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Dirigent Mercenary Corp #05
Li eut enant Col one

By Rick Shelley

Pr ol ogue

The year is A D. 2823. The interstellar diaspora fromEarth has been in progress
for seven centuries. The nunbers are uncertain, but at |east five hundred worlds
have been settled, and perhaps well over a thousand. The total hunman popul ation
of the galaxy could be in excess of a trillion. On Earth, the Confederation of
Human Worlds still theoretically controls all of those colonies, but the reality
is that it can count on its orders being obeyed only as far as the nbst distant
per manent outpost within Earth's system on Titan. Beyond Saturn, there are two
primary interstellar political groupings, the Confederation of Human Worlds
(broken away fromthe organization on Earth with the sane nanme, with its capita
on the world known as Union) and the Second Comonwealth, centered on
Bucki ngham Neither of those political unions is as large or as powerful as they
will be in another eighteen decades, when their diametrically opposed interests
finally bring them to the point of war. In the neantine, humans who need
mlitary assistance, and do not want the donmi nation of either Confederation or
Conmonweal th, have only a handful of options. Those who can afford it turn to
mercenaries. And the | argest source of those is on the world of Dirigent....

1

Maj or Lon Nol an all owed hinself to accept the deception that he was standing in
front of a ten-foot-square w ndow |ooking out at the one world he had spent
nearly twenty years telling hinself he would never see again. But he had seen
that world, spent nearly five months on it. Now he was | eaving again, and this
time there was absolutely no doubt in his mnd. He would never return to Earth.
He coul d not inmagine ever wanting to return again. | finally broke the strings,
he tol d hinself.

From Over - Gal apagos, the space city in geosynchronous orbit roughly over the
i slands that gave it its name, the world | ooked as Lon recalled it. Two decades
could not bring changes I|arge enough to alter the view But the nonths he had
spent on the surface had convinced himthat Earth had changed-far nore than he
woul d have deened possible in the years since he had left to go to the nercenary
world of Dirigent to fulfill his childhood ambition of a career as a soldier.

Now, Lon's principal thoughts were of hone-and Dirigent was hone now, not Earth.
He had spent a nonth traveling to Earth, five nonths there, and it would be
anot her nmonth before he could get hone. He had traveled in civilian clothes,
under an assunmed nane. Prior to his departure fromDirigent, he had undergone
genetic-level na-nosurgery to nmake absolutely certain that his true identity
could not be discovered fromfingerprints, retinal pattern, or DNA testing of
hi s bl ood or skin.

There won't be anything to tie me to Earth in a few nonths, he thought. He had
hesitated to accept the mission to Earth, but once he had, Lon had decided to
make the best use of the unexpected opportunity. After finishing his work for
the Corps-and only after finishing that work- he had contacted his parents, then
gone home to visit themat his chil dhood home on the eastern side of the G eat
Snoky Mountains, near the city of Asheville. Even then, Lon had been forced to
stay incognito. Had his true identity been discovered by the authorities, it was
a virtual certainty that he would have been arrested, that he never would have
seen his wife and two children again.
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The purpose of Lon's trip to Earth had been espi onage.

He had needed nearly the entire month he had with his parents to convince them
to emgrate. Although both his nmother and father wanted to see their
grandchildren, the ties to Earth were strong. They needed time to convince
t hensel ves.

"I've got ny work at the university," his father had said when Lon first
proposed the nove. "And your nother has her garden, her friends."

"Dirigent has a university, and students who are there, are there because they
want to | eam because they hope to nmneke a difference to mankind. Wat have you
got? You've told ne yourself that npst of vyour students are just hoping for a
mracle that will help themclinb out of the circuses into something-anything
better. You don't even go to the university but-what?-once each tern? And then
you need an armed guard. You can't go into town safely. This pleasant little
country conpound you both treasure, even it's an illusion, with electric fences,
guard dogs, and arnmed patrols to keep the real world out. Once you get beyond
the fences, casual violence is alnost inpossible to escape for long." Casua

vi ol ence, happenstance, had worried Lon nore during his nmonths on Earth than the
possibility that his mission might be discovered by the authorities.

"This is where our |life has al ways been," his mother had added, in a voice that
sounded nore fearful than nostalgic. "Except for you and your famly, everyone
we know is here.”

"A'l |ocked away safely in guarded conpounds like this one," Lon replied.

It still took a lot of talk to get his parents to change their minds. Wen the
decision was finally reached, they couldn't all travel together. Lon had a
schedule to keep. He had to get off-planet and out of the reach of Earth's
police and what remained of Earth's Confederation of Hunman Worlds, the old
Colonial Ofice whose authority no |onger ran beyond the solar system His
parents would wait a few weeks, sell what they could, then book passage by a
circuitous route to Dirigent. By the tinme they arrived, Lon would have a cottage
lined up for them

Ni ght was beginning to mnove across eastern North Anerica. Lon stared until he
saw the term nator |ine nove across the mountains, past his parents' home, out
of what had once been North Carolina into what had once been Tennessee. He saw
lights in the cities and al ong the major connector routes. The cities were urban
jungles, with the majority of people crowded into areas known as circuses, sluns
where the common denom nators were poverty and | ack of hope.

Lon turned away fromthe videoscreen that masqueraded as a window and |eft the
observation conpartnent to return to his transient quarters tw decks below. He
would not be able to board the ship that would take him on the first
interstellar leg of his trip back to Dirigent until the next afternoon. Twenty
hours fromnow, he would be on his way out of Earth's solar system

If his false identity remai ned safe anot her day.

* * *

Seven nmonths earlier, Lon m ght have thought that the DMC had no surprises |left
to spring on him that he had seen the full repertory. He had been an officer in
the Corps for nineteen years, gone out on nore contracts than he could easily
recall, seen every variety of |I|ife in garrison, including the political byplay
that suffused the higher officer ranks. He had not even considered that anything
out of the ordinary mght be in the of fing when Maj or Cava-naugh Zim nunber two
man in the DMC's Ofice of Strategic Intelligence (OSl), had asked him to stop
by his office at Lon's "earliest convenience." The two men had known each other
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for sone years, and occasionally paired up in bridge tournanents in Dirigent
Cty.

"I remenber when you used to work for ne in the audit department, back when you
were a lieutenant still learning the ropes,”" Zimhad said after the usua
openi ng pl easantri es.

"Seens ages ago, Cav," Lon had said, nodding. Lieutenants in the Corps spent one
day a week, while they were in garrison, away fromtheir troops, helping out,
learning a little bit about other parts of the Corps than their own assignnents.

"And then sone," Zimhad agreed, returning Lon's nods. "Wwen | filed ny
performance report on you, at the end of your tour here, | added an observation
that you mght, in tine, be uniquely qualified for a special nission."

That had been enough to make Lon sit up straight-the first indication that the
invitation had not just been for a stroll down nostal gia drive. Lon had cleared
his throat. "A special mssion?"

"You know our nmandate in OSl-to obtain, catal og, and analyze information about
as many of the settled worlds as possible. W're always years behind. New worl ds
are settled, and it m ght be decades before we even hear about them Conditions
change, often dramatically, on worlds we do know about. The Corps would like to
have up-to-date intelligence on every settled world, at I|east every world we
m ght possibly be called upon to serve, or oppose." Zi mhad shrugged. "Not that
that rules out any world. And we can never count on being anywhere near up-to
date on any world but Dirigent."

"I don't need the lecture, Cav. Just what are you working up to?"

"W want you to do a job of work for us, Lon
"Tell me sonething a cadet couldn't have figured out by now "

"Think about it, Lon. Wat sort of intelligence mission would you be uniquely
qualified for?"

Lon had blinked twice, slowy, as it hit him "You want me to go to Earth?"

"The boss and | talked about it at Ilength. Then | chatted wth Matt." Matt
Olis, now a |lieutenant col onel, comanded 2nd Battalion, 7th Reginment. Lon was
his second-in-command. "Matt agreed that you would be perfect for the job, so we
put the proposal before the Council of Reginents. The General renmenbers your
work here. He mentioned your analysis of the Aldrin contract." There was only
one General at any given tinein the Dirigent Mercenary Corps, head of
governnent for Dirigent as well as comander-in-chief of the Corps, elected each
year by the colonels who nmade up the Council of Reginments. The current incunbent
was Jorge Ruiz, who had commanded the Contracts Section at Corps headquarters
whi ch included OSI-when Lon was a |ieutenant doing one day a week in Contracts.
"The General okayed the mssion, providing you were wlling to volunteer. It
wi Il nmean being gone for six nonths, nore or |less, but you' ve been away nearly
that long on contract before.”

"My son is fifteen. My daughter is nine," Lon had said. "lI've nmissed a third of
their lives already, being away from Dirigent. | knowit goes wth the
territory. | need tinme to think about this, Cav. And | need to talk it over with
my wfe."

"Of course. | didn't expect an answer right now This isn't like a contract

where you take the luck of the draw and go out when it's your turn. The GCenera
was adamant. Accepting this mssion has to be voluntary. Entirely."
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"The first rule any recruit leams is 'Never volunteer for anything,' Lon
munbl ed as he settled hinmself for sleep that night in Over-Gal apagos. He had not
agreed to the mssion lightly, or quickly. Just thinking about the possibility
of returning to Earth had brought him new nightmares. Part of himwanted to go
back, alnost desperately, but another part of him was frightened by the
prospect. It had been two days before he even nentioned it to his wife, Sara.

"Of course you'll go," she had said at once, and she proceeded on the assunption
that he woul d.

Lon had needed a |lot longer to convince hinself. The chance to see his parents

for the first tine in twenty years was what settled the question. "Maybe | can
get them to nove here,” Lon had told his wife. "I've been suggesting it for
years. Maybe, face-to-face, | can convince them"

Sara had giggled. "O just kidnap them and sneak them off-pl anet."

He had spent two weeks learning his cover identity and undergoing the genetic
mani pul ati on that woul d ensure that he could not be identified as Lon Nol an when
he reached Earth and Earth-controlled space. He went as a trade representative
from Calypso, a world he had sone personal know edge of. |If necessary, the
governnent there would vouch for his identity ... but if that becane necessary,
it would nmean that something had gone wong, that he had nmade sone nistake al ong
the way.

Real -1ife espionage had nothing in cormon with the vid-adventure variety. Lon
had carried neither weapons nor ultra-high-tech snoopi ng devices. He had done no
furtive sneaking about, no suborning of governnent officials. H's information
was collected through far nore prosaic nethods. He had tal ked to people. He had
kept his eyes open, |ooking around, questioning what he saw, what he heard. He
had copied Ilibraries of data-books, newspapers, and magazines-transferring
everything to scores of high-density data chips. Fourteen ounces of chips had
been enough to record everything published on Earth in the past quarter century.
It woul d give the analysts and auditors in OSI plenty to do for the next couple
of years

There hadn't even been nmuch real danger when he had contacted Dirigent's
resident agents and factors on Earth. Their covers were also inpeccable. As |ong
as his cover story and identity passed casual scrutiny, no one in authority
woul d give hima second thought. It wasn't until he returned to areas where he
had been known as Lon Nolan that there was any serious reason for nervousness,
for insecurity. Sonmeone might recognize him even after twenty years, and
wonder .

But not hi ng untoward had happened. Hi s few encounters with authorities had been
the result of what had appeared- to themto be the casual violence they saw
every day, and there had been no reason to | ook too deeply into Lon's cover. Lon
had his reunion, spent time with his parents. even spent tine hiking around in
the mountains, just as he had done when he was young. Those few weeks had nade
the entire mission worthwhile.

Waiting to board the ship that would carry himfrom Over-Gal apagos to Calypso
was, in some ways, the nost difficult part of the entire mission for Lon. His
nm nd kept conjuring up ironic clinmaxes-the sudden appearance of uniforned police
of ficers, weapons raised, shouting for him to raise his hands and surrender;
being carted back to Earth and a lifetime |ease on a six-by-eight-foot prison
cell. O worse.

H s baggage, including the data chips, was |oaded aboard ship two hours before
the four passengers were allowed to board. Lon spent nobst of those two hours in
the observation deck, watching Earth bel ow, saying a private, final farewell to
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the planet of his birth... for the second time in his life. This breaks the
strings, he told hinself-several tinmes. The inage renmained strong: Earth
strings-they reached out to every world humans had settl ed.

Once the ship started accel erating outbound, Lon started to relax a little. He
woul d not feel really safe until the ship made its first junp through quantum
space, five days out from Over-Gal apagos-the first of three junps it would rmake
to reach Calypso. By the time of the first junp, it would be too late for the
authorities fromEarth to recall the ship or to intercept it. He would be out of
their reach. Forever.

Five days, five nights. Lon slept lightly, when he slept at all. Dreans cane,
the sane fanciful worries he had felt in Over-Gal apagos, failing to get away,
being intercepted at the |ast possible mnute and carried back to Earth to stand
trial... or sinply being "made" to di sappear without trial

Five days of constant acceleration, farther and farther from Earth and its
dependent colonies within the Sol ar System Wen the first warning cane over the
ship's comunication system"Q space insertion in thirty mnutes"- Lon had bit
his lip. So close. Could escape possibly be snatched from ne now?

On a civilian ship, there were frequent warnings leading up to the Q space
transit. Wiile the ship was in the void of quantum space, all the power of its
three Ni |l ssen generators-which provided artificial gravity aboard ship as well
as propelling the vessel through Q space-would be diverted to force the transit.
Passengers were required to be in their bunks, strapped in, during the period of
zero gravity-for their own safety . . . and to keep themfrom being a
distraction to the crew, or wirse, wthout weight to hold themin place. A
crewman went to each passenger's cabin to nake sure everyone was strapped in,
then hurried to his own duty station to strap himself in for the duration

"Thirty seconds until Q space insertion.”

The final ten seconds were marked by a countdown. Lon held his breath until he
felt the slight shudder of the ship as its Nilssens ratcheted to full power and
drew a bubbl e of Q space-in effect, a pocket universe just slightly greater in
dianmeter than the longest dinension of the ship and theoretically tangent to
every point in the "real" universe-around it.

"Safe." Lon was not concerned that he had spoken the word aloud. He was in Q
space, outbound fromEarth. Safe. It was not inportant, at the nonent, that he
was still nore than three weeks fromhome, fromDirigent. Every interstellar
passage took fourteen days, or slightly nore:

five days out before the first junp, three days before the second and third
junps, and fromthree to five days fromthe final junp into the destination. And
Lon had to go to Calypso before he could transfer to another ship, a DMC ship,
to get to Dirigent. And his famly

2

Lon was surprised to leamthat there were two staff floaters waiting for him at
the civilian spaceport in Dirigent City. The explanation cane quickly, though

Cavanaugh Zimhad cone in one from Corps headquarters to take the case of data
chips off Lon's hands.

"We'll do a full debriefing next Mnday norning," Magjor Zimtold Lon. "And
have a nessage for you fromMatt Olis. He doesn't want to see hide nor hair of
you until after that."

"A full week off?" Lon asked. " Somebody gone soft?"
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"We'll talk about it a week fromtoday. Now, |'ve got to get back to work, and
you' ve got better things to do."

It was at that noment that one door of the other floater-ground effect vehicle
fl ew open and Angie No-lan junmped out and ran toward her father. Three weeks
fromher tenth birthday, Angie was still happy being "Daddy's little girl." She
squealed with delight as she junmped up to Ilet him catch her and whirl her
through a full circle. Angie was tall for her age but slightly bel ow average in
wei ght, bl ue-eyed and bl ond-her hair was nearly as light yet as it had been when
she was a baby. She threw her arns around his neck and kissed his cheek, then
pressed her cheek agai nst his.

"How s nmy favorite girl?" Lon asked, easing her to the ground and prying her
grip loose-with difficulty.

"I"'mfirst in ny class again," she announced.

By that tine. Major Zinms car had pulled away and the other two passengers from
the second vehicle were close- Sara and Lon, Junior. Junior was sixteen now, his
birthday had cone not long after his father had left for Earth. He hung back
just alittle. He did not want to seemtoo ... effusive. Lon tousled Junior's
hair, then took Sara in his arnms for a serious hug and a couple of long Kkisses.
Juni or | ooked away.

"How was Earth?" Sara asked when the first rush of greetings was over

Lon shrugged, turning her toward the <car. Angie took her father's free hand.
Junior trailed al ong behi nd.

"Dirtier than | remenbered, and nore crowded,"” Lon said. "Half a dozen smal
wars goi ng on. Some people think the planetary governnent is losing all control
Maybe they're right. My parents will be comng here to live. They're probably
al ready on the way."

"Granma and Granpa?" Angi e asked, excitenment boiling out of her words. "Com ng
to stay?"

"Coming to stay," Lon agreed. Nothing had been said to the children before about
Lon trying to get themto nove, because he had been far fromconfident that he
woul d succeed.

"I was afraid you wouldn't be able to convince them" Sara said. "The letters
we've had from themover the years. Your father always seened so dead set
agai nst | eaving Earth."

"It wasn't easy talking him into noving," Lon said. A porter had already
transferred Lon's bags to the rear conpartnent of the floater. The driver, a
sergeant fromthe reginental notor pool, got out to hold the rear right door
open for Lon and Sara. She got in first. "I think it was news about the battle

in Panana City that turned the trick."

"Wher e?" Sara asked.

"Panama City," Junior said fromthe front seat. Angie had gotten in back on the
left, next to her nother. "On the isthnmus between North and South Anerica, where
t he canal between the two oceans used to be."

"He's right," Lon said. "Mlitia forces of the Colonbian district of South
America and the Mexican departnent of the North Anerican Union fought a mmjor
battle, nore than ten thousand killed in four days of fighting. Both sides were
hurt so badly that neither could honestly claima victory, though both tried."

"Ten t housand?" Sara said.

file:/lIC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...lley%20-%2005%20-%20Lieutenant%20Colonel.txt (6 of 142) [12/29/2004 1:10:29 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962005%20-%20L i eutenant%20Col onel .txt

"The death toll was little nmore than a footnote in the news stories,” Lon said.
"Earth's popul ati on has gone back above six billion. If a hundred thousand had
died, it mght have rated a few cheers at least, but ten? That's neither here
nor there, as far as nost people are concerned."”

"That's awful ," Sara said

"You won't get an argunment from ne," Lon replied. "O fromDad. Ten thousand
killed and they don't nention it until the last line of the story?" he said
shout ed-when the news cane in. | couldn't recall ever seeing himthat angry."

The driver had not waited for instructions. As soon as all his passengers were
in the floater, he had started driving, exiting the spaceport and taking Freedom
Boul evard, the direct route fromthe spaceport across town to the main canp of
the Dirigent Mercenary Corps. It was a ride Lon had nade many tinmes in his
career. He felt no need to |ook out the windows. It was nmuch nore pleasant to
sit with his armaround his wfe, holding her close, reassuring hinself that
they were really back together again.

"How |l ong do we have to get things ready for your parents?" Sara asked, her mnd
going to practical matters.

"Probably at |least a couple of weeks. They were going to need a bit of tine to
wrap up things before they left. They might have left in the last day or two, or
maybe not. But they'll have to make two trips, just like |I did. There aren't any
direct nights between Earth and Dirigent."

"Find thema snmall house here in the city? O an apartnent?"

"A house. Momwants to garden. She's always grown flowers and a few vegetables
She was quite definite about that."

"A good nei ghborhood, fairly close," Sara said. "And, as soon as we can after
they get here, we'll have to take themto Basconbe East to neet ny fol ks."

Lon started chuckling. "W don't have to start nmaking plans this very mnute.
Gve me at least a few hours to relax. Wat's been happeni ng here?" Not only had
Lon been away for six nonths, he also had been conpletely out of touch for that
time. There had been no chance to exchange message chi ps whil e he was undercover
on Earth. It would have been far too deep a breach of security practices.

Sara hesitated, trying to think back over what might interest Lon the nost. Then
she knew what she had to tell him Bad news. "Matt Olis's older boy was Kkilled
on contract, not a nonth after you left. It was his first tine out."

Lon closed his eyes for an instant. "Mark was just- what-nineteen?"

Sara confirmed. "Matt and Linda still aren't over it. |'ve done what
" She shrugged to show how hel pl ess she had felt.

"N net een, '
| could, but...

"There's not much anybody can do," Lon said. dancing at his son was an
involuntary reflex, and so was the alnpst invisible shudder. Junior was doing
everything but counting the days until he would be old enough to join the Corps.
"I''"ll go over to his place this evening."

"No, you won't," Sara said firmy. "Didn't Cav tell you that Matt doesn't want
to see you until you report back for duty next week?"

"Sure, but that was business. This is ... different."”

"No. It's this, too," Sara insisted. "Matt didn't even want nme to tell you about
Mark until then."
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Lon declined to continue that conversation just then. He couldn't speak freely
with the children close enough to hear. This was not the first time Lon had felt
haunted by his own past. As a child on Earth, all Lon had ever wanted to be was
a soldier. It had taken himto The Springs, the mlitary acadeny of the North
Ameri can Union. Then, when the governnent decided to draft the top students from
Lon's graduating class into the federal police-duty that would have centered on
preventing and putting down riots in the wurban circuses, slums too densely
popul ated by people who had |ived on governnent |argess for generations-Lon had
conspired with the cormandant of the military acadeny to escape that duty and go
off-world, eventually to Dirigent, where he could fulfill his dreamof being a
soldier. All | ever wanted to be was a soldier: Lon couldn't begin to estimte
how many times he had uttered that sentence, or thought it. Now Junior kept
saying virtually the sane thing. All he wanted to be when he grew up was a
sol di er.

It was the last thing his father wanted for him |'ve seen too many friends die,
Lon thought. 1'd do anything | could to protect Junior

Short of shipping the boy off-world, to some colony where there were no
soldiers, there was little Lon could do, except try to persuade his son to |ook
el sewhere for a career, but as long as the father remained in the Corps, his
argunents all fell short. And Lon knewit. Junior was sixteen now, and on his
eighteenth birthday, he would be eligible to enlist in the Corps, whether or not
his parents approved ... and he had often announced his intention to do so, on
that very day.

"Way is it that whenever | get a few days off, | always seemto be busier than
when |'m supposed to be working?' Lon asked Sara halfway through the week of
furlough. They were waiting for the <call to board the shuttle to Basconbe East
with Junior and Angie. Right now, the children were busy. Angie was 1in the
arcade, playing video ganes. Junior was sitting off by hinself, reading on his
portabl e conplink, intent on whatever had caught his interest.

Lon felt as if this were the first chance he'd had to sit and do nothing since
getting honme. The past three days had been busy, spent catching up on gossip and
maki ng arrangenents for the arrival of his parents. Taking a couple of days to
visit Sara's parents was a hatural part of the furlough. Lon enjoyed being
around his in-laws, and the children always liked to visit the only grandparents
they had ever known-except through recordings that cane in letter chips a couple
of times a year.

Sara tried hard to suppress a laugh but failed. "Just bal ance, | suppose," she
said. "So you don't forget what real work is like."

"Very funny." Lon let out a long breath, noisily. "At least it looks as if it
m ght be quite a while before the battalion goes out on contract. W're not too
near the top of the battalion or reginmental rotas for assignnment. Could have
several nmonths to help Mimand Dad get settled in and |eamtheir way around
Dirigent."

"You know, | was thinking |ast night, after you went to sleep," Sara said,
turning on the bench to look directly at her husband. "If you decided it was
time to retire fromthe Corps and take over the pub, we could get your folks a
pl ace in Basconbe East, too, and we'd all be together." CGeoff and MIdred Pine,
Sara's parents, ran the village's only pub, the Wnking Eye. And Geoff had been
maki ng noi ses about retiring and turning the pub over to Lon and Sara since
their marriage seventeen years before.

Lon did not reply imediately. First he | ooked around to see where the children
were. Then, alnpbst in a whisper, he said, "If | thought that woul d be enough to
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get Junior's mnd away fromjoining the Corps, I'd do it in a second, but
don't think it would work."

"No, probably not," Sara said. Unlike Lon, Sara had |ong since accepted that
there was little chance of diverting their son fromthe Corps. "Every boy wants
to be like his father, and you've set high standards. Besides, this is Dligent.
The Corps is what we are, in a lot of ways. Wthout it, we wouldn't have rmuch of
anything." The Corps, and a thriving nunitions industry that exported as much as
it sold donestically, generated virtually all of the world s incone. The
i mportance of the Corps found reflection in the fact that the head of the DMC
was al so the head of state for the planet.

"Wth his intelligence, he could work in R&D, probably do nore good for the
Corps than he could do slogging through nmud and getting shot at," Lon said.

"He figures he'll have tine to do both," Sara replied. "Spend enough tinme in the
Corps to leamjust what ideas mght be wuseful, then go off to alab and turn
i deas into practical gear."

That conversation |apsed because their flight was called. Sara gathered the
children while Lon checked with the porter to nake certain their baggage got
aboard the shuttle.

Lon polished pint beer glasses with a bar rag. He enjoyed giving his father-in
law a hand around the pub on visits. It helped Lon relax. |In any case, the
W nki ng Eye could not close just because family came to visit. The Nolans had
been in Basconbe East a little over six hours. The pub was closed for the night.
Junior was sweeping the floor. He wasn't happy with the chore, but he had
limted his conplaints to a single groan of protest. Lon hel ped Geoff clean up
behind the bar. Sara and Angie were in the pub's kitchen helping MIldred clean
up and get ready for the next day. The food served in the Wnking Eye was al
prepared fresh, not assenbled fromraw nolecules in a food replicator. That was
part of the allure of the Wnking Eye.

"Enough, " Geoff Pine said. He filled two glasses with his best beer and slid one
of themin front of his son-in-law. "Take a swig of that, then we'll go over

and take a | oad off while the wonen finish in the kitchen."

Lon didn't protest, and neither did Junior when his grandfather told himhe
could quit rearrangi ng the dust.

"I'"mgoing outside for a few mnutes,” Juni or announced. Lon just nodded. There
was little danger or trouble the boy could get into in Basconbe East.

"So you've been on Earth all these nonths," Geoff said when the two nen were
seated at a table near the front door. "Sara wouldn't tell us where you'd gone,
said it was all hush-hush."

"Officially, even she wasn't supposed to know where | was," Lon said.
"Undercover stuff. But, vyes, | was on Earth nost of the time, except for the
transit time, of course, a nonth each way."

Geoff shook his head. then took a long drink. "Earth belongs to the past. It's
not the future, hardly even the present. They don't give a damm about us, and
there's nothing we need fromthem"

"Earth could give us a lot of trouble,” Lon said. "Mybe it's just that | was
| ooking at things with older eyes this tine, or had a different perspective
after twenty years away, but there's a feeling of desperation to just about
everything and everyone on Earth these days. Too nmany people, too little hope. A
constant race agai nst disaster."
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"The final collapse they've been talking about for centuries?" Geoff asked,
arching a skeptical eyebrow.

Lon shrugged. "Let's just say it wouldn't shock ne if civilization on Earth
mel ted down. "

"If it wasn't for all the suffering people would do, I'd say good riddance,"”
Geoff said. "Find sone way to lock Earth up in a Q@ space bubble and let the rest
of the galaxy get on with its business."

"l see your point, but it's awfully hard for nme to feel that way, even as an
intellectual exercise.”

"No, of course you couldn't see it the way | do, lad. |I'd be shocked if you did,
comng fromthere and all. But the only thing Earth really has to offer the rest
of us is trouble. They could start shipping off thousands of people to colony
worlds, try to shovel their troubles off any way they could."

Lon nmanaged a smile. "Part of the trouble is that they can't possibly ship
peopl e out fast enough to make up for the population increase. If they had a
t housand ships, each carrying a thousand people out-system every nonth, they
could hardly make a dent in the situation, and there's no way they can find the
money or materials to do that."

"Used to be. Mother Nature took care of overpopulation," CGeoffsaid, |eaning
back. "War, pestilence, and fam ne. And science has pretty nmuch taken care of
two of those."

"Not entirely. There are people starving to death on Earth, even with food
replicator technology being hundreds of years old. You still need the raw
materials to feed into the system"”

"And people still know howto kill each other off," Ceoff said. He drained the
|l ast of his beer and stood. "That's the shane of it, but if they didn't, the
probl em woul d be even worse. I'mjust glad it's Earth and not Dirigent."

3

Lon slept well Sunday night, after getting back to the famly's home on base in
Dirigent City. Basconmbe East and the Wnking Eye al ways brought welcome relief
to Lon. Someday he would take Geoff at his word and retire fromthe Corps to
take over the pub. But not soon-at the noment, the pub was a good change of
pace, an escape fromthe usual. That would change if it occupied his every day.

Monday norning, Lon woke before his alarmcould sound at six o' clock. He shaved,
showered, and dressed while Sara fixed breakfast-first for himand then for
hersel f and the chil dren

“I''l'l try to get hone early this afternoon,” Lon told Sara. "The realtor has
three places for me to |l ook at for Mom and Dad. Maybe we can get to all of them
t oday. "

"If we don't, we can take the rest of the week," Sara said. She understood Lon's
excitenment, and their children's. To a certain extent she shared it.

"The sooner we pick a place and finalize the contract, the sooner we can start
getting it ready," Lon said. "I want to have everything finished before they get
here, and we don't know when that will be." A nessage fromthe ship when it cane
out of its final Qspace transit would give themjust three days' warning.

"Yes, dear," Sara said with nock resignation
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Lon took the shuttle bus that served the married officers' section of the base
to Corps headquarters instead of getting off at the stop it made near the edge
of 7th Reginent's area. He would have preferred to visit his office in 2nd
Battalion first, talk to others on the staff, but his instructions were clear:
Get the debriefing out of the way first.

Cavanaugh Zimwas waiting for him

"We've started the prelininary assessnent of your recorded reports, Lon," Zim
said as they got settled in his office. "And the catal oging has started on the

publications you picked up. | imgine we'll be picking your brain pretty
regularly for years to cone, trying to get every detail we can out of you. This
morning | just want to get sonme sense of your inpressions. |I've got a few

questions here."

A few dozen questions. Zi masked his questions, then sat back and let Lon talk,
sometinmes asking foll owups, or prompting Lon for greater detail. The session
was being recorded, sound and video. That did not bother Lon. Oten he closed
his eyes while he tal ked, using that to help himfocus his thoughts, his words.
At intervals Zimcalled for a break. They would take five or ten nminutes, have
coffee brought in, or leave the office to stretch their |legs and breathe
different air.

It was very close to noon when Zim said, "I think we'd better call it a day,
Lon. Let's go over to the officers' club and I'Il buy lunch."

Lon got to his feet and stretched. "Thanks for the offer, Cav, but | think 1'1lI
pass. | want to get over to battalion and find out how badly they' ve screwed
everything up the seven nonths |'ve been gone. Probably take me a nonth or nore
to get things back the way | |ike them"

"After lunch will do just fine for that, Lon. | really have to insist."

"Why is everyone going to so nmuch trouble to keep ne away from 2nd Battalion?
heard about Matt's boy getting killed, but that can't explain all this.
Sonet hi ng nust be up."

"Keep your shirt on, Lon. Indulge us, please." Zimguided Lon through the door
"I't'Il only be another hour. Then Matt can explain everything. Trust ne."

Lunch did not go down easily for Lon. He felt annoyed and concerned. He could
not imagi ne what all the secrecy was about, why his return to his unit was being
stalled so thoroughly. Zimhad to do nost of the talking. Lon's replies were
generally nonosyllabic. It was a reversal of how the conversation had been in
Zims office through the norning.

"Conme on, Lon, don't go working yourself into a |ather,"'
that Matt wants this to go just right."

Zimurged. "It's just

"WAnts what to go just right?" Lon shot back

Zi m shook his head slowy. "There's a tine and a place for everything. Just |let
it drift. One nore drink and it'll be about tine."

Lon rushed through his final drink. Zimdallied, stalling as long as he thought
he coul d without getting Lon too upset to think straight. Then Zim got up. "I
guess it'll be tine by the time we wal k over to your battalion headquarters,” he
sai d.
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The central area of the DMCs nmin base had been laid out in a regular and
orderly way. The largest building on base was Corps Headquarters, which al so
served as CGovernnment House for the world. A broad parade field extended fromthe
west facade of Corps Headquarters all the way to the nmain gates. The fourteen
line reginents were arranged along the 1long sides of the parade ground, 1st
through 7th on the north, 8th through 15th (there no |l onger was a 9th Regi nent;
it had been virtually destroyed on a contract that-in retrospect-should never
have been accepted, and the 9th had never been reconstituted) on the south. Each
reginent had its headquarters at the far end of its section, marking the
"bottonmt' of a long, narrow horseshoe, battalions on the flanks, wth battalion
headquarters in the center of the conpany barracks. Ancillary units-arnor,
artillery, and support services, for exanple- were quartered farther fromthe
central parade ground.

Since the main officers' club, where Lon and Zi mhad eaten, was south of Corp
headquarters, they had only a noderate walk to the offices of 2nd Battalion, 7th
Regi ment, across the parade ground and down Seventh Street, which ran between
the battalion areas. Only a few soldiers were visible in 2nd Battalion's area,
policing the ground- a regular fatigue detail.

"You could at |east give me a hint what to expect,'
entrance to 2nd Battalion's headquarters.

Lon said as they neared the

"No way," Zimsaid. "This is Matt's show |I'mnot going to give you a peek at
the script."

Zimstayed at Lon's elbow, herding himdirectly toward Matt Olis's office on
the ground floor. Zi mknocked, but scarcely waited for the muted "Cone in" from
the other side of the door. Zi m pushed Lon in first, then cl osed the door behind
the two of them

"dad to see you back, Lon," Matt Olis said as he got up fromthe chair behind
his desk. There was no gladness in the voice, though, and Lon was imrmedi ately
struck by the drawn-al nbst haggard-l ook on Matt's face.

Lon nmet Matt halfway across the office and they shook hands. "I was sorry to
hear about Mark," Lon said. "Nobody would | et nme conme see you until today."

Matt Orlis's shrug was m nuscule, as if any nore effusive gesture was beyond his
physi cal capacity. "It's a risk we all take," he said. "As for the delay ..." He
did not conplete that sentence. "Have a seat. You, too, Cav. You mght as well
stick around for the rest of this."

Lon hesitated. Matt had sinply turned his back and retreated to his position in
the rear corner of the office, behind his desk. Cavanaugh Zimwent to a chair at
the side of the room out of the way. Finally, Lon took the seat near the corner
of Matt's desk.

"What the hell is going on. Matt?" Lon asked.

Olis leaned back in his chair but net Lon's stare. "This time tonorrow, |'Il be
a civilian. I'mretiring. You take over 2nd Battalion. Your promtion to
lieutenant colonel is effective at mdnight tonight. Vel Gsterman fromDelta
Conpany will be your executive officer. H's pronmotion to major will be on the

same general order as your pronotion.”

"Matt..." Lon started, but Olis cut him off before he could get nore than the
name out.

"Save it, Lon. |It's a done deal. | made ny decision ten weeks ago and there
hasn't been a single second thought. |'ve put nore than thirty years into the
Corps. It's tine to get out. Linda and | need to spend nore tinme with each

other, and with our children, our remaining children." Lon could al nost feel the
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pain in Matt's voice. "I would have left sooner, but | wanted to wait until you
got back."

"You coul d have been the next reginental commander, Mtt," Lon said. He |eaned
forward. "A seat on the Council of Reginments. Maybe a termas General before
I ong."

Matt shook his head. "No. | don't want it. | don't want any of it."

Once nore, Lon hesitated before he spoke. "I'm sure you know your mnd. Matt,
but | still think it's a shane. You're a damed good officer, and you' ve always

been a terrific friend."

"You'll be needing a new battalion |ead sergeant," too," Matt said. "I talked
Weil into sticking around through the end of the week to help you get settled
in, but he's also retiring. Hell, he's got nore tine in the Corps than | do."

Weil Jorgen had been a platoon sergeant in the battalion's A Conpany when Lon
first arrived as an officer-cadet, and had noved up the line through the years.

I s anyone staying? Lon wondered. "1'll want Phip Stee-sen as ny lead sergeant,"”
he said. "If he's not retiring, too."

Matt ignored the sarcasm in Lon's voice. "I told Colonel Black it would be
Steesen. Reginment wll cut the order pronmoting him effective Friday, when he
takes over from Wil officially. 1'Il tell Wil to have Al pha send himover so

you can tell himyourself."

"I'"ve got to get back to the shop," Zi m announced, getting up fromhis chair. He
went to Lon and offered his hand. "Congratul ations on the pronotion, Lon." They
shook hands, then Zimturned to Matt. "lI'msorry to see you go nyself. Col onel,
but | do understand why."

As they shook hands. Matt shook his head and said, "Not entirely, Cav, not
entirely," very softly.

After Zim had left, Olis used the intercom to tell Wil Jorgen to get Phip
Steesen in as quickly as he could be |ocated. Then he turned to Lon again.

"I't hasn't been easy, these last nonths," Man said. "You'd think that after
thirty years of losing friends and conrades, seeing sone of themdie, a man
woul d get used to death. Especially in the Corps." He shook his head. "It ain't
so, Lon. It just ain't so. There are still nights when | wake up crying, feeling
a knot in nmy stomach the size of a soccer ball."

"Some things you can't get used to. Matt. There are nights | |lie awake worrying
about Junior. He wants to be a soldier as nuch as | did when | was a kid. And
can't think of any way to keep him fromjoining the Corps, as soon as he's old
enough. "

"My father was in the Corps, and both his brothers. Both ny grandfathers. It
goes back nearly two hundred years in the Olis famly," Matt said. "Soldiering
is what we do on Dirigent. It nmakes the world turn. But, dear God, this hurts."
Matt's voice broke. He seened to be near breaking into tears. It took him nore
than a minute to get his enotions under control. Lon sat quietly, not noving at
all, trying to keep his own worries about Junior from getting to him in
response.

"Sorry, Lon," Matt said when he could speak w thout showing anguish in his
voice. "I shouldn't have laid that on you."

"Don't worry about it. Matt."

Olis took a deep breath, held it a nonent, then let it out. "Wil can give you
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a better briefing on what's going on in the battalion than | can. Delta and
Bravo have new officer-cadets since you left. Wallis Ames noved to regi nental
staff six weeks ago. He's handling communications and transportation." Matt
shrugged. "After twenty-three years as a captain conmmanding Bravo Conpany,
sonmething finally turned up that let him beconme a major." Ares had been a
conpetent but unimaginative line officer; never any strong black narks agai nst
his record but also without any special flair for the business of conbat.

"Charlie Conpany is nunmber two on the rota for conpany-sized contracts," Mtt
said. "The rest are farther down, and we've got a way to go to get to the top
for battalion- or regimental -sized contracts."

"I know. I checked the rotas |ast week, just after I got in," Lon said.
Contracts cane in all sizes, depending on the needs and resources of the client.
The Corps nmintained separate listings to make sure that every unit got its fair
share of contracts. Contract pay was higher than garrison pay, and-especially on
a conbat contract-there was al ways the chance of a conpl etion bonus.

"If we had been closer to the top, | think | would have retired sooner, Lon. The
way |'ve been, it wouldn't have been fair to the men for ne to conmand the
battalion in conbat."

"You'd have done it up right. WMatt, the way you always have. That woul d have
been better than sending the battalion off w thout either of us.”

"I"'mjust relieved the situation didn't cone up."

Lon's office, across the hall fromMatt's, was nuch as Lon had left it before
| eaving for Earth. There were a few recent papers on the desk, and the conplink
screen showed a list of files that he needed to check out. No sooner had Lon sat
at his desk when there was a knock at the door.

"Conme in."

Lon | ooked up to see Lead Sergeant Wil Jorgen enter. "Good to see you back,
sir," Wil said.

"It's good to be back, sort of,"
runni ng out on ne, too."

Lon said. "Sit down, Weil. | hear you're

Bef ore he sat, Weil glanced at the door, alnost as if he could see through two
doors, to where Matt Olis was. "It's time for nme to hang it up, sir," Wil
said. "Getting awful hard to stay in good enough shape. |'d rather choose when
go out than just turn up deficient on a physical training test. Last one was
awful close. Too close.™

"What about the colonel ?" Lon asked, very softly.

Wei | shook his head. "It's been rough for him losing his oldest boy that way.
Like the life just drained out of him At first, we all thought it'd pass, that
he'd get back to sonmething like nornmal. Maybe not all the way, but... well, you
know, sir. But, if anything, it's just dragged on him harder. Sometimes | could
see himcringe at the sight of battledress uniforns. Like to broke ny heart,
seeing himlike that. We've been on a lot of contracts together, all the way
back to when he was a raw lieutenant and | was a squad | eader. Ages and then
sone. "

Lon nodded. "He's changed, that's for sure. I'"'mbringing in Phip Steesen to hold
down your desk when you go. I'm glad you're sticking around a few days to help
us all get up to speed. Phip, ne, and the new exec."

"Well, sir. Major GOsterman's been hanging around several weeks now, acting as
executive officer, so he pretty well knows what's going on already. Steesen, now
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" Weil grinned. "Well, I'Il lay you ten to one he spends thirty minutes
hi t chi ng about you ruinin' his life again."

Lon matched the sergeant's grin. "No bet, Weil. Phip's bitched every time we put
another stripe on his sleeve. Keeps saying he w shes he was still a private
taki ng orders, not stuck in the nmiddle taking and giving."

"He can carry on, but he'll do the job right as anyone. You get under the crab
hi de, he's a dam fine soldier- but don't you dare tell himl said that, sir."

"Your secret's safe with nme, Weil. Any idea how long it'll be before he gets
her e?"

"Shoul dn't be long."

"Send hi m strai ght back as soon as he cones in."

Lon recogni zed the pattern of the knock on his office door. "Come on in, Phip,"
he said. He | eaned back and grinned as Phip opened the door and seened to peek
around it before comng all of the way into the office. "Have a seat. Relax."

Phip Steesen had been one of the first friends Lon had nade when he cane to
Dirigent and joined the Corps as an officer-cadet. Phip, Janno Bel zer, and Dean
Eri cks had been in the fire team Lon had been assigned to. The three of them had
taken him under their <collective wing, as it were, and the four of them had
qui ckly become close friends, spending nmnuch of their off-duty tinme together as
wel | . Janno had gotten married and | eft the Corps little nore than a year |ater
Dean Ericks had been killed on contract, nine years back, on Bancroft.

"l see you made it back in one piece," Phip said as he sat in the chair at the
side of Lon's desk. "Get all the cobwebs swept out?" The relationship the two
men nmai ntai ned was delicate. They were close friends, but on duty, Lon was an
of fi cer and Phip a noncom and Lon had been above Phip in the line of comrand
fromthe day he received his |ieutenant's pips.

"I think 1| finally cut the strings," Lon said. "Earth could hardly be nore
alien. My folks are nmoving here. Should arrive some tinme in the next few weeks."

"Hey, that's good news!"

Lon smled. "It is. Now, I've got nore news for you, and |'mnot sure you'l
think it's quite as good."

"Ch-oh. When you start out Ilike that, it's odds on that I'mnot going to Ilike
the finish."
"You've got until ten o'clock tomorrow norning to turn Al pha Conpany over to

your successor as conpany |lead sergeant. Matt Olis is retiring tonorrow, and
Weil checks out Friday. You're Weil's replacenent. He's finishing out the week
to help us both get settled in."

"Ch, Lon. Wiy'd you have to go and do that to ne?" Phip said, and Lon wasn't
certain if the remark was serious or in jest. O sonewhere in between

"You know the reasons as well as | do," Lon said, struggling to keep from
| aughing. "If nothing else, you know how | |ike things better than anyone el se
m ght pick, and-nost of the tine-I know what to expect fromyou."

"Don't polish ny brass. W' ve known each other too |ong."

This time Lon couldn't hold back the [laugh. "Exactly. That's why | need you in
the front office when | nove across the hall. Besides, |'msure Jenny will find
use for the extra noney you'll draw as battalion | ead sergeant."
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Phip groaned. "Jenny could find use for the extra noney if | was General." \When
Phip had finally "broken down" and married, four years before, it had been news
al nost of the nagnitude of "Man Bites Dog."

