling of pale green dots on the screen. Given alittletime and apair
of passes aong the length of the column, the sensors built into the Wasp could have provided avirtudly
precise headcount. But that was not on the agenda.

"Do we give them something to remember usby?" Zel asked after they had flown the length of the Heggie



formation. The enemy certainly was not marching down aroad, but even the pattern of dispersal had an
amogt regular look toit. Zel had afleeting thought that these were garrison soldiers, not experienced
front line troops.

"Onepass,”" Seereplied after checking with CIC—which sought Colonel Stossen'sinput. "We don't
want to scare them off. The colonel wants them out in the open, not heading back to Maison." Away
from the civilians. A mgor battle insde Maison would tie the hands of the Accord troops.

"How do you want to handleit?' Zdl asked.

"Concentrate on the trucks. Well come at them from the front, get right in their faces. Then we ped off.
You go right. I'll go left. Rendezvous at ten-K meters twenty klicks east.” That would be well out of the
range of any shoulder-operated SAM missilesthe Schlina force might be carrying.

They circled around to approach the enemy troops from in front again. Zel set hisweapons selector and
waited for Seeto make hismove. First rockets, then cannon: go for the trucksfirst, then strafe the
|east-dispersed groups of men on foot. See targeted the first two trucks. As soon as his missileswere
away, he switched to cannon, weaving no more than afew centimeters from side to sde to scatter the
needlelike projectiles over aswide an areaas possible. Zd fired rockets at the next two trucks before the
first two erupted. Then he too Sarted to strafe, Sde-dipping to the right. There was no time for more
than two seconds of gunfire before the last e ementsin the enemy force flashed by beneath hisWasp. The
four truckswere all afire now. Zd pulled hard to the right and shoved his boost control to maximum,
soaring up to ten-thousand metersin little more than twenty seconds.

One Schlind missiledid climb into the sky, but it was ablind shot, and the missl€s target acquisition
circuits never achieved alock on ether of theinvisble Wasps. Zel amiled as he turned toward the
rendezvous.

It wasasilent night until the Wasp raid on the Schlina troops. Even the nervous soldiers on the Accord
perimeter had rarely found any reason to let off aburst of wire. The soldiers of Echo Company, adozen
kilometers from the nearest enemy, heard the explosions as missiles hit their targets. The subse-quent
sound of gtrafing was most inaudible at that distance.

Who's gettin' hit, us or them? Joe wondered. Several min-utes elgpsed before Max Maycroft relayed
that information, during another of the company's brief hats. This one was somewhat longer than most
had been, but Joe knew that they had made good time on the night march. There had been no
interruptions, save for the encounter with the Jeomin family. Mot particularly, there had been no firefights
to dow them down and disclose their presence. Echo Company could afford to take ten or fifteen
minutesthistime.

"Max, how 'bout getting the captain to let us cycle out to the perimeter for abit,” Joe asked. "We need a
changeto keep these guys from faling adeep.”

Joe felt his own aertness pick up once they started marching again. Second platoon was on the right
flank now, and Jo€e's squad had the point—an inevitable assgnment after Joe asked to get out on the
edge. Every breath sounded loud in his ears now. His surroundings seemed to take on anew intengity,
more than he could account for smply because he had turned on his exterior microphonesto give him
that extra hearing edge. Out on the flank, that was where any action was most likely to sart.

Starting out, Joe had hisfireteam in front. Mort Jaiffer walked point, thirty meters ahead of anyone else.
Kam Goff was behind Mort, and Joe was in the third position, the usua spot for the squad leader. Al
Bergon was close behind Joe— too close. Joe had to caution him severd timesto hold hisinterval.
Ezrasfire team was another thirty meters back. If the point walked into an ambush, it would be up to



Ezrasteam to cometo their rescue, or provide covering fire until the rest of the platoon, or company,
could get into the act.

Like many men who manage to survive—even thrive—in combat, Joe Baerclau had developed the ability
to focus com-pletely on his surroundings. On patrol, he sometimes fancied that he could even hear an
insect breathing ten meters away. At other times, in garrison, where there was no danger—and mostly
after he had drunk a cup or two—he might recall that when he was a child his mother had read him Bible
gtories, and used to tell him that not even asparrow could fal in theforest without God knowing it. When
he was stuck for an explanation of the way he tried to pay attention to every detail around himin thefidld,
he sometimes fell back on that story for an analogy.

"l an't sayin' I'm God," he would aways hasten to add. He was not particularly religious, but he did not
disbelieve. If therewas a God, Joe did not want to offend Him... not aslong as he was a soldier who
might need divine help to get through the next campaign, or the next minute. "But | don't know no other
way to put it. Y ou got to hear the dightest sound, seetheleast little movement. That is, if you want the
best chance to come out of it dive and in one piece.” You do what you can, knowing that the time
might come when even that won't be enough.

Second platoon had been on the flank for an hour and a half—past one bresk and halfway through the
next leg of the march—when Mort called for astop. "1 heard something, Sarge," he reported over the
radio, hisvoice little more than awhisper.

"What kind of something?' Joe asked. He started forward again, very dowly, watching the ground to
make certain that he did not step on anything that might prove noisy.

"I'm not sure. It didn't sound like an animd though. | don't see anything on IR or visud, but | know |
heard something.”

"Hang easy, Prof. I'm on my way."

It was unlike Mort to get so excited. "The Professor,” as nearly everyonein the company caled him, was
usualy the calmest man around. Heggies? More civilians? Or just an overactive imagination? Joe
wondered as he moved through the trees. He hardly paid attention to those thoughts though. 1t was more
important to assume that Mort had heard aHeggie, and to concentrate on anything that the night might
tdl him.

Thetreeswere no longer the bulky shapes with cones of dirt around their bases that had predominated
around the LZs. Mogt of these treeswere thinner and taler, angular rather than full. The leaves were
much smaller aswdll, also long and thin. These trees would provide less cover in afirefight. That wasthe
important congderation.

Mort was prone on the ground, taking what little cover one of those thin trees might offer—any cover
was better than none. Hisrifle barrel extended out on the right, the muzzle no more than twenty
centimeters off of the ground. Mort had hisfinger over thetrigger guard though, not on the trigger itself.

"Hear any more?"' Joe asked as he got down on the ground at Mort's left. To preserve the silence, they
whispered over the radio even though their shoulders were dmost touching. Joe settled in behind hisrifle
aswdl, just in case there was something to shoot at in front of them.

"Not athing,” Mort admitted. "But | know there's some-thing, or someone, out there, Sarge. |'ve been
through this before. I'm not dreaming. Y ou know me better than that.”

"Can you pinpoint the location any?"



"Ascloseas| cantell, thedirection isright down the barrel of my zipper. | can't tell about distance. Not
too far, maybe." Hisrifle was pointed at an angle of 45 degreesto the line of march.

Joe did hesitate for amoment, but they dared not just lie there all night. They could ill afford even ashort
delay.

"WEelIl haveto go out and take alook,” he said. "You and | might aswell get on withit." That wasfar
from doctrine. The squad leader had no business going out on this sort of prowl. By the book, Joe should
have stayed put and sent privates out. Privates were, by definition, more expendable than
noncommissioned officers, but. ..

"Yougoright. I'll goleft,” Joesaid. "Slow and easy."

Joe held his breath as he got to hisfeet, listening as much for any noisesthat he or Mort might make as
for arepetition of whatever Mort had heard before. The night was most too silent. Joe realized, with
some surprise, that he had not heard any insect sounds even. Porter did have insects. He had seen plenty
of them during the day. But they did not chatter or chirp, or make any of the other sounds that he
expected from bugs.

"Go," Joe whispered when he saw that Mort was in posi-tion.

Joetook hisfirst step with exaggerated caution, angling just alittle to the left. It would not do for him to
get too far from Mort. The object was for them to be able to pincer anyone between them, and to be
close enough to do something about it in concert, quickly. Mutua support. If there was someone lurking,
they would try to take care of him, or them, silently. If possible.

Although they moved steadily, each step fdlt asif it took minutes. Joe would look at the ground where he
intended to put hisfoot, then dideit forward, only dowly transferring hisweight, ready to pull back if he
felt anything brittle under his boot. Then he would wait, straining for any hint of noise or movement in the
areathat Mort had indicated. Then it wastime for another wary step forward. It seemed more protracted
than it actudly was. There was some urgency about this. A few meters away, Mort was moving just as
cautioudy. He might have moved alittle faster on his own—not impatiently, but with somewhat less
patience than Joe. He held back though, knowing that he had to stay even with his sergeant.

Ten steps. Then Joe's foot came down on something that was too smooth to be natural. Though he
redlized that some-thing was wrong amost ingtantly, he felt asif considerable time passed before he was
able to react—before he was forced to react.

He stopped and brought the muzzle of hisrifle down quick-ly, just as hisfoot was jerked out from under
him. Joe's movements were ingtinctive, but that ingtinct came from years of training. Subconscioudy, he
realized that he had stepped on a blanket or tarpaulin, and that there was someone under it, someone
who had jerked on the fabric, coming out from underneath, coming to hisfest.

Joefd| but managed to land on his ass without tumbling. The figure who emerged from under thetarp
had along knifein his hand. Joe had no timeto get hisrifle pointed at his attacker. He could do nothing
more than swing the barrel toward the knife, using his zipper as a club while he got back to hisfeet.

The Heggiejerked hisknife to the side, out of the way, and dove at Joe's middle. Joe dropped hisrifle as
the two men went to the ground together. Joe had to have both hands free, had to get to the Heggi€'s
knife. Net armor might stop abullet or wire, but it would do little to stop aknife thrust.

Neither man spoke, or did more than grunt from effort or impact. But the disturbance was an outrageous
din compared to the total silence that had preceded it. Joe did manageto say "Mort" into his microphone.



Joe's assailant was congderably larger than him, perhaps by as much asten centimetersin height and
fifteen kilosin weight. Joe let the Heggie's momentum carry them backward and over, and he put his
kneesinto the man, sending him over his head. But the Heggie kept his grip. Together, the two men rolled
inthe dirt, with the Schlind trooper's weight and size beginning to tell.

Joe did not see the end of the fight coming. He heard adull thud and then asharp crack as hisfoe's neck
snapped, and then he felt the Heggie shudder in hisgrasp and go limp.

"Y ou okay, Sarge?' Mort asked.
Joe took amoment to consider that while he hauled in deep bregths. ™Y eah. I'm okay."

"He had something like asplat gun hidden under that tarp with him," Mort explained. "I tripped over it
trying to get to you."

Joe got to hisfeet dowly, helped up by Mort, and then he bent over again to retrieve hisrifle. Aswell as
he could in the dark, he checked to make sure that nothing had fouled the barrd.

"That tarp," Joe said, after signaling the rest of the platoon to start moving again. Ezras team would take
over the point now—with even greater caution than before, in case this man was just part of alarger
force. What would one man be doing out here alone with a splat gun? Joe asked himself. "Check it
out, will you?'

"Must be some sort of thermal shield,” Mort said after aquick look. "That's why we couldn't seeany IR
ggnaure”

"Bring it dong. Intdligence might likealook at it," Joe said.

The other fire team moved on by. Joe and Mort fdll in behind, with the rest of their team. No one paid
any attention to the dead Heggie. He no longer mattered.

CHAPTER
~7

Four men lay under cover of athicket that blanketed the side of ahill overlooking the town of Maison.
Members of the specid intelligence detachment assigned to the 13th SAT, they had been on Porter for
ten days, one of two teamsthat had been infiltrated ahead of the invasion. Their shuttle had never landed.
Theteams had jumped at twenty five hundred meters, free-falling most of that distance before deploying
black parasails. Those chutes were jettisoned before they reached the ground. The men released their
harnesses and landed on persona antigrav packs. That technology was so new that it had never before
been used in combat.

One man from the team targeted against the Schlinal forcesin Maison had died in the landing. He had
migudged histiming, releasing his chute too soon. The persona antigrav packs were only good for thirty
seconds of power before their batteriesfailed. He had fallen the last thirty meters and died on impact. His
companions had buried him, leaving not atrace of the grave visible. The parasails had been equipped
with nanotech systems to self-destruct once released. Not so much asaclasp survived of them.

Ten days. Theteams had jumped and |anded separately, hundreds of kilometers apart. The Maison
team—it had no other identifie—had hiked sixty kilometers before their first dawn on Porter, then spent
two days hiding, well away from Maison or any other settlement. Seventy-two hours after landing, the
Maison team had come out of hiding to move toward their target, dowly and carefully. Stealth was away
of lifefor these men. Their passage was scarcely noted even by the animals of the plateau. They wanted



no contact at al with the world's humans, certainly not the Hegemony's occupying force, but not even
with the longtime residents. They were prepared to go to the most extreme lengths to avoid capture, and
if that appeared to be insufficient, each was prepared to commit suicide—with achemical that would
insure the rapid destruction of brain cells, so that even dead they could not be milked of their secrets.

The hundred-hectare thicket on the dope above Maison made a perfect refuge. The dope was gentle.
The Accord observers crawled under and through the maze. In dl that expanse, there was no place
where aman could stand upright. The thicket was like a stunted forest, dense but short. Wrist-thick
trunks supported the bushes. Their canopy of glossy leaves, with thorns only on the upper branches, was
thoroughly interlaced and much too thick to alow any passage to walking men or large animas. But
benesath that canopy, the four men had little difficulty moving around. Like antsin acrysta-sded ant farm,
they had scores of meter-high passages available to them, conced ment without the sense of complete
enclosure that tunnels might have engendered.

Gene Abru wasthe leader of the Maison team. Stocky and allittle below average height, Gene had made
afetish out of physicd fitness. Hisinterests ranged from lifting weights to the most arcane of martid arts.
The discipline he had forced on himsalf was mental aswell. He had entered the army of his native world,
Ceg—Tau Ceti IV—at the age of seventeen, and he had served there long enough to qudify for minimal
retirement. But when he retired from that army, it was only to enlist in the Accord Defense Force. He had
been invited into military intelligence, and had proven himsdf over and over in that capacity.

Alone of the more than two thousand men in the 13th, Gene Abru had been on one of the core worlds of
the Schlinal Hegemony since the start of the new Schlinal drive into Accord space. Past forty years of
age, he was the oldest man attached to the 13th, save for afew of the senior headquarters officers and
the regimental sergeant magjor. Nominaly only a platoon sergeant, there was no company-grade officer in
the 13th (out-sde of Specid Inteligence, that is: Abru was of atype, not unique) who would have dared
try to enforce their orders on him. Like the other senior noncomsin Specid Intelligence, he had entree to
the highest command levelsin the assault team. Even Colonel Stossen found himsdlf fascinated by
Abru... and perhaps, though he would never admit it, even alittle frightened of him.

A week of idleness, doing nothing but watching Maison, was starting to tell on the entire team, but they
maintained their slence. They had uttered scarcely aword in dl of thetimethey had laininwait inthe
thicket, and then only in the softest whispers, face-to-face. Though they had hemets, and helmet radios,
they had not used the radios, not wanting to take the dightest chance of giving away their presence on the
world. In aweek, not aman of them had even been able to stand and stretch. But that was over now, or
would be soon. In radio contact with the CIC aboard the flagship, Gene and his men knew that the 13th
was on the ground, and that they had started to move on Maison. The team had witnessed the artillery
barrage that had leveled the Hegemony compound at the edge of town. They had seen the column of
enemy troops move out toward the Accord LZs.

"I guesswell find out now if our legs till work," Genetold his companions asthey prepared to move ouit.
They had marked the route they would take their first day in the thicket, and each man had sudied it at
length. Gene was certain that he could find hisway aong it blind. Therewas along draw leading down
and a an angle to the right. Even after they |eft the cover of the tangled thicket, they would be out of the
line of sight of anyonein Maison until they were nearly down to the leve of the town's streets and no
more than a kilometer from the outlying houses.

They were armed no differently from line infantrymen. Each man carried an Armanoc zipper and a belt
knife. They car-ried no explosives or incendiary devices. But they did carry small transmitters—radio
beacons that could be placed to mark important targets for Wasp or Havoc attention.

Singlefile, the four men worked their way down off of the hill, through the angled draw past aformation



of rocks that blocked the bottom of the cut. Despite the fact that al four men were asfit asrigorous daily
training regimens could make them, the week's forced inactivity told on them. Legs were stiff and knees
ached. They pressed on without complaint. At the bottom of the draw, they paused for arest. Gene got
back on theradio to CIC for afina confirmation that the attack was on time, that the forces were moving
on schedule.

"It'sago,” Genetold the others. Each of them nodded a him. "We've dl got our work to do. Seeyouin
the morn-ing."

Though no onein Echo Company knew it, the hill they moved around in the last hour of their night march
was the one that had sheltered the intelligence team. No one outside Colond Stossen's headquarters
even knew that those teams had been dropped onto Porter well before the invasion. When Captain
Ingelsreceived the radio call on his command channel, he was surprised. .. and suspicious.

"Captain Ingels, thisis Gene Abru, of Specid Intelligence. We met three months ago at the Accord Day
ceremony. Y ou remember?’

For amoment Ingelswas completely at aloss. Thelast thing on his mind was some garrison doings
months back. It was difficult to take his mind away from where he was now. But, findly, he nodded to
himsdlf, and said, "I remember. Mgor Parksintroduced us.”

"There was areason for that, Sir," Abru said. "It was so's you'd know me now."
/ didn't even know there was going to be this now then, Ingelsthought.

"All dressed up and nowhere to go,” Abru said next. That phrase startled the captain. Abru had used it
twice during the few minutesthey had talked at the Accord Day party in the officers mess.

"| takeit that that's some sort of password?' Ingels said.

"You could cdl it that, Sr. Now, my men and | areinsde Maison. The town iswide open, not aHeggie
init. Not dive, anyway. They took al but afew guards with them. The guards didn't get achanceto call
for help before we got 'em.”

"Y ou're certain that there are none of them left?"

"Certain as| can be without searching every building in town. Most there could beisafew isolated
individuals, and they wouldn't be good for much 'cept snipin’. We've made contact with the locals.
They're plum ddighted that the Accord's finaly come for them.”

Until we leave again, Ingelsthought, but there was no need to mention that. He assumed that Abru
knew about that aswell. Speciad Intelligence: they would damn well know, even if they weren't supposed
to.

"Ingels, thisis Stossen." The captain was a so unprepared for the sudden addition to theradio
conference. "Yes, Sr," he managed, not quite stuttering.

"Don't knock thefreeride," the colonel said. "Get your men into Maison and set up your positions on the
west and south to keep the Schlind forces from getting back inside.”

"Yes, ar." Ingels did not waste time with excuses about not knowing that SI had people on the ground
ingde Maison, or about not having proper authentification procedures. It was possible for the enemy to
tap into what were supposed to be secure channels—highly improbable, but possible.



Despite Abru's assurances, and the fact that Colond Stossen had confirmed the man'sidentity, Ingels il
did not smply march his company into Maison. The recon platoon was sent aheed, to take up positions
around the town and to set up listen-ing posts on the approaches. Then Echo went in as cautioudy asif
they knew that every building concedled an enemy sniper. The men had been warned that Maison was
apparently empty of enemies, but to be on the dert anyway.

Although there was il an hour |eft before dawn, more than half the people of Maison came out to greet
their liberators, or smply to watch from windows and doorways, making sure that they were clearly
visible—and seen as no threat. There were afew cheers, but most of the people were content smply to
wave or say afew words to whichever troops came nearest them.

Maison was the second largest town on Porter, but it was no metropolis. There was not one building in
town more than two stories high, and most were only asingle story, particularly the residences. Porter
clung to acommon colonid style—large, rambling single-story homes, most commonly built around a
central courtyard, completely enclosed on every side. In some cases, the origina homes had been
expanded one or more times, spreading to include two or three courtyards. On a primitive world, such
designswere often literally amatter of life and death. And, on many worlds, such as Porter, later
gen-erations never quite escaped this sort of architectural common memory.

After centuries of settlement, Maison wasafar cry from the onered city on the planet. The vast bulk of
the world's population still lived in Porter City, or in abelt of suburbsthat had grown up around, and
gradualy more distant from it. Maison's population had never topped ten thousand. Now, it was
somewhat below that figure. More than a thousand people had left Maison to open anew settlement
farther to the north, just months before the Schlind invasion.

"Glad to seeyou lads," one ederly man caled out, hisvoice sounding uncomfortably loud to the soldiers.

Joe looked at the man. He was dressed in soft clothes, what might have been pgjamas on aworld like
Porter. Joe could not tell a a glance, and there was no time for more than that.

"About bloody time," another voice cdled, more softly.

Five streets went through Maison from east to west. Two went north to south. The streets were broad,
except right in the center of town. Later additions had marred the symmetry there. Also except in the
center of town, the buildings were generaly spaced well apart, or in small, tight clusters sepa-rated from
other neighbors. Although only asmall fraction of the populace ill farmed extensively, dmost every
family appeared to have asmall garden near their house, someright out in front, between house and
sreet. It made Maison seem morerurd than it actudly was.

"Y ou need ahand, we're here."

Joe turned his head to look again. That voice had belonged to awoman, but he could not decide which
one. There were several women, or girls, in aclugter. It might have been any of them. Joe glanced around
at the men of his squad, wondering how long it would be before one of them broke disciplineto say
something back to one of thelocals, particularly the women. The robes they wore againgt the night chill
might not have been particularly becoming, but asoldier didn't need much to excite hisimagination.

"Don't worry, Sarge," Tod Chorbek said over theradio. "They ain't gonna attack us.”

"That's not what I'm worried about,” Joe replied tightly. "Just mind what you're supposed to be doing.
Theresill alot of Heggies between us and home.”

Echo Company moved completely through Maison. Only the headquarters detachment and the heavy



wespons squad would wait for the enemy'sreturn in town, or onits edge. The rest of Echo, and the
recon platoon, would be out in front of the town, between the civilians and the Hegemony garrison that
might soon be retreating toward it.

"Diginfad," Joetold his men when they werein position southwest of town. They werein farmland now,
but there were occasiona groves of native trees, and orchards—various sorts of fruit and nut that the
settlers had brought to Porter with them. Second platoon was lucky. They found themselves posted in an
orchard of apple and pear trees. Though the pears were far from ripe, some of the apples were close
enough to be tempting.

The sun was up before Joe had his men dug in aswell as he wanted. Then, there wastime for amed,
severd drinks of water, and achanceto rest.

"The Heggies are till an hour away," Joetold his men after he got the word from thefirst sergeant. "Use
thetime. Long as| don't hear any snoring, I'm stis.”

Joe stuck ahand ingde histunic and scratched at his chest. He had been insde his clothes for more than
twenty-four hours, and he felt filthy. There was no way to guess how much longer he might spend in
those clothes, quite possibly until the 13th returned to its ships. It would take aweek of frequent
scrubbing before he would fed redlly clean again.

After Joe had eaten, he pulled off his boots and spent afew minutes taking care of hisfeet. Hewiped
them dry, powdered them, and put on fresh socks. When he zipped his boots back on, hefelt marginaly
better. For an infantryman, feet were asimportant as hisrifle. He could get nowhere without them.

Joe closed his eyes then. He could hardly have kept them open unless there was shooting. Twenty-four
hours—Porter's day was very closeto Earth standard, just afew minutes short of twenty-four hours
long—but ninety minutes shorter than the day on his native world of Bancroft. Exhaustion was hardly the
word for the way Joefelt. At timeslikethis, he sometimes fantasized, usudly about being Rip Van
Winkle and deeping for twenty years. Long enough to retire.

Joewoke with agtart. Therewasascream in hisear: "Watch your front. They'll bein sght in afew
minutes”

It was Max Maycroft's voice, the dert. And he had not screamed. It had merely sounded like it to Joe's
deeping mind. He shook his head and blinked rapidly severa times, feding himsdf come dert as
adrenaline poured into his system. They're coming!

Thiswon't be like yesterday, Joe thought, and then he repegt-ed it for his men. " Couple thousand men,
running from onefight into another,” he added. "They're gonna be downright desperate. Mind
yourselves"

He checked hisrifle. Theindicator showed full power and afull magazine. Spare spools of wirewerein
pouches on his belt, and two were on the ground next to him, where he could get to them even faster.
Deep breaths: two, three. Joe took his hands off of hisrifle and flexed them severd times, so that there
would be no stiffnessto distract him from what was about to come.

What was about to come. Thiswas an ambush on amassive scae. A ot depended on how quickly the
Heggies recovered from the shock of finding enemieswaiting for them. If the ambush was a surprise, if
Echo Company had not been spotted, what was to come could be brutd. If they had been spotted, if the
Heggies knew what they were facing, things might get dicey for Echo Company. The Heggiesdid have
overwheming numbers on their Sde.



The Schlina force retreating toward Maison was still a coherent unit. Their discipline had not evaporated
under the harassing tactics of Charley Company and the Wasps and Hav-ocs. Although they were
retreating, making a"tactica with-drawal," they outnumbered their attackers by amuch larger margin
than they could know, and they were moving under orders, paying attention to the fundamentas. Most of
their trucks had been abandoned, or destroyed, but most of these garrison troops were infantry anyway.
They might be out of practice, but they did havetraining to fall back on.

If the Heggies were not expecting to walk into an ambush closeto Mai son, they did react swiftly when
the shooting started. Few of the Schlind soldiers waited to see where the firing was coming from. Mogt
immediately dove for cover, protecting themsel ves before they worried about countering the attack.

Echo Company had the surprise, however briefly, and they used it to good effect. A singleword of
command from Captain Ingels brought every wegpon into use. Thefirst short bursts from wire carbines
and splat guns raked over the nearest sections of the Hegemony force. Some few of those bursts actually
managed to evade or penetrate the body armor of the Hegemony soldiers, though the range was too
great for maximum effectiveness.

The Schlind troop was caught in the open, with little redl cover available. With Echo Company in front of
them and dug in, and Charley Company pursuing, the much greater numbers that the Hegemony enjoyed
were of little use. Within a minute after Echo Company sprang its ambush, the guns of Basset Battery
started pouring in on the Heggies. Four Waspsflew in to add their cannons and rockets to the
commoation.

It took the Schlina commander less than ten minutes to decide that he had only one way to avoid the
wholesde daugh-ter of his entire command.

"Ceasefire!" Joe repeated the command on his squad chan-ndl even though Captain Ingels had used the
al-hands frequen-cy for the original order.

Silence returned quickly, except for the moans and cries of the wounded. For several minutes, there was
little movement on ether sde while Ingels and the Schlind commander dis-cussed the methodology of
surrender. The soldiers of Echo and Charley companies and the recon platoons watched, their guns il
at the ready, fingers near triggers. The four Wasps circled high overhead, ready to return to strafing if the
discussions broke down.

Then the Hegemony's sol diers started to stand up. They |eft their weapons and battle helmets on the
ground. With raised hands, they started marching toward Maison again, gradualy forming into four
columns. The 1¢t and 3rd platoons of Echo Company were detailed to guard the prisoners, and to search
them. Some of the prisoners had neglected to leave dl of their wegpons on the ground. Some till had
knives. A few had pistols concealed on them, or radios.

Max Maycroft waked aong the line of 2nd platoon, caling the squad leaders forward.

"Weve got the cleanup detail," he told the other noncoms. "Have the men collect dl of the weapons and
helmets the Heggies | eft out there. Well have most of Charley Company helping.”

"What do we do with them?' Joe asked.

Maycroft gave him asour chuckle. "We turn the rifles and ammo over to the good people of Maison.
Maybe the prisoners aswell. We're sure not equipped to dea with a couple of thousand POWS."

CHAPTER B



The campaign on Porter did not end with the capture of the plateau town of Maison, but the defeet of the
town's garrison and the s multaneous destruction of the platoon that had taken over the Jeomin farm did
dow the pace of fighting consider-ably. The columnsthat had started out from Porter City, head-ing
toward the plateau, turned around and went back to their barracks. Only atoken force, no more than
five or sx hundred men, was dispatched to continuing harassing the 13th. There were occasiond ar
grikes againg the Freebies (as the Accord military was known among the forces of the Schlinal
Hegemo-ny), but those were more a nuisance than a serious threat to significantly degrade the capabilities
of the 13th. Theair raids came primarily a night. During the day, the skies over the plateau were too
dangerousfor Schlind arcraft. Theloca commander did not have an unlimited supply. There
supposed-ly had been no reason to give him astrong air arm. His duties were occupation, and an army
that controls the population base of a conquered world should not need many attack aircraft.

Colone Stossen was cautioudy pleased with the state of things... but nervous.

"They can't just St down there and do nothing about us," hetold his saff early in the morning of day
four. "No Hegemony warlord would dare sit on his ass and ignore the sort of threat we represent,
especially not after losing more than three thou-sand men killed or captured. Held get his head lopped off
as soon as his superiors found out.”

"Why borrow trouble?’ Terry Banyon asked. "Another day or so and it won't matter. Our people should
be here to cover our evacuation." More quietly, he added, "After that, it will be up to thelocasto give
him troubled nights." Twenty-eight hundred rifles, and a considerable stock of ammunition should make
for alot of troubled nights. The executive officer had heard the early stories about what the Heggies had
doneto the civilians of Porter. Although the forced labor gangs had only recently started in Maison, they
had been busy since the begin-ning in and around Porter City, where most of the world'sindustry was
located, and news of what happened in the capital had reached Maison and the other outlying
settlements. Old factories had been converted to provide materiel for the occu-pying army. Some had
been enlarged. Two new factories were under construction, al with forced labor. The able-bodied
people of Porter City were being worked twelve to fourteen hours aday, seven days aweek, to supply
the conquerors.

"The only thing we can reasonably do now isturn the Wasps loose on Porter City," Dezo Parks said,
speaking up before the colonel could jump dl over his executive officer, "even though they won't have
much time over thetarget. They'll haveto get in and out or run their batteries dry. The capital istoo far
away to hope to get troops there and back before pickup—unless we use the shuttles, and that poses
more risks than anything else. We can't even use the Havocs for araid. They wouldn't be able to cover
that distance and get back ether. Even if they could, they'd be sitting ducks without infantry support. We
might lose more than haf of them before they got within range.”

Stossen paced away from the others and stood |ooking off across one of the LZ clearings for a moment.
When he turned to face his executive and operations officers again, hisvoice was cam.

"I know. | just don't likeit. | don't like Sitting here and not being able to do anything congtructive. I'm not
all that crazy about leaving the Porters to the mercies of the Heggies. Or adozen other things. | do have
half amind to use the shuttles. That would certainly give the Heggies something to think about.”

"What about using shuttles to take one company,” Banyon suggested. "Not al the way to Porter City, but
close enough that they can makeit the rest of the way on foot. Give the shuttles plenty of air cover. We
can bring the men back the same way then, if we haveto get ready to leavein ahurry."

Stossen turned the ideaover in hismind for amoment. "Tempting," he admitted, "but we can't risk a
company. They might be outnumbered a hundred to one, and if they got into trouble, we'd have to risk



the rest of the regiment on arescue. That could lead to disaster. There might not be timeto pull it off
before pickup.”

"We are accomplishing our primary objective," Parks pointed out. There won't be any reinforcements
leaving Porter to mess up the main invasion on Devon." He laughed. "They wouldn't dare leave with three
thousand of their men in the bag.”

"We hope," Stossen said. "Don't make the mistake of think-ing that the Hegemony will consider those
men the way we would. They might just write them off."

Joe Bagerclau stood within a meter of the scarp, looking acrosstherift valley with power binoculars. The
nearest por-tions of the valey were littered with rockfal that had accu-mulated over millennia. Out to a
distance of ten or twelve kilometers, there gppeared to be very little greenery, just those grassesand
scrub brushes that could find niches among the rocks. Even beyond that limit, the valley seemed to green
only gradudly, asif much of the floraof Porter had given up trying to establish itself near the sheer rock
wall, or the detritus that had collected at its base.

There were now three companies of the 13th at or near the scarp, ready to cover the two nearest access
routes from the valey floor. The sun waslow in the west—it looked asiif it were below theleve of the
plateau. Joe forced himsdlf to look straight down, and wished he had not. Where he was standing, the
drop was amost sheer al of the way to the bottom, three hundred meters down. Ingtinctively, he moved
back a step and took the binoculars from his eyes. Looking down through the glasses had strengthened
the fedling of vertigo. Helooked around to seeif any of his men had noticed what he had done. Asfar as
Joe could tdll, though, no one had. The men who were close enough to have noticed were looking out
over the valley, the same as he had been. Too far away to be seen directly, Porter City sat, guarded by
itsthousands of Schlind soldiers.

They can't get at us, and we can't get at them, Joe thought. That did not make him fedl asgood ashe
thought it should. Hundreds of kilometers.

"What good are we doing here?" Joe whispered. His visor wastilted up to let him use the binoculars.
That put his microphone far enough away that hiswords did not carry to hismen. "We came hereto
fight, not to stand around with our thumbs up it.”

"Hey, Sarge"

Joe took another step back from the escarpment before he turned to see what Mort Jaiffer wanted. Mort
hadn't bothered with his helmet radio. The platoon was, more or less, off duty now. The only attack they
had to fear in thislocation was from the air, and there had been virtualy no enemy air during the daylight
hours since thefirst day of the campaign.

"What isit?" Joe asked.

"How comethey didn't let us stay in Maison? It would have been nice to deep with aroof over our
heads."

"Wewant to keep the locals on our side," Joe said, grinning. Mort worked hard to make the rest of the
men in the pla-toon forget that he had been an egghead in civilian life, aprofessor. " Captain said we had
to keep the likes of you away from the pretty girls, 'specidly now that their papas have dl those Heggie
rifles” The rumor within the platoon was that Jaiffer's decision to leave the university and join the ADF
had something to do with the daughter of achan-cellor, or dean, or department chairperson. The details
var-ied fromteling to telling. The story was, however, totaly unconfirmed.



"Hell, I'd need a bath and twelve hours deep before | could even think about the ladies,” Mort said.
"They would have been safe.”

"Y ou'd have found away." Joe shook hishead. "Y ou couldn't have got your mind off ‘em anyway. This
way, maybe we can get you to give the job at least some thought.”

"Why? Nothing's going to happen now. Thistime tomor-row, well be back on ship, heading for home
and a chanceto fed human again before the next time. Besides, it's not me I'm concerned about. It's
Tod. He got the big eyes over somebody he saw when we went through Maison.”

"All the more reason to stay clear. How dyafigure those folks are gonnafed about us when we pack up
and leave, with dl those Heggies ill down inthevalley?!

That took the smile off of Mort'sface. "Why are we doing that, Sarge? Why not bring in enough mento
finish thejob while were here?!

"Because we don't have enough men to finish the job on dl of the worldswe're hitting. Were just hereto
let 'em take Devon back for good. Porter'sjust adiversion, remember?’

Mort's"l remember" was amumble too soft for Joeto redly hear it, but he did understand what Mort
sad.

"Maybe next timeit'll be Porter'sturn,” Joe suggested. "We've got alot of worldsto take back from the
Heggies™

"I got no argument with that,” Mort conceded. "Weve let them get away with crap too long asitis.”
That'swhy I'm here.

"Two, three years from now, maybe well have enough ships and trained men to get the job done right.
For now, it'sdo what we can. Keep 'em off guard. Keep 'em too busy to even think about taking more
of the Free Worlds." It was never just repeated propagandafor Joe. He believed every word of it.

"Besides," he added, "you're no conscript. Y ou volunteered for thisjust like the rest of us."