"Does Captain G rana know you' re shanghaiing me?"

Lon shook his head as he reached for a key on his desk conplink. "Wil, get
Captain Grana on the line," Lon said when Jorgen answered the intercomcall. It
took no nore than thirty seconds before Tebba G rana appeared on the screen

"Tebba, you need a new | ead sergeant,” Lon told him "I'mtaking Steesen."

"You nean it's official now?" Tebba asked.
"What's that supposed to nean?"

"Well, 1've been figuring you' d steal Phip since | heard you were getting the
battalion. WI Nace will be the replacenent."

"Good choice," Lon said. "I'll have the order published. The effective date will
be Friday, but I"mpulling Phip over here tonmorrow, as of the change- of - conmand
cerenony."

"You can have himnow, if you can find him" Tebba said, chuckling. "Just send
hi m back to clean out his desk."

"No respect. | don't get no respect at all," Phip said, |oud enough for Tebba to
hear .

"He's here with me now," Lon said.

"l know, Lon," Tebba said. "At least, | knew he had been called over to see you
I"lI'l tell Nace he's finally noving up. He's been due the pronotion for years.
Thought 1'd end up losing himto another conpany so he could get it."

"He coulda had nmy job any tinme he wanted it," Phip said

Once Phip left, Lon called Sara to tell her the news about his pronotion. "This
is one you didn't pick up on the backyard net," he said then. "The grapevine
must have broken." Over the years, there had been tinmes when the officers' wves
appeared to know when everythi ng happened before their husbands did.

"I thought Matt woul d change his nind," Sara said. "I just couldn't believe he'd
go through with retiring."

"You and the kids comng to watch the cerenony tonorrow?"

"OF course," Sara said quickly. "I was just trying to decide just what-all ['ve
got to get done."

"Il probably be home late this evening, tonorrow evening, too," Lon said. "Al
the time |'ve been gone, 1'mgoing to have a lot of work slipping into the new
job."

"You don't have to do everything the first twenty-four hours,” Sara said.
"You'll have nonths to get it all to your satisfaction. I know how far down on
the rotas you are.”

"New CO, new exec, new | ead sergeant-Wil is retiring Friday, and I'm bringing
Phip over to take the job. Bravo has a new conpany comander. Several new
pl atoon sergeants and a new conpany |ead sergeant. Two officer-cadets in the
battalion. This and that. W' ve got to get in a lot of training before we're
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back at the | evel where we need to be."

There was plenty of work that needed doing, but after Lon closed the link to
Sara, he just sat and stared at the blank conplink nmonitor, not even blinking
for nore than a minute. In that tinme, Lon's mind was nearly as enpty as the
screen. Finally he shook his head, as if that might help clear away the sudden
cobwebs. The day was far fromover, and there had already been so nuch init.

Everything at once, he thought. Al of the day's events were fighting for his
attention again. There was the agony he had seen in Matt Olis, but that touched
a raw nerve;

Lon fought agai nst thinking about that. Lieutenant colonel. Lon shook his head
again. | thought it would be years before | made it.

That put him back in command of troops, not nerely a staff officer. Puts the
| oad back on ny shoulders, he thought, for a lot nore nen than ever before.
Bei ng second-i n-command behind Matt Orlis had been soft duty nost of the tine.
Now t he deci sions would be Lon's, as well as the responsibility. Mre than eight
hundred nen. If | screw up on a contract, a lot of good people could pay the
price. There was always that burden

"At least |'ve got the best batch of officers and sergeants anyone could hope
for," he said softly. He got up and wal ked over to the w ndow. He opened the
bl i nds and | ooked out. Barracks and sky. "And | had a good teacher."

That brought his thoughts back to Matt Olis, but not the years that Lon had
served under himas both clinbed the Iladder in the Corps. Al he could see was
the angui sh on Matt's face, thinking about the death of his son

That could be ne soneday, he thought, and he felt suddenly cold all over. Would
I react any differently if Junior were killed on contract? It was a question he
couldn't- didn't want to-answer.

A change-of -command cerenony, in garrison, was a spectacle-with the scale
i ncreasing al nost exponentially the higher the level of the change. The annua
cerenony during which the newy elected General replaced his predecessor was as
el aborate and ornate as any coronation of a hereditary nonarch had ever been on
Eart h.

The uniformof the day for the cerenony transferring command of 2nd Battalion,
7th Reginment was full-dress. Since it was autumm, that neant iridescent blue
green tunics over dark green trousers with cerenonial swords for the officers,
solid dark green tunics and trousers for enlisted nen.

Col onel Hiram Bl ack, conmandi ng officer of 7th Reginent, was present to formally
hand 2nd Battalion over to the Corps' newest |ieutenant col onel, Lon Nolan. The
DMC band was present, brilliant in scarlet and black uniforms, to play properly
martial music for the cerenony. The nen of 2nd Battalion stood at attention,
ordered by platoons and conpanies, in ranks and files so straight they could
have been wused to lay out the foundation of a building. Families of married
of ficers and sergeants had seats in tenporary bl eachers set up for the occasion

The families of the few nmarried privates, lance corporals, and corporals had
folding chairs, just a little farther than the other fanilies fromthe platform
where t he handover woul d take pl ace.

To the strains of a stirring march, an honor guard arrived carrying the flags of
Dirigent, the Corps, 7th Reginent, and that regiment's 2nd Battalion. The flags
were placed in stands at the rear of the platform The officers of the honor
guard-from other battalions in 7th Reginent- took up places at either side of
the platform The regi mental chaplain offered an opening prayer, then introduced
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Col onel Bl ack.

Col onel Bl ack spent ten mnutes extolling the martial virtues of the retiring
battalion commander, noting Matt Orlis's length of service and the nost notable
of the conbat contracts he had been part of. He nentioned the death of Matt's
son, the "great personal sacrifice" that all nenbers of the Corps had to be
prepared for. Then Col onel Black spent an equal tine touting the new battalion
commander, nentioning-alnmst with his first words-that Lon had come from Earth
to join the Corps, going on to talk about his achievenents, rapid pronotion, and
so forth, right to veiled comrents about his nbst recent mssion, though Earth
was never actually nentioned.

Next, Colonel Black read the text of the general order transferring command of
2nd Battalion fromOlis to No-lan. The captain who had carried the battalion's
flag reclained it fromits stand as the band went into another snappy tune, and
marched crisply up to Matt Olis, who touched the standard briefly with both
hands. The captain then carried the flag three steps, to Lon Nolan, who touched
the standard the sane way. Then the flag was returned to its place at the rear
of the platform

Both |ieutenant col onels saluted the colonel, who returned the salutes. The band
segued into a different march while the three nen exchanged handshakes and
private words. The honor guard picked up the flags and started carrying them
away, off to the left, to turn a coner-out of sight of the nen of the battalion
and their fanilies- before dispersing.

Li eutenant Col onel Lon Nol an was now conmander of" the battalion he had served
in since joining the Dirigent Mercenary Corps-responsible for the lives, well
bei ng, and performance of nore than eight hundred nen.

4

By Friday afternoon, three days after he had taken conmmand of 2nd Battalion, Lon
was telling hinself that it had been the nost difficult week of his |ife-worse
than recruit training on Dirigent or Hell Wek at The Springs on Earth. From six
every norning until as late as eight or nine in the evening, it seened to be
hurry, hurry, hurry, one thing right after the other, never enough tine, always
a half dozen nore itens on the schedul e.

On Tuesday afternoon he had held an officers' call for all of the officers under
his command. There had been several neetings with staff officers and conpany
commanders, neetings with the officers and noncons of each conpany. He attended
briefings at reginment. He read incomng reports, read and signed outgoing
reports, dealt wth planning the battalion's training schedule for the next
three nonths ... and on and on.

Each norning he had taken <calisthenics with the battalion, including the two
mle run that always concluded the exerci se session. Wen he could, he squeezed
in an hour's workout in the reginmental gymmasium late in the afternoon. An
officer in the Corps, no matter how high his rank, had to neet the sane physica
conditioning standards that a private-perhaps twenty years younger-had to. Lon
worried that he had let hinself get too far out of shape in the nonths he had
been gone. On the ships he had traveled aboard and on Earth it had rarely been
possible to get as extensive a workout as he would have |Iiked. Now that he was
back, he was anxious to correct the situation as quickly as possible. He had
started his programthe nmoming after returning, and kept it up even during the
two and a half days in Basconbe East. Back on duty, he increased his denands on
hi nmsel f.

As if he didn't already have nore than enough to do, twi ce during the week he
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took tinme away frombase to | ook at cottages his parents might be interested in,
properties Sara had already inspected and decided were good enough for him to
consi der.

"I'm going to take off a couple of hours early today, Vel," Lon told his
executive officer shortly after lunch Friday. "W're closing the deal on a place
for my parents.”

"Way not take off now?" Osterman suggested. They were sitting in Lon's office,
drinking coffee. "No use buming yourself out at the start. You' ve been driving
hard all week. | can handle things until quitting time." The major was three
years ol der than Lon and had been in the Corps since the week of his eighteenth
birthday. He had nade captain shortly after Lon was commissioned as a
|ieutenant, and had only one pronotion since, against the three Lon had won.
Csterman's progress in the Corps was far nore nearly typical

Lon glanced at the tinmeline on his conplink screen. "I told Sara |I'd neet her at
the realtor's office at three. It's not one-thirty yet."

"So stop at the officers' club for a kiss-the-week-good-bye drink first," Ve
suggested. "Get out of here, away from the office. I'"'mserious. It'll do you a
wor | d of good."

"We're having conpany for dinner this evening, so |l can't start drinking now "
Lon said with a smle. He stretched, then stood. "But | guess | can get in fifty
m nutes at the gym"

Lon did not try to deceive hinself. Al though he was still in excellent physica

condition, he was not the athlete he had been as a teenager. No matter how
conscientious he was about his training, every year saw an erosion in his
nunbers-as nmuch as a half second off his best tines for the mle, for exanple.

It had been three years since he had broken the four-mnute mle. At The
Springs, when he was nineteen, he had cone wthin three-tenths of a second of
the world record for the distance. He had accepted that all he could hope to do
was mnimze the i nescapabl e erosion that age brought to perfornance.

He pushed hinmself hard for forty-five mnutes, using several exercise nachines,
then running laps, attenpting to match his last tinme for the mle. Wile he
wal ked a final lap of the indoor track, cooling down, he thought about that. I'm
not trying to beat ny best, just trying to neet what |'ve done lately. He shook
his head. Age. It catches up with all of us.

"Comes a time to face it and move on," he nuttered. The average life span on
Dirigent-ignoring the downward bias caused by nilitary casualties-was 115 years,
near |ife expectancy on npost developed colony worlds. Mst people renmained
heal thy, active, even vigorous wuntil very nearly the end. There sinply cane a
time when na-nonedical inplants could not repair and regenerate tissue and
organs as fast as they wore out, and the nanosystens started generating their
own errors.

Exercise, a shower, and vigorous toweling always served to help Lon relax and
put aside his current worries. Even his preoccupation with the effects of aging
on his physical capabilities did not survive the routine. By the time he was
dressed, ready to |l eave, he had alnost fully put aside his workday thoughts and
was | ooking forward to nmeeting Sara and concluding the deal for a hone for his
parents.

One of the perks of being battalion conmander was that Lon was authorized a
staff car and driver fromthe reginental notor pool. Both were waiting when he
energed fromthe gymasium attached to regimental headquarters. Lon relaxed in
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the backseat. The driver knew where to take him The realtor's office was in the
city, along Freedom Boul evard-the route nmercenary units took to the spaceport
when they were going out on contract.

Sara was just getting out of a taxi when Lon's driver pulled wup to the curb
behind it. "Good timng. Corporal,” Lon said before his driver got out to open
the rear door.

"Yes, sir," the corporal said as he held open Lon's door. "Just takes the right
knack and a | ot of |uck."

"W shouldn't be too long. This is all supposed to be ready for signatures."

"I've got nowhere else to go. Colonel," the driver said.

When Lon got hone shortly after four o' clock, he changed into civilian clothes
| oose shirt and trousers, and soft noccasins he had purchased on Earth. The tag
had sai d "genui ne Cherokee handcrafted," but Lon was not convinced of the truth
of that claim It didn't matter. They were confortable, and as far from boots or
dress shoes as he could get without going barefoot.

Sara went into her busy node, naking final preparations for the evening's
di nner, drafting both Junior and Angie to help. That the guests would not arrive
for two hours didn't slow Sara at all, though there was little enough she needed
to do. Lon nade a perfunctory offer of help, which, predictably, was refused.

Lon all owed hinself a single mxed drink and nursed it while he watched the news
feed on the entertainnent console in the living room After his |ong absence, he
still needed to click over to background material to nmake sense of some of the
ongoi ng stories. Alnost a third of the DMC was off-world fulfilling contracts,
nmost of which were training mssions. Only one contract was for a full reginent,
the 8th. They were en route to a world Lon had never heard of before . . . not
an unusual occurrence.

There was a paucity of other off-world news, and nuch of that was |abeled as
unconfirmed runmor. News traveled slowy through interstellar space, |eaping from
world to world with whatever ships happened to be |eaving port, each transit
aging the story by two weeks. One report that did have official confirmation,
three nmonths old, said that a son had been bomto the Wndsor king of the Second
Conmonweal th and his wi fe, on Buckingham That carried the usual links to the
hi story of the Second Commonweal th and the royal geneal ogy.

"I'"mgoing to get changed," Sara announced a half hour before their guests were

supposed to arrive. "lIs that what you're going to wear?"

Lon gl anced down at his clothing. "I planned to," he said. "What's wong with
it?"

Sara hesitated before she said, "Oh, | guess it'll do. It's just not very

appropriate for a battalion conmander."

The laugh junped out before Lon could stop it. "W're not hosting the spring
ball, dear," he said. "Just an informal evening with friends."

Sara opened her nouth, then closed it-trying not to smle. She shook her head,
then left.

"What's wrong with the way |'mdressed?" Lon asked softly, with no one to
answer .

Twenty mnutes |later, Sara was back, looking as fresh as if she had spent the
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entire day prinping for the evening. She was not wearing anything fancy, but
still managed to |look elegant-nore so by conparison with the way Lon was
dressed.

"That's why you thought | should be nmore formal," Lon said as she pirouetted to

give himthe full effect. "You ve got time to change, if you hurry." "I don't
think so. My neck still chafes fromwearing that high-necked dress uniform the
other day. Look at it like this: The seedier | look, the better you | ook by

comparison.”

When the entertai nment consol e beeped to signal soneone at the door, Lon went to
answer. Phip and his wife, Jenny, were there wth their year-old daughter and
Jenny's brother, Kaiko G een.

"You'd better water Phip's drinks tonight," Jenny said as soon as the greetings
were out of the way. "He's already had to stick on one killjoy patch to sober up
after the retirenent party for Wil Jorgen."

"That's sacrilege, love," Phip said. "W never water our |iquor. CGoes against
everything the Corps stands for. Besides, you' ve probably got enough killjoy
patches in your purse to sober up the entire battalion."

They noved into the living room Junior took "the sleeping baby from Jenny
Steesen and set her in the crib Sara had borrowed froma neighbor for the
evening. Junior and Angie had volunteered-after only mninmal coaxing-to tend
little Mary Steesen while the adults had dinner; they had eaten earlier

Sara cane out of the kitchen, and the greetings started over. Phip had known Lon
years longer than he had known Sara, but Sara clained credit for introducing
Phip to his wife.

It all went back to the court-martial. Nine years before, Kaiko Geen, then a
private in the DMC, had been convicted of manslaughter for killing a sergeant
who had been abusing himand threatening his young sister. Jenny. Lon had been
one of the nmenbers of the court-martial. After-ward. Kai ko had becone somet hing
of a cause celebre because of the court-martial testinony of his sister. Many
peopl e saw Kai ko as nore of a victimthan the dead man- as a hero, even. Sara
and a nunmber of other officers' wives (calling thenmselves the Conmittee for True
Justice) had petitioned the General for clemency for Kaiko, taking the case
public and enlisting grow ng support-including four of the five nenbers of the

court-martial. It had taken nearly three years, but the case finally found a
synmpathetic ear, and the current General had conmuted Kal ko's fourteen-year
sentence to tine served. The committee was still working, attenpting to obtain a

full pardon for Kaiko, to restore the civil rights his conviction had cost him
He coul d not vote or hold any governnent position. It was during that continuing
effort that Sara had introduced Phip and Jenny. Two years later, they had
married.

Kai ko was now a factory shift supervisor. The title sounded nore inpressive than
it was. Each shift consisted of six workers to tend the nachinery and the
conputers that ran them

"I heard a runor this afternoon you mght be interested in, Lon," Phip said near
the end of dinner. "At the party for Wil | got to talking with the |ead
sergeant from Contracts at Corps HQ There's a ship inbound, just came out of Q
space this afternoon. One of the passengers is the governor of Bancroft."

"Bancroft?" Lon's eyebrows raised. Phip nodded and repeated the name of the
wor | d.

"Somet hi ng special about that place?" Kaiko asked. "W were there sonme years
back," Lon said. "N ne years," Sara said. "Right after the court-martial." "A
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good friend died there," Lon said very softly. The nenory of Dean's death
brought a quick pang. Lon shook his head and |ooked toward Phip again. "Was
there anything nore to the runor you heard?"

"Just the nanme. Sosa is still running Bancroft. The ship won't reach parking
orbit until Mnday. They nust be looking for help again, and it nust be really
serious if the governor cane hinsel f."

"Somebody trying to raid themfor their mneral wealth again, no doubt,” Lon
said. "Probably the sane cartel as before. Oh, well, Bancroft will be sonebody
else's problem this time. W're too far down the rota unless they ask for a
couple of full reginents."

"Not likely," Phip said. "They pinched pennies to hire one conpany to train
their mlitia last tine." He turned toward Jenny and Kai ko. "Lon's the guy who
actually talked them into offering a piece of the action when we anended the
contract to go out and actually have a shot at the bad guys, a percentage of the
gold, and other stuff we recovered."

Lon | owered his head, |ooking at his plate, renmenbering Dean Ericks. "W know a
little nore about the Colonial Mning Cartel now," Lon said, alnost talking to
hinmself. "I |ooked up everything | could find about themwhile | was on Earth.
They' ve pretty well strip-mned everything in Earth's Solar Systemthat didn't
have people sitting right on top, and they've been working their way out through
extrasol ar colony systens as quickly as they could, local residents be damed."

"Barth's that desperate for those things?" Jenny asked.

"That desperate and nore," Lon said, l|ooking at her. She was scarcely half
Phip's age, but that didn't seem to detract from the quality of their
rel ati onship. "They have to bring in gold, platinum and even nore comon netals
i ke nickel and copper as fast as they can just to keep Earth functioning."

The eveni ng had progressed to dessert and wi ne before the conplink signaled an
i ncom ng nmessage. Lon excused hinself and went to the living roomto answer the
call there. Wen he pressed the accept key and the call was connected, Lon's jaw
dropped. He was | ooking at his nother.

"I'"ve been trying to call for six hours," she said. "W couldn't get an open
channel until now. Al tied up with official business, they told us. W're going
to arrive Mnday afternoon, they tell us, about two o'clock vyour tine. Your
father and I|."

5

It was a hectic weekend for Lon and Sara. They had assuned that they would have
at | east another week to prepare for the arrival of Lon's parents. The house had
been bought, but it had no furniture-or anything. Saturday started with a
frantic furniture shopping tour, and a certain anbunt of pleading to get the
basi c necessities delivered before noon Monday. Sone things they took with them
to drop off at the house that day.

On Sunday they hung curtains, bought towels and washcl oths, sheets, silverware,
and everything el se they had been able to think of. By that evening, both were
tired.

"I wish | could take off tonorrow norning to help get the furniture set up,"” Lon
told his wife while they were getting ready for bed Sunday ni ght-an hour earlier
than normal. "But we've got the colonel's weekly neeting at eight, and | can't
mss nmy first one as battalion commander.” The Monday conference was a
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tradition-the regi mental conmander and his staff heads nmet with the battalion
commanders to rehash the previous week's events and plan for the new week and
beyond.

"Don't worry about it," Sara said. "I'Il be there, and the delivery men will put
everything where | want it and carry off the containers. As long as they show up
when M. Hastings said they would, everything will be set before your fol ks get
on the shuttle to land."

"Still, | should be there." "Go to sleep."

The conmmander's conference Monday norning was unconfortable for Lon. It wasn't
simply because he was distracted by the inpending arrival of his parents or the
work that Sara had to do wthout himto make sure the cottage was ready. The
meeting started wth Colonel Black formally introducing Lon to the other
battalion commanders and his staff-although Lon had known all of themfor years.
Lon was younger than the other battalion commanders-in one case, half the age
and the others all had at least ten years nore service than Lon. He felt
enbarrassed, as if the others were staring at himthroughout the meeting.

There was |little substance in the conference-routine reports, neasuring |ast
week's activities against the program set out at the previous neeting,
establishing criteria for the current week, discussion about the current state
of affairs for the Corps-specifically, how long it might be before contracts
came up for 7th Reginment or its constituent units.

The conference dragged on for two hours, and by the tinme Colonel Black finally
di smi ssed the neeting, Lon was about ready to run for the door and keep going.
He realized that it was irrational. He had attended a few of these neetings in
the past, standing in for Matt Olis or because he had sonmething specific to
contribute, but this was definite. Now, he was-in the jargon of the Corps-2nd
Battalion, not a tenporary substitute.

"Lon, stick around for a mnute, if you would," Colonel Black said when the
meeting was over.

Lon sat back down and waited for the rest of the officers to file out of the
conference room

"How are things going for you in 2nd?" H ramBlack asked when the two were
al one. "You getting settled in right?"

"No complaints,” Lon said. "Being away from the battalion for seven nonths
complicates things a little, but |1've got good people. They're getting me up to
speed in a hurry."

"Good, good. | know you'll do your usual bang-up job. Ah, by the way, I had a
call fromthe General this noming."

" About nme?"

"In part. The governor of Bancroft is arriving today, and the General suggested
that you should be part of the official reception conmttee." Lon started to

interrupt, but Black waved himquiet. "I know | told the General that your
parents are arriving on the sane ship, that you need to neet themand get them
settled. The CGeneral agreed, rather reluctantly, but said that since you'll be

at the spaceport anyway, you ought to be able to take a few mnutes to greet
Governor Sosa."

"Yes, sir. O course,” Lon said. "lI'd have tried to do that even wi thout the
Ceneral's ... invitation."
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Black smiled. "I was sure you would. | told the General you' d be eager to renew
your acquai ntance with the governor."

The way it worked out, Lon's floater was nearly part of the official procession
fromthe base to the spaceport. That was accidental. Sara was at the cottage
they had purchased for Lon's parents, and after picking her up, the driver had
turned onto the boulevard a couple of cars behind the convoy that included the
General and two reginental commanders as well as a nunmber of other functionaries
and aides. The band was already at the spaceport, warning up-or getting in a
| ast rehearsal

There was a certain anmpbunt of confusion when the official welcomng party piled
out of the staff cars and |linpusines. Lon's driver managed to get into the
reserved area where the other vehicles were parking, closer to the place where
the shuttle woul d discharge its passengers than the public | ot was.

The General, Jorge Ruiz, spotted Lon and had one of his aides bring Lon and his
wi fe over.

"Good to see you again. Nolan," Ruiz said. "I hate to inmpose on you when you've
got famly coming in, but Governor Sosa asked after you by nane."

"I ook forward to meeting himagain. General," Lon said.
"A few words now, a promse you'll be available to talk with himlater on his
visit, and we'll let you get on with your reunion," Ruiz said. "Seens the people

of Bancroft are having the same sort of trouble you hel ped themw th sone years
back."

"l guessed that. General, when | heard that the governor was aboard the incom ng
ship. Seens it mght be worse this tine if the governor hinself cane."

"We'l'l find out soon enough. The thing is, they were inpressed enough wth the
Corps to come to wus again, perhaps with a larger contract in the offing. That
says a lot for the job you and your |l ads did for them before."

"Yes, sir. Thank you. How long will it be before the shuttle |ands?"

The General glanced at his watch before he answered. 'Twelve nminutes, if the
information | was given is correct.”

If it isn't, sonebody's butt wll be hot, Lon thought. You don't give the
General had dat a.

The General turned his attention to soneone else, and Lon and Sara noved a few
steps away. Unlike the official welcomng party-all decked out in full-dress
uni forms- Lon was wearing off-dress blues, the standard uniformin the offices.
He stuck out |ike a banana in a bow of grapes.

Of to the side, the band had gone quiet. They were done rehearsing, or warmng
up, and the director was dressing the lines, naking certain the mlitary
formati on was perfect.

A red carpet was rolled out from the stand where the General and his entourage
woul d wait. They were just starting to nove up onto the platform

"You think the pilot will be able to stop with the door right over that rug?”
Sara whi spered to her husband.

"Not one of our shuttle pilots, so who can tell?" he replied out of the side of
his mouth. "Any of ours could, and would do it wthout being told. Wth an
outsider ... | wonder if the General's staff has made bets on how far off it'll
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be. "

Sara giggled. Lon glanced at her and al nost nissed the gesture by the General's
aide, calling for Lon to join the rest on the platform The aide had to nake the
gesture a second tine before Lon saw it and nodded.

"Cone along, dear," he said, taking Sara's elbow. "Gve you a chance to fee
what it's like."

'They don't want ne," she protested.

"Maybe not, but | do."

The shuttle arrived precisely on schedule, as Lon had assuned it would. Lon,
along with nopst of the people who had conme to greet the visiting dignitary,
wat ched the shuttle come in fromthe west, gliding in for an easy |anding- not
at all like the conbat landings a mlitary shuttle practiced to get troops down
and out of "the box" as quickly as possible when hostile forces nmight be in the
area. A small dot in the sky, ten degrees above the horizon, was the first
i ndication of the incomng craft. It "grew larger" and came gently | ower.

From where Lon stood, the | anding appeared to be as near perfect as possible. A
hundred yards fromthe welcom ng stand, the shuttle | owered flaps and reversed
thrust on its engines, braking noisily as it went on past the waiting officers.
The del ay was short, though. As soon as the shuttle cane to a stop, the pilot
got it turned around and taxied back to where it was supposed to |and.

Lon was al nost disappointed that the passenger conpartnent's hatch only nmissed
aligning perfectly with the red carpet by inches. Aranp was rolled into place,
and the door was opened. The question in Lon's mind was whether Governor Sosa
woul d cone out before any other passengers or wait until the rest were off.

He cane off first, acconpanied only by two aides. Lon thought that one of them
| ooked faniliar, but after nine years and a |l ot of intervening faces, he was far
fromcertain.

The band had started playing again while the shuttle taxied toward the stand,
getting through one song and |aunching into the next as the door opened. The
General and part of his entourage cane down off of the platform to greet the
governor at the bottom of the ranp. Lon was noved forward to acconpany the
General . He brought Sara with him holding her armso she couldn't slip away.

It was obvious the nonent that Governor Sosa spotted Lon. The governor's face
broke into somet hing approaching a smile. He |lifted a hand and waved, and his
pace picked up a little.

"Wl cone to Dirigent, Governor Sosa," the General said as soon as the visitor
stepped of f the ranp. They shook hands, and the General started introducing the
functionaries wth him Then, "You night renmenber Lieutenant Colonel Nolan,
Excel | ency. "

"Of course | do," Sosa said, his tone not as conpletely diplomatic as it should
have been.

"Li eutenant Colonel," Sosa said, turning his attention conpletely to Lon
"Anot her pronotion, | see."

"Just recently. Governor,'
Roger Sosa of Bancroft."

Lon said. "This is nmy wfe, Sara. Sara, Governor

"Pl eased to neet you," Sosa said, bowing to her before he spoke to Lon again. "I
understand there are a couple of other people aboard the shuttle you're waiting
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for. Colonel. | shared several delightful neals with your parents during the
journey."

"Yes, sir," Lon said. "I'msure we'll have other occasions to talk during your
visit, but... with your pernission?"

"OfF course. Colonel. I'"mcounting on having a long talk with you later."

Lon gl anced at the General for pernmission to |eave the group, and Ruiz nodded,
just enough for Lon to be certain.

Lon and Sara went on up the ranp into the shuttle.

Maddi e Nol an enbraced her son as enthusiastically as she had on Earth after not
seeing himfor two decades. Hi s father, Lawence, hung back a step, giving his
son a wan smile-as if to apologize for Maddi e' s exuberance. Father and son shook
hands, both | ooking al nost enbarrassed at that show of affection

Lon introduced Sara to his parents then, and his nother went through the sane
sort of enotional enbrace. "The children are in school,"” Lon said. "They should
be home in an hour or so. | hear you've been hobnobbing with the big shots."

"Governor Sosa?" Lawence said. "A remarkable man, | think. You worked for hinf"

Lon nodded. "A contract, nine years back. Bancroft had trouble with the Col onia
Mning Cartel raiding for pre-ecious nmetals and rare minerals."

"Yes. The governor punped nme for anything | could tell himabout CMC. | hope
wasn't wong-helping the little | could. He said they're back, worse t han
before. ™

"You couldn't be violating any security regulations, Dad," Lon said. "And, well,
I rather guessed they mght be having the sane trouble when | learned the
governor was com ng."

"The governor had a lot of nice things to say about you," Mddie said. "Like you
were the hero of sone adventure vid."

They all | aughed at that.

One of the shuttle pilots cane back from the cockpit. "Ckay, folks, you can
di senbark now. The bigwigs are leaving. Sorry for the inconvenience, but we
weren't given nmuch choice."

There wasn't nmuch baggage. Maddi e and Law ence had each left Earth with only two
sui tcases-cl othes, data chips with fam |y hol ographs and honme vi deos, and a few
smal | nenmentos. The cost of transporting nore would have been prohibitive. Lon
had his driver take themfirst to the house he had picked out for his parents. A
qui ck tour, words of satisfaction from both parents, and a ritual handing over
of the keycodes for the doors and communications system

"It's a shane we can't be closer to you all," Maddie said, "but | understand
that we can't get a place on base. I"'mcertainly not about to let your father
enlist in your Corps just for that." It was good for a polite laugh. At eighty

five, Lawence Nolan was fifty years past the nmaxi mum age for new recruits, even
t hough he was in good physical condition

"You know. Dad," Lon said as they headed toward base and his quarters, "the
Corps does use civilian intelligence analysts. |If you get bored with retirenent
or teaching part-tinme, you mght think about it. Wth your background in
education and the fact that you cone fromEarth, you'd be a cinch."

file:/1IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...lley%20-%2005%20-%20Lieutenant%20Colonel.txt (26 of 142) [12/29/2004 1:10:29 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962005%20-%20L i eutenant%20Col onel .txt

"I don't bore easily," Lawence said with a chuckle, "but I'Il keep it in mnd."
The question of whether he would continue to work or sinply retire had been | eft
unsettl ed when Lon left themon Earth.

Juni or and Angie had arrived home from school just mnutes before their parents
and grandparents got out of the staff car. Thanks primarily to Angle's
exuberance, the neeting quickly becanme chaotic.

6

The reunion continued well past mdnight. Once Junior and Angie had been seen
off to bed, Lon and Sara acconpanied Lon's parents back to their new hone and
spent tine helping themsettle in. The elder Nolans kept saying that they
weren't tired, that they hadn't adjusted to the newtine zone yet. By the tine
that Lon and Sara got hone and into bed, it was nearly two o' clock

Lon got up at his usual tinme Tuesday norning, but chose to forego calisthenics
with his troops. He did not get to his office until just before work fornmation
at eight o'clock.

"You're wanted at Corps Headquarters at oh-eight-thirty,"” Phip infornmed him
"Office of the General."

Lon blinked. "Must be to talk with Governor Sosa," he said after drawi ng a bl ank
for a couple of seconds.

"Maybe they want you to negotiate the contract," Phip suggested. "After all, you
got Sosa to agree to a percentage when we were there."

"Probably just want to pick nmy brain. W' ve been there, know the terrain, and
m ght know what the traffic can bear. 1'd be surprised if they didn't want mny
i nput. Contracts would want that on any repeat business. Besides, Sosa was cl ear
about wanting to talk with ne when I saw himat the port yesterday."

"If they'd waited a few nonths, they could have had us again,"” Phip said. "Now
sonebody el se will have the pleasure of spanking their bandits."

"We've got our hands full here," Lon said. "W need those nonths to make sure
the battalion is up to snuff with all the changes-new command structure here and
in Bravo and Delta Conpanies, two officer-cadets, one raw |lieutenant who hasn't
seen conbat since he earned his pips. W've got alot of work." That was
sonet hing Lon had trouble putting out of mind for nore than a few seconds at a
time. Responsibility. It came with the job, and there were no good excuses for
| ess than excellent results.

"Yes, sir, and the work starts now Time for nmorning formation," Phip said,
gesturing at the clock.

Maj or Cavanaugh Zimwas waiting for Lon on the broad stairs along the front of
Cor ps headquart ers- paci ng.

"I was worried you wouldn't get the message in tinme,"'
his car. "They're waiting upstairs."”

Zimsaid as Lon got out of

"What's so urgent?" Lon asked. Zi mwas al ready guiding himup the steps.

"The governor of Bancroft wants you to be part of the contract discussions from
the outset," Zimsaid. "Says you know what he's up agai nst, what he has to work
with. | guess you really inpressed hi mwhen you were there."

"I"'mnine years out of date on Bancroft, Cav. | figured Contracts would want to
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pi ck my brain, but Sosa?"

"I"mjust the nessenger, Lon. The CGeneral said to get you over on the double.
This could be a big contract."”

They took a lift tube to the third floor and a room known as the infornal
| ounge-forty feet square. The General, Governor Sosa, and three other nen were
sitting around a | ow octagonal table near the French doors on the east side of
the room All of them stood when Lon and Zimentered. The other three nen were
all colonels, reginental commanders-Ni cholas Denetrios of 4th, HiramBlack of
7th, andJohan Ellis of 12th.

"Gentlemen," the General said after the fornmal introductions and greetings were
conpl eted and everyone, including Mayjor Zim was seated, "Colonel Nolan is here
at the request of both Governor Sosa and nyself. It was No-lan's conpany that
hel ped the Bancrofters nine years ago, set up a training programfor their
constabulary mlitia, and took part in a successful action against raiders from
off-world. In addition, Colonel Nolan has recently returned from an extended
visit to Earth, which may offer additional insights into the probl em Governor
Sosa has cone to us with. CGovernor, I'll let you take over fromthere."

Sosa nodded, then cleared his throat. "Nine years ago, we were faced wth
raiders striking our mining canps and conmunities, stealing refined netals and
m nerals, and killing many of our citizens. The problemwas too large for us to
handl e without help at the time. W canme to Dirigent to hire a conpany to train
our fledgling constabulary mlitia and to set up a continuing training program
we could maintain. During the course of that contract, the raids increased and
we negoti ated an amended contract to have the conpany of Dirigenters assist us
in a punitive mssion against the raiders. That was successful, if nore costly
in casualties than we all woul d have hoped.

"After your people left, our mlitia had to do sone mnor tidying up, taking
care of a couple of dozen raiders who had not been accounted for earlier. To
give us sone additional hope for the future, we continued our constabulary
mlitia, raising it intine to tw thousand nen and instituting a broader schene
to put all young men through basic training to constitute a reserve that could
be called on if needed. W also took what diplomatic actions we could,
protesting officially to the governnent of Earth, since the Colonial M ning
Cartel, which had financed and supported the raiders, operates under the direct
auspices of Earth's Confederation of Human Worlds. W al so nade certain that
other worlds knew what had happened to us, including the governnment of the
Second Commonweal th on Bucki ngham and the ot her Confederation of Human Worl ds,
on Union. Those alliances each wield considerably nore power than any other
grouping of worlds, and are in position to perhaps cause sone restraint on
Earth." Sosa shrugged. "That was our reasoning at the tine.

"It seenmed to work," he added after a pause. "The Colonial Mning Cartel |eft us
alone, and we received no reports of simlar attacks on other worlds. That
changed about ei ght nmonths ago." Sosa took a couple of sips of coffee, then set
his cup back on the table before he resuned his narrative

"W still do not have an adequate warni ng system not enough satellites in orbit
to give us continuous coverage of our near space, and we don't have the weapons
or delivery systens to prevent unauthorized |l andings. | believe we were lucky to

spot one ship that came and shuttled people in. W have reason to believe that
there were at least two other ships that we did not spot. The raiding started
again within days. Although we had nilitia garrisons in place at all mgjor
targets, it wasn't enough. Over the past nine years we have managed to expand
our mning operations, nearly doubling the nunber of active sites. W have
managed to inflict casualties on the raiders, but they have hurt us worse. W
need hel p, which is why | cane here."
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"How many of these raiders do you estimate there are on your world?" Col one
Denetri os asked.

"At least four hundred,” Sosa said wthout hesitation, "though it is possible
that there are twice that number, or even nore. And they have at least five
armed shuttles, of the variety that Col onel Nolan's people encountered before."

"Agai nst your two thousand mlitiamen?" Denetrios said.

"When | left, we had twenty-three hundred nmen in uniformseven hundred of those,
reservists called back to active duty. They are undergoing refresher training
now, and should be ready to go into action before | return. After eight years
without trouble, the nunber of active nilitia had fallen, and there have been
casual ties, keeping us fromreaching the nunbers we hoped to achieve."

"Col onel Nol an," the CGeneral said, "I had OSI extract everything in the data you
collected on Earth concerning this Colonial Mning Cartel and do severa
anal yses of the material. According to the summary they gave ne, there is no
mention of the CMC mmintaining any mlitary or paramlitary force, or doing
raiding of the sort that Bancroft has experienced."

"No, sir, I'msure there wasn't. That sort of material could not be published or
archived anywhere | had access to. Reports of governnent activities are very
tightly controlled on Earth. | heard runors, clearly labeled as such in ny

reports. Anong other things, several dozen arny officers have apparently retired
to work for CMC. That, in itself, proves nothing. CMC has always been on the
| ookout for mlitary types to run off-world operations, as have dozens of other
conpanies. There's nothing inplicitly sinister about that. Retired nilitary
of ficers nake good managenent naterial, or so |'ve been told."

That garnered a few chuckl es around the table.

"On the other hand,"” Lon continued, "we know CMC was behind the raids against
Bancroft nine years ago, and | have no reason to doubt that CMC is likely behind
these new incursions. It also stands to reason that they would commit nore
assets this tine than they did before, to try to avoid the sane result.”

"Col onel Nol an, can you estimate the capabilities of CMC?" Colonel Ellis asked.
"How |l arge a force could they sustain in operations agai nst Bancroft?"

Lon hesitated. "In theory they could sustain a force |arge enough to conquer
Bancroft-or just about any other <colony world they decided to. CMCis,
officially, a private concern, three corporations functioning together under
governnent charter. The corporations have long since lost their individua

identities, and nuch of their initial =zones of operation, since nost of the
Sol ar System was stripped bare of useful materials Iong ago. Recycling has never
been one hundred percent, so they have to keep | ooking for new sources. The CMC
has becone wholly domi nated by the old Confederation of Hunan Worl ds based on
Earth, so it has-in theory-all the resources of the government to draw on."

"You keep saying 'in theory," " Ellis pointed out. "Yes, sir. Theory and
practice. Wth six billion people on Earth, and another half billion on Earth's
moon. Mars, and around the Solar System Earth doesn't have anythi ng approaching
unlimted resources. In practice any extraso-lar ... adventure has to pay for
itself in fairly short order, and Earth has to avoid anything so-1 guess the
word I want is ‘'brazen'-that it would cut off the conmercial sources of raw
materials they can still tap. Those are drying up quickly enough as it is, since

Earth can't afford to pay the prices that, for exanple, Buckingham or Union can

So the question of howlarge a force they can sustain on Bancroft, and for how
| ong. depends on how much they believe they can extract fromthe world. That's a
calculation I can't make. Perhaps OSI can provide a reasonable estimate.” "A
rough guess. Colonel?" the GCeneral prompted. "Unless Earth is prepared to
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conquer Bancroft conpletely and bring in additional |abor resources, | would
guess that they wouldn't hazard nore than the equivalent of a couple of
battalions, but please renmenber. General, that is just the wldest guess,

wi t hout any hard data to back it up.”

"CGeneral ?" Major Zim waited for a nod before he continued. "OSl's initia
appraisal is that Earth would not dare an open invasion. It would totally
al i enate those colonial governnents that still trade with Earth, either freely

or under noderate intimdation. This mght sinply be another raiding mssion, on
a sonewhat |larger scale, or it may be leading up to something nore. If Earth
could put in enough troops to unseat the current government of Bancroft through
extended guerrilla operations, they mght be able to portray it as a popular
coup carried out by dissatisfied citizens of the world, then bring in whatever
addi ti onal manpower they might need."

"Governor, have any of the attacks so far seened directed nore at your forces
than at raiding?" General Ruiz asked.

"Not clearly," Sosa said. "The raids have always been against nmining targets,
and where the raiders have carried the day, they have looted. OF course, if they
continue to be successful at raiding, it would eventually have the effect of
destabilizing the government. If we cannot protect our people, we aren't doing
our job."

The General nodded. "Governor, before we end this session, just what sort of
hel p are you | ooking for fromus?"

"Qur resources are not unlimted, unfortunately," Sosa said. "W hope to hire at
| east one battalion of troops, and preferably two, for |ong enough to help us
elimnate the current threat fromthese raiders. In addition, we would like to
hire a squadron of aerospace fighters and their carrier, to prevent
rei nforcenents or resupply fromreaching the raiders and to prevent themfrom
getting the metals and minerals they have | ooted of f Bancroft."

"Thank you. CGovernor. That gives us a good starting point. W'IIl start the
feasibility studies immediately. Qur people in OSI would appreciate a few hours
of your tinme, Covernor, to help us get all the details we can about the
situation. W can resune our talks tonmorrow norning, if that neets your
approval ?"

Wthin mnutes after the neeting broke up, Lon was called to the GCeneral's
private office.

"I have two questions for you. Colonel," Ruiz said. "I'mgoing to i npose on you
for quick answers, but 1'll want you to consider the natter over the next few
days and give ne whatever else you can then."

"Yes, sir," Lon said.

"I"'ve only had tinme to go through the sutmmary of the initial analysis of the
material you brought back fromEarth. W're going to be |ooking at that for
months. | have some concerns about this whole matter of Bancroft. W stym ed
Earth there once. Now, if a contract can be reached, we'll be going back to
attenpt it again. The Council of Reginents has to consider the possibility that
Earth might turn its attention directly to us if we oppose them in force. Wy
questions are these: How nuch chance do you think there is of Earth deciding to
attack Dirigent? And can they nount an attack in enough force to succeed?"

"The answer to the second question is easy enough, General. Do they have the
ability to attack Dirigent in enough force to succeed? Yes. For every soldier we
have, they have hundreds. For every ship we could hold in orbit to defend us,
they could attack with twenty. The various mlitary academies on Earth
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conmi ssi on twel ve hundred new officers every year conpared to the two or three
dozen new |ieutenants we commi ssion."

"You don't sound very encouraging," the CGeneral said.

"No, sir. One of the first lessons | learned was that a conmander has to be
prepared for what a potential eneny is capable of doing, not what one believes
the eneny mght care to do. But there are reasons to think that the practica
situation is not quite that dire. There are enough jeal ousies anong the various
political divisions on Earth that getting agreenent to conduct any nmjor
of fensi ve push at a distance would be difficult. And, just as in the case of
Bancroft, Earth can hardly afford to nount an operati on when they can't expect
to pay for its own costs in fairly short order. They can't go too far without

totally alienating those extrasolar worlds that still trade with them or offer
at least lip service to the remaining pan of Earth's Confederation of Hunman
Wrlds."

"But, short of all-out invasion, they mght |aunch sone sort of punitive
strike?"

"That is possible. General. They nmight hope to scare us off with a show of
force, but I'mnot certain they would dare to take the risk that we might
retaliate in kind. Any attack on Earth might destabilize conditions so rmuch that
the planetary governnent would fall apart and the regional federations and

unions go to fighting each other. Again. The political situation back there
seens to be quite ... delicate."