Mort shrugged and walked back to where his gear was piled, next to the latest of hisdlit trenches. He
had lost count. He was no longer sureif thiswasthe fourth or fifth hole he had dug since coming to
Porter. When he was digging, he sometimes thought that that was al he did in the army. But digging
couldn't shut off hismind, or his addiction to second-guessing the way the war was being waged.

Joe turned his attention back to the expanse of therift valley. He had seen many kinds of terrain before,
on more than a haf-dozen worlds, but he had never seen anything quite like this. He could see what he
thought was aline of peaksin the distance, far beyond the ranging capability of the binoculars, but even
30, those peaks were just bumps on the horizon. Across most of the valley, he could see no proper end
toit at al. Thevaley extended on beyond the horizon. He knew that, off to hisleft, dmaost two hundred
kilometers beyond Porter City, there was an ocean that extended over more than two thirds of the
surface of the world, interrupted only by afew score largeidands until it 1apped the western shore of the
world's only true continent. To hisright, the rift continued for another thousand kilometers or more. At
the end of it, the mountain range he thought he could see in the distance actually met the plateau, and
climbed to peaks as high as nine thousand meters. He would have liked to see those high mountains.

"Wonder how long it's been since they had a proper quake 'round here?' he asked himself as he looked
at the scarp again. That was enough to move him farther from the edge. The escarpment on arift valey,
the edge of atectonic plate. Maybe the zone was inactive now. Joe seemed to recall that it was—had



been for perhaps amillion years. Someone had asked during one of the mission briefings. But ill...
"That'sredly al wed need.”

The efficiency of the huge tarpaulins had never redly been tested under actual combat conditions.
According to the data from the acceptance trials, the thermal shields would block the heat of Havoc
engines, and even the heat of abarrel that had been used intensively for three hours. But heat Sgnature
was not the only way that a Havoc could be spotted from the air a night or in conditions of reduced
vighility. That much ferrous metal (even though sophisticated composites were used extensively in the
Havoc, there was gill aconsiderable amount of stedl and sted dloysin it) made for astrong magnetic
sgnature, onethat could belocalized, if not dways postively identified by sengtive insruments.

It was because of their uncertainty about the quality of their shielding that Eustace Ponks and his crew
didn't set up their bedrolls on the engine deck of Basset two, under the thermal shield. The night would
have been alittle warmer, and the metal deck of the gun carriage would have been only margin-dly
harder than the ground they did deep on. The crew wastired enough that they would have been ableto
deep soundly strapped into their seatsinsde the Havoc. But a Havoc would aways be a prime target for
any enemy, S0 they set up their bedrolls under the trees, some twenty meters from the gun.

"What the hdll," Karl Mennem said as he lowered himself to hisblanket. "I can put up with this one more
night."

"Yeah," Jmmy Y sinde pitched in quickly. "Tomorrow night we should be back on the ship, showered
and between fresh sheets.” The Sgh helet loose might dmost have sgnaled sexud gratification.

"I wonder how much time well have in camp before they ship usout again,” Simon Kilgore said. Hewas
already wrapped up in his blanket, eyes closed. He did not worry about chatter. Soon, he would be
adegp. Used to the sounds of a200mm cannon going off next to him, alittle subdued talk would never
metter.

"Don't sniff the sheetstill you see'em,” Eustace advised. That wasatypica comment from him. He made
ahabit of it.

The quiet lasted dmost until dawn.

The Schlinal Hegemony's Nova tank was not in the same league as the Accord's Havoc self-propelled
howitzer. Though more heavily armored, the Novas main weapon was a 135mm cannon, with arange
only haf of the Havoc's 200mm gun. The Novawas dso smdler and carried only atwo-man crew. In
top speed, however, they were about equal.

The two weapons platforms served different functions, adistinction as old as the earliest examples of the
two types of weapon. The Havoc carried along-range howitzer, intended to stand back from the front
lines and bombard the enemy from adistance. With lessthan haf the maximum range of the Havoc's gun,
the Novawas an in-your-face weapon, meant to lead infantry into battle, or to seek out and destroy
enemy heavy wegpons and strongpoints. The Novaaso carried three machine guns, two that fired wire,
and one supplied with 20mm ammunition of avariety of types. The Novadso found use as an instrument
of civil control, and not just on worlds that had been newly conquered by the Hegemony. The Nova,
now in its fourteenth variant, had been designed and was built primarily on Schline, the capital world of
the empire. It had even found use there, and on other Schlina worlds, often enough. The populace of the
Hegemony was not aways placid.

In the last minutes before dawn, six Novas came out of the east in abroad wedge, driving straight into
the Accord perim-eter. Infantry came behind the tanks, and alongside them. In aseparate foray, Schlinal



foot soldiers attacked the Accord line farther to the north, without armored assistance. The Novas
opened up with al of their guns, cannon and machine guns. Until that moment, they had not been spotted,
or even heard. For thefirst timein the war, Accord soldierslearned just how silently the Nova could
move. In that, the Hegemony was far ahead of the Accord.

Howard Company was spread thin, covering what had been considered a"low risk" section of the
perimeter. Almost before the men of Howard knew what had happened, the spearhead of the Schlind
attack was through their line. The six Novas broke through and kept going, speeding up once they had
passed theinitid line of resstance. Their target was the group of Wasps on the ground near the center of
the Accord's position, and their support services. Getting rid of the support vans, with their spare
batteries, chargers, aswell as maintenance and ammunition stores, would be nearly as crushing ablow as
destroying the fighters themselves. Without that support gear, the fighters would quickly become usdless.

Perhapsthefact that al of the Schlina satdllites above Por-ter had been destroyed in the first hour of the
Accord incurson made the difference. If the Nova crews had known precisaly where those Wasps and
support vans were, the destruction might have been nearly complete. Only two Waspswerein the air
when the attack started, but al but one of the 13th's remaining fighters managed to get airborne before
the Novas came within range. The last of the Wasps, Red four, was destroyed by a single shot from the
lead Nova. Itspilot and crew chief were both killed.

The Novaformation broke up. With enemy fightersin the air, each of the tank drivers headed for cover,
and separa-tion. The Novas weapons were poorly suited for anti-aircraft use.

The men assigned to the 13th's heedquarters detachment found themsalves fighting for the first time on
Porter. Mostly, they took cover, smply trying to stay dive until men from the line companies could come
to their aid. Headquarters detachment had no Vrerch missiles, and their wire carbines had no chance of
even worrying tank crews.

Terry Banyon made avdiant attempt to stop one of the Novas. Staying in hisdit trench until the tank
rolled next to it, he jumped up onto the rear deck with nothing but his carbine and a smoke grenade. He
emptied his zipper on the driver's porthole, hoping to smash that so he could lob his smoke grenade
insgde. That, he figured, would make the crew open up, and once a hatch was open, someone else could
do the honors with afragmentation grenade—or even a carbine, if he had no timeto reload his own.

It was afutile attempt. The "glass’ of the Nova viewports was nanofactured diamond, and the uranium
wire spit out by an Armanoc zipper could hardly scratch it. The crew of the Novawould have ignored
their unwanted passenger, know-ing that he could do them no harm, but when the tank's | eft tread ran
over alarge rock, Banyon was thrown from the rear deck. As soon as the tank commander saw that, he
threw both treads into reverse. He could not missa"gift" of that sort.

Terry Banyon had no chance to escape.

"Saddle up," Joetold hismen, breaking into the deep of half of them. Hiswasthe second cal. Max May
croft had aready broadcast to the entire platoon. The noise of the fight-ing wastoo far away to wake
heavily deeping soldiers, but once they started to come awake, they could hear the com-motion in the
distance. The cannon fire of the Novas had subsided, to be replaced by the occasional blast of arocket
from aWasp, or from soldiers on the ground. But the small-arms fire was heavy—too heavy, Joe
thought, for anything lessthan full-scae involvement by severd companies.

The rest of the perimeter was not abandoned to meet the raid. Though Echo Company moved out of the
line, there were still enough others nearby to fill the gap. There was amost no chance that an attack
would come aong the escarpment. There was no way that the enemy could approach unseen.



Morning twilight was moving toward sunrise as Echo Com-pany started moving toward the center of the
13th'sfoothold on Porter. That was where the tanks had headed following their breakthrough. Before
Echo got that far, they were redi-rected toward the line to hel p there. Howard Company was keeping
the Schlina infantry busy, even though it had been unable to dow down the tanks.

By the time Echo reached the fighting, the Stuation had stabilized. There was dtill shooting going on, on
both sides, and the line was no longer solid. Some of the enemy infantry had broken through. Joe's
platoon was put to work trying to ferret out al of the enemy who had gotten behind the lineswhile the
rest of Echo reinforced Howard to keep more from penetrating.

The men of 2nd platoon were spread out, five to ten meters apart, close enough to cover each other and
make certain that no one dipped through this net. They moved dowly. Each man kept his head and eyes
moving, looking for any hint of move-ment in thelong shadows of early morning. There was no good
cover, no placeto hide. That worked more for 2nd platoon than againgt it. The Heggies were the ones
looking for placesto hide. Tree trunks without any stands of bushes or tall grasswould give them little
help. Vishility was too good. Those Heggies cut off insde the lines had few choices after their tanks
deserted them for the other hunt. Some dropped their weapons, raised their arms, and surrendered.
Others decided to obey their orders and went down fighting. There were not many of the latter.

Cha Tomer in third squad waskilled by one of the Heggies who would not surrender. Two menin
second squad were wounded by a grenade. None of the Heggiesinvolved in those incidents survived.

The breakthrough onTfoward Company's front and the sub-sequent -death of Terry Banyon was not the
worgt news of the morning for Colonel Stossen. Only minutes after the death of his executive officer,
Stossen had acal from CIC on the flagship. The 13th'srelief was not in-system. Only a message drone
had come.

"Hold until relieved or recalled. Covering force for your evacuation has been delayed.”
CHAPTER 3

Van Stossen refused to let himself fed grief, even though he had served with Terry Banyon for years.
Their association, their friendship, went back long before the founding of the Accord's fifteen
Spaceborne Assault Teams. They had been close, professiondly and personally. They werefriendsand
their wiveswere friends. Their children had played together snceinfancy. But Van and Terry were both
professiona sol-diers, and death was part of their profession.

"Well haveto get aburia detail,” Stossen told Dezo Parks when they stood together next to Banyon's
mangled body. Thelast of the Schlina tanks had been accounted for, finally. Van turned away. He could
not look at his dead friend past that first glance.

"I'll take care of it," Parks said. He caled for men to help.

Stossen moved away, back toward the command post. He had more urgent worries now. Histwo
thousand men depended on him for leadership. Later, when the campaign was over and the 13th was
back in garrison, or perhapsjust in trangt to the next battle, there would be time for reflection. If the 13th
went back to garrison—as they would almost certainly do, at least long enough to replenish suppliesand
train replacements— Van would raise atoast to hisfriend. He would take the newsto Terry'swidow
persondly. There could be no thought of just making acompsole cal or sending the officia letter of
natification. That his own wife would accompany him would not make it easier, but he would never even
think of evading that find obligation to hisii-iend.



"Weve knocked out al six of the enemy tanks," Mgor Parks reported softly after adetail of enlisted
men had started digging agrave for the executive officer.

"Sorry about Terry." Parks had seen Terry Banyon killed. He had directed amedica orderly to him
beforeit was clear that Banyon was beyond any possible field repairs. Dezo's visor was up now, and his
face was grimy. He watched the colondl closely. He knew how close Stossen and Banyon had been.

Stossen shrugged. 1t happens. Y ou're exec now, Dezo." If hisvoice was less firm than usud, neither he
nor Parks gave any sign. It was something that would never be mentioned.

"l don't think thisraid was just athrowaway,” Parks said after amoment. He was operations officer for
the 13th, but intelligence andysis was dways part of that job. "It wasn't strong enough to be a serious
attempt to didodge us, but it was too strong to be just something to keep us occupied.”

"A diverson?' Stossen asked.

"Hasto be. It seemsfairly clear that the Heggies have been moving large numbers of troops out of Porter
City a night. And they're moving them away from us, as near as we've been ableto tell. Out of range of
our Wasps. How they've routed them from there is anybody's guess, but mine isthat they're staging for a
magjor attempt on us. | don't seeit Imply asaretreat, keeping out of our way. That would mean that they
knew—~beyond a doubt—that we're here merely to keep them in place. Without that knowledge, no
Schlina warlord would dare retreat and ignore us. Even without the overwhem-ing advantage in numbers
they have, that would be a capitd offensein the Schlina military. So they must be staging for an attack."

"How long do you think we have?'

"Unlesstheir concealment measures are alot better than we think they are, they must ill be morethan a
hundred klicks away from the perimeter, most likely alot farther. Our observation out to a hundred
klicksissmply too tight to miss significant numbers. We're patrolling that much areawith regularity, and
that's dso the primary focusfor the senang from the fleet and the pyeyeswe launched. But if the
Heggies have shuttles reedy to move their men, that still might not give usalot of warning before the
attack comes." Even if the enemy launched afleet of shuttles three-hundred kilometers away from the
perimeter, the men on the ground might be lucky to recelve ten minutes warning.

"Come at us from somewhere up on the plateau, not up either of the accessroadsto the valley?' Stossen
had his own opinion, but he wanted to hear what Parks had -to say.

Parks shook hishead. "I don't think they'd dare try to come up from below, not in any rea force. They
have to know that we can hold either of those routes against anything they can throw at us. Easier than
the three-hundred Spartans.” Even after nearly six thousand years, that stand was recalled by career
military officers. It was sudied in nearly every military academy in the Terran Cludter.

Stossen pulled out his mapboard and clicked it back to abroader view of the entire plateau region.

"Mogt of the areawithin three hundred klicksis heavily forested. For that matter, most of the plateau is.
Treesand occasiond regions of prairie. And most of it was unsettled, even after centuries of human
presence on the world. The staff had gone over maps of al of the regions of Porter that might have any
bearing on their planned operations. Stossen was a careful thinker though, and he preferred to have his
maps open and in front of him at atime like this. It helped him to keep histhinking straight if he went over
everything asif it were completdy new to him.

"The clearings here, more around Maison.” Stossen pointed to areas north and northwest of the town.
"Rocky areas here." He pointed off to the east and northeast.



"Too open,” Parks offered. "No cover, visud or IR, and too much chance of the movement being
spotted by someonein Maison. The Heggies have to figure that we | eft people there, spotters, or at least
radiosfor thelocasto call us."" A number of radios had been |eft in the town, and instructions on how to
report anything of interest. The Specid Intelligence men from the Maison_team were aso il in the town,
undercov-er now. /'

"Naybe the Heggies could hide afew hundred men for atiniein the crevices and gulliesin the rocky
aress, but not for any significant amount of time. And you can't throw a heat shield over severd thousand
men and al their equipment in either area. Y ou'd get leakage no matter what." Parks had no hard datato
back up that assertion, but he had no doubt about it, and Stossen merely nodded agreement. That many
men, there would be some sign.

"If they're going to stage on the plateau, I'd suggest that either of these placesismorelikely.” Parks
pointed out two other areas, both farther away from the 13th and from Maison. Both areas offered thick
forest with small clearingsthat were large enough for VTOL shuttlesto get in and out quickly.

"We can get alook at them," Stossen conceded. "Of course, there's nothing that says there's any limit on
the placesthey might be. Or even that they have to stage on the plateau. Assuming they have sufficient
lift capability, they could pick just about any placethey like, anywhere on the continent.” Porter's sole
continent stretched from the north polar zone to latitude 60 south, as much as nine-thousand kilometers
widein places.

"We can't watch the whole continent that closaly,” Parks said. "We can get coverage—do get
coverage—but not the intensive sort we'd need to find them. Not without launching alot more spyeyes,
and it would take aday or two to get them dl in position, assuming that the ships are carrying enough to
do the job. We could increase the diameter of theinner zones..."

Photo and video surveillance of the planet was based on distance from the regiment's landing zones. Out
to aradius of one-hundred kilometers, the coverage was most intense, virtu-aly continuous. From one
hundred to two hundred kilometers out, there was at |east hourly observation of each section, though at
somewhat lower resolution. From two-hundred to five-hundred kilometers, the frequency of coverage
was dill less, aslittle asoncein four hoursfor some areas. Farther out than that, an areamight be
eyeballed from orbit asinfrequently as once aday.

Stossen shook his head. "Even that would take more satd-lites, and we can't tdl if we havetimefor it."
He took a deep breath.

"You know," he said more softly, "there's no way to know how long welll be here now. Pickup delayed.
Hold until relieved or recalled. No matter how long it is, welll have to make do with what we have, here
and aboard the ships." He didn't want to think about what might have caused the delay. Once he started
doing that, it would be far too easy to et hisimagination run away with him, dreaming up all sorts of
dissters.

"Food and ammunition." Parks nodded. ""Food may be less of aproblem. We can dwaysdo alittle
foraging. Thereis game around here, and nothing native is supposed to be toxic to humans. No reported
problems anyway. Porter's been settled long enough for any incompatibilities to show up. We can check
with some of the locals about edible plants.”

"Game means cooking fires." Stossen shrugged. "Well, they know were here. The men will haveto be
careful about it though. Just in daylight, early enough so the ashes are cold before sunset. That sort of

thing."”
"But ammunition,” Parks said. "What do we do, pull in and stick with gtrictly defensive fire? Maybe



collect some of the wegpons and ammo we left in Maison?!

Stossen was quiet for aminute before he replied. He thought of the Havoc barrage he had loosed the first
morning, just to ease the way for one company that was having alittle too much difficulty reaching their
objective. There was no hel ping that prodigality now. Those rounds were gone. "No,, we won't go back
to Maison unlessit becomes absolutely necessary. Hunker down and wait?' He shook his head. "'l don't
think so. The Heggies get the ideathat something'swrong, they'll redlly be al over us. Or ignore usand
send part of the garrison off to Devon, and that's what we're here to prevent.”

"Continue with our origina harassment?

Stossen let asmile spread across hisface. He did not spend alot of time mulling over the ideathat had
just cometo him. It felt right. "No. Let'sredly gofor it."

"Y ou mean take Porter back al by ourselves?' Parksreturned the smjle.

"Maybe not, but maybe we can make the Heggies rethink thejr own plans. When our pickup does come,
it will be easi-er'if we don't have Heggies stacked up around our perim-eter here.”

"Heed for Porter City?"

"Theré's no other suitable target, isthere?' Stossen asked, his voice mild, with atouch of humor. He
continued to turn the idea.over in hismind. There were risks, serious risks, but that was true of any
possible course. They were on their own. For how long, neither of them could even guess. Doing
everything possible to keep the Schlinal garrison reacting instead of acting had to help. He hoped.

"How girong an effort?’ Parks asked, his mind switching over to tactics.

Stossen took time to consider that. "We want the effort to be strong enough for the Heggiesto teke
notice, but not so strong that we're a pushover here. Say, the same sort of effort we directed at
Maison—two line companies, two recon platoons, one Havoc battery. Well give them as much Wasp
cover aswe can, as needed.”

"The Havocs could range about a bit,” Parks said. "We can't hold them back to the speed of men on
foot."

"But Havocs need infantry support. Y ou saw how long the Novas lasted once they got away from their
support.”

Parks nodded, conceding the point.

"Y ou think we can afford to use shuttles to put the strike force closer to their target?' Parks asked.
"Going full out, it would take sSix days for them to walk the whole distance to Porter City. That givesthe
Heggies too much time to chop them up. And we don't know how many daysweve got.”

"That'll take Sx landers, five with alittle overcrowding.” Stossen didn't hesitate now. If thismove was
going to have any effect at dl, it would have to be done quickly, with panache, before the Schlind forces
could mount whatever attack they were preparing. Stossen grinned, then nodded.

"Get them into five shuttles. Set it up so the landers are down fifteen minutes before sunset. Well load up
and get them moving as soon asit's dark. The Havocs and their support vehicleswill haveto go on their
own. They can catch up, rendezvous near Porter City."

"How close do we set the infantry down?"



"Let'slook at the map and see what we've got," Stossen said.

"Why us again?' Wiz Mackey asked as Echo Company gathered at the LZ. "We had our fun. Shouldn't
one of the other companiesdraw thisgig?'

"We shouldn't have done such agood job," Mort Jaiffer said. "They must think we're the experts, the
aces. Were going to get al theimpossible jobs now."

Joe let the men talk. He stayed out of the generd grousing though.
"They're not just going to leave us here, are they, Sarge?' Kam Goff asked.

"No, they're not going to leave us here," Joe replied. It had not taken long for word to spread that they
were not going to be picked up on schedule, and that there was no definite new rendezvoustime.
Whatever was going on, it did not sound good. But Joe had to believe that the Accord would not
abandon an entire assault team. That would be—if nothing ese—a public relations disaster.

Joe was uncertain how to fed about this new mission. It did seem unfair that Echo Company would get
chosen again. Mot of the companiesin the 13th had done nothing but lay around along the established
perimeter sincethefirst day of the fight. Echo had been in on everything.

The misson briefing had been pitifully short on details, and the whole idea seemed alittle less than saneto
Joe. In one breath the first sergeant had told them that they would have to start conserving food and
ammunition, especialy ammu-nition. With the next breeth he had told them that they were goingon a
long-distance raid againgt the Heggie forces in the capitd, with the possibility that they would face odds
of more than fifty to one. Perhaps alot more. And that they were expected to keep al of those Heggies
busy, possibly for severd days.

"How the hell can we conserve ammo and do that?' Joe had asked the first sergeant, face-to-face, not
over theradio.

"I know how it sounds. Just tell your men not to get trigger-happy onthislark,” First Sergeant 1z Walker
replied, very softly. "We do what we can, Joe. | don't make the orders."

"Y~ah, well." Joejust shook his head and walked away. He had made his point. All he could do then
was obey those orders, the best he could.

Now, he was shepherding his men back into one of the shuttles, but not to return to the ship for aride
home. Redlizing that made Joe fed uncomfortable. Home. Maybe home was nothing more than aprivate
room in abarracksfull of soldiers, but it was a definite place to Joe Baerclau.

"Just going to be a nuisance to the enemy, buzz around and keep them busy,” Joe told the squad when
they werein their seatsin the shuttle. "In and out, back and forth. Play keep away if we haveto. Wedid
S0 good up a Maison, the colond thinks we can lick the whole Heggie garrison.”

No one responded to Joe's light assessment of the mission. The platoon had aready lost three men killed
and two more serioudy wounded and evacuated to the hospital ship. The fight had gotten personal.
Everyone had lost buddies, but more than that, the news that the exec had been crushed by atank had
really sobered the men. Brass never got killed. They stayed back where it was safe. Most of the men
continued to think that, despite evidence to the contrary.

As soon as he strapped himsdlf in, Joe leaned back and closed his eyes. It was no surprise that he was
two days short on deep and ready to go another night not only without deep but marching across hostile
territory toward amorning attack. Joe did not deep in the shuttle, not really. He was not certain whether



or not he even dozed. Afterward, he figured that he might have napped for three or four minutes. It could
not have been longer than that. As soon asthe shuttle lifted off, Joe was awake, eyes open, looking
around.

How long will my luck run? he asked himsdlf. That was especidly disturbing. He had never goneinto
combat asking himsdlf that question before.

Origindly condgdered-to be "merely" arefinement to the lat-est reconciliation of generd relativity and
quantum mechanics, the Loughlin-Runninghorse equations were first sketched out in the twenty-first
century AD. Even then, full expansion of the basic system of seventeen equations required nearly fifty
hours of concentrated attention from anetwork of the six most powerful academic supercomputers on
Earth. Under-standing the equations and their most "obvious' implications took physicissand
mathematicians most of the next century. It was recognized that if correct, the theoriesimplicit in the
equations required the objective redity of aparadimensiona aspect to space—hyper space (thoughthe
scientific community struggled heroicaly for yearsto find an acceptable dternative to that term, the
genera public, conditioned by two centu-ries of the term's usein fiction, refused every offering)—and the
potentid for the development of what wasimmediately (though somewhat imprecisely) dubbed
antigravity because that was the use most readily imagined for the promised tech-nology. More properly
termed a projectable artificid gravity generator, it becomes anfigravity only whenitsfied isused to nullify
locdl natura gravity. Thefield can aso be projected so that its effect is added to local naturd gravity, or
directed a any angleto the natural field. For atime, considerable amounts of research money and
thought were devoted to exploring the possibility of usng projectable artificid gravity generatorsas
offensve wegpons, but eventualy those efforts limped into oblivion.

The Loughlin-Runninghorse equations al so pointed the way to the development of the first hyperspace
drive, atechnol-ogy that proved to be surprisngly closeto that for artificial gravity—a superset of the
artificid gravity technology. In the words of one less-than-origina contemporary academic wag, "You
can't have one without the other.”

Perhaps the greatest measure of the significance of the theo-retical work can be gauged from the fact that
the year of the original publication of the L oughlin-Runninghorse equationswas chosen as Y ear One, SA.

Thefive shuttleslifted off from the LZ together, then quick-ly moved agpart. The only noise made by the
drivesthat pow-ered them was an dmost subsonic whine, more felt than heard. Within the shuttles, there
was the inevitable dight vibration, a product more of being in an amosphere than just of being under AG
drive. The shuttles headed west-southwest, barely clearing the highest treetops on the plateau. As soon
asthey passed the escarpment, the pilots of al five shuttles reduced power long enough to drop them
nearly to theleve of .therift valley below. The effect, for their passengers, wasrather like being inan
out-of-control lift cage asit hurtled three-hundred meters downward. Near the end of the drop, as
the~throttles were edged forward to provide more power, apparent gravity within the shuttlesincreased
briefly to more than two and a haf times normal. Once the descent had been checked, the fedling of
weight returned to normal.

"Ancther hot landing drill," Joe cautioned his men once he had recovered from the sensation of faling
three-hundred meters. "We go out asif the entire Heggie army might be waiting for us™" They might be,
he warned himsdlf. Suppos-edly, the Heggies were unable to spot and track the shuttlesin die kind of
maneuvers they were making. Perhaps they had spotted the landers coming in over the LZ earlier. It had
gtill been daylight then, and the black craft would have been visible to the naked eye. But, according to
Captain Ingels, the Heggies had no spyeyesin orbit over Porter any longer. Those had al been wiped out
the morning of theinitia landing, and there were no Schlind ships around to replace them.

But who really knows? Joe asked himsdif.



"Get out in proper order and find agood piece of ground to hug,” he continued, speaking dowly over the
squad frequency. "According to CIC. therewon't be any Heggies right there, but assume they're wrong.
It wouldn't be thefirst time." That was more for effect than accurate. CIC might occasiondly miss
something, but rarely by much. They were good. The 13th could not survive without good eyes, and
better brains, watching over them. That meant, at present, that even if there were Heggies around where
they landed, the force would probably be no larger than—yperhaps—platoon size. A patrol that large

might dip past the Spyeyes.
"Just tell methisian't ascrazy asit sounds,” Mort said over his private channdl to Joe.

"Colone's dways been pretty savvy, Mort," Joereplied. It was the most positive comment he could
come up with at the moment.

Most of the men tried to get what rest they could during the short hop in the landers. Soldiers got like
that. Sleep when you can, even if only for afew seconds. It might be days before you get anything longer.
Joe looked around. He saw closed eyes. Perhaps not many of the men were actualy deeping, but they
looked the part. Of the privatesin his squad, only Kam Goff had his eyes open—wide open, staring
blankly ahead of him.

Gonna have to watch him closer than ever, Joe thought. Goff looked asif he had gone beyond fear,
and Joe couldn't guess which way the rookie would tumble. He might come out of it on hisown, but he
also might freeze up or become foolhardy. In any case, there was no way that Joe could cut Goff out of
the action now. He might still work out, with alittle luck, and the right nudge at the right time, but Joe
hoped that he wouldn't have to bet hislife onit. Still, that was why Joe had taken both new meninto his
own fireteam, so he could give them as much persond attention as possible. At least Al Bergon was
cool. He had shown from the start that he could handle whatever combat threw at him. That wasfar from
unusua among men who volunteered for additional duties as medics. Joe shook his head, an
amog-invisble gesture within hishdmet. Where do they come from?

"Thirty seconds,” the pilot warned, and time for reflection was gone. Eyes opened. Men looked around,
asif they might see something new within the troop bay. The monitors on the bulkheads showed an
infrared image of the ground they were approaching, overlaid on a photographic map. The shuttle was
flying low, so the cameras didn't show much, and the view moved by too rapidly for the men to see any
detail. But there were no telltale hot spots showing up, nothing too bright to be natura in IR.

Thedim red lightsthat had been the only illumination in the troop bay were extinguished before the shuttle
landed. Equally dim green lights came on over the exits. Shielded ingde long cylinders, and hitting only
nonreflective surfaces, the lights would not show through to anyone on the outside. The men dl had their
visors down and night-sight gear activated. They didn't need additiond lights. Before the four doorswere
fully open, the men were dl on their feet moving toward their assgned exits, safeties off on their rifles,
ready for action the instant they went through the doorway and had afield of fire openin front of them.

"Stay closeto me, kid," Joe whispered to Goff asthey went through the doorway. "I mean close.”
"Yes, Sarge," Kam replied. Hisvoice sounded distant, asif he were not truly insgde his head.

The terrain where the shuttles landed was much different from up on the plateau. Around the main LZs,
the ground had been flat, except for the cones of dirt around the trunks of that one species of tree. Only
up near Maison had the land been at dl uneven, and there it was amatter of afew smal hills. In this part
of therift valey though, the ground was extremely broken up, uneven and rocky. There were thickets
and small stands of trees, narrow valeyswith thin, shalow streams running through them, large stone
protrusions and occasiond dry cleftsin the ground, ravines, or gullies. It wastopologica confusion, an



excellent arenafor soldierswho preferred not to have their presence detected.

The shuttles had been forced to separate to find spacesto land. There was no singleflat areaaround
where dl five of them could have landed together. There was scarcely a place where two would fit, even
with exceptiondly talented pilots.

That meant that a certain amount of time was wasted after debarkation as the separated units joined up
and commanders made sure that no one had been logt in theinitid confusion. By the time the strike force
had reorganized itself for the march toward Porter City, the shuttles had lifted off and disappeared into
the night, flying farther west beforelifting toward orbit and arendezvous with their mother ships. It was
too dangerous to hold the shuttles on-world where they would be tempting targets for the enemy. If the
13th had to make a hasty exit from Porter, under fire, they would need every shuttle the fleet carried.

"l knew we had along march ahead of us," Mort told Joe once the force had started moving, "but | didn't
redizeit was mountain goat country.”

"Good cover," Joe said. He kept his head turning. The platoon was in two columns, one on either side of
acreek running aong the bottom of the gully they werein.

"Good cover for the enemy too,” Mort replied.

"I know, so cut the chatter and keep your eyes open.” Men got too used to the privacy of communicating
over their hdmet radios. Sound discipline was an enduring problem.

The enemy has no business being close enough to set up an ambush. Joe repeated that to himsalf.
The strike force had landed in the most deserted sector to be found within fifty kilometers of Porter City.
There weren't even any farmswithin twenty kilometers, no sign at al of human habitation. It might be just
the sort of areaamilitary commander would choose for field exercises, but the Heggies were unlikely to
be out on training maneuverswith the 13th Stting on the plateau. At atimelikethis, everything would be
for red, not training.

But Joe remained nervous. That was the only way to go into combat.

Eustace Ponks had his hatch open as Basset two raced across therift valley. Every few minutes—when
the ride seemed smooth enough—he would reach up, grab the rim of the hatch-way, and lift his head out
into the open air. The Havoc was making a steady sixty kilometers per hour, very closeto itstop speed.
Eustace was unaware of the discussionsthat had taken place between the 13th's commanding and
operations officers. All he knew waswhat wasin the final ordersthat had come down. Basset Battery
wasto race full tilt toward Porter City. They had to cover five-hundred kilometersin less than ten hours
in order to bein position to support the infantry raid against the city. The sooner they could get within
range of the strike force, the sooner they would be able to bring their gunsto bear, in case Echo and
George companies and the two recon platoons were discovered and attacked before they reached their
target.

The Havoc was far from aracer, but there was the same sort of fed to it. Eustace loved racing, of any
sort. He didn't even need to have a bet down on the outcome. People, ani-mal's, wheeled or winged
vehicles, boats—anything that could be pitted one against the other in a contest of speed and
talent—Eustace loved to watch, loved to cheer on a persona favorite.

Hisfavoritein thisrace was hisdl-time persond favorite, himsdf. With fewer respongbilities, he might
have chosen to boost himsalf up to keep hishead out in the wind constant-ly, but he couldn't permit

himsdlf that foolish indulgence. His controls and warning sysemswere dl insde the tur-ret. He had the
vehiclesradar and IR screensto watch aswell asthe redl-time relay of data being sent down from the



Sy eye satdlites and the ships of the fleet. There weren't enough menin aHavoc crew to let the
commander dope off.

"Put antigrav drives on this baby and sheld really fly," Simon said, looking acrossthe gun barrel at
Ponks. Simon Kilgore knew how much his sergeant enjoyed racing, both as participant and spectator.

"Be amean mother, dl right,” Ponks conceded with agrin. It was an old topic. The possibility of an
antigrav gun platform was a perennid in the artillery. But the size power plant that would be needed
would make the platform much too easy atarget.

Maybe someday.

According to the latest satellite intelligence, updated since the battery of Havocs had descended to the
floor of the valey, there was no enemy armor anywhere between the escarpment and the capital. There
were aso no known concentrations of enemy foot soldiers, though that information was far less certain
than the other. There were enough spyeyes overhead to cover the entire area between the scarp and
Porter City every twenty minutes, at the best resolution of the imaging computers. It took about three
additional minutesfor CIC to process the data and transmit the necessary information and coded map
overlaysto the forces on the surface. Worst case, the information Ponks and the other Havoc
commanders were looking at should never be more than twenty-three minutes old, generdly lessthan haf
of that. That was till long enough for alot to happen.

"Thismission strike you asjugt alittle bit crazy?' Smon asked afew minutes|ater.
Eustace laughed, loud and long. " Just alittle," he conceded. " That's what makesit so exciting.”

"Brother, you and | have different ideas about excitement,” Kilgore said. "Ranging off five-hundred klicks
from therest of the team, heading straight for maybe twenty or thirty thousand enemy soldiers and God
only knows how much armor and air, and how many thousands of rockets. And not knowing how much
longer were even going to be here before we get some help, or aticket off."

"Y ou want certainty, you'rein thewrong business,”" Ponks said. "Y ou should have been a preacher or
something.”

"We don't have preachers, we have rabbis," Kilgore said. "And they don't have dl that much certainty
ether. | know. My father isone."

"No kiddin? Hey, | didn't know that, and how long we been together?’

"Toolong, | think. Y ou keepin' your eyeson our TA?' Ponkstook aquick look at the target acquisition
monitor, then nodded. "I'm keeping my eyes where they belong. Just don't run usinto something we can't
get out of "

CHAPTER 10

Captain Teu Ingels of Echo Company wasin overdl tacticad command of the strike force. Lieutenant Vic
Vickers, the commanding officer of George, was second in command even though there were two
lieutenantsin Echo who were senior to him in rank. Ingelswas the senior company commander within the
13th. Within six to nine months, perhaps sooner, he would be promoted to magjor and ajob on Colonel
Stossen's staff. With the death of Lieutenant Colonel Banyon, that promo-tion and reassignment were
perhaps more imminent, though it would not come until after the 13th finished itsjob on Porter— if the
13th ever got off-planet.