The General |eaned back, steepled his fingers together, and stared at them

"OFf the top of nmy head. General." Lon rem nded him

Rui z nodded absently. "It's sonmething the Council of Reginents will have to take
into consideration before we deci de whether to accept a contract with Bancroft."

"It's worlds like Bancroft that provide us with our livelihood, General," Lon
said. "If we start turning our back on customers, how long will it be before we
don't have enough custoners to stay in business? And if that happens, what
happens to Dirigent?"

7

The O fice of Strategic Intelligence provided estimtes and anal yses of nanpower
and support requirenments, tactical and strategic possibilities, casual ty
potentials. The accountants provided costing and overhead for various contract
scenarios. The prinmary negotiating sessions took place each norning and |asted
up to two hours; Lon was present at each of those. It wasn't until the fourth
meeting, on Friday norning, that Governor Sosa delivered the bonb Lon had
f eared.

"We woul d, of course, want Col onel Nolan to conmand the force we hire, with as
many of the people who hel ped us before as possible. W know they are faniliar
with our circunstances, and we have confidence in them"

The General explained that units of the DMC were chosen to give everyone equa
opportunity for combat contracts and that Lon's battalion was not due for such
an assi gnnent.

"Nevertheless, | nust insist," Sosa said. "W would waste tinme learning to trust
a new commander, and we can't help but believe that it would |essen the
ef fectiveness of the partnership between our nmilitia and your people. Since we
wi Il be paying for the arrangenent, it seens there should be no question.”
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"I''l'l have to refer this to the whole Council of Reginents," the General said,
but Lon was under no illusions. If the customer wanted a specific battalion, it
woul d get it. Later, in private, Lon would raise the question of 2nd Battalion's
readi ness for a conbat contract, the need for another nonth or two of training,
but he knew it would not be enough,

Lon wasted no tine once he got back to his office. He called a neeting of his
conmpany conmmanders and staff officers, and included Phip Steesen

"This isn't final, so | don't want any word to leak out of this room" Lon
started once everyone was seated in the conference room "No one in the
battalion is going to be drawing fatigue details near term and we won't have
junior officers tripping off one day a week for whatever secondary assignnments
they've been doing. W redouble our training, and that includes working

evenings. There is a chance-unfortunately, a very good chance-that we'll be
goi ng out on contract soon, out of turn. Bancroft wants us, specifically, and
even though the contract conmttee nay drag its feet, in the end they'll al nost

certainly give in."

Lon paused, waiting for objections, but there were none, not inmediately. Ve

Csterman, the executive officer, stared straight ahead, no enotion on his face;
Lon had briefed him before the neeting. Captain Torry Berger, the adjutant,
closed his eyes, as if starting to make plans. The conpany comranders- Tebba
G rana of Alpha, Brock Carlin of Bravo, Sefer Kai of Charlie, and Ron Magnhusson
of Delta-|ooked around anpong thensel ves. Even Phip Steesen kept his nmouth shut,
though Lon noted that his lead sergeant had his |ips pressed tightly together,
forcing hinmself to remain silent.

"l don't know what tinme frane we're tal king about," Lon continued, "how long it
will take to finalize the contract, and how long after that it will be before we
ship out, but I want us working every possible minute, and that includes putting
in a half day tomorrow and yes, | know tonorrow i s Saturday. Small-unit tactics

Al pha versus Charlie and Bravo versus Delta. Monday we practice conbat | andi ngs.
The intent is to get in three before the day's out. If we're here next week,
we'll work half of Saturday again, unless we're on notice to ship out.

"Concentrate on your officer-cadets, new |lieutenants, new noncoms, hew nen in
the ranks. People who aren't used to working together. That includes us here in
battalion. W'll be in this as much as possible as well. Brock, Ron, | know this
puts an extra burden on the two of you, since you' re both new to your commands.
And I'mnew inmy job, and sois Mjor Osterman. Ditto for Lead Sergeant
Steesen. It's going to be a bitch for all of wus, but better to oil the wheels
here than on contract, when we m ght have bad guys shooting at us."

"You're going to have one hell of alot of angry nmen when they hear they're
gonna be working Saturdays," Phip told Lon after the nmeeting. "You'd better
carry a fire extinguisher, 'cause your ears are gonna be burning."

"I know, Phip, but we can't say anything about why we're doing it until there's
somet hi ng signed and seal ed. "

"Even if people start bitchin' about what a hard-assed new CO we've got?"

"Even then, Phip. |'mnot happy with the situation either, not with ny folks
just getting here. | figured to have several nonths hel ping them get settled and
meet people before |I'd have to think about a contract." And nmake up for a | ot of
years we've been apart, he thought.

Phip turned and started to |leave the office. He stopped with his hand on the
door knob, then turned his head back toward Lon. "Bancroft. That's where we | ost
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Dean. Dean Bricks."

Lon nodded. "I haven't stopped thinking about that since Governor Sosa |anded.”

* * *

"What about the units ahead of yours in the rota?" Sara asked that evening.
"Wn't they raise a fit?"

"There's an old saying, "The custoner is always right, even when he isn't,' "
Lon said. "Sure, some of the battalions ahead of us m ght protest, but it won't
wash. We'll take this one, and be pushed that rmuch farther down the list for the

next one. We lose out on tine at home now and make up for it later. Besides,
this mght turn out to be a fairly short contract. W're talking about a three
mont h engagenent, and it could be shorter than that if we can close it out
faster."

"But you just got home after being away nore than six nonths," Sara protested.

"That was sonething entirely different, not part of the routine," Lon said. "W
knew that before | left."
"But..." Sara gave up. She knew she could not change the answer.

Lon had no difficulty arranging access to training areas for Saturday norning.
In general, Saturday training was renedial, for individuals or units that failed
to neet the standards of the Corps during the normal work week.

Trucks carried the battalion's conpanies to prearranged points in the forested
training area east of the main base. The men had been briefed in the scenario
they would act. out. Observers drawn fromother units would travel with each
company, to referee the small-unit encounters and to report on unit
ef fectiveness afterward. Lon split the headquarters detachnment. He would take
hal f to nonitor the bout between Bravo and Delta Conpanies. Vel Gsternman would
take the rest to monitor Al pha and Charli e.

The DMC went to great lengths to nmake training as realistic as possible. Slug
throwing rifles and pistols were loaded wth soft chalk bullets propelled by
m ni mal powder charges-enough to be felt, not enough to cause serious injury.
Beanmers, coherent energy weapons, were restricted in power-a hit by one of those
woul d | eave the equival ent of a m nor sunburn on skin.

"Worki ng on Saturday's gonna nmake for sone nean fighting." Phip told Lon as they
drove toward the center of the area that Bravo and Delta would be contesting.
"You tellin' "em they'd do it again this afternoon if they screwed up didn't
hel p. "

"We'll work it out of themhere,"” Lon said. "If we're going out in a week or
two, we can't baby anyone. | want to see all the weak spots now. "

The two nen were in full conbat gear, except for weapons. They spoke over a
private radio channel. DMC battle helnets offered a variety of communications

channel s- nore for command personnel, officers, and noncons. Lon planned to scan
channel s to eavesdrop on operations. At every |evel

"Bravo and Delta both have new CGCs," Phip said, as if the boss mght possibly

have forgotten such a basic fact. "I expect they' |l do nost of the screwing up."
"We'll know where to put the effort then, won't we,"” Lon said. "lI'mtrying to
set up a full battalion exercise against another unit for Thursday or Friday. It
means juggling sone schedul es, but the General okayed it. Just need to pull the

wri nkl es out of the rope."
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"By the time we get through that, sone of the men will be wishing they were
still pulling fatigue detail, even whitewashing the rocks in front of
headquarters. "

It was three in the afternoon before Lon released the nen, after relaying the
deficiencies the referees had noted. When Lon got hone, he found that Sara and
the children had gone to visit wth Lon's parents. Lon called, talked to his
mot her for a few minutes, but decided against driving over. "I'mtoo beat to
wal k out to the curb,” he said. "W've got tonorrow free. We'll all do sonething
together then." Wien Sara and the children got home two hours later, Lon was
asleep in the living room sprawed out on the sofa. Sara left himthere unti
supper was ready.

"Your nother and | have it all worked out," Sara said while they were eating.
"If you're on contract, we'll go to Basconmbe East over the Christmas break. The
five of us. |I've already introduced your parents to mne over the net. W spent

thirty mnutes chatting, letting themget to know each other."

"That's good," Lon said. "If this contract works out the way | expect, we might
not be back till the end of February."

"Are you going to miss ny birthday again. Daddy?" Angi e asked.

"I"'mnot sure, princess,"” Lon said. "It's going to be close, I'mafraid. If it
| ooks like I will, we'll nove your birthday up a few days, okay?"

"The whole tinme | was on Earth, and especially on the way back, | thought a |Iot
about what we could do when | got hone. | figured | could take a nonth's
furlough after nmy parents arrived so we could do sonme sight-seeing, spend a |ot
of time together. Maybe travel to Deradine Falls,"” Lon said after he and Sara

went to bed. Deradine Falls, naned after the pilot who first saw it, was the
natural wonder of Dirigent-as broad as N agara Falls on Earth, but dropping half
amlein one clear fall down the escarpnent of a rift valley two thousand miles
fromDirigent City.

"Hasn't any of it worked out," Lon said. "The new command, then this Bancroft
thing. I can't even be sure that when we get back from Bancroft 1'Il be able to
take that much time, not right away. It depends on how the contract goes." There
was no need to define that qualification- how nany casualties the battalion
took, how rmuch rebuil ding was necessary when it got hone.

"So we'll work it in when we can," Sara said. "W're getting to be good at
that."

"l know, but-"
"Just go to sleep.”

Sl eep. Although he was tired, Lon had difficulty finding the void. At first, it
was thoughts of what he needed to do, what the battalion needed to do, to get
ready for Bancroft: training, drills, lectures, planning. He recalled the rough
terrain on Bancroft, the forested valleys and hills where nost of the nining
settlenents and canps were, the difficulty of noving nen on the ground. That

led to nenories of Dean Ericks, the friend who had died there. In his mnd,
Lon saw Dean lying on the ground dyi ng; dead. He could al nost hear Dean's
voice. He renmenbered happier tines, pub crawis in Canb Town, the area of
Dirigent City that existed to serve off-duty soldiers... at al nost anyt hi ng

they mght want. The Three Musketeers and D Artagnan they had been at the
begi nning. Phip, Janno, and Dean had been the nusketeers. Lon had been the new
man, D Artagnan. Janno got married and | eft the Corps. Dean got killed ..
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Sl eep, when it cane, did not end the nenories. They continued in Lon's dreans.
So many friends and conrades had died over the years, or left the Corps-for one
reason or another. It was not a restful night.

A day of rest that was not restful, away from the Corps in body but not in
t hought. Then, Mnday, Lon was back to the grind, along with every man in the
battalion. Vel Os-terman substituted for Lon at Colonel Black's regular Mnday
conference. Lon was at Corps headquarters, sitting in on yet another session in
the negotiations wth Governor Sosa. Those had reached the technical stage,
money and assets, details. By the tinme the nmeeting recessed, Lon was convinced
that agreenment could not be far away, perhaps no nore than a day or two. After
that, departure would likely cone quickly-within seventy-two hours. It was
traditional, when possible, to give men going out on contract two days off
before departure, tinme for alast flingin Canb Town or a last visit wth
rel atives

"I don't think we'll have to worry about working the nen this Saturday," Lon
told his executive officer as they ate lunch together in the officers' club on
Monday. "I suspect we'll either already be aboard ship or on notice to | eave."

"That cl ose?" Vel asked softly.

Lon nodded. "It wouldn't surprise ne if the final draft of the contract is drawn
up tonmorrow, signed tonorrow afternoon or Wdnesday norning. After that, I'm
sure Governor Sosa is going to be in a hurry to get us noving toward Bancroft."

"W are in pretty good shape, Lon," Vel said. "Alittle rough around the edges,
but it's not as if we had twenty percent new people. W've had a long tine to
get nost of the rookies integrated into the conpanies."

"I know, but | hate going in not being confident that we're one hundred percent.
Basically, this will be coun-terguerilla warfare, and that can be nore difficult
than squaring off against another arny in an open fight."

"I't's what we do, like beer and chips," Vel said. He shrugged. "I understand how
you feel. W wouldn't be worth much as leaders if we didn't want our people at
their best. It gives everyone a better chance to get hone safe.”

Lon nodded, then finished his drink and signaled for another scotch and water.
The waiter had just arrived with the new drink when Lon had a call from Col one
Bl ack.

"Governor Sosa just okayed the deal, Lon. They sign the contract this afternoon
You | eave Friday norning."

8

There was the usual caravan of buses, led by two |inbusines and several staff
cars, across Dirigent City fromthe DMC base to the spaceport-the usual parade
| eading up to the departure of soldiers on contract. CGovernor Sosa, his aides,
and the CGeneral were the reasons for the |inousines. The Bancrofters would be
goi ng honme aboard the Dirigenter shinp.

Second Battalion formed up next to the runway at the spaceport, dressed the
formation, and stood at attention in their battledress wuniforms wth the
faceplates up on their helnets and their rifles on their shoul ders. There was a
short ceremony, with the governor of Bancroft and the General each saying a few
polite words. The band played. Nine shuttles stood waiting to carry the
battalion and the Bancrofters up to Long Snake, the transport that would carry
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them to Bancroft. Baggage and supplies had been carried up to Long Shake
earlier.

After the cerenony ended, the order was given to board shuttles-a maneuver
carried out wth well-practiced precision by the mercenaries. Lon's shuttle,
which carried his staff, headquarters detachnent, and the Bancrofters, was the
first off the field. Wth outsiders aboard, the pilot nade a nore decorous
takeof f than he might have otherw se. Forty-five seconds l|ater, the other
shuttles started taking off, two at a tine, thirty seconds between pairs.

Here we go again, Lon thought as his shuttle quit accelerating to coast toward
its rendezvous with Long Snake. He no |onger kept track of the nunbers, how many
conbat contracts, how nmmny training contracts, the interstellar passages, the
junps through Q space. He no | onger wanted to renenber.

There were fornmalities when the shuttle docked and was brought into one of Long
Snake's hangars. The ship's captain, Eldon Roim was on hand to wel come Gover nor
Sosa and Lon. Lon went to the launch and recovery center, which protruded from
the side of the ship, offering a view of the hangars. Captain Roimescorted the
Bancrofters to their cabins forward, in the crew section of Long Snake.

The last pair of shuttles were just being hoisted inboard by the ship's
grappl es. The | aunchmaster. Long Snake's nunber three officer, was in control of
docki ng operations. Lon stood out of the way and waited until the |ast hatches
had been <closed and the hangars pressurized. The |aunch-master turned to Lon
then, saluted, and said, "All shuttles aboard, sir. No problemns."

Lon returned the salute and thanked him "How | ong before we head out-systenP"
Lon asked.

"We'l'l be under way within mnutes, Colonel," the launchmaster said. "Toronto
and Tyre will follow us out." Taranto was a fighting ship; it carried a squadron
of sixteen Shrike fighters as well as beam and projectile weapons of its own.
Tyre was a transport being used to carry additional nunitions and supplies for
the battalion. "Captain Roimis task force conmander."

The command structure included a little fine balancing. The naval armof the DMC
was considered an auxiliary service. Once the task force reached a contract
world, the senior arny officer-in this case, Lon-was in comand of the
operation, even though one or nmore naval officers mght theoretically outrank
him The skippers of both Long Snake and Taranto were captains, the nava

equi val ent of a full colonel in the Corps. Tyre was captained by a conmander,
theoretically equal in rank to Lon. Interactions between Lon and the ships

commanders woul d be conducted with extreme diplomacy, built up from protocols
that were centuries old.

Once Long Snake secured fromrecovery stations, the | aunchnmaster escorted Lon to
his quarters near the front of the battalion's section of the ship. Vel Osterman
and Phip Steesen were waiting.

"Everyone is aboard and accounted for," Major Osterman said. "The nen are
getting squared away in their quarters now "

Lon nodded. "We're under way, heading toward our first jump point." Wth Long
Snake's NI ssen generators providing artificial gravity inside the ship, there
was no sensation of nmovenent. "Phip, get the nmeal arrangenents confirmed and
start working on training schedules for the trip." Facilities aboard the ship
were limted, even though Long Snake was five mles |ong. The soldiers would
eat, exercise, and train in shifts. Dirigent's Dragon-class transports, such as
Long Snake, were being phased out-one every four years. Their replacenments, the
Raptor-class transports, were 10 percent |larger, nore nodern, and better arned.
In five years, the |l ast Dragon would be retired.
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"I"ll get right to it. Colonel," Phip said. There could be no informality
between themon duty with anyone el se present. The forns had to be observed.

"I'"ll speak with the nmen at lunch today," Lon said. The officers and noncons had
gone through an intensive mssion briefing-and everyone knew the basics of the
contract. Lon would give nore than a pep talk to the |ower ranks, though. It was
Corps policy to keep everyone as fully informed as practical. No nmatter how
badly the command structure mght be shattered on contract, the Corps will be
prepared to continue at whatever level of command mght remain, even if the
senior soldier is a private, was how it was phrased in the contract manual

Lon's luggage had been delivered to his cabin. The duffel bag stood next to the
bed; the suitcase lay on it. That was one of the perks of comrand, allowance for
more than just one duffel bag. Another perk was that the cabin was slightly
| arger than those the battalion's other officers were assigned, and Lon had a
small office attached to his cabin and a private bathroom"head," in nava
parl ance.

A few mnutes alone. Lon shoved the suitcase to the end of the bed and sat next
to the suitcase. He |eaned back until his head and shoul ders rested against the
met al bul khead of the cabin. He closed his eyes and took a I|ong, slow breath.
Lon was not at all surprised to find that he had the begi nning of a headache. He
knew it was psychol ogi cal. The nanosystens that kept him healthy woul d prevent a
physi cal headache, or cure it alnost before he could notice a pain, but this
kind ..

It was always the sane, heading out on a contract wth the |l|ives of others
depending on his decisions, his abilities-his mistakes. A prayer that he not
fail his men, that no one die because he wasn't up to his job. Each tine out,
the prayer was nore intense, nore deeply felt.

Maybe it woul d have been better if | hadn 't tried to be an officer, if | had
stayed in the ranks, let others make the big decisions, he thought. Mybe Phip
has the right of it, hitching every tinme he gets pronoted. That brought the edge
of a smle. / wanted to be a soldier, just a soldier, and being an officer gets
in the way, nore with every pronotion.

Lon was surprised by a knock on his cabin door-surprised because he had actually
dozed off. He hadn't slept well the last two nights at home. Each night he had
| ai n awake, worrying, wi shing that he didn't have to | eave his famly again so
soon.

"Cone in." Lon sat up straight as the door opened and Phip entered.

"I'"ve got the eating arrangenments set up with the nmess officer," Phip said. "The
first shift eats in thirty nminutes."

"I"l'l eat with Al pha, this neal," Lon said. He made no apol ogy for the fact that
he had a soft spot for A Conpany. He had spent nost of his career in that
company, until pronotion to major had sent himto battalion. "Make ny talk after
| get some food down. I'll have to have supper wth the ship's captain and
CGovernor Sosa." The mlitary comrander eating that first supper with the ship's
commander was hi debound tradition in the Corps.

"Alpha's the first shift for lunch today," Phip said. Phip had spent even nore
years in that conpany than Lon had. The order in which the conpanies ate would
rotate each neal so the same nen didn't get to eat first all the tine.

"You ever ask yourself if it's all worth it, Phip?" Lon asked. He closed his
eyes for an instant.

"All the tinme, Lon," Phip replied very softly. "Wat usually gets me out of it
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is thinking if it wasn't ne doing the job, it'd probably be soneone | ess
qualified than | am The sane goes for you. You wouldn't have made it so far so
fast if you weren't one of the best to cone along in a lot of Q space junps."

There was no nmirth in Lon's taut I|augh.

"I mean it," Phip insisted. "I've got no reason to grease your boots. Another
ten years and you'll be General."

Lon shook his head. "Don't put noney on it, Phip. It'll never happen. I'm first
generation Corps, first-generation Dirigenter. Even if, by sonme wld chance,

do make it to the Council of Reginments soneday, they'll never vote nme in as
General. | couldn't count on even one vote because |I'mnot sure 1'd vote for

mysel f. You' ve got a better shot at getting elected General than | do."
"They don't make sergeants General ."

Lon got to his feet. "Nothing says you' |l always be a sergeant, Phip." There was
almost  hunor in his laugh this time. "You mght wake up a lieutenant sone
nmorning. After that, it would just be a matter of tinme."

"That's a hell of a thing to say to a friend," Phip said, a |look of sonething
approaching terror on his face. "What'd | ever do to deserve a threat like
t hat ?"

He's right about one thing, Lon thought as they left the room W take the
pronotions because deep inside we figure we can do the job better than soneone
else might. It's the pat on the shoul der we al ways need.

Nearly half the men in A Conpany were veterans of the previous contract on
Bancroft. Mdst of the rest had heard stories about that contract-if only since
the unit had been alerted for this job. That nade the initial briefing easier
for Lon. Most of his listeners had points of reference. It got alittle nore
i nvol ved with the other conpanies.

"The peopl e of Bancroft have good nmenories of the Corps," he told each group as
he concluded his talk. "W did a job for them and we behaved. | don't want
anyone spoiling the image the Bancrofters have of us, either for the way we do
our job or for the way we behave if-if-- we get a chance to socialize off-duty.
Best behavior. That neans no 'drunk and disorderly,' no attenpts to underm ne
the virtue of the local |asses. Anyone gets out of line, he'll think a shuttle
| anded on his head before | get through with him™"

The pep talks did as nuch good for Lon as they did for his nen; perhaps nore.
After repeating the same general spiel several tines, he stopped thinking of his
own doubts, started concentrating on what the battalion would need to do when it
reached Bancroft.

This early, the talk could only be in general ternms. Until Long Snake and the
other ships reached Bancroft's Solar System after their final transit of Q
space, detailed planning would be inpossible. By that time Governor Sosa woul d
have been out of contact with his world for nore than six weeks. The current
tactical situation night have changed drastically. There would be updates once
the Dirigenter ships energed in normal space three or four days out from
Bancroft, and then Lon, his staff, and the governor could begin to nake firm
pl ans for the battalion

"Right now we can hardly rule anything in or out," Lon told his conpany
commanders. "There is a slight chance that Bancroft's constabulary mlitia wll
have nmanaged to get the upper hand on the raiders since Sosa left. There is al so
a chance that the raiders will have been so successful that the mlitiais nore
or less bottled up in Lincoln and the other towns, that they will have been
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forced to abandon the smaller mning canps and villages. O the situation could
be anywhere between those extrenes."

"Can't go too far wong assunmng the situation will be closer to worst-case than
best," Captain Kai of C Conmpany said. "That way, any surprises are liable to be
pl easant . "

"If the miners all just pulled back to the cities and quit working, pretty soon
the raiders wouldn't have any decent targets. They'd either have to do the hard
work thenselves or leave," Captain Carlin of Bravo said. "If what you said

bef ore about those raiding operations having to pay for thenselves is right."

"Whul dn't nmake the governnent of Bancroft |ook very good to just pull back and
hide," Lon said. "They'd probably be voted out of office as being unfit to
govern if they couldn't do anything to protect the mners and keep production
going. Not to nention how fast they might go broke."

"Same result if the mners go on strike on their own say," Tebba G rana of Al pha
said. "lIt's the mners who are on the front line, in the line of fire when the
rai ders cone around."

"The point is, make sure everyone knows why we don't have any initial plan of
operations, and why we won't have one until we cone out of our final Q space

junp and have time to get updated information fromthe ground,” Lon said. "Wrk
the men hard on the Bancroft database, especially physical conditions, flora,
and fauna-the things that can't change all that much in a few years. The

shuttles the raiders used last tine-armed shuttles like ours, but smaller. The
tactics the raiders used, on the ground and in the air. Those may have changed,
but we need a starting point."

It was always a difficult job, finding practical wuse for the tine in transit.
Meal s, sleep, and exercise could use only so many hours each day. There could be
no field exercises in a troop transport. There were no furl oughs, passes, booze,
or wonen. Officers and noncons tried to keep ganmbling to a minimum But there
were always enpty hours, and giving nen too nany of themto lie in a bunk and
thi nk about what ni ght be coming was no good either

That included the comrandi ng of ficer.

Lon tried not to be too intrusive, tried to be careful to avoid giving his nen
any reason to think that he m ght be nervous about the contract. Put on an act
if you have to, his first commanding of ficer had advised. You mght try amateur
theatricals if you need help.

It was easier now Lon had a lot of practice at projecting confidence. There
were only a few men he allowed to see past the mask. Phip and Tebba were old
friends as well as subordinates. Lon was learning to trust Vel Osternman enough
to |l et himsee behind the facade. In any case, if nerves did intrude, Lon could
retreat to his office, the aloof conmander pondering Bigger Questions. In
private, he sonetines sinply went through the personnel files on his conplink,
studying I D hol ographs as nuch as anything, wanting to be able to put a nane
with each face under his conmand, hoping to know a little about each of his nen.
He had been executive officer of 2nd Battalion long enough that it wasn't an
overwhel ni ng problem He knew nost of the men, at |east enough to call them by
nane.

Five days out: one transit through Qspace, out fromDirigent to one of the
maj or navi gational routes. Eight days out: the big junp along the well-charted
travel lane. Eleven days out: the junp in toward Bancroft.

I medi ately following the final junp through quantum space, Lon went to the main
communi cati ons center just aft of Long Snake's bridge to nmeet Governor Sosa and
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Captain Roim

"We're waiting for nmy deputy governor to get to his office," Sosa said. "I'm
sure you'll renmenber him Dan Henks. former comrander of our constabul ary
mlitia. Governnent House knows we're in-system As soon as | give Dan the
aut hori zation code, they' Il start transnitting everything they have for us on

the current situation. Then we can neke real plans for our landing and initia
novenents. "

Lon nodded. "Captain Roim are we picking up any sign of other traffic in
syst enf"

"Not yet. Colonel," Roimsaid. "All three ships are actively scanning, of
course. W'll continue that as long as we're here. Gound as well as space, once
we're cl ose enough to do you any good with ground tactical."

"I always feel a |lot better when | know we' ve got good eyes watching out for us.
Captain."

That conversation was tabl ed when Deputy Governor Henks cane on-Iine.

"Roger, am| glad to see you back!" Henks sai d, nopping sweat from his forehead.
"We've had trouble. The raiders attacked Lincoln last night. It was just hit
and-run, not a | ot of damage, but it's got people in a panic here."

9

Several small mning canps had been abandoned in the past weeks-sites where
m ners worked a nmonth shift, than went honme to fanmilies in towns or villages for
a month. Mlitia garrisons had been strengthened in the permanent nining
vill ages, but that drained nanpower from Lincoln, the only real «city on the
planet. No mining was done in or right around the capital, but all of the
refined precious netals, mnerals, and rare elenents passed through it before
going off-world in Bancroft's normal trade.

As soon as Lon and the others had the initial data feed from Government House,
they took time to study the material and confer. Mre updates canme in. Dan Henks
provi ded al nost hourly reports on what was happeni ng.

"I't could have been worse," Roger Sosa confided to Lon and Captain Roim "It's
bad enough, the first strike against the capital, against any of our |arger
towns, but 1've had ni ghtmares about how bad it m ght have been."

Lon kept his face blank. He could understand what the governor was hinting at.
"Fear was probably what the raiders were trying to sow. Governor. If a small
rai d agai nst Lincoln forces you to hold forces back from protecting the nines,
they've eased their primary job."

"I't would have worked if we didn't have your people coming in," Sosa said. "W
woul d have had no choice but to defend Lincoln and the other towns. We'll turn
the entire mlitia canmp over to your regiment. Colonel Nolan, the main canp,
there at the edge of Lincoln, where your company stayed before. Unless there's a
raid in progress when we get close enough to |land, the best thing would be to
put all your people down where folks in the capital can see just how nmuch help
we've got."

"I''l'l have A Conpany alerted for possible diversion in case thereis araid
going on," Lon said. "That's where nobst of the nmen who were here before are.
Toronto will have fighters ready to nove in as well. Two or three Shrikes can
put quite a hurt on ground forces that don't have any air cover, especially if
the raiders aren't expecting attack fromabove. If there's no immediate action,
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they can do a flyover while the shuttles are landing, give you a little extra
show. "

"I's A Conmpany the one trained with rocket packs?" Sosa asked.

Lon shook his head. "That's Charlie, and the packs are stowed on Tyre. W' re not
in position to use themgoing in. Governor. | don't want to risk one conpany
when there's no chance to get reinforcenents to them not until we've had tine
to get a firsthand evaluation of the situation.” Lon and his nen had been
surprised by raiders using rocket packs to land nen in a heavily wooded area,
where no shuttle could land, during their previous contract on Bancroft.
"Besides, this is hypothetical, since we don't know that there will be a raid in
progress when we're ready to land."

CGovernor Sosa was unable, or didn't try, to conpletely suppress a low sigh. "It
woul d be nice to be able to hit them hard before they know that we've brought in
outside help," he said.

"Ni ce, but not essential. Governor," Lon said, nmanaging a smle. "I agree, it
woul d be dramatic, but |I don't think your problem is going to be solved that
qui ckly. "

"No, of course not, but still..."

OGSl had done a remarkable job working with the material Al pha Conpany had
brought back from Bancroft nine years earlier. They had edited tens of thousands
of hours of video taken from ships in orbit, by shuttles during all of their
operations, and through canmeras mounted in the helmets of officers and noncons.
The resulting maps and overl ays provi ded a hi gh-resol uti on phot ographic atlas of
a large section of Bancroft's primary continent, along with noderately detail ed
surveys of the rest of the planet's surface. The result was that 2nd Battalion
was going in with far nmore precise know edge of the physical conditions on the
contract world than the Corps usually enjoyed... "only" nine years out of date.
For Lincoln, the three other main towns, and several of the largest villages,
that neant that alnost every building was pinpointed. Al of the smaller
villages and mning canps were |ocated, though terrain or tree cover had
prevent ed buil di ng-by-buil di ng charti ng.

Long Snake had the conplete nap database in its Conbat Intelligence Center
conputers, which could feed information to the conplinks and mapboards that
officers and noncons carried. The maps would be wupdated constantly once the
Dirigenter flotilla was in position over the inhabited continent. New buil dings,
new villages, new mning canps would be added. Abandoned canps and vill ages
could be annotated. There was a slow but constant shift to mining sites, apart
fromthe novenments dictated by the latest raids. Od |lodes played out. New
deposits were discover ed.

CGovernor Sosa and his aides had pointed out where sone of the new sites were.
Those were indicated by a separate overlay on the map, to be replaced once
direct video and topographical charting could be done.

"W've managed to increase our population substantially since you left here
before," Sosa told Lon during one conference over the map. "W advertised for
new settlers fromsone of the older colony worlds and brought in nearly twenty
t housand peopl e, and our people have al so been doing their best to build up the
popul ati on the ol d-fashi oned way."

Ni ne years earlier, the DMC had estimated Bancroft's popul ation at three hundred
thousand. As a result of that first contract, the estinmate had been increased by
20 percent. Now Lon suspected that the nunber was probably over half a mllion
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still relatively small for a world that had been opened to col onization nore
than a century earlier.

"Renmenber, this is subject to last-mnute change if there's anything going on
when we get into the landers,”" Lon said as his staff and conpany comranders
gathered twel ve hours before the schedul ed start of |anding operations. "W hold
Al pha back, in the shuttles but not |aunched, until the rest of the battalion is
on the ground. Bravo wll be first in, to establish contact wth the
constabulary mlitia and to provide a security perineter around the mlitia base
at the edge of Lincoln. My headquarters detachment wll go in behind Bravo
Charlie and Delta will follow us. As soon as we're organi zed enough to be able
to get Charlie and/ or Delta dispatched to neet any raid, we bring Al pha in.

We' || have Shri ke coverage throughout the | anding operation. Toronto will try to
keep four Shrikes 1in position to provide imediate support during this phase.
After that, | expect to keep the Shrikes on alert status, ready to lend ground

support or to intercept any ships conmng in-system"
"You going to keep sone of the shuttles on the ground?" Tebba asked.

Lon nodded. "Probably half; rotate shuttles and crews between Long Snake and the
ground. That gives us the nmeans to nove two full conpanies at a nonent's notice,
or to use shuttles for ground support.” Dirigenter shuttles carried rockets and
mul ti barrel ed, high-speed 20mm cannon pods. Though not as fast or as
maneuver abl e as Shrike fighters, the assault shuttles were arnmed nearly as well.

"I expect we'll have at |east one day, possibly nore, before we begin nounting
of fensive action," Lon continued. "Subject, of course, to what the raiders do.
I"d love to have two or three days to get us settled and naking regular patrols
before we have to react to eneny action, but that's beyond our control."

"If there's sonething going on when we get up in the norning. Al pha goes right
in on top of it?" Tebba said. It wasn't really a question. He nerely wanted to
get the plan verified once nore.

"That's the plan," Lon agreed, nodding. Lon had little doubt that Tebba G rana
was his best conmpany commander. Like nearly half of the officers in the Corps,
Tebba had conme up fromthe ranks. |If he remained in the DMC | ong enough, Tebba
woul d be a battalion commander someday. But that was a big if. Tebba already had
thirty-seven years in uniform He was also Lon's oldest conpany comrander, by
nmore than a decade

"Make sure your nen knowthe plan, and how it mght change,” Lon told his
captains. Don't let themthink that the Od Man doesn't have a plan or can't
make up his mnd. he thought. That woul d be bad for norale.

"At least we shouldn't have to fight our way ashore,” Lon told Vel Gsternan
after the meeting broke up. The two were alone in Lon's office,

"Amen to that," Vel said. "No hot |andings, no one targeting us before we can
get out of the box."

The box: Infantrymen felt-and were-helpless in their landers, unable to defend
t hensel ves, subject to having their ride blown apart around them Coning in on a
hot | andi ng- opposed by ground forces or eneny air cover-could be the stuff of

nightmares. Until a Dirigenter could get out of the box and in position to
contribute to his own defense, he was as helpless as a chick still in the egg.
And knew it.

"I know we didn't discuss this before, Vel, but I want you to ride in with
Alpha. 1'd rather go with themnyself, but"-Lon spread his arns in a helpless
gesture-"that would be setting a poor example. | need to ride with the bulk of
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the battalion, go in with the governor, and so forth."

Vel nodded, not nentioning the thought he had entertained, that Lon woul d choose
to goin with his old conpany, especially if sonething was definitely happening
on the surface when it was time to clinb into the boxes. The executive officer
had been prepared to argue the point with his boss. He was glad it woul d not
come to that-not on their first contract together.

"Chances are we'll get in first," Vel said. "Be on the ground before the raiders
hit anywhere. Sosa said the pattern has been several days between raids,
sonetines a week."

"Not a firmpattern,” Lon said. 'They've been careful not to establish a hard
pattern.”

"I't's what any professional would do," Vel said.

"And | expect we'll be facing professionals. Earth-trained officers who've had
the tinme to train a cohesive fighting force." Maybe sone of themwho trained at
The Springs, took the sanme courses 1 did, Lon thought. That could cut both ways,
give hima slight edge on what the eneny mght do ... and give them sone idea of
what he mght do. He got to his feet. "Let's get sone supper, then try to get
sonme sleep. Morning isn't going to wait for us."

Supper, a wal k-t hrough of the troops' bays, a few words here and there. By the
time Lon got back to his cabin, Drop Hour was I|ess than nine and a half hours
away. Reveille would be two hours before that.

This mght be the last night of undisturbed sleep you get for three nonths, Lon
told hinself as he undressed. You 've got to take advantage of it. He had a
sl eep patch laid out on the stand next to the bed; that would guarantee him a
m ni mum of four hours' undisturbed sleep. 1In his younger days, he would have
tried-and likely failed-to get by wthout the patch, tossing and turning while
he fretted about everything that m ght conceivably go wong, |leaving hinself in
less than first-rate shape for the landing. Wth an entire battalion depending
on him he could no | onger afford such a foolish indul gence.

"Don't let nme fail ny nen," he whispered. He turned out the light, lay down, and
put the sticky side of the patch against his neck. In five mnutes he was
asl eep. There were no dreans to disturb his quiet... one nore telling reason for
himto resort to the help.

Morning. During the journey from Dirigent to Bancroft, the ships had gradually
adj usted shipboard tinme so it would agree with local tinme in Bancroft's capital
On the day of the landing, sunrise was scheduled in Lincoln at 0627 hours, by
the mlitary clock. Reveille in the troop bays of Long Snake was at 0430 hours.
The nen woul d be ordered to their shuttles at 0615, and the landing craft would
start the ride down to the surface at 0630. O ockwork. Schedul es.

Corporal Jeremy Howell, Lon's clerk and aide, knocked on the bedroom door at
0415 hours-as instructed. He waited thirty seconds and, when he had heard no
response frominside, opened the door and turned on the |ight.

"Col onel, tinme to get up,"” Howell said in a conversational tone as he closed the
door behind him "Coming up on reveille.”

Lon opened his eyes a little, squinting against the glare of the ceiling Ilight.
"I''"'mawake. Jerry," he said, though his voice was scarcely evidence of his
words. "No probl ens?"

"l guess not, sir," Jereny said. If there had been a problemin the night, the
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battalion commander would have been wakened and told long before his clerk
| earned of it.

"Ckay." Lon sat up, still squinting. "I'll check with Captain Roimwhile |I have
breakfast. You check on the exec and Lead Sergeant Steesen. Ask themto eat with
me. I'lIl need twenty minutes to shower and dress."

"Yes, sir. I'll see to it. The lead sergeant is already up. | saw him heading
toward Al pha's quarters on ny way here. He was already dressed for departure.”
Jereny Howell had been four years old when Lon entered the DMC. Howell had
earned his corporal's stripes on a conbat contract a year ago, after |less than
six years in the Corps. And there was a good chance he would nmake sergeant
following this contract. Lon had taken an al nost parental interest in his aide,
who had lost his own father, a platoon sergeant in Delta Conpany, when he was
only three.

"Tel |l himabout breakfast and see if Major Gsterman is up, then get to your own
feed."

"Yes, sir.

Lon waited until he was al one before he permtted hinself a yawn that seened to
try to split his face w de open. He stretched, then put his feet on the floor
and stood to stretch some nore, twsting, trying to punp his mind the |ast
distance wup from sleep. He stripped off his underwear and headed into the
attached bathroom This norning, twenty mnutes would be tight for getting
r eady.

At 0615 hours Al pha and Bravo Conpanies moved fromthe troop bays to their
shuttles. Although there was no sign-yet-of any raider activity on the surface,
the entire battalion would go in ready for conbat, wearing camouf | age
battl edress and battle hel mets, magazines in weapons, but with safeties on and
no rounds chambered. Lon nmoved into the comrand shuttle w th his headquarters
detachnent just as the first two conpanies were being sealed into their |anders.
Charlie and Delta Conpanies started mnoving toward their craft five mnutes
| ater.

It was a busy time for Lon, so busy that he no longer had tine to worry about
anything but the essentials. He was in radio contact with the | aunchmaster. Long
Snake's bridge and CIC, his executive officer, and the conpany conmanders,
swi tching fromchannel to channel frequently. Mre rarely he spoke w th Governor
Sosa, who was seated next to himin the shuttle.

The command shuttle, a nodel only recently introduced, was smaller than those
that carried the line conpanies. Instead of holding fifty people, it held-at
most-thirty, with the same mininmal standard of confort. Slightly faster and nore
maneuver abl e, a comrand shuttle was arnmed and better equipped for surveillance
and reconnai ssance.

The hangar holding Bravo's shuttles was depressurized. The two |anders were
| aunched and started their descent, acconpanied by the first Shrike fighters
that had been |launched a few mnminutes earlier from Toronto. Lon's shuttle was
next out. There would be a delay before Charlie and Delta were | aunched, and the
men of Al pha would remain sealed in their landing craft, in the hangars, unti
the rest of the battalion was on the ground. That wait would not make for happy
sol di ers.

Lon had three video nonitors placed within confortable view ng range. The
shuttle's pilots had one showi ng Long Snake; the second the area approaching
Li ncol n, which was near the horizon, east of the ship's position; and the third
tracking the two shuttles carrying Bravo Conpany.
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Shuttles were not equipped with N lIssen generators to provide artificial
gravity-an unnecessary "luxury," planners said. Passengers remai ned strapped in
tightly, even during a "cool" landing, where gravity would reassert itself as
much as fifteen mnutes before the craft touched down.

Governor Sosa sat holding a portable complink, in contact with Government House
in Lincoln. Wthout a Diri-genter battle helmet, he was effectively out of touch
with everyone in the shuttle except for Lon. Even w thout any troubling news
comng in, Sosa | ooked extrenmely worried. Part of that was just the fact of the
shuttle ride. Like many people who rarely experienced zero gravity, Roger Sosa
did not like the experience.

"We've all got alot riding on this," Sosa said when Lon questioned him as the
shuttle settled into its glide path for the landing at Lincoln. "I'm past
worrying about the political ramifications of failure. If we fail to put an end
to these raiders, Bancroft is going to suffer, worse than it already has."

Lon stared at the governor for a few seconds before replying. He thought Sosa
was sincere, but he found it difficult to trust the words of any politician.

"W shoul d have enough goi ng for us. Governor,"
to nake it easier for Sosa to hear him

Lon said, lifting his faceplate

Sosa did not hear much, though. The command shuttle banked hard to the right and
started to accelerate. Lon received a quick alarmfrom the pilot at the sane
time.

"We're under fire fromthe ground. Colonel. Two nmissiles tracking us."

10

Thirty seconds before the attack, the views on the three nonitors had all been
focused on the ground-the mlitia base, Bravo's landers near it, and the cl osest
portion of Lincoln. Once the shuttle pilot started violent evasive naneuvers and
accelerated to get altitude, the views on the nonitors flashed around so quickly
that anyone watching themclosely mght have becone dizzy. Lon gripped the
arnrests of his seat, fighting against the surge of blood away fromhis head as
the shuttle clinbed at nore than an ei ghty-degree angle, trying to escape the
two surface-to-air missiles that had been fired at it.

Seconds. The sound of the shuttle's straining rockets covered any other noise.
Lon could not even hear his own heartbeat-which surprised him

The shuttle flipped sideways, then dove, forcing blood toward Lon's head and
threatening himwith a revolt of his stonmach. He swallowed hard to keep from
vom ting. Governor Sosa did not nmanage to keep his breakfast down. It spurted
He dropped his conmplink. It flew away fromhim a mssile to ricochet around the
passenger conpartnent.

One of the Shrikes dove in behind the shuttle, its mul-tibarrel cannon firing at
the two missiles. It detonated one of the small rockets. The other lost its fix
on the shuttle and clinbed until it ran out of fuel, giving another Shrike the
chance to explode it before it could fall back to the ground.

The shuttl e banked around again and the pilot cut the rockets, switched on the
jets, and worked to slow the craft for a landing. This tinme the pilot did not
concern hinself with a gentle landing. He wanted to get his aircraft, and his
passengers, on the ground as quickly as possi bl e.

Lon heard the details, but late. As the shuttle braked to a stop near the
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southern wall of the militia base-scattering nost of the welcomng committee-he
was still receiving updates, piped straight through to him fromthe Shrike
pilots, who had gone hunting the shooters on the ground. The two SAMs had been
| aunched fromwithin a mle of Lincoln.

The instant the shuttle stopped, Lon hit the release on his safety harness and
staggered to his feet, still dizzy fromthe aerial gyrations. He spread his
feet, slung his rifle over his shoulder, and then-carefully-leaned over to help
CGovernor Sosa get out of his harness. Sosa appeared far nore shaken. He stil
gripped his arnrests as if he thought the shuttle were still in the air
maneuvering wldly.