The recon platoons ranged out ahead and to either side of Echo and George. It wastheir jobtofind a



quick, safe route to the objective aswell asto scout for any enemy positions or telltales that might lie
acrossthat route. The men who made it into the recon platoons were chosen specificaly for their abilities.
Thefifteen Spaceborne Assault Teams were seen as an dite within the Accord Defense Forces, and the
recon platoons were an dite within the SATS.

Therewaslittle chat among the men on the march this night. The pace that the companies had to maintain
made spare wind for even whispered asides scarce. Joe Baerclau smiled at the thought. It took alot to
drive any comment & al from hismen. At lead,, if they didn't talk, he didn't have to waste his own breath
telling them not to.

Joe stepped out of the line for amoment and turned to watch as his men filed past. At the moment, 2nd
platoon wasin the middle of the line of march, in the left-hand column. George Company was a couple of
hundred metersto theright, following the next indentation in the landscape.

Hardly a level spot around, Joe thought. He shook his head. He had paid little attention before to the
description of thisvalley asarift valey. Theword smply had did past without sinking in. Joe had heard
theterm before, but had never given it much thought. Mort had filled him in during their time aong the
escarpment, giving him aquick briefing on tectonics, an explanation of why the ground was o uneven, so
rocky. "It's not old enough for erosion to have smoothed it all out yet,” Mort had concluded, but it had
taken this closer experience for Joeto redly fed the meaning of that explanation.

Thisnight march waslittle longer than the one Echo had made to Maison, but it was much more draining
because of the terrain. Good boots eased the |oad on feet, but there was till the constant pull at leg
muscles strained first one way and then the other. After five hours, Joe wondered if he could possibly
keep going. The calves of hislegsfet asif they had been bound in piano wire, and the wire was
contracting, cutting into skin and muscle.

Hewaswaking on amodest side dope, alayer of shaletilted by less than twenty degrees and strewn
with igneous rocks that had fallen from another stratum, when hisleft foot did out from under him. Jog's
right foot caught against arock for an instant, and he nearly tumbled headfirst down athree-meter
embankment. Hisright ankle twisted as that foot came free, and he went down on his hip. After diding
halfway to the bottom of the gully, he managed to stop himself. For amoment, he could do no more than
that. Helet his head drop back against the rock and sucked in air.

Hisfoot. No, not thefoot. The ankle.

"You hurt, Sarge?" Al Bergon asked, diding more carefully down the dope to come to astop next to
Joe.

"Right ankle," Joereplied. "l don't think it's sprained. | just twisted it."

"Better let me havealook.”

"Notime"

"Notimeiswhat itll take" Al said. "Y ou aggravate it and it's more than you think, then we have trouble.”

Bergon didn't wait for his sergeant to agree. In his function as squad medic, he did have a certain amount
of authority, authority that Platoon Sergeant Maycroft and Lieutenant Keye would support in an ingtant.
While Al talked, he started taking off Joe's boot and sock. His hands moved around the ankle and aong
the muscles aboveit.

"Just alittle swelling,” Al said. "That may be just from thewalk, not from thetwist. I'll wrap a soaker



around it and you should befine."

Hewas dready pedling the wrapper from the medicated bandage, and he got it secured around
Baerclau's anklein seconds. The andgesic in the soak started to work instantly, though the nanobots that
would do any red repair work would take somewhat longer to do their job. Joe could fedl the hot tingle
of the bandage. He closed his eyes for amoment. The ankle had pained him more than he had redly
been aware, judging from the relief he felt asthe pain started to abate. By the time his sock and boot
were back on, the ache was scarcely a dull throb—bearable.

"I'll be ableto wak onthat,” Joe said. He flexed the ankle severa times. Despite an initial stab of
renewed pain, that actualy seemed to make the ankle fed better.

"And the soak'll take care of any muscle pullsor such,” Al said. "But be careful the next hour or so. If
theré's more wrong there than | think you'll know that soon.” Probably within the first ten minutes, Al
thought. Inthefield likethis, he waslimited to what he could see and fed for hisdiagno-sis.

"Y ou okay down there?'

Joe looked up, even though the voice had come over hisradio. Max Maycroft was standing at the top of
the gully, looking down & him. Joe clicked his transmitter over to the noncoms channd.

"I will be, Max. Sight twist. My own damn fault. Careless. But it's al taken care of now."

To demonstrate that, Joe got to hisfeet and started to scram-ble up the dope. Before he could object, Al
Bergon was a his sde, one hand haf supporting him. Joefdt anirrationd flush of anger, but squelched it
beforeit could show in hisface, or in the way he moved.

"Thanks, Al," he said when they were both off of the dope.

"Don' fed bad," Maycroft said, sanding with hisfeet braced wide even though he was on nearly level
ground. "We've had twenty people do that, that | know of. Some of them were hurt worse than you are.
Best boot treadsin the galaxy, and they're ftill not secure on adippery bit of shde.”

"l just got too cardless, Max," Joe said, feeling more embar-rassed than hurt a the moment. "Five, six
hours of this shit. It wasjust getting to me, and it shouldn't have."

"I know what you mean. But now that you're back on your feet, you might aswell get off them again.
Fifteen minutes, maybe twenty. Captain's decided that we al need a breather. Our orders have been
changed, in any case. Once we get to our positions, the idea now iswe Sit doggo until sunset, unless
we're discovered. Hide. Recon lads will do alittle work of their own. And the Havocs, but not us. Now,
grab aquick bite, alittle water." He paused a second before he added, "Maybe a stimtab aswell. That'll
help clear your mind."

Joe nodded dowly. "I should have thought of that myself, Max. Gottawatchiit. | get alittletired, and I'm
getting care-less. That can get people killed, and not just me.”

"Don't read anything into what | said but what | said,” Max told him. "That wasn't achewing out. It was
just asuggestion.”

Joe shrugged. "Whatever you say, Max." He didn't see the humor in hiswords. When Maycroft laughed,
Joe looked up quickly, caught completely unaware.

"That'sthe spirit,” Max said. "Now, on your butt. Give that soaker a chanceto do itswork."



Zd Paitcher stood behind his Wasp and watched Tech Ser-geant Roo Vernon work. Zdl was cold,
despite the flight suit that was supposed to be adequate protection against any tem-perature down to
minus twenty degrees Celsius. There was adecidedly chilly breeze blowing across the plateau, closeto
25 kilometers per hour, but the temperature was closer to 20 above than 20 bel ow.

All in your head, Zd told himsdf. The breeze could only touch hisface and hands. He wouldn't fed so
irrationdly cold if he were in the cockpit, where he belonged. He wouldn't fedl so cold if he weren't
worrying thet there might be something serioudy wrong with Blue four, something that might keep him out
of theair. Astiring asthe long hoursin the sky were getting to be, Zel knew that he preferred thet to
gtting on the ground and being nothing more than a spectator.

Zd had hisarmsfolded tightly againgt his chest. He moved around alot, samping first one foot and then
the other. The sense of cold was no less real merely because he knew that it was anillusion, atrick of his
mind.

Roo worked in silence, his head up in the portside drive compartment of Blue four. Warnings had flashed
on every monitor in the cockpit when Zd tried to power on. The Wasp's sdlf-diagnogtic routines were
thorough, but they were dmost ingantaneous. Each of the computers that minded the circuitsin the
arcraft was dedicated to servicing just asmal portion of the works. The system had shut itself down
before Zd could get his hand to the switch.

Zd never even considered going over to Roo to offer his help. Though he had a basic understanding of
the theoretical workings of the antigrav drives, he had virtually no mechanical competence—not with
those drives. Even if he had been relatively competent, Roo would have turned down the offer. Blue
three and four were his Wasps. He knew them better than their designer, or so he would claim. He knew
theidiosyncrasies of each one. He knew what they could do, what they would do. And he had The
Touch with them.

Seewas ditting in the cockpit of Blue three, waiting. The squadron commander had vetoed the idea of
See going off without a backup, or with awingman he was unused to, unless that became urgently
necessary. Instead, the next pair of flyersin the rotation had been wakened and sent aloft.

Roo findly came out from under the Wasp. "She should be dll right now, sir," he said. "Heet problem.
Somehow got some dust caked in whereit oughtn't to have been, and that like to baked a coupla
circuits."" Helooked around. "Small wonder, | guess. But she'sfine now."

"We're ready to go?'

"Two minutes. Well put anew battery in on that side, just to make sure.” The Waspsthat had goneup in
place of See and Zel were dmost dueto land again anyway. The rotation would, probably, remain
changed.

"Thanks, Chief," Zd said. "Put another beer on thetab | owe you when we get back to base."
Roo grinned. "I think thisisatwo-beer taly, Sr. | red-ly do."

"Okay, two beers."

"Just bring her back in one piece, sir."

"I'll domy best."

Climbing into the cockpit and strapping himsdlf in felt Srangdly liberating to Zdl. The cold wasingantly
forgotten. Getting into his Wasp was dmost like coming home. Soon, he would be back in the air, where



he belonged. He took adeep breath and let it out dowly.
"Just about ready, Slee," he said over the radio. " Soon as they button in anew battery.”

"About time," Seereplied. "I was about to fal adeep.” Then he regretted the Statement as a gaping yawn
forced itsway out. Sleep. What's that ? he wondered.

Thelast haf hour of the night march was sheer misery for Joe Baerclau. It wasn't that his ankle continued
to bother him. Indeed, hisright ankle felt fairly good. But he had been trying to ease the burden oniit,

and that had put more strain on the rest of that leg, and the other, and waking unnaturally had caused his
kneesto stiffen up and brought a growing ache to hislower back. But Echo and George companies had
findly reached the bivouac areas that the recon platoons had found for them, scattered through two deep
gulliesand a patch of thick scrub forest where the two gullies met. There was water, and there was
cover, dl that an infantryman could ask for. Back near the head of the longer ditch—it averaged about
nine meters deep—there were severa smdl caves. Captain Ingels had moved into one of them. It would
be his headquarters through the day. Another was turned into adispensary for the soldiers who had been
injured on the march. At least the caves were dry and unoccupied. No loca beasties had come charging
out to voice their displeasure at company.

"Comeon, Sarge," Al said once the squad wasin position. "l want the doc to have alook at that ankle of
yours. Y ou been limping something awful the last couple of klicks."

"Don't mind me," Joe replied. "The ankle doesn't hurt. A couple hours of rest and I'll be good as new.”
"I hope s0, Sarge, but I'll fedl better knowing for sure, and so will you.”

Though hismind ingtinctively rebelled at the suggestion, Joe didn't resist. After two steps, he no longer
even tried to shrug off Al'shelp in moving. It was not very far from where Joe's squad had settled in to
the cave that was being used as a dispensary.

"Doc" Eddies, Echo Company's senior medtech, wasn't redly adoctor, but histraining had gone far
beyond that of the medicsin the various platoons. The Accord Defense Force had provided him with
elghteen months of medicd train-ing, enough to qudify him asalicensed medtech in civilian life once he
completed his contractud three years of service following training. The 13th only had two physicians,
both surgeons, dthough there were additional medica personnel assigned to the fleet shipsthat carried
the 13th. But Eddieswas qudified to handle anything short of invasive surgery, and with the availability of
portable traumatubes, that was rarely needed.

There were three men ahead of Joe, men whose injuries appeared to be worse than his. Doc Eddies was
working on another, a private from the heavy weapons squad whose knee had been injured in afal. Al
had a quick word with Eddies, then came back to where Baerclau was sitting, propped up againgt the
rocks outside the cave.

"Itl be afew minutes, Sarge, but wait it out.”

Joe nodded. By thistime, he ached enough that he would wait, if only to get something to easethepainin
hislegsand back. "Tell Ezrah€esin chargetill | get back," he said. Then he switched over to his
noncoms frequency and told Ezrathe same thing directly. " Get everyone settled in. Tell them to get what
deep they can. Oneman dert at al times to pass on anything we need to know."

Colonel Stossen palmed the stimtab dmost as skillfully asamagician, and used the excuse of covering a



yawn to pop the lozenge in his mouth. Mg or Parks noticed but showed no reaction. Seeing Stossen take
another reminded him of his own exhaustion. He had been sucking stimulants at |east as often as hisboss.
Neither of them had managed twelve hours deep total in thelast hundred. Parks thought of taking
another stimtab himsdlf but decided to wait. .. for afew minutes at least. He was well beyond safe
dosage dready, and an extreme over-dose could produce quite unpleasant sde effects—physical and
mental—though nothing critically dangerousto the bodly.

"l don't know whether I'm coming or going, Dezo," Stossen said after nearly aminute of silence.
Exhaugtion pressed on him like aweight, making even the smplest action more difficult. Thetwo men
were gitting facing each other, Stossen leaning back againgt atree cone with hislegs stretched out in front
of him, Parks cross-legged, leaning forward just alittle. "I know | need deep, but..."

"We both do, and so do probably ninety percent of our men,” Dezo said. "Well, maybeit's not quite that
high now. Things have been quiet long enough to let alot of them catch up." Somewhat. No oneredly
found much rest in acombat zone, even when they had the time and the quiet. Minds smply refused to let
go enough to allow deep deep. "Why don't you take four hours now? 1 can hold on that long, and then
maybe | can get alittle shut-eye after you've rested.”

Stossen hesitated for quite atime before he shook his head dowly. He was having trouble thinking
through even the Sm-plest statement.

"Not yet. | want to make sure that George and Echo aren't hit at dawn.” Asif he might be ableto do
anything if they were. Stossen looked up at the Sky. The east was beginning to show alittle light, evento
bleary eyes. The strike force was farther west. Dawn would be nearly thirty minuteslater for them than it
would for the rest of the 13th. "And the Havocs. What's the latest from them?' Stossen grimaced
mentally. He had completely forgotten the artillery that he had sent to rendezvous with George and Echo.

"They've dl goneto cover for the day. According to Lieu-tenant Ritchey, they'rein awooded area,
cover not as good as hed likeit, but probably adequate.” No gunnery officer was ever satisfied with the
available cover. "The guns are under hest tarps. No mechanica breskdowns, no sign that the gunswere
gpotted a any time during their run.”

"How far are they from Echo and George?' Stossen knew that he should remember that bit of data, but it
just wouldn't come to mind.

"About twenty klicks" Parks said quickly. "Close enough to bring their gunsto bear inahurry in casethe
grikeforceisattacked.”

"What arewe missing, Dezo?"

Parkstook a deep breath. "We ill haven't located the troops that the Heggies moved out of Porter City.
At least five thousand, maybe twice that number. They've gone to ground somewhere, but the spyeyes
haven't been able to find them yet. Either they're somewhere we haven't looked, or they've got cover too
good for the eyesto penetrate.”

"In other words, they could hit uswith amost no warn-ing."

"It's possible. That's always been possible. But it's also possible that they're waiting to see what we do,
just making sure that they don't have al their eggsin the same basket. If they haven't spotted either
element of the strikeforce, they might keep on waiting. That could be either good news or bad.”

"What's your best guess?'



Dezo shook hishead. "1 don't know that | have one. Just no datato build an intelligent guess on. Worst
case, those troops could be sitting somewhere waiting for us to attack Porter City, waiting to pincer our
grike force the way we did the Heggies from Maison. | think that'swhat | would do under the
circumstances.”

"Areweready for that?"

It was Parkss turn to shrug. "With everything we have. Whether or not that will be enough is another
question. It depends on how hard they hit and how much warning they give us. We get the Waspsin as
quickly aspossible. If it'sjust the infantry spotted, we aso have the Havocs chimein. Then, if necessary,
we can move another company or two of infantry down as quickly aswe can get shuttlesin and
loaded—say, eighty minuteswith alittle luck." That was an overly optimistic estimate, depending on the
ships being in perfect position for immediate deployment of the shuttles, but Colond Stossen would know
that aswell as Parksdid.

Stossen rubbed at his cheeks with both hands. He needed a shave. From thefed of it, it must have been
two full days since hislast one. He could not remember. For amoment, the idea of appearing lessthan
ready for aparade distracted him, worried him. Too many years as a garrison soldier, hetold himsdf.

"It'sno good, Dezo," he said findly. "I haveto have some deep or I'll drop. Not knowing about our
relief..." Henever finished that thought. Even with apartially dissolved stimtab in hismouth, Van Stossen
fell adeep. Parks propped a pack next to the colond to keep him from falling over, then moved away. I
only he could guarantee Stossen dl the deep he needed.

By four o'clock that afternoon, Joe Baerclau could almost forget that he had hurt his ankle the night
before. There was no pain left, not even when he flexed the ankle as vigoroudly as he could. He even felt
rested, for the first time since land-ing on Porter. Doc Eddies had hit him with a deep patch, without
telling Joe what it was. That deep had lasted for four hours, but Joe had dept on naturaly, for two more
hours. He hadn't even remonstrated with Ezravery strongly for not being wakened sooner.

"I guess| did need the deep,” he conceded. "How about the others? And you?”

"Weveal had our share," Ezraassured him. "Captain put usal on one man on duty from each fire team.
| guessweredl in better shape than we've been since the first morn-ing here.”

Joe nodded, till not fully dert. "WEell probably need that before this night's over.”

He got up and stretched, then sat back down and ate amed pack. When he was finished with that, he
walked farther dong the gully to where Max Maycroft was Sitting.

"How'sthe ankle?' Max asked.
"Good as new. | miss anything important while was out?'

Max shook his head. "Well be moving shortly after sunset. | don't think we're going to wait for full dark.
Have a seat and pull out your mapboard, and I'll show you the current plan.”

Joe sat and pulled the map computer from the long pocket on the right leg of his uniform. Max took it out
and unfolded it. He dided up their current coordinates alittle more quickly than Joe would have been
ableto. Max had doneit severa times already.

"Thisisal assuming that the Heggies don't find out where we are and attack before we can get moving,”
Max said while he was adjusting the field of view on Joe's mapboard.



"First reconisout on their own. They left three hours ago. Just about full dark, they're supposed to hit the
power-collecting station here." Max pointed at a spot near the west-ernmost reaches of Porter City.
Recon types claimed that they did not need darkness to cover their movements.

"Their objectiveisto cause just enough damage to put the center off-line. Can't redly tell about them
though. They might get too eager. We don't want to bash it so bad asto inconvenience the legd residents
for any great length of time. | suppose that meansthat the Heggieswill haveit working againin afew
hours." He made a gesture of dismissa with one hand. The strikes that the Wasps had made againgt the
capita's power gtations the morning of the landing had not kept those stations off-line very long.

"Not our concern. Theideaisto get the Heggieslooking that way. As soon as we get word that the
reccers have done their job, well attack these barracks here. Supposed to be no more than six-hundred
Heggies|eft in that kaserne. The rest were part of the force that they moved out of the city. At the same
time, the Havocs are going to target these buildings here, fairly close to the center of Porter City. CIC
estimates that those buildings contain the Heggie headquarters for the entire planet. Maybe that's so.
Maybeit isn't. And maybetherell actualy be afew brass hats around their headquarters late at night.
The Wasps are going to hit severd locationsaswdll, hit and run.”

"Sounds asif you're not red thrilled about this" Joe observed.
"Between you and me?"
Joe nodded.

"I'm not. There may ill be twenty thousand or more Heggies in and around Porter City, and we don't
know when we're going to get any relief. The rest of the regiment is up on the plateau, too far away to do
usany good if we need help. We could find oursalvesin one hell of abind before morning, with no more
ammo and supplies than weve carried with us."

"I dmost wish you hadn't told me dl that," Joe said softly. He looked at the ground between hisfeet for a
moment. When helooked up at Max again, he said, "Well, they never told usit would be easy.”

"We do get in and out in any kind of order, we move west, back into this miserable country,” Max said.
"From the maps, it looks asif what we walked through last night was easy compared to some of therest.
We draw off Heggies, fine. We're supposed to keep them busy, even if we have to run our asses off to
doit."

"How long?'

"Far as| cantdl, until our relief shows up to cover our evacuation from Porter. That'sthe only red
provision the captain talked about. We have to keep an eye out for potentia LZsin case we get the
word to pull out inahurry.”

There were five buildingsin the kaserne, al two stories high. Three were of stone or brick construction,
the others had wood siding and appeared to be new, most likely built snce the Schlind takeover of
Porter. With one building at the far end of the compound, and two buildings on either Sde, theremaining
side of the rectangular compound, facing west, was open. The entire area was surrounded by razor wire,
and there was only a single gate through the perimeter, on the north side of the kaserne.

The Schlina occupying force appeared to be extremely lax in their security measures. There were no
guard towers dong the fence. Apparently, the wire was the only red defen-sive addition to the
compound. There were no aarm systems planted on the approaches to the kaserne. A recon squad went
over the areawith their detectors and without finding asingle bug that could give the garrison warning.



Nor were there mines planted to wresak their own brand of havoc on intruders. There were only three
guards posted to cover the two exposed flanks of the compound, with two more guards stationed at the
gate. None of the guards seemed to be particularly aert. Joe watched with his power binoculars asthe
guards were taken out by specidists from the recon detachment, just as the Havoc bombardment started
to hit other parts of Porter City.

Two minutes after the first Havoc rounds exploded, and ninety seconds after the Wasps started to hit
their targets, Echo and George companies moved forward to attack the barracks. George Company had
the direct assault. Three pla-toons raced across the last two-hundred meters of open ground toward the
five buildings surrounded by razor wire. The heavy weapons squads of both companieswerein position
to pour covering fireinto the buildings—Vrerch rockets and wire from their splat guns. Those marksmen
armed with Dupuy rocket rifles, commonly known as cough guns, were posted where they would do the
most good. The Dupuy fired a 12.5mm rocket-assisted round that could travel level for ranges of up to
five kilometers—though it was rare indeed for atarget to remain visible and sationary at that distance
long enough for the sniper rifleto betruly effective. Like most infantry wegpons, the Dupuy was normaly
used at much lessthan its maximum accurate range.

Therest of George Company, and thefirst two platoons of Echo, moved around to the sides of the
compound, ready to comein from those directions, or to intercept anyone trying to retreat from (or move
to) the kaserne.

The men of Echo and George were sparing of wire during the first minutes of their advance. The leading
elements man-aged to get most of the way across the two-hundred-meter open field before they were
gpotted, and even after that, most of the Accord firing came from Vrerchs and splat guns behind them.
The wire carbines were ready for use, but over and over the men had been cautioned that they weren't to
shoot until they had clear targets, or until they started taking Heggiefire.

It seemed to take forever before the Heggies did start return-ing fire in any organized fashion. The delay
may have been no more than two minutes, but that allowed much of the attacking force to get nearly to
the buildings. Sappers blew holesin the perimeter fence. Three Vrerch rockets had taken out the gate
house, the gate, and nearly ten meters of the barrier on either sde. That was the hole that the lead
elements of George Company poured through.

Findly, though, the men in the barracks did start to defend themsalves, with wire, grenades, and rockets.
Thefire started out light, ragged, but it built steadily.

What'd they have to do, find the key to the armory? Joe asked himsalf, shocked more than relieved
by the dow response.

Around on the south side of the compound, 2nd platoon had not come directly under fireyet. The early
Heggie response was dl directed toward the main part of George Company, advancing through the gap
where the main gate had been. Second platoon was no longer running. The men moved for-ward by
sguads now, one covering the other. Mostly, the men walked in a crouch, ready to dive for cover when
the enemy findly noticed them.

Joe no longer thought of the danger. He focused completely on each move, and on keeping track of his
men and their Stuations. There was smply no room left for persond fear. He did remain mindful of dl the
urgings to be sparing of ammunition, but Joe Baerclau was aways somewhat stingy of wire. His bursts
were generdly little more than a quarter second in duration, alight touch. Y ears of practice had given him
an excdlent fed for that, and he tried to restrain himslf to shooting at visible targets. Wire carbines
showed no muzzle flashes for an enemy to aim at. Joe had to ook for people, or for their heat signatures
ininfrared. With rockets and grenades exploding on both sides, that became more difficult asthefirefight



progressed.

Part of the facade of the building that 2nd platoon was mov-ing toward exploded outward. Bricks flew
dozens of meters. Smaller bits of debris showered down on the approach sol-diers. Then therest of the
wall seemed to bend outward, warping dowly. It finaly twisted with aloud wrenching noise before it
came down in gpparent dow motion. Flames were rising ingde the building, soaring from ground level
through the roof. The Schlind soldierswho had been ingde were starkly illuminated, silhouettes against
the dull orange and red flames. More than afew of the men were on fire. Those who could, jumped. The
building was only two stories high. A soldier would know that he stood a better chance of surviving
jumping from a height of seven or eight metersthan staying inside to be roasted.

Weagpons were dropped. Few of the men tried to jJump clutching their rifles. The oneswho were on fire
obvioudy had other things on their minds, but even those who jumped before the flames reached them
tended to jettison their riflesfirg, to give them both hands free for their landing.

"Comeon, let'sgo!" Max Maycroft shouted in his helmet, which gave an dmost deafening volumeto the
men of 2nd platoon.

Joe gestured the rest of his squad on.

The shouting intengfied, dmogt at that moment. There was afusillade from the largest building in the
barracks compound, returned by 2nd platoon and the other Accord men with line of sight to that
building. Menfdl, on both Sdes.

Severa Schlina rocket grenades exploded nearly at once in the open. Joe happened to be looking past
Max Maycroft when the platoon sergeant was hit by one of the rockets, right about on his|eft collarbone.
The grenade exploded.

And S0, in effect, did the platoon sergeant.
CHAPTER 11

The five remaining Havocs of Basset Battery had al refueled before dawn. Their support
vehicdles—normally, one unarmored truck carried supplies, principaly ammunition and fud, for two guns,
aswael as mechanics and their tools—had moved with them. Now, the support vehicles, and the security
detachment who rode with them, were dl concealed at some distance from the Havocs, farther from
Porter City, ready to either move forward to replenish the gunsagain, or to cut and run if that became
necessary. Thetrucks, unburdened by armor or the weight of the large guns, were capable of speeds
nearly double those of the Havocs.

Naturally, the maintenance vehicles were on the same radio net as the Havocs. Most of the crews
listened primarily to "their" two guns. Familiarity made that an amost unconscious process of selection.
The technical support crews came to recognize the voices of the men in their Havocs, even under the
most extreme conditions. Once the shelling of Porter City Started, engines were lft running in the vans.
The crewswerein place, and the troops whose job it was to defend them were close enough to hop
aboard in case ahasty move became necessary—in either direction. They had alot to listen to.

"Get usout of here. Quick!" Gunnery Sergeant Ponks shouted. " Course two-six-five."

Simon Kilgore didn't wait for an explanation. Basset two veered sharply |eft, accelerating before the turn
was complete. Two saplings were crushed by the right tread. Inside the gun carriage, the trees went
unnoticed. Basset two wastoo far from Porter City to be in range of any enemy Novatanks, but there
was incoming fire



"Musgt be afighter,” Ponks said, ill shouting into his micro-phone. "Two rockets.”

No one questioned how they had managed to escape being hit by one, let donetwo missiles. If they had
truly been spotted by an enemy plane, only the wildest luck could have saved them. No one counted on
that luck holding through the next launch of rockets.

"Why ain't it on the scope?' Simon demanded. "Not ahint.” Up close, within easy misslerange, the
stedlth cagpabiilities of afighter—Accord or Hegemony—wouldn't be enough to hide the plane
completely.

"What wasthe angle?' Karl Mennem asked, shouting asloudly asthe others. "Maybe it was amudder.”

"Looked high, but I'm not positive,” Ponks admitted. "Mudder, that'd explain the misses, maybe" Evena
wire-controlled rocket could be aimed badly. Ponks hit the scan control on the outside cameras, wishing
that there were more eyes. Something in the air, or someone on the ground? On the ground, aman with a
rocket tube would need to be alot closer to have agood shot. Intheair...

"Incoming!" Kilgore shouted as he reversed direction on one tread to dew the tank around to theright.

There could have been no more than one and ahaf seconds warning, but it was long enough for each
man in the Havoc to note severd distinct events—the jerk of the vehicle asit continued to twist around,
the sharp link, tink, link of asmal piece of meta bouncing around in the forward compartment, and then
the redlization of what was about to happen—before the crushing sounds of meta and explosives erupted
asthe wire-guided rocket dammed into the thin fender over the sprocketed drive whed on the rear right
of the Havoc. The Havoc tilted up, away from the blast. The noise inside the crew compartments was
beyond deafening. For an instant stretching toward infinity by echoes, the din was pardytic.

Eustace screeched, "Bail out!" but none of the others could hear him. He couldn't hear himself even. It
would be along while before any of them would hear normdly again, if they survived.

No oneredly needed the order in any case. As soon as the crewmen found some return of coordination,
their hands reached for the latches that would give them an escape route. Though rationd thought was
nearly impossible, their training had been thorough enough for each man to know what to do. If they
could get out of the Havoc quickly, they might have a chance. The rocket had exploded low, but near
the ammunition stores. The wall between ammunition and crew was armored better than any other part of
the Havoc, and the compartment was designed so that the bulk of any explosion there would vent up and
back, away from the crew. But if the gun'sammunition rack did explode, there till might be afireball
within the compartments, and if that happened, none of them would escape, or leave remainsthat could
beidentified.

Simon did think to kill the engines. That too was reflex, honed by hundreds of hours of drill.

The four men scrambled out of the hatches. Luckily, and because of exemplary engineering and
construction, none of the hatches had been jammed by the blast. The men scarcely breathed asthey
scurried to escape. Each mind held an image of thefireball it expected. A second, two seconds. there
might be no more time than that. The men jumped from the deck of the Havoc and ran straight away
from it, not taking any thought to where the others might be headed, ready to dive forward at thefirst hint
of light from the next explosion.

That second explosion did not come.

Forty meters from Basset two, Eustace findly collapsed, too out of breath to go another step. He fdll
forward, gasping for air. There was adelay before his mind was able to start think-ing rationally. There



had been no secondary explosion. The ammunition rack had not gone up. But somewhere, perhaps very
close, therewas at |east one Schlind soldier, perhaps many of them.

Ponks forced his mouth shut and worked to keep hislabored breath muted. The danger was far from
over. It might only be beginning. Herolled to the side, anxious to move from where he had been. He
gtarted looking for cover, or for any hint of an enemy approaching to finish him off.

He could see very little. Havoc crewmen didn't wear the same battle helmets that their infantry comrades
did, helmets with built-in night-vison systems. The Havocs opticstook care of that. Nestled insde their
metal and composite compart-ments, the crew used periscopes and video camerasto do their seeing for
them, with greater acuity in any light than mere eyes could ever know. The helmet that the crewmen wore
was more for sound insulation than for protection or for data readouts. It had radios, but no fancy optics
adl.

Eustace lifted his head dowly, afew millimeters at atime, scanning asfar as he could to either side,
looking for any hint of movement. Therewaslittle resdud fireto aid vison. The Havoc itself scarcdy
looked damaged in the starlight. The crumpled rear fender was al that Ponks could see from his position.

"Simon? Karl? Immy?' Ponks whispered the names, hoping that his helmet radio till worked.

One by one, and quite dowly, each of the othersreplied. At first, each spoke on asingle word, hisown
name, just to let the chief know he was alive. Besides, no one had spare bregth |eft for anything beyond a
singleword. At least, the responses sounded like whispersto Eustace, dmost lost amid the ringing he felt
inhisears.

Ponks crawled farther away from where he had first dropped, moving very cautiously, concerned more
to keep his silence than to make any great distance. He went only a couple of body lengths before he
stopped and whispered into his microphone again.

"Stay quiet, and stay down. There's got to be Heggies around.”" He paused, trying to hear something in
the night besidesthe ringing in his ears. That was|ess severe than it had been before, but he knew that it
would beimpossiblefor him to hear very smdl sounds around him—for an indefinite time. Too long.
"Anyone hurt bad?'

Therewas no answer, no claim of injuries.

"Anyone see any Heggies, any sgn at dl?' Ponks asked next. "That must have been a shoulder-fired
rocket that got us.”

"I don't see anything," Kilgore said. Hiswhisper sounded particularly raspy. "Don't hear anything that
sounds like peo-ple ether.”

The others added their own negatives, moretersely.
"Don't look like the old girl's hurt too bad,” Simon said amoment later.

"No timeto worry about that now," Ponks replied. "We might still have company. Everybody stay put
until we get helpin.”

With hardly apause, Ponks said, "Rosey? Y ou copying any of this?' Rosey—Technical Sergeant Rositto
Bianco—wasthe chief of their support crew.

"Weve got alock on your position, Gunny," Rosey replied. "Were dready highbalin' it your way."



"Be careful, bogeys around,” Ponks said.

"So | gathered. Just don't get your butts shot off till we get there. Weve got six zippers and asplat gun.
Well take care of anything wefind. And if we can't, theré'sapair of Wasps amost on top of you now.
Y ou see anything fore we get there, give the sky-guys ashout.”

"Looks like the gun might be salvagesble,” Ponks said, alittle doubtful. He couldn't see enough of Basset
two to say that with any confidence. Still, it hadn't been destroyed out-right, and under garrison
conditionsit might easily berepair-able... but inthefield, far from most of the 13th? He doubted that
they would have time to do much work. The damage under the bent skirt might be too extensive for
anything lessthan afull shop.

"I'll eyebdl it when we get there," Rosey said. "Just remem-ber, agun can bereplaced alot easier thana
head. So keep it down.”

Damnright, I'll keep it down, Ponks thought. He reached down aong his side and did his pistol from
its holster. There was no room for Armanoc zippersin aHavoc. The only per-sona wegpon that agun
bunny carried was a Depliht Mark V11 RA semiautomatic pistol. The RA stood for rocket-assisted. The
Mark VI fired a 7mm projectile on a 12.5mm base, a shorter version of the round that the Dupuy cough
gun used. As soon asthe dug cleared the barrel, the rocket ignited and burned long enough to double the
muzzle vel ocity—about the time it took to travel ten meters. Since most pistol work took place at less
than ten meters, the explosive, needle-nosed pro-jectile would usualy il be accelerating when it hit its
target. That close, body armor did not prevent deep penetration. Any torso hit had a good chance of
being lethd.

Ponkslooked around with different objectives now, trying to estimate where the rocket that had stopped
the Fat Turtle had come from. After amoment he had to concede that he had absolutely noidea. The
way that Simon had dewed the Havoc around in hisfutile attempt to avoid the rocket, and the way
Eustace had run and rolled escaping, madeit impossible for him to even hazard a guess. The enemy who
had stopped Basset two might be anywhere.

An itch started on the back of Ponks's neck. He resisted the urge to make a sudden move, but he had to
look behind him. He did dowly, crabbing around to look al of the way behind him, pausing after every
move, scanning the night with eyes and ears. He kept his head down, the chin strap of his helmet touching
the ground. With his eyes no more than fifteen centimeters off of the dirt, hisview was extremdy limited,
and therewas il adight sense of ahollow ringing in his ears, uncomfortable, and enough to blanket al
but the most blatant of sounds.

Where are you? he asked silently. / want you before you get me or any of my men.

For the moment the only shooting was coming from the Accord forces surrounding the barracks
buildings. Joe looked around quickly, surprised. They can't all be dead in there, hetold himsdf. No
ammunition? Or are they just waiting to sucker usin?

"Ceasefirel"” Theorder came directly from Captain Ingels, over the al-hands circuit. " Save your wire
until you can seeatarget.”

The silence that came was not complete. The fires started by the rockets were making crackling noises.
Part of the one building was till afire. Something insde—most likely arock-et, or a crate of
them—cooked off with anoisy bang. There was till no shooting from insde any of the buildings.

Joe looked over toward where Max Maycroft had died. He didn't go to him. Even from adistance, it
seemed clear that there would be nothing recognizable left—nothing Joe wanted to see. Max was gone.



Joe'sjaw worked, asif by itsown volition. Max gone? It wasimpossble, yet, to think of life without
Max.

Joe blinked severd times, then took a deep breath and looked toward the building again, at the hole
where the wall had exploded outward. Even after that, there had been shooting coming from the upper
story. That had stopped quickly enough though as the men in there had jumped for whatever chance of
safety they saw. The next building over, amate to the one that had burned, had asmdler holeinthewall.
There till had to be enemy soldiersin that barracks.

"Baerdau.”
"Yes, Lieutenant?' Joe replied over the same channdl.
"Y ou're platoon sergeant now," Lieutenant Keye said.

Joe hesitated before he said, "Yes, sr." He hadn't pro-gressed to thinking about that yet. He wasthe
senior squad leader in 2nd platoon, so the shift in duties was automeatic. But the job might not last for
long. Keye didn't have the authority to make a permanent promotion, and Captain Ingels might decideto
shuffle someonein from one of the other platoons, but even if he did, that would not happen in the middle
of afight, probably not until they got back to the rest of the 13th, up on the plateau—or even back on the

ships

"Lieutenant?’ Joe said after another pause.

"What?"

"Thereare dtill Heggiesin those buildings”

"I know. Captain hasn't decided how we're going to handle thisyet.”

"A few Vrerchstotidy thingsup?' Joe suggested.

"I doubt it, but then, it'snot my call,” Keye said. After ashort pause, he said, " Spooky, isn't it?!
"Maybethey're trying to find achannd to surrender over.”

"Or they're hoping for reinforcements. Keep your eyes peded. I've got to talk to the captain.”

Tanks or infantry? Joe wondered. Or air? The Schlinal garrison ought to have plenty of all three
available, and not very far away, Joe thought. He didn't have long to ponder the possibilities. Keye
was back on the channd too quickly.

"Let'smove, Joe," Keyesaid. "We get up and art forward again, for the building on the right. See what
kind of reaction we get."

"Y ou mean seeif we get our asses shot off?" Joe said as he stuck afull spool of wireinto his carbine. He
saved the old spool. There were still afew meters of wire on that, and every centimeter of wire might be
important before this campaign ended.

"Better not be your ass they get," Keyesaid.

Joe switched to the platoon command channel and ordered the men up. More from habit than anything
else, Joe led the way with firgt squad. Lieutenant Keye had joined them by that time. He did not suggest
any different dignment, and he stayed with the squad.



Hilo Keyewas old for alieutenant. In garrison, he often drew stares from officers and men who did not
know his history. Pagt thirty when he joined the Accord Defense Force as an enlisted man, he had served
in the ranksfor nearly three years before being tapped for officer candidate school. He knew the work
from both ends. He would not stay ajunior lieutenant for long. It was an open secret in the 13th that Hilo
Keyewas dated for the fast track. He had the rare combination of extreme intelligence, aremarkable
knack for the work, and well-placed relatives. He would rise at |east asfar as major before hislack of a
military academy degree might dow his progress. If he lived that long. The doubt there had nothing to do
with hisage, just with the fact of the war. Away from the risks of combat, aman could look forward to
reaching, or surpassing, the age of 140.

Second platoon advanced nearly haf the remaining distance to the building next to the burned-out shell
before the Schlinal forces sarted firing again. Thistime, the gunfire was sporadic, uncoordinated.

"Get tothewadl," Keye ordered. "That'll give us some cover.”

Joe'singtinct wasto run asfast as he could for the partia shelter of the building'swall, and the
rubble—most of that from the neighboring barracks—that was scattered in front of it, but he checked his
speed enough to look around to see how the men of his squad, and the rest of the platoon, were faring.

There waslittle sense of interva now. Everyone was anxiousto get out of the open asfast as humanly
possible. Speed was more of an aly than spacing now.

The chaos was |ess complete than it gppeared. Second pla-toon was not smply running blindly into
enemy fire. They were getting covering fire from behind them, and even from across the compound, from
those troops of George Company who could bring their weaponsto bear. And 2nd platoon did move by
squads, if with less precision than in other circum-stances.

Getting inside one building of the compound appeared to be the key to clearing up the entire kaserne.
They could work from one building to another, limiting their exposure to outsde fire. Of course, that kind
of fighting—aroom-by-room hunt for the enemy—could be the most deadly sort. There was amoment
of truth entering each room, amoment of total exposure to whoever or whatever might beinsde, an
ingtant of vulnerability that could be minimized, but never eiminated. The platoon's grenades would not
last forever, and even the explosion of agrenade or two ingde aroom did not aways guarantee the
eimination of dl enemieswithin.

Lieutenant Keye kept his pace even dower than Joe's. He let nearly al of the platoon move past him
while he kept his head up and turning to watch for any threat to them. Keye aso kept hisrifle up, and he
fired short burdts, trying to do as much good as he could with the weapon. He was an expert marksman
when hetook the timeto aim, but there were still few visible targets. Hilo Keye was not fearless. He had
written hiswill long ago, and before every battle, he gave his soul over to the God he prayed to regularly.
When histime came, he believed that he would be prepared. In the meantime, he had sworn an oath, and
he meant to keep it as honestly as he could.

The panes had long since been shattered or blown out of dl of the windows in the barracks buildings.
When Joe reached the wall, he tossed a grenade through the nearest opening, then ducked to the side.
As soon as the grenade exploded, he twisted around with his carbine's muzzle moving into the opening.
Hedid not fire though. Even through the blue-gray smoke, he could see that there were no living enemies
intheroom.

"Indde" he ordered first squad. "Lieutenant!"

"Gofor it," Keye ordered over ther circuit. "Cover the hallway insgde and I'll funnel the rest of the
platoon through to you."



Joe backed off two steps, then ran forward and went through the window headfirst, grabbing the sill with
one hand in an attempt to right himself. It was afar from perfect stunt. He landed off balance and went
forward onto his knees with considerably more force than he had intended. Thefirgt fire team camein the
window behind him, quickly but with more care. While the men were coming in, Joe did aquick check of
the three bodiesin the room to make certain that they were out of action. Then he went to the interior
doorway. The door was missing. He pressed himself against the wall next to the opening, carefully edging
around the doorpost to look down the hallway. Once he was certain that there were no Heggiesin sight,
he got ready to jump to the other side of the doorway, to look back in the other direction, but Mort
Jaiffer moved into position therefirgt.

"I'll doiit, Sarge," Mort said.
Mort was as careful as Joe had been, but there were no enemy soldiersvisiblein that direction either.

"Secure the corridor,” Joe said, waving the rest of the squad through. " Seeif you can find an outside
door, or abigger hole than that window. Should be down to the left,” he told Ezraas the second fire
team got ready to move out into the corridor. "It take al night to get the platoon in through one
window."

He heard the ghrill yipping of wire guns being fired some-where ingde the building, off to theleft, he
thought, where he expected the outside door to be. He took a quick ook that way. Mort and Al were at
the end of the corridor, their rifles aimed upward, apparently at something or someone up aflight of
dairs.

The platoon’s second squad was coming through the win-dow finaly, so Joe moved down the hall
toward Mort and Al. They noted his approach but kept their eyes on the highest steps they could see
from their positions. There was alanding, nine steps up, and the men at the bottom couldn't see around
the corner.

"l saw someone, going up,” Mort said. "Didn't get him."

"He shoot back?" Joe asked.

"He shot, but nothing came near us," Al said. "I don't think he was expecting us."

Joe cdled therest of first squad to him. "WEell do thisright,” he told the two who were there aready.
"We got to go up there?' Al asked.

"Yes" Joesad. Be easier to just blow the building up, but I guess we can't do that now, he thought.

"Mort, Kam. You're up first." Switching to aprivate chan-ndl, Joe added, "Just like adrill, Kam, except
thisisfor red. Be careful. I'll say close.”

Goff looked at him and nodded. Joe couldn't see the rooki€'s eyes through hisvisor, but he pictured them
wide open, halfway between shock and wonder.

Mort moved up the stairsfirst. Kam stayed two steps below him, hisrifle pointed at the highest point he
could find. If an enemy gun showed at the landing, Kam would have only afraction of a second, with
luck, to get hisown zipper into action firgt. If a grenade came bouncing down the steps, there would be
little either of them could do but go flat and hopefor amiracle.

Joe waited for Mort and Kam to get to the landing and look around the corner. Then he and Al followed
them up, keeping the interva. They waited at the landing until the first pair got to the top of the sairs.



Ezraand the second fire team waited at the bottom of the stairs until Joe and Al reached the landing, then
they hurried up to that point. Joe and Al went halfway up the second section of the Sair-way.

Just like a drill. An enemy might get one or two men on the point, but there would dways be someone
el se close enough to return the compliment, and then some.

By thetime the rest of the squad got into position, Mort and Kam were a the top of the stairwell, at the
door leading out into the main corridor on that level. Therewas till adoor in place. Behind the two men,
part of the exterior wall was missing. The stairwell was right at the edge of an areathat had been opened
up by an RPG.

"Thisisthetough part,” Mort whispered over thelink to Joe.
"Wait up," Joesad. "Wait till weredl in position.”

Mort and Kam were both lying on the top stairs, only their heads and shoulders and rifles above the leve
of the second-story floor. Mort was on theleft. The muzzle of hisrifle waswithin acouple of centimeters
of the closed door.

The second we open that door, all hell is going to break loose, Joe thought, knowing that there was
still no other way. Closed door. It looked to be afire door, heavy—amost asif there were alayer of
tank armor there. Joe guessed that the door would stop anything short of a Vrerch rocket. The door
opened outward, toward the stairs. Joe went up onto the landing and stood behind the door, his back
agang thewal a itssde.

Trusting more to hand signs than even the secure radio links they shared, Joe showed the otherswhat he
wanted to do.

"No usewaiting for sunrise," Joe muttered findly. He sucked in adeep breath. "Now!"

Joe yanked the door open and used it to shelter his body, hoping that he was right about the strength of
its construction. As soon as there was an opening, Mort started shooting out into the corridor, Kam
tossed out agrenade, aiming it in the other direction, then pulled back. Joe pushed againgt the door,
putting hisweight against the power of the hydraulic rod that was intended to close the door dowly.

When the grenade exploded, the shock pushed the door back against Joe, but not with enough force to
do any harm. He yanked on the knob again, opening it wide thistime. Mort moved forward, dropping to
his hands and knees as he threw himsalf out into the corridor. He dropped and rolled across the floor and
cameinto apronefiring pogtion asif that were the most naturad maneuver in the galaxy.

Kam was more awkward going out to cover the corridor in the other direction. He dipped and fell
forward hard, but he caught himsalf on hisforearms and hands and was only afraction of a second
dower than Mort in getting hisrifle up into firing position. Both men sprayed short bursts toward their
respective ends of the hallway, and while they were firing, Joe and Al moved out into the corridor with
them, going only to their knees. Joe was behind Kam, and Al was behind Mort. With four rifles, they
could hope to meet any weapon that might come out of any of the doorways that lined the hal in both
directions.

Ezra brought his men up and out then. Joe assigned one fire team to move in each direction. Therewere
eight doorways, other than the one that led to the sairs, on that level. They had to check every room,
clear every room.

CHAPTER 12



Eustace Ponks was beginning to fed dmaost comfortable dithering dong on hisbelly. He was nearly able
to for-get that thiswas adeadly serious affair. Almost. Nearly. A continuing pressure againgt histemples
and the hollow ringing in his ears helped to isolate his thoughts. Childhood memories touched at the edge
of his awareness, games played with his two brothers and with the other children who lived in the
neighborhood—neighborhood: an area perhaps as much as three kilometersin radius, homesteads had
been somewhat i solated where Eustace grew up. Eustace and his friends and brothers had played at
soldier quite frequently. Both brothers were adso in the Accord Defense Forces. Ellis was a navigator
aboard atransport. Ekko was an el ectronics techni-cian, maintaining computers at one of the home ports
of thefleet. Playing soldier askids, the greatest triumph of al had been to sneak up on one of hismates
and "count coup,” get close enough to be ableto claim akill," or just to scare the daylights out of the
victim. Everyone—everyone e se—would get atremendous laugh out of that.

Now, he couldn't just yell "Boo!" or go "Zap! Zap! Y ou'redead.” Thiswasred. The winner would live.
Theloser would die.

It must be just one Heggie, Ponkstold himsdlf. It made no sense, but he hoped there was only one,
some luckless sap who somehow had managed to get separated from his unit. A man who could do that
might get cardless at the wrong time, like now. Although Eustace was |ooking for reassurance, he didn't
take his own thoughts too seriously. He would not close off options, would not assumethat it had to be
merely one man. There might be adozen of them. But no matter how farfetched it sounded, or how many
times he warned himsalf to expect the worse, he came back to thinking that there must only be one
man—two at the most. If there were more Heggies, they would be bolder, he thought. They would be on
the prowl, looking to finish the job they had started when they disabled Basset two.

Eustace stopped moving and lay in what was as close to absolute silence as he could get. He held his
breath for aslong as he could, and even closed his eyesfor amoment, asif that might sharpen his
hearing. Theringing in hisearswas no longer a strident blanket over dl other sound, but therewas lill...
amogt ahallowness, avoid that might conced the minima sounds he might need in order to find the
enemy— before they found him. Eustace had no night-vision visor to hishelmet. Seeing: that advantage
would belong to the Heggie. Eustace had to look for his edge with the other extended sense, hearing...
and his hearing remained questionable. Eustace's hearing was far from perfect under the best of
conditions. In cer-tain frequencies, he was more than half deaf from hisyearsin the artillery. Background
noise would blank those frequencies out completely. Againgt silence, it was never that bad. Still, after that
explosion... he couldn't be sure yet what additiona damage his hearing had suffered. The sounds he was
listening for might be there, and he might not be able to hear them.

He strained againgt the moment when he would finally have to suck in air, hoping to get some clueto the
position of hisenemy first. Now that he had had some timeto think, Eustace did have some ideawhere
his own crewmen had to be. Though he had no helmet display to draw on, he thought that he had
worked out gpproximately where they would be found. He could see the outline of the Fat Turtlein his
mind. He knew where the other hatches were, and the most likely angle for each man to run as he got
down. They had done quite afew evacuation drillsin training, and everyone got into habits, patterns.

Findly, Eustace could hold his breath no longer. It was dmost impossible to take a breath quietly after
holding it for so long, but he did the best he could. Then he took two more breaths, less frantic. Then he
held it again. Maybe this time he would hear something. With every minute that passed, his hearing
should beimproving, recovering from the transitory effects of the blast.

At firgt, he fill heard nothing that was not obvioudy natu-ra. Then, dmost at the point when he would
have to take another breath, there wasjust the lightest rustle. If he had been concentrating any less,
Eustace might not even have noticed it, or might have written it off without thought as anormal



background noise. But there wasthat dight rustle, not of grass or leavesin thewind, but more of cloth
againg doth.

And he had the direction, or thought he did. The sound had come from farther away from the Havoc, far
from where any of hisown men might be.

/ guess I've got some hearing left after all, Eustace thought.

He started crawling again, more dowly than ever. He stopped to listen after each twenty or thirty
centimeters, waiting for arepesat of the sound. After creeping atota of about three meters, he went
absolutdly il again, looking in the direction of the dight noise he had heard—perhaps ten minutes
before.

Thistime, the wait was shorter. Again, he heard no more than the dightest noise—a breath thistime, too
much air sucked in at once, close enough that Eustace was able to tell amost precisdly whereit had
come from, distance aswell asdirection. There wasalump on the low horizon, just in front of him. The
soldier lying there—not five meters away—was looking off toward Eustace'sright, at an angle.

Now, isit an enemy or one of my own men? Eustace asked himsdf. Though he thought that the figure
had to be aHeggie, the question was inescapable. A mistake was unthinkable.

The helmet? Eustace Sared, trying to determineif the figure on the ground in front of him wore an
Accord gunner's hemet or an infantry helmet. The only sureway to tell that in the dark would be to spot
avisor—which artillery helmets did not have in the ADF—and that would be difficult if Schlinal hemets
were as nonreflective as those the Accord infantry used.

Move, you bastard! Eustace thought, trying to force the figure to move by sheer willpower. But the
figure on the ground did not lift hishead or turn it enough to give Eustace a better view of the front of the
hemet.

Eustace was too near to risk caling his crew over his hemet radio. This near apotential enemy, evena
whisper would give him away. A millimeter a atime, he brought his pistal into position, ready for ashot
the ingtant he was certain of histarget. The matte-black finish of the gun would not reflect anything. There
would be no way anyone would see the gun until the flash of a shot.

How's your patience? Eustace only thought the question he directed toward the figure lying on the
ground infront of him. / bet | can outwait you.

He had to.

It might have taken another ten minutes. Eustace could not check the time and he did not trust the
estimates his mind waf-fled over. Something just short of eternity. There was Smply no way to be
objective about that under the circumstances.

But the head did move eventudly. It raised up, no more than five centimeters. That was enough. The
slhouette Eustace saw was a helmet with aface visor, and that meant that it was not Simon, Karl, or
Jmmy. Anyone else had to be an enemy.

Eustace fired once, at the line where the helmet met the body. The noise of the shot startled Eustace,
even though he was expecting it. But the shot was accurate. Thefigurein the dark jerked back and up as
the RA projectile hit bone and exploded. Eustace had dready fired again by then. The figure jerked once
more, twisting halfway toitsleft. The entire head seemed to fly off of the shoulders. Then the body fell flat
again and was dill.



"Eudlace?"

"Yeah, Simon," Ponksreplied. "I got one. | think that'sall thereis, but there's no way to be sure. Karl?
Jmmy?Y ou both there?'

He was relieved to hear both men reply.

"Y ou see the gun flash?' Eustace asked next. "Move toward it. Be careful though, just in case there's
more of 'em. I'll double-check the Heggie | got and make sure he'sredly donefor.” There waslittle
question about that. Without a head, the man had to be dead.

Kam Goff wasin acorner of the room, puking again. He had started retching so hard that he was unable
to stay on hisfeet even. He was down on his knees, the top of his head pressed against the corner. There
was no longer anything to come out, but he couldn't control the heaving spasms. Joe Baerclau stood by
the door, not looking at Goff, but staying close. Therest of the squad was € sewhere on the second floor
of the building, away from this scene. The room Joe and Kam were in was on the far side of the building
from the continuing action. Joe was not particularly concerned with stray fire. That would have alot of
concrete and stone to go through to get to them.

/ don't think you're gonna last in this business, kid, Joe thought. The shake of his head was dmost
unnoticeable. He could picture avariety of sequels. Goff might make afoolish move and get himsdlf
killed. He might smply go to pieces and haveto beinvaided out for mental problems. Or he might
swalow hiszipper—xkill himsdf.

Until Goff could be moved back up to the ships, Joe knew that he would have to continue to pay specia
attention to the rookie, just to keep him aive until he could get help. The therapists that the ADF had
were supposed to be good.

The building was secure. Therest of the buildings in the kaserne would soon be taken or destroyed. The
heavy weapons squads of the two companies were pouring rocket and grenade fireinto the three
remaining buildings now. There would be no more room-to-room hunts. Twenty prisoners had been
taken in this one building, and another thirty Heggieskilled, in a barracks that appeared to have been
home to more than three hundred. Prisoners were a problem on amission like this one. They could not
samply bekilled out of hand, but they would be an imposs ble handicap once the strike force | eft the city
and tried to remain undercover, intact, in the broken country west of town.

Joe thought that he could guess what Captain Ingels would do. The prisoners had dl been disarmed and
had their radios and body armor removed aready. Once George and Echo companies got far enough
away from the city, the prisoners would be turned loose to make their way back to their own people the
best they could. The captain might even be creative enough to have their boots taken from them to dow
them down. With any luck, that would keep them out of action for severa days—finding their way home,
and then recovering from along hike with little water and no food.

It might be stretching decency, but it was more humane than shooting them.

"Takeit easy, Kam," Joe said when Goff's retching eased off for aminute. "Take a couple of deep
breaths, then wash your mouth out. It's over for now."

"Won't nothin' take the taste of thisaway, Sarge," Goff said, hisvoice weak. He did not turn to look at
Joe, but he did lift his head up off of the wall. Joe watched while Goff followed hisingtructions. Kam
rinsed his mouth out and spat the water on the floor. Twice. Then he took a short swallow.

"Timeto get up and get amove on,” Joe said. "Sounds like the fight's over outside. Well be moving out



soon.” There was no harshnessin hisvoice. Thiswastoo seriousfor drill instructor tactics. Joe rather
liked Goff. It was too bad that the rookie seemed to be totaly unfit for thiswork—too bad for Goff as
well asfor the squad, the platoon. But some people smply had no business being soldiers.

Goff got to hisfeet dowly, using his carbine asacrutch.

"I've turned out to be atotd waste," Goff said when hefinaly turned around. Hisface was so pae that
Joe wondered, briefly, if he might pass out. Kam did not lift his eyesto meet Baerclau's gaze. He bent
over to reach for hishelmet. It had rolled away from him, and away from the pool of thin vomit in the
corner.

"l just can't hack it, Sarge. | try, but..."

"Some people can't,” Joe said. He couldn't lie, not about that. "Thereés no shameinit. Let'sjust get
through thismis-sion, kid. Y ou'll be okay then. They got folks to help people, back up on the ship.”

"l should live so long." Now, findly, Goff raised hishead so he was |ooking straight at the sergeant.

"Don't give up on yoursaf. Youll makeit if you just hang in there. Remember, it's never until after the
shit isover that you react. Not until it's over. That'sdl that'simportant.”

It was important. Joe knew that, but he was far from sure that he could find away to convince a
mixed-up rookie. That could be even more important, vital.

Before either man found anything else to say, there was an explosion that they could not ignore, ablast so
massive that it shook the building and precluded any immediate possibility of conversation.

"Secondary exploson,” Joe said, knowing that it was unlikdly that Goff would hear. "Fire must have
reached the arsendl .

After the echoes started to fade, he said, "Put your helmet on. Let's go see what's happened.”

Fires had spread beyond the barracks compound, blown by a strengthening west wind. Therewerea
few dozen civil-ians running about in the distance, trying to organize the locd fire brigade to contain the
flames before they could get completely out of hand. There seemed to be only asmall areaof buildings
clustered close enough together beyond the kaserne fence for the flames to spread to. Porter City was,
for the most part, asprawling city with plenty of open spaces. Where the homes of local citizenswere,
starting perhaps a half kilometer from the east Side of the kaserne, the homes were set off in the middle of
large waled-in grounds. The walls surrounding those haciendas were of stone or pseudo-adobe for the
most part. They would never burn, and the distance between perimeter walls and houses was generdly
enough to isolate the residences from the flames, even in amoderate breeze.

By the time Joe Baerclau led hismen out of the building they had taken, the two nearest of the other
barracks had been amost completely consumed by flames. What had not been leveled by the initial
explosonswas fully engulfed in flames. The rest of the buildingsin the compound were dl onfire. And
over aspace of ahundred meters, two buildings beyond the fence had aso started to burn. Those
buildings were wood frame, astyle primarily found on the less popul ous colony worlds.

On the paradefield in the center of the kaserne, the men of tjeorge and Echo companies had marshaed
their prisoners and relieved them of wegpons and radios. The recon platoons were set out around the
areato provide early warning of any new enemy movement. Captain Ingels could not lose sight of the
fact that his men were outnumbered by ahopelessfactor if the Schlind garrison brought dl of itsloca
resources to bear against them. This kaserne was one of many in Porter City, and not the largest.



Ingels and Lieutenant Vickers of George Company took time for aface-to-face meeting with their first
sergeants and executive officers.

"Weve done what we camefor,” Ingessad. "It'stimeto get the hell out of here before the enemy
regroups and comes after usin force."

"Back into the boonies?' Vickers asked.

Ingels nodded. "1t would be nice to smply head back the way we came—wed know that we had good
cover and dl the ret—but the Heggies might figure that out too easily. So we head south, then turn west
once we've put afew klicks behind us”

"That puts us farther from Wasp cover, Sr,” First Sergeant 1z Walker said. "Even here, those Wasps
don't have much timeto give the Heggies hell before they have to head back to the plateau for fresh
batteries. Much farther off and they won't be ableto help usat al."

"The Schlind commander has probably caculated exactly how much time the Wasps can spend here by
now," Vickerssaid. "Hell probably expect usto head toward the plateau to take advantage of our air
cover. He might even decide to dip troops in west or northwest of here to ambush us." Vickerslooked
to Ingelsto make sure that his evaluation was the same as the captain's.

Ingels nodded again. "He could put usin the middle that way, cut us off completdly... if weweregoing
that way." He shrugged. "Or he might actudly guess our plans. It'sagamble either way. Once weve put
alittle distance behind us, we may be able to bend around to the north." He shrugged again; the gesture
cametoo easly. "Or we may get ingtructionsto go even farther in the other direction to spread the
Heggies out more. Or in case we get our recal.”

"l have asuggestion, sir,” Waker said.

Ingelsfaced him squarely. He was too good a commander not to listen serioudy to the suggestions of his
first sergeant.

"The weapons and wire weve taken off the Heggies. | think we should cart it dl off with us. This safari
takes much longer, we could run completely dry of ammo for our zippers. The Schlind wirewon't fit the
Armanocs, so we'd need their riflesaswdll.”

"Our people going to have any trouble using the enemy rifles?’ Ingels asked.

"Very little" Waker said. "Their am might be off atad, but the Schlina weagpons aren't so very much
different from ours—not to operate, at least.”

"Okay, good idea. Well do that. Too bad we couldn't lib-erate some food as well.”

- "It appearsthat their food storeswent up in that blast,” Walker said. "1 had men ook in the one building
we captured more or lessintact.”

"What are our casudties?' Ingels asked.

"Too heavy," Waker said, looking to Vickers before he looked at his own commander again. "The count
isn't final yet. | haven't heard from either of the recon platoons, and there are till afew of our own
platoons, in both companies, that haven't given ustheir figures. But, so far, the count is seventeen dead
and thirty wounded. Maybe a haf dozen of the wounded aren't going to be able to walk out on their
own. They'll haveto be carried. We gonna be able to get in medevac for ‘em, sir?”’



"Weregoing to try, if the Heggies give us alittle breathing space. But it may be morning before we can
get ashuttlein. Maybe late morning. Anybody hurt too bad to hold on that long?"

"Not that | know of, ar,” Waker said.
"We have a count on prisoners?’ was Ingelss next ques-tion.

"Roughly 130," Walker said. "Cdl it twenty lessif we leave behind the ones that are wounded badly
enough that they won't be any use to the enemy for the next few days.”

"Weleave them behind, dl enemy wounded," Ingels said without hesitation. "Were not equipped to dedl
with our own casudties, let donethers. Well leave them here where the Heggies can find them. Give
them what first aid we can, of course.”

"Medicsve been workin' on ‘em right along, sir. Y ou know that.”

"I know." Ingdsturned through acomplete circle, looking around. "I want to move away from here as
soon as possible, 1zzy. Weve been here too long now."

"Aye, Sr. Lookslike were about ready.”
"Form them up. The recon platoonswill cover our with-drawal, then follow on as quickly asthey can.”

Eustace Ponks helped Rosey Bianco work at repairing Bas-set two. The damage was surprisingly minor
for theforce of the explosion—for acrew of mechanicsworking in afully equipped shop with the proper
tools and parts—but it was quite ajob for field conditions a night, with the possibility of enemy
interference a any minute,

More than the fender had been crumpled. The drive whed's mounting had been bent, and there was also
damage to some of the linkage for two of the deepers—whedl s that were merely there to keep the tread
in place, not to driveit. The tread itsalf was damaged; three sections had to be replaced. Every Havoc
carried astock of extratread links though. That was amost routine maintenance. Before they could
repair the damaged drive whedl mounting, ashort axle connected to the drive shaft for the starboard
engine, that corner of the gun carriage had to be jacked off of the ground, and even with the power hoist
built into the support van, it was hard work.

While Eustace, Rosey, and one of Rosey's mechanics worked on the carriage, the rest of both crews
were out in athin defensive perimeter, watching for the approach of any enemy soldiers. No more had
been found in asweep of the area, but there were indications that there had been several more.

"Y ou were born lucky, Gunny," Rosey said after they got the damaged sprocket whed dismounted. "The
shaft isn't com-pletely wasted. Just alittle heavier hit, and we'd have had to leave the Havoc and haul you
boys back to be foot sol-diers.”

"Tak later, work now," Ponks growled. "I want to get roll-ing again as soon as possible.”

"I cantalk and work at the sametime," Bianco shot back. "Not like some gun jockeys | could name.
Welve got an hour, maybe an hour and a half of work Ieft here. If we've got to pull that axle to straighten
it, we're here the rest of the night, and then some.”

"Not on your life. Come daylight, weve got to be under better cover than we got here.”

"Mwm"



CHAPTER 13

Lieutenant Keye waked away from Porter City with thefirst squad of his platoon. Joe stayed relatively
closeto the lieuten-ant—or rather, the lieutenant stayed close to Joe, using what breath he had to spare
to brief Joe on what he expected from him as platoon sergeant. Joe had yet to turn his squad over to
Ezra. Continuity was more important—or s0 Joe told himsalf. He had no doubt that he could function as
platoon sergeant while still concentrating on "his' squad.

It's not really so much different, he thought. The lieutenant and Max had usualy stayed fairly closeto
Joe's squad. Firgt squad was, after all, first squad. A platoon was not al that large to start with, only
thirty men, including the platoon leader and platoon sergeant, when the unit was at full strength. And 2nd
platoon was far from full strength now. After less than aweek on Porter, the platoon was down to
twenty-four men, and two of those had been evacuated for medica treatment, leaving only twenty-two
present for duty. First squad was the only one of the four in the platoon that was not missing at least one
man, killed or evacuated.

Joetried not to think about that.

"How much time you think weve got till the Heggies hit us, Lieutenant?' Joe asked an hour after the
strike force had withdrawn from the barracks compound. Echo and George companies were marching
hard. The men needed little urging. Therewas no talk of taking a break. That would come only when the
men had to st down or fal down. Everyone knew how much force the enemy might bring to bear on
them.

Keyelooked around. The two men talked over a private fre-quency, but Keye still looked toward Joe
before he answered.

"I wouldn't count on another thirty seconds, Joe," he said. ."I'm surprised they haven't hit us aready.
Wed have been sitting ducksin that compound, lit by the fires. We wouldn't have been ableto seea

thing."”

Most of the men in both companies were carrying two rifles now, their own and a captured Schlind rifle.
The Schlina weapon was ahdf kilogram heavier than the Armanoc, and the spools of wirewere dso
each thirty grams heavier. The only men who were not carrying a spare wegpon were the wounded, and
the men carrying the litterswith the most serioudy hurt of their comrades. Others were carrying spare
riflesfor the Stretcher-bearers.

"Probably not infantry, not at first," Joe said, dmost an asdeto himsdf. "Tanks or fighters, most like."

"Mogt like" Keye agreed. "I'd guessfighters. The coun-try we're headed into istoo rough for tanksto be
much use"

They walked in sllence for severd minutes. At least Keye did not talk to Joe. The lieutenant seemed to
be engaged in another conversation, but Joe could not hear what, or who he might be talking to. He
guessed, correctly, that Keye was talking to Captain Ingels. Joe looked around, to make sure that the
platoon was where it was supposed to be, the men minding their intervals, and keeping their eyes on the
terrain around them. Echo Company was in charge of security. George Company was tending the
prisoners.

"Joe?' Keye said when he had finished his conversation with the captain.
IIS'I?I



"Theresalow ridge about three klicksin front of the point now. An outlying ridge on thefacing sde of a
horseshoe-shaped hill, higher ground just behind it.”

"I remember seeing it on the mapboard,” Joe admitted. The valley bounded by that hill had looked
amazingly like an outdoor arena.

"Change of plans," Keye said. "George isturning the pris-onersoose now, sending them back toward
the city, without boots—or much else, theway | understand it. Were going to take up positionsalong
that ridge. If the Heggies send infantry after us, well bein the best possible location to meet them.
There's no easy way for the Heggiesto get behind us, and well have clear kill zonesin front. If they send
tanks or arcraft, weredso in rdatively good condition. Give the recon teams a chance to catch up with
us”

"Just dig in and take whatever they throw at us?' Joe asked.

"That keeps us close enough to the city that they've got to worry about us, tie down at least part of the
garrison in case we might make another raid. So we set up shop and wait. With luck, just until sunset
tomorrow. Or soon-er."

"Recdl?'

"No word on that,” Keye said. "But the captain wants to get usin defensive positions as soon as possible
S0 we can arrange pickup for the wounded. Try to, anyway. Apparently, there's aflat spot on the high
ground behind the ridge were aming for, room enough for a shuttle to get in and out. After that, we can
dways moveif we haveto."

If we're not pinned down, Joe thought, but he kept quiet about that. He felt uncomfortable
second-guessing the captain, but they would be little more than ten kilometers from the destroyed
barracks compound on that ridge.

"Begood to get somerest," he said instead.

"I heard that," Keye said.

After ashort pause, Joe said, "I'm going to miss Max, Lieutenant.”
"Y ou and me both, Joe. Y ou and me both."

"Hewas agood friend," Joe said more softly.

By the time the two companies reached the ridge above the horseshoe-shaped valley, they had been
marching without a break for more than two and a half hours, pushing themsdves hard over rough terrain.

There was athin stream, just atrickle of water in some places, caught between the outlying ridge and the
grade behind it. The centra part of the draw was U-shaped and flat, with some grass but more small
rocks covering it. At the far end, there was only anarrow entrance. Any enemy gpproaching theridge
would have to comeinto the U, with guns on three sdes of them. The ground on the reverse sde of those
outlying spurs was too rugged for any sort of coordinated, massed attack on foot. The climb would be
dow, and the Heggies who would have to make it would be excellent targets for marksmen on the high
ground above them.

- Joe was impressed. It was an excdllent defensive position— amost atextbook example. If they had
searched an entire world for aplace to stand off infantry attacks by a much larger force than their own,
they could hardly hope to find alocation better suited. Joe saw that as soon as the platoon wasin



position, near theright flank, closeto the "bottom” of the U. There was solid rock in front of them and
behind them. There were notches and irregularitiesin the rock aong the ridge, excellent touches for an
infantryman worried about cover. The hollow behind the ridge consisted of bare rock aong the top of the
outer ridge, with pockets of soil and afew thin patches of grassin the lower reaches, flanking the thin
stream at the bottom of the notch. The only red danger in the position would be from mortar rounds
dropped into the hollow, funneling shrapnd up on either Sde.

But, Joe thought, it would be difficult for Schlinal forces to get close enough for that. He looked
over the edge of therock at the long valey, and nodded to himsdlf.

"It isagood spot, Lieutenant,” hetold Keye. "Long asthey redly can't get in behind us, above us."

"That would be hairy,” Keye agreed. "But there aren't any handy access routes, except for this one, and
we're Sitting across that. From the map shots | looked at, there's no way they can get tanks within two
kilometers of us except straight up the valey. They'd haveto land shuttles to get men behind us easly, or
quickly, and the captain is sending two thirds of the Vrerchswe have left up to the top of the hill to make
thet difficult."

"There's something else we need to talk about, Lieutenant,” Joe said after looking around him. "Goff."
Kam was twenty meters away, and they were taking over their private radio channe. Still, Joeled the
lieutenant farther away.

"A problem?' Keye asked.