"Come on. Governor. W need to get out of the box, in case there's nore
trouble," Lon said, half-lifting Sosa fromhis seat.

Sosa's eyes did not focus as their gaze crossed Lon's face. They started to
rotate upward, and the governor started to black out. H's knees buckled. Lon
caught him and dragged himtoward the hatch. Two nen fromthe headquarters
detachnent canme over and took charge of the governor, one on either side. The
rest were already out of the shuttle, out of the box.

One platoon from Bravo Conpany had noved into position around the shuttle,
covering three sides, weapons pointed outward. Another platoon was noving in the
presunmed direction of the SAM Il aunches. Lon |ooked that way and saw a Shrike
maki ng a | ow pass, strafing the edge of a wooded area. The shuttles carrying the
Charlie and Delta pl atoons had been | aunched from Long Snake but were being held
in orbit. Toronto was launching an additional four Shrikes to cover the
| andi ngs.

Slowy, Lon's attention caught up with the reports coming in, but he had to ask
for repeats. The second Shrike pilot reported that they had seen a half dozen
men running into the woods, and those were the targets they had gone after. "I
think Zeke got a couple of them Colonel," the pilot added. "Your boys are
headed in the right direction- about six hundred yards."

A conpany of constabulary mlitia was also nmoving to intercept the raiders. Lon
heard about their novenents secondhand, from an officer in the Bancroft
Constabulary Mlitia (BCM. At first Lon didn't recognize the man ... he
scarcely had a second to glance at him Several mnutes passed before Lon lifted
his faceplate and really | ooked at the Bancrofter

"Cranpton, isn't it?" Lon asked.

"Wes Cranpton," the local officer said, nodding. "Colonel now, conmmander of the

BCM Sorry about the reception. I thought we had sterilized the area around
Li ncol n. "
"Your governor got nore than he bargained for." Lon |ooked around and finally

spotted Sosa, sitting on the ground with his back against the |og palisade wal
of the mlitia base, alnopst hidden by the people clustered around him "Can't
really blame himfor the way he reacted. None of us did nuch better."

"Damed strange piece of luck," Cranpton said. "Passing by the first two
shuttles filled wth troops and hitting the shuttle bringing you and the
governor in. They must not have been able to get into position fast enough."

"If they didn't know we were conming, it isn't strange at all," Lon said. "They
woul dn't have known anything was going on until the first shuttles came in. W
j ust happened to be next."

" Maybe. "

Lon stared. "You think there's sonething nore?"
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"Let's just say | can't rule it out," Cranpton said. "It was no secret the
governor went to Dirigent to get help. The debate over whether we should seek
your services went on for weeks. |If the raiders are tapped into our public

comet or have other sources of information, they m ght have been waiting."
"t her sources?"

"We've had a |ot of new settlers since the last tine you were here. Col onel
It's not inpossible that sonme of themm ght have had, shall we say, suspect
reasons for coming to Bancroft."

"Spies for the Colonial Mning Cartel ?* Lon asked.

"I know that sounds nelodramatic, but it is possible. Before, we had a tight
soci al bond here. Al our famlies had lived on Bancroft for generations. Now we
have all these imm grants, different backgrounds, different custons."

"I't's not sonething Governor Sosa nentioned," Lon said.

Cranpt on shrugged. "The governor has a more optimstic view of human nature than
| do."

The di scussi on ended. Lon could hear gunfire off to the south-nore clearly over
his radio than directly. He was linked to the platoon sergeant chasing the
raiders. The firefight lasted | ess than two m nutes, ending before the BCM unit
could reinforce the Dirigenters.

Lon turned back to Col onel Cranpton. "Better have your nen see if they can find
the raiders hit by the Shrike, Colonel," Lon said. "Hope there's sonebody stil
alive. The four nen ny people got... well, one of them is alive now, but
probably won't survive to get to a trauma tube."

Cranpt on nodded and spoke over his own radi o. The Bancrofters had battle hel nets
purchased fromDirigent now, one of the comrercial contacts that had continued
since the first time the DMC had hel ped against off-world raiders.

"We're closing in on them" Cranpton reported. "Have to go in with alittle

care, in case there are any still capable of, ah, resisting."

"OfF course. |'ve just spoken to ClIC aboard Long Snake, ordered the next two
conpanies in," Lon said. "They'll be on the ground in twenty mnutes." Lon was
ready to wite off the possibility that any survivors would be taken in in good
enough condition to question under truth drugs. "I just hope they don't have

nmore SAM teams in position."

"We'll do what we can to nake sure the route in is covered," Cranpton prom sed.
"I've got every avail abl e man noving."

"We'll be alert to the possibility as well. Colonel,"” Lon said. "If a tracking
system|locks on, we'll know " Should have known before, Lon thought. It was
sonething to check on later, why his shuttle had not detected targeting radar
| ocking on before those nmissiles were fired.

"I thought we had cleared the area after the raid the other day," Deput y
CGovernor Henks said. It was past noon. The last Dirigenters were on the ground.
Hal f of the shuttles had returned to Long Snake. The rest were parked on the new
pl ascrete landing strip next to the mlitia base that had been turned over to
the mercenaries. This nmeeting was being held in the conmandant's conference
room

"I't happens," Lon said. "W got lucky. | just wish we'd been able to take one of
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the raiders alive." The one wounded nman had died, as expected, before nedica
or-derlies could get to himwith a trauma tube.

"I wish I could be as casual about it as you are. Colonel Nolan," Governor Sosa
sai d. He had showered and changed cl ot hes, but his face still seemed uncommonly
pal e, and his voice sounded weak. "That is something | don't ever want to go
t hrough again."

"No one likes to be exposed like that. Governor," Lon said. "It's sonething of
an occupational hazard for us, but no training can truly prepare a man for it."
One of the two pilots had reacted the sanme way Sosa had aboard the shuttle
vomted. "And it's sonething a civilian should never have to experience."

"I't was ny fault. Governor," Colonel Cranpton said. "My responsibility."

Sosa made a dismissive gesture. "We're not |ooking for scapegoats. Col onel
Ri ght now, the inmportant thing is to get the situation on the ground in hand,
rid our world of those bastards once and for all."

"There is one security nmeasure | believe we need to take right away," Lon said.
"Since the raiders mght be able to receive any public comet broadcasts, we
have to nake certain that they can't pick up anything that nmight give them any
tactical advantage-anything about the positions and novenents of DMC and BCM
personnel and ot her assets; operations, plans, suppositions; casualty reports,
intelligence of any sort."

"Censorshi p?" Henks asked.

"You don't tell the enemy where to point the gun, sir, or give him informtion
on how well you think he's doing," Lon said. "You' ve been a military nman."

"W have the authority under the emergency neasures the council approved," Sosa
said. "Do it, Dan."

"Yes, sir. I'lIl have ny staff prepare plans this afternoon," Henks said

Sosa shook his head. "W don't drag this out. Have an executive order ready for
my signature in an hour and be ready to inplenment it inmediately. | want you on
top of this personally, Dan, and | want every possible | eak plugged
i medi ately."

"Of course. Governor," Henks said, alittle stiffly. "If you'll excuse ne, |[|'lI
get right to work." He pushed his chair back and stood, bowed abruptly, and
left.

"I't's something we've never had to worry about before," Sosa said after his

deputy left. "W cherish our freedons here, and censorship, even if it only
means del aying the public release of information for a few hours or days, wll
not be easy nmedicine. | agree, though. Colonel Nolan. It 1is nmpbst certainly

necessary that we not provide the raiders with any avoi dabl e assi stance."

"Yes, sir, | understand how you feel. But it is necessary. In sone cases it
m ght not be a matter of hours or days. Sone information m ght have to be
wi thheld until the raiders are eradicated, or until we are absolutely certain
that they no | onger have the capacity to use that information."

Sosa nodded. "Whatever the situation requires. Colonel."

"I''"l'l have ny executive officer coordinate with your people on this. Governor,"
Lon said. "We'll try to keep it from being too onerous."

The militia conpound | ooked, on the outside, |like sonething that woul d have been

file:/1IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...lley%20-%2005%20-%20Lieutenant%20Colonel.txt (48 of 142) [12/29/2004 1:10:30 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962005%20-%20L i eutenant%20Col onel .txt

more at honme in the A d Wst of North Arerica a thousand years before. The walls
of the conpound were wood palisades, tree trunks planted next to each other with
poi nted tops. The headquarters building, barracks, and other buildings inside
were also of log construction. The base would not stand up to attack with even
smal | -caliber artillery or shoul der-launched rockets. To address that weakness,
which Lon had pointed out nine years earlier, the Bancrofters had added
additional cleared ground on three sides-all but the side that abutted the
built-up sections of Lincoln, the planetary capital-and had set up defensive
measures farther out. razor wire, pits, and electronic snoops that would warn if
any eneny force came within striking range. Arned patrols were also routed
around the base now ... since the return of off-world raiders.

Inside, the buildings were thoroughly nodem wth no trace of the frontier
design visible. Lon's office in the headquarters building was |larger than his
office on Diri-gent, and the living quarters above the office were very nearly
| uxurious. By suppertime of his first day on Bancroft, Lon was confident that
his men were ready to move to offensive operations. Liaison wth the |oca
governnent and the BCM were in place. His officers had direct radio links with
their counterparts in the mlitia. Shuttles and Shrikes were flying
reconnai ssance mssions to look for any concentration of raider forces. The
comput er map had al ready been fully updated.

"I think we're ready to roll, Phip," Lon said. The two nen were alone in Lon's
of fice.

"There's one good thing about being on a contract like this," Phip said. "W can
stuff nost of the red tape in a boot box and leave it until we're shipboard
headed for hone. Oh, by the way, they got your shuttle cleaned up. Sosa wasn't
the only one who puked. And we've returned his conmplink-what's left of it. It
got banged around pretty good this norning."

"That was too close, Phip," Lon said, very quietly.

"Don't ook for an argunent from nme. All the years |'ve been in the Corps,
that's the closest | ever cane to a dirt pension. It'd really have been hell if
three of the four of us went out on the sanme world. Maybe Janno was the snart
one, getting out when he did."

Lon squeezed his eyes shut, briefly. The sane thought had occurred to him
earlier. Dean had died on Bancroft. Lon and Phip had al most foll owed, nine years
| ater.

"I've got a nean itch up ny back, Lon," Phip said after letting a silence grow
for a mnute or nore. "Something tells nme the trouble m ght be worse than these
raiders just listening to the local conpnet. That they m ght have had nore
direct news of us, |like when we were coming in, naybe even the |anding order."

"A spy in Governnent House or the BCM?" Lon tried to make it sound |ight,
skeptical, but did not conpletely succeed.

"They' ve had a | ot of new people come in. Wiy couldn't Earth have planted a few
ringers?"

"No reason, except maybe practicality." Lon never talked about the details of
his own nmission to Earth, the fact that Dirigent had resident agents working
t here.

"What practicality?" Phip asked. "Putting a couple of people out, every world
they could, that might be the nbst practical idea they could have. Tell them
where they mght find easy pickings, what the target was worth, and have a
hel pi ng hand available if they decided to cone in. Like here."

"Ckay, it's possible, and |'m sure the Bancrofters know that as well as you do.
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They still can't put everyone who's cone here in the last nine years under truth
drugs to ask. And we can't treat every nenber of the mlitia as a potenti al
eneny. We've got to work with themor this contract is inpossible.”

"Maybe, but we should nmke sure our people know to keep their eyes open, even
with 'friends' covering their backs."

"Go easy, Phip. Vigilance is one thing. | don't want to turn everyone paranoid."”
"Sentry lists are posted," Phip said. "Besides regular posts, |'ve set it up so
that one shuttle crewis on duty at all tines, ready to wuse their weapons as
well if the raiders try to have a go at us. | renenber those little shuttles
they used."

"Long Snake and the other ships are watching for surprises like that, Phip. W
shoul d have plenty of warning if any of themget in the air anywhere within a
thousand mles."

"Yeah, right," Phip said. "Like when they hit us at that mining canp nine years
ago."

"We didn't know the raiders had shuttles then, Phip. W knowto [|ook for them
now. "

"But we don't know how good their stealth technology is. They might be able to
hi de better than we can seek."

Oiginally, Governor Sosa had planned to host a formal dinner for Lon and his

senior officers their first evening on Bancroft. After his <close call, the
governor decided to postpone that reception for twenty-four hours. Lon ate wth
his staff and conpany conmanders instead, and it was a working neal, wth

di scussi ons of each conpany's readi ness and initial assignnents.

One conpany woul d always be on alert, ready to board shuttles and head to any
trouble spot within fifteen minutes. The other three conpanies would share
responsibility for the security of the base-nounting guards and sending patrols
out in the vicinity-until the Dirigenters had enough intelligence to go hunting
the raiders. Already, CIC was putting together bits of information that night
lead to action wthin a day or two. They were using new technol ogy devel oped
largely as a result of the previous Bancroft contract, techniques that night
make it possible for the Dirigenters to find raiders without necessarily waiting
for themto strike. M ght.

"There's one thing that's been puzzling ne," Captain Kai of Charlie Company said
as the meal was winding to an end.

"What's that, Sefer?" Lon asked.

"That cave systemwhere you had the raiders bottled up last tinme-did the
Bancrofters ever open it back up to see if there were any ot her caches of stolen
metal s and mineral s?"

"He wants to know if they still owe us any percentage," Tebba said, |aughing.

"Deputy Governor Henks and | tal ked about that this afternoon,” Lon said. "He
was the one who brought it up. They opened those caves thirty nonths after we
left. They found only negligible amunts of stolen goods, supplies and
munitions, and fourteen bodies-raiders who didn't nake it out."

"Did they account for everyone who was here?" Kai asked.

"Henks thinks that maybe three or four weren't accounted for, that they nust
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have died on their own, either prey to |local predators or from starvation or
what ever . "

"Or maybe they survived until these new raiders |anded," Captain Maghusson of
Del t a suggest ed.

"I don't think they'd be nuch use to the new lot if they'd been living in the
wild for nine years," Captain Carlin of Bravo said. "Mdre of a liability."

"In any case, not sonething we should have to worry about," Lon said. "Let's not
borrow trouble. For now, we wait, ready to head out the mnute we have a contact
or a fix on raider positions from CIC. Nothing shows in the next couple of days,
we start putting patrols out near the last fewraids, see if there are trails to
foll ow "

Lon's quarters on the third floor of the headquarters building were

consi derabl e. The bedroom was twenty-eight feet square, with windows on three
sides, high enough to | ook over the outer wall of the conmpound. He could stand
on one side of his roomand |look out at the city of Lincoln, a grow ng, nodem
city. The tallest buildings were six stories high, and Governnent House was
visible at the far end of a broad avenue. |If Lon crossed the bedroomto | ook out

the opposite windows, he could see across the cleared defensive zone into
unt ouched ol d-growth forest-woodl ands that stretched hundreds of mles with only
m nimal breaks. On the third wall, the view was mainly forest, but with the city

begi nning to intrude-new residential neighborhoods that had grown over the past
ni ne years.

Sunset. Dusk. Night. The only light in the bedroomwas the dark blue glow of a
bl ank complink screen on the table next to the full-sized bed-a bed |arger than
the one that Lon and Sara shared at hone. Lon was in no hurry to try this bed,
in no hurry to tenpt sleep. He paced softly, slowy, then stood in front of one
wi ndow or another to stare out, perhaps as long as ten mnutes before noving to
t he next wi ndow.

Thoughts. Worries. Menories. Scenarios-growi ng wilder as the evening progressed.

What the hell am | doing here? he wondered nore than once. This was the time for
doubts he could not let his subordi nates-even those who knew hi m best-see. Al one
in the dark, he did not need to hold the mask to his face. The cracks in his
public facade could wi den. There would be time to repair them tinme to sleep and
|l et new nortar set.

Thoughts flickered through and vani shed, often unconnected bits of trivia as the
flip-flop blocks of random association struggled to fill the voids of
consci ousness. It was near mdnight when a series of franes canme together to
pose Lon a question that jerked himclear of his reverie.

What happened to the second shuttle that attacked us the last time we were here?
Two raider shuttles had come down that valley after dropping nen on jet packs to
hit the nmercenaries with gunfire and rockets. One shuttle had been shot down,
the wreckage avail able for inspection

"W never found the second shuttle,” Lon said. "It didn't show up while we were
here. | wonder if the Ban-crofters ever found it." He went to his conplink and
keyed in a note to hinself, to ask the locals in the norning. Then he undressed
for bed and put a sleep patch on his neck

11

"No, we never found it," Daniel Henks said when Lon asked about the raider
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shuttle the next norning. They were speaking over a conplink hookup. "I'd damm
near forgotten about that. Colonel. W were so overjoyed at the way your |ads
and nine smashed the raiders in that last big fight it conpletely slipped ny
mnd for the longest tine. By the tinme | thought about it again, you had already
made your first Q space junp toward hone."

"Did you look for it then?" Lon asked.

"I didn't have the facilities or equipnent for an exhaustive search, but 1| did
have our shuttle crews |ooking, off and on. W& did spend tinme searching the area
around those caves where we cornered the raiders, figuring it was nost |likely

they'd have kept their transport close to base. Fromthe air and on the ground.
W found a clearing they had apparently wused for shuttles, but no sign of
anyt hing other than the one your people shot down. Is it inportant?"

"I don't know yet. It could be. It's a | oose end, sonething that popped into ny

head | ast night. If that shuttle got off-world, nade rendezvous with a ship, it
woul d expl ai n where any stragglers got to, and it would nmean that the CMC woul d
know how we caught their people. Could nean they'll be ready for us if we use

the sane tactics we did last tine."

"And if it didn't get off-world, that shuttle, or at |east weckage, should
still be around, somewhere."

"Sonmething like that," Lon said. "W'll look for it. Qur close-in surveys ought
to spot that nuch nmetal on the ground even if it's under trees or covered with
canoufl age netting. As long as we know what we're | ooking for."

"We know this new batch of raiders has simlar shuttles,” Henks rem nded Lon
"W've never spotted nore than two at a tinme, but that's no guarantee that's al
t hey have."

"And we haven't spotted any of themyet," Lon said, as much to hinself as to the

deputy governor.

"This and that and three other things," Vel Gsterman said when Lon nentioned the
m ssing shuttle. "You'd think we'd be able to detect any craft on the ground.
We're running electronic detectors, magnetic detectors, mapping scans on dozens
of frequencies from ultraviolet through infrared, microwave, and | don't know
what-all else in addition to visible-light video. And if any of them get
ai rborne, we ought to know within seconds."

"That's the theory," Lon said. "The sanples of the wecked shuttle we had
anal yzed showed extensive passive stealth technology, but we should still be
able to catch them™

"Active stealth?" Vel asked. "ECM?" El ectronic coun-tenneasures.

"I'f we're dealing with equipnment fromEarth, that's likely," Lon conceded. "Hard
telling how advanced. That's not the kind of thing they let out." Lon wasn't
certain if there was anything on that in the nmaterial he had brought back to
Dirigent fromEarth. There was so nuch naterial on the data chips that they had
not been conpletely analyzed before the battalion left Dirigent and nade its
first transit of Q space.

He | eaned back and closed his eyes, letting out a soft sigh. "This is a little
on the screwy side, Vel," he said. "Not a regular conbat scenario at all, even
though we're talking fairly substantial nunbers. No fixed |ines, areas of eneny
control, or anything. W have to find the enemy before we can even begin to
engage them ™"

"If they know we're here, and we have to assune they do, they m ght go to ground
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and just try to wait us out," Vel said. "Good chance we wouldn't find them™"

"Wong. W'd find them" Lon said. "W canme prepared to |ook for caves this
time. W can use echo ranging fromthe shuttles to find cave systens, if it
comes to that, then send people in on the ground to do close-up slap-and-grab
charting to see if the caves have anyone in them"

We'll find them Lon kept telling hinmself that, but every hour that passed
wi thout any sighting, without anything that said Here they are, he felt his
tension increase. It did not help nuch to remind hinself that the battalion had
been on the world little nore than twenty-five hours.

CIC s computers had been running pattern recognition searches-|ocation of raids,
time between attacks, size of raiding party, even the specific netals and
m neral s stol en-1o00king for sequences that m ght help determ ne the |ocation of
the main base of the raiders ... or the tine and place of their next attack. So
far the conmputers had not been able to find anything that could be definitely
posited as nore than random

"There have never been two precisely sinultaneous attacks. That's the only thing
that's struck me so far," Lon told Phip when Steesen cane in and found his boss
staring at the conplink screen, watching the conputer sequence the |ocation of
attacks and the duration between them Lon had been staring at various visua
summaries for nearly an hour, often going for mnutes w thout even blinking,
nearly hypnotized by the program

Lon turned away from the screen, swiveling his chair until he was directly
facing his lead sergeant. 'Two and a half hours apart is the closest two raids
have cone, and the targets were sixty-eight mles apart."”

"In other words, it's just barely possible the sane people hit both of them"”
Phi p sai d.

"Can't rule it in or out," Lon said, nodding. "The |ack of any recognizable
patterns, either it's all blind luck or the opposition is being directed by a
dammed mlitary genius."

"Or a good conputer program" Phip suggested. "One that's able to outsmart our
Cl C brain boxes."

"Were's ny shuttle?" Lon asked.

Phip glanced at his watch. "Should be |eaving Long Snake right about now It
went up to refuel and |load sone of the extra scanning gear. Maybe to switch
crews as well. I'mnot sure about that."

"Pick out a good squad to go along. | want to get out and have a | ook around for
mysel f," Lon said. "Maybe that will give ne nore ideas than staring at the
conplink."

"Can't hurt," Phip said. "You, me. Jerry, and a squad?"

Lon hesitated before he nodded. "Full battle kit, just in case. And nmke sure
CIC knows what we're doing and has a Shrike or two ready if we turn up any
wor ns. "

The cockpits of the DMC s larger attack shuttles had three seats-pilot, copilot,
and crew chief. A command shuttle, though it was smaller, added a fourth seat in
the cockpit, above and behind the pilot-enpty except when the infantry commander
chose to occupy it. Lon strapped hinself into the fourth seat, pulling his
harness as tight as it would confortably go
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"Just what do you have in mnd, Colonel?" the cormmand pilot. Lieutenant Art
Fel coni, asked.

"Alittle prowing. Art," Lon said. "lI've got to see things for nyself. Maybe
we' |l get lucky and stunble onto sonething."
"Li ke those rockets yesterday?" Felconi asked. "I'd rather not go that route

again just yet, thank you."

"That's not quite what | had in mnd, but it would give us a |ocation on sonme of
the eneny. Let's start west. We'll make a tour over as many of the sites that
have been raided as we can. Maybe follow a few valleys, see if we happen to turn
anyt hi ng. "

"You're the boss," Felconi said.

Petty OFficer Steve Tink, the crew chief, came into the cockpit and strapped
hinself in. "Everyone's aboard and the box is sealed tight, skipper," he
report ed.

"Col onel ?" Fel coni asked.
"Whenever you're ready,"” Lon replied.

Lon had ridden in the cockpit of a shuttle only four tines before, inall his
years in the Corps. The first tine hadn't even been in a Dirigenter shuttle, but
in one of the transports the Bancrofters used-Taking off fromthis sane place,
Lon thought as the pilot pushed the throttles forward and the aircraft started
to trenble at power being held back by brakes.

When the shuttle Ilunged forward, quickly gaining speed, Lon forced hinmself to
keep his eyes open, though his instinct was to close them Seventy yards from
standstill to airborne. The pilot pulled the nose of the shuttle up while the
copilot opened the throttles farther. They clinbed at a seventy-five-degree
angle. Lon concentrated on his breathing as acceleration pushed himinto his
seat, telling himself that this would only | ast a few seconds. \Wen the pressure
eased and the shuttle nosed forward into level flight, Lon could feel bl ood
moving forward in his head again. For an instant he felt alnbst dizzy, but a
coupl e of deep breaths- covering an involuntary sigh of relief-brought him back
to somet hi ng approachi ng nor nal

"Where do we start. Col onel ?" Fel coni asked.

"Head for the southwest linmit of the primary sites," Lon said. 'The valleys and
ridges are all pretty nmuch southwest to northeast, so we can go up and down for
a while. I"'mgoing to want to get |ow enough to have a |look at the villages and
| arger canps." The weather was perfect. There were only a few wi spy clouds,
hi gh, nothing that woul d obscure the view

"The garrisons know we're conming? |I'd hate to have even a friendly missile
chasing nmy butt around."”

"They're supposed to know, but I'Il call Colonel Cranp-ton's headquarters and
make sure," Lon offered.

Hlls and valleys, «creeks and rivers, alnost endless trees. Mst of Bancroft,
even in the area that had been settled, renmmined nostly as it had been before
the first humans | anded. There still weren't the nunbers to do great damage to
the environnent, even though Bancrofters preferred to grow nost of their food
rather than use nanotech assenblers to construct it frompatterns out of
what ever organic materials came to hand. A hundred people here, a thousand
there, only a handful of population centers were |arger
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To Lon's right, the crew chief kept busy nonitoring the scanning equipnment, in
case they got |lucky and found human activity where it didn't belong. Lon watched
out the front of the shuttle, nostly, supplementing that with glances at the two
smal | nonitors in the console in front of him

The pilot kept the shuttle's ai rspeed |owslow enough that Lon could
occasionally see nore than just a blur of trees racing past. Wen they
approached one of the mning villages or canps, the pilot nade a series of S
curves, banking fromside to side to give themnore tine overhead to |ook the
terrain over.

I don't know what | hope to see, Lon thought after an hour of |ooking. No one's
going to stand in a clearing and give us the finger. He didn't expect to spot
rai ders beginning an attack. That would be too nuch to ask for. Maybe we 'I|
turn up one of their shuttles. That m ght happen, if luck was running with them
A magnetic or electronic signature that did not belong in unspoiled forest, a
flash of matte black surface, the glint of 1light off a cockpit w ndshield.
Sonet hi ng.

One of the nonitors in front of Lon kept him posted on their position,
i ndi cating the nanes of villages and canmps. The flight had been in progress just
m nutes short of two hours when they went over the cave system where Al pha
Conpany had bottled up the raiders and then destroyed them ni ne years before.

"Let's take a closer look,”" Lon told the pilot. "W're just about out of
val | eys. Past the next ridge to the weast, the ground starts to flatten out and
sl ope toward the sea."

"You don't think they'd go back to the sane place, do you, sir?" Lieutenant
Fel coni asked.

"(Odds and evens," Lon said. "No, | don't expect that they'd go back to the same
pl ace. Even if there were no survivors to tell them what happened, they could
see that the entrances had been destroyed by expl osives and guess. But if they
thought we'd think that, it mght seemto be the safest place. Wth a few extra
safeguards to try to avoid the sane fate."

"You' re making nmy head spin. Colonel. Here we go."

The shuttle nade a gentle banking turn, losing five hundred feet of altitude.
Lon had never seen the location fromthe air before. The perspectives were
different. It was not until he spotted the narrow chi mey al ong the northwestern
end of the hill where he had first discovered traces of the eneny that he was
able to orient hinself. He had the pilot nake several passes along the valley on
the west side of the ridge, gradually picking out several of the other entrances
to the cave systemnostly fromrock that was colored differently, scars left by
the expl osions that seal ed off the cave. The areas of heaviest fighting could be
deduced fromthat, though there was no visible evidence of the battle after nine
years.

"Ckay, Lieutenant, | guess |I've done enough sightseeing for one day," Lon said
finally. "Let's head back for Lincoln."

"On the way," Fel coni said.

The shuttle was still clinmbing when Lon got the report. Raiders were hitting one

of the newer mining canps, considerably to the northwest. Lon didn't hesitate.
"Head for those coordinates. Lieutenant. This nmi ght be what we're | ooking for."

Fel coni pushed the throttles all the way to the stops, and the shuttle went
supersonic. The site of the attack was eight m nutes away.
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Lon was too busy to notice the ride. He linked to Vel Osterman to ensure that
the alert conpany-Delta-was on its way. The nen were already boarding their
shuttles and were off the ground alnost before Osterman could report it. Two
companies of mlitianen would be no nore than five minutes behind the
mercenaries; they were comng fromtwo different |ocations.

"The mining canp is called Xavier's Beak, and don't ask ne why," Osterman said.
"There are about sixty civilians and forty mlitianen stationed there. The mi nes
produce copper ore and trace el enents usually associated with copper deposits."

"Any sign of raider shuttles?" Lon asked.

"Negative, and we're doing a close scan of the area around Xavier's Beak. First
reports fromthe canp say there are at least fifty raiders, but we don't have
any way to confirmthat yet. There is shooting going on now The nilitia got
three minutes' advance warning from snoops they had planted along the valley
floor, so the raiders weren't able to just wal k over."

Bef ore Lon could say anything, Vel started talking again. "W've just |lost radio
contact with the canp. The uplink nust have been blown." No nore than fifteen
seconds el apsed before he passed al ong confirmation of an explosion at the edge
of the canp, spotted by Long Snake first, and then by several shuttle pilots
al nost si nul t aneousl vy.

"Bravo has the base security detail?" Lon said, seeking confirmation. He didn't
wait for Vel to agree. "Get Alpha and Charlie ready to nove on ten mnutes
notice. Get on to Long Shake to get shuttles down to carry them ASAP. W hit
themand hit them hard."

"CIC is nonitoring our talk, Lon. There, |[|'ve got confirmation on anot her
circuit. Two shuttles will launch in seven mnutes. Wth what we've got on the
ground, that will carry Al pha and Charlie."

"We should reach Xavier's Beak about ninety seconds before Delta. W'll stay
overhead to provide close-in eyes, at least until they're on the ground and can
engage, " Lon said. "I'll decide what I'll do next when the tine cones."

"Just stay high enough to keep out of trouble, Lon."

"We'l|l do our best."

The command shuttl e deployed wing flaps to cut its airspeed once Xavier's Beak
was in sight. The shuttle went subsonic and Lieutenant Felconi banked into a
wide turn, orbiting the area at twelve thousand feet-high enough to ensure that
they would be able to escape any surface-to-air nissiles that nmight be fired at
t hem

"We've got a good fix on the raiders. Colonel," Felconi said before they had
made one conplete circuit. "I'mlinked through to the mlitia commander and |'ve
got the positions of his people and the eneny."

"Can we give themsonmething to think about? A couple of rockets, maybe?"

"Comi ng up. We should get a little closer, though, to be sure we don't have a
bird stray off in the wong direction.”

"CGo for it, Lieutenant."

A transparent bubble came down over the crew chief's head. Inside, he was in a
virtual reality gunner's turret. The pilot <controlled the missiles. The chief
operated the two Gatling gun pods. Going in close, the cannon m ght be needed.

file:/1IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...lley%20-%2005%20-%20Lieutenant%20Colonel.txt (56 of 142) [12/29/2004 1:10:30 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962005%20-%20L i eutenant%20Col onel .txt

Wth the assist of a targeting conputer, the cannon might even be able to
destroy a SAM comi ng at them

Lon keyed the controls on one of his nmonitors to give hima constant readout of
altitude and airspeed. They dropped bel ow four thousand feet-inviting range for
a shoul der-1 aunched rocket. Their speed fell to 450 mles per hour-a craw -as
the pilot used air brakes and reverse thrust to slow the shuttle.

Not for long. As soon as the two mssiles were |aunched, Lieutenant Fel con

increased the shuttle's speed and clinbed out of harms way, accelerating
rapidly enough that Lon thought he was near to graying out as the g-forces
pressed hi mback against his seat. There was a roaring noise in his ears, the
feel of blood pressing against skin, fleeing his face. It was difficult to draw
a deep breath. Then it ended. Too nuch weight was replaced by a few seconds of
virtual weightlessness as the shuttle nosed over

"Ri ght on target. Colonel," Felconi announced. The view on one of Lon's nonitors
changed, showi ng snoke comng up fromunder the trees in the valley below
Xavi er' s Beak.

"Good shooting. Lieutenant,"” Lon said. "Get ready to go in close to provide
covering fire when Delta's shuttles arrive. They're going to land right on the
strip there at the edge of the canmp. Let's give thema chance to get the men out
of the box."

"Yes, sir," Felconi said. "I showthem about forty seconds from touchdown,
comng in fast fromthe sout hwest."

"Let's go get the bad guys. Lieutenant," Lon said.

Fel coni nosed the shuttle over and started gliding toward the raiders, holding
ai rspeed down to allow safe use of the Catlings-if the shuttle were flying too
fast it mght over-run the bullets. Like the pilots, Lon watched for any
i ndi cation of a shoulder-fired SAM com ng toward them Below five thousand feet,
they were especially vul nerabl e.

The shuttle launched two nore nmissiles. As soon as they were away. Chief Tink
started strafing, using only the |lower turret gun. The m ssiles exploded. Mre
bits of the wooded hillside got thrown around. Tink's shells started chew ng
through | eaves and branches. He kept firing even after the command shuttle had
to bank away and start clinbing again.

Two Shrike fighters nade passes at the raider positions, one' following the
other, rockets and cannons chewing up nore of the hillside. By that tine, the
attack shuttles carrying Delta Conpany had |anded and the nmen were pouring out
of the troop conpartnents and noving into their initial defensive perineter.
That drill took DMC soldiers less than thirty seconds.

"We'll hang around wuntil the Bancrofter nmilitia arrives," Lon said as hi s
shuttle leveled off two miles above the mning canp. One canera had already
pi cked up the |local shuttles speeding in, though the aircraft were only dark
poi nts agai nst the sky w thout magnification.

12

The two Dirigenter attack shuttles took off before the BCM arrived, and circled
overhead-ready to contribute to the fight on the ground. As soon as the
mlitianmen were out of their shuttles and noving to flank the raiders-while
Lon's Delta Conpany kept them pinned down-Lon told Fel coni to |and.

"I want to see this fromthe ground," Lon said. He had been nonitoring the radio
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traffic anmong Captain Maghus-son and his platoon | eaders and sergeants. The
fighting was not heavy. Only scattered rifle fire was coning fromthe raider
posi ti ons.

"Yes, sir," Felconi said, staring to nose the shuttle around to line it up wth
the landing strip. "The LZ should be secure.”

"l shoul d hope so," Lon said, nore to hinself than the pilot. Between Delta and
the two BCM conpani es, the odds on the ground were about those of a battalion to
a platoon-twelve to one-w thout considering casualties that Lon's shuttle and
the Shrikes mght have inflicted.

Still, as soon as the command shuttle came to a stop on the ground-along a ridge
across the valley from the buildings of the nmining canp-Lon was out of his
safety harness and noving toward the exit as quickly as if he knew that hostile
fire was coming. Phip Steesen, Jereny Howell, and the squad Phip had assenbl ed
fromthe headquarters detachnent noved out of "the box" with Lon and stayed
around him.. just in case. The firefight was continuing, but not with any great
ferocity-scattered bursts of rifle fire, none of it near the landing strip.

"Just what did you have in mnd. Colonel?" Phip asked. He and Corporal Howel |
were so close to Lon that they were physical shiel ds-which annoyed Lon

"I want to see what's going on, take a |l ook at any raider casualties they |eave
behi nd," Lon said, noving away from his conpanions. They noved right with him
giving up only a fewinches after a glare. The defensive squad gave them nore
room arranged in a semicircular perineter, facing out, rifles ready. "The
sooner we get sone kind of handle on the action, the sooner we can bring the
contract to a successful <conclusion. Let's nove toward the canp, see what's
going on with the mners."

The squad with Lon noved in a double columm, keeping Lon, Phip, and Jereny near
the center. They detoured past the village on the opposite slope before
descendi ng and crossing the narrow valley, giving the firefight as much room as
possible. That fight was beginning to nove. The raiders were attenpting to
wi t hdraw, but were being pressed too heavily by the DMC and BCM forces to have
much chance

Xavier's Beak m ning camp consisted of a half dozen buildings-including the ore
refinery-and five separate excavations. The latter included nmine shafts and two
deep bunkers for explosives. The buildings were hastily constructed in frontier
style, using avail abl e wood-1arge log cabins for the mners and mlitia to use
as barracks, a slightly larger building to serve nost other functions- built
al ong the slope above the eastern side of the valley, high enough to be safe
fromflooding if the narrow creek that marked the | owest contours ever fl ooded.
Rough pat hs connected buil dings and the excavations. A broader path led fromthe
camp to the landing strip that was the only access between Xavier's Beak and the
rest of Bancroft.

The | argest buil ding had been turned into a nedical facility. The single trauma
tube that the mners had was in use. The two tubes that Delta Conpany had
carried were being set up as Lon arrived. One of Delta's nedical technicians was
directing several mners to help with the work and give first aid to a half
dozen wounded nen who had been brought in.

"We're doing pretty good, so far. Colonel," the nmedic said when Lon canme up to
him "None of our people have been brought in yet. Several niners and |oca
mlitia were wounded before we got here." He shrugged. "Don't know about the

other side yet. Not much worried about them"

"If you need help, a couple of the nen with me are trained as nmedics, and we've
got another trauma tube in the shuttle,” Lon said. The portable trauma tubes the
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DMC carried into the field were not quite as sophisticated as those that would
be found in a permanent nedical facility, but they did the job. If a wounded nan
survived | ong enough to get into a tube, he had better than a 98 percent chance
of conplete recovery. A tube provided |ife-support machinery plus hordes of
medi cal -repair nanobots to repair danage done to the body. Only extensive damage
to the nervous systemor anputation were likely to require extensive periods for
recovery and regeneration. Anything | ess and the wounded soldier would nornally
be ready to return to duty in four hours or |ess.

"Col onel, we can always use nore traunma tubes,’
said. "And I'Il take any help | can get."

the orderly. Corporal Allison,

Fifteen mnutes later, the fighting at Xavier's Beak was over. Three wounded
prisoners were brought in for treatnent. Captain Magnusson had two platoons, |ed
by his senior lieutenant, pursuing the twenty or nore raiders who had nanaged to
withdraw. One militia conpany was al so engaged in the pursuit.

"We've cone off pretty good, so far," Magnhusson said when he cane to report to
Lon in person. "l've got two nen with minor wounds, no one killed. There are
seventeen raider bodies out there." He gestured vaguely toward where the
firefight had occurred. "I didn't want to risk nen keeping any of the eneny from
escaping, not at the start like this.”

"You did right. | would have told you if | wanted nore. |I'd rather have them on

the nove, giving us sonme clue as to where their base mght be. CIC has its eyes
open, and the shuttles and Shrikes are doing what tracking they can. Wre you
able to get a good count on how many of themthere were?"

Magnusson shook his head. "Three captured, seventeen bodies, at |east twenty
escaped. M ght have been twice that nunber that got away, depending how they
were originally deployed and whet her any noved out before we got close. Doesn't
|l ook Iike they got close to any of the loot they were after. |I've got nen
col l ecti ng weapons and equiprment. And these." He pulled a small plastic tag,
just over an inch in diameter, froma pocket and gave it to Lon

"I D tag?" Lon asked, turning the disk over. There was no visible witing, just a
sketchy logo that Lon did not recognize.

"That's my guess," Magnusson said. "Al the bodies we've checked had them strung
around their necks."

"The computers in CIC should be able to decipher anything on them" Lon said,
giving the tag back to Magnus-son. "We'll ship all of themup to Long Snake,
along with samples of the weapons and equipnment. They were using active
el ectronics, shielded too well to let us get precise fixes on position."

Magnusson nodded. "Good battle helnmets. Not exactly like any |'ve seen in ny
twenty-odd years with the Corps, but close enough. The rifles were the same ones
shown in the database from the last time the Corps came here. Martian
manuf acture. "

Lon |l ooked around to make certain no Bancrofters were close. "How did the
mlitia do?"

"No conplaints. This wasn't really a good test, but |I'd say they've kept their
standards fairly high."

"l hope so,
rel axed. "

Lon said. "They had it quiet long enough that they m ght have

"If these raids started a year ago, they'd have had tine to whip their people
back up," Magnusson said. "At |least we don't have to train themfromscratch."
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Lon grunted. "Let's take a walk. | want to see what we've got |left on the ground
here. ™"

Squads of Bancrofter nilitia were conbing the area around the village, |ooking
for bodies or wounded nmen. The dead were not being collected yet, but weapons,
gear, and personal effects were-|abeled as to which body, or fragnment of a body,
they cane from The snell of battle lingered on the hillside, a mixture of
gunpowder, burned wood and flesh, and death. The cannon and rockets had done
considerable damage to the trees. Qutcroppings of rock were chipped and
bl ackened.

The remaining mlitianen, and the other two platoons of Delta Conpany, had
established a wider perinmeter around the nining canp, alert against the smal
chance that the surviving raiders might dare another assault against Xavier's
Beak.

"Sonet hi ng bothers ne about this attack," Magnusson said while he and Lon stood
over the body of one of the dead raiders. Phip, Jereny, and nost of the squad
that had cone with themwere close, still providing up-close security for their
commander .

"Li ke what ?" Lon asked.

"The timng, nostly," Magnusson said. "They canme in the mddle of the day, and
managed to trip an electronic snoop before they were close enough to do any
good. They shoul d have been able to figure that we'd show up before they could
neutralize the mlitia contingent here and make off with anything. | mean, we do
assune that they know we arrived, don't we?"

"Alnost a certainty, Ron. That might be the point of this raid, just to see how
fast we can respond given the nost favorable conditions for us."

"Waste that many nen to feel us out?"

"We're not dealing with humanitarians," Lon said. "Earth has nore people than it
can deal with. They won't mind | osses. W played hell capturing any raiders the

last time here. It wasn't wuntil the last battle that we bagged any Ilive
prisoners."
Magnusson turned until he was |looking in the direction of the buildings. "W've

got sone now. Qught to be able to find out quite a bit about the opposition from
them "

Lon nodded. "Watever they know. " Maybe we'll be able to end this job in a
hurry, he thought. Find out where the eneny base is and hit it hard. Once the
prisoners cane out of the trauma tubes, they would be questioned under the
i nfluence of truth drugs that could not be resisted or fooled-at | ength, by nen
who knew how to get the npbst out of an interrogation

"Col onel Nolan, we've got a big problem" The call came from Corporal Allison
Lon was still wal king over the site of the firefight with Magnusson. "All three
prisoners are dead."

"What ?" The shout was unintentional. Lon grabbed Magnusson's arm then gestured
and they started back toward the buildings. Lon forced a brisk pace.

"Couldn't help it. Colonel. | infused themwth stabilizers to keep them going
until we could get theminto trauma tubes. Less than five minutes |later, they
started going into convul sions. Before | could do anything, they were all dead.

I'"ve never seen anything like this before. Colonel. Never even heard of that
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ki nd of reaction."”

"Any sign of any of the other wounded reacting?" "No, sir, and | used the same
batch of infuser on two Bancrofters."”

The three prisoners who had died were lying on blankets, by thenselves, along
the east wall. Corporal Allison was standing over one of themwhen Lon and
Magnusson ent er ed.

"I just don't understand it. Colonel,” Allison said. "This just shouldn't be
possi bl e. Look at them™

They were not pretty. The visible skin was livid, marked by bl otches and |lines
of dark red going black. "It |looks |ike nmssive henorrhaging, as if all the
bl ood vessels exploded," Allison said. "I don't know any way that could happen,
not fromwhat | gave them"™

"It looks as if the enenmy doesn't want us questioning their people," Mgnhusson
sai d.

Lon gl anced at him "Sone kind of booby trap in the bl ood?"

Magnusson shrugged. "Sounds |like a good guess. H't them wth any nanobugs
wi t hout neutralizing the defenses, and zap."

After a hesitation, Lon |ooked toward the ceiling and said, "Sane thing m ght
happen if we use truth drugs."

"Probably," Magnusson said. "Maybe we can get enough froma postmortemto find
the triggering agent, and how to counter it."

"Col onel ?" Allison waited until Lon | ooked at him "You nean they rigged their
men to die if they got captured?"

"That's what we're thinking. W need to get these three and sone of the raiders
who were killed outright to Lincoln for detailed exam nation. Ron, will you take
care of that?"