"A serious one, I'm afraid. Goff tries, none harder, and he'sgot al the skills, but..." Joe shook his head.
"He sees alittle blood and he spends the next half hour puking, past when he's got nothing left to come
up. He'sjust not cutting it, Lieutenant, and he knowsit. Combat is eating the hell out of him.”

"We can't do much about that now," Keye pointed out.

"I know that, Sir, but as soon as possible, we need to get him away from combat, ‘fore he eats his
carbine, or does something dsereally stupid. He can't take much more. Like | said, hetries, but the way
he gets, I'm surprised he's lasted thislong. He wants to do the job, but I've had to keep him damn near in
my armpit just to make sure he didn't fal apart.”

"Y ou think the skull jockeys can straighten him out for us?'

Joe hesitated, then shook his head again. "No, gr, | don't think helll ever make it in acombat unit. Maybe
they canfix hishead so it doesn't eat a him that hefailed. But for this, he could be the best I've got.”

"But theway heis, he'sadanger to himsdlf and the men around him—that what you'retrying to tell me?!

"Yes, dr. That'swhat I'm saying. I've done everything | know how to, but it doesn't get any better. In
fact, he seemsto be getting worse every time. | don't think he can handle much more." Joe repeated that
final thought conscioudy, knowing that the lieutenant would redlize just how desperate he thought Goff's
condition was.

"Keep somebody with him at al times. Asfar aspossble. I'll talk to the captain when | get achance. |
don't know about evacuating him with the wounded though. That might make it even harder for him."

"Yes dr, itmight.” Or he might fall apart on us completely the next time there's a little gunfire, Joe
thought. He kept that notion to himsalf. He would watch over Goff persondly, as he had been.

"What's the watch schedule, sir?' Joe asked then. "Alternate fire teams?'



Keye nodded. "Until something happens. Y ou'd better bed down with thefirst shift. You'relooking a
little ragged.” Joe didn't bother to argue.

Eight Schlinal Boem fighters came out of the north, an hour before dawn. Moving at low speed and
medium atitude, they were not spotted until their target acquisition systems locked on to the first Wasps
and Havocs.

A depleted Blueflight was flying air cap over the Accord foothold on the plateau when the attack came.
Only four Wasps were left of the six that Blue flight had brought down into Porter's atmosphere. Two
planes and one pilot had been lost in aweek of fighting. After being in the air an average of Sixteen -
hours out of every twenty-four, al of the remaining Wasps of the 13th's squadron needed extended
periods of mainte-nance. There had been no catastrophic failures yet, but nearly every pilot had reported
that warning lights were coming on during some maneuvers. But until the campaign ended, the ground
crews could do nothing but make patchwork repairs, just enough to keep the Wasps flying for another
day... or another hour.

Zd Paitcher and See Reston were flying aloose figure-eight pattern dong the northern half of the
Accord's hold on Porter when the attack came. Moving in opposite directions, the two Wasps were able
to keep watch over more areaat onetime. Zdl and Slee, like dl of the remaining pilotsin the air wing,
were also in need of extended periods of time on the ground, to catch up on deep and get their minds
fresh again, but like their Wasps, the flyers would have to wait until the campaign ended for that.

All eight enemy fighters came directly at Seeand Zd, at full acceleration, and thefirst enemy missiles
were launched amogt ingtantly once the Boem target acquisition systemslocked on. Only two Boems
fired at the pair of Wasps. The Schlind pilots might be aggressive thistime out, but they were not
wasteful of rockets. Both Blue three and four were targeted, Zel from ahead, Slee from behind. At the
angle of approach, Zd was ableto get his own lock on the missile headed for See, blowing it gpart with
his cannons. That blast radiated enough heet to draw the other missile off course. While See turned
toward the oncoming Boem fighters, Zel went through the full menu of countermeasuresto keep the other
wegpon from regaining itslock.

Then he too moved toward the enemy flight.

The remaining two Wasps of Blue flight were forty kilometers away—more than aminute and ahalf at
their best speed. In air combat, ninety secondsis an eternity.

"Get inthe middle of the Boems," Seetold Z€. "That way, they can't get too fancy without endangering
their own planes.™

"Right behind you," Zdl said. He had dready switched his wegpons selector to rockets, ready to loose a
spread at thefirgt targets his system locked on to. Then he would switch back to cannons. Designed
primarily for ground cover missions, the 25mm guns were not particularly well suited for air-to-air
com-bat, but in these close circumstances, there wasllittle choice. The gunsdid have the virtue of putting
concentrated amounts of firepower into avery limited area. Even reinforced plane armor could be
damaged by that sort of assault, epecidly at extremely close range.

The eight Schlind fighters broke into separate pairs, giving way before the counterattack of the two
Wasps. Antigrav air-craft—and like the Wasp, the Boem was an antigravity drive fighter—were the
ultimate in mobility. A skilled pilot could move hisfighter around in three dimensons with an ease that
would astound anyone who had not doneit for himself. By reversing the directiond push of the antigrav
drive, the Wasp pilot could aso reverse hisdirection quickly, or change dtitude with equa acceleration,
even flip the fighter end for end or turn it upside down much faster than any plane that depended on



traditional notions of aerodynamicsfor lift. The limiting factor was the gee-load that the pilot could stand.
Samming aWasp into afull reversa of itsgravity field could pressapilot againgt hisrestraining straps
with enough force to did ocate bones. Or worse.

The chalenge wasto learn to outwit the opposing pilot, to guess which way he would go before he knew
himsdf.

Asthis uneven battle was joined, Zdl lost sight of Slee for seconds at atime. The heads-up display on his
canopy provided a constant reference, but there was too much going on for Zdl to dways have actua
eyeball contact with Sees Wasp. In the middie of the flight of Boems, each of them worked to reduce
the odds. Zdl and See did have one very dight advantage to partialy offset the numbers. They had more
targets, and only onefriendly craft to avoid. But their ammunition was limited.

"Going to have to break this off soon,” Slee managed to say about forty-five seconds after the fight had
been fully joined. "1 just shot off my last rockets, and | don't have more than another twenty seconds on

my guns”

"Ditto that," Zd said, just ashefired hislast pair of rockets. Between them, they had managed to bring
down three of the eight enemy fighters, but it was getting more difficult to maneuver. The Schlind pilots
were learning to cope with thelr tactics.

"Let'slead them toward the others," Slee said, turning his Wasp even before he finished speaking.

Lead them without getting far enough ahead to make a mis-sile shot tempting, Zel thought. That
would be amonumental task, edging south, drawing the Boemsaong without giving them aclear shot.

"Our best bet, | guess,” Zel conceded. Histarget acquisition system locked on to another Boem. The
Schlind pilot jerked sideways, flipping his Boem upside down and dropping five-hundred metersto
evade arocket that Zel no longer had to fire. And he was far beyond the effective range of the cannonsin
his Wasp.

Neither Zel nor See was expecting help before the other two Wasps of Blueflight could arrive. They
were nearly as sartled asthe Schlina pilots when three planes of Red flight appeared on the scene, il
climbing, attacking the Boems from below. With the numbers momentarily even (even though Zd and
Seewerevirtudly out of ammunition), the Schlinal attack grew more digointed. Two of the Heggie pilots
decided to grab as much dtitude asthey could, retreating straight up, then turning back toward the north.

"Red leader, thisis Blue three. We're about dry. Think you can handle them until our other two boys get
here?'

"Bluethree, that's affirmative. Hurry back or you'll missdl thefun.”
Fun? Zd thought. But he headed for the LZ just the same.

The attack on the ground started most as the attack in the air was bresking up. Thiswas no probing
rad, asthefirst

Schlind attack on the perimeter had been. Thisassault wasin force, hitting at three different pointsaong
the perimeter, atota of perhapsthree short battalions of infantry supported by Novatanks aswell asthe
Boem fighters. As many as sixteen Schlind aircraft eventualy joined in the fray. Though their losses
quickly ran over fifty percent, the surviving Boems did not abandon the attack until they were out of
ammunition or running short of power for their antigrav drives.

The 13th had been anticipating the attack. Recon patrols had come close to contact with two of the



attacking battalions. The frontsin the sectors facing those units had been quietly strengthened during the
night. The most imminent danger was on the front that the third Schlind battalion assaulted. Bravo
Company held that sector, and they had only afew minutes warning before the enemy was on them.

Van Stossen and Dezo Parks hurried toward that sector with the headquarters security detachment. That
only added sixteen rifles, but there were few other reinforcementsto offer. Maneuvering back through the
centra portion of the land the 13th controlled, the remaining Havocs were firing as quick-ly asthey could
reload and acquire new targets, but there smply were not enough howitzersto stop an attack by
them-selves.

"Beniceif we could get Echo and George back in ahur-ry," Dezo commented as they approached
Lieutenant Jacobi's command post.

"It would be, but | don't think we can manage. They're having their own troubles. Weregoing to try to
get one shuttle in to evac their wounded, but | think that more than that is out of the question just now. |
can't even spare them Wasp cover until this settles down,” Stossen said.

"l know," Dezo replied. "'l was just making up my wish list. I'm afraid to even hope that our relief will
show up inthenick of time."

"Y ou've been watching too many commando vids," Stossen charged. There was till no word about the
relief fleet. It cer-tainly was not in-system. If it was, they would have been in contact. And once they did
jump in-system, they would need eight hoursto get into position to launch the air cover the 13th would
need to withdraw safdly. And the new fighters would need thirty minutesto get low enough to be ableto
take part in the battle once they were launched. Infantry reinforcements would take even longer.

"I kindalike the happy endings.” Ones where you don't run out of ammunition before you run out of
enemies, Dezo added to himsdlf. That did not seem likely thistime.

Stossen pulled out his mapboard and started comparing what he saw on that with the reports he was
getting from the various company commanders. Half the Wasps—hadf the remaining Wasps—were on
the ground getting fresh batteries or replenishing their munitions. Dedling with the air attack had kept most
of the Wasps out of ground cover missions. Even after they took off again, therewas till enough air
activity to keep them occupied. Only in the most desperate of circumstances could Stossen pull one or
two of them away to make aquick strafing run on the attacking Heggies, or arocket attack on Nova
tanks—on their way to meet the Boem fighters.

"Jacobi, | hope you haven't forgotten how to fire azipper,” Stossen said when he had abreak from his
radio conversations.

"l hope sotoo, sir," Jacobi replied with an earnestness that might have dicited alaugh in other
circumstances.

"l think it'sal timewe got apiece of this." Three more rifles? Stossen's shrug was microscopic. He knew
that he had no business going to the barricades and working like amudder himself. He had broader
respongihilities... but those would scarcely matter if the line broke now.

"Y ou did good, Goff," Joetold the shaking private. "Now just stay calm." He thought that, thistime, Kam
might even avoid the seque to each of the earlier skirmishes. There were no bloody corpses close at
hand. Second platoon had taken no casudtiesin thisfight, and the Schlinal casudtieswere al more than
eighty meters away, some much farther away.

"Yeah, | don't haveto pukethistime,” Kam said through obvioudy clenched teeth. "I haven't eaten



anything in hours. Long as 1 sarve mysdlf, I'll be okay."

Joe sucked in adeep breath and held it for amoment, more concerned at the bitterness he heard in
Goff's voice than at what had happened the other times.

The Schlind infantry had tried one direct assault, into the valey and up the 40-degree dopes that
bounded it, but the combination of long-distance artillery and the wire guns of the Accord soldiers above
had turned back that assault, inflicting heavy casudties on the Heggies. The remains of three Schlina
Novatanks, destroyed as they supported the infantry attacks, effectively kept any more of the armored
vehicles from enter-ing the valley below the positions held by Echo and George companies. One of the
disabled tanks was till smoldering. Fifteen kilometers away, more or less, three Havocs of Basset
Battery continued to bombard the Schlina armor and infantry. At least two Novas had |eft, moving at
what had to be close to their maximum speed on such broken ground, no doubt hunting the artillery that
was hitting to such effect. If any other Novas remained in the vicinity, they had stopped bombarding the
ridge. Joe doubted that there were any |eft nearby.

The only thing missing from the Schlina attack had been Boem fighters. Joe did not know that there was
aso0 abattle going on up on the plateau at the sametime, and that the enemy's available fighterswere dll
busy there.

Joe had used a Schlind rifle againgt that first assault, and he had suggested that the rest of the platoon do
the same. " Save the wegpon you're familiar with for when things get close," he advised. Even Lieutenant
Keye had accepted his recommendation—and madeit an order. He had also passed it dlong to Captain
Ingels, who then issued the same order to the rest of the strike force. Use the enemy rifles first. When
you run out of ammo for them, throw them away—that much less weight to tote around when we
leave this place.

The frontal attack had ended ten minutes before.

"They might try it again,” Ingelswarned over the channd that linked him with al of the platoon leaders
and platoon sergeants. "'l imagine they'll think about some sort of flanking movement first, but thereésno
easy way for them to do that, no way that we can't counter. But they will attack again. If it doesn't come
sooner, expect it when the shuttles visible, just coming in. That will be too tempting for them to pass up.”
Three squads from the recon platoons were out watching the most likely routes for any attempted
flanking movement. If it came, the recon teams were equipped to dow the enemy down long enough to
dlow reinforcementsto reach them. But if the enemy got too close, or those missing Schlind Boems
turned up, the shuttle landing might have to be postponed.

"How long till the shuttle arrives?' one of the platoon ser-geants asked.

"It's on the way now. Twenty minutes. The rest of the 13th isunder attack on the plateau, so we're going
to have to do without any air cover. If the shuttle spots enemy fightersin the air, they'll abort the landing,
Say high until the Boems haveto return to base."

"Do we have awide enough cordon to keep the shuttle safe?" Lieutenant Vickers asked.

"I don't think anything but a Boem could get close enoughintime,” Inges sad. "Maybe atank, but | think
the rest of the Novas pulled out. In any case, weve done al we can asfar as LZ security is concerned.
We put much more up there and the enemy'd be able to overrun our positions here.”

Joe more than half tuned out the conversation at that point. He lifted his head to look down into the
valey. Therewere ill bodies out there, but none of them looked as though they had moved since the
end of thefight. If any of those men were merely wounded, they were not making any noisesthat Joe



could hear.

Second platoon was back on half-and-half, onefire team from each squad in position on the crest of the
ridge, watching, the other back and below, eating or seeing to their equipment. The fight was too recent
for anyoneto be deeping yet. That could not come until the adrendine of battle had a chanceto
disspate.

"I want platoon sergeants and squad leaders to check on the ammunition their men haveleft,” Ingels said.
It was enough to pull Joe's attention back. " Our own zippers and the captured rifles. | want to know just
how much resistance we haveleft.” How long we have before we're no better then cavermen with
fancy-looking clubs.

Those orders marked the end of the radio conference. Joe relayed the order to 2nd platoon's squad
leaders. "Ezra," he added over aprivate channd, "you handlefirst squad. Timeyou get used to it.”

"I'll do theingpection,” Ezrasaid. "Can't get used to think-ing of myself as squad leader yet.”

"Thisishow it hgppens, Ez." Joestone didn't invite any continuation. Heredly did not think of himself as
platoon sergeant yet either. That would require deding with the idea of Max's death. Therewasno time
for that now.

Joe walked along behind the outer ridge, stopping to talk with men in each of 2nd platoon's squads. He
knew every-onein the company, not just in his own squad or platoon. To agreater or lesser extent, he
had worked with everyone in Echo Company, even the recruits who had only report-ed to the unit two
weeks before the 13th shipped out for this campaign. No one questioned his new role as platoon
sergeant. That was the way of the military. No soldier was irreplaceable. Joe had been the senior squad
leader in 2nd platoon. It was obvious that he would move into the higher dot if it became vacant. Chain
of command. When onelink was broken in combat, everyone lower in the chain moved up onelink.

The vacancies a the bottom werefilled from outside, after-ward. Sometimes by people like Kam Goff.
Joe was saved from dwelling on that as the reports on ammunition started to filter back from the squad
leaders.

"Shuttle's coming in now," Lieutenant Keyetold Joe. "It'll bein range of enemy ground firein two
minutes, if they've got anyonein position. Get everybody on theline, ready. They may attack again when
they seethe shuttle.”

"Yes, ar." Joe clicked over to the platoon frequency and passed the order along. Then he moved back
up to the ridge himsdlf, fairly near—but not next to—L ieutenant Keye. Thiswasno timeto teke a
management position behind the lines. Every man with arifle would be needed up front if an attack
came. But it would never do to have the platoon leader and platoon sergeant close enough together that
they might be tak-en out by one rocket or grenade. Having two links disappear from the chain of
command at once might disrupt the platoon too much at a critical moment.

Joe lifted hisvisor and rubbed at his face with both hands, vigoroudy. His cheeks were rough from three
days growth of beard and alayer of dirt that washing with acup of cold water could never hopeto
remove. When he moved hisvisor back into position, he actudly felt alittle better—if not rested, then at
least ready to stay dert for atime.

Two rifles. Joe set his Armanoc alittle to the side, within easy reach, loaded and ready for action. He
had a Schlind rifle at his shoulder though. ""Use the enemy wegpons as long as you've got ammo for
them,” he told the platoon, "Throw it away when the Heggie wireis gone. Then you've il got your own
zipper." Repeat everything important, as often as necessary. It wasn't absentmindedness, it was



intentional . After aweek of too little deegp and too much danger, no one's mind was &t its sharpest.

Joe had one full spool of wirein hisHeggierifle, and another six spoolsfor it in apouch on hiship. But
there was only one power pack for therifle, the one already in the recelver. He was uncertain how long
the Schlina power packs were good for, but the tiny gauge next to the selector switch showed that it il
retained eighty percent of itsjuice. Should be enough, . he thought. Hoped.

Thistime, the Schlind assault was presaged by the arriv-d of a half-dozen artillery shells—tank rounds.
They car-ried smoke and fegthery bits of metallic chaff. The smoke would cut down on visbility. The hot
bits of meta foil would confuse infrared vision systemsthat could peer through the smoke. A moment
later there was avolley of rocket gre-nades, dozens of them, scattered acrossthe valey and up on the
dope below the ridge where the Accord forces waited. Some of the grenades were shrapndl. Others
were smoke or white phosphorous, more attemptsto limit the visibility of the defenders.

"Hold your fire," Joe said over the platoon circuit. "They won't be coming until the barrage lifts. Weve
got the ground. Wait for the order.”

The tanks came back, Joe thought. If they had ever actudly Ieft. But they were till keeping their
distance. The rounds were faling down in the valley, or near the bottom of the dope. They were not
reaching the defenders behind the ridge. It brought agrim smile to Joe'sface. He tried to judge how
many tankswerefiring into the valley. It had to be at least four—maybe six, he decided. After another
couple of minutes, Joe heard rifle fire coming from farther off to the right, out beyond the shoulder of the
ridge, where one of the recon platoons was operating.

"That's not here," Joe reported over the platoon link. "Don't let it worry you." He looked to make sure
that Goff was closeto him, and not faling apart.

Kam's entire body was shaking, but hewas at his pogt, rifle muzzle and eyeslooking over thelip of rock
into thevalley below.

Hang tough, rookie, Joe thought. Then: You're really not a rookie anymore. You've seen all the shit.

For aslong as he dared, Joe stared at Goff, willing him to hold out through thisfight, the way he had held

out through the others. And then he had to look away. He was platoon sergeant now; he was responsible
for alot of other men.

The Schlina infantry entered the valey. The shooting began.
CHAPTER 14

It was devilishly hot working under the thermal tarp, but the tarp was essentia . Basset two had goneto
ground before dawn, accompanied by the support van and its detachment of mechanics and security
troops. The vehicles were twenty-meters apart in agrove of stunted trees with sparse foliage. The trees
provided little protection against even visud detec-tion. They could not begin to mask the thermal
sggnature of the gun carriage with itstwin engines.

The Havoc had been unable to risk anything near its rated top speed asit worked itsway back toward
the plateau. Therear drive whed on the right tread had been repaired, but not to the satisfaction of
Eustace Ponks or Rosey Bianco.

"That axl€'stoo badly damaged for field repairs,” Rosey had said after the earlier work had been
completed. "All we can hopefor isit gets you back to camp. We should be able to salvage a part from
one of the gunsthat went belly up." At least five Havocs had been knocked out of action by enemy fire.
Some would have partsthat could be cannibalized. "If not, maybe we can get a part down from the



ships. | think there are afew spares.”
"I've got to have good tread under ustonight,” Eustace said. "Listen &t this. Can we switch axles?!
"What d'yamean?' Bianco asked.

"Say we take the axle from one of the degpers and put that on the drive whedl, reverse them. The
deeper, even if it goes, won't cripple us. Well ill be able to move. Worst that might happen iswe might
throw the tread afew times.”

Rosey leaned back and stared at Ponks asif the gunnery sergeant were out of hismind. Then, after a
long moment, Rosey nodded. "1t might work," he alowed. "Not according to the book; it won't," he
added, "but since you got me here to make the switch, it just might work."

It scarcely mattered to him that the axles were not even the same diameter. The deeper axlewasa
centimeter thinner than the rod that held the drive whed, but with alittle work, alittleimagination, and a
few pieces of scrap metd, they just might be ableto doit.

"Take usmost of the day, | think," Rosey said. Without the equipment of afull motor pooal, it would be
rough work indeed.

"Mark your targets, damn it!" Joe roared over the platoon frequency. A shout insured that everyone
would at least hear him. "Don't waste your wire. We've got to siretch it along ways yet."

Hetried to follow hisown advice, but it wasn't easy. There were hundreds of Heggies advancing into the
killing zone of the valey, moving forward with their heads lowered and their backs hunched, asif they
were more afraid of what was behind them than what wasin front of them.

Maybe they are, Joetold himsdf. Maybe the stories he had heard about life in the Schlind military were
true, that the men were literaly driven at gunpoint into combet, that anyone who hesitated or tried to
retreat was summearily shot.

Joe had heard too many tales about life in the Hegemony, most told by people who had absolutely no
way to know if what they said was even vaguely true, for him to accept any of the Soriesat face vaue.
Even before the war, the Hegemons were The Enemy, and little good was published about them in any
of the data banks that Joe had had access to on his home world of Bancroft. Now that hostilities were
well under way, the Accord Defenses Forces certainly did not go out of their way to tell soldiers anything
favorable about the Hegemons or their "minions.”

Joe shook his head to clear hismind of the distractions. He didn't want to waste thought on anything
about the enemy but what he could see through hisgunsight. Don't think of the Heggies as human.
Don't do anything to personalize them. They're just targets you have to knock down in order to
move on to the next task. If you think of them as people, just like you and your men, you can get
as messed up as Goff.

The Schlind rifle, though heavier and longer than the Armanoc, seemed to lack nothing in workmanship.
It didn't boast the laser sights of the Accord zipper, but those sights were rarely as valuable asthe ADF's
brass hats seemed to think. Using the laser to mark atarget too often made the shooter atarget aswell.

Thiswas not like shooting on the firing range in garrison. Despite his admonitions, Joe could never lose
gght of thefact that the targets he was aming a were live men, soldiersfight-ing for their worlds, or for
the Hegemony, following orders— perhaps not entirely of their own valition. At the sort of range they
were at when they entered the valley, body armor was moderately effective. It took a concentration of



wire, and alittle luck, to bring down a soldier a anything beyond two-hundred meters. Even at half that
distance, good body armor could deflect quite abit. But no body armor covered every square millimeter
of asoldier. There were gaps at the neck, between helmet and jacket, at the hands and wrists, and where
boots met trousers. There were also weak pointsin the battle dress sometimes, places where repeated
flexing had weakened the layers of net armor. Men died in combat, even when the texts said that they
shouldn't.

Therewaslittle return fire reaching the men on the ridge. The Heggieswere too far away for accuratefire
at the angle they had to shoot at, much too far away for men who were themsalves being shot at.
Whatever tanks the Heggies had backing them up, or forcing them on, even that fire was|ess than
devadtating. Mogt of the rounds continued to hit well down on the dope, doing little but showering the
men above with secondary debris from the blasts.

"Blind men could shoot better'n that!" Joe mumbled to himself at one point.

But there was some accuratefire, even if that looked asif it might be pure luck. Over toward 4th
platoon, Joe saw one tank round explode almost precisely on theridge line, blowing asmal gap inthe
rock. Fourth wastoo far away for Joe to get any sense of casudlties, but there was a sudden hollow
feding in hissolar plexus: men must have died in that blast.

Fortunatdly, that was the last tank round that came in. Joe could hear heavier artillery rounds exploding
farther off, beyond the shoulder of the hill. It sounded like heavy artillery, and that meant that at least
some of the Havocs had taken the Novas under fire again.

"Hit 'em hard," Joe whispered. His heart was beating faster than normd, but that was alwaysthe casein
combat. Even at atime like this, when there was only minima danger, there was aways that edge of
fear. All it takesisone lucky shot, and | can die as easily as anyone else. Will | know it's coming?

For Joe, fear had never been a serious obstacle. The fear was always there, on one level or another, but
he trained hard to do the best, safest job he could. The results were beyond his con-trol then. All he
could do was work as smart as he knew how, make it as hard as possible for any enemy fireto hit him.

He ducked below the ridge line and turned to look up toward the top of the hill. Though he could neither
see nor hear it, he knew that the shuttle must be on the LZ above by now. Maybe it had aready taken
the wounded aboard and lifted off again. There were no enemy fighters visible, and that was perhapsthe
best news of the day. A lander would be no match for afighter. A shuttle was no match for one soldier
with a shoulder-operated rocket launcher even. The four-kilo warhead on an infantry rocket could bring
down ashuttle with ease.

Joefed the last spool of wireinto his Schlind rifle before he moved back up to look down into the valey.
A few more seconds of fire there, and then he would have to switch to his own carbine. He didn't have
al that much wire left for it, either, maybe eight spoolstota, adding together the partids. That wouldn't
last long if the enemy kept coming.

"Sir," Joe said on hislink to Lieutenant Keye.
"What?' wasdl Keye sadin return.

"We need to start cutting back hard on wire. Until the enemy getsalot closer, | think we should have half
the men hold their fire"

"Hang on." The pause was long enough for Keye to check with the captain. "Right. Go with it," Keyetold
Joe. Within aminute, the entire strike force had the same orders. The volume of fire coming off of the



ridgewas cut in half.

The sudden decrease in gunfire sounded painfully obviousto Joe, but there was no response from the
Heggies coming toward the dope. They did keep coming. Fewer of them fell. But they showed no sign
that they recognized that decreased fire was the reason.

"Goff, you holding up?* Joe asked over aprivate channel. -At the moment, the squad's first fire team was
the one back off of the ridge not engaged in the shooting. Kam turned to look toward his sergeant before
he answered.

"Sofar, Sarge. Sofar." Hewent no further than that. He was holding up because he was dmost totally
disengaged from thefighting. Mogt of the time up on the line, he had kept his eyes closed. Only rarely
had he pulled the trigger on his zipper, and even then it was without aming, without |ooking at the enemy
below.

Joe nodded, exaggerating the gesture to make sure that Kam saw it. "Y ou're doing good, kid. Just keep
ait”

"Il try.”

Joe reminded himsdlf to have atak with Ezra as soon asthere was a bresk in the fighting. Ezrahad to
know about Goff, had to be prepared to work with him, and to watch him, now that Joe had the entire
platoon to worry about.

The leading elements of the Schlind attack were getting close to the base of the hill below the Accord
line. To Joe's eye, it looked asif fully two thirds of the attackers had fallen crossing the valley. The ones
who had madeit to the base of the hill were the ones who were both lucky and smart, the oneswho
knew how to take advantage of what little cover the gpproach offered. With the enemy right below them,
the men on the ridge had to expose themselves to bring their weaponsto bear.

That gave the enemy better targets.

More as an experiment than anything else, Joe took his next-to-last grenade, pulled the safety pin, and
hurled it out in ahigh arc. He watched as it bounced once, thirty meters down and twenty out, then salled
over four Heggies. They scattered, going down againgt the rock, drawing in limbs and heads, but the
grenade went off in the air, above them, scattering the shrapnel over atwenty-meter diameter.

Three of the men got back up, and Joe could see blood on two of them. One went back down amost
immediately, rolling until hisbody was stopped by arock. Joe closed hiseyesfor an ingant—more than
asmple blink. He couldn't see the faces of the men below. Those were concealed by the visors on their
battle hemets. But in hismind, he could see faces twisted by shock and pain, and death's blank starein
the eyes of the one who had not gotten up. And hefdt himsdf faling and rolling, the way the second man
had done, faling in deeth.

It was anew fedling for Joe. When he opened his eyes again, Joe looked toward Kam Goff. He saw that
look on Goff'sface aswell, though it too was hidden by avisor.

Can that crap! Joetold himsdlf, trying to work up anger to shove aside the twinge of fear. He blinked
severd times, rapid-ly. Don't go metaphysical. It'll screw your mind as bad as his.

Joe had switched over to his own rifle amoment before. Now, he switched on the laser sghts—for the
first timein ages, except on the practice range—using the infrared beam. He lined up targets carefully,
giving each just the shortest possible burst of wire, moving back and forth across hisfirelane



methodicaly. The Schlina soldierswere close enough now that wire could do damage even through
body armor, and careful sighting could give Joe a better than average chance of finding the gapsin that

position.

A second wave of Schlind infantry entered the valley. This detachment was much larger than thefirst,
perhaps two full companies. They took the ridge under fireimmediately, close to two-hundred weapons
firing on full automatic. Not al of these guns were wire-throwers. There were some dug-pushersaswell.

Along with the renewed riflefire, there was dso anew flurry of rocket-propelled grenades, some of
which reached the hollow behind the ridge.

"Thislookslikethered thing," Lieutenant Keyetold Joe. "Good thing we had haf the men saving their

"I'd suggest holding back alittle longer," Joe said. "Get the men back in pogition, sure, switch fireteams
so we don't run haf the men dry, but wait until the Heggies get close enough for every centimeter of wire
to count beforewe pull al the gunsinto action.”

"That'swhat | was about to tell you, Joe. The captain's dready given ordersto switch teamson theline.
He repeated the order to conserve wire," Keye added. " To make sure we've got targetsin the sights.”

Joe did back from the edge of the rock, issuing the orders over the platoon channd and watching while
they were carried out. Perhapsif he had not been down out of the line of fire, he might not have noticed
the new fire coming from above. The troops who had been sent up to guard the LZ on top of the hill
were lined up dong the crest now, getting their piece of the action.

/ guess that means the shuttle's been and gone, Joe thought. Protecting the lander had been the
primary mission for the troops sent up to the crest. Too bad we couldn't all get on it. Joe's ssomach
tightened up suddenly. He pressed his|eft hand againgt his gut, taking adow, dmost painful breath ashe
did.

Don't tell meit's getting to me now, he thought with some alarm. Though therationa part of hismind
insgted that it wasn't so, deep inside, Joe harbored the beief that Goff's problems might be contagious,
that they might infect everyone who camein contact with him.

Joe closed hiseyesfor an instant, longer than the last time. He took a deep breath, then opened his eyes
and looked up at the sky. The morning was less than haf over, and unless the captain changed his mind,
they were going to stay where they were until dark.

If we last that long. The thought startled Joe. Echo and George companies, with their attendant recon
platoons, remained in good shape, so long asthey did not run out of ammunition or face amassveair
attack. Ammunition might be a problem, but there was till no sign of enemy air activity. The Boems had
not come after the shuttle. It seemed unlikely that they would come after a couple of companies of
infantry after the shuttle had escaped. Where they were, the strike force could easily hold off heavy odds,
aslong as the enemy had nothing but infantry, or tanks that would not get close enough to do redlly
extensve damage.

Until we run out of wire. Jo€'s mind came back to that limit. He knew how short of wire his men were,
how short they had been before thislatest firefight erupted. Fairly soon, many of them might start running

dry.

"Lieutenant, if we don't break off thisfight pretty damn soon, dl we're going to have left is expensive
clubs, no matter how tight we are with wire."



On the plateau, some of the men of the 13th had aready been reduced to using their wire carbines as
clubs, not because they were out of ammunition, but because the enemy had closed to the point where
much of the fighting was hand-to-hand. The Armanoc was not equipped for bayonets. In Accord military
doctrine, bayonet fighting was out of the question. That sort of situation simply does not occur often
enough to warrant the training and equipment expense.

Bravo and Charley companies were the hardest pressed. Around the rest of the perimeter, the morning
attacks were being beaten back, in heavy fighting, but at a distance. One Schlinal commander, however,
had managed to get afull battalion (or what waseft of it after the early stages of the assault) right into the
Accord lines. If they had received even modest reinforcements, another company or two of infantry, or
even ahandful of Novatanks, there would have been no stopping them. The Accord positions could
have been split, and each segment mopped up at leisure. A decisive defeat wasthat close for the 13th.

But reinforcements did not come for the Schlinal force, and dowly, Van Stossen managed to draw in
units from other portions of the perimeter—a platoon here, asquad there, to reinforce Bravo and
Charley. At the point of the breakthrough, the Schlinal battalion could not retreat. They had to stand and
fight. And they did fight, even when the flow of bat-tle had clearly turned againgt them. The battalion did
not surrender the way the garrison of Maison had. It fought as long as the companies had enough men to
retain asense of unit cohesion. Only in the last stages did sgnificant numbers of Schlind soldiers sart to
throw down their wegpons and surrender.

Van Stossen was drained. He dumped dowly to the ground and could do nothing for several minutes but
lean back againgt the cone of dirt around the base of atree and suck in one labored, painful breath after
another. He could not have lifted a hand to defend himsdlf. Theleft side of his shirt had been diced open
from armpit towaist. A thin line of blood showed how close the colonel had cometo dying. He scarcely
recaled that duel, or the way he had driven rigid fingersinto his assailant's throat, hitting the gap below
the Schlinal hemet to crush the man'swindpipe. He had followed up perfectly on that move, getting
closer to get one arm behind the man's neck while his other hand shoved the head up and back, snapping
the spind cord and finishing the job.

Now, al he could think about wasfinding air to bresthe.

"It'sjust about over, Colonel," Dezo Parks said. He was a so breathing heavily, but he could till get the
words out. He had a couple of advantages over Stossen. Parks wasfive years younger, ten kilos lighter,
and he had stayed more active as ops officer than Stossen had as CO. Hetilted the visor up on his
helmet and leaned forward, using his carbine dmost asa crutch. "There are still afew pockets of
resistance, but we broke the attack."

"Cost?' Stossen scarcely managed to get the one word out. He had thought that he wasin perfect
physica condition, asfit asany of the men under him. After dl, he had aways taken caisthenicswith the
men and waked the same twenty- and thirty-kilometer hikesin training. He might be past forty years of
age, but in thelong run, that was still young, lessthan athird of the way through the averagelife
expectancy on his homeworld. But the bedlam of the past three hours had changed his mind.

"Too soon to know." Parks paused before he continued. "1 know that we logt at least three Havocs and
two Wasps. Beyond that..." He shrugged. "It's going to take timeto get casuaty figures.”

Stossen's breathing started to get alittle easier. After a.moment he sucked in one especialy deep bregth
and letit out dowly.

"The gtrikeforceisintroubletoo, last | heard,” he said. That had been—what? Thirty minutes earlier, an
hour?"Hang on a second." Stossen pulled his visor down and talked to the Wasp squadron commander.



Then he lifted the visor again. "Weve only got two birds with juice and munitionsto send to help Echo
and George. It'll be at least fifteen minutes before we can send another pair. Therest will haveto stick
around to harass the Heggies up here.”

"| cdled CIC fiveminutes ago,” Parks said. "Theres till no word on our relief. Nothing coming in-system
that they can detect.”