"Yes, sir," Magnusson said. "I'll get ny lead sergeant right on it. Send the
bodi es back on one of our shuttles."”

"I''"l'l have Major GCsternman nake the arrangenments on the other end,"” Lon said. He
turned and wal ked away, |eaving the building.

Qut si de, he wal ked down to the bottom of the valley, near the thin stream and
| ooked up into the sky. After a nonment he squeezed his eyes shut.

"No easy fix this time," he whispered. "Unless we find a way to counter whatever
they' ve done, it's going to be just like before, hunt themout on the ground."

13

Lon could think of dozens of things he would rather do, or should do, that
evening other than attend a fornmal dinner at Governnent House. But there was no
avoi ding Governor Sosa's invitation. The political aspect of |eadership demanded
Lon's gracious attendance, and that of his second-in-conmand.

"I really don't like for both of us to be away at once, Vel, but that's the way
it goes," Lon said after they donned formal white uniforms. A car was coming to
pi ck them up.
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"A couple of hours, Lon, and it's not as if we had to junp to Q space for it.
W' ve got our radios and we can get back to base in, what, five nminutes if we
have to?"

"I know, it's just"-Lon hesitated for ten seconds or nore-"I've never been
confortable with the highbrow stuff."

Vel |aughed. "Seens that, once upon a tine, | heard soneone suggest that you got
married just to escape going to all those junior officer functions, the grand
balls and all that."

Lon couldn't help a snile. "No, that wasn't why | got nmarried, but it sure as
hell was a nice bonus. | couldn't get out of all the social nonsense, but once

had Sara along, it wasn't nearly as hard to bear. Three or four tinmes a year,
when we're in garrison, | can manage. Snag is, now that |'ve got the battalion

I"mgoing to have to go to nore of those affairs, be on display, play the ganme."
See and be seen. Talk with the right officers, smle at the right officers
wi ves. Play the game, the inevitable politics of comrand.

"How s the food at Governnent House?" Vel asked. The |inousine was just pulling
to a stop in front of the headquarters building in the mlitia conmpound.

"Ckay, | guess, the two tines | ate there. But that was a |l ot of years ago. They
m ght have a different chef now "

Polite conversation. Soft nusic in the background. I|ntroductions and meani ngl ess
smles. Cocktails and hors d' oeuvres. Men in uniforms or dinner jackets. Wnen
in fancy gowns, festooned with too nuch jewelry. Lon tried to give the evening
all the attention he could, but it was difficult. He played the game, but
absently, his mnd wandering to the events of the day, the fight and the
gruesone death of the injured prisoners. There were no final reports yet on the
post nort em exam nations. Tests were still being conducted and anal yzed. Maybe in
the morning, CIC had told Lon while he was dressing for the governor's affair.
Al'l the nmedical lab could confirmso far was that whatever had been added to the
medi cal nanosystens of the dead raiders, it had self-destructed after death,
maki ng analysis difficult, perhaps inpossible. They would try to reverse
engi neer the nanotech agents. That seened the necessary step if any antidote
coul d be fashioned, but that mght also prove inpossible without too much tinme
and better facilities than were avail able on Bancroft or aboard the Diri-genter
shi ps.

The "dinner is served" announcenent was a small relief to Lon. It neant that the
end of the evening was a little closer. The prelinmnaries were over. An hour,
maybe ninety m nutes, would see the end of dinner, and it might be possible for
Lon and Vel to excuse thensel ves not too long after the neal.

Most of the other guests seenmed excited at the victory over the raiders,
especially since it had been acconplished without any Bancrofter fatalities and
without the loss of any of the netals and minerals that fueled the world's
econony.

Lon scarcely noticed the quality of the food. He ate in mechanical fashion,
keeping up a portion of his share of the table talk, trying to pay attention to
what was going on around him It wasn't easy, but he kept rem nding hinself that
he had to play the gane. Vel Osterman seemed to enjoy it. He kept the talk
goi ng, turning phrases that brought polite giggles from the wonen seated at
either side of himand holding the attention of nost of the people at the table.

Dessert. Brandy. Lon sanpled both only sparingly. His primary interest in them
was as indications that the dinner was nearing its conclusion. He watched.
Ei ther the governor or, nore likely, his wife would stand and nake sone trifling
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comment. That would be the signal for everyone to rise. There would be a genera
mgration toward the fornmal parlor and, after that, guests would be free to
| eave. He did not notice the servant who cane up and | eaned forward to whisper
in his ear.

"Excuse nme, sir," the liveried attendant said, "the governor requests you and
Maj or Osterman to give hima few mnutes after dinner. I will conduct you to the
governor's office."

"Of course. Thank you," Lon said, thinking. So rmuch for a quick exit.

The governor nmade excuses and pronised his other guests that he would join them
in the parlor as soon as possible. He noved toward a narrow door that was al nost
concealed by a tall cabinet at the side of the room The servant conducted Lon
and Vel through the sane door, down a corridor to the governor's office

"I''l'l only take a nmonent, gentlenen," CGovernor Sosa said. He had remai ned

standing. "I was nost distressed to hear of the fate of the prisoners taken this
morning at Xa-vier's Beak. | can't believe that Earth has becone so barbaric.”
"It was unexpected. Governor, but | <can't say that |'mespecially surprised at

it," Lon said. "Shocked, yes, but not surprised. Human |ife doesn't carry the
sane value on Earth as it does on nost worlds. It's obvious that Earth knows, or
surm ses, that prisoners were taken before and were questioned. They don't want
to take the sane risk again."

"WIIl you be able to find a way to neutralize whatever it is that causes such a
ghastly deat h?"

Lon spread his hands. "I can't even make a decent guess. W're working on it,
full blast, in the labs on Long Snake and Toronto, but it m ght be beyond the
scope of what we can do here. A nessage rocket couldn't carry sufficient sanples
to Dirigent, and I don't want to detach one of ny ships to make the trip."

Sosa started to speak, but stopped with his nouth open. Then he shut it and
started over. "I see why," he said. "A nonth in transit for the round trip, and
what ever tine your ground |abs nmight take to analyze the problemand cone up
with a solution ... if there is one."

"I have a lot of faith in the research people back hone," Lon said, "but this is
sonet hing that mght take years to puzzle out, if we can at all. Conputer nbdels
can't take the last step, to verify anything they reverse-engineer, and this
isn't the kind of thing we would ever consider doing live trials on."

"Of course not," Sosa said. "Nor would we." He paused, frowned. "This does
complicate matters."

"Possibly. It certainly robs wus of the weasiest shortcut to solving your
problem" Lon said. "But aside fromthe nacabre fail-safe Earth seens to have
infected its soldiers with, the encounter this norning was encouragi ng. Your
garrison got word out of the attack fast, and both your people and mne were
able to get to the scene fast enough to stop the raiders cold."

Sosa nodded absently. "They were not scoring every tine they hit before.
Col onel -not to belittle your contribution. But | wonder if part of our success
this norning m ght have been due to the fact that you were in the air when the
raid started and were able to get to Xavier's Beak even before your fighters."

"It's possible,"” Lon conceded. "There might be a lot of factors that went our
way this morning. That particular raid mght have been staged just to let the
rai ders gauge how we react to an attack, feeling us out, trying to figure out
what changes they might need to nake in their tactics."
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Three in the norning. The dream was one that Lon wel coned being wakened from
even for bad news. The ghost of Dean Ericks, nearly transparent, defined nore by
dri pping bl ood than form had cone to him Though nothi ng had been said yet, the
dreamfit an all-too-famliar pattern. Lon was certain that Dean was conming to
tell himthat Lon, Junior, had been killed on contract.

"Col onel Nol an! Wake up, sir!" The voice was Jereny Howel|l's.

Lon opened his eyes and blinked several tinmes against the light in his room He
lifted his armto shade his eyes. "What is it?" There was nothing sluggi sh about
Lon's voice. He had wakened conpl etely-the better to escape his nightnare.

"Araid. At least we think it's a raid," Howell said. Lon swng his legs off the
side of the bed and sat up. "Calmdown. Jerry. Start at the beginning."

"Mning canp called Three Peaks didn't make a scheduled check-in at oh-two
hundred, then didn't answer when militia HQ called. There's no netlink with the
canp. Then one of our Shrikes spotted snoke rising fromthe |ocation."

Lon had gotten to his feet and stretched while Howel|l was tal king. "Three Peaks
that's one of the places the raiders hit when we were here last tine," he said.

"Yes, sir. | recognized the nane."

"Are we responding?" Lon asked. H's answer cane fromoutside. He heard the
engi ne sounds of two attack shuttles taking off just south of the mlitia base.

"That's Al pha Conpany, Colonel," Howell said as soon as the initial roar abated
enough for easy talk. "And the nilitia OD said they'll have two conpanies on the
way in five minutes."

Lon sat on the edge of his bed again. He glanced at the timeline on the conplink
on the nightstand. "You m ght as well get back to bed. Jerry. I'll stay up unti
we've got a report from Captain Grana.”

"Whul d you |ike sone coffee?" Howell asked.
"No. | want to be able to get back to sleep once | know what's going on."

Lon yawned as Jeremy left. H's nonment of peak alert-ness had passed. Then he
moved a little, to get closer to his complink. He keyed in instructions and got
a radio link to Grana aboard his shuttle.

"Tebba, | want a direct report as soon as you get on the ground and know what's
goi ng on at Three Peaks."

"W should be touching down in about twelve mnutes,”" Grana said. "A few
mnutes to get into the canp, unless the landing is contested. |'lIl keep you
posted. "

Lon closed the link and yawned again, after noting the exact time. He was

moderately surprised at the return of sleepiness. He felt no excitenent, no
nervousness. There was no urge to junmp into battledress and take a shuttle to
Three Peaks to see what was going on for hinself.

Age, | guess, he thought. Trouble would cone when it wanted to. He felt no cal
to go looking for it. Twenty years of w nning other people's wars wth our
bl ood. He yawned. The thought was no |longer novel, no longer revolutionary to
his m nd.

He sat slouched over, head occasionally nodding. There was a pl easant feeling of
detachnent as he hovered on the edge of the slide back into sleep, an
anesthetizing warmh. Qutside, there would be the chill of a spring night. It
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had been noticeably cool when he | eft Governnent House five hours earlier. Early
spring. The nights could still get close to freezing in Lincoln.

When his conplink buzzed to alert himto an inconing nessage, Lon was startled.
Twenty mnutes had passed since he had talked to Tebba. Lon had nearly been
asl eep. He reached quickly to accept the call.

"We're on the ground at Three Peaks, Colonel," Tebba Grana reported. "It's bad.
Looks as if everyone here was killed, mlitianmen and miners. The raiders are
gone, presumably w th whatever was worth taking."

Sl eep was bani shed. Lon could feel his heart start to beat nore rapidly. He sat
up straighter.

"First glance, it looks as if the raiders hit with grenades, got past whatever
snoops the nilitia had planted, knocked out the netlinks before anyone could
call for help," Tebba said. "The buildings were all torched-intentionally, 1I'd
guess. It's been raining here, and one building didn't bumall the way to the
ground. "

"You send patrols to see which way they went?" Lon asked.

"Not yet. | thought 1'd better check wth you and give the Bancrofters tine to
get organi zed. They're still nmoving away fromthe landing strip."

"Right. You'll have to work with the senior officer. Get a perineter set up,
then put out patrols to ook for the raiders' trail. Anything nore night have to
wait until daylight. Is it still raining there?"

"Yes, sir, and fairly heavy. Mserable. The pilot said the cloud deck extends
all the way to the ocean and the ceiling is nine hundred feet-bel ow some of the
peaks in this area."

"Which limts what we can see from above,” Lon said, nore to hinself than to
Tebba.

"Limts what we can see on the ground, too," Tebba said. "The odd bolt of
lightning hurts nmore than it hel ps, blurs the night-vision gear."

"Do what you can tonight, Tebba. I'm going to have to confer with Col one
Cranpton before we fix anything past the imedi ately necessary. You know what to
do. "

The conference wth the Bancrofter mlitia commander canme sooner than Lon
expected. Before he could call BCM headquarters. Col onel Cranpton |inked through
to him

"l heard," Lon said before Cranpton could say why he had called. "I just got off
the line with nmy senior nman on the scene. Your people had just arrived."

"I told nmy conpany commanders to put thensel ves under your nan," Cranpton said.
"l assume we go right after these raiders." There was no question in his voice.

"If possible," Lon said. "W're putting patrols out to try and pick wup their
trail. There's a lot of rain in that area now That might nake it inpossible to
find any trail we can follow "

"W can't let them get away scot-free!"

"If it's humanly possible to prevent that, we will. Colonel," Lon said. "Right
now, we've got to give the nen on the ground there a chance to do their jobs.
Swimmng blindly in the nud won't do us any good." Neither will hysteria, he
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"I''"l'l be heading out there shortly,” Cranpton said. 'Tine it to reach Three
Peaks at dawn. The forecast says the rain should et up by then. It's starting
to rain here now, but Lincoln is right on the edge of the system"”

"Tell you what. Colonel. Wiy don't you conme over here and we'll take ny conmand
shuttle. Takeoff in an hour, naybe an hour and a quarter." Cranpton scarcely
hesitated. "I'Il be there."

Cof fee, a shower, nore coffee. Lon gave orders to have his shuttle prepared, and
had Phip wakened to gather a fewnen toride wth them Shave, eat a quick
breakfast, drink nore coffee ... go to the Ilatrine. Lon plodded through the
routine, as if this were just a normal norning. As far as he could, he put off
t hi nki ng about Three Peaks. There would be tinme enough for that later. Once
Col onel Cranp-ton arrived, it mght be inpossible to escape di scussing the raid.

Cranpton arrived before Lon finished but did not intrude. Cranpton went to the
conmmuni cations center and talked with his officers in Three Peaks-getting the
|latest tally on the disaster. The duty officer inforned Lon that Cranpton had
arrived.

"I''l'l be down in a few mnutes," Lon replied, and he nmade a point not to rush
through the few remaining necessities. Wen he left his room Lon was in ful
field kit, carrying his battle helmet under one armand his rifle slung over the
ot her.

"No warning this tinme?" Phip Steesen asked as Lon came out of the bedroom
"Doesn't look like it," Lon said. "You ready to go?"

"We're ready. |'ve got a fire teamin the shuttle, and the pilots should be
through their checklist by now Just waiting for you, ne, and Col onel Cranpton
and his people.™

"How many did he bring?" Lon asked.

"Just two. They'IlIl fit."

"W can't let these raiders get away with an attack like this one," Cranpton
said while the men were wal ki ng across the conpound toward the gate on the south
si de.

"We're tal ki ng about sixty people killed, nmost while they were sleeping."

"No one's letting anyone get away with anything," Lon said. He had his hel net on
with the faceplate tilted up, away fromhis face. There was a steady rain com ng
down over Lincoln now, but without nuch wind to drive it. "That's why we're
here, to stop these raiders. It just might take tinme."

"After this, we'll play hell keeping miners at any of the canps. W mght even
have to evacuate sonme of the villages, bring people into the towns. And that
pl ays hell with the econony, on top of the way our citizens are going to fee
about a nassacre |ike Three Peaks."

Lon stopped walking and turned to face Cranpton, alnobst colliding with him

"Look, Colonel, |1 know how you feel, but snapping your fingers and saying,
"W've got to do sonething this mnute' won't acconplish one dammed thing. W're
here. We'll do what is possible, as fast as possible. You' re a good officer, but

you can't think straight getting enotional. Get a grip on yourself."

For a few seconds, Lon could see anger rising in the Bancrofter; his face
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started to get red; his jaw worked as he ground his teeth. Lon waited, ready for
any kind of reaction, even violence. Finally, Cranpton closed his eyes for a
second, let out a long breath, and swal |l owed hard.

"You're right. Colonel," Cranmpton said, his voice sounding near strangulation
"I was letting nyself get out of control. Please excuse nme. But | am under
pressure. | had a call fromthe governor. He wants action, and military facts of

life mean less to himthan they do to you or ne.

"Qur turn will come. Colonel,"” Lon said. "Cone on. It'll be drier in t he
shuttle.”
14

Three Peaks was no | onger one of the nobst isolated mning canps on Bancroft, but
it was still not in a well-populated area. There were several new canps, even
smaller, within a radius of twenty mles, but all of themhad been abandoned
tenmporarily. Colonel Cranpton said, until the raiders were destroyed

Only one shuttle was on the ground when Lon's craft nmade its approach. The
I andi ng strip, hacked out of rock, did not have facilities for nultiple shuttles
to sit around. There was barely enough roomfor aircraft to |land. The nining
canmp and its landing strip were on a broad shelf on the flank of a nopderately
steep hill, sone fourteen hundred feet above nean sea |level. The canp got its
nane from three broken heights along the ridge on the southwest side of the
| edge.

"Looks |ike sone expansion since | was here |ast,’
shuttl e touched down.

Lon said to Cranpton as the

"I think so, yes," Cranpton said. "W opened two new shafts a couple of years
ago, brought in nore people to work them And we had to build a barracks for the
mlitia detachnent."

Tebba Grana was waiting at the landing strip wth a squad from his conpany's
first platoon. One of the Bancrofter captains was also waiting to report to his
commander .

"Doesn't look like the | ocals had any chance at all here, Colonel,” Grana told
Lon as they wal ked away fromthe Bancrofters, toward the remains of the village.
"They got hit hard and fast, w thout warning. The bodies |I've |ooked at, nost
were killed by fire or shrapnel, nost |looked like they didn't even get out of
bed before they died. I've only seen one body with bullet wounds, and the nedic
sai d those m ght have happened after the guy was al ready dead."

"You find any snoops planted around here?" Lon asked. "They should have had sone
war ni ng. "

"We've pulled three snoops, all nonfunctional," Tebba said. "I can't say if they
were working when the raiders hit. CQutside of that, it was raining and foggy.
The clouds extended nearly five hundred feet down, nore than halfway to the
val l ey floor when we got here. Wthout night-vision gear, visibility would have
been zero-minus. We haven't been able to determ ne which direction the raiders
cane from or which way they went when they left. Al the rain, we mght never
figure it out."

"We'll have to search, Tebba, at |east until we know we're not going to find
anything," Lon said. The rain had stopped, but there were still high clouds,
thi ck enough to hide the sun.

"I'"ve got three platoons out, and half the Bancrofters are out as well." Tebba
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gl anced over his shoulder. "The other militianen are taking care of the dead,
getting themready to take hone."

"No survivors at all?"

"None that we've been able to find. | suppose there's a small chance one or two
m ght have managed to slip away, to hide in the woods, but it's not likely. (Qdds
are we'd have already cone across them"

The wal k had carried Lon and Tebba, followed by the squad that had been on the
ground and the Dirigenters who had come with Lon, into the center of the burned
ruins of Three Peaks. Even with the rain, the snells of fire and ashes-and
burned fl esh-were heavy, rank odors. Sone of the remmants were still snol dering.

Three Peaks had been a narrow strip. A natural |edge along the hillside had been
wi dened. Nowhere was the level cleared area nore than a hundred feet w de, and
the settlenment, including the landing strip, was only six-tenths of a mle |ong.
The buil di ngs had been built against the back of the | edge.

I doubt anyone escaped, Lon thought. They had only one way to go, and the
rai ders would have been waiting for themthere. He shook his head, a m ninal
gesture.

Bodi es encased in plastic bags were being laid out on the wet rock. Two rows.

"Not rmuch left to some of them" Tebba said when he saw Lon staring at the body
bags. "Charred, sonme burned down to the bones. Hot fire." He paused, then added,
"I wasn't the only one to puke. An'" one of the Bancrofter mlitianen went
hysterical. They had to slap a sleep patch on himto quiet himdown."

"I can imgine," Lon whispered.

"Weren't just wood burning, that's for sure," Tebba said. "W' ve taken scrapings
of some of the charred wood. The raiders used sonmething to make the fire bum hot
and fast. Maybe just white phosphorus, maybe sonething nore sophisticated.”

"Whn't make nmuch difference to the people who died, but it might help us prove
who's behind this,” Lon said. "Not that it's ever going to get into a court of
I aw. "

"News gets out to enough worlds, it mght make a difference," Tebba said. "Earth
could pretty nmuch cut itself off fromthe rest of the human worlds."

Despite the surroundings, Lon felt a smle cross his face. "Politics, Tebba?
You?"

"Athing like this can do it to you," Tebba said, his tone conpletely serious.
"News gets out we can prove Earth was behind this kind of raiding, it'll help
Bucki ngham and Union. And Dirigent. Folks'11l maybe not hesitate so long to get
pr of essi onal hel p when things start happening on their worlds."

"If the Second Conmonwealth and the new Confederation of Human Worlds get too
big, it'll hurt business for us and the other nmercenary worlds, Tebba. Tine' 11
come when there won't be room for independent worlds like Dirigent."

"Not innmy lifetinme," Tebba said. "We're a long way fromthat."

Lon was not particularly surprised to |earn that Governor Sosa was com ng out
to view the scene of the tragedy at Three Peaks. He did not | ook forward to
hearing what the governor mi ght have to say. Neither could be avoided, though;
Lon also knew that. Because of the visit, the bodies were not renpbved. Sosa
woul d take sone of them back in his shuttle. The rest would followin one of
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the mlitia shuttles ... after CGovernor Sosa had been vi deoed wal ki ng down the
line of the dead.

"We're going to close down nore of the small canps, Colonel," Sosa said after he
had perforned the political rituals for the caneras. "W can't take the chance
of having this happen again. Cose the snaller canps, nove the mners hone,
increase the garrisons at the mning villages and nore inportant canps."

"That's probably w se. Governor," Lon said, relieved that there had been no
irrational outbursts. Yet.

"They have escal ated the conflict," Sosa said. "I suppose in retaliation for us
bringing you in, and for their defeat at Xavier's Beak."

"None of the electronic snoops placed around Three Peaks were operational when
we found them Governor," Lon said. "Wether they were working earlier I can't
say. Either the garrison had turned themoff, or the raiders were somehow able
to get around the security codes and shut them off thenselves. O the equipnent
was defective; that might be possible, though it seens extrenely unlikely. The
men in Three Peaks had no warning, no chance to call for help, no chance to
defend t hensel ves. "

Sosa frowned at Lon. "I thought the encryption schenes used on the snoops were
too secure for anyone to get around them W bought themfromDbDirigent."

"I know. We pulled the snoops to check. And the security codes..." Lon shook his
head. "The way it was explained to me is that it wuld take a dozen of the best
conmputer nets a thousand years to hack through the protection. Hell, snoops that

were around five centuries ago were too good for troops inthe field to crack
the security codes without setting off an alarm™

"If the codes can't be broken and it's so unlikely that all of the wunits would
be defective, that would indicate that either the garrison had turned off the
snoops for some reason or the raiders sonehow managed to get their hands on the
codes that would |l et them deactivate the devices?"

"Those are the only alternatives that |1've been able to come up with," Lon said.
"And neither seens all that likely."

"I can't imagine why the garrison would turn off the snoops," Sosa said. "That
is too incredible. Their own lives were at stake and, especially right now,
every garrison would know that it was snoops that saved Xavier's Beak. And only
the garrison of the canp and perhaps two people at nilitia headquarters would
have access to the specific codes that the individual snoops at this site used."

"Governor, I'd like to bring a couple of specialists dowm fromLong Snake. W
need to know for certain that we can account for every person who was in the
camp, and that could mean sifting through a | ot of ashes to make sure that none
of the victins were burned too conpletely to | eave visible remains."

"Are you suggesting what | think you are, that there m ght have been a traitor
in the camp?”

"I'm suggesting that we need to be able to rule that in or out as a
possibility."

Sosa nodded once, an abrupt gesture. "Do it." Then he wal ked away, waving for

his aides to join him He was ready to | eave Three Peaks.

It was past noon before the sun canme out over Three Peaks. The bodi es had been
renoved. A prelimnary count showed a discrepancy. One nan-everyone at Three
Peaks had been nal e-was unaccounted for.
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"Can't be sure yet," Tebba rem nded Lon. "Some of the bodies we did find, wasn't
much left but a few bits of bone and nore ash.”

"I know," Lon said. "That's why we brought the | ab people down to shift through
the ashes and | ook for traces of human DNA or snmall bits of bone that m ght have
survived incineration."

"You think there was a traitor in the canp," Tebba said. It was no question

"I think that's the nost likely explanation. Probably one of the men in the
mlitia garrison. Turned off the snoops and got out of the way, left with the
rai ders. Maybe even set incendiary devices in the buildings where the rest of
the mners and mlitiamen were sleeping. But we can't say anything until we
know. Absolutely know " Lon shrugged. "The governor knows what | suspect. It was
hard to nmiss the inplications."

"The locals get to thinking they can't trust each other, that'd nmake the job a
hell of a lot harder," Tebba said. "They'll be too busy |ooking over their
shoul ders, wondering which of their buddies mght snuff 'em

"And they've got ready-made targets, Tebba, all the new settlers who have cone
to Bancroft in the past nine years. The mlitia has a bunch of newconers.
This could get really nessy."

"There's sonething el se,” Tebba said, hesitating before he continued. "Even if
there was a traitor here, nothing says the raiders had to take himaway with
them They might have left his body just so we wouldn't figure it out.”

Lon nodded. "Start pulling our people in. |If we haven't found any trace of the
raiders by now, we're not likely to. W go back to Lincoln and do sone nore
wai ting."

"W're not going to find anything. Wo've been out three niles in every
direction, farther along the easy travel routes, and not a clue which way they
went or came from Hang on a second. Colonel, |'ve got Harley on the line now"
Li eutenant Harl ey Stossberg was one of A Conpany's pl atoon | eaders.

Lon waited, resisting the urge to switch channels on his helnet radio to
eavesdrop on the conversation. It lasted |less than a m nute.

"Maybe we got sonething, Colonel, but not nuch," Tebba said when he had
finished. "Four mles off, across the ridge to the southwest. First platoon
found a clearing big enough for shuttles. They found scorch marks, coulda cone
fromshuttle engines, and fresh tire tracks. Looks like the raiders cane in and
left by air."

"Harl ey get video?" Lon asked.
Tebba nodded. "And scrapings fromthe scorch marks."

Lon shook his head. "W didn't pick up anything in the air. That's not good,
Tebba. Their stealth technology is beating us."

"They had good weather for hiding. Colonel. Don't forget that."

"Tell the militia comrmanders here what we found," Lon said. "I'm heading back to
Lincoln now. That'll clear the landing strip so you can get your conpany out. |
i magi ne the locals will be hanging around a while |onger."

"That's the last word | had. | expect they'll want to |ook that clearing over

for thensel ves.™
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I mpati ence did not help. Lon knew it would take tinme to get answers-both on the
search for hunman remains and the investigation of the deactivated electronic
snoops-but waiting was difficult. Back in the privacy of his office, Lon paced
through much of the afternoon. He took reports- the return of A Conpany, the
work of the lab technicians from Long Snake, the end of the collection process.
He tal ked by conplink with Col onel Cranpton, then with Deputy Governor Henks.

The Bancrofters had begun the process of identifying the remains of the mners
and nmilitianmen. Before sunset, Henks was able to give Lon the nanme of the nan
who could not be accounted for, and had his DNA code transmitted to Long Shake
so the lab could | ook for matches. "He had been in the mlitia nmore than three
years," Henks said. "He came to Bancroft with his wife fromLorenzo seven years
ago. We had thirty-odd families who canme here after Lorenzo voted to join the
Second Conmmonweal th. "

Lon keyed a note to hinself to check Lorenzo in CIC s database. "Dissidents?"

"I don't have details. Colonel," Henks said. "It's likely. And, to save you the
troubl e of asking, there are only two other Lorenzo immgrants in the BCM and
neither of those is posted to any of the mning garrisons."

"W don't know for certain that there's cause for worry there yet, sir," Lon
said. "But since you brought it wup, I assune you have also checked on the
enpl oynent status of other nenbers of that group?”

Henks hesitated before he said, "Yes, we have collected data on all of them All
inall, quite an acconplished group of people. Mst live and work in Lincoln or
the other towns. Two are | awyers. One of those works for the Mnistry of Justice
as a prosecutor. One is a chartered accountant who operates on contract fromthe
governnent, auditing mning and trade accounts."

Lon responded without taking tine to consider his words. "Soneone who woul d know
whi ch targets m ght be nost val uabl e?"

Henks's hesitation was a lot longer this tine. "That did occur to us. Damm it,
Col onel, | know we have to |ook into these things, but this is all nost
di stasteful ."

"l understand, sir," Lon said. "I agree that it 1is nost distasteful, and the
probl enms an investigation could raise mght be troubling long after the raiders
are di spatched. Especially since one cannot assune that ;/ there are traitors
still an unproven hypothesis-they nust necessarily all come fromthe sanme world,
fromthe sane batch of inmmgrants.”

"Col onel Cranmpton infornmed ne that he has had the security codes changed for al
of the electronic nonitoring devices, and has restricted know edge of those
codes to the officer in charge of each garrison. None of those officers is a
first-generation imigrant. O second, as it happens. If we can't trust people
whose fam |lies have been here three or nobre generations, we are in much deeper
trouble than we coul d possibly imagine."

You are indeed, Lon thought after the conversation ended. But it's unlikely.
That realization was little confort.

"Gentlenmen, we're at a standstill here." Lon was addressing his staff officers
and conpany commanders in the conference roomadjacent to his office in the
headquarters building of the militia base. Supper had ended fifteen ninutes
earlier.

"Qur surface scans have provided no clue to the whereabouts of any raider bases
or aircraft. W haven't nmade any significant progress in determ ning what the
eneny has done to their soldiers to cause death if they receive treatment from
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us, so we can't begin to search for an antidote that might keep a captured
raider alive long enough to answer questions. W haven't established, for
certain, that a Bancrofter traitor shut off the snoops around Three Peaks and
left with the raiders after the massacre. W haven't been able to come up with a
conmputer analysis of any pattern to the raider attacks that we could use to
anticipate their next strike.

"What is infinitely worse, as far as | amconcerned, is that there's damed
little we can do inmrediately to inprove our grasp of the situation. W have
troops and equi pnent, but Ilittle useful way to enploy themuntil we have nore
intelligence or catch a break. | dislike waiting for the enenmy to nake a

m stake. Qur contract 1is for three nonths, and every day that passes w thout
maki ng serious progress puts us that nmuch closer to the possibility that we wll
fail to fulfill that contract on time." Lon paused and held up a hand to
forestall interruption.

"I know. W can't nmke things happen sinply by wishing for them and |I've seen
several of the proposals that you and your lieutenants have cone up with, war
gam ng the situation." He smled. "It's good to know that sone things haven't
changed. Encourage your platoon |eaders to keep it up. There's a chance soneone
m ght actually cone up with sonething useful."

Captain Kai raised his hand and waited for Lon to nod before he spoke. "Some of
the men are getting a bit... restive, wondering when we're going to get off our
butts and do sonething. Especially after we heard about what happened at Three
Peaks. "

"I know, Sefer," Lon said. "All we can do is what we always do. Be as open wth
the nmen as possible. Tell themwhy we're not doing much but chasing after
raiders. Hell, we didget ina fewlicks at Xavier's Beak. Husbanding our
strength until we have a reasonable chance of scoring against the raiders is
infinitely preferable to putting two or three conpanies out in the wiods to | ook
around, just hoping to stunble on sone sort of trail when we can't even guess
where we shoul d do our stunbling.

"W will respond to any alert, and keep our sentries and patrols working around
this base. Apart fromthose duties, we Kkeep the nen eating and resting as nuch
as possible, maintain the highest |evel of readiness. If the need arises, | want
to be able to put the entire battalion in the field, anywhere on Bancroft, as
qui ckly as transportation gets down here from Long Snake. Questions?"

"I've got one," Tebba Grana said. "W know the raiders are using active
electronics this time out, helnets as sophisticated as ours. Did any of our
ships or aerial patrols pick up anything last night, during the time when the
attack on Three Peaks nust have happened?”

"Almost," Lon said, and he paused for a beat before he explained. "Nothing
identifiable was noticed at the tine. Neither the conputers nor the nen
moni toring the feed picked up anything nmore than a little static, not |ocalized
enough to be a helnet or portable conplink, not strong enough to be a
combi nation of em ssions froma shuttle. After the fact, CIC put men going back
over the recordings. The last word | had was that they're 'ninety percent
certain' that there were signals, just too well protected for us to intercept.
Their ability to mask em ssions is better than our ability to detect."

"Quch," Tebba whi spered.

"ClCis trying to fine-tune our gear. We might be able to do a little better now
that we know the problem or at |east once they figure out just what adjustnents
to nake. That might take time ... |like everything else on this contract."
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It had been a |long day. Lon was exhausted by the end of the neeting. He went to
his quarters and sat on the bed, his mnd caught between the need for sleep and
a sense of urgency-the need to find a key to allow himto nove his nmen against
the raiders as soon as possible. He had seen sone of the newsnet coverage of the
massacre at Three Peaks, sanpled sone of the responses posted on Bancroft's
public nets. There was anger, and not all of it was directed at the raiders.
Sone was being vented agai nst the government and the mercenaries brought in-"at
tremendous cost," one respondent noted-to prevent such disasters from happeni ng.

I can't do anything useful now, Lon thought, suppressing a yawn. My mind has
turned to mush. | need sleep. Hopefully, a full night's sleep. Maybe the answer
will come to ne in a dream |'ll wake up in the norning and know what we have to
do. He shook his head and nearly |aughed at the absurdity of those thoughts
dream up an answer when his conscious nmind could not provide one.

He glanced at the tineline across the top of his conplink screen. It wasn't
eight-thirty-2030 hours-yet. He shook his head slowy, then | eaned over to open
his boots and take them off. That was as far as he bothered to go wth
undressing. He turned off the roomlights and flopped over on the bed, asleep
al nost before the bed's springs stopped vibrating. Deep sleep, void of troubling
dreans-the sort of sleep only nonunmental exhaustion can bring.

It lasted less than four hours. H's complink buzzed Iloudly, the volune
increasing until he woke and hit the accept key.

Col onel Cranpton was on the line. "Mre trouble. Col onel."

Lon came conpl etely awake

15
"A mining canp call ed Erskeine, alnost three hundred niles due north," Cranpton
said. "One of our newer work sites. |It's scheduled to be evacuated in the

nmorni ng. Twenty minutes ago, the lieutenant commanding the nilitia detachment
shot one of his own nmen who was attenpting to deactivate the snoops. Wth the

changed codes, he didn't have any luck. | notified your duty officer and al erted
my own people. M aide has a line open to the conmander in Erskeine. There's
been no attack yet, but we expect it... soon. The nmen on the scene are as ready

as they can be, mlitia and nminers."

"My alert conmpany will be in the air in ten mnutes,” Lon said. "I'll have a
second conpany ready to go fifteen mnutes after that. Mybe we can turn the
tables tonight" "I hope so," Cranpton said, then cut the 1link. Lon rang the
officer of the day. "Who's alert conpany?" "Charlie, Colonel. They're heading
for the shuttles now " Harley Stossberg from Al pha had the duty.

"Turn them around quick. | want themcarrying their rocket packs. W'l|l put them
on the ground behind the raiders, have the shuttles circle overhead if they
arrive before the eneny does." Rocket packs let soldiers junp in wherever they
m ght be needed. If the shuttle didn't land, the troops weren't limted to
setting down in the nearest clearing, which mght be mles fromwhere the nen
were needed. It was a tactic used sparingly in the DMC. Only one conpany in each
battalion trained routinely in the equipnment and tactics. "Get the next conpany
on the list noving. I want themout as fast as possible. They'll go in at the
landing strip at this place-Erskeine. You have that |ocated on your map?"

"On the conplink and on ny napboard. Colonel. | phoned it in while Col one
Cranpton was still telling ne about it."

"Ri ght. Wake Major Osterman and Captain Berger. Have themneet ne in ny office
inten mnutes. Then get on to Long Snake and tell Captain Roimthat | want the
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rest of our shuttles ready to head in on five mnutes' notice. |I'll contact
Taranto nyself to have themget Shrikes in for

the attack."

"Yes, sir." Harley quickly repeated his instructions.

"Anyt hi ng el se?"
"Not yet, Harley. I'Il be down in ten minutes."

Lon made the call to Taranto, held that to thirty seconds, then pulled his boots
on-grateful that he hadn't bothered to get conpletely undressed before going to
bed. The uniformwas battl edress, so the |ack of sharp creases was uninportant.
He got up-hearing the roar of shuttle engines powering up for t akeof f - and
hurried down to his office. Lieutenant Stossberg was sitting at Lon's desk, but
got up as soon as the door opened.

"What's the weather |ike at Erskeine?" Lon denanded as soon as he cane through
t he doorway.

"Heavy cl oud cover, snow flumes. Ceiling sixteen hundred feet, just above the
hilltops. Tenperature hovering right around freezing as of ten mnutes ago,"”
Harley said quickly. "The snow flumes should end within the next hour. No

accunul ati on. Erskeine had |ess rain than Three Peaks. Qught to be ground soft
but firmenough to hold prints if there's any dirt between the rocks. O course,
a couple of inches of snow would be better. W could damm sure track the raiders
t hen. ™"

Vel Csterman entered the office then, wthout knocking, and Torry Berger, the
battalion's adjutant and third-in-command, was right behind him wth Phip
St eesen right on his heels.

"You heard?" Lon asked, turning to face the new arrivals. Al three nen nodded.

"We put maxi mumeffort into this. Charlie on the rocket packs. Delta going in at

the canp's landing strip. I've got Long Shake on alert to send the rest of the
shuttles down on short notice to nmove Al pha and Bravo if there's any. need, but
I hope we'll be able to hold at |least one of themas a reserve-and a hedge in

case the raiders stage a second strike while we're handling Erskeine. Maybe we
caught the break we need. Wth a little luck we might nab a few prisoners who
haven't been wounded. Maybe we can't use drugs on them but there are other
ways. A d ways."

"You going in right away?" Gsternman asked.

Lon shook his head. "Not this tine. | want to be here to coordinate everything.
Once we get the first response out and know that the raiders actually are
hitting the canp, you take off in the command shuttle. Take Phip with you. 1'1lI
keep Torrey here. 1'll use you to handl e things on the scene, our people and the
Bancrofters. Cranpton has two conpanies on the way, and I'll have him ready to
reinforce themif necessary." '

Only then did Lon bother to go around to sit behind his desk. He felt better
than he had since hearing about Three Peaks. Maybe this is the break we need, he
t hought, | eaning back in his chair. I've got a feeling.

Lon's anticipation grew quickly in the next few ninutes. He had his napboard
open on the desk, the zone of coverage narrowed to an area wth a two-mile
radi us around the mning canp at Erskeine. On the desk conplink he had severa
communi cations channels open, to allow him to nmonitor anything that might be
relevant... and to give comuands when-if-necessary.
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The first inportant nmessage cane from ClC aboard Long Snake. "Col onel Nol an,
we're picking up the same kind of static we did during the attack on Three
Peaks, about three thousand yards from Erskeine, northwest."

"How narrow can you focus on that static?" Lon asked.

"W're working on that now Colonel. So far, we show static over an elliptica
area a hundred yards |long and sixty w de."

" Movi ng?"

"I'"l'l be able to give you a better read on that in a few m nutes. Colonel. W' ve
just picked this up. If there is novenent, it's slow"

"Can you highlight the area on the mapboard circuit for ne?" Lon asked, pulling
hi s mapboard cl oser.

A yel |l ow oval appeared on the screen, drawn in roughly. "Right at the edge of a
fairly large clearing. Colonel," the duty officer in CIC reported. "Easily |arge
enough for a shuttle to land and take off from It doesn't seemto be nmpving.
Stationary. Hold on. Colonel, Captain Roimis here."

"Col onel Nolan, we've got as good a fix on this static as we're likely to get
tonight. This is all on the edge of what we can get out of our instrunments right
now. We can't tell if this is nen or maybe a shuttle. Should | vector Shrikes in
to saturate the contact before they can get to the mners?"

Lon hesitated for nearly half a minute before he said, "Not yet. Captain, not
wi t hout knowi ng what the target is. Have the Shrikes within range, high enough

that they won't be heard, but hold off on any attack. |'ve got a conmpany noving
in with rocket packs. We'll junp themin behind the raiders. Have the Shrikes
hit that clearing just before ny boys junp. 1'll have Captain Kai link directly

to you to coordinate the strike. Ckay?"

"We'll butter the bread. Colonel." "We'll use the noise of your attack to put
shuttles in at the landing strip in Erskeine as well," Lon said. "That'll give
us a full conpany on either side of the raiders- whatever your Shrikes |eave for
us. Gve ne a mnute, Captain, while | pass the orders on to ny conpany
conmanders. "

Lon linked through to Sefer Kai and Ron Magnusson together and gave themthe
orders for Charlie and Delta conpanies, and put themon an open link to CICin
Long Snake. After he switched back to Captain Roimand confirnmed orders, it was
time to sit back and wait. Again.

"I wouldn't count too nmuch on getting prisoners out of this," Captain Berger
said. He had remained with Lon after Vel Gsternman left to get ready to take the
command shuttle into the area. "Those Shrikes might not |eave a hell of a lot."

"They' Il | eave enough, | think-if it's nen on the ground Long Shake is picking
up, and not a shuttle. No matter how heavy the attack, sone nmen will survive.
Big trees and rocks. We're not going to fry that entire valley. Remenber, Torry,
we don't even know how many raiders we're tal king about."

"What if it is a shuttle?"

"The Shrike pilots know what to look for... and what to look out for. In a
fight, our Shrikes have it all over the shuttles the raiders use."

"Those they used nine years ago,'
they have this time, now have we?"

Berger said. "W haven't actually seen what
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"Nope, " Lon agreed.

"Can | make a suggestion?"

"Of course."
"As close a search as possible in the area behind the presumed raider party. |If
the contact Long Snake has isn't a shuttle, the raiders nmight still have one

sitting on the ground sonewhere in the vicinity, wunless the nen on the ground
have been wal king forever. Or a shuttle mght be in the air, sonewhere in or
under the cloud cover, waiting for themto do the job so they can drop in and
pick up the raiders and their |oot."

Lon nodded. "Good point." He called Long Snake again and passed the suggestion
on. Captain Roimwas still in CC

"We're already working on that. Colonel,"” Roimsaid. "All three ships as well as
the Shrikes and shuttles in the air. That offers the hope of triangulation and
gives us the chance of putting together a full-dinmensional picture of whatever
is down there, if anything. W haven't turned up anything yet, but 1'll keep you
posted. "

"I alnost wish I'd kept Vel here and gone nyself," Lon said after ending that
conversation. "This all cones off smoboth, it could be quite a show "

"Qught to ease the pressure the government is wunder,"” Berger said. "If we hit
the raiders as hard as they hit Three Peaks."

"Better if we can pull a prisoner in one piece, but, yes, it will help,"” Lon
sai d.

"If we hit the raiders before they reach the snoops-and | eamthey haven't been
shut down-it should confuse the raiders. |f nothing else." Berger shrugged.
"Gve them something to think about. If they get the word back to their
headquarters on planet. Even nore if these raiders sinply disappear and they
don't know what the hell happened to them"

"They' Il find out sonmething, eventually," Lon said. "W have to assune they have
contacts among the imm grant popul ation here, and alnost certainly some way to
get information quickly."

"And we can't keep it a secret that we hit them" Berger said.

"I don't think so," Lon confirnmed. "The governor is going to want to show his
peopl e we're earning our pay."

Charlie and Delta Conpanies were in position. The area of static had faded so
much that none of the Dirigenter gear could detect it. Four Shrikes were ready
to swoop in to saturate the area between the clearing and the mning canp wth
rockets and cannon fire.

Lon remmi ned a spectator. He had given the orders. Now he could only wait to see
how the fight progressed. If there was a fight. "I've never been fond of
waiting, Torry," he said softly, his attention on the conplink and rmapboard.

Torry Berger did not respond.

Four Shrikes began their attacks, going in one at a tinme, launching rockets
first, then braking to give themnore than a fraction of a second to use their
rapid-fire cannons. Charlie Conpany started to junp, the nmen trusting their
lives to netal and conposite packs strapped to their backs, sixty-four seconds
of rocket propulsion to get them safely to the ground. Delta Conpany's two
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shuttles started to make their hot |andings seconds apart, |eaving no room for
error for either pilot. Get down, get the nen out of the boxes, get back off,
out of the way as quickly as possible.

"You ever junp in on fire cans?" Berger asked.

Lon shook his head. "Not on contract. Made the necessary practice junps back
hone." He hesitated, then added, "And hated every single one. Wrse than
parachutes. "

"I don't think I've ever come across anyone who likes the cans," Berger said.
"It's a mracle we've still got themin inventory."

Video of the Shrike attacks started to come in over Lon's conplink-infrared
enhanced to show as much detail as possible in the dark

"There!" Lon jabbed a finger toward the conplink screen. "Men noving. They're in
there. Tony. They're in there."

The scene on the screen changed abruptly. Lon saw a tail of fire coning up from
the ground, and the Shrike's pilot started maneuvering violently to conme out of
his dive and clinb away from the surface-to-air mssile. The feed to Lon's
screen changed, coming fromone of the other Shrikes. The fighters were shooting
at the SAM then at three nmissiles as nore were |aunched by the raiders on the
ground.

One SAM exploded, low, before it cane near any of the Shrikes. One nissile
suddenly veered sideways and ran into the hillside, destroying nothing but trees

and any wildlife unlucky enough to be in the kill zone. The third snal
m ssil e kept coming. The pilot of the Shrike whose video Lon was watching pull ed
out of his dive and accelerated, at such speed that Lon suspected the pilot
m ght have bl acked out, at least monentarily. Lon was slightly dizzy just from
staring intently at the changing view on his screen

"Charlie Conpany's on the ground!"

Lon scarcely noticed that call, or the one ten seconds later that told him that
Delta Conpany's shuttles were landing. The video he was watching shook
violently. Light seemed to flash forward from behind the camera out into the
field of vision.

"I've been hit!"

Lon did not recognize the voice of the pilot, but did not expect to. He knew few
of the Shrike fliers well. The frane rotated through nore than 360 degrees, then
di pped. Lon found hinmself gripping the arns of his chair. He |eaned forward,
unawar e of the way his body was nmoving in response to the view

"I'mlosing fuel. Can't tell how nmuch damage to the bird yet," the pilot said,
hi s voi ce sounding much cal mer than Lon felt. "Vibrations, getting heavier. |'m
going to have to look for a place to set down. Can't nake it back to Toronto."

Gel out while you can, Lon urged silently. Get down in one piece. W "Il pick
you up.

"Have Toronto send pickup, or do we do it?" Captain Berger asked-loudly, to make
sure that Lon heard him

Lon blinked and |ooked away from the screen. "See if Vel is close enough to
track himin. If the conmand shuttle can't get to the site quickly enough ..
hell, that'll still be faster than waiting for Toronto or Long Shake to send a

shuttle. Make the call."
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Seconds. M nutes. Lon focused on the Shrike, listening to its pilot talking
al nrost constantly-matter-of-factly-as the condition of his fighter deteriorated,
seem ngly by the second.

"Controls are getting flaky," the pilot said. "Can't be certain of |anding
safely. 1'mgoing to have to eject."

"We've got pickup on the way," Lon said, hitting the transmt switch on his
complink. "W're tracking you."

"Thanks, whoever you are. | see a clearing ahead, to ny left. I'Il cone down as
close to that as | can. Here |I go."

Lon heard a muted explosion, then the rush of wind as the Shrike pilot blew his
ejection capsule fromthe wounded fighter. The wi nd noise ended quickly as the
pilot cleared the fusel age. The ejection capsule was gas-tight. There were tines
when a pilot mght have to eject in vacuum

"Maj or Csterman is homing in on him Colonel," Captain Berger announced. He had
a headset on to allow him to communicate without disturbing Lon. "They'll be
overhead by the tinme the pilot gets to the ground.”

"Stay with it until they have him" Lon said. That was all the attention he
coul d spare. The fighting on the ground had started.

Sefer Kai's Charlie Conpany had forned up and started toward the raiders. He
reported spotting at least twenty of the enenmy. After the |ast pass by the
Shrikes, the raiders had formed up again and started noving toward Erskeine,
|l eaving two nen to treat the wounded and tend to the dead.

"Get the nen treating the wounded!"™ Lon yelled, interrupting Sefer's report.
"They m ght have what we need, the antidote to keep the wounded alive."

"We'll try. We'Ill get whatever they're carrying," Kai said. "I'mleaving one
platoon to handle that. W'Il circle around to keep after the rest of the
rai ders. Need the angle anyway. Delta is only six hundred yards off."

The shooting started less than two minutes later. Lon listened to the traffic
anong the officers and noncoms of the two companies on the ground,
concentrating, trying to follow the confusing babble of voices. There were at
| east three dozen raiders active. Maybe four dozen. Charlie Conpany counted, in
passing, fifteen dead fromthe Shrike attacks, and found traces in the clearing
that a shuttle had used it. But there was no shuttle there now. One of the nen
acting as a nedical orderly resisted and was killed. The other had taken off,
runni ng. He had not been caught yet. A squad had been sent after him

Del ta Conpany got close enough to joinin the firefight, stopping the raiders
who had conti nued noving toward Erskeine. Now the remaining raiders were trying
to nove out of the mddle, toward the northeast, over a hill that was too steep
to allow them any easy route out.

The Shrike pilot was on the ground, reporting that he was safe, uninjured, and
maybe a half mile fromthe «clearing he had spotted. Soneone aboard the conmand
shuttl e gave hima course. The shuttle was gliding in for a landing. One of the
ot her Shrikes was overhead to provide cover in case there were nore eneny assets
in the area.

The first conpany of Bancrofter mlitia |anded at Erskeine. The nen debarked,
and the shuttles took off to allow the other conpany to | and. Contact had been
made with the nmilitia detachment and miners stationed at the canp. There had
been no casualties there .. . except for the mlitiaman who had been shot by his
commander. The start of the entire sequence.
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"Sergeant Steesen is taking a fire teamto neet the flier," Berger reported.
"Shoul d make contact in less than a mnute."

Lon | eaned back and rubbed at his eyes, then sucked in a deep breath. He was as
keyed up as he nmight have been if he had been on the ground, physically part of
the battle.

"Let nme know when they have himaboard the shuttle," Lon said.

The firefight ended.

"We're still sorting things out," Sefer Kai reported. "There's a chance sone
raiders got away, but we're trying to make sure we've got security here,
checki ng prisoners.”

"You get that one nedic?" Lon asked.

"Not alive. W' ve got all his gear, though. The other one is still on the | oose.
We won't do nore than bandage the wounded prisoners, hope they stay alive |ong
enough to be useful." Sefer did not sound particularly optinistic.

"Move themto the landing strip at Erskeine, Sefer," Lon said. "Bring themin."
"What about the raiders still on the | oose?"

"We'll leave Delta to coordinate with the mlitia. |It's your people carrying
those tin cans on their backs. Wat kind of casualties on our side?"

"No dead-thank God-just two minor wounds. W got |ucky."

This time, Lon thought. He closed his eyes in a wordl ess prayer of thanks. "It's
about tinme we caught a little luck, Sefer," he said. "Good job. And pass that on
to your nen."

16

"The mlitiaman who was shot for trying to deactivate the snoops at Erskei ne was
fromMranda, not Lorenzo," Deputy CGovernor Daniel Henks said. He had conme to
Lon's office before nine o' clock in the norning. Lon had barely beat himto the
of fice. Lon had decided to sleep in an extra couple of hours to nake up for the
sl eep he had | ost during the night.

"Mranda? That's a CHWworld, isn't it?" Lon asked.

Henks nodded. "One of the original worlds that supported the breakaway
Conf ederati on on Union. And one of the |argest popul ations."

"There aren't many CHW worlds that permt emigration,” Lon said. "Except for
punitive reasons.”

Henks shrugged. "It expands the problemfor us, however it cane about. The first
traitor cane froma world that was in the process of joining the Second
Commonweal th. The next conmes fromone of the core worlds of the Confederation.
We have close to a hundred people on Bancroft who cane fromMranda. Add in the
other em grants from Confederation worlds and the total nust be nore than six

hundred. "

"There probably wouldn't be many agents planted. Colonel," Lon said. "And
there's a chance that some of them m ght have switched |loyalties since com ng
here. Have you | earned anythi ng yet about these two nen?"
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"Not hing obvious," Henks said. "Nothing to point to their contacts or
confederates. Have you been able to get anything fromthe raiders who were
captured during the night?"

"Only two of themnmade it back here alive, and neither is in any condition to
talk yet. Since we can't treat then-injuries without triggering whatever their
bosses infected themwith, we can't be certain either man wll survive |ong
enough to be questioned. Your people and one conpany of mine are still on the
ground out there, trying to track the last of the raiding party."

"What about the itens you took fromtheir nedic?"

"Still being analyzed." Lon hesitated. "If we find one of the fluids that
doesn't measure up as a known nedical treatnment, we might try injecting one of
the wounded men with it, then stick himin a trauma tube and see what happens."
He shook his head. "I'm not particularly fond of that option. W could be
killing the man to no point."

"No, you could be giving himhis only chance to survive," Henks said.

For a tinme, Lon thought. Bancrofter justice would be less certain. "W should
have sone indication on what we have before nmuch |onger," he said. "If we'd been
set up to do the analysis here, we nmight have it already, but | sent the sanples
up to Long Shake. Their lab is considerably nore sophisticated."

"You'll keep me posted?" Henks asked, getting to his feet.

Lon stood as well. "OF course.” He walked to the office door wth the deputy
governor, opened it, and then shook hands with Henks as he left. Lon stood in
the open doorway until Henks |eft the building.

"W can't give you a one-hundred-percent guaranteed answer, Col onel Nolan," the
chief lab technician aboard Long Snake said. "W would need rmuch |arger sanples
and a lot nore tine for that."

"What can you give ne?" Lon asked.

"You sent us four sanples. Sanples two and three are identical and are nornal
first-response treatnents-stabilizers and blood generators. W believe that
sanpl es one and four are identical to each other, but different fromthe others.
We can't be certain what one and four actually are, or that they are indeed the
same. So far we have been unable to conplete any structural or functiona
anal ysis. The nanoagents in those two sanples actively resist, attacking the
probe nanoagents-with some success-and changing thenselves in the process,
apparently sonme sort of fail-safe device."

"Whi ch means those sanples are probably the ones we need to counteract whatever
the raiders have been infected with to keep themfromtalking," Lon said.

"There's no way to be certain. Colonel, but that would be ny guess. | nust
enphasi ze, though, that it is only a guess, not sonmething | would care to bet ny
life on. For exanple, one of them could be the antidote you're |ooking for and
the other could be the infecting agent."

"But we can rule out sanples two and three?" Lon said.

"W have found nothing, ah, out of place in those sanmples,” the technician said.
"The analysis is not complete. We are still disassenbling the active nanoagents.
But there have been no surprises so far."

The two wounded prisoners were being held in the infirmary inside the mlitia
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base. It was a snmall facility attached to the headquarters building, four beds
and four trauma tubes, added since the DMC's first contract on Bancroft. Lon
went to the infirmary after ending his conversation wth the I|ab technician
aboard Long Snake. The battalion's senior nedical technician. Sergeant Enos
Carvel, was standing between the two occupied beds. He noved away from them
meeting Lon hal fway to the door. "How are they doing?" Lon asked.

Carvel shook his head, and noved farther fromthe two prisoners. Lon noved wth
him "The one might die alnpost anytime if | can't get himinto a trauma tube.

Col onel, Frankly, I'm not certain a traunma tube can save himafter this nuch
time-even if we have the antidote to keep his own systemfromkilling him The
other one, well, all | canreally say is that he's not quite as bad off.

Apparently his body's maintenance nanoagents stopped the internal bl eeding and
his major organs aren't affected, but he's running a fever and his system isn't
keeping up with the infection."

"ls he conscious?"
"No. Any word on those vials we took off the dead raider nedic?"

Lon gave himthe short version of what Long Snake had sai d.

"If we don't take a chance," Carvel said, "at |east one is going to die.
Probably both of them And since we don't know the proper dosage, or how long to
wait between injecting the antidote and beginning standard treatment, we can't
be certain that we'll save themeven if we pick the right one."

"No chance at all w thout, m ninml chance w th?" Lon said.
'That's about the size of it. Colonel."

"Try one of themon the man who's in worse shape. Make your best guess on dosage
and the waiting time. And save enough for the second man. I'Il record the order
to cover you," Lon said.

' Thank you. Colonel." Carvel hesitated, then said, "One thing: Even if we don't
save the first man, we should be able to tell iif we've got the right vial
Afterward. "

"You nean if it doesn't |leave the nan the way the ones we treated before ended
up," Lon said, and the nedtech nodded.

'The sooner you start, the sooner you'll know, " Lon said. He went to the
infirmary's main conplink and keyed in his order for the risky treatnment, signed
it, and di splayed the screen for Sergeant Carvel

Lon waited while the nedtech got the vial fromwhich the first sanple had been
taken and charged an injector. Carvel talked through the process, for t he
complink, to nmake certain there was a step-by-step record of what he did, and
the results.

"l have to assunme," he said at one point, "that a nmedic would carry enough of
the antidote to treat the highest estimate of possible casualties anong the nen
under his care, and that the delay between antidote and standard treatnent woul d
be minimal. OGtherwi se, they could | ose people they didn't have to. That 1is, at
| east, how we woul d handl e the situation-in the unthinkable event that we would
intentionally poison our nen to keep themfromtalking if captured."

Carvel called two nmen into help him nove the treated prisoner frombed to
trauma tube. Lon helped as well. Carvel made the connections from tube to
patient, then, standing with his hand over the contact that would turn the
medi cal apparatus on, he | ooked at Lon
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"Do it," Lon said, nodding.

The nedtech touched the switch, then let his hand drop away fromit. Carve
wat ched the gauges at the head of the trauma tube. Lon stared at the face of the
man init.

"It took several mnutes before the first raiders we attenpted to treat went
bad," Carvel said after he had turned on the trauma tube. There was not hi ng
vi si bl e happeni ng- and woul dn't be, wunless this patient's systemturned on him
the way the wearlier ones had. The nman's open wounds had been covered wth
bandages, so the two nmen watchi ng woul d not even see the wounds knit.

At the noment, the trauma tube renminded Lon of a glass coffin, perhaps from sone
children's fairy tale. There won't be any handsone prince to cone al ong and save
this poor bastard with a kiss, he thought.

"This is going to be borderline, even if we guessed right," Carvel said. Two
m nutes had passed since he started the trauma tube. "He | ost so nuch bl ood the
tube m ght not be able to replace enough in time. Heart, lungs, and ki dneys were
all near the point of failure. Brain waves are ... depressed but still there.”
The whole tinme he tal ked, Carvel never |ooked away fromthe gauges on the trauma
t ube.

Lon scarcely dared to breathe, hardly blinked as he stared at the face of the
man in the tube. Tinme seenmed suspended, distorted beyond recognition of its
passage. He was so focused that he might have been trying to heal the man by
wi || power alone. It had gone beyond the point of nmerely wanting a live eneny to
question, it was the desire to see a man survive

Li ve, damm you, live
Five mnutes. "No sign yet of his system trying to self-destruct," Sergeant
Carvel said. "It was ... about this long with the others. The nedics who treated

them couldn't say precisely howlong. But when they went bad, they went in a
hurry. Every organ in their bodies seenmed to rupture or henorrhage
si mul t aneously, turned their insides to nush.”

"l saw the bodies," Lon said.

"I'f we guessed right, | think he'll survive. This nuch tine, the tube has had a
chance to get the essentials covered. | wish we knewfor certain howlong it
took for those other wounded to go bad. |I'd sure 1like to know how nuch | onger

before | can breathe right again."

"We can breathe later," Lon said. "Let's be certain first."

Ten mnutes. "It couldn't have been nuch longer than this, no matter how far off
the nmedics were," Carvel said.

I think you 're right, Lon thought, but he said, "Gve it another five ninutes
to be certain. Maybe you shoul d check your other patient."

Carvel started, visibly, as if he had conpletely forgotten that he had another
patient in the infirmary. "Yes, of course," he said, |ooking around, then noving
to the bed that held the other captive raider. He did not spend much time with
the man, just long enough to check his heart rate and respiration-less than a
m nut e.

"He's hanging in," Carvel said when he returned to his position at the head of
the occupied trauma tube. "He can stand a few nore m nutes' waiting."

"Refresh ny mind. Sergeant. Once the tube finishes working on this man, any
foreign substances in his system should be flushed out and destroyed, right?"
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"Yes, sir.
"Includi ng any of these destructive nanoagents?"

"I can't see any way they could disguise thenselves to avoid detection. Col onel
Either they act or they don't. And if they don't, they should be gone. What are
you getting at?"

"Being able to question these men once they're out of danger," Lon said. "W
need to know anything they can tell us about raider operations on Bancroft."

Carvel hesitated for a beat. "I don't see why they won't be fit for questioning
assuning they conme out of the trauma tubes alive and fully repaired. This man, |
think he my need nore than four hours before the tube releases him He was
awfully close to gone." He looked at his watch. "It's been nearly thirteen
mnutes since | turned it on."

"Let's get the other man into a tube, ready for the injection of the antidote
the presuned antidote,"” Lon said. "Soon as we're sure of this one, you can start
the other."

They waited past the fifteen-mnute mark-closer to twenty-before Sergeant Carve
gave the second man a dose of the "sanple one" fluid. Then Lon waited until ten
m nutes after the trauma tube had been activated for the second man.

"I think you' ve done it. Sergeant,'
t ubes.

Lon said, standing between the two trauna

"So far. Colonel," Carvel said.

"Just renmenber that they're prisoners. I'll nmake sure there are guards here
before they can be a problem"”

There was a noticeable pause before Carvel said, "Yes, sir. O course. | hope
you're not in too great a hurry to question them Colonel. 1'd like to give them
at least a couple of hours after the tubes release them tinme for a neal and
sonme oral fluids, a chance for nme to make absolutely sure.”

It was Lon's turn to hesitate. Then he nodded. "At |least two hours. Sergeant,
but I won't guarantee a |lot nore than that."

17

By sunset, it was clear that the pursuit of the survivors of the failed raid on
Er skei ne was goi ng nowhere. The m ners had been evacuated fromthe canp. Lon had
pulled the last of his nen fromit. Colonel Cranpton had |eft one conpany of
mlitia-on the long chance that the raiders mght double back and try to nake up
for their failure-but pulled the rest back to Lincoln, including the detachnent
that had garrisoned the site.

"W have prisoners now," Lon rem nded Cranpton when the nmilitia comuander cane
in to share supper with him "Before the evening is over, we should know
everything those two prisoners know about raider operations here."

"I can hardly wait," Cranpton said. "That al so goes for the governor and deputy
governor. | came here from Government House, and they're having difficulty
cont ai ni ng thensel ves. "

"As long as they keep the secret." Lon had explained to Sosa and Henks why it
was necessary that no one else leamthat they had prisoners who coul d-and would
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talk. "We don't know what sources of information the raiders have."

"I haven't told anyone, not even ny staff and conpany commanders, and they're
all fromold famlies," Cranpton said. "Once we do question the prisoners, we're
going to have to nount an operation in a hurry."

Lon nodded. "As quickly as we can w thout botching it. Plan first, then go in.
Get the job done right."

"I'"ve got no argunent with that."

The two nen were eating in Lon's office-Colonel Cranpton's office before the
arrival of the mercenaries. Lon ate with nore appetite than he had since |anding
on Bancroft. Cranpton had done little nore than pick at his food. He was visibly
excited by the prospect of |learning the secrets of the raiders. Early on, he had
pressed Lon about how soon they could start the interrogation. Cranp-ton
intended to be present for it.

"If we get enough information from the prisoners to allow us to do the job
wi thout nore intelligence," Lon said.

Cranpton had been lifting his glass. He stopped with his drink still a couple of
inches fromhis nouth. "Wiat do you nean by that? Wiy wouldn't we get enough?”

"First of all, we're assuming that there isn't a second |evel to the raider
fail -saf e nanoagents, that our equiprment nust have cl eansed them conpletely from
the men's systens. W think we have, but if we're underestimating the eneny's
technol ogy, injecting the prisoners with the truth drugs might still trigger a
| ethal reaction. Second, we can't be certain that the two nen we captured wll
be able to give us enough information to | ocate the eneny's base canp and assess
their strength.”

"You think they blindfold their own nen coning and going?" Cranpton asked,
setting his glass back on the table.

"As far as we know, we have a couple of privates, or the equivalent. Gunts.
Maybe conscripts. W know they were treated with a |lethal agent to keep them
fromtalking to an eneny. But we don't know how nuch information the raiders
share with the rank and file. If they're noved in and out of their base canp by
air, there's not a reason in the world for their |eaders to give them nap
coordi nates."

Cranpton sinply stared at Lon.

"W can't let our hopes get too high," Lon said. "W should be able to get a | ot
of useful information, but we can't count on getting everything we want. O
need. "

"I take it you didn't tell the governor that," Cranpton said after letting out
an audi bl e sigh.

"I told himnot to expect too nuch, but | didn't go into detail,"” Lon said. "I
t hought Dan Henks, at least, would figure it out once he had a little time to
mull it over. Once the initial excitement faded. He's got the background in
police and mlitary affairs. W'd have to get one of their officers to expect
anything really precise on |ocations. Maybe a noncom And | don't think we got
either."”

"You certainly shot holes in nmy excitenent," Cranpton said. He sounded defl at ed.
"Now | don't know whether to look forward to the questioning or dread it. Like a
boy who wants Christnmas to cone but fears he won't get the gift he's set his
heart on."
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Lon sniled. "I've had trouble Kkeeping ny own expectations fromgetting too
high," he said. "W'll leam what we l|leam M adjutant and senior nedica
technician will handle the injections and the questioning. You and | will sinply
be spectators and advisers. W listen and, if we think there's a specific
question that should be asked, we put it to Captain Berger, let himask the
prisoner. Having only one voice to deal with hel ps."

"Your Captain Berger knows what to ask?"

"W spent a couple of hours discussing lines of questioning. Torry is good.
There's not nmuch chance we'll have to interrupt to get himto ask sonething he
hasn't thought of."

The room where the questioning would be conducted was adjacent to the infirmry
soundproof, w thout wi ndows, illumnated to highlight the subject and obscure
wi tnesses. The first prisoner-the second man treated that norning-was wheel ed
in, strapped to his bed. A mld sedative had al ready been adm ni stered. Sergeant
Carvel was one of the nmen moving the ... patient. The nmedical orderly with him
left the roomand cl osed the door as soon as the bed was in position

The two colonels were seated on the far side of the roomfromthe bed, behind
the lights, in shadows too deep to let the man on the bed nake out their
features. Atable was in front of them and each man had a portable conplink. If
they had questions for Captain Berger to ask, they would key themin on the
conplink; he would see themon a screen behind the prisoner's head. Sergeant
Carvel stayed next to the bed; he would remain there throughout the session,
adm ni stering drugs and observing the instrunents that nonitored the patient's
vital signs.

"I's the patient ready?" Berger asked, standing just across the bed fromthe
medt ech.

"Vital signs are stable and proper," Carvel said. "Adm nister the nedication."

Carvel applied two ned-patches to the prisoner's neck, one over the carotid
artery, the other over the joint between two vertebrae. The man on the table was
conscious, but just barely. H's eyes were open no nore than hal fway, and he
moved his head little, except as a direct result of Carvel's activities. The nman
did not, could not, resist.

"Three minutes," Carvel said after he had applied the second patch. Thr ee
m nutes was how | ong the nanoagents in the patches would need to penetrate and
work their way through to their "duty stations" in the prisoner's brain, ready
to di spense minuscul e doses of several drugs as necessary.

Torry Berger glanced at his watch, noting to the second when he would be able to
begin questioning. Across the room the two colonels each glanced at their
wat ches, in perfect unison. « /'// never be confortable with this, Lon thought.
It's too dammed creepy. It was only the fourth tine he had directly w tnessed an
interrogation. The three m nutes seened to drag interm nably. Lon found hinself
clenching his teeth and had to force hinself to relax. He glanced to his Ileft.
Cranpton was fidgeting visibly, crossing and uncrossing his legs, waiting for
the questioning to begin.

Three mnutes. Torry Berger | eaned over the bed, until his face was eight inches
above the face of the prisoner. "Tell ne your nane," Berger said, |oud enough to
make certain that he got the drugged prisoner's attention i mmediately.

The prisoner whispered sonething, too softly for Lon to hear, alnbst too softly
for Berger. "Tell nme again, |ouder," the captain ordered.

"Coffee. Brind Coffee."
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Nane. Age. Place of birth. Berger started the questioning gently, staying with
personal questions, getting Coffee used to answering, weakening any nmenta
reluctance, assisting the drugs.

Brind Coffee. Twenty-four years old. Calgary, North American Union, Earth.

He had worked for the Colonial Mning Cartel Iless than three years. Trained
first as a security guard in West Africa, which included coursework on howto
recognize and evaluate sanples of mnerals and netals. Selected then for
additional training. Mlitary training. Transferred to a permanent paramilitary
unit; used to help put down a riot in a deep-water mning habitat; sent off
world then. The unit spent six nonths protecting a mne on Gardner. The unit was
given two additional nonths of training, on the sane world. Then they received
orders to nove again. They were not told the nane of the world until after they
| anded.

Gradually Coffee's answers became less reticent, nore coherent, plainer. Lon
worked hard to conceal his inpatience. He knew the reason for the |engthy
prol ogue. It hel ped to have the subject used to answering questions like this,
reliving his life, speaking of the routine, the common, the fanmiliar. It hel ped
to further submerge any notion of resistance once the inportant questions were
put to him

Thirty mnutes into the session. Carvel replaced the patches on Coffee's neck
Berger was silent during that procedure, and while Carvel waited to check the
gauges. It wasn't until the medtech nodded that Berger resuned his questioning.

Ber ger asked Coffee about his arrival on Bancroft, details of |anding, setting
up canp, and about the nen with him The questions were still not pointed, not
directed toward anything that the nmercenaries and their hosts could use. The
ship that had brought Coffee and his conrades- "How many?" "Six hundred"-had
parked in synchronous orbit on the far side of the world fromthe settled
regions. The | anders had operated only when it was dark on the colony side of
the world, taking detachnents in each night, needing nearly a week to get
everyone to the ground with their supplies-"And picking up the stuff that the
first conpany had collected since they 'd been here. "

Gradual |y Berger worked the nore inportant questions in. Coffee wasn't certain
how many troops the CMC had sent to Bancroft altogether. Six-hundred-odd in his
ship. Fewer than that before. Each time a ship had cone to take off the "goods”
they had collected, a few nore nmen were |left behind-replacenments and
rei nforcenents. Coffee guessed that there might be nore than a thousand of them
now, even allow ng for the casualties he knew about. They were not all stationed
in the same place. He wasn't certain how many canps there were. He didn't know
exactly where any of themwere, not even his own, just that it was a system of
caves, sonewhere away from any of the settlenments. They always noved out at
night, marching to a clearing not too far fromthe cave. A shuttle picked them
up, took themnear their objective, and brought themback after they had
finished.

Wes Cranpton groaned softly. Lon frowned at him but Coffee gave no indication
that he had heard the sound.

Berger worked around the problem He asked Coffee to describe the scenery he
could see from outside the cave where he was stationed. "Trees, hills, sky."
None of the men was allowed outside much during daylight hours, just a few on
sentry duty. Coffee took his turns at that, but there was never nuch to see,
certainly none of the eneny he was to watch for. He couldn't say what kind of
trees there were, just a nmix, not unlike trees he m ght have seen on Earth. The
hills-a line that the caves were in, another to the west, several niles away; he
knew it was west because of the sun
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There was another interruption in the questioning, another replacenment of the
med- pat ches. Sergeant Carvel gave Coffee a sip of water through a tube. Captain
Berger moved out of the ring of light to get a longer drink hinself. Fruit
juice. He towel ed the sweat fromhis face.

Wes Cranpton | eaned close to Lon. "I don't think we're going to get nuch nore
here," he whi spered.

"Maybe not," Lon replied, "but we've got to go the whole route before we work on
the other man. Tonorrow norning. There's no way to do it all tonight."

"Different people working the second man?" Cranpton suggested.

"Best to |let the sane team do both. And these are the best 1've got."

"W got nore than | expected," Lon told Cranpton after the session wth Brind
Coffee was over. They had returned to Lon's office. Someone had provided a
pitcher of cold beer and two steins. Lon poured for both of them

"What do you nean? We didn't get anything useful,"” Cranpton conplained as he
reached for his glass. "Not one bleeding clue to where their canp-canps-are."

"W know t hey have nore than one canp. W have a better estimate of their total
nunbers than before. W know that one group at |east, of about six hundred nen,
is living in a cave system and that there's a clearing large enough for a
shuttle close enough that the raiders can get fromcave to clearing in an hour
or less. W know they're using those little shuttles extensively, and no natter
how good the stealth technol ogy they have, we'll find a way to get around it."

Cranpt on shook his head. "I know you warned nme not to expect much, but | thought
we' d get sonething useful.”

"We did." Lon held back a sigh. There was obviously going to be no pleasing
Cranpton. "W just didn't get an instant fix. In the norning we'll question the
second man. We probably won't get anything startling from himeither, but by
conparing what the two nen say, we mght cone alittle closer to building our
picture of raider operations."”

"The governor isn't going to be very happy wth tonight," Cranpton said. He
seenmed to be talking nore to hinself than to Lon, so Lon didn't bother to
answer. A few mnutes |ater, Cranpton excused hinself and left. He still had to
visit Governnent House before he could go to bed.

Phip Steesen cane into the office as soon as Colonel Cranpton had |left. "You
| ook all done in," Phip observed as he crossed to where Lon was sitting.

"I am Help ne with this beer. | hate to see it wasted." Phip refilled the stein
that Cranmpton had wused, then took a long drink and smacked his lips in
appreciation. "Major Osterman said there wasn't a whole lot in what the first
prisoner said."

"Not hing we can use to nmount an operation,” Lon said. "It was all recorded in
CIC," Phip said. "The conputers and analysts will be through it backwards and
si deways by norning."

"W have a little nmore for the search,” Lon said, yawiing. "The physica
description of what the nman could see outside the cave. It's not nuch-a |large
cave systemin a hill. Fairly broad valley to the west. Landing strip within a
fewmles."

"Seens to me we're not going to be able to do anything major unless CIC figures
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a way to track the shuttles the raiders wuse," Phip said. "Unless we nmanage to
flush a group and followthemto their lair, the way we did the last timne we
were here."

Lon snorted. "If what Coffee said about how his group was noved for raids holds
for the rest of their force, we won't do that. Al we could do is track them to
where they're supposed to be picked up by a shuttle after a raid. My guess is
the raiders woul d abandon a detachnent rather than risk having us get a shuttle
or followit to wherever it's going. Even if we manage to catch and w pe out
every raiding party, it's not going to be a quick job. If they've got a thousand
or nore nmen here, it mght take forty or fifty operations to get themall."

"And take a lot nmore than the three nmonths this job is supposed to last," Phip
sai d.

"W need a break." Lon pushed his beer nug away. "And | need to get sone sl eep
My head is starting to spin, and | haven't drunk enough of this to account for
it."

For a tinme, getting into bed was too much of a chore to contenplate. Lon sat on
the edge of it, arms resting on thighs, waiting to gather the energy to
undress and slip between the sheets. Again. Over a period of several mnutes,
his only notion cane when he yawned.

We need a break, he thought. Sonething. The job was supposed to be sinmple. Find
the raiders and cl ose them down, using whatever force m ght be needed. He had
not suspected that finding the raiders would be so difficult. W cane
prepared... for the last fight. Like so many other armes in the past.

Lon got one boot off, then rested before attenpting to renove the other.
didn't make it all the way last night, he renenbered. Slept in his clothes.
Didn't have a chance to shower and change until after the action was over at
Er skei ne.

He didn't remenber getting the second boot off, didn't recall lying down. Wen
his complink beeped to announce an urgent nessage, three hours later, the room
lights were still on.

Captai n El don Roi m of Long Snake was on the |ink

"An unidentified ship just emerged from Q space,” Roim announced when Lon
clicked the accept key on his conplink. "At its current speed, it's seventy-four
hours from Bancroft. It's not broadcasting any standard | D codes."

"Have you chal l enged it?" Lon asked.
"I wanted to check with you first. Col onel."
"Do it," Lon said. "Wat kind of ship is it-civilian transport or mlitary?"

"The profile we've picked up doesn't match any known military craft, but it's
not a standard civilian transport either, none that |'ve cone across."”

"WIIl Toronto be able to intercept if it's hostile?"

"I'f they keep coming in, yes. But if they decide to make a run for it right
away, probably not."

"Have Toronto start moving now," Lon said. "G ve us all the |l eeway we can get."

"That will |eave you without fighter cover, or just with the Shrikes on patrol
now, if Toronto doesn't wait to recover them"
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Lon's hesitation was nminimal. "Have the Shrikes on patrol now land at Lincoln's
spaceport when it's time. W'l service themon the ground and nake do unti
Taranto gets back in position. If that ship is connected to the raiders, | want

it disabled or destroyed."
"I''"ll pass the orders on," Roimsaid.

"And keep nme posted. This mght be a nmmjor break for us." Despite exhaustion,
Lon had difficulty getting back to sleep

18

It scarcely mattered that Lon was wakened again before reveille. He had sl ept
only fitfully after being wakened the first time. Wthin ten mnutes, he knew
there would be no third try. He was up to stay.

The call that woke Lon was from Colonel Cranpton. 'The raiders have hit a dry
hol e, a m ning canmp known as Danron's Scar, due east of here, on the last ridge
of hills before the coastal plain. The miners, garrison, and everything they had
processed was |ifted out yesterday. |'ve got two conpanies on the way. Maybe we
can catch this batch."

"Il get ny alert conmpany out as well," Lon said. "At least we don't have to

worry about civilians on the ground.”

When Lon made the call to send the alert company, he learned that the two Shrike
fighters that had been patrolling when he sent Toronto to try to intercept the
incom ng ship had | anded twenty mnutes before, for refueling. The pilots were
in the spaceport term nal, |ooking for a place to bed down for a few hours. That
had to wait. Lon ordered them back up, as soon as their fighters could be
readi ed.

Two minutes later. Colonel Cranpton was back on the link. "Another raid, this
one at Long Aen, forty nmles northwest of here. They just hit. Colonel, Long
G@en is a big village, maybe five hundred people Ilive there-fanilies. I'm
diverting the shuttles | had going to Danron's Scar and getting another conpany
ready to nove as quickly as the men can get to their shuttles. W have to
protect those people."

"Il divert our alert conpany as well," Lon said. "Get the next conpany out.
Send themto Danron's Scar. We can't let the raiders think they can overwhel mus
by hitting nore than one place at a tine."

By the time Lon finished issuing those orders. Captain Roimwas waiting to talk
with him

"The intruder spotted wus, altered course, and started accelerating,” Roim
reported. "If they keep going, there's no chance Toronto can intercept them
before they can junp to Q space again. Should | have Toronto abort the pursuit?"

Lon scarcely hesitated. Having Toronto cl ose enough to use its fighters would be
wel cone, especially with two raids in progress. "Yes, abort. But keep an eye on
that intruder. If they start decelerating again, |look like they might try to
come in, tell Toronto to be ready to head after them | want all of the attack
shuttles here as fast as you can get themto us. I'll send two conpanies to Long
G en and have a third ready to go to Danron's Scar if the mlitia needs help
there. That puts the last conpany on alert in case the raiders hit sonewhere
el se."

Let's put everything we can into this, Lon thought. If we 're going to have to
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take them pi eceneal, best to get it started right now. He allowed hinself only a
few seconds to rest. Then he got up and started noving. There was a |lot of work
to do, even if he was still tired.

Lon's office was on the west side of the headquarters building, so he did not
have sunlight streaming in a window to announce the com ng of day. Jereny Howel |
brought breakfast in, and nmade pointed hints about eating when Lon started to
push the tray aside. Lon picked at the food-a few nouthfuls of scranbled eggs, a
couple of hites of toast. Coffee was different. He drank two cups quickly-on top
of several he had already consuned since getting up

Long Aen was only forty nmiles away. The alert conpany, Charlie, was on the
ground there, -engaging an eneny that appeared to be nearly its equal in
strength. At the nonent, Charlie was providing security for the landing strip to
allowthe two conpanies of mlitia to get down safely. It would be another
twenty minutes before Toronto would be in position to |launch additional Shrikes
to hel p.

Lon had his staff busy, and all of the men were up as well-sone to nove out as
soon as they could board shuttles, the |last conpany going on alert status, ready
to respond if the raiders staged a third attack. The command shuttle was on
alert also, and Lon had notified his staff to be ready to |eave imediately-if
he decided to head toward one of the raids.

The raiders at Long Gen were not giving ground. A rocket hit one of the
shuttles bringing in the mlitia, but the craft managed to |and. There were a
few m nor casualties, but the nen were able to disenbark safely. The shuttle
woul d need extensive repair work before it would be able to take off again,
though, but in the neantinme it would limt use of the landing strip.

"Shuttles can get in and out," Captain Kai reported, "but only one at a tine,
and there's absolutely no margin for error."

"There are two other clearings within five mles of you," Lon replied, scrolling
his mapboard in for a closer view "W're watching those for eneny shuttles. As
soon as Ta-ranto gets back in position, we'll have Shrikes covering both
clearings."”

"Way not put Delta on the ground, split between those two | ocations?" Kai asked.
Delta was the other conpany noving toward Long Gen. Bravo was heading to
Danron's Scar, leaving Alpha on alert in Lincoln. "W really don't need
rei nforcenents here, and the way the landing stripis, putting themout |Iike
that might be a hell of a lot safer, and it gives us the option of closing in on
the raiders frombehind, no matter which way they go."

Lon spent a few seconds | ooking at his napboard before he replied. "Good point,
Sefer. I'lIl divert Delta as you suggest."

When he passed those orders to Captain Magnusson and the pilots of the shuttles
carrying Delta Conpany, Lon made a point of nentioning that eneny shuttles m ght
intend to use one or the other of the «clearings. "Keep your eyes open and be
ready for attack fromthe air,"” Lon warned

H's next call was to CIC on Long Snake. "Are you picking up that static from
eneny el ectroni cs?" he asked.

"No. sir," the duty officer in ClC said.
"Any sign of eneny shuttle activity?"

"Not yet. Colonel. W're linking all our assets with new search frequencies and
filters. Qur hope here is that wth the additions, and as nmany overl apping

file:/1IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...lley%20-%2005%20-%20Lieutenant%20Colonel.txt (90 of 142) [12/29/2004 1:10:30 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962005%20-%20L i eutenant%20Col onel .txt

search vectors as possible, we'll be able to spot themin fairly short order,
shuttles or men on the ground using active el ectronics.”

In other words, Lon thought, they still don't have the faintest idea whether
they 're going to be able to spot themat all. He shook his head slowy. / hope
we get a chance to |ook over one of those shuttles before we get out of here,
find out what makes their technol ogy better than ours. A coup like that would
make the contract far sweeter than the payment Dirigent was receiving from the
gover nnent of Bancroft.

"There's a good chance they won't be using the shuttles soon, though. Colonel,"
the man in CIC said. "Any stealth they have is only going to be really effective
at night, and it's already |ight over both of the sites being raided. Daylight.
they can be seen by the naked eye if they' re | ow enough to be of any use."

"W don't assune that," Lon said. "They tinmed this raid too close to dawn to
have expected to get out by shuttle before first light. Wat's the cloud cover
over Long @ en and Danron's Scar ?"

"Patchy over Danron's Scar; alnbst nonexistent over Long den, Colonel. W can
see the shuttles on the ground at Long G en in visible light fromhere."

Lon closed his eyes, trying to concentrate. They've tined raids close to dawn
before, he rem nded hinself. And it's cost them Wy stage two nore at the sane
time when their nen will be trapped on the ground for nore than twelve hours?
What are they trying to prove? Wiat are they trying to get us to do?

"I want a close scan for wunidentified electronics, that fuzzy static, for an
eight-mle radius around the two sites,” he told CIC

"We're already doing that. Colonel. You think they mght be trying to draw us
into a major battle?"

"I don't know what to think, but I want to be ready for any conceivable
scenario. |If they hope to sucker us into a trap, we need to be able to turn it
back agai nst them™

There was no fight at Damron's Scar. Before the DMC and BCM forces arrived, the
rai ders had | eft-enpty-handed, since there had been neither mners nor netal at
the site. Bravo Conpany was trying to find their track, wth one company of
mlitia. The Dirigenter shuttles were back in the air, helping with the search,
ready to provide air cover if the men on the ground ran into an anbush.

"I don't know what to think," Lon said. He had Vel Osterman, Torry Berger, and
Phip Steesen in the office. "Are they trying to drawus into a major battle,
still feeling us out, or sonething else? They've shown they can be damed
cunning, get in and out of a site if they have inside help. They didn't give
t hensel ves the cover of night this tine, though, and that puzzles ne. Maybe they
didn't know Danron's Scar had been evacuated, but what about Long den? They
couldn't have hoped to get in and out before we could respond, even if sonmeone
killed the snoops."

"As | recall. Colonel," Phip said, "the raiders didn't seem to act very
logically the last time we were here."

"The operation is bigger now, and it's shown signs of being better organized and
more coherent, not so dammed haphazard. W have to assume that the raiders have
some logical plan in mnd."

"Maybe they were hoping to provide enough distractions on the ground to | et that
ship come in for a pickup,” Vel suggested. "O bring in reinforcenments and
supplies." He shrugged. "They can't count on getting nunitions fromthe |ocals.

file:/1IC|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...lley%20-%2005%20-%20Lieutenant%20Colonel.txt (91 of 142) [12/29/2004 1:10:30 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962005%20-%20L i eutenant%20Col onel .txt

Their rifles aren't the sane caliber as the Ban-crofters use. Any ammunition has
to conme fromoff-world, and fuel for their shuttles. | assunme they nust get nost
of their food and other supplies the sane way, other than what they can gather
raw materials for to use in replicators. And they're not doing their job if they
can't get their loot out."

"That ship that came in, it's just sent an MR out," Tony Berger said. Message
rockets were the fastest way to get information across interstellar space, other
than taking a ship. Radio transmissions were linmted by the speed of light. An
MR-basically just a propul sion systemand Ni | ssen generator, with mninmal space
for cargo, less than a cubic foot-made the sane junps a ship woul d.

"If they've sent an MR hone, we can't assune that they're going to |eave,"”
Csterman said. "There'd be little point, wunless they were afraid that the ship
m ght be destroyed before it could junp to Q space.”

"Whi ch nmeans that we might be up to our butts in raiders in a nonth," Lon said.
"If they choose to reinforce the assets they already have here. It would be nice
if we could neutralize the raiders on the ground before any newconers arrive."

"Col onel, | just thought of sonmething else," Phip said. "This stuff today,
drawi ng so nmuch of our force away. Maybe the raiders figure on hitting Lincoln
again, just to stir up the fear factor. Like they did before. Try to erode the
support base anong the civilians."

"Every raid contributes to that," Osternman said. "That's one of the reasons the
governnent brought us in. They | ose npney and support every time a mning site
is successfully raided-not to nention the people they' ve killed."

"They do stockpile all their export stuff here in Lincoln," Berger said. "If the
rai ders were strong enough to hit the city in force, they could nake one hell of
a haul, especially if they had a transport coming in to pick it all up right
away. "

"How nmuch of a haul ?" Lon asked.

"The |l ocals haven't given us precise figures, but | would guess perhaps as much
as a ton of refined gold and plati num perhaps twice as nmuch in other marketable
el ements and precious gens. O nore."

"There's no evidence that the raiders have the assets to attenpt a coup de main"
Maj or Csterman said. "If they did, they would have tried it before we arrived."