"I want every last bit of munitions|eft on the ships,”" Stossen said. There were reserves up in the fleet, but
it still might not be enough. "Every spool of wire, everything else, even emergency flares. And | want it
now. Well try to time things so we have al of our remaining Wasps on hand to protect the shuttle,
dhuttles, whatever it takes."

"Onewill doit, I'm afraid,” Parkssaid. "Y ou want meto set it up?'
Stossen nodded. " Any wounded who need evac can go back on that shuttle.”

While Parks made the call to CIC, Stossen took along drink of the tepid water in his canteen. The water
was nearly at body temperature, but it tasted strangely appedling. He could amost imagine that it wasa
finered wine, an old claret from aspecid year. That's crazy, hetold himsdf. It'sreally getting to me.
He leaned back and rested his head against the bole of the tree, dreading what he had to do next. In turn,
he cdled each of the company commanders. Two of the 13th's line companies had changed commanders
during the battle—the hard way. Company-grade officers, lieutenants and captains, often showed the
highest casualty rates. But someone was dwaysin command, & every level.

"Two hours.”
Stossen opened his eyes, startled by Parks's voice.
"Two hours?' He repeated it asaquestion.

"Two hoursto get a shuttle down with al our reserve munitions.” Parks shook his head and squatted next
to the colond. "Too bad we don't have dingshots. There are plenty of rocks around.”

"We may get down to that. For the moment, let's pull in the perimeter—a hundred meters, al around.
Tell the companiesto find the best defensive positions they can. Pull Basset Bat-tery back from the strike
force. They'reto return here at their best possible speed. We have to hold what we can up here.” Even
if it means abandoning Echo and George and two recon platoons.

"Theres till that store of armswe left in Maison," Parks said. "'If we could get those..."

"Try to put together agood contingency plan for that. May-be tonight." Stossen paused, then added, "If
the Heggies haven't moved back into Maison.”

"I'll see what the satellite coverage shows, Colond.”
CHAPTER 15

The Schlind attack just fdll off, ending without any greet fanfare. There had been no decisiveturnin the
battle against them. All they faced was the same problem asthey had at the start. The surviving troopsin
the valley merdly made an orderly withdrawal.

Captain Ingels dispatched half of hisrecon force to harass them, and to make certain that the enemy was
leaving—and not merely regrouping for another assault. Work parties were sent down into the valey to
collect weapons and ammunition from the dead and wounded. Little could be done to help the Schlinal



wounded. Medics gavefirgt aid, bandaged wounds, and administered painkillers and nanotech repair
machines, but the medics knew that, for the most part, their efforts would be wasted unless the Heggies
returned to collect their wounded.

"No choice," Ingdstold First Sergeant 1zzy Walker. "We can't carry them with us, and I'm not going to
ask for another shuttle landing to evacuate Heggies.”

Waker had not suggested otherwise. Under the best of conditions, the 13th was just barely able to think
of civi-lized niceties of that nature. The 13th would lose a consd-erable portion of itsmobility if it wereto
carry equipment and noncombat personnel to meet every possible contingency. For a detachment
operating done, far too close to the center of the enemy's power base on the world, it wasimpossible.

"Leastwise, we don't have any new wounded of our own who won't be able to walk," Walker said. "We
come off lucky that way, Captain. Looks like nine dead, and maybe three dozen wounded, but none of
the wounds are serious." The characterization of "not serious’ was easy for someone who had not been
wounded himsdf. Those with the wounds : might disagree. Waker shrugged. "Not if we don't ask too
much of them and get helpinaday or s0."

The dead were dready being buried, not the easiest of tasksin the rocky terrain that the strike force
occupied.

"We can ask for another evac shuttle if we haveto,” Ingels said. "Maybe tonight." He had expected that
another shuttle run would be needed. The possibility that it might not wasaminor relief.

"For now, we're going to move. | don't want to wait for dark. The more distance we put between
oursalves and those Heggies, the better I'll fedl." Not that they could put too much distance between
them, not without new orders. The strike force had to remain close enough to Porter City to be seenasa
threat to the Schlind garrison. That wasthe entire point of thisforay, not just oneraid on akaserae. The
Schlina garrison would scarcely be affected by the damage the strike force had done so far. It would
only be an annoyance—except to those Heggies who had been killed or wounded.

"The men are pretty beset, Sr," Waker said. "I don't know how much more they have lft to give right

"Fiveklicks" Ingessaid. "That's where the next decent defensive position is according to the mapboard.”
He had spent some time looking over their options. "We get there, and the Heggies don't attack, welll let
the men rest. All night and most of tomorrow, if we aren't recalled before then.” All of his plans had to be
quaified by that. Not knowing what new orders he might receive was annoying, but—this time— not
particularly unwelcome.

"Yes, gr. I'll get the men formed up for the move.”

There were more than afew audible groans as the word was passed to each of the platoons. No one
enjoyed the thought of another hike. Most of the men had counted on having until dark, at least, before
they would be on the move again. Infantry welcomed the dark, looked forward to it. Even when friends
and enemies dike were equipped with efficient night-vision systems, the darkness gave some cover. The
best night-sight gear, such asthat which the Accord Defense Forces used, only provided seventy percent
of daylight vighbility.

Sore feet and legs were asked to carry everyone again. Five kilometers, over rough country: it took the
strike force three hoursto cover that distance, more than twice what it would have taken if they had been
fresh.



It was hard to keep the men together during this march. After daysin the field with minimal rations and
major exer-tions, stragglers were a congtant problem, and there were no pickup vanstrailing dong to
collect them. They had to be urged on—prodded, cgjoled, or threstened—Dby their mates aswell as by
the officers and noncoms. If they fell behind, the only pickup would be by the Schlina forces, and no one
wanted to trust themselves to the suspect mercies of the enemy.

The gtart of the march was difficult enough for most of the men. They had to climb to the top of the hill.
Though the route was well defined, it was steep. After they crossed the top, they had to follow the recon
platoons down a steep draw on the far side. That was too narrow, and treacherous, for anything other
than singlefile, and it took a consderable time to move four-hundred men down it, dipping and diding

repeatedly.

The narrow draw opened into along, narrow valley with dopes rising on both sides—stegply on the | eft.
The bottom of the valey wasrarely as much as twenty meterswide, and it was exceptiondly
rocky—scree, loose rocks from pebbles to bouldersthe size of asmall truck—strewn around
haphazardly. That was especialy hard on feet that were aready aching, and the uneven going pulled at
the musclesin thighs and calves. Smdler rocks gave way underfoot. A few times, rocks larger than aman
were didodged to tilt or dide ameter or two.

After two kilometers of that, the strike force had to climb another dope, to reach a pass between two
morerocky hills.

That opened up into a higher valley, alarge bowl-shaped depression that had survived long enough to
collect soil to support the growth of small trees. Once inside that wooded area—it was hardly large
enough to term it aforest—Captain Inges cdled ahalt.

The men moved into defensive positions. Most of them were ready to collgpse from fatigue, but there
was work to do first. Holes had to be dug. Dirt and rocks had to be piled up. Men had to be reminded
to eat. Exhaustion might seem more important than hunger, but they needed the nourishment, scant as
their resources had become.

Even then, only haf of the men could be alowed to deep a any one time. The squads were matched off,
onefireteam on guard, the other to deep. The first changeover would be made in two hours. After that,
theintervalswould be stretched by haf. And, just maybe, everyone would have a chance to catch up on
their deep before the next march... or the next fight.

Eustace Ponks rode with histeeth gritted againgt the vibra-tion he felt coming from the right tread of
Basset two. The tremor had been there since they started moving after their repairs, just before sunset,
and the vibration was beginning to get more pronounced. Eustace knew every sound and move-ment that
the gun made, and this new sound did not bode well. They still had two-hundred kilometersto go to
reach the escarpment, and there was along, difficult climb when they did. He had aready had Simon cut
back on their speed. Basset two was doing no more than forty kilometers per hour now, scarcely enough
to give them time to get to the top of the escarpment by firgt light. If that vibration continued to get worse,
they would have to dow down even more. That might leave them out in the open, ether at the rocky
perimeter of therift valley or on the road climbing to the plateau, in daylight— where they would have no
room for evasive maneuversin case of attack.

"The rest of the battery will probably passusin an hour or two,” Simon said. Therecdl order for the
Havocs had gone out early in the afternoon, while the repair work to Basset two was still going on, but
the move was not scheduled to start until dark, when the guns and their support vans would have some
hope of moving unobserved. Basset two had started back ahead of the others because of the damage it
had suffered. But afull day's lead would be lost because of the time they had spent working on the drive



whed, and because of the dower speed they were being forced to hold to now.

They'll pass us, Eustace thought, but there was nothing the others could do to help Basset two move any
fagter. For atime, the others would be in range to throw in afew roundsif they were attacked on the
ground, but they would not stay close. That would Smply present amore tempting target to any enemy
arcraft that might happen to spot them, and the Havocs were not anti-aircraft weapons. They would be
plump targets, ripe for the picking. In any case, the rest of the battery was needed on the plateau. Not
baby-sitting a cripple.

"At least some of uswill get back intimeto lend ahand,” Eustace whispered, not redly caring whether or
not Simon heard him. A little louder, he said, "Y ou fed that vibration?' He had asked that question a
dozen times areadly.

"l fed it,” Simonreplied. "If it busts, it busts. There's nothing more we can do about it. Rosey sadit'sa
miracle were even running. Just hope it gets us close enough that we can make it the rest of the way on
foot if we haveto."

"Can that talk," Eustace said, too sharply. His voice sof-tened somewhat when he added, "Thisold girl
will get usthere. We just need to pamper her abit. Try cutting another klick or two off the speed.”

"You'retheboss," Simon said, resigned. He adjusted the throttles on both engines just afraction.

Once the Havoc was running at its new speed, Eustace listened intently to the sounds the treads made for
amoment. "Maybethat is just ahair better,” he conceded. "It should still get us up to the top before
sunrise." He hoped.

Al Bergon had abusy hour after the strike force made camp. While the others were digging in, he made
the rounds of first squad, and second squad aswell. Everyone had blisters or badly strained muscles.
Ezra Frain had managed to twist his knee. By the time he was able to get off of hisfeet and stay there,
the knee had swollen up. Ezrawasin considerable pain but refused to admit it until he was done with the
medic. Even then, he whispered.

"l didn't think | was going to makeit," hetold Bergon.

"It'samiracleyou did. Next time, let me know right away. We could have taken two minutesto put a
soaker onit. You'd have had alot less pain, and it would hedl ahell of alot faster.”

"Yeah, well." Ezralet hisvoicetall off. He did know better—it was the same sort of thing he had told Joe
Baerclau when the sergeant hurt his leg—»but it was dways easier to give advice than to take it. With the
pain, Ezrahad not been thinking straight. "'Long as we don't have to start off again for a couple of hours.”

"Couple of hours? Y ou'd better hope we have at least eight-een hours before you have to start walking
again. That kneg'sin bad shape. Y ou may havetorn cartilage or muscle. | can't tell for certain. Right now,
we've got to get you to Doc Eddies. Maybe he can come up with something more than | can.”

"Il bedl right," Ezrainssted.

"Don't try to hand me that load of crap, Corp. If we had an evac shuttle coming in, you'd be onit. No
shit. Doc Eddies would back me up in asecond, and the lieutenant wouldn't try to stop it. And don't
even think about putting any weight on that leg. I'll get a couple of guysand well carry you to the doc.
You just wait whereyou are.

Bergon stood, but did not actually have to go anywhere. He called for Mort and Kam, and the three of
them moved Ezrato where Doc Eddies had set up shop. Mort headed straight back to the rest of the



squad. Al stayed with Ezra so he would have a chanceto tell Eddies what he had found. Kam started to
leave, but stopped afew meters away. He looked back toward All.

"Okay, Kam. I'll bewith you inaminute," Bergon said.

The whole squad knew that Goff was having trouble, though they tried not to let him see that they knew.
Al, Mort, and Ezra had been sharing the duty of watching over Kam, and it really did not matter if one of
them happened to be occupied for afew minutes; the rest of the squad was aso watch-ing. Kam hadn't
realized that he was never out of Sight of at least one of the others. They never called it a suicide watch,
did not even think of it in those terms, but they knew that Goff wasin danger, and they were determined
to do what they could to help him through it. He was part of the squad.

Al briefed Doc Eddies on Ezra Frain's condition, then hur-ried over to Goff.
"Something | can do for you?' Al asked as casudly as he could manage.

"I don't know." Kam had his visor up, and he whispered so softly that Al had to pay particular atention
to be certain that he heard what Kam said. "'I'm not sure there's anything anybody can do.”

"Let'stakeawak." Therewastoo little room in the patch of woodsto get out of sight of everyone, but
they could manage alittle privecy.

"Tak tome" Al said when they werefinaly out of earshot of the men around the dispensary.

Al sat, and gestured for Kam to get down aswell. Goff hesitated, then more or less collgpsed onto his
rump. His head hung forward for amoment. Al waited without moving.

"I waswondering if Doc Eddies might have something to help me," Goff managed after aminute.
"Help you how?" Bergon asked.

"Ded with dl this"" Kam made awild gesture with one hand. ™Y ou know what it's been likefor me. | see
somebody dead, seealittle blood, and al of asudden I'm puking my guts out. But that's not the worst
part. I'm scared crazy. | can't deep. | hardly dare close my eyesfor dl theterriblethings| see. | don't
know how much longer | cantakeit." More softly yet, he added, "1 redlly don't.”

"| can giveyou adeep paich,” Al said, spesking dowly while hetried to think what else he might be able
to do. "That puts you so deep you won't dream.” Or won't remember what you dream if you do, he
qudified slently. " Just getting some undisturbed deep should help. The human mind can do alot for itsf,
if it getsachance. A mild tranquilizer to help the other. But it can't be too much, Kam, you know that.
We're stuck out here. Y ou've got to be able to march with the rest of us. | know it's rough, but you are
making it. Y ou're doing your duty. Y ou're doing the best you can, and that's al anyone can ask.”

Kam shook his head. "I'm just going through the motions. | couldn't—coul dn't—actually shoot at
someone. Not any-more. I'm just making noiseswith my zipper. | think Sarge knows."

Probably, Al thought. "Don't worry about that. If it wasticking the Bear off, héld let you know fast. Let's
get back to the squad. I'll give you a patch so you can get some deep before we hit theroad again.”

The next attack started with a dozen Schlina snipers sneak-ing close enough to work on the strike force.
The Heggie shooters had al managed to get past the thin cordon of sensorsthat the strike force had
planted without setting off any warn-ing. There had been too few of the remote bugs to adequately cover
the perimeter, and the men of the strike force had been too tired to do their best work in any event.
Sudden gunfire two hours before dawn woke everyone immediatel y—except for the two men who were



struck by thefirst volley of fire, and those men who had required deep patchesfor one reason or
another.

Al Bergon came awake ingantly. He rolled onto his somach in the dit trench and lifted his head just
enough to see over the dirt he had piled up around his hole. Though someone el se had started it while he
was treating the injured, Al had widened the hole and made it deeper, to give himsdlf room for a patient.

Kam Goff wasin atrench three meters away—with adeep patch on his neck. No shooting in the galaxy
was likely to wake him until the patch had run through its sx-hour dose, or until it had been removed.
Adeep, Goff had no way to defend himsalf, nor would he be able to respond to orders.

Al rolled out of hisfoxhole and crawled to Goff. Keeping himsdlf pressed as close to the ground as
possible, Al reached in and ripped the deep patch from Kam's neck. Goff would still need time to wake,
but yanking the patch wasthe first step. A stimulant patch wasthe next. Before Al could bring hisarm
back to hissideto reach for the new patch, he was hit in the elbow by adug.

The pain was s0 intense that he was even unable to scream. Then, there was a brief numbness, an instant
of relief as Al's nervous system overloaded on pain and he came close to pass-ing out. Then the pain was
back, growing, and blood welled out of the shattered arm.

"Sarge, I'm hit," Al reported. He sounded dmost cam. "At Goff'shole." Then hedid faint.

Tod Chorbek and Wiz Mackey spoke at the sametime. Wiz findly took over. "We can get him, Sarge.
Werrenot al that far off."

Joe'singinct wasto tell them to stay put, but he didn't. They could not—would not—l eave their medic
out in the open. He would have gone after any of them, no matter therisk.

"Becareful," Joetold the volunteers. " Stay flat. Drag him back to hishole.”

Wiz and Tod scuttled across the ground as if they were trying to break speed records. Neither man had
hisrifle or pack harness, so they weren't dowed by gear. When they reached Bergon, each man grabbed
aleg and they dragged him back to his own foxhole. Twice Joe saw dirt kick up within centimeters of
one of the men as bullets struck—heavy dugs, not wire.

"Can't anybody see who's doing that shooting?' Joe demanded, frustration pulling his voice up ahalf
octave. "Give them some covering fire."

After afew more rounds had hit, Joe thought he had an idea of the direction the shooting was coming
from. He fired two short bursts, and told the rest of first squad to use his vector to guide their own. "Put
somewire out therel" he shouted into hisradio. He was on the platoon channd though and it wasthe
whole platoon that started shooting into the trees.

They might not have hit the sniper—a dug-thrower had a much greeter range than awire gun—but there
were no moreincoming rounds while Wiz and Tod were dragging the medicin.

"His elbow's been shattered, and he'slost alot of blood,” Tod reported. "Our medic needs amedic, like
now."

The medic from third squad, the only other one left in the platoon, got on the radio to say that he wason
hisway.

"Stop wasting wire!" Captain Ingels said on hisal-hands channd. "Third and 4th platoons. Left and right.
Weve got maybe a dozen snipers out there. First recon on the south. Let's get them fast.”



"Kill the engines," Eustace Ponks ordered. Simon hit the switches. Basset two was at the base of the
road that climbed the escarpment.

"Weve got lessthan an hour till firgt light,” Simon reminded the gun chief after the enginesfell slent. "The
way weve been going, that's just barely enough.”

"I'vegot to look at thet tread,” Eustace said. "That vibration isdriving me crazy. | keep thinking were
going to lose the drive whed any second. That happens at abad place on this road, we go right off the
Sde. Y ou want to chance that?'

The climb would be dangerous enough as it was. The peo-ple of Porter had never anticipated that heavy
artillery pieceswould be using their road from rift valley to plateau. The route had been blasted out of the
stone. Some of the switchbacks were cut back into the side of the escarpment, and most had little room
to sparefor avehicle the size of aHavoc sdf-propelled howitzer. The weight of the vehicle meant that
there was also adanger that it would crack off part of the roadway ... and fal to the base of the wall with
therock.

"Youlookin' a it ain't gonnastop the vibration,” Simon said. "There sureain't no time to do any more
work on it. We either make it or we don't. We either drive the old ga up thisroad, or wewalk it. Either
way, don't make no sense to stop and stare at that damn whed again.”

Eustace felt aflash of anger, but he bit back any immediate retort. He looked across the gun barrdl at
Simon for amoment, knowing that the driver was right—and hating that.

"Okay, let'sgo. But dow. Maybe you got your wings pol-ished, but | don't.”

Simon laughed and started the engines again. He adjusted the idle until he was satisfied with the sound,
then eased both treads into gear. The Havoc edged forward. Simon rotated the throttles forward, dowly.

"I'll get usto thetop,” hesaid. "Hell, thisole ga survived adirect hit from arocket. Ain't nothin' gonna
stop her now."

Rosey had already started the support truck up the road. Near the first switchback, he had stopped,
waiting to see what Eustace was going to do with the howitzer. Once the gun started moving again, the
truck also resumed its prog-ress. The truck went first: that wasin case something did go wrong. The gun
would not take out the truck on itsway down.

"Some guarantee you give us," Eustace had mumbled, but the trucks had al gone up ahead of thelr
guns—the rest of the battery was aready on the plateau—and they had followed the Havocs down the
other day.

The rough road never climbed at more than a 27-degree angle. A Havoc in good condition would
scarcely have balked at 45 degrees, up or down, but climbing a steep dope with ajury-rigged drive
whed might be asking for too much trouble. The extra burden on that axle... Eustace shook his head. /
wouldn't even think about trying anything more than 30 degrees, helied to himsdif.

Beforelong, Eustace found himsdlf holding his bresth again, asif that might make it essier for Basset two
to makeit up the narrow road. He kept his eyes on the outside monitors, jerking away from them only
long enough to look out directly through one of his periscopes. He had two of those, fore and &ft, each
capable of turn-ing through 210 degrees, providing overlapping fidds of view.

Thefirgt switchback was only twenty meters above the floor of therift valey, two-hundred metersfrom
the start of the dope. The builders had taken advantage of anatura ledge that angled gently up to the first



switchback.

Simon had to reverse the right tread for the turn. There was not enough room to go around the curve
samply shifting the transmission for that tread into neutral . Eustace held his bregth again. The turnswere
the most likely places for the drive whed or tread to come off, or for the axle to snap.

Bassat two made the turn without difficulty. Eustace detected no change in the vibration coming from the
drivewhed. But he didn't relax after the gun was moving straight again. Each subsequent turn would be
higher, some at a steeper grade.

Sweat started to form on Eustace's forehead. By the time Basset two was halfway up the escarpment,
the sweat was flowing into his eyes, ginging, but he didn't wipeit away. When he didn't have anything
elseto do with hishands, he held on to the arms of his seet asif he were afraid of faling out.

Where theroad reached its steepest grade, the pitch of the vibration from the right tread increased in
pitch and volume. The shaking became gross, not subtle, asif the drive assembly were tearing itself gpart.
Y et again, Eustace held his breath, trying to hold the repairs together by willpower.

"Sow it down, just amite," he told Smon, softly, hisvoice strained.

Simon didn't bother trying to change Ponkss mind. Obediently, he eased off on the throttles, just ahair,
dowing the gun by perhaps no more than ahaf kilometer per hour. The gun was dready barely creeping.
The dope had eaten most of the power the engines were putting out on the reduced throttle settings he
had been using before.

"Planes on the scope,” Eustace announced amoment later, followed amost ingtantly by, "Wasps. I've got
the recognition signd.”

, "Hope you're sending our RStoo," Simon said under his breath.

"Loud and clear," Eustace said. Be hell to get shot off thiswall by our own birds. There was enough
danger in the climb without thet.

The Waspsflew on until their sgnd was hidden by thelip of the plateau.
"They didn't seem to bein any particular hurry,” Eustace said. "Must not be any Heggies close by."

For the next twenty minutes, the men rodein silence. Then, "Last switchback coming up, boss,” Simon
reported. "After that, it's smooth sailing. The road bends back and getsamost leve.”

Eustace didn't need the travel ogue, but Simon couldn't hold back.

"Don't relax yet, Smon," Eustace said. "We're near the top, sure, but that just means we've got farther to
fdl if something goeswrong."

"Y ou want to get out and walk?' Simon demanded, histemper finaly beginning to frazzle. "Y ou can get
out and I'll chase you the rest of the way to camp, goose you with' the gun every time you dow down.”

"Simmer down, and keep your mind on your driving." Eustace regretted his own show of temper dmost
ingtantly, asdid Simon. But as was usudly the way between them, both men smply went silent. For the
rest of thisride, there would be no conversation that was not absolutely required.

It didn't matter. Five minutes|ater, Basset two had success-fully made the last turn and was moving away
from the edge of the escarpment. Even if the drive whedl gave out now, it would only mean a short walk.



Therewould benofal in their metal cage.
CHAPTER
16

In afew hours, the 13th Spaceborne Assault Team would have been on Porter for eleven days. The
days, and nights, were getting no easer for the strike force west of the capitd city or for the bulk of the
13th on the plateau. The Schlind garrison had not attempted any additiond full-scale attacks on either
element of theinvading force, but there were dmost continuous harassing attacks against one or the
other.

The strike force consisting of Echo and George companies and the 1st and 3rd recon platoons was on
the march again, moving northwest, away from Porter City—but without get-ting closer to the territory
controlled by the rest of the 13th. A second shuttle had managed to get in just before sun-set the
previous afternoon. That lander had taken off severa more wounded and had brought in two cases of
wire—the last ammunition availablefor the strike force. At that, it had amounted to only two spools per
carbine. That would not last long in aseriousfight.

Joe Baerclau put onefoot in front of the other. Thinking beyond that was becoming difficult. He scarcely
recdled the previous step or imagined afuture that held the next one. From time to time, as he happened
to think about it, he did look around to see how the platoon was moving, or to tell the squad leadersto
keep closetrack of their men, but the most routine duties had become infinitely complicated for amind
numbed by too many days of little deep, short rations, and long hikes. Movements were leaden, tortured.
Even the occasiond moments of attack no longer excited the men. They went through the defensive
routineswith al thelife of zombies. They tried to eiminate the attackers, or sdemate them, and the
march would go on.

And on.

Kam Goff had taken on the duties of squad medic after Al Bergon was wounded. Al had been evacuated
to the hospital ship. Kam was scarcely quaified to act as medic. He had only the same cursory training in
first a@d that al recruits went through, but he could doctor blisters, and that wasthe main call on his
services. Beyond that, he could bandage awound, or wrap aknee or anklein asoaker... and direct the
injured man to Doc Eddies.

The new duties appeared to have helped settle Kam's anxi-eties. They gave him something to think about
besides hisfear, and the way that combat paralyzed his mind. When he was going to help a buddy, or
working with awounded man, he did not have the reaction he had had to walking up and seeing the dead
or wounded before. There was alittle color back in hisface, and only the exhaustion he shared with
everyone €lse seemed to dull hisreactions.

"Well takefifteen here”

Captain Ingelss voice over the noncoms circuit startled Joe. He passed the word to the platoon and
blinked rapidly severd times, asif just waking from avivid dream. / must have been asleep on my feet,
he thought. He stood motionless, hisbody swaying asif he were about to fall.

That would be the easiest way to get to the ground. Even that idle thought couldn't bring asmileto his
fece.

"Takealittle carefor your positions,” hetold the platoon. "Don't get caught with your buttsin the air. We
can't tell when well get another attack.”



Then, at last, Joe sank to the ground. For amoment hejust let his head sag, the chin strap of his helmet
on his chest. He closed his eyes and took adeep breath, on the verge of falling adeep. But there was no
timefor deep. Fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes. Not long enough to deep. Too long to stay awake.

ll\m?l
"Yes, Lieutenant?" Joe had to shake his head to get his mind working again.

"One more hour. That's what the captain says. Then wefind aplaceto stay put for at least four, maybe
al day." Lieutenant Keye sounded astired as Joe felt.

Joe looked around, trying to spot where Keye was. He had lost track of the platoon leader, and that was
abad sgn. Everything seemed to be abad sign lately.

"Ancther hour's going to be rough on everyone, Lieutenant, including you and me."

"I know, but it's going to take that long to reach aplace that'll give us some security. And space for
pickup, just in case. No, there's no word yet, either on relief or on aride back to the plateau.” He
paused. "At least, no word we've been told about.” Keye cursed himsdf silently for rambling. He might
be astired as hismen, but it was till bad form to show it o clearly.

"Better be soon, Lieutenant. Another day and well be out of food aswell as everything dse.”

"They're getting short on the plateau too, Joe. We're going to organize a couple of hunting parties, if we
can, after we bivouac for the night. Maybe after weve al had timeto get alittle deep.”

"Hunting parties?'

"Recon will handle that. Most of those snipes have been hunters since they learned how to walk.”
Fresh meat would be a treat, Joe thought. "Take alot of meat to feed everybody," he said.
"Every little bit helps," Keye said. "How's Goff holding up?’

"Pretty good now, sir. Were sill keegping watch on him, but there's been no sign of trouble since he
gtarted handling the blister detail."

"Remember that," Keye said before he signed off. ¢  «

"Can't help you thistime, Lieutenant,” Roo Vemon told Zel Paitcher. "That entire port drive hasto be
replaced, and | can't do that here. Not now, at least. That's athree-man job, and we'd have to bring the
replacement drive down from the ships. Even if the colonel okayed that, it'd take three, four hours of
work once we got the parts. And without a clean room to work in..." He shook his head. "Be better just
to dide the bird into one of the heavy transport lifters and do the work back in the hangar, on the ship.
And we can't get one of those down here without more security than we've got. Sorry, Sir.”

Zd wanted to scream hisrage, hisfrudtration, but he didn't. If the bird couldn't be repaired, it couldnt,
and no amount of shouting would change that. Still, for along moment, he could do nothing but stare at
Roo, his body trembling with pent-up emotion. Then the emotion seemed to drain away, suddenly, and
his body went rather limp. He took a deep breath and let it Out dowly.

"I know you've done your best, Chief," Zd said. Under hisbreath, an intense"Damn!" did out.

"Weve got one other bird in the same shape out of Red flight,” Roo offered. " Short aswe are, maybe the
colone will authorize bringing down the repair parts. I'm sure he wants as many of them flying as



posshble”
"But you don't think it'sagood ideato try the repairs here.”

"Not the bet, no, sir. | wouldn't guarantee the work for more than ten hours of flying time'lesswedo it
inaclean room. An' that's pushing it. Get dust and organic moleculesin there, fouling thingsup. The
control circuits can be mighty touchy about that. Y ou saw what happened before, Sir. We got something
inyour bird and it shut right down. Y ou were lucky, sSir. It happened on the ground last time. Thismight
beworse. A little speck of dust caught in the wrong connection can raise the heat 20 degreesin notime
at dl. Usethe bird hard and you can go right on by the safety limits, not even know what's happened until
you get drive falure. Temperature fault like that, you couldn't even count on ‘jecting safely.” Roo paused
for amoment, trying to come up with some way to make the lieutenant feel better about his plight.

"'Nother day or two, likely everybody be grounded,” was the best he could find. "Were down to the
scrapin's on muni-tions now. Won't any of it last much longer. Y our plane, air, I'll haveto get in and strip
what ammo you're carrying So we can keep another bird flyin' that much longer.” Privately, Roo doubted
that the ammunition would last even one morefull day. If the Heggies made one more determined assault
on the 13th, the remaining Wasps would run dry in short order.

Zd looked at the ground. Hewas out of the air, probably for the duration of the campaign—unlessa
couple of other pilots had to be grounded with planesthat were still airworthy, and that was highly
unlikely.

"l guessthat makes meamudder," Zel said eventualy.

" 'Fraid so, dr," Roo said, sympathy in hisvoice. "Other pilotswho lost their birds, colonel'stook ‘em
right into the HQ detachment.” Roo failed to suppress a chuckle then. "He's got the highest ranked rifle
squad ever, | think."

Zd looked up then.
"Sorry, dr," Roo said quickly. "1 just couldn't help mysdlf."

Zd wasdow to say, "That's okay, Chief. If it wasn't me, I'd probably be making the same sort of
comments.” He had made the same sort of comments, talking to Slee about the three other pilotswho
had logt their planes but remained hedlthy themsalves.

"This campaign can't last much longer,” Roo said, trying to be conciliatory. "Relief be here soon, maybe
aforethe day'sgone.”

"I'll believeit when| seeit,” Zd said. He shook his head. "Talk to you later, Chief. 1'd best go report to
the colond. If | canfind him."

"Last | heard, sr, HQ was till up by Bravo Company,” Roo offered.

The Schlinal commander on Porter had not bothered to return agarrison to the city of Maison. There
would betimefor that later. After the Accord troops were destroyed, the people of Maison would be
next on hislist of Things To Do. They had to have helped the invaders. At aminimum, they had
permitted the Accord to attack and destroy or capture the troops stationed there. He did not know yet
which wasthe case. Either way, it redly did not matter. In any case, the pun-ishment for Maison would
be severe, and extended. Buit... later. After the burr of the Accord had been diminated from

Porter, he would think about punishment for Maison. Antici-pation was half the fun. The Accord: the
Schlind commander did not assume that they had merely killed al prisoners out of hand, as he might



eadly have donein smilar circumstances. After dl, they had turned |oose the prisonersthey had captured
in Porter City. Without weapons, helmets, boots, or clothes, true, but they had not harmed anyone after

capture.
"It'snot asif | actudly need the men they left in Maison,”" he reasoned.

He till had more than sufficient troops for the job. 1t wasjust aquestion of bringing everything together in
just theright way at just the right time. Soon, the Accord would be low on ammunition and food. Even
with dl of hissatdlites out of commisson, the commander could il tell how many enemy shipswere
over his planet. There had been no reinforcements, no additiona stores of ammunition coming in-system.
Or food. Theinvaderswould be easy pickings when they got hungry and short of wire. The Schlina
commander had no delusions about the quadity of histroops. They would not have been assgned to
garrison duty on aworld like Porter if they had been firgt-rate combat soldiers. Most were conscripts.
Many were too old and out of shape for the front lines. But they had the numbers, they had the weapons,
and they had more than enough ammunition to dedl with the enemy. After al, no more than two thousand
or so could have landed, and they had taken casudties. The Schlind commander had no ideahow many
casudlties, but that there were some was obvious.

Soon, the commander promised himsalf. Eleven dayswastoo long asit was. If helet thisincurson go on
much longer, his superiorswould ask too many uncomfortable questions. In the Schlina military,
questions could be hazardous to an offi-cer's career. .. not to mention his hedth. The delay meant that he
would need a"glorious’ victory. He would have to com-pletely obliterate the enemy. That way, he could
adwaysration-dizethe time by saying that he had merely been toying with them, experimenting with
methods, preparing himsalf and his troops for future engagements.

He amiled. Yes, that would go over well with the field marshal, and the baron.

Tomorrow night, he decided with a saf-satisfied nod. After another thirty-six hours of softening up, the
enemy should bein just the shape he wanted. His troops ought to be able to smply walk over them. Both
units, the onein the valey, and the larger one up on the plateau. The smaller force, the one that had
raided the capital, was nearly to that point now, from appearances. They had been reported using
captured weagpons, and abandoning them once they were empty.

"Easy pickingsindeed," the commander whispered.
With that decided, he rang for his batman, and for breakfast. He had a good appetite this morning.

Six Havocs made the trip back to Maison under cover of darkness. Thirty men from the 2nd recon
platoon met the howitzers outside the city and confirmed that the Heggies had not returned. After that, it
was amatter of an hour's work to load the weapons and ammunition that had been left for the resdents
of Maison. Thelocas also provided more than aton of foodstuffs, mostly vegetables and fruit, after they
learned that the 13th was low on rations.

"Werein thistogether," the acting mayor of Maison told the senior officer. The acting mayor was under
no delusions as to what the fate of Maison would beif the 13th was destroyed. The reason he was
acting mayor was that his elected prede-cessor had been hung in the town square as an example, for
some unexplained infraction of Schlind rules. "Well do whatever we can.”

"Damn delivery truck," Eustace Ponks mumbled under his breath. " Spend aday and ahaf repairing the
olegirl and they turn her into a delivery truck."

Simon pretended not to hear. That was better than rekindling the tirade that had started within seconds
after they recelved their ordersto be part of the mission to Maison.



The damaged drive whedl and axle had been replaced with parts scavenged from awrecked Havoc. The
job had till taken more than eighteen hours of concentrated work. The jury-rigged repairs made in the
rift valley had caused addi-tional damage. Halfway through the new repair process, Rosey Bianco had
come within seconds of throwing up his hands and giving up. Eustace had taken the mechanic aside and
spent ten minutes convincing him to stick with it. Neither man would talk about what was said in that
conversation.