"Unl ess they were waiting for this new ship, and whatever other units night be
waiting to pop in," Berger said. "W don't know where that MR was headed. They
m ght have a fleet one junp out. If that's the case, we could be in deep shit in
a week."

"Vel, | want you to conpile the data we have and get an MR of our own off to
Dirigent," Lon said. "Apprise them of the situation in as nuch detail as
possible, including a transcript of this neeting. I'll have nmy own report to add

to the package. And neke sure any outgoing mamil gets out as well."
"How soon?" Osternman asked.

"We'll take a break now Say an hour. That'll give ne tine to finish ny report,”
Lon said. "Torry, you keep nonitoring the action. Let ne knowif there's any
signi ficant change."

Phip hung back as the others left. Wen he was alone with Lon, Phip said,
"You're really worried about this, aren't you?"

Lon nodded. "I have to be. |1've got this nagging feeling that we're mnissing
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sonmet hing i nportant, naybe sonething vital. The raiders are being too damed
cute. They have to have an ace in the hole, sonmething we haven't figured out
yet."

19

One Shrike was brought down by a surface-to-air missile at Long Aen just as
Lon's staff reconvened. A barrage of SAMs were |aunched at the Dirigenter
fighters and two shuttles that were in the air attacking the raider positions.
None of the other craft were hit, but Lon decided to pull the shuttles out of
action-they were | ess maneuverable and nore vulnerable than the fighters. And
Lon-pressed by his staff-decided to hold off on a personal visit to the scene.

Reports fromthe nmen on the ground Kkept revising the estimte of the number of
rai ders upward. By m daftenpbon the best guess was that there had to be at | east
two hundred raiders commtted to the fight. The battle had turned nobile, but
that brought no clear advantage to the Dirigenters and Bancrofters. The raiders
were showi ng thenselves to be nore professional than the mlitiamen ... and very
nearly the equal of the nercenaries. Maybe equal, Lon allowed reluctantly. The
real test hasn't cone yet. It seened clear that the raiders were better |ed,
better organized, and better trained than the ones Lon's conpany had dealt wth
on Bancroft nine years before. Those had shown no solid organization at all

"They | earned. Have we?" Lon asked Phip Steesen. The two were alone in Lon's
office. It was nearly tinme for supper, though Lon was having difficulty finding
any appetite.

"Maybe that's the wong question,” Phip said. "Maybe we should be thinking nore
about how they |earned fromwhat happened here before. None of the prisoners
taken in the last fight ever got back to Earth. There was at |east one shuttle
unaccounted for when we |eft, and who knows how many raiders we didn't bag.
know what the Bancrofters say, that they cleaned out the |ast pockets and that
anyone |l eft over nust have eventually died out in the wilds, but I wouldn't make
book on any of it."

"You don't think the survivors managed to hold together any kind of coherent
group through the eight years before the new rai ders showed up, do you?"

Phi p shook his head vigorously. "Not for a minute. That wouldn't have hel ped. |
think that sone of them got back to Earth, or Mars, or wherever they were based.
I think they carried back pretty good reports of our activities and how we
defeated them That shuttle we didn't find, and however many other shuttles we
nm ght not have known about-I think they took the survivors off the next tine a
ship came in to pick up booty."

"l can't argue against the possibility,”" Lon conceded. "That would tell them a
| ot about how we operate, and since we trained the first thousand nmenbers of the
BCM it would tell the raiders how the |ocals operate as well."

"It tells them how you operate, Lon," Phip said, lowering his voice. "W got
pi cked for this because the locals wanted the sane nman. Maybe it woul d have been
better if soneone else had cone, soneone who thinks differently, who comuands
differently."

"Too bad you didn't cone up with that argunent before we left Dirigent. W mght
still be home with our families."

"Yeah, well, you know how it is. Gve nme enough time and | can funble through
and find the answer to anything. You got any idea who it was put the idea of
getting the same troops here? | knowit sounds kind of logical, but did the

governor think it up on his own? O Henks? O sonebody el se, maybe one of the
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i mmgrants working in Governnent House?"

"And | thought | was cynical. You |ook under your bed before vyou clinb in at
ni ght ?"

"I'ma bit older, and I've been in this outfit longer." Phip grinned. "Let's go
eat, and maybe have a beer. Al this thinking is giving nme one hell of a
headache. "

Four hundred Dirigenters and six hundred Bancrofters were involved in the
engagenent near Long G en. Two hundred of each were pursuing the raiders who had
hit the enpty mining canp at Danron's Scar. Before he could go to supper, Lon
argued with Col onel Cranpton over the second force. Cranpton had showed up at
Lon's office as Lon and Phip were leaving. Lon wanted to bring the nen at
Danron's Scar back to Lincoln, ready to deal with nore serious threats. Cranpton
wanted to continue |ooking for the raiders who had triggered the snoops in the
abandoned mi ni ng canp.

"W need to get rid of all the eneny,
doesn't do it."

Cranpton insisted. "Letting sone get away

"We're wasting resources there," Lon repeated-for the third tine. "The chances
of finding those raiders is too small to be worth the effort. We're better off
havi ng those conpani es here, where they can respond quickly to any new threats."

At the end, because Lon insisted, Cranpton agreed to pull the nen in the
morning, if they hadn't found the raiders yet.

"He's as stubborn as you," Phip whispered after the mlitia conmmander |eft.

"I can see his point. Hs worries aren't quite identical to ours," Lon said.

"You just could have told him you were going to pull our conpany out of that
pl ace and et himworry about keeping his owmn people there without wus," Phip
suggest ed.

Lon started wal king again. "For a second, | considered it," he admtted. "But
it's better to do it this way. Consulting rather than comandi ng."

"Load of bull crap," Phip said.

Supper sat like lead in Lon's stonach. After he ate, he spent an hour conferring
with CCand wth his conpany commanders at Long den and Danron's Scar. The
fighting was intermttent near Long den now, occasional skirmni shes noving
gradually farther from the village. North of Danron's Scar, traces of t he
eneny's path had been found, lost, then found again. And | ost again after dark

"Don't push your men too hard tonight. Brock," Lon told Bravo Conpany's
commander. "W'Ill guide you toward a suitable LZ in the norning, get the
shuttles in to bring you back here ... unless you run into sonething before
then. And fromwhat you' ve told ne, | don't expect that."

"I think they're playing hide-and-seek with wus,"” Captain Carlin said. "Just
showi ng enough trail to keep us interested, if you know what | mean. |'ve got mny
scouts | ooking for any hint of anbush."”

"They're capable of it," Lon said. "Watch your back, Brock."

Sef er Kai and Ron Magnusson had similar inpressions- that they were being drawn
intentionally by the raiders. 'They hit Long Gen hard, but they started
wi t hdrawi ng, fighting in good order, stepping lively enough to keep from being
surrounded," Captain Kai said. "Then, just when it seens that they've managed to
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break contact, sonething happens. They send a patrol to anmbush our scouts, hit
us on a flank .. . sonething."

"Col onel, if we didn't have near a thousand nmen here, |1'd swear they were trying
to draw us into a fight-to-the-finish battle on their ground. They don't want to
| ose us," Captain Magnusson added. "Like Kkids, one daring the other to cross a
|ine, over and over."

"You know to watch out for whatever tricks they've got up their sleeves. You
havi ng any trouble with the BCM conmander s?"

"They're a little too eager. Colonel," Magnusson said. "They want to press on
full speed, all the time, force the engagenent right this second, and damm the
consequences. "

"Hold themin as best you can," Lon said.

Lon went to his room undressed, then took a | ong, hot shower. It eased some of
his tension, left him feeling sleepy, ready for bed. He made one Ilast call to
the duty officer, to make sure that nothing new had come up in the past fifteen
m nutes, then turned out the light and clinbed into bed. The tineline on the
complink next to the head of the bed said 2127 when he cl osed his eyes.

It was 2317 when Lon opened his eyes again. For a few seconds, he thought that
the sounds of expl osions he had heard had been part of a dream N ghtmare. Then
he heard anot her explosion, and the stutter of a rapid-fire cannon, and he knew
that it was no dream Then the siren sounded to <call the nmen out of barracks,
ready to respond to... whatever.

Lon got out of bed, leaping to his feet, just as the glare of a secondary
explosion lit up the scene outside his window. The sound of this blast took a
second to reach him extrenely |loud, and close. The roomseened to trenble at
t he concussi on.

"What the hell was that?" Lon demanded, hitting the switch on his conplink that
connected himto the duty officer

It was all of ten seconds before the duty officer, Harley Stossberg, answered.
"That was your shuttle. Colonel, blown up where it sat. Air raid. Looks like two
rai der shuttles."

"Was the crew aboard?" Lon asked.
"No, sir. In barracks."”

Lon had already started pulling clothes on, beginning with his battle helnet. He
switched to the radio circuits in that. "I'lIl be down in two nminutes, Harley.
Get onto CICand get all the Shrikes in we can. And get the crews into the
shuttles on the ground, ready to take off. Gve us sonething to fight back
with. "

"In the works. Colonel," Harley said.

Reports cane in about the air attack. Two raider shuttles had cone in from the
west, attacking the Dirigenter craft on the ground just south of the palisaded
wal | s, strafing the conmpound, then noving on to |aunch rockets and fire cannons
as it passed over the main boul evard of Lincoln toward Governnment House at the
far side of town. By the time Lon had his boots fastened, he knew that
Gover nment House had taken one rocket hit. The north wi ng-where the governor's
of fice was-had started to bum There was no word on casualties. The governor and
his famly lived in the mansion, and there was considerable staff and security
on duty there, around the clock
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Lon strapped on his pistol belt and picked up his rifle. He ran to the stairs
and down to the duty office on the floor below His staff, in various degrees of
dress, were already working the conplinks. A half-dozen different conversations
were in progress. Lon stopped just inside the doorway and |istened. It was hard
to nmake sense of anything in the seem ng confusion

Maj or Ost erman concl uded one di scussion, then crossed to Lon. "We're less than a
mnute fromhaving two Shrikes here, Lon," he started. "The two that were
patrolling over our people north of Long Aen. Toronto has |aunched another
four. They'll need seventeen mnutes to get here. W have three wounded nen in
the conpound. The command shuttle |ooks like a total wite-off. No word yet from
Government House or fromin town. | |ooked out that way. Three or four fires
started in buildings facing the boulevard between here and Governnent House.
It's late, so-with a little luck-there won't be any civilian casualties in town.
Not much nightlife here." He stopped just |long enough to take a breath. "Al pha
Conpany is outside the walls, and we've got eight men with SAMM waiting for a
shot at those shuttles if they nmake anot her pass."”

"Any eneny activity on the ground?" Lon asked when Vel stopped his rapid
recitation again.

"No evidence of ground forces yet. They haven't tripped any of our snoops, and
CIC hasn't picked up any of that static, except..." He stopped and shook his
head.

"Except what?" Lon asked.

"This isn't certain yet, but CIC thinks that-just nmaybe-they've come up with a
way to get around the stealth capabilities of the eneny shuttles. W had about
seven seconds' warning before they opened fire-not enough to allow us to do
anyt hi ng, but enough to | end sone credence to what CIC told ne."

"Either they do or they don't, Vel. Did they say 'shuttles headed in' or not?"

Csterman closed his eyes for a couple of seconds. "Wiat they said was, 'There
appear to be two objects noving toward Lincoln at high speed fromthe west
northwest. We think-' That was when the first rocket exploded and Harley m ssed
the end of the sentence."

"Somet hing i ffy?" Lon asked.

"I haven't had tine to go over it with CIC/" Osterman said. "That would be nmny
guess, though. Maybe they'll be able to hone it alittle better now that they
know they're on the right vector."

"Any new activity with our people in the field?"

"Torry's checking that now, " GCsternman said, turning toward the conplink where
Captai n Berger was seated

Bef ore they could nove cl ose enough to ask Berger what he had | earned. Corpora
Howel | shouted for Lon fromthe next complink. "Colonel! Long Shake reports a
new pattern of static on the ground near Long d en- behind our people!"

"Warn Captains Kai and Magnusson, Jerry!" Lon shouted back. "You have details on
just where this new static is?"

"Yes, sir, between our conpanies and the village, closer to the village."

"Go on, get the word out.'
had up their sleeves."

Lon turned to Osterman again. "That's what they' ve
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"Whi ch? Putting us in the mniddle of two forces, or luring us away so this new
batch can hit Long d en?" Osternman asked.

"Either way, it stinks,"” Lon said. "Get on to Brock and get Bravo Conpany headed
toward the nearest clearing where their shuttles can get in and out. [I'Ill cal
Col onel Cranpton and advise him to do the same wth his nilitia comnpanies
there. ™

"W bring them back here or send themto Long G en?" Gsternman asked.

Lon shook his head. "We'Ill hold our options open for now, decide when they're
ready to get airborne.”

Lon noved toward his desk as he initiated the call to Colonel Cranpton, using
his hel met radio. Cranpton did not argue with the decision to pull everyone away
fromthe hunt north of Danron's Scar now. His voice was nore than alittle
shaky.

"I just heard that the governor and his famly are unhurt,” Cranpton said after
agreeing to Lon's suggestion. "But several nenbers of the staff are either hurt
or dead."

"You getting the fires under control ?" Lon asked.

"We're just now getting the fire brigade out, and there are too many fires for
themto get to all of themat once. |I'msending two platoons of my men to help,
calling for garden hoses and civilians as well. Are those shuttles com ng back?"

"Hang on. 1'lIl see if we've got a tag on themyet." It took nearly a mnute.
"They banked around toward the north and headed west,"” Lon reported. "Then CIC
lost the faint track they had. W've got a good vector, though, and we'll send
Shrikes to check it out. They'|ll be available in a little nore than ten m nutes.
I'"m keeping two over Lincoln for defensive purposes, though. By the way, the
rai ders have brought a second batch of nmen in, between Long G en and our peopl e.
W' ve already warned themthat they've got trouble behind them"

Damage reports. Manning reports. Casualty reports. Action reports. Slowy, Lon's
staff brought order to the confusion. The two Dirigenter conpanies near Long
G en had started noving, «circling to try to catch the new raider force on the
flank. Half of the Bancrofter mlitia were circling the other way, |leaving the
rest in place between the two eneny wunits. Bravo Conpany and the mlitia
companies with it were noving toward a |anding zone. They would need another
hour to reach the LZ and secure it for the shuttles that would come in to pick
t hem up.

Lon got behind his desk and took off his helnet. There seenmed to be no inm nent
danger of a ground assault on Lincoln, and there was no sight of the eneny
aircraft. He was just beginning to relax when he had a call from Captain Roim

"That unidentified ship has nade a series of course changes over the last thirty
m nutes," Roimreported. "It looks as if they m ght be conmng in toward Bancroft
again."

"Bven if they are, what'U it take them another couple of days?" Lon asked.

"The earliest they could reach our positions is forty-three hours. Col onel
Should | send Toronto after them again?"

"No, we can't afford to play cat and nouse with that ship right now If it wants
to cone in, let it. Let themdo the traveling. W can hit themlater. Just Kkeep
alert for the possibility of nore potentially hostile ships conming in-system"
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"W always do that. Colonel," Roimsaid. It was 11:37 P.M, 2337 hours in
mlitary tine.

Cof fee and chocolate bars. Vel Gsterman |it a cigar but, after a couple of
puffs, set it aside and let it go out. Reports continued to cone in, but not as
frequently, not as urgently, as in the first mnutes after the air raid. There
were soft discussions anong nenbers of Lon's staff, nmen |ooking for proper
count er measures, new angles on the problens of Bancroft.

M dni ght. Twelve-thirty.

"Col onel, Charlie Conmpany and the mlitia unit with themwll reach the LZ in
approximately twenty mnutes," Captain Berger reported. "Have you decided
whet her to bring themhere or send themto Long G en?"

Lon closed his eyes briefly before he replied. "Bring Charlie back here. 1]
advi se Colonel Cranpton to do the sane with his people. Charlie's been out.
We'll try to give themtine to get cleaned up and get sonme sleep. Alert Alpha to

nmove to Long G en as soon as Charlie gets in."

After talking to Colonel Crampton, Lon called Captain Kai and told him the
arrangenents. "Your nmen mght go back in, sonmewhere, alnost anytine, Sefer. Mke
sure the rocket packs are charged and serviceable."

He cut Kai's reply short to take a call fromC C

"Col onel, we've got a report fromone of the Shrike pilots who tried to follow
the raider shuttles. He thinks he m ght have spotted where one or both of them
| anded. Thinks," the duty officer said. "It's marked on the mapping conputer,
and we're going to keep sonething in the air over that location all night."

Lon alnost |eaped to his feet. "Torry!" he shouted. "Wen you get Al pha
assenbl ed, they're not going to Long den. W nmay have found where the eneny
parks their shuttles. I'll take Al pha as close as we can get. Have Bravo ready

to follow us in after they've had a chance to get a few hours' sleep."

"You'll take themin?" Major Osterman asked.
Lon nodded. "I'Il take themin."
20

Csterman woul d not argue in front of the rest of the staff, but he followed Lon
out of the office to make his case. "It's hardly protocol. You have the entire
contract to adm nister, not just one conpany to go chasing through the woods."

"This mght be the entire contract, Vel," Lon said. "If we can cripple their
transportation, the rest of it gets sinpler-tedious, perhaps, but sinpler.
need to be on the ground, where | can see what's going on firsthand, not back

here trying to coordinate through secondhand reports. 1'll be wth ny old
company, and there are enough people still in Al pha who have worked with nme for
years."

"I hate to say this, but you' ve been away fromthat kind of action a long tine
as well, staff assignments in garrison and nore than half a year on t hat
intelligence lark to Earth."

Lon smled. "I"mnot that far out of shape. The Corps has no use for deskbound
officers. If | can't cut it out there, it's time for ne to take up bartending as
a trade."
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GCsterman chuckl ed. He knew about the pub Lon's in-laws ran. "Ckay, you've nmade
your point. Just don't take silly chances. The reason we got picked for this
contract was the locals want your brain and experience behind the whole
operation. Don't make them have to be satisfied with the second string."

"You'll have ny full cooperation. | want you here to coordinate getting people
where they need to be. If the raiders do have their shuttles parked where we
think they do, they've probably got nost of their men fairly close as well, so

this operation mght turn into an all-hands affair in short order."

"I'd say that's another reason for you to stay here and | eave this expedition to
Captain Grana-or nme, if you think it demands hi gher supervision on the spot,"
Cst er man sai d.

"Maybe next tine, Vel. You' d better get back inside, stay on top of things here.
I"1l leave Phip with you, though we m ght have to chain himto the desk for ne
to get away without him Get on to Col onel Cranpton and nmake sure he's ready to
pour as many men as possible in on this as well. Now | need a few minutes to get
ready to catch ny ride."

I am back in shape, Lon told hinself as he clinbed the stairs to his room
Al nost all the way. He had been pushing hinself hard, to make up for the nonths
he had been unable to maintain his nornal training reginen. He was still five
pounds heavier than he wanted to be, and the workouts were still a bit nore
difficult than they used to be, but he was fit enough to pass an annual fitness
test with points to spare.

He needed only five nminutes to get his conbat pack and gear. Corporal Howel |
kept his boss's things in good order. Rifle, pistol, amunition. Lon refilled
his canteen, adding a single drop of |lenon concentrate. He no |longer recalled
where he had picked up that trick. It hel ped keep water "fresher."

VWhen Lon left his room ready to |eave, Howell was standing in the corridor,
simlarly attired. "My job to go with you. Colonel," he said.

"Haven't you learned not to volunteer for anything yet, Jerry?" Lon asked.

"I don't want to stay here and listen to Lead Sergeant Steesen rant about being
| eft behind, sir. He hurts ny ears when he screans."

Lon chuckled. "He can get shrill. Ckay, let's go."

"Al pha Conpany is already noving out to the shuttles, sir. Captain Grana knows
we're com ng al ong."

"Then we'd better hurry." Lon noved past Howell, toward the stairs. The corpora
had to scranble to stay with his boss.

Captain Grana had already given the order for his nen to board the two shuttles
that would take themto Long Aen. The files of nmen were noving into the craft
when Lon and Corporal Howell reached them

"Getting bored riding a desk?" G rana asked.

"CGCot to get out once in a while, Tebba," Lon responded. They talked over a
private radi o frequency, even though they were only a foot apart, to ensure that
the conversation remained confidential. "This could turn into the main event."

"I thought it mght," Tebba said. "They're not going to |eave their transport
far from protection. W find where the birds are, we're apt to find nost of
their foot soldiers.”
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"Very possible," Lon said.
They noved aboard one of the shuttles together

"You might want to keep a special eye on Harley this time around," Tebba said as
the shuttle took off.

"A probl en?" Lon asked.

"No, | just want your evaluation. Look, | know we haven't tal ked about this
before, but this isn't a whim 1've been thinking it's about tinme for me to hang
up nmy boots. Get out and do sonething else. |I've got nearly forty years in the
Corps. Soon as Harley's ready to take over the conpany, |'mout."

Personnel turnover was slower in the DMCthan in many planetary or nationa
armes, certainly slower than in arnmies of even two centuries before, but it was
just as inexorable. There were, inevitably, fatalities. The business of the DMC
was war, and war always exacts its price. Medical retirenents were rare-trauna
tubes and the extensive regenerative therapies available had alnost totally
elimnated the need to invalid soldiers out. Transfers between units did occur,
but wth nminiml frequency. Ninety-five percent of all soldiers in the DMC
remained within the sane reginent throughout their careers; 80 percent stayed
within the sane battalion; 60 percent never left the conpany they reported to
after conpleting recruit training. But nmen aged. Their priorities changed. There
were no mninmumenlistnments: The DMC had no use for reluctant soldiers. Except
on contract, a man could get his release fromthe Corps on seventy-two hours
notice. Mny served for ten years or |less. A Dirigenter could take ful
retirement after twenty-five years. Fewer than one in a hundred stayed | onger
than thirty-five years, and in the enlisted ranks, the rate was little nore than
hal f that.

"Do you think Harley's ready to handle the conpany?" Lon asked after severa
seconds of silence.

"I think this contract will tell the tale," Tebba said. "It's been quite a while
since we had a really hot conbat contract. The rest, no question. Harley can
handl e garrison duty and training contracts. But that's not enough. He has to be
abl e to shine in conbat before he can take over a conpany. |If he handl es hinself
wel | here, that should renove any doubt."

"I'"l'l keep ny eyes open, Tebba. Now, about this little expedition ..

Lon spent the rest of the flight briefing Tebba and his two |ieutenants, Harley
St ossberg and M n Jason. Jason had been with Al pha nearly two years-had won his
lieutenant's pips as an officer-cadet in the conpany, on a one-conmpany conbat

contract. Jason was blond, thin, and deceptively slight in build. It seened
i mpossi bl e that he could march all day carrying full conmbat kit, but he could,
wi t hout conplaint. The talk in battalion headquarters was that M n Jason was a
goer, likely to progress far and fast in the Corps... if he survived and didn't
make any serious mistakes. H's intelligence test scores were in the top per
centile in the reginent. "He'll go far, Lon," Matt Olis had said nore than a
year before. "If he Ilasts, that boy will be General someday, and m ght set

records getting there.”

If he lasts. For a soldier, there always had to be that qualification

The landing zone CIC had found for Al pha Conpany was seven miles from the
suspected position of the two raider shuttles, just east of north, across one of
the lower ridges in the mountain range, with the peaks little nore than four
hundred feet above the flanking valleys. The shuttles circled around to |Iand
fromthe north-northwest, cutting engines as far as possible to mnimze the
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noi se of the aircraft.

Lon hung back, letting the men of A Conpany deploy into an initial perimeter. He
and Corporal Howell were the last men off the shuttles, staying out of the way
during the critical first mnute on the ground. As soon as the conpany was in
position, away from the shuttles, both of those craft got back into the air,
headi ng north again, to circle above ten thousand feet-high enough to be out of
i medi at e range of any eneny on the ground, but close enough to provide close
air support on less than a mnute's notice.

"Looks like this valley's been burned over in the past year or two," Tebba said
when he reported to Lon that his nen were ready to nove. "All new growth. A |ot
of fallen trees."

"I noticed," Lon replied. "Get a heading for the clearing where that pilot

thinks the eneny shuttles are. W'I|l take the npst direct route that's
practical ."

"Already working. |I've got a squad nmoving now. The rest of first platoon wll
foll ow as soon as the point squad is a hundred yards out. Miin body after that,
along with a squad on each flank. Fourth platoon will provide the flankers and

rear guard."”

"Jerry and | will stay with the main body for now, Tebba," Lon said. "Keep a few
squads between us and you."

Orders were passed by radio, but once the conpany was on the nove, talk over the
radio was kept to an absolute ninimum and linmted to officers and noncons, to
cut down on the chances that the electronic em ssions night be detected by the
eneny. Wen possible, hand signals substituted. Every man in the conpany knew
the routine signs.

The plan of attack, sketchy though it was, <called for Alpha to be in position
near the suspected eneny position before first light. That gave thema little
more than three hours to cover seven mles ... virtually none of it level. Lon
did not expect tine to be a problem The terrain was not terribly severe, even
with a hill to cross.

Lon fell into the routine of the march without conscious effort, keeping a watch
on both flanks, keeping track of the man in front of him |listening for any hint
of danger on either side of the colum. He kept his rifle at the ready, safety
off, selector switch set to automatic, but he kept his finger outside the
trigger guard, so there would be no accidental discharge. Lon and Jereny were in
the center of the nain body, between the conpany's second and third platoons.
Lon nmonitored the radio frequencies used by the officers and noncons but did not
interfere-did not violate sound discipline. Wien a call cane in for him from
headquarters, he kept his replies mninmal, just a click of acknow edgnent when
possi ble. Charlie Conpany would be ready to nove on short notice. Extra shuttles
had been brought down fromLong Snhake to nmke it possible to bring the two
conpanies at Long Gen inon little nore notice. Colonel Cranpton was ready to
nmove si x hundred nen, al nost as quickly as Charlie Conpany could be delivered to
t he scene.

After an hour, Tebba Grana called for a ten-nm nute break. The point squad took
slightly less. Wile the conpany was stopped, the nen nostly just sat or
squatted where they were, taking a drink of water and a bite froman energy bar
whil e they remained alert, watching either side.

When the point squad reached the ridge, there was another short stop, while the
first dozen men up scanned the next valley with binoculars and infrared sensors,
| ooking for any indication of an eneny presence. They concentrated on the area
of the clearing but did not exclude the terrain around it, or the slope on the
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opposite side of the valley. That was nearly fifteen nmles away, too far for the
sol diers to expect to tell nuch.

There has to be sonething down there, Lon thought after hearing the negative
report fromthe point squad's sergeant. That pilot couldn't have been conpletely
wong. Lon wasn't certain if that was sinply wi shful thinking. He was uncertain
whet her enough tine had passed for the thermal signature of well-shielded
engines to cool off sufficiently to be invisible. He did not have the math in
his head for the calculation, and since he didn't know how nuch better the
raiders' stealth technol ogy was than what the Corps possessed, he couldn't have
done the cal cul ati on anyway. But that could not stop himfrom puzzling over it
fromtime to tine.

As the nmain body neared the ridgeline, Tebba Grana stepped out of |ine and
waited until Lon reached him The two nmen lifted the faceplates of their
hel mets, switched off transmtters, and whi spered.

"I think we ought to fan the point squad out, maybe add a second squad, give us
a broader sweep noving in," Tebba said. "That'l|l give us a better chance to spot
any snoops, boobytraps, or sentries, and maybe spot signs of people where there
shoul dn't be any."

"Go ahead," Lon replied. "Maybe increase the separation between the point and
the rest just a little?" He made it a question, wlling to defer to Tebba's
techni cal judgnent.

"Alittle, | think, not nuch. If they run into trouble, | want us to be close
enough to reinforce themin a hurry."

Lon nodded.

"How cl ose to the coordinates do we go?" Tebba asked. "W've still got a little
time in hand. Should we go in to try to confirmthe presence of those shuttles,
or wait until reinforcements are in the air, ready to cone in?"

"We stick with the plan | laid out before," Lon replied. "I'"mnot going to bring
everyone in until we know the eneny is here. W get confirmation first. Wien we
get on the slope going down into the next valley, have your nmen keep their eyes
open for any hint of caves as well. If those prisoners had it right, the eneny's
base coul d be under this ridge, not too dammed far away."

"Yeah," Tebba said, and he hesitated a beat before he added, "I thought about
that."
"We'll find a decent spot maybe halfway down the western slope and send one

pl at oon ahead to scout out the coordinates that pilot provided," Lon said. "Wit
until we get word fromthem one way or the other."

"That's going to put us three nmles back, Lon. That platoon gets in trouble, we
m ght not be able to get to them fast enough to make a difference."”

"Unl ess the raiders have a major anbush sitting in place waiting for wus, we'll
have tinme. Just tell the platoon | eader you send to back off at the first hint
of trouble."

"I'"l'l send Harley, wth fourth platoon," Tebba said after another hesitation
"Fourth used to be WI Nace's platoon. Right now, it mght be the best one 1've
got for this job."

I hope we're not losing sleep for nothing, Lon thought as he waited for fourth
platoon to conplete its scouting mission. The rest of the conpany was in
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position just below the ridgeline, with half a conpany on the reverse sl ope,
securing the rear. Lon had changed his nind after |ooking over the valley from
the ridge, deciding that altitude would give nore advantage than a few dozen
extra yards to the west. No foxholes or trenches had been dug, but nost of the
men had i nproved their positions as best they could without a ot of effort and
noi se, novi ng rocks, scooping out shall ow depressions in the rocky soil-whatever
was possi bl e and qui ck

Fourth pl atoon had been out |less than twenty mnutes. There was no radio traffic
fromthem or within the platoon. Lon did not expect any, unless they ran into
probl ems, and then he knew he m ght hear the trouble before Harley or Wl could
report it.

It shouldn 't take nore than another half hour, Lon decided, noting the tine on
his helnet's head-up display. That "Il give themtinme to get right in the mddle
of the eneny, if they're there. Earlier, it had been easy to think that the
Shrike pilot couldn't be mstaken, that there had to be sonething out of place
in or near that «clearing, but Lon was no longer so confident. Ghosts in the
night. He shook his head. Sone things never change. But sone did. Cold, hard
ground felt colder and harder, nore unconfortable than it had twenty vyears
bef ore, when he was young, when it was all new.

He wasn't certain what brought Lon, Junior, to mnd just then, but Lon could
al nost see himlying on the hillside in canoufl age battl edress, |ooking over the
barrel of arifle, waiting for some eneny to attack, fidgeting inpatiently,
anxious for the fight to start. Another inage flashed quickly through his brain,
sendi ng a shiver of nonentary terror down his spine. He was | ooking at his son
in uni formhead on, and could see a bullet hole through the center of Junior's
f or ehead.

Lon lifted his faceplate hal fway and reached in and rubbed at his eyes, hard
enough to bring spots of color to his vision, trying to banish the waking
nightmare. The image was already gone, but it Jleft a knotted lump in Lon's
stomach. Cone on, Harley. find the eneny. Anything to end the thinking tinme.

Thirty mnutes. Forty-five. Lon found it difficult to avoid staring at the
timeline at the top of his faceplate. He had an itch to call Harley to ask for a
report, but he did not scratch. Harley would report when-if-there was anything
to report. Calling would be an unnecessary distraction for Harley, a poor
exanple, and a sure way to telegraph his own nervousness-never the best course
for a commuander.

Charlie Conpany boarded its shuttles in Lincoln. The nmen had their rocket packs.
If needed, they could reach the sitein less than ten minutes and junp in
wherever Lon thought they nmight do the nost good. If Alpha' s fourth platoon
found the eneny shuttles or flushed an eneny force.

Lon scanned the valley floor with his binocul ars. He checked his head-up display
for the green blips that indicated the positions of Harley Stossberg and fourth
pl at oon's noncons. They were very nearly to the |location the Shrike pilot had
gi ven-where he thought the two eneny shuttles had gone to ground. Any second
now, Lon thought. Wen the gunfire began, it still startled him

21

@unfire, then the first report from Harley: "W mssed a sentry, dug in and
canoufl aged." H s voice showed the excitenment of the nonent, the adrenaline rush

of sudden action, but he did not seemunduly flustered or enptional. "At |east
two or three nore sentries. Eneny electronics going active-close, very close. It
was |ike we just wal ked into range. |'ve got one man down, vital signs weak but
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still present.”

"What about the shuttles?" Tebba asked as soon as Harley paused in his report.

"No ... Yes. There's one. Two. | see them Tebba. Under thermal canoufl age
riggi ng. Sandbags on the sides, about three feet high. And something beyond the
shuttles. | can't tell what that is yet, something fairly large."

"Take the shuttles out before they turn their guns on you," Lon said, breaking
into the conversation he had sinply been nonitoring before. "Blow those
suckers."

Harl ey did not have tinme to acknow edge the order, let alone give orders bhefore
Lon saw first one and then a second rocket trail, bright streaners through gaps
in the forest. There were two qui ck expl osions.

"Good work, Harley," Lon said. / like pronpt results, he thought with a grin.

Then there was a third explosion, larger than the first two. A fireball erupted
through the forest canopy and cast arcs of burning material up and out,
scattering fiery blobs over nore than an acre of ground. Lon heard a few
excl amations of surprise, even a couple of curses, before Harley canme back on to
report.

"That third object. It was a fuel tank. W've got a dammed inferno in here. The

eneny has stopped shooting, for the nonent, anyway. | still can't tell how nmany
we're facing, but they've got to have nore people close, and they' Il be all over
us now. "

"Pull back, Harley," Lon said. "You' ve done your job. Get that platoon out of
the way as fast as you can. W're set to provide covering fire if the raiders
get their act together too soon."

"On our way," Harley said.

Ten seconds later, gunfire erupted again. Even at a distance, Lon could tell the
di fference between the raiders' weapons and those the DMC used. The sounds were
distinct, difficult to confuse.

"Tebba, that sounds like nore than a few sentries,"” Lon said, sw tching channels
to talk just to Grana.

"It does," Tebba said. "At least a platoon, nmaybe nore. Should we nove to
reinforce fourth platoon?"

"Not yet." Lon said after a short hesitation. "Let's see what Harley needs. Just
have your nen ready to put covering fire in over their heads." -

"That blaze could make things difficult," Tebba said. "Plays hell with the
ni ght -vi si on gear anywhere close to it. And that snoke is getting thick."

At | east a score of smaller blazes had started around the major fires, bright
poi nts topped by billowi ng snoke as trees and the new foliage of spring started
to bum Burning wood crackl ed. Sonme of those sounds were al nost |ike gunshots.

"We're pulling back in good order," Harley reported nearly two mnutes after his
previous transmission. "lI've got a couple of men wth mnor buns. still fit
enough to nove on their own and fight. | make the opposition at |least equal to
our owmn strength. We're naking headway, though. They're wasting time noving
around, trying to avoid being backlighted by the flanes."

"Cet men out ahead of you on this side, Harley," Tebba said. "If they've got nen
in caves somewhere under this ridge, they could be between us."
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"l hope there's nore eyes than we have watching for that, Tebba," Harley said.
"W're a little busy just now "

"Doi ng what we can. Harley." Tebba switched channels again. "Lon, you going to
bring in Charlie now? Even if no extra raiders show their heads, we're going to
have to give this area a close search and see what else is around."”

"They'll be in the air in fifteen seconds, Tebba," Lon said. He had j ust
finished giving the order. "I'd like to have a better idea where to set them
down before they get here. I'"'mnot going to give drop coordinates until the | ast
m nute. "

More waiting. Lon played wth the idea of sending another of Al pha's platoons
out, totry to flank the raiders who were chasing the platoon Harley was wth,
but he decided to wait. The three platoons on the ridge m ght not be conpronised
yet. The raiders might not have any idea that there were nore soldiers that
close. Keep the aces facedown as |ong as possible, Lon told hinself. [// they
don't know how many we are, we still don't know how many they are either

Lon spent several mnutes talking with Vel Gsterman in Lincoln. The engagenent
near Long Gen had joined again, wth Bravo and Delta Conpanies noving back
toward the mning village and the new raider force that had | anded there. There
had been several skirmishes, with the raiders hitting and noving, draw ng the
pursuit toward and then around the village. The Bancrofter mlitiamen were
positioning thenselves to keep the first raider force fromdoubling back. That
entire operation was so fluid that it was difficult to be certain of much. The
raiders were operating in small teanms now, splitting apart, but still apparently
wor ki ng in concert, harassing, sniping.

As far as he could, Lon tried to put Long den out of his i mediate thoughts. He
had his own situation to concentrate on. Two shuttles carrying Charlie Conpany
were in the air. Colonel Cranpton reported that he had four conpanies of mlitia
in shuttles ready to lift off as soon as Lon called for them

The sky was beginning to show the approach of norning. Lon and the three
pl at oons on the slope below the ridgeline were still in shadow, but that |ine
behind themwas nmore clearly etched now Stars were fading fromview Sunrise
was no nore than twenty mnutes away.

"Tebba, I'mgoing to bring Charlie down well on the other side of the fight,"
Lon said, glancing into the eastern sky. "They're going to be visible junping
in, so we've got to give themsone space. W need to |et themget down and
organi zed before they get sucked into a firefight."

"Where's that Shrike that was stoogi ng around?"” Tebba asked.

"Just waiting for nmy go-ahead," Lon said. "I want to nmake sure we've got clear
separati on between fourth platoon and the eneny before | have himcone in-unless
things get too hot for Harley."

"He's got nmore than a hundred yards' separation between his people and the eneny
now, Lon. Maybe one-twenty. It's not going to get much w der than that."

Lon switched channels. "Harley, link to the Shrike pilot. Lead himin for a
strike on the raiders comng your way. Be careful. Gve him the right
coordi nates."

"Don't worry, |I'mnot about to screw up and order ny own ass shot off. Colonel,"
Harl ey said. "Switching channels now. "

"Tebba, Charlie will drop right after the Shrike nakes its second pass,"” Lon
said after he al so switched channels. "I'm going to bring themin one mle due
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west of the explosions. And I'm going to have Colonel Cranpton send two
conpanies in the sane place we |anded."

"If you bring themin right away, we won't have time to get a detachment back
there to secure the LZ," Tebba sai d.

"No help for that. I don't want to weaken our position here. Any luck at all
there shouldn't be any raiders behind us. I'll tell Cranpton we don't have
anyone there, to treat it as if the eneny mght be waiting."

The second raider force revealed itself as the Shrike nmade its attack on the
first force. Two surface-to-air mssiles streaked toward the Shrike, |aunched
bel ow and left- south-of the line Lon and the three platoons were hol ding high
on the hillside. The first mssile veered farther left, nmissing the Shrike by a
wi de margin, but the second caught it near the tail, blowing the tail control
surfaces away. The Shrike spiraled into the ground, exploding on contact, no
more than fifty yards fromwhere the craft on the ground had been destroyed. The
pil ot never had a chance to eject.

Lon called Captain Kai. "Sefer, switch your drop zone. Half a mle west of the
main fires instead of a full mle. W' ve got nore bogeys on the ground, no count
on themyet. | need your nen sooner rather than later."

"Hal f the distance," Kai said. "I'll pass that to the pilots now. Colonel."
Charlie Conpany junped fromits shuttles less than two mnutes |later. The

junpers were not invisible. Thin tails of pale blue marked the exhausts on their
rocket packs, and sunrise was close. There was sone light. To cover the junp,
Lon ordered the rest of Al pha Company to take the raiders near the base of the
hill under fire, even though they did not have a good read on the exact position
or nunber of the eneny there-only the spots fromwhich the two m ssiles had been
fired. Rifles and rocket-propelled grenades. The grenades of fered nore hope of
hits than the rifles, though the range was extrene.

The eneny reacted quickly, turning to respond to the gunfire fromnear the
ridge. After thirty seconds, Lon estinmated that there nmight be a full conpany of
rai ders belowthree hundred feet lower and twice that distance to the south
sout heast, at the base of the line of hills.

The second Shrike nmade a fast pass across the enemny positions, too high and too

fast to use its cannon. It scattered three missiles along the eneny Iline, then
clinmbed out of harmis way as quickly as possible, alnpst straight into the sky.
It didn't level off to circle around until it was above fifteen thousand feet.

Lon rested in the nost solid firing position he could manage. The range and
angl e made accurate rifle fire difficult, even with his helmet's optics |inked
tothe rifle's sights, but he got off several three-shot bursts, waiting unti
he saw the rmuzzle flashes of eneny rifles and targeting them No one in the
company was firing on full automatic. Dirigenters were taught not to waste
ammuni tion. For the same reason, Lon's nmen were being extrenely sparing with
their rocket-propelled grenades. The range was near the maxi mum effective for
t he weapons.

Charlie Conpany hit the ground and got organized. Junping into a wooded area,
there had been sone inevitable dispersal as nmen maneuvered to find clear routes
anong the trees. Squad | eaders and pl atoon sergeants were busy gathering their
men and checking to nmake certain that there had been no serious injuries on the
junp. It took several mnutes for Lon to get the report: Three nen had m nor
injuries-sprained ankles or knees; several others had cuts suffered com ng
through the foliage.

"Move toward your right, Sefer,” Lon told Captain Kai. "W want to put the
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raiders at the foot of this ridge between us. Mve carefully, though. They ni ght
have a | ot nore men under ground anywhere al ong here."

"In other words, while we're trying to flank them they mght be flanking us
farther down the line," Kai replied.

"W've got nore nmen coming in, Sefer. The sooner we know the size of the
opposition here, the better."

"That's easy for you to say. Colonel. W'Il do what we can. Just renenber
there's not enough juice left in the rocket packs to take us back up to the
shuttles.”

"I''"ll keep it in nmnd," Lon said, suppressing a chuckle. A year earlier, Sefer
Kai had startled a reginental officers' conference by suggesting that the rocket
pack system might be upgraded to permit extraction as well as insertion,
gl ossing over the considerable difficulties of having two hundred nen attenpt to
rendezvous with shuttles traveling a mininumof 180 niles per hour

I wish we could close off the trouble at Long Aen so | could bring the rest of
the battalion here, Lon thought. Having two maj or engagenents going at once was
not the way he wanted to handle the raiders. And if the raiders were able to
stage a third raid at the same tinme, the Diri-genters and their hosts would have
trouble responding to that at all.

Dayl i ght. They probably won't try any new raids before sunset, Lon thought.
hoped. Wth a little luck we can clean up one or the other of our operations
before then. It was too soon to make any serious plans for consolidating forces
to concentrate on one site or the other. The people of Long den couldn't be
| eft unprotected until the imediate threat there was over. And this nanel ess
site couldn't be abandoned until Lon's nen could determ ne whether there was a
maj or rai der base conceal ed nearby. That might take days, even if the raiders
engaging themwere all neutralized quickly-killed or captured.

"Tebba, did you mark where the first firing started bel ow us?" Lon asked,

"Not precisely. | think we can narrow it down to within twenty or thirty vyards,
t hough. "

"That should be close enough. W get this firefight ended, that's where we'll
need to start |ooking for a cave entrance."

"I don't think they'll be anywhere wth only one exit, Lon," Grana said. "You
remenber |ast time. That cave had nore ways out than an illegal whorehouse."
"Yeah, 1|'ve been thinking about that. Wen those mlitianen get here, I'm going

to have them covering the ground behind us and around to the south from here,
| ooking for holes as well as raiders."”

"Going to be mdday or |ater before they can do nuch good at that," Tebba said.
"I"ve already got nen putting snoops out behind us and past the ends of our line
here. "

"We're getting close nonitoring fromoverhead as well," Lon said. "But we can't
do any real probing for caves on the ground until this firefight ends."

Real guerrilla warfare, Lon thought. It's hard to keep thinking of this as just
simple raiding. It mght not be enough to deal with the nen Earth has put on the
ground here. Unless the Bancrofters can keep nore of themfromcoining in after
we | eave, they could find thenselves faced with the same thing, again and again.
He shook his head. It was starting to |ook nore and nore as if Earth had nore
final intentions toward Bancroft, destabilizing the government and then taking
over the world directly.
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What's that unidentified ship doing now? Lon wondered, and he called Vel to have
him check with CIC again. | feel as if I'mjuggling ten-pound razor blades, he
thought while he waited for Osterman to radio back. If I'mnot careful I could
m ss a bl ade and slice ny head off.