It gives us a chance, Simon thought—collecting the cap-tured wegpons and ammunition, that is. If the
infantry ran out of wire, the Havocswould not last long. Artillery and infantry, and even the air wing,
were all dependent on each other. The flyers needed safe placesto land for fresh batteries and
ammunition. The Havocs needed safe areas aswell, and infantry to keep the enemy from destroying them
like bugs. A Havoc had little defensive capability. 1t was pitifully easy to knock out. The more
ammunition the mudders had, the longer the Havocs would have some sort of haven. Of course, the
Havocs themsalves might soon run out of ammunition. They were down to just the rounds they carried
with them now. Basset two was down to eighteen rounds. In ahectic fight, they might run through that
many shdllsin ten minutes. After that, Bassat two would be nothing more than an expensive battering
ram. Or addlivery van.

Might aswell start now, Simon thought. But he knew that Eustace would never seeit that way.

Kam Goff woke feding hafway rested for the first time since landing on Porter. Even after deeping with
the knockout patch that one time, he hadn't felt really rested. Of course, he had been wakened
prematurely from that deep. But thistime, he woke on hisown, quickly, fully. He felt exceptionaly
clearheaded, aso for achange. Under other circumstances, he might have gotten rapidly to hisfeet,
ready to face asunny new day. But that could never happen again, not unless he found amagic potion
that allowed him to forget everything he had seen and done on Porter. And Kam did not believe in magic.

The bright aertness of waking refreshed quickly dulled as the events of the last even days resmprinted
themsdaves on Kam's mind. It dways came back—the killings, the blood, numbness, vomiting—all of it,
down to the looks his comrades gave him when they thought he wouldn't notice.

He dways noticed. After severd minutes, Kam finaly sat up and looked around. They had made campin
anarrow can-yon thistime. He actudly grinned at the thought that it could be a death trap. Enemy
gunners on top of the canyon walls, shooting down: that would be ared daughter. If the recon squads
patrolling above were overwhelmed quickly, or missed spotting an enemy force, Echo and George might
samply ceaseto exist.

The countryside had become distinctly foreboding during the night's march, but it was only now clear just
how fore-boding. Up above this canyon, there seemed to be no trees at al left. There were rock-strewn
vigtas that might have come from an airlessmoon. Rarely wasthere any greenery visible, only in sheltered
nooks, mostly aong the few watercourses. The occasiona bird stayed far overhead—scavengers looking
for amed. Morerarely they saw asmdl anima, usudly at a consderable distance. Most of those animals
were the smal hopping reptiles one of the men had jokingly termed abunnysaurus. They did make

decent edting, though they tasted nothing at dl like rabbit.

There was athin stream running through this canyon, never more than two meters wide and sixty
centimeters deep. The current was swift though, and the water clear and cold and pure. Doc Eddies had
found no worrisome contamination with hisfield tests. In many ways, the water was even purer than the
recycled fare they had know aboard ship coming to Porter. It certainly tasted better.

/ wonder if there arefish in it? Kam mused. He wasn't even sure that Porter had fish or recognizable
anaogs. Many worlds did, and many that had no native fish had imported them from Earth (or one of the



other worlds with piscine fauna) to stock their waterways. He had seen pictures of beautiful, exotic
species from dozens of worlds. Asachild, Kam had once had aterrestria aquarium, stocked solely with
genuine Earth species. That hobby had lasted for nearly ayear before the last of the fish had died, from
some complaint he had never been able to identify.

Kam got to hisfeet and stretched, twisting his body and moving from side to side. He looked up at the
sky. The sun was shining in acloudless sky. At least the portion of sky he could see between the canyon
wallswas cloudless. Despite the burden of his memories, Kam felt as a ease with himsdlf ashe could
remember ever feding. There was a measure of comfort to everything now, and had been since he had
taken over Al'sduties and made his other decison. He had finaly come to termswith hisfallings. He
knew what he had to do, and he knew that he could do it.

A beautiful day, Kam thought. A beautiful day to die. If he could escape the watching eyes of his
comrades long enough. He had noticed them tracking him, every second of every hour. He suspected
that they even siood guard over him while he was adeep. It didn't matter. Hewould find his opportunity.
And then he could really rest.

CHAPTER
17

Corpora Dem Nimz of the 3rd recon platoon led his squad back into the canyon bivouac. The recon
platoons were organ-ized differently from the line companies. Each recon platoon was divided into
twelve-man rather than seven-man squads. Within those squads, the troops were divided into three
4-man fire teams. Recon soldiers normally operated in smaller unitsthan line troops did, most often
without backup from air or artillery. Recon soldiers tended to be more independent by nature, more
difficult tofit into the normal garrison discipline of the military. But the nature of the men, and the nature of
the assignments they drew, aso brought a certain amount of consideration. It wasrare for them to be
pressed to act like drill field soldiers.

The sergeant who had commanded Nimz's squad on landing had been killed thefirst day, on apatrol far
beyond the lines. Nimz till had eight men left, including himsdlf. The squad worked itsway down a
narrow pathway aong the canyon wall. When they entered camp, they headed directly toward Captain
Ingelss command post on the far sde of the canyon, under an overhang that gave the areathe
appearance of a cave mouth.

"I didn't want to say anything over theradio, sr," Nimz said when he was face-to-face with the captain
and both men had their helmet visors up.

Ingelsraised an eyebrow in surprise. Y ou ambushed a short company of Heggies. What happened
then?'

"We caught 'em fair, sir, and didn't loseaman doin' it,” Nimz said, nodding at the satisfying memory.
"They walked right into our kill zone, an’ we did 'em up proper. Three splat guns.” He smiled broadly.
"The body count was ninety four, including three wounded Heggies who couldn't make it another hour.
Far aswe could tell, no one escaped. I'm pretty sure o' that, Sir, but not full one hundred percent. Maybe
ninety-nine point five." Nimz had to restrain himsdlf to kegp from laughing, till on ahigh from the ambush.

"S0, what was the problem?" Ingels kept his voice even. He had dealt with recon types often enough. He
had even done a short tour as arecon platoon leader before deciding that he fit in better with aline
company—that is, before deciding that he redlly didn't belong with the crazy reccers.

"The Heggies know were short of ammo, sir. Know it. Plain and smple, no doubt at dl. We took



ninety-four rifles. The most any of the dead Heggies had was two full spools, plus whatever was aready
in the magazine. An' no spare power packs. One of the wounded managed to talk alittle before he died.
Said their officers got orders that they weren't to go into combat with any more ammo than that. Their
reserves were being held back, out of our reach.”

For amoment Ingelssmply stared at Nimz.

"We brought back theriflesand wire," Nimz added. The captain's silent stare bothered himin away he
redlly couldn't understand.

"Every little bit helps" Ingdsdlowed. He sghed. "But if they know were hurting. .."

"Yes, gr," Nimz said, mostly to prevent another lengthy silence. "Y ou seewhy | didn't want to put that on
theradio."

"You did right, Corpora. Thank you. Get your men fed and settled down for arest. Well get the
weapons distrib-uted.”

Ingels tood motionless and watched while Nimz rgjoined his men and led them off toward aspace alittle
farther upstream.

North. Anyone who thought much on the subject wanted to be upstream of everyone el se. The stream
might have been pure when the strike force arrived, but the presence of so many dirty humans would not
leaveit that way for long.

After two or three minutes, Ingelslowered his visor and said one word on a private channdl. "Vic."
"Yes, Captain?' Lieutenant Vickersreplied.
"Come see me, soon asyou can.”

Ingelslifted his visor again, walked over to the stream, and looked down into the water. He knew that he
had to passthe intelligence on to Colond Stossen—over theradio, despite the sengtivity of the
information—but he wanted a moment to think through what he would say first. He knelt dowly and
dipped his handsin the stream and splashed water against hisface. Then he dipped again and took along
drink. He had a canteen cup on his belt, but this was quicker and, in away he did not try to understand,
more satisfying, evenif it wasfar lessefficient.

If only wire flowed like water, there for the taking.

Joe Baerclau had adull achein hislower back that smply would not go away. He had even had Doc
Eddiestake alook, but al the doc could do was to put a soaker over it, and even that did not seem to
help, or help much. The ache was il there, a constant reminder nagging a Joe's atention. The ache
even disturbed hisdeep, insnuating itsdlf into his dreams, keeping him from the deep oblivion his
exhaustion merited. Keep me on my toes, Joetold himsdf, trying to find something positivein the pain. /
get too deep asleep, | might not wake up if we're attacked. There wasredly little chance of that, but
it did address one of Joe's congtant worriesin acombat Situation. From experience, he knew that he
would never deep that soundly. If therewas any gunfireat al around, it would snap him right out of
deep, ready to return fire or do whatever e se the situation might demand. But he aways worried about
it.

After the strike force made camp during the night, Joe had stayed up for the first two hours, sharing that
watch while the achein his back increased. Then he had settled down to get some deep. He had
managed nearly four hours before the ache finaly woke him. He was free to go back to deep now, if he



wanted, if he could. It was nearly noon, and the strike force was planning to stay put until dark, unlessthe
colonel decided to send the shuttlesfor them, to take them back to the plateau.

Until the shuttles come. Asfar as Joe had heard, there was no decision on that yet. The Heggies were
attacking, off and on, up on the plateau. The raids seemed to be nothing serious, just enough to keep the
men there busy, and to make the air space over the 13th too dangerous for shuttles. Boem fighters, Nova
tanks, infantry raids against one section of the perimeter or another, in and out, back and forth, jumping
around so that the 13th never knew where the next strike would come from. Facing tactics of that sort
was particularly unnerving. It was worse than facing constant pressure in one place. All the spyeyesthe
13th had strung around Porter didn't seem to do much good. The 13th got warning when the Boems or
Novas came on, but rarely more than a couple of minutes. And infantry movements were rarely noted in
timeto give awarning before the shooting Sarted.

They could lift us back to the ships, Joe thought, knowing that the colonel would attempt that only in
the mogt dire of emergencies, unlesstheir relief force showed up. But that newswould certainly have

been released as soon as the colond knew about it. Joe was amost certain of that. That kind of news
would be too good for morale for the colonel to keep it secret.

Wouldn't it?

Joe was bone-tired, but he had chosen not to try to deep. Instead, he had taken time to talk with each of
the fireteamsin the platoon, sometimesto individua soldiers. Though he had known everyonein the
platoon, in the company, before Porter, he had only been a squad |eader then. Now he was platoon
sergeant, even if only temporarily, and respongible for more men. He had done dl of the norma thingsin
thelast few hours, said whatever he thought might boost the men's spirits, even alittle, while he warned
them to be particularly sparing of ammunition and food, and to drink plenty of water while they had such
agood source at hand.

"Don't get dehydrated,” he had warned them. That was too easy to do. Even when it caused no troublein
thefield, it could complicate the procedure of getting back "to human” when they findly left Porter. Even
if asoldier did not suffer injury or illness on acampaign, he would still need a certain amount of
convaescence time afterward. That was something that wastoo rarely understood by the men—and
even by some of the officers who ought to know.

Joe had returned twice to Goff during the last three hours. He spent more time with Kam each time than
he did. with anyone else. Kam seemed different. Joe wasn't sure that he could define the difference
exactly, and he didn't know what to make of the new Kam Goff. Being our medic has brought the best
out in him, was as close as he could come, and he felt uneasy about that assessment. He toyed with the
ideaof suggesting that Goff transfer to the medica corps. Perhaps he woujd be unable to handle
permanent assgnment as acombat medic. Medics were, after al, smply riflemen who accepted the
additiond duties. But as an orderly in ahospital ward, he might do well. Maybe he could even take
training as a medtech like Doc Eddies. That way, Goff could, perhaps, keep a decent opinion of himsalf
after Porter.

After Porter . Joe shook his head. It was becoming increas-ingly difficult to think of any future after
Porter. They had aready been on-planet twice aslong asthey had anticipated, with no word yet about
when they might finally get off. After Porter was adream, maybe even ahdlucination.

"Baerdau.”
"Yes, gr," Joereplied automatically at the sound of Lieu-tenant Keyesvoice.

"Asit stands now, we're here until sunset. The colonel's ordering down shuttles to take us back to the



plateau then.”

Joe nodded to himsdlf. "Guess that'sthe best time, Sir. Likewhen weleft.” Dawn or sunset, timeswhen
the sunwaslow in the ky.

"Get themen up,” Keye said. "Weve got alittle perimeter duty ahead of us. Up top. We're to go out
three klicks to the northeast and set up aline of bugs. We do have bugs|eft, don't we?'

"Yes, dr. That's one thing we're not short of." Joe sup-pressed asigh. "'l guessitisour turn for alittle
work, Lieu-tenant.”

Keye chuckled. "Y ou could say that. Get 'em mounted up. Fifteen minutes.”

Joe relayed the orders to the squad leaders. He had to remind himsdlf to let Ezrahandle first squad. If
Joe kept butting in there, Ezrawould have that much more difficulty getting the men to think of him as
their squad leader.

Fifteen minutes passed quickly. Those men who had been deeping were wakened. Nearly everyone took
the opportunity to take long drinks of the cool water from the stream and to refill their canteens. Some of
the men ate part of ameal pack. For three days, they had been making one pack last for two meals. A
few had started stretching their rations even more on their own initiative; those were mostly veterans. It
made for hungry moments, but postponed the time when they might run out completely.

Echo Company's 2nd platoon was not the only one setting out on the same sort of mission. Altogether,
five platoons were positioning sensing devices. If there was any Semind activity around, the sooner the
strike force knew about it, the better. If necessary, the shuttles could be warned off, told to stay out of
the atmosphere and wait for the danger to pass. Or the LZ could be adjusted to set the shuttles down
farther away from the Heggies.

Northeast, Joe thought as the platoon started to climb out of the canyon. At least that'sin the direction
of the rest of the regiment. It might take four hard daysto walk back to the plateau, but if worse came
toworg, they could doit.

First squad led the way, more by default than from any con-scious decision. Mort Jaiffer had the point,
followed by Goff and EzraFrain. Joe followed first squad, and Keye followed second squad. The "path”
up the canyon wall was merely a series of ledges, each higher than the last, narrow, but not so narrow
that there was any redl danger of anyone falling off. Moving from one ledge to the next could be alittle
touchy. Three of them required each man to set hisrifle on the rock above and hoist himsalf up with both
hands. With alittle help from the man before, and a boost from the next manin line, it went alittle faster.

There was no real concern about an ambush at the top of the canyon. The recon platoons had a
perimeter staked out to prevent that. A canyon might be adandy place to hide from prying eyes, but it
could beadeath trap if proper care was not exercised. Captain Teu Ingels was not the kind of
commander who missed e ementary precautions.

Three klicks out, three Micks back, Joe thought as he reached the top of the canyon wall. Hismind
gauged that distance in aching muscles and sore feet. He turned dowly, eyes dightly squinted, trying to
see everything within line of sight, on the ground and in the air. He was pleased at what he sav—or,
more accurately, did not see. There were no planesin sight. While Wasps might have been morae
boogters, it was even more heartening that there were no Schlina Boems around. Nor were there any
Novatanks or enemy infantry visble. There was no gunfire coming in or going out. The platoon amost
might have been aone on the world.



"Last timel tried to plant arow of bugs, you know what happened,” Joe said when Lieutenant Keye
stopped next to him.

"Don't go borrowing trouble, Joe."

"All those rocks and crevices, a couple of regiments could be hidden," Joe said. "Fifty tanks, four or five
thousand men.”

"If there were anywhere near that many Heggies around, you think we'd have lasted thislong?'

Joe hesitated before he said, "Naw, | guess not. Still, you got to worry 'bout what might happen, or you
forget to do the things that could save your buit."

"If there were any real numbers out here, we'd know about them, Joe. Between the spyeyes and the
reccers, we'd know."

Joe laughed, but without humor. "I know that, Sir, but if | don't have something to worry about, then |
have to worry about nothing. | don't fed right 'less I'm worrying about something or other."

"Y ou're sarting to sound like Max."

Joe faced the lieutenant squaredly, but did not speak.

"Sorry, Joe," Keye said after amoment. "1 know how close the two of you were."

Joe shook hishead. "I just can't get used to him being gone Sir, not yet. | just wall that off, | guess.”
"Let'sget moving.”

The platoon moved by squads, in four separate columns. As close asthe terrain permitted, the columns
Stayed twenty-five to thirty meters apart. Within the columns, the men kept their spacing aswell. They
weretoo tired to bunch up. It wasin forest that intervals were mogt difficult to maintain, and there was
not asingle tree to be seen, not even any of the scrub trees that had been most common in this area of
Porter. The only significant greenery of any kind was a prickly grass whose fifty-centimeter blades had
sarrated edges. That grass seemed nearly sharp enough to cut leather. At least the grassgrew only in
sparse patches. It could dmost dways be avoided.

The hike out was uneventful. Lieutenant Keye kept the pace easy. After eleven and ahalf days on Porter,
no one was capable of much speed in any case, especialy not Keye. Hetold himsdlf that he wasfinaly
beginning to fed hisage, and he couldn't get far from that thought afterward. It was athin excuse.

The men moved with ingtructions to watch the ground care-fully for any sgn that there had been soldiers
acrossit recent-ly, but no one saw anything that indicated that humans had ever trod any of this ground.
Onaworld like Porter, that was eminently possible—even within sixty or seventy kilometers of the

capitdl.

Once they reached their destination, the squads fanned out and planted thirty of the electronic devices,
twenty-five meters gpart in ashallow arc, deviating only for the needs of the terrain. Joe personaly
directed the placement of most of the snooper bugs. After they were dl in place, Joe and the lieu-tenant
went out beyond them, to make sure that the devices would not be spotted too quickly by a Schlinal
force moving toward the strike force's positions. Then, after the platoon was far enough behind the line of
bugs that they wouldn't set off larms themselves, Joe activated them remotely.

"Okay," Keye said. "Let's get back. We don't want to be late for our ride.”



The platoon had not made a hundred meters back toward the canyon when rifle fire started, coming from
the east, on their | €ft.

Thefirewasfar from heavy. Even as he dove for the ground, Joe guessed that no more than a half-dozen
rifleswere active. But two men from fourth squad, the squad that had the left flank, went down heavily
from thefirst bursts of wire. Their squad leader crawled toward them while a dozen othersfrom the
platoon returned thefire. It only took amoment for the squad leader to learn that one of histwo men was
dead, the other only injured.

"Sack off on thewire," Keye ordered the platoon. "Third squad, go around the left. Second, take the
right. First and fourth, hold your fire unless you have aclear target.”

Joe got behind arock that was just high enough to give him agood knedling position so he could fire over
the shoulder of the Stone, using it as astationary rest for hisrifle. He glanced around, trying to fix
everyone's position in hismind. He could tdll, vaguely, the areawhere the ambush was located. The
Heggies had picked their position well. They had cover on at least three sides. Joe couldn't tell what was
behind them. He guessed that they had decent cover from that angle aswell.

"l think it'sjust asquad, Lieutenant,” Joe said. "Not enough gunsfor anything larger.”
"I hopethat'sdl itis" Keyereplied. "And not just the advance squad for alarger unit.”

"Y ou know, dl the bugsin the galaxy won't do much good if theré's an enemy force dready ingde the
electronic perimeter,” Joe said. "Any chance of getting an air search to make sure the circle's not
contaminated?"

"I doubt it, but I'll make the suggestion,” Keye said. " Seeif you can spot any of the Heggies out there
while| talk to the captain.”

Joe took out his power binoculars and started to scan the rocky areathat seemed to be where the wire
was coming from. At the range he was searching, the glasses had the theoretical capability to detect
something as small as a one-hdf-by-four-centimeter blade of grass moving in the breeze. The computer
module of the binoculars was equipped to do the kind of scan that Joe needed. It would flag anything that
looked like battle dress or agun, aswell as movement too minor for ahuman to notice without help. It
could even identify aburst of wirein the air under near-perfect con-ditions.

" Spot them?' Keye asked.

"Yes, dr. There are only four of them firing now, 130 meters out, about 12 degrees right. Second squad
iswithin 50 meters of them, and it doesn't ook asif they've been spotted by the Heggies."

"Warn them that they're getting close," Keye sad.

Joe did that, then asked, "What about the air search?’

"Not until the shuttles comein. They'll be doing a close scan asthey agpproach. If they seetoo much..."
"Wewak back," Joe sad, finishing the statement.

We don't have enough rations to make it on foot, Keye thought, but it wasn't something hefelt
compelled to talk about. Joe could seethat for himsdlf. They weren't finding enough game to make the
difference. Four-hundred-plus men needed alot of feeding, and the very presence of so many intruders
drove the gamefarther off.



Joe leaned forward, resting the binoculars on the rock in front of him. He forgot his conversation with the
lieutenant and started directing second squad's movements. He had a better view of what they were
getting into than they did. At the sametime, he moved third squad closer from the other side, watching
the angles so that the two squads would not be shooting at each other by mistake. The exercise fully
occupied hismind.

"The Heggies are trying to withdraw," Joe said after a cou-ple of minutes. " Second squad, turn 45
degreesright, third, 45 left." He told each squad how far they were from the enemy and where the other
squad was. " Careful with your fire."

A dozen metersfrom Joe, Lieutenant K eye was also watch-ing the maneuvering through power
binoculars, but he left the directing to Joe. Having two spotterstry to control the troops could only lead
to confusion.

Second squad was closest, by twenty meters. They were thefirst to take the Heggie patrol under fire.
When the Heggies moved, trying to get away from second squad, they walked right into the path of third
squad. Thefight lasted less than two minutes from the time second squad opened fire. The two squad
leaders reported only a minute after that. They had seven bodies, dl Schlind—sevenrifles, thirteen
spools of wire, and three Schlind RPG launchers, with a dozen rounds for them.

"Bring themunitionsaong,” Keye ordered.

"That gives usalittle more firepower,” Joe commented. " till wonder if we shouldn't be looking for
good-sized rocks for throwing. It may cometo that."

"Let'shope not," Keye said. "Have everyone take a good look around. I'd hate to find that more Heggies
snuck up on us while we were preoccupied with one squad.”

"Yes, gr." / should have thought of that, Joe thought, angry at himself for the oversight. It wastoo easy
amistake, onethat could have proved deadly.

"l want every Wasp weve got left in the air to cover the shuttles,”" Stossen told Parks. "If it's still possible,
| want them dl to have afull load of munitionsaswell.”

"We can manage that,” Dezo said. "We're down to eight airworthy Wasps. The last report | had, we had
munitionsto fill their cannon magazines twice and maybe two full loads of rockets each. Weve even got a
couple of bombs|eft.”

"All these petty raids. | don't think that the Schlina com-mander isjust out to annoy us. It must be leading
up to something."

"They obvioudy know we're short on ammunition,” Parks said, not for the first time. Even before the
report from Captain Ingels, that had seemed clear. "They're probably trying to deplete our stocks asfar
as possible before they movein full sceagain.”

"Much longer, and it won't take much of a'full scale," Stossen said. "If we've got any minesthat haven't
been planted yet, get them out before sunset. | can't help thinking that tonight isthe night. The Schlina
commander waits much longer and helll have trouble explaining why."

"Every mineweve got isout and armed,” Parks said. "We laid the last of them last night. About half are
Set on automeatic. The rest are controlled from the perimeter.”

"Isthere anything I've forgotten?" Stossen asked. "Any-thing a al we can till do to help oursalves?'



Parks shook hishead. "If thereis, | can't think of it. Unless, of course, we wereto try to withdraw to the
ships, and | don't suppose our orders permit that."

"They don't." Just as well, Stossen thought, it would be too tempting. A withdrawa without cover
would be difficult at best, perhaps deadly, but even under aworst-case scenario, he might be able to
save hdf of hiscommand. If they were overrun by the Schlina army, there wasllittle chance that any of
them would makeit off-world again, at least not aslong as the war lasted, and with hundreds of worlds
involved in thefighting, one way or another, the war could easily continue for generations.

"How about a partial withdrawd?' Parks suggested. "We're bringing five shuttles down to pick up the
grike force. We could just as easly send those men up to the shipsinstead of bringing them here.
Consolidate ammunition and have one shuttle drop that here. Keep usfighting alittle longer, per-haps.”

That's certainly not covered in our orders, Stossen thought. He took amoment to mull over theidea
Two companies, two recon platoons—or what was left of them. It would at |east leave a cadre to
rebuild the 13th from.

"Itistempting,” Stossen dlowed. A menta toss of the coin. / could support the decision before a
court-martial if | had to. It seemed unlikely that he would get achance to face a court-martid if things
went badly on Porter. After another moment, he shook his head.

"Too tempting." He hesitated before he added, "But, no. Maybe it would be the smart thing to do. But
we're going to stand or fal together. Having those men back here could make the difference. | can't take
that chance."

"I didn't think so, but | had to make sure you looked at the option."”

"Headquarters has to know our stuation, and just how long we can hold out,” Stossen said, half under his
breath. "They'll get to usif we just don't give up on oursaves.”

He had to bdieve that, but it was getting more difficult every hour.
CHAPTER
18

Five Accord shuttles came in from the west, low, just enough before sunset to keep Porter's sun firmly
behind them during the last stages of their gpproach. Even the troops they were coming to pick up had
difficulty seeing the landers until the last minute before they settled down on flat ground a hdf kilometer
from the canyon. The shuttles came in fast, settling to the rocky ground and swinging open the troop bay
doors dmost before they came to a halt. Echo and George companies were ready to swarm into the
landers. The two recon platoons boarded last. Until the two line companies started filing in, the recon
platoons formed alast perimeter guard. They had the last of the strike force's Vrerch missiles. The men
carrying them had the launchers on their shoulders, ready to fire ingtantly against any Schlina Boemsor
Novas that might appear.

But there was no attack on the strike force asit got ready to leave.

"Hurry it up,” one of the pilotstold Captain Ingds. "'Y ou've got enemy troops within five kilometers,
moving thisway."

"Another thirty seconds,” Ingelsreplied. "How large aforce?"

"Rough guessisthree companies of infantry and afull battalion of armor. With that much on the ground,



they'll have air cover timed to get here when the ground forces do, and | want to be far out of here
beforethen.”

"Okay, the last recon squads are coming through the doors now," Ingels said asthey reported to him,
then, "Button 'em up. Were ready.”

Some of thelast troops aboard had no time to strap in before the shuttles lifted off and accelerated back
toward the west, away from the approaching Schlina ground troops and their anticipated air cover. In
one lander, two men managed to bresk armsin fals. There were dozens of less seriousinjuries. But men
hel ped each other, and soon, everyone wasin place— except for the medics who were treating the two
broken arms. Those men would get alonger ride. They would be carried on up to the ships after the rest
of their mates were deposited back on the plateau.

Captain Ingelslinked to Colonel Stossen to report on the enemy movement toward the location they had
just left.

"Weve got ‘'em moving toward us aso,” Stossen said. "Y ou're going to be coming in hot, just like thefirst
day. Out asfast as possible, ready for anything. We want to get the shuttles out of the way before the
attack breaks. If we can." The earlier sunset where the bulk of the 13th was had given the enemy more
time to moveinto pogtion.

"Thisthe main event?' Ingels asked.

"Lookslikeit, Teu. Hang on, I've got another call coming in." He wasn't off the channdl long. "We just
had two mines go off. That meansthat the leading e ements of the enemy attack are within two kilometers
of our perimeter. Y ou're going to be landing near the cliff. | don't want to get the shuttles any closer to the
fighting than necessary. It means another forced march for your men when you get here. | need you on
thelineright now."

"Just tdl uswhere, Colond."
"I'll et you know as soon as| can.”

Ingels derted Lieutenant Vickers, the platoon leaders, and the noncoms. Therewaslittletimefor details,
because by the time the sergeants and corporals had passed the word to their men, the shuttles were
popping up over the edge of the escarpment, moving toward touchdown.

"Everybody out!" Ingdls shouted into his radio on the all-hands channd. "There could be enemy fighters
over usany second.”

The landing drill went smoothly. As soon asthe last troop-ers were out, save for the casudties being
lifted to the fleet, the doors closed and the shuttles lifted off at full acceerartion, reaching straight for orbit
and their hangars aboard the transports.

Colond Stossen ordered the two line companies northwest, the recon platoons due north. "Quickly, if
you please," Stossen finished, the tone of understatement giving the officers on the other end of the
conversaion achill.

None of the troops were up to area doubletime, but Ingels kept the pace as rapid as he dared, as fast
as he himsdf could manage, something approaching quick step—drill-field speed.

Echo Company had not traveled far before they heard the sounds of combet, the mixed wirefire of
Accord and Hegemo-ny weapons, the occasional crump-crump of artillery or rock-ets, and the
higher-pitched blast of grenades or mortar rounds. The farther they went, the louder and more pervasive



the sounds became, and not simply because they were getting clos-er to the action. The volume of fire
wasincreasing steadily.

"Remember, wire discipling," Joe Baerclau warned his pla-toon while they were on the move. "Don't
touch thetrigger unlessyou have atarget in your sghts. We don't have wireto waste." That wasan
understatement of such dimension that it caused him to shake his head in wonder. Wire to waste. No
matter how stingy they were, they were going to run out of wire before this fight ended. Joe had
absolutely no doubt of that.

Joe |ooked to see where Goff was. Keeping track of Kam was becoming instinctive. Joe scarcely
needed to think to look for him. Kam was keeping up with the squad, but he was near the rear of the
group. Mort Jaffer was staying close, hanging back, talking to the rookie as they moved.

One more fight, kid, Joe thought as he looked at Goff. If we make it through this one, we're all home
free. And if they didn't makeit, it wouldn't matter much whether or not Goff held up.

Twelve days of occupation had brought changes to the area surrounding the origind LZs. Much of the
ground cover had been trampled into mulch. Treesthat had been damaged had been felled afterward, the
wood used for fires and for shelter. Latrines had been dug; with chemicals added to neutralize odor and
bacteria. A number of tents had been erected, not as quartersfor the troops—everyone dept in the
open, in ther dit trenches—but to hold stores and to provide places for the medtechsto work. There
had been no significant rain during the 13th'stime on the plateau, but there had been heavy dew amost
every night, and an occasiond mist, normaly just around dawn. But, generally, the weather had been
amogt perfect, if alittle warm—arare event in the mind of any mudder.

Joe used the time spent crossing the Accord's ground to check with the units on the section of line
toward which Echo Company was hurrying. None of the noncoms he talked to had more than a second
to tell him that it was hot and getting hotter—the fight, not the weether. Schlind troops were comingonin
waves, with air and armor backing them up. The Heggies were moving dowly but steadily, taking
advantage of whatever cover they found to edgein closer, unit by unit. There were no wild charges
againg theline thistime, but the more methodica, persistent advance would be even harder to throw
back. If it could be thrown back at all.

An arc of eighteen riflemen and three splat gunners—cov-ering dightly more than asemicircle, with the
open section toward the escarpment—provided one last barrier in front of the 13th's command post.
Over the last two days, those twenty-one men had dug in with some zedl, throwing up dirt ramparts
around their positions, reinforcing their foxholes with tree trunks, and cutting clear kill zonesin front of
them. The riflemen had only thewirein their zippers and one spare spooal apiece. The splat guns had only
enough wireto last ten seconds of continuous firing. None of them were firing now. The battle wastoo
far away for them. Their job wasto watch, and wait.

One of thoseriflemen was Zel Paitcher, pilot without a plane. He didn't mind not shooting. He wasn't
especidly good with arifle. That sort of weaponry had been neglected totaly in flying school, and pilots
were not required to periodically quaify with infantry weapons. Most of them were unlikely to go
searching for opportunities to use those weapons. It would have been considered dmost declassein the
ready room. If any Heggies got close enough for him to actudly have a chance of hitting themwith a
Zipper, Zel was unsure that he would be steady enough to shoot a them. But he no longer had aWasp to
fly, and the colonel had no usefor idle hands. Well, Zd's hands might beidle at the moment, but with a
purpose. If the entire 13th failed to stop the Schlind attack, Zel and his companions were expected to do
the job, to keep the enemy away from their commander. For just aslong asthey could.

Colonel Stossen stayed away from the front linesthistime. In fact, he stayed in or very near his CP. Too



much was happening for him to alow himsdf to get sidetracked by the fight on any one portion of the
perimeter. The 13th finally had asolid command pogt, split logslaid across abunker dug into the dirt,
anchored by three trees that were till standing. The log roof was covered with nearly ameter of dirt and
rock. In addition, the bunker was—somewhat—camouflaged with leaves and small rocks. The bunker
would not be proof against adirect hit from atank's main gun, or abomb or rocket from a Boem, but the
fortifications would stop wire and hide the residents from casud discovery by visble or infrared light at
any distance.

Stossen kept telling himself to stay inside the bunker, but he was less than proficient at obeying hisown
order. Every few minutes, it seemed, he would duck outside to take alook toward one section or
another of the perimeter, propping power binoculars on the roof of the bunker, or leaning against atree.
It bothered him that he was having so much difficulty steadying the glasses. Hishands and arms had
developed a pasied shaking the night before, and the trembling had only gotten worse through the day.

"CIC has everything from here, up to the minute," Dezo Parks reported. He had been sitting cross-legged
inacorner of the bunker for the lagt forty-five minutes, making certain that none of the 13th's data,
mostly action and casualty reports, would be lost, no matter what happened to the men and their

equipment.

We'll go out in proper military style, Parks thought. He had given up hoping for any reprieve. Even if
the relief fleet entered Porter's system that very ingtant, it would still take eight hoursfor them to getin
position to provide any help to the men on the ground. Dezo Parks doubted very much that the 13 th had
eght hoursleft.

Stossen nodded absently. He was listening to areport from the commander of Fox Company.

"They claim to have knocked out four Novas," Stossen said. "Digby has moved his men up to the Novas
and taken over their automatic wegpons. None of the tank cannons seemsto be operational. Or Digby
doesn't have anyone who can figure out how to operate them.”

Parks managed a short laugh. " Can't have everything. What kind of infantry are they up against?'
Dryly, Stossen said, "According to Digby, dead ones.”

"The strike force units are reaching their positions now," Parks said. Like Stossen he was monitoring
outside cdlswhile their conversation continued. "Echo and George at least. Haven't heard from the two
recon platoonsyet."

After severad minutes of silence between the two men, Stossen said, "The Heggieswon't back off this
time. They meanto finish thejob.”

"I know," Parksreplied. "With alittle luck, | figure we might hold out for another three or four hours. Not
much more than that if they continue to pressthe attack. If we had more wire, more of al munitions, it
might be different, but..."

Stossen didn't reply. After ashort hesitation, Parks spoke again. "1 know the answer to this, Van, but I'm
your exec now, so | have to ask. Our chances of beating back this attack appear to be dightly lessthan
nil. Do wefight on, or do wetry to arrange surrender terms?”

Stossen lifted hisvisor to stare at Parks.
"l told you, | haveto ask," Dezo said.

Stossen nodded. He took a deep breath before he answered. "The 13th does not surrender while we



have aweapon or aman to wield it. Not to Schlinal troops. Anyway, they don't like to take prisoners.”

Echo Company moved into positions that had been prepared in advance. Alpha Company had dug two
sets of primary and secondary defenselines. Until Echo arrived, Alpha had spread out to cover twice as
much front. The two platoons that had been covering Echo's section of the perimeter moved out as soon
asther replacements arrived. The men of Echo had no time to spend getting acquainted with their new
digsthough. Therewas activity beyond their front.

Thefield of tall grassthat had occupied Joe and his men the first morning on Porter was a hdf kilometer
to thelr left now, and even farther out beyond the reduced perimeter that the 13th was now defending.
Echo was well back in the trees now.

The Schlind troops were moving forward with greet delib-eration, taking their time, diding along the
ground from one tree to the next, digging in—if minimally—and pouring fireinto the Accord lines. After
checking with one of Alphas platoon sergeants, Joe learned that the Heggies had advanced no more than
fifty metersin the hours since they arrived to Sart the battle.

"They figurethey got dl the time they need now, Sir,” Joetold Lieutenant Keye after relaying that
information.

"Maybe they do, Joe."

"If they've got as many troops out there as we've been told, they could run over usin minutes. Not like
the Heggiesto be so careful of their mudders.™

"They're just waiting for usto run out of wire. That hasto beit. The Heggie CO. wants ared wakover."
Keye made no attempt to hide the bitterness he felt. So long aroad to end likethis.

"Sir?" Joe hesitated before he continued. "What do you figure happened that they didn't come back for
L@I

Lieutenant Keye stared at Joe for aminute, then shook hishead. "I don't know. Maybe the main task
force got beat bad, or bogged down. | hate to think that they abandoned us, for any reason, but—even
more than that—I hate to think that we might miss pickup by no more than amatter of days, or hours.”

"Y ou think they'retill coming?'
Keye nodded. "They'll come, soon asthey can." Even if it'stoo late to help us.

Firgt squad had been reorganized as asinglefire team during the shuttle ride back from the valey. With
Al Bergon wounded and evacuated, and Joe Baerclau serving as platoon sergeant, there were only five
men |eft in the squad—redlly only four effectives. Kam Goff found himsalf sandwiched between Mort and
Ezra, with less space on either side of him than normal. Kam doubted that the arrangement was as
accidenta asit was made to gppear. There had been no relaxation in his mates observation of him. He
had never had amoment to himsdlf. Even alatrine trip was never made aone.

They know I'm useless for fighting. Kam took no offense at that, and he was beyond sorrow or
sdf-pity. He knew he was usdless. His comrades obvioudy worried that he might try to kill himsdlf. At
least, everyone did make a pretense, not saying or doing anything openly to make the Stuation more
painful than it was for Kam. He had the spool of wirein hisrifle, but no spares. Those had been
distributed, on the dy, to the othersin the squad. Ezra had taken care of that, personally.

At least 1 don't have to worry about finding a way to end it anymore, Kam thought. A wry smile
found itsway to hisface. Hewas glad for the visor on hishelmet. No one else could see his expression.



The way thisis shaping up, the Heggies will do me the favor soon enough.

Basset two il had eleven rounds of ammunition. After that, it would be usdless, except to protect its
crew againgt enemy wire. Wire was about dl that the armor would stop. At the sametime, thegunwasa
magnet for heavier enemy munitions. Once Basset two ran out of ammunition, the crew would be safer
abandoning their ride and taking their chances with enemy wire. Each of the four men had an infantry
helmet close at hand now. With al the casuaties the 13th had taken in its twel ve-plus days on-planet,
there were plenty of spare helmets.

Eustace had virtually stopped talking since the Havocs had returned from Maison with the captured
enemy wegponry. He broke his silence only when it was absolutely essential, and then he kept hiswords
to aminimum. Simon had never seen Eustace like that before. He didn't seem to be angry, at least not at
anyonein particular. Angry at lifein generd... or a theway it might end soon. .. wastheway that Simon
interpreted it, with ashrug. There was dways the chance of death in combat. Havoc crews had the odds
againgt them.

But that was different. Either death came or it didn't. Here, on Porter, death seemed to be waiting for all
of them. They would run out of ammunition. Theinfantry would run out of ammunition. Inevitably. Then
the Heggies would do whatever they damn well pleased.

Simon had afataistic appraisa of what that would be. He had aready made his peace.

For the most part, the shooting coming from the 13th was limited to the men with Dupuy RA rifles. They
were the only oneswho still had a—rdative—abundance of ammunition. In the line companies, two
Dupuyswere assigned to each platoon, one for every fifteen men. The recon platoons were rather more
heavily equipped with the sniper rifles, two for each twelve-man squad. The Dupuy could not fire on full
automatic, which cut down on itsrate of fire, but at ranges under three hundred meters, the
rocket-assisted dugs could penetrate any body armor in the galaxy, or shatter a helmet— and the skull
beneath it. Striking before their rocket assist ended, the dugs might be till accelerating when they hit. The
men chosen to use the Dupuys were usudly the best marksmen in each platoon. Their efforts helped to
keep the Schlina advance dow. With little need to worry about distance or windage, they needed very
little in the way of atarget, and as soon as one of them caught a Schlind mudder in hislaser Sghts, the
trigger went back.

The Dupuys made a distinctive sound. Back in his bunker, Colone Stossen paused to listen to them. He
had been criticd of the Dupuysin the pat, touted as along-range weapon— unlikely ranges for the most
part. But they were finding a better purpose now.

It was ninety minutes past sunset when Stossen received the call from CIC.

"Colond, we havethe relief fleet in-system. They just emerged from hyperspace, not ninety seconds

At first, Stossen didn't reply. He couldn't. The thought of help coming, just hourstoo late, wastoo much
for him. Hebit at hislower lip, hard enough to draw blood. Too damn much!

"Colond? Areyou there?"

"I'm here," Stossen replied. Thetaste of blood in his mouth was asurprise. Hefound it difficult to spesk
over the growing feding of emptinessin hisgut. So close. So far. He wanted to cry, but knew that he
would not. Could not.

"They'rein-system. Can you hold until they get to you?'



Stossen looked at Dezo Parks, who was aso listening to the conversation. Parks shook his head. He
held up ahand with four fingers extended. Four hours. And both men knew that even that was an overly
optimigtic estimate.

"Negative, CIC," Stossen said. "WEell be lucky if we can hold out another four hours. | wouldn't [ay odds

onit. We'retoo close to dry on ammunition, and we're facing amajor enemy offensive at this moment. If
the Heggies pressit, we could be gone in two hours. Or less.”

"I'll passthat information on to the relief fleet, Colond. Hold on, sr. We'red| with you.”
CHAPTER 19

Van Stossen hesitated for nearly five minutes before he broad-cast the news of therdlief fleet'sarriva to
the rest of the 13th. Through most of that five minutes, Stossen and Parks merely stared at each other. At
one point, Dezo said, "Y ou can't hold back that information, Sir. Knowing that help is coming might make
the difference.” He didn't redly believe that, but it was a chance, more chance than they had otherwise.

"It'smore likely to destroy their spirit completely when they redize how just-out-of-reach hep is”
Stossen suggested. When Parks started to reply, the colond waved him silent. "1 know, Dezo. I'll make
the broadcast. But | dso know what the news has done to me. Asif 1'd just been sucked dry and hung in
amuseum in an exhibit called They Almost Made It.'"

"We're not dead yet," Parks pointed out. "Y ou know the heart our boys have. Aslong asthey know help
iscoming, a least some of the 13th might survive. Hold an LZ for the relief. Nobody's going to just lay
down and die. Even if we can't hold the lines, some of our lads might get away, hide until help gets here.”

"It might cometo that. Isthere anything |eft we can do that we haven't done already?' Stossen asked,
suppressng asigh with difficulty. "Any way to give usthose extrahours?'

"I don't know. We shortened the lines. We've got a second line of resistance prepared for when we have
to abandon the first, even shorter. That helps concentrate what firepower we have left. Mines, out in front
of the primary LOR, and on that line aswell. | think some of the men have prepared afew more, ah,
primitive surprises for the Heggies aswell." Dezo paused, and cocked his head to the side. Y ou want to
consder something really insane?'

"Right now, I'd even consder witchcraft.”

"Something just came to me. We could bring down a haf-dozen shuttles, not to escapein, but to form
one last barricade, afina redoubt.”

"Onelast placeto fall back to?

"Something like that. Granted, wed probably lose most, maybe all, of the shuttles we use, but—just
maybe—they might buy usalittle extratime.”

"Let methink about it for aminute.”" While he was thinking, Stossen broadcast the news of the arriva of
the fleet to histroops—just that the fleet was there and moving toward their aid as quickly as possible.

"Hold on, men," he concluded, hiswords dmost a prayer.

"Why do | fed like afraud?' Stossen asked when helifted hisvisor and turned to face Parks again.
Before Dezo could think of areply, there was another call from CIC.

"Colond, the admira sayshe's going to try something to get to you quicker. If it works, you'll have



Wasps over your position in three hours, troops forty minutes after that.”
"How?" Stossen demanded.

The watch officer in CIC hesitated before he answered. "1 know thisis going to sound crazy, Colonel,
but thisiswhat | wastold. Part of the rdlief fleet is going to make another hyperspace jump, coming out
near our position up here.”

"Can they do that?' Stossen asked, his eyes going wide.

"I don't know. The manua saysit can't. | don't think it's ever been tried, but honest to God, Colonel,
that'swhat the admira himsdlf told me, persondly. | asked him to repeat what he said, and it came out
the same both times.”

"Can they do that?" Stossen asked Parks after unlinking from CIC.

Dezo shrugged. "I don't know any more than they do. I'm not al that current on that sort of thing. But
what I'm thinking isthat the admird's more likely to lose ships and men. Still, maybeit does offer alittle

hope.”

"I don't know much about flying astarship either,” Stossen said. "What | do remember isthat both ends
of ahyperspace transfer have to be so far away from any planetary mass or ships get ripped apart, al the
way down to their congtituent atoms.”

"With amassivereease of energy,” Parks added, nodding as much to himsdf asto the colondl.
"Comparableto afair-szed matter-antimatter annihilation. That'swhat thetexts say. | havenoideaat all
what the safety marginis.”

Both men were slent for amoment. Then Stossen said, "Either way, | think we can forget about bringing
down those shuttles.”

Parkslet out asigh. "Y eah. Probably wasn't such agood idea anyway. Most of them probably would
have been shot down before they landed anyway. Wouldn't do us much good that way, and we might
lose men on the ground aswell.™

"Let'sjust hopewelast until they get here,” Stossen said. Silently, he added, If they get here, unaware
that his executive officer was thinking the same thing.

"Three hours," Parks said. "That's sure better than eight.”

The Schlinal troops brought up their own sniper rifles. Though the attackers did not have the benefit of
prepared positions, the heavier dug-throwers did make life alittle more chancy for the 13th.

If abattle absolutely hasto be fought, most soldiers prefer it to be at night. The green glow of objectsin
infrared Sghts comesto look asnormal asthe bright lights of day. A different set of sensory responses
are needed. Light and shadow take on distinct meanings related more to hot and cold. The overlay of
two night-vison systemsin the optics of Accord helmets could, at its most extreme, resemble an activity
that people from thousands of yearsin the past might have recognized— watching a primitive 3-D film
without the specid filter glasses that brought the images together. But experience made that double vision
more helpful than any practica anagam.

Shortly after the men of the 13th received the newsthat the relief fleet had finally comein-system, the
Schlinal forces made their first straight-up assaults on the Accord lines. Those early attempts were
tentative, probing attacks made on various sectors by smal units and quickly abandoned when they met



iff answering fire. Echo Company best back one of those probes without taking any casualties.

"Mind your wire," Joe said over his platoon circuit as soon asit was clear that the Heggies were
withdrawing. The colo-nd's second message, that the relief fleet might actually get to Porter sooner than
expected, came during the fighting. It was enough to make everyone take notice, if only for afraction of a
second.

"Don't go shooting at their backs," Joe said. That was no gesture of civilized sportsmanship, it was
necessary frugality. New hope brought new worries. Every additional second that the wire lasted brought
them one more second closer to help. That thought came and came again, quickly obsessing Joe and
many otherson theline.

"Squad leaders, check ammunition,” was Joe's next trans-mission. Check and recheck; do everything
possible to drive home the continued need to be as sparing of wire as possi-ble.

Tod Chorbek and Wiz Mackey had devised their own pri-vate system for stretching their ammunition.
They took turnsfiring, never both at the same time. Though it was not some-thing they had ever drilled
at—neither had ever suspected that it might someday be necessary—the two young men knew each
other so well that they fdll into an easy rhythm and hardly needed to look at each other or talk about the
changeoversto make it work. From the beginning, their aternation went smoothly.

Kam Goff kept his head down, mostly, or looked around to see if there were any casuaties who needed
his help. He no longer needed to see degth to fed the reactions he had experi-enced during hisfirst views
of violence on the battlefield. Each burst of wire, from either Sde, reimprinted the picturesin hismemory.
His stomach twisted and lurched, but did not expd its contents. He was far beyond that.

Why doesit do this to me? He had asked himsdlf that question hundreds of times since coming to
Porter. He till didn't have the dightest clue. No one elsein the platoon reacted the way he did. Asfar as
he could see, no onein the entire 13th did.

Why me? He did make an effort, one last attempt to assert some measure of salf-worth. Two different
times, he put his eyeto the sights on his zipper and fired off short bursts. There were no living targetsin
hissight picture either time, but there was enemy activity "out there,” and no one who wasn't looking
through his eyes could know that he was shooting at hothing. He was shooting. He actualy managed to
make his finger squeeze the trigger and then releaseit. He did not freeze up. Thefirst time, hewas so
astounded that he had to do it again just to convince himsdlf that he had actudly doneit.

Mort Jaiffer looked to hisleft when he heard Goff's zipper fire. For amoment he smply stared, so
surprised that Kam was actualy taking part in the fray. Looking past Goff, Mort saw that Ezrahad aso
noticed. On a private channel, Mort reported the event to Joe Baerclau. "Maybe he's gonnamake it after
al," Mort said.

"Let'shope so," Joereplied. For his sake, if nothing else. With relief on itsway, maybe the 13th would
survivethe night. If it did, if Goff did, perhaps he would be able to hold his head up again. If hedidn't, at
least he would go out knowing that he had learned to handle hisfear.

Joe had no time to waste thinking about Goff though. Nor could heredlly afford to waste time on the
other thoughts that kept nagging at him. The relief fleet is here, but they can't get to usin time. The
irony of it al left asour fedling in Joe's somach. To fight, perchanceto die. That was dwaysthelot of the
soldier, and Joe had no illusions |l eft about that. But to fal hours, maybe only minutes, before help
arrived... that was hard to accept.

Maybe. That one word became a sort of shorthand for thoughts that there smply was no time to think



throughin detail. Maybe we'll fall, but maybe we can hold out. Maybe they'll get here in time after
all. The colonel had come back on to tell them that the admira in charge of the relief fleet was going to
try something that might get them to Porter sooner than The Book said they could. Maybe
that—whatever "that" was—would work; maybe it would not.

"And maybe pigswill fly," Joe mumbled asheraised hisrifle. A Schlina helmet had just comeinto view.

See Reston wasthe last Wasp pilot inthe air. During hislast two flights, he had been wingman to Red
three. They had been forced to defend themsalves against Schlinal Boemswhile trying to get in as many
strikes asthey could againgt the infantry and armor closing in on the 13th. After Red three shot off hislast
rockets and emptied the magazines on his cannons, Slee had covered him while he made his run back to
the LZ. But See giill had ammunition—rounds for his cannons, at |leas—and he was not abouit to land
with ammunition still aboard, not where there would be no more flights on Porter.

As soon as Red three was on the ground, Slee swiveled Blue three and headed for the nearest point on
the line where there was currently heavy fighting, in the northwest sector. Seetaked directly to the
company commanders aong the area he was headed for, looking for targets. Everyone had targets they
wanted him to hit. As soon as See had afix on friendly positions, and distancesto the nearest Heggies,
he banked right and made hisrun pardld to the front, spraying the trees that mostly hid the enemy from
him.

If I get one Heggie for every hundred rounds ... He didn't expect any better than that—couldn't realy
expect that leve of performance. Even with the enemy clearly visble, formed up inrankson adrill fied,
he would scarcely expect to get one hit for every hundred rounds. In actua combat, onekill for a
thousand rounds was more redistic. But redlism was too hard to bear just now.

A blinking red light told him that he had less than five seconds worth of ammunition left. He took his
finger off of the trigger and started to make a 180-degree turn to run back along the front. He was
hafway through the turn when another warning light came on, this one to warn him that amissile had
locked on to the Wasp.

Seeturned to race away from the missile, dropping thelast of the chaff his Wasp carried. There were no
decoy drones |eft. Slee ducked past the missile and resumed his strafing run, but a second missile locked
on. Thistime, Slee wastoo low to have any chance to evade the rocket. His gunswere dry, so he
couldn't even attempt to shoot it down.

Therewas no need for hesitation. Slee banked back toward the 13th'slines. One hand lifted thelid on a
panel and armed the gjection controls. Another panel did open and Slee hit the red button. The escape
pod had scarcely cleared before the missile hit Blue three. Theforce of the explosion boosted the gector
pod afew additiona meters. See blacked out momentarily. By the time he came to, the pod's parasail
had been deployed and he was drifting behind Accord lines, with enemy smdl-armsfire dinging off of the

pod.

The remaining Havocs flitted from deep cover to deep cov-er. With the reduced area that the 13th was
defending, there was less maneuvering room than any of the gun crewsliked, but at least the Schlind
force had gtill shown no use of long-range counterbattery fire, and the Havocs were still far enough from
the front that there wasllittle danger from infantry rock-ets. The crews of the Havocs were most
concerned about not attracting enemy aircraft. They moved after each round, but they did not move as
far or asfast asthey would haveif the enemy had brought up an artillery battaion.

There were no massed atillery barragesin thisfight. Each gun crew hoarded their few remaining rounds
aslong asthey could. Fire missons caled in from the 13th's command post or from the line companies



were handled with single-shot responses—if they were handled a al. Aslong asthe coor-dinates
provided were accurate, one high explosive plasma round could be sufficient. Againgt aNovatank, one
hit was all that was needed. The Novas armor was nowhere near sufficient to stop the bite of aHavoc.

"We've got one frag and two HE €ft,” Jmmy Y sinde reminded the othersin Basset two.

"l know," Eustace replied. "And we've got amission for the frag now." He watched his controlswhile
Jmmy loaded and Karl Mennem dided in the coordinates and adjusted the eevation of the gun.

"Weve got missonsfor thelast two HE too," Eustace announced while the others got ready to fire off
the last frag-mentation round.

"Locked in," Karl announced.

"Fre"

Simon had Basset two moving before the last echoes of the shot abated.
"Takeuscloser to thelines," Eustace told him.

In the rear compartment, Immy and Karl worked to ready the next shot. It went just likeadrill. The
crew of Basset two had some of the best times of any artillery crew in thefifteen SATs. Simon brought
the Havoc to its new heading. Karl locked in the target, and Eustace gave the command to fire. After this
round. Simon merely moved the Havoc forward 120 meters.

lll:'lrell
The last round went out.

After thelast echoes of it faded from inside the crew com-partments, Simon stared across the gun barrel
to Eustace. Eustace stared back.

"Infantry time?' Simon asked. The Havoc was moving. Even though they had no more ammunition, they
hed to move the gun away fromitslagt firing pogtion.

Eustace growled under his breath. He knew what they were supposed to do, but he didn't like it any
better now than he had when the order was given.

"Wecan a least ride alittle closer to thelines," hesaid. "Sowly."

"No new word on therelief fleet yet?' Dezo Parks asked. He had been away from the CP for nearly a
quarter hour, taking alook himself at one sector of the fighting.

Van Stossen shook his head. "No. They haven't emerged from thislast jump yet. If they have, they
haven't made contact with usor CIC." The ships could all be lost by now, on whatever the admiral
thought he could do. He didn't bother to add that.

"l didn't think so," Parks said, knowing that the question had been unnecessary in thefirst place. Stossen
would have cut himin on the cal, or relayed the news as soon asit was over.

"What'sit like out there?' Stossen knew what he was hear-ing from the various company commanders,
but that was never the same as afirsthand look. A report from his second in command was as close as
he was going to come though.

"Astight asyou'd imagine" Parksreplied. "Were ill holding the outer line, al the way around, but we



can't do that much longer. 1'd advise bringing the men back to the secondaries now.”

Stossen nodded. Better to do it voluntarily, before there were any breakthroughs. "'1've been waiting for
you to get back before | gave the order.” He hesitated, then said, "Thisis going to be one of the hairy

sots.”

It was Parkss turn to nod. Taking men from prepared posi-tions, ordering them to fall back to a second
line of resistance in the face of enemy pressure, could bring disaster if the Schlina troops were prepared
to take full advantage of the opportunity.

"Wecan't avoidit,” Parks said.
Stossen gave the order. Then he closed his eyes and prayed.

Most of the men in the 13th had been anticipating the order to pull back. The actud timing was amatter
of someloca control. No company wanted to be left out in front of the units on their flanks, so they
coordinated—as best they could—uwith the companiesto either sde to insure an orderly withdrawal.

In the 2nd platoon of Echo Company, Lieutenant Keye moved back with the third and fourth squads.
Joe followed with first and second. The Schlinal forces facing them reacted to the move faster than most
of their comrades. They started forward, picking up their rate of fire, trying to turn the Accord
withdrawa into arout. But Echo Company was ready for them.

"Now!" Joe told the squads he was with.

Firgt and second squads had been especialy parsmonious with wirefor thelast half hour. Now they
made up for it, returning firein avolley, each man going through nearly afull spool of wire asthey sarted
to move back. Except for Kam Goff. He did manage one short burst—that went nowhere near any of
the enemy—then turned to help Tod Chorbek. Chorbek had gone down ten meters from Goff.

Wiz Mackey was with hisfriend, trying to pull him aong toward the secondary positions. Carrying Tod's
rifle and firing his own, Wiz had forgotten al about conserving wire. He could scarcely think beyond what
he was doing. His best friend had been hit; there was blood oozing through Tod's uniform and net armor,
liters of blood, the way it looked to Wiz. He had to strike back at the enemy with everything he had...
while he dragged Tod to safety.

Wiz was S0 preoccupied that he didn't even notice Goff at first. He resisted when Kam moved to take
over carry-ing Tod.

"Wiz! It'sme. Y ou handle the shooting, cover us. I'll get Tod back to theline.”

For just an instant, Wiz took his eyes from his shooting. He started to nod to Goff but had no chance to
complete the ges-ture. A heavy burst of enemy wire struck the group, wire from asplat gun. Goff dove
forward, taking Wiz down with him and Tod, covering them. But dl three of them had aready been hit.

"Sarge! Toyour left,” Mort Jaiffer shouted. Joe's head turned that way. He saw the men down, still being
struck by Schlind wire.

Therest of first and second squad were halfway between the two defensive lines. The Heggies were near
the now aban-doned outer line. Joe—and most of the men with him—stopped moving toward the
secondary line. They took what momentary cover they could, looking to seeif there was any hope for the
men who had been hit.

Joe called each on the radio, using both the squad channel and private links to each helmet. Therewasno



response—no words or groans, nothing.
"Itll take dl of usto get them," Ezrasaid. "Can you cov-er us?'

Joedidn't answer immediately. They've got wire left, took over histhoughts, but even that trove did not
make it possible to get to the men. The Heggies were advancing, and they were closer to the fallen men
than hewas.

"Sarge?' Ezraasked over theradio.

No." Theword hurt. "We can't. They're dead, Ez. All weld do islose more men. Back to the secondary
line"

"Sage..."

"No!" Joe repeated. Heraised hisrifle and let off along burst at the nearest group of Heggies, but that
did little to ease the guilty ache he felt as he guided the rest of his men back to the new line of resistance.

Asthe Schlina advance reached the abandoned outer line of defense of Echo Company, First Sergeant
|z Walker pressed three keys on asmall detonator, setting off the string of minesthat had been planted
along the company's perimeter. The Schlina advance stopped. Walker saw at least thirty men go down,
but he couldn't tell how many of those had been struck by shrapnel, and how many had smply dropped
to find cover. For amoment, smoke obscured the outer line. It gave the remaining e ements of Echo time
to get behind the secondary line and position themselves to resumefiring.

"Check your wirel" Joetold 2nd platoon. His voice rasped now. Histhroat wasirritated by the thin layer
of smoke and fumesthat hung over the battlefield, but the rasp came even more from having left three of
hismen behind.

He waited while the squad |eaders checked with their men and passed the information back to him. Most
of the platoon was on itslast spool of wire. The few who hadn't yet put the last spool in their zippers
were about to.

"You hear that, Lieutenant?' Joe asked on another channdl.

"I heard," Keyereplied. "Therest of the company isin the same shape." Both men assumed, without
much fear of error, that the entire 13th wasin an equa state. Perhaps some of the companies were

aready dry.
"How long?" Joe asked, knowing that Keye would interpret the question correctly.
"I don't know," Keyereplied. "I haven't heard aword on the new fleet in forty minutes or more.”

Basset two came to a hdt fifty meters behind the secondary line. The crew bailed out of their hatches
amogt as quickly asthey had when it was hit. A Havoc would still be aprime target for any enemy
armor, or for an infantryman with a shoul der-operated missile launcher, and no one counted on being
lucky asecond time. Eustace had already warned the commander of Echo Company that they were
coming. Now he led his men toward the new command post of Captain Ingels.

"Therearefour of uswith RA pistols" Ponkstold the captain. He was wearing an infantry helmet now,
but the visor was up. "Where do you want us?'

"Thelineistwenty metersthat way." Ingds pointed. "Wher-ever you can find aplace. Glad to have you
aboard. Just wish you still had ammo for that big gun of yours.”



Ponks bared histeeth. It was no grin. "Y ou're not the only one, Captain.”

"A rifleand wire frees up, put somebody onit," Ingels added, hisvoice cold. If arifle became available, it
would only be because its previous owner was no longer ableto useit.

Eustace nodded. "Kinda hope that doesn't happen,” he said. Then he turned and |eft the CP. Gesturing to
his men, Eustace led the way toward theline.

"Where do you want us?' Thistime, Ponks asked Joe Baerclau the question. Joe had been prone but
rolled over on hissideto look up at the newcomers. The artillery crewmen were kneeling, low, behind
Joeand to hisside.

Joe scanned the four men, and noted that they had sde arms only. "Anywhere right dong herell do,” he
sad. "l just lost three men, but out there." He pointed beyond theline. "So | don't have riflesfor you."

"Well make do," Ponkssaid.

Joe nodded. "I suspect you will, Gunny. But pull those visors down. That way, maybe you'll hold onto
your faces awhile. And you'll be able to communicate with the rest of us."

Eustace flushed briefly but bit back any retort. He pulled down hisvisor. Simon aready had hisin place,
but the other two quickly followed the lead of their sergeant.

Joe watched until the artillerymen settled down behind the low defensive ridge, then turned his attention
back to the fight. Four pistols wouldn't add much to the platoon's firepower, but at this point, any
addition was wel come. And when the Heggies got closer, those pistols might findly be useful.

The Schlind troops facing Echo Company had not com-pletely recovered from the volley of minesthat
had gone off in their faces. Firing remained light in the sector for the next quarter hour. Still, there was
somewire, aswell as other munitions, coming acrass, and the sound of fighting from neighboring sectors
provided a constant background level of noise. A lot of debris had fallen from the treesto cover the
ground, leaves and smdl branches. Here and there, even entire trees had been felled by the fighting. The
infrequent raids by Boem fighters, and the somewhat more common shelling by Novatanks, had donea
lot of damage to the forest.

Looking through his binoculars, Joe saw that the Heggies were findly getting their act together again.
Another line of them had reached the outer perimeter. They were on the far sde of it, using the low
mounds that the 13th had thrown up in front of their foxholes. At least, the dit trenches were on the
wrong side of the mounds for the Heggies to use them.

While those troops picked up the rate of fire against Echo Company, more troops were advancing
behind them.

"| think they're going to try afrontd, Lieutenant,” Joetold Keye over their private link. "Lookslike
they're sarting to get impatient.”

"Give'em hell, Joe," was Keye's response.

For about three seconds, Joe thought. That was about how long hiswirewould last. He looked left and
right. None of the men close to him gave any sign of being completely out of wire, but none of them could
have much more left than he did, and Joe suspected that most would have less.

A piercing whistle over hisradio startled Joe so much that he dmost jumped to hisfeet. Then the very
excited voice of Colond Stossen shouted, "They're herel They madeit! Hold on, men. Just minutes



CHAPTER 20

"Minutes," Joe mumbled, "and me with seconds of wire." He closed hiseyesfor an ingtant and took a
deep breath. Then he looked out toward the abandoned outer line of resistance again, wondering if he
wastoo late to learn how to pull rabbits out of hats.

The Schlina troops were crossing the outer line now. There appeared to be at least afull enemy battalion
facing the rem-nants of Echo Company, and the Heggies were not being sparing of wire.

"Stretch the wire as much as you can,” Joe said over the platoon channd. "Give us those minutes."

Echo Company hunkered down behind the defenses of their secondary lines and took the Schlind fire.
They returned less than a second of wire for every minute's worth that the attack-ers sprayed at them.
Mogt of the shooting was, as usud, inaccurate, but so much wire was coming in that there were
casudties, dl dong theline. With only one medic remaining in Echo Company, he couldn't possibly get to
al of thewounded.

If help did not arrive very soon, treeting the wounded would become futile anyway.

But the attackers were a so taking casudties. Men dropped asthey crossed the outer defensiveline.
They dropped as they advanced across the mostly open space between that line and Echo's new
positions. None of the Schlind attackers had reached the inner line yet.

It was an impossible god, but Joe tried to keep histouch so light on the trigger that he would shoot
individua snips of wire, asif he had asemiautomatic dug-thrower. Even if the task had been possible,
single pieces of wire could hardly be effective at any distance. But Joe waswilling to try anything that
would postpone the end of hisammunition.

He reached down to his Sde to make sure that he till had his belt knife. Once the wire was gone, it
would be clubs and knives. Not for long. At that point, the Heggies would be able to stand off and shoot
without endangering themsdves.

"Minutes" Joe mumbles again. "How many minutes?' He glanced skyward, but he could seelittle
through the night and the canopy of leaves and branches.

"Where arethey?'

Almost as Joe spoke, help wasthere. FHlights of Wasps were diving to attack the closest Heggies, al
around the perimeter, while other flights of Wasps attacked the enemy's Boem fight-ers and Novatanks.
Even if he hadn't known that the 13th's Wasps were no longer flying, Joe would have known that these
came from outside the regiment. There were Smply too many of them, more than the 13th possessed at
full strength. Just on the small sector of front that he could see, he could count eight Wasps dl at the same
time—more by their wegpons than by seeing the planes. It was dark; the Wasps were invisible except for
rare flashes. And he could hear the sounds of other Wasps farther off, their rapid-fire cannon chewing up
the air and—he hoped—plenty of Heggies.

Thenoiseleve increased dramatically. Bombs and rockets and cannon. The line of the abandoned outer
defensive line became awall of fire, shrapnd, and dugs as the new Wasps used that line to guide their
runs. Caught between that and the 13th, the Schlina assault hated. Men went to the ground— dead,
wounded, or trying to avoid those states. Few even tried to keep up any fire againgt the infantry in front
of them.



"Weatch for drops behind you," Colond Stossen said on the noncoms channel. "They're dropping crates
of wire, Vrerchs, and grenades. Soon as you see something coming in, get mento it. Get that ammo
divvied up and in use asfast asyou can.”

You bet! Joe thought. He looked skyward again. Even if they drop it square on my head.

Joe passed the dert to the men in the platoon. " Squad |eaders, watch for the drops. Figure out who to
send if onelandsin your area”

If it lands in time. Joefdt surprise a hisremaining pess-mism. Just because reinforcements had arrived,
there was till no guarantee that the 13th would make it through the battle. Until they had that ammunition
intheir guns, the men of the 13th would il be virtualy defensdess. If the Wasps|let up for evena
minute, Echo Company might be overrun... and perhapstherest of the regiment.

Joe heard the incoming ammunition drop before anyone on the ground could seeit. The crate crashed
through the trees with two antigravity belts strapped to its sides. Joe shook his head. He had never
congdered that sort of use for the new devices. But it did ook effective. The belts power gave out when
the crate was less than two meters off of the ground. By that time, Joe had grabbed one of the
artillerymen and was running toward the crate.

"First and third squads, get over herel” Joe called over theradio. " Second and fourth, wait until they get
back, then welll get you loaded up.”

Despite the urgency, it still took savera minutes to get the ammunition distributed and into use. Joe saw,
or heard, severa other crates coming through the trees a ong the near-est portions of the front. There
would be no need to share this box with other companies. Men came from the other platoons of Echo.
With athousand spools of wirein the single crate, there was enough to give everyone I eft in the company
sx gpools. There were dso ten Vrerch launchers and six missiles for each tube, and two dozen
disposable RPG units.

"Watch for more drops," Joe warned when hefindly headed back to the line. They had enough
ammunition to last for atime, but more would certainly be welcome.

For the moment, there wasredlly little for the men of the 13th to do. The Wasps were dtill active,
crossing back and forth aong the front. Joe set his men one smpletask. If any of the Schlinal forces
between the two sets of lines moved, shoot him. Then he told the squad and team |eaders to watch the
front beyond the outer perimeter, to look for more targets coming into range.

There were very few. The Schlinal attack had been broken.

Within another thirty minutes, the first elements of the 4th SAT werelanding in the center of theterritory
that the 13th was guarding. Before the 4th's artillery landed, part of the 27th Light Infantry Regiment
cameinaswell.

Van Stossen's command post got very crowded. Colond Eggars of the 4th landed with the first shuttles,
aong with his aff. When the lead units of the 27th started to land, Brigadier Dacik arrived.

"What happened?' Stossen asked the brigadier. "What went wrong?"

Dacik hedtated before he met Stossen's gaze. "'I'm not cer-tain that anything really went wrong, except
for some damn poor planning. We should have provided you with more stores. Other than that, things
went exceptiondly well.”

"What?' Stossen shouted, unable to contain himsalf.



Dacik took a deep breath. "We took Devon so quickly that the high command decided to retake Porter
aswell. The dday was what we needed to assemble afew more units. Besides the 4th and the 27th, we
have three more regiments ready to land tomorrow, and a second entire wing of Wasps. The bulk of the
new forceswill land in the valley as soon asthey arrive, ready to take Porter City. Therest of thefleetis
coming in more consarvatively."

For amoment Stossen smply glared at the brigedier. Then he shook his head. "We'velost alot of good
men here. By the time we get thefina count, | expect our total casudlties, killed and wounded, will be
fifty percent. Maybe higher." Hetried, without much success, to keep hisvoicelevel. "You cut it too
damnclose... sr."

"I know," Dacik replied. "Unfortunately, the important deci-sions are till made by men who've never
beenin agtuation like yours. In any case, once my peopleare dl in position, the

13th will berdieved. Y ou should be on the way home within twelve hours, Colond. Y our men did one
hdll of ajob."

It was nearly an hour after the first Wasps arrived before Echo Company was able to move back to the
forward line and recover the casudties they had |eft there. Joe Baerclau was with the group that went to
where Goff, Mackey, and Chorbek had fallen.

Goff and Chorbek were, as expected, dead, but Wiz Mackey was sill dive. Barely. Doc Eddies had
difficulty keeping him aive until he could be evacuated. But there were medics, and asurgeon—afull

trauma ward—aboard one of the shuttles, and once Mackey and adozen of the other most serioudy
wounded werein their hands, they all stood a better than average chance of recovery.

Thefighting was over for Echo Company of the 13th—asfar as Porter was concerned. They were
among the firgt to be routed back to the center of the rapidly expanding perimeter that Accord forces
controlled. A field kitchen was up and running by dawn and Joe and hismen stood in linefor their first
hot, full meal sincelanding on Porter thirteen days before. In afew hours, they would be back aboard
ship, heading for home.

Therewas no rgoicing. The men of the 2nd platoon sat around and ate. Of the thirty men who had
landed, only four-teen remained together. The four-man crew of Basset two sat with them. No one
talked much.

There wasn't adamn thing to say.