"Action comng fromthe south!" Tebba shouted over his link to Lon. "One of the
snoops picked up novenent, two hundred yards out, just on the other side of the
ridge. They're trying to sneak in behind us." "How many?" Lon asked. "Can't be
sure, but it looks like just a couple of squads ... so far," Tebba said. "M ght
be nore behind the ones the snoop can see."

"I''"l'l take a squad and have a look," Lon said. "Ckay if | grab the squad cl osest
to nme?"

"You're the boss."

Lon signaled to the |eader of the squad that was closest, Dominic Schwartz, a
newly pronoted corporal, and quickly briefed himon what they were going to do,
cutting into the squad's operational channel so that everyone would hear the
pl an.

Schwartz put his point nan out, and Lon got into the squad's line in the niddle
of the first fire teamand Jer-eny Howell followed right along, though Lon had
not "invited" him

"More vol unteering?" Lon asked softly.

"Hard to break the habit, sir," Howell said. "My nmama al ways said bad habits
woul d be the death of ne."

"Not today, okay?"

"Fine by ne, sir.
"Stick close to ne and keep your head down," Lon said.

There was no elegant plan. Lon nerely planned to take the squad along the
western side of the ridge until they were behind the raiders noving on the
eastern side-then <cross over and take themfrom the crest and behind. Tebba
woul d have nmen watching the crest farther north, to make certain the raiders
weren't able to sneak up on the rest of the conpany.

Wal king silently across the steeply pitched slope required concentration. There
was | oose rock in anobng the roots and a very thin |ayer of soil that was all the
hill offered to anchor the few short, scrawny trees, sparse bushes, and (grass
that managed to grow so near the sunmit. The trees would offer |little cover.
This high up spring was just beginning to sprout new | eaves.

Four mnutes. Lon estimated that they should be just opposite the raiders,
separated only by the top thirty feet of the ridge, less than fifty yards apart
|laterally. As long as they don't peak over the crest too soon, Lon thought,
gl ancing that way hinself. Every man in the squad with himwas thinking simlar
t hought s.

Tebba reported that there had been no additional warnings fromthe snoop on the
other side of the ridge. "It counted twenty-two men noving past," Tebba
reported. "Fromyour blips, you should be twenty yards or so beyond the end of
the raider colum."

"Too bad we can't see blips for the raiders,’
give thema little nore space before we turn.”

Lon whi spered back. "I think we'll
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"Your call," Tebba said. "You're the one on the scene."

Two minutes. An extra thirty yards. Then Lon told Corporal Schwartz that it was
time to turn left. The squad turned, moving fromcolum to skirmsh line, with
two to four yards' separation between nen as they started clinbing toward the
crest of the ridge. The distances between nmen varied considerably over the next
few m nutes because the terrain did not always permnmt straight novenent. The
ridgeline was irregular, the last stretch of the clinb was steeper, and there
were places where men would have needed ropes and clinbing gear to hold their
relative positions. Schwartz halted his nmen just bel ow the crest and dressed the
line as best he could, making certain the men were not bunched too tightly. Then
he had the man at the far end of the line-presumably the man farthest fromthe
rai ders-edge up; he would be the first to | ook across for any sign of the eneny.

"Be ready for anything," Schwartz warned the rest of his squad. "W could be
within spitting distance of themif we've guessed wong or they quit noving."

Lon did not interfere. The corporal would know his nmen better than Lon coul d.
Every private in this squad was new since Lon had |last gone into conmbat with it.
Only Schwartz and the | ance corporal commandi ng the squad's second fire team had
been with it before Lon had transferred to battalion from A Conpany.

"Col onel, you ready?" Schwartz asked.

"Whenever you are. Corporal,"” Lon replied. "Just think of Corporal Howell and ne
as two extra rifles in the squad. |I'Il leave the operation to you if possible."

"Thank you, sir. Ten seconds."

Lon could not avoid a silent countdown. Schwartz gave his point man the order to
| ook over the crest. Lon kept counting seconds in his head wuntil the man
report ed.

"Nothing within fifty vyards of us, Corp. Mre |like seventy yards. Looks Ilike
they haven't started noving up toward the crest thenselves. | can see fifteen
men. There mght be nore farther on, though."

"When | give the word," Schwartz said, "you and Ma-guire go over and get into
what cover you can find." Ma-guire was the next man in line, and he carried one
of the squad's two grenade | aunchers. "We'Ill get in position and open up on them
together. WAit for the order," the corporal repeated.

Lon adjusted his footing and checked to make certain that his rifle's safety was
off. H's head was two feet belowthe crest; he was lying against the rock at
nearly a fifty-degree angle. There was another narrow | edge pressing against his
thighs, just above his knees. Wen Corporal Schwartz gave the order to start the
action, Lon would nove up to that last ledge to give hinmself an angle of fire
al ong the crest.

Schwartz gave the first order, and the two nen farthest south rolled over the
crest and slid into position several yards down the slope on the other side. As
soon as they reported that they were ready, the corporal alerted the rest of the
squad, then checked with Lon.

"You give the word," Lon told him
Schwartz swi tched back to his squad frequency to give it. "Go!"

Lon stepped up to the firing position he had narked, getting his rifle across
the top and tracking for targets. He had just started to squeeze the trigger
when he heard the sound of the first grenades being |aunched. He got off three
bursts with his rifle before those grenades expl oded. Both grenadiers followed
up with three nore shots apiece, scattering their grenades along the line of the
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eneny squads.
The rai ders under the barrage did not get off a single shot in return

"We'I'l check '"emout. Colonel," Schwartz said. "I'd feel a lot better if you was
to stay put for a couple of mnutes, sir. Make it easier on ny boys."

"We'll start back on this side of the ridge. Corporal," Lon said. "Good work.
Tell your nmen | said so. And be careful checking out those raiders."

One little bit of this finished nicely, Lon thought. If the rest would just go
the sane way.

22

Harl ey Stossberg and fourth platoon worked their way back toward the line of
hills, angling slightly toward the north, pulling out of contact with the raider
force that had been protecting the shuttles and fuel supply. They left severa
mnes to conplicate the eneny's pursuit.

Charlie Conpany was noving south of the now snol dering renmains of the two raider
shuttles and the trees and ground cover that had been ignited by the expl osions.
Even the fuel in the storage tank had nobstly burned out, leaving only a few
trickles of flame centered in the ashes of the larger blazes. The norning air
was thick with snoke trapped by the trees, and the odors of fire still clung,
irritating noses and throats.

Captai n Kai detached one squad to investigate the remains of the shuttles. The
patrol was alnmpst to the central blackened area when the point man tripped a
m ne that had somehow survived the earlier explosions and fire. Attached to the
underside of a large branch, near the trunk of the tree, the mne's blast was
focused toward the ground. The squad's point man was killed. The next man in
line suffered major injuries fromshrapnel, and the third man caught severa
large splinters of wod fromthe tree. The remaining nmen first went prone-a
reflex-then noved to care for their casualties.

Two hundred yards away. Captain Kai halted the rest of his nen, waiting for word
on the results of the explosion. H's nen watched their perineter nore intently
than usual, in case the blast was the prelude to an anbush that m ght also
include them As soon as Kai heard fromthe |eader of the detached squad, he
passed the results to Lon.

"Lozzet needs a trauma tube, but Baukir's condition is okay; mned-patches and
bandages will do for him" Lozzet was the man who had taken the shrapnel

"How critical is Lozzet?" Lon asked.

"The nedic says he needs to be in a tube as soon as we can nanage, no nore than
thirty mnutes," Kai said.

On the ridge, Lon squeezed his eyes shut, just for an instant, while he tried to
deci de anong risky options. Thirty mnutes was going to be difficult. Coming in
on rocket packs, Charlie Conpany had not brought a trauma tube al ong.

"W can't bring a shuttle into that clearing w thout securing the entire area

first," Lon said. "Too easy for the raiders to bring it down. The nedics up here
have a portable tube, so either your men will have to carry Lozzet here, or the
medics wll have to carry the tube down to where he is." Lon's pause was
mniml. "Have his squad carry himtoward the ridge. Use the rest of your

company to run interference, angle over and try to put a wedge around them |[']|
have Tebba detail two squads to escort a nedic and the tube toward the bottom of
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the slope, to neet you partway."
"We'll get himthere," Kai said

"Sefer, don't get careless. Don't nmake a |ot nore casualties to get one man to
treatment. We've only got the one traunmm tube on the ground." Lon felt his
throat tighten, as if it didn't want to let those words out. Take care of your
casualties. Get themto help as quickly as possible. Never abandon a nman while
there's any hope at all for him But, too often, that led only to the creation
of nore casualties-often w thout saving the man whose rescue occasioned them It
wasn't al ways easy to act prudently, though. The pull of enotion, the dedication
of conrades to each other, made that difficult. The ganble was accepted nore
often than it was declined.

Lon switched radi o channels and told Tebba what was needed. "W've got to give
those nen all the cover we can."

"W'l|l do what we can," Tebba sai d.

There were two groups of raiders operating openly- known to Lon and his nen. One
group was on the valley floor, still harassing the platoon of Al pha Conpany that
had been sent to look for the shuttles and their defenders, but 1o0sing ground,
finding it difficult to regain contact with Harley and his nmen. The other group
was on the side of the valley and on the |ower slopes of the Iine of hills that
bordered the valley on the east. The intensity of the fighting had declined over
the last several minutes, and it was slow to build again as Charlie Conpany
nmoved to get its casualties to help.

On the slope, Lon and Tebba readjusted the Ilines, noving the center farther
downhill to put Al pha Conpany in a wedge-shaped deploynment, with only a single
fire teamat the top of the wedge to guard the rear. Attenpting to cover the
movenent of Charlie Conpany and the nen carrying the one seriously wounded man,
both platoons were free in their wuse of rocket-propelled grenades and al nost
profligate with rifle amunition-nmore concerned now w th suppressing hostile
fire and nmovenent than in causing eneny casualties.

Lon contributed to the covering fire, interrupting his shooting only for
essential radio conversations. The three conpanies of Bancrofter mlitia were
nearly all on the ground. The first conmpany had already started noving toward
the action. Taranto had sent down two nore Shrikes, to replace the one that had
been shot down and to relieve the other one on station. Four other Shrikes were
on alert in case one of the firefights escalated. At Long Aen, Lon's nmen were
boardi ng shuttles to join this new fight, leaving the village's defense to the
mlitia. Aboard Long Snake, a shuttle was being | oaded with amunition and ot her
supplies for the Dirigenters on the ground. That |ander would conme in at the
sanme time Bravo and Delta Conpanies did, and those nercenaries would transport
the load to the rest of the battalion

The rendezvous of wounded sol dier and trauma tube took nore than twenty m nutes.
Wthout time to nove themto a nobre secure location, a perineter had to be set
up around the rendezvous point. Charlie Conpany set that up initially, only
linking up with Alpha Conmpany after the fact-as Harley Stossberg and Al pha's
fourth platoon returned to the rest of the conpany. That platoon had several nen
with minor injuries, but nothing requiring a trauma tube.

"We're too spread out," Lon said on a circuit that connected himw th both Ka
and Grana. "W need to set up a better defensive perineter here on the slope
until our reinforcenents arrive."

"We can carry the trauma tube," Captain Kai said, "but we'll have to nove slowy
with Lozzet in it. Were do you want us?"
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"Move toward your left, Sefer,” Lon said. "As you get into position on the
slope, you'll take the north half of the perineter. Al pha will nove around the
circle and take the south half. W'Ill adjust our spacing later. Right now | just
want to get everyone pulled in together. It's going to be at |east another
ninety mnutes before the mlitia starts to arrive."

"When do the rest of our people get here?" Kai asked.

"I't's going to be at least four hours, unless | have to bring themin on this
side, and | don't want to do that," Lon said. "Unless we're up to our arnpits in
crap, | won't risk shuttles and the nmen in themthis close to the eneny."

"You still bringing the mlitia around on the south?" G rana asked.

"That's the plan. Two conpanies of them at least. | think I'Il bring the |ast

one straight over the ridge the way we canme. Put themin on the north end of our
position and on the crest."

Waiting. The raiders were doing only occasional sniping now They appeared to be
movi ng, but Lon could not be certain where they were noving to. It was rare for
any of his nen to spot any of the eneny, and they were not intercepting any
eneny el ectronics, so the Dirigenters held their fire as well, sinply targeting
the snipers when they spotted the |ocation of one of them

Lon had Al pha and Charlie gradually expand their perineter on the hillside,
arranging better defensive positions. Men worked at scooping out shallow
depressions for thenselves, where there was soil over the rock of the hill.
O hers moved stones and branches-anything to give thenselves even a little
better cover against eneny gunfire.

If they know how we dealt wth their people nine years ago, they won't |et
t hensel ves get boxed up in their caves this tine, Lon thought-certainly not for
the first tinme. Fromwhat had happened so far on Bancroft, he felt he had to
assune that these raiders knew about the fate of their predecessors. They'l
conme out, take their chances in the open. They nust have contingency plans. Even
if they didn 't know we would be here, they 'd know that the Ban-crofters would
be after them sooner or |ater

Lon rolled over onto his side and looked into the sky. Two eneny shuttles had
been destroyed on the ground, but it seemed certain that the soldiers of the
Colonial Mning Cartel must have nore aircraft avail abl e-sonewhere. They had
moved men into Long den after the two here had been spotted and were under
surveill ance. And the abandoned nining canp. They won't conme out in daylight,
Lon thought, not wi thout heavy cloud cover to hide them But after dark, that's
anot her story. They could use whatever resources they have to nove troops or
just to attack us. Maybe. Wuld they risk whatever air resources they still had,
knowing that the Dirigenters would be watching for then? "I wouldn't," Lon
munbl ed, after checking to nake sure his transmtter was off, "not unless the
situation were desperate."

Was it? For the raiders? How would they view their position? They were being hit
hard, whenever they exposed themnmselves, in significant nunbers. Mdst of their
raids were being frustrated, and they were | osing nmen and equi prent.

That unidentified ship was still in the system edging closer to Bancroft but
mai ntai ning fleeing room keeping the planet between itself and the Dirigenter
vessel s. Ta-ranto was not noving after the intruder, but staying in position to
support 2nd Battalion's operations on the ground and to protect Long Snake and
Tyre. It can't just be a transport coining to pick up what the raiders have
grabbed, Lon thought. / don't think they would have stayed around with so nuch
opposition. They nust have extra nmen or critical supplies, naybe nore shuttles.
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It was all guesswork, deduction frominsufficient data. Trying to juggle all the
maybes and what-ifs was starting to give Lon a headache. One step at a tine, he
thought. Worry about the eneny bel ow you, the ones you know about. Wbrry about
the rest after you take care of these.

He roll ed back over, |ooking over the barrel of his rifle into the valley. It
had been several mnutes since he had heard a gunshot, fromeither side. The
raiders mght be withdrawing fromthe area as fast as caution would permt. By
the tinme Colonel Cranpton's three mlitia conpanies arrived, there might not be
any raiders within shooting distance ... or they might have the equivalent of a
DMC battalion lying in wait, ready to spring a nassive anbush.

"Tebba, we need to put sone feelers out, find out where the raiders are," Lon
sai d, opening his channel to Grana. "I need to knowif they're still close and
what they're doing, before the militia conpanies walk into sonmething big."

"I'"ve been thinking about that, too," Tebba said. "The raiders have gotten too
quiet for my liking."

"Maybe one fire team south along the ridge, another probing into the valley,"
Lon said. "They're to avoid getting caught in an exchange of fire if at all
possible. | just want to know where the eneny is, not start the shooting again.
1"l have Sefer put out probes on his side." As soon as G rana acknow edged, Lon
call ed Captain Kai and gave himhis orders.

Stealth was second nature to Dirigenters, sonmething they trained hard at, but it
made for slow patrols. At night, Lon's nen nmight even have been able to
infiltrate a strongly held line wthout being observed. In daylight they night
be able to come within thirty yards of the eneny w thout giving thenselves away
except by w |l dest chance. The canoufl age battl edress they wore had been desi ghed
specifically for <conditions on Bancroft. Each fire teamsix nmen at ful
complenent, half a squad-could operate wth the assurance of scores, often
hundreds, of hours training together, at just this sort of maneuver

Lon set his helnet to nonitor the radio frequencies that the patrols would use,
but did not expect to hear anything unless one of themran into trouble. Part of
stealth was not using active electronics that could be monitored by an eneny.
The | ead conpany of mlitiamen was also observing electronic silence, and the
other two conpanies had already reduced transmissions to a minimm Lon noted
that with approval. The BCM had nmi ntai ned the |l evel of training the nercenaries
had established for themon their previous visit to the world.

But the raiders were al so observing strict electronic silence. No em ssions were
being detected by the battle helnets of the Dirigenters or by the Shrikes and
shuttles in the air-all of which were nonitoring the area around the two
conpani es of 2nd Battalion. Had they picked up anything, even the vague static
that was not quite an intercept, the information woul d have been |inked through
to Lon immedi ately.

Vel Ostennan relayed a report fromthe militia commander on the scene at Long
G en. The raiders there had broken off the engagenent, disappearing into the
forest. The militia was not pursuing, but maintaining its defensive perineter
around the vill age.

Wait. Lon talked with Col onel Cranpton, who was noving with the third company of
mlitia onits way to reinforce Lon's two conpani es. Lon laid out his suggested
depl oynent for the mlitia, and asked Crampton to put out patrols along the
eastern side of the Iine of hills, especially to the north. "That's the section
we' ve given |least thought to," Lon said. "The raiders have kept our attention
focused west and south, which makes | ooking the other way seemvery desirable
just now. "

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...1ey%20-%2005%20-%20Lieutenant%20Colonel.txt (113 of 142) [12/29/2004 1:10:31 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962005%20-%20L i eutenant%20Col onel .txt

It was past noon before the first militia company started crossing the |I|ine of
hills through a pass 2'/2 mles south of the mercenaries. They would put patrols
out farther south, but the bulk of the first two conpanies would work their way
north, spreading out to cover both the flank of the ridge and the section of
val l ey between it and the wreckage of the raider shuttles-Iooking for contact
with the eneny.

They knew to | ook for cave entrances.

Bravo and Delta Conpanies of 2nd Battalion were on the ground, at the |anding
zone in the next valley east. The supply shuttle was also on the ground. It
woul d take a solid three hours-and then some-for those two conpanies to reach
the rest of the battalion and get into position. Lon had not given the
commanders of those two conpanies orders for the disposition of their nmen yet;
he wanted to take themout," Lon told Tebba. One man in each fire teamcarried a
beaner, an energy rifle: silent, striking at the speed of |ight.

Then Lon switched to an infrared overlay that painted the terrain by
tenperature. Qut in the open, it was only sixty-four degrees Fahrenheit, cooler
in the shadows. Infrared resolution was not as precise as visible light, but Lon
was only |ooking for anomalies, evidence of an wunusually cool |ocation-which
m ght mark a cave entrance emtting a breeze. It was an inperfect search nethod,
dependent on too nmany variables, but it did offer a chance of discovering
entrances to the caves he assuned were under the line of hills.

This mght work better in the mddle of sumrer, he thought, when outside
tenperatures are twenty or twenty-five degrees hotter than they are now O in
the dead of winter. The tenperature inside an extensive cave systemwould be a
steady fifty-eight degrees. The greater the difference between inside and
outside, the better the chance of spotting an opening. Wth little nore than ten
degrees' difference, and foliage intervening, Lon had no success. After reducing
the magnification to give hinself a broader view of the area, Lon finally fol ded
the mapboard and put it away.

Several gunshots sounded, close together, conming fromnear the location of one
of the men Lon had spotted. He guessed that one of the nmen with a beaner had hit
a target, and the nmen around the victimwere firing back. A few seconds |ater he
received confirmation from Tebba that one of the targets had been dropped.

"They haven't all just hit the trail," Tebba said. "They're down there,
somewhere, waiting for whatever."

"Maybe waiting for dark, the way we mght in simlar circunstances," Lon
replied. Despite sophisticated night-vision systens, the dark rennined the
infantryman's friend. Not even the best system such as that incorporated in
Dirigenter battle hel nets, provided vision equal to what unaided eyes could see
in clear daylight. Depth perception was reduced, and thernmal insulation could
reduce the visibility of a target drastically. In theory, the Dirigenter system
provided 80 to 90 percent of daylight vision. In practice, it could be sonewhat
| ess than that.

"Waiting to fight, or waiting to escape?" Tebba asked, and Lon had no answer.

A private in Charlie Conpany's third platoon was killed by a sniper eighty
m nutes |later-one shot that caught its victimjust wunder the bottomof his
helmet's faceplate and angled up through the brain. The nman died al nost
instantly, before his squadmates to either side could even react to the gunshot.
No one marked the direction the shot had cone from The squad laid down a few
dozen rounds of rifle fire across a thirty-degree arc, with no way to tell if
any of those shots found a target.
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The last of the three mlitia conpanies noved into position. Lon's Bravo and
Del ta Conpani es were approaching the eastern base of the Iline of hills, nore
than a mle apart. Bravo would arrive in a little over an hour. Delta thirty
m nutes after that.

Col onel Cranpton and a younger mlitia officer worked their way to Lon's
position and settled in behind what cover was available. "Colonel," Cranpton
said, "this is nmy son. Lieutenant WIlson Cranpton. He commands | ad Conpany."

Lon nodded. "Lieutenant." The younger Cranpton nodded back. They were separated
by his father, and since all three nen were nearly prone, there was no question
of handshaki ng.

"Do you think you' ve |located the nain body of the raiders?" Colonel Cranpton
asked.

"I''m not sure what to think," Lon replied. "W have sone raiders, and we
certainly took care of two of their shuttles and a large fuel tank. The | ast few

hours, there's been nothing but occasional sniping back and forth. | wanted to
wait until we had as many nen here as possible, just in case we are sitting on
their main force. I'm not sure what the raiders are waiting for-probably
nightfall."

"You plan to nove agai nst them before then?"

"We're already moving. Wth two conpanies of your men noving in on their flank,
they've got to do something."

"Well, 1've depl oyed those conpani es the way you suggested, |eaving two platoons
to cover their rear, in case the raiders have cave exits south of where we
crossed the ridge," Colonel Cranpton said. "And WIson's conpany is on the

reverse sl ope, above us." He gestured over his shoul der

"If the raiders don't engage before then, we'll start pressing as soon as ny
| ast two conpanies get in position," Lon said. "About ninety mnutes fromnow "

"When the last of your nen get here, we should have nearly fourteen hundred
al t ogether. That shoul d be enough to handl e anything the raiders can put against
us." The militia conmander's voice did not sound as confident as his words.

23

There were several small skirm shes while Lon waited for the rest of his troops
to arrive and nove into position. The raiders clashed with the mlitia conpanies
nmoving in, but none of the actions seened to involve nore than a single squad of
raiders-patrols or a rear guard covering the withdrawal of the rest of their
force. It was inpossible to be certain which

Lon set up a comuanders' conference on the radio, with Col onel Cranpton and al
of the conmmanders fromthe DMC and the BCM goi ng over the plan he had devi sed.
On the south, two mnilitia conpanies would press west, beyond the burned-over
area and the clearing that the raiders had wused for a landing strip. On the
north, three of Lon's conpanies would push west. The two forces would curve in
toward a rendezvous a nile beyond the clearing. Al pha Conpany and the mlitia's
2nd Conpany woul d hol d positions along the ridge to conplete the circle.

Lon hoped to trap the raiders wthin that circle. Once it was conplete,
mercenaries and mlitiamen would draw it tighter, aimng to force conbat and
neutralize this raider force. Once arned opposition ended, they could turn to
searching the line of hills for the cave system Lon suspected had to be there,
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serving as a base for the raiders. If the raiders had already wi thdrawn the nen
who had been in the area, the conbined force of Dirigenters and Ban-crofters
woul d establish a solid perimeter, then go to work searching for the caves. They
woul d cover as nuch of this line of hills as necessary to find those caves ..
or be certain they did not exist.

"What if their main force is here and we get nore than you seemto be bargaining
for?" Col onel Crampton asked after Lon had | aid out the essentials.

"We're hoping to draw their main force into battle. Colonel," Lon replied. "I'lI
have six Shrike fighters to provide close ground support, as well as the guns
and rockets of four of our attack shuttles, once we can cut down on the odds of
the raiders using SAMs to bring the aircraft down. My guess is that the raiders
will offer conbat early once we start pressing-if their main force is conceal ed
in caves here-rather than risk having the sanme thing happen to themthat
happened to the raiders nine years back."

"You really think they know what happened then?" Col onel Cranpton asked, clearly
skepti cal

"It's virtually certain. Colonel," Lon said. "My best estimate is that they knew
about it before this new incursion was |aunched, a year ago. That know edge nost
likely influenced their planning for this new attack on Bancroft."

Cranpton hesitated before he said, "I nust confess |I still have ny doubts about
that, but | can see that we have to proceed on the assunption that it's
possi ble."

Bravo Conpany arrived, carrying part of the resupply for Al pha and Charlie.
Ammuni tion and food packs were distributed. Men ate while they could. Bravo and
Charlie started shifting into position for their thrust westward. Delta Conpany
was clinmbing the eastern slope of the ridge. The extra supplies they carried
would be left with Alpha and 2nd Conpanies. Colonel Cranpton's other two
companies had gone into a tenporary defensive perineter, waiting for the
attacking force to be conplete. Conpany commanders briefed their platoon | eaders
and noncons. Sergeants briefed platoons and squads.

"Col onel, 1've never been in a fight as big as this one |looks to be," Corpora
Howel | said. He had kept busy through the afternoon, passing nessages both ways,
assisting Lon as he normally did.

"You starting to think better about vyour choice to conme along?" Lon asked,
turning his head toward Howel | .

"This is where | should be," Howell said, "but I think nmy stomach's tied itself
in about three knots."

"I know the feeling." Lon closed his eyes for an instant. Even if we get slammed
completely here, there "Il at least be a few people back in Lincoln to get the
message out. Vel, Phip, and nost of the headquarters detachnent were stil
there. And the ships overhead. News would get hone. / don't want to go down in
the history of the Corps as the commander of the worst defeat since 9th Regi nent
was destroyed on Wellman, Lon thought. The 9th had never been re-forned. The
Corps consisted of fourteen reginents, but there was no nunber nine-and never
woul d be agai n.

G oony thoughts had often plagued Lon before action. After two decades as a
prof essional soldier there was still a part of his mind that recoiled at what
conbat of fered- threatened-prom sed-fear, injury, death. Wiy woul d anyone risk
that? Duty. Dedication. Patriotism The nen of the DMC mi ght be nercenaries, but
serving in the Corps was still an act of service to their world. Soldiers and
mlitary materiel were the stock in trade of Dirigent. It did not have
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significant deposits of rare netals and mnerals to offer. At tines it had to
import the products of better-endowed pl anets. Like Bancroft. Wthout the Corps
and the munitions industry that had grown up beside it, Dirigent would still be
an agricultural world, a snmall colony with perhaps no nore than 10 percent of
its current popul ation-vul nerable, prey to any predator that cane around.

Wth all that, how can | possibly keep Junior fromjoining the Corps when he's
ol d enough ? Lon wondered, and the intrusion of that old worry shook himfrom
hi s nmorose neandering. Colonel Cranpton had a son as well, and the younger
Cranpton was clearly following in his father's professional footsteps.

There's no reason to think this will go that badly, Lon told hinself. W've got
the manpower and heavy weapons overhead. Even if we were outnunbered, we ought
to be able to hold our own.

Delta arrived. Lon told Captain Maghusson to give his nen fifteen mnutes to
rest and eat before noving down the western side of the hill to join Bravo
Conpany for the push. Then Lon alerted Colonel Cranpton and all of the conpany
commanders in the conbined force that they would be beginning their push in
forty-five minutes. Lon ate a quick nmeal hinself, forcing the food in. H's nouth
was dry. The food needed a lot of water to wash it down. There was not hi ng nove
in that, either. The best food in the galaxy would have been hard to eat just
t hen.

Lon took the nagazine fromhis rifle, jacked the cartridge out of the chanber,
and |ooked down the barrel to nake sure it wasn't plugged-an inspection
instigated by nerves. He put a full magazine in and ran the rifle's bolt to put
a shell back into the firing chanber, then |ooked to make certain the rifle's
safety was on. He took his pistol fromits holster and ran a simlar check. The
handgun' s nagazine was full, so he nmerely put it back in. He was ready.

Twenty-five mnutes renained before his force started trying to close the horns
around the raiders in the valley.

Ten minutes before the designated tine, Lon's palnms were sweating enough to
annoy him He wi ped themon his trouser |egs. Al though he would remain in place,
far fromthe greatest danger, he was at |east as nervous as he would have been
had he been in the spearhead, wal king point toward an expected ambush.

The patrols he had sent out earlier had pinpointed the |ocation of several snall
rai der groups, but nothing that looked as if it might be the nmain body. "Looks
like they left outposts,” Tebba said when he passed the reports to Lon. Grana
was acting as Lon's second-in-conmand in the field. "No nore than a squad each
pl ace, with snoops and mnes planted to give themwarning of anyone approachi ng.
We were lucky not to trip any of the mnes."

"What about their snoops?" Lon asked. "Qur patrols give thensel ves away?"

Tebba was too far away for Lon to see himshrug. "Probably, but we didn't pick
up any em ssions fromthe snoops our patrols spotted."”

"If we get a chance to do it safely later, | want one or two of those snoops,"”
Lon said. "G ve the | abs back home sonmething to play with. Maybe they can pick
up sonmething to inprove our gear." "Safely" was the key word. A nan couldn't

sinmply pluck an eneny snoop fromthe ground and stick it in his pack. The odds
were at | east even that it woul d be booby-trapped.

"I want those outposts targeted," Lon said. "W drop a couple of grenades on top
of each of themright as we kick off the operation.”

"Al ready coordinated that, on both ends, Lon," Tebba said.
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Lon changed channels to speak with Col one

Your men ready to nove?"
" Ready. "

Again, Lon switched channels to connect to al

Lon's order went to
"ol "

When t hose seconds had el apsed,
the conpany comranders in both units:

* * *

Cr anpt on.

of his conpany conmmanders
wat ching the tinmeline on his visor's head-up display.

"Sixty seconds. Col onel

He was
"Thirty seconds."
Col onel

Cranpton and all of

From Lon's position, there was no imediate sign of novenent. It mght take
several minutes before he would see blips noving on his napboard or on the
overlay of position blips he could cycle onto his head-up display. The first
clear indications he had of action were the sounds of grenade |launchers firing
RPGs, and the whistles of the projectiles as they arced toward their targets.
The explosions cane in a tightly grouped series of explosions-the flash of
bl asts, the noise of detonation, the ripping of shrapnel, occasionally the
cracking of a tree linb, small clouds of whitish snoke. A second volley of
grenades sounded nore ragged. The expl osions were not as closely spaced as the

first.

Scattered gunshots-the heavier-caliber weapons
The reply sounded uncoordi nated, and there were not
head as he

Lon shook his scanned the vall ey.

that the

I've got a

rai ders used- sounded.
many shots.

feeling nost of them

pulled out, he thought, that they just |eft enough nen behind to keep us
occupied. If they hit somewhere else tonight while I've got all nmy nen and a
third of the mlitia tied up here, we could have trouble responding quickly
enough. He had discussed that possibility wth Colonel Cranpton bef ore
committing so many nmen to this operation, and Cranpton had been even nore
convinced than Lon that they had to do it.

"Looks like the best chance we've had to do a significant nunber of the

bast ards" was how Cranpton had put it.

Lon heard the deeper explosion of a land mne to the south. Amlitia squad

tripped it, though it was nearly five mnutes |ater
relay details to Lon.
That squad and severa

On the north, the advance stopped for two m nutes

Three nen had been killed and five wounded by the
medi cs stayed where they were while the next
over the point and kept noving-a little nore slowy,

had
could
bl ast .
squad took
far more cautiously.

bef ore Corporal Howel |

while the point squad used

hand grenades to trip a mne they had spotted. It took several attenpts to set
it off.

Fl anki ng patrols on both sides ranged farther fromthe main advances, | ooking
for any indication that the raiders had pulled out along the valley. They |eft
el ectroni c snoops every hundred yards or so to | eave a warning systemin place.
Extra snoops had been anobng the supplies brought in by Bravo and Delta
Conpani es.

Hal f an hour after the start of the advance,

the | eadi ng conpany

on the north

came under fire-a barrage of RPGs acconpanied by rifle fire that was intense for

several mnutes and then ended conpletely as
| aunched the attack disengaged. Casualties in
two men were dead. The attack was enough to

the raider patrol that had
Charlie Conmpany were |ight, but
sl ow the advance. It was all too

possi ble that the raiders would set up a second anbush.

Lon linked to Tebba G rana and Li eutenant Cranpton.
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slope," Lon said. "No rush. Make sure your nen are paying attention to any hol es
that mght lead into a cave systemhere. W find anything Iike that, we stay
above it, make sure the raiders can't cone out behind us."

One platoon from Al pha Company and one platoon from Lieutenant Cranpton's 2nd
Conpany would remai n near the ridgeline as a rear guard

Lon's knees felt stiff fromlying alnobst notionless for so long. Hs first few
steps were awkward, al nbst painful. He stunbled and slid, but Jereny Howell was
cl ose enough to steady his boss. Lon nodded his thanks.

"You're too close to me. Jerry. You forgotten everything about proper spacing?"
Lon said, as gently as he coul d.

"Yes, sir, | guess | have," Howell said, the tinted faceplate of his hel net
masking his grin. He moved to the side a couple of paces, but before they had
gone ten yards, he had cut that separation in half. Lon noticed but sai d
not hi ng.

Hal fway down the slope, Lon halted the novenent of his nen to allowthe mlitia
conpany to catch up. The lower half of the hill was nore thickly wooded, with
taller, thicker trees and fuller greenery. The Iine was still above the valley
canopy, but |ooking out through trunks and foliage around them Wth Iinbs and
| eaves overhead, the tenperature felt several degrees cooler-a relief after
lying in the sun for so many hours.

It took 2nd Conpany five nminutes to get back into position. Lon told Tebba to
sl ow Al pha's pace as they started noving again. The two conpani es had descended
only another twenty yards before Tebba signaled that his nen had found a
conceal ed opening, and Lon halted both conpani es. They were still slightly above
the forest canopy of the valley floor

"We'll set up our line here,” Lon told Tebba and WIson Cranpton. "Above that
opening, and give it some room Looks like we've got nore soil to work with, so
have the men dig in as well as they can."

"You want us to investigate that openi ng?" Tebba asked after switching channels
to talk privately with Lon

"We're not sending anyone inside," Lon said quickly. "Not while we've got the
rest of this to worry about. Have your nen hang a snoop into the entrance if
they can do it without exposing thenselves. And set up a couple of comand
detonated mnes in case we have to deal with a sortie fromthat opening."

"I'"'mgoing to move over to where they found the opening and have a |look for
mysel f," Tebba said. "And you don't have to tell nme to be careful. |'mnot going
to stick anything out to get shot off."

"Yeah, well, [I'Il tell you anyway. Be careful. You do want to retire in one
pi ece when the time cones." |nescapably, Lon toyed with the idea of going to
have a | ook at the hole in the hill hinself, but comobn sense held himwhere he

was. That sort of operation was no |longer his business. He had nore t han
fourteen hundred nmen to worry about-his own battalion and Col onel Cranpton's
mlitianen.

The sun was |ow enough in the west to shoot beans under the trees on the
hillside. Bright sunlight and deepening shadows, extrene contrasts that taxed
the ability of helnmet optics to resolve satisfactorily. Lon found hinself
mnimzing the polarity of his faceplate so that the shadows coul d hi de not hi ng,
then squinting agai nst the sun

Lon was still waiting for a report on the hole when Captain Roimcalled from
Long Snake: "That wunidentified ship has altered course again and it's
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accelerating-it looks like full out. |It's either going to use Bancroft to
slingshot it out of the system or it's going in close to |aunch shuttles or
fighters. If it holds course, it'Il come within one hundred and fifty niles of

the surface at its closest approach-four hundred mles southwest of your
|l ocation-in a little nore than three hours."

"I's either Long Snake or Toronto in position to intercept?" Lon asked.

"Beaners and mssiles, at far nore than optinal range. |If that ship has a
har dened skin, the way ours do, our weapons probably won't be enough to stop it.
Toronto can't get Shrikes close enough to do the job either-not before that ship
reaches the likely launch point, if that's what it intends."

"What about the Shrikes we've got down here? Can they get up to intercept?" Lon
asked.

"Wong munitions load," Roimsaid, so quickly that he had to have consi dered the
possibility before. "The missiles they're carrying aren't designed for antiship
use. They're carrying ground-support warheads."

"They could deal wth shuttles, if that's what the ship |aunches,” Lon said.
"Keep them fromgetting down here to cause us grief."

"Toronto is set to launch Shrikes to intercept anything that ship drops,” Roim
said. "If necessary, Toronto can put eight Shrikes out, though that m ght short
you on cover later. It's your call. Col onel."

"I"'mnot going to overrule the experts. Captain,” Lon said. "We'll do it the way
you laid it out. Maybe you'll get lucky and cripple that ship."

"At |east we should be able to keep it fromcrippling us, Colonel," Roim said.

"She doesn't show any obvious armanent, and if we're too far away to be certain
of hurting her, there's even |l ess chance for her to hurt us."

"We've got that hole ringed and ready to plug, Lon," Tebba reported severa
mnutes later. "It does look like a cave. | inspected it through the snoop's
optics and couldn't see how far it goes. The opening is | arge enough for two nen
to go through standing up. Then the hole slopes down and to the south.”

"I don't want it plugged, except in an energency, Tebba. Just as long as we can
sl am anyone trying to cone out hard."

"We've got two mines in place, and several extras close enough to stop a second
or third attenpt."

"Good enough." Lon told Tebba about the extra ship com ng toward them "M/ guess
is they're going to | aunch reinforcenents-either troops or aerospace fighters."

"How large is that ship?" Tebba asked. "What's the nost trouble they night be
able to throw at us?"

"Cl C says maybe four hundred nmen if they've got them packed in," Lon said.
"That's just a guess, though. They still haven't natched it agai nst any known
types."

"They check that database you “brought back from Earth?" Tebba asked.

"I"'msure they did. It's in the conputer."

* * *

It was three hours past sunset before the ring was complete. There had been
not hing more than scattered skirm shes during the nmovenent of mercenaries and
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mlitianmen. They had not encountered any opposition |arger than squad strength.
Nor had anyone seen evidence that there mght be several hundred of the eneny
i nside the extended perineter.

"I know we have to check it out," Brock Carlin said during a conference that
included the two colonels and all of the conpany commanders, "but the feeling
have is that we've got a lot of nothing. The raiders must have pulled out
early.”

"Don't let that feeling nmake you careless. Brock," Lon said. "We'll pull the
perinmeter in the way we planned, but nove as if you knew there was a battalion
of soldiers in there sonmewhere, with nines and booby traps every step of the
way. We know these raiders have planted sone of those

"W | eave half the nen in position, watching in and out," Lon continued. "Mve
the rest in slowy, toward the ridge. | don't want anyone rushing this. W'l
take all the time we need to do the job right. M nes, booby traps, shoops. There
m ght even be snipers left, or cave entrances. Those don't have to be in the
side of the hill. They could be anywhere, a small hole in the ground | eading
down to nmaybe an intricate system of caves. Check everything!"

"When do we start?" Col onel Cranpton asked.

Lon hesitated. "Sone of the nmen have been on the go for nearly twenty-four
hours. Much as | want to get this operation finished, we've got to let everyone
get sone rest. W put the nen on hal f-and-half watches, and bed down until dawn

unl ess the raiders decide not to let us take that nuch tine."

Lon was surprised that the night did pass without nmajor incident. There were
only a couple of shots fired by snipers well outside the perineter. No one was
hit. Most of the nmen nanaged to get at |east sonme sleep during the night. Even
Lon got a couple of hours.

24

Lon did not get nearly as much sleep as he had hoped. He had been wakened by
news of the strange ship in the system The plan to intercept it, or any
shuttles or fighters it might launch, had failed. "I don't know whether that
ship's captain is a genius or a suicidal fool," Captain El don Roi msaid when he
gave Lon the news. "Maybe he's a little of each.”

The ship had made several nore course corrections, aimng closer to the edge of
Bancroft's atnosphere, and had continued accelerating, long past the tinme when
the conputers in the Dirigenter ships said it would have to start braking or
change course to avoid going too close to the planet-to avoid being burned up in
the atnosphere like a nmeteorite. The ship had launched six of the small attack
shuttles the Dirigenters had seen before forty mnutes sooner than Cl C expected,
so the plan to intercept thembecane inpossible. The ship itself-its skin
glowing red fromheat friction in the thin upper atnosphere-had cone to wthin
forty mles of Bancroft's surface, still accelerating, before its speed and
course carried it out of range of the DMC ships and Shrikes.

"Qur computers went haywire over the data,”" Roim said. "By every standard
know, that ship should have broken up or burned."

"Forty mles, that's still pretty high, isn't it?" Lon asked. "I nean, there's
not a hell of alot of air that far above the surface. Even twenty mles up
you're basically talking a pretty dammed good vacuum There's certainly not
enough air to breathe. Wiy not take a ship that close?"

"That ship was traveling forty thousand miles an hour when it got that | ow,
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sixty percent above escape velocity," Roimsaid, his voice rising in what
sounded |i ke complete indignation. "There are still enough nolecules at forty
mles to do najor danage to an object that large noving that fast, nore damage
than | could expect a full salvo of every energy weapon aboard our three ships
to do."

"So he did something we couldn't do... or wouldn't attenpt,” Lon said. "Wat's

the ship doing right now?"

"It has stopped accelerating," Roimsaid after a slight pause. "It even appears
to be decelerating slightly, nowthat it's safely out of our reach."

"What about the shuttles it |aunched? Were you able to track themto where they
| anded?"

RoimMs hesitation was considerably longer this tinme. "W weren't able to track
themall the way in," he admitted. "A conbination of factors-the early I|aunch
point, the course the shuttles took, electronic countermeasures used by both
ship and shuttles. Datmm it. Colonel, we just weren't ready for what they did.
That's the up and the down of it. They caught us with our pants down."

"I't happens," Lon said. "We'Il just have to deal with it."

"On the plus side. Colonel, we are naking progress with our analysis of the
rai ders' stealth technology. The lab got its best clue fromthe captured hel nets
you sent up. They use white-noise generators to cancel out electronic em ssions.
The al gorithm appears to be orders of nmgnitude better than what we can nanage
and that's just fromenpirical testing. W haven't been able to crack the code
yet and nmay never be able to. Assuming that the sane basic technology is used in
their shuttles, that mninal static we've been able to detect on some occasions
is the extent of the |ag between emissions and blanketing, or sonme slight
inperfection in the inplenmentation of the technology. Wth helmet electronics
the lag is too small for us to find it at any distance. Your nen have had to be,
what, within fifty yards to catch any of it? Ten years ago we woul dn't have been
able to detect as nuch as we can now. Ten years from now we might be able to do
better. | don't suppose there's enough left of the two shuttles you destroyed to
gi ve us nuch help."

"Not much. After the explosions, both burned. W get a chance, we can have
technicians |l ook it over, but | wouldn't expect nuch."

"My tech officer would I ove to get his hands on an intact specinmen. Colonel. He
was salivating at the prospect.”

Lon chuckled. "W'Ill try to acconmpdate him Captain."

Anot her six armed shuttles on the surface-somewhere- in addition to however nany
nmore the raiders already had. Perhaps as nany as 350 additional soldiers-also in
addition to previous assets; the raider shuttles were smaller than those the DMC
used. Munitions and supplies. Lon shook his head as he thought through the
possibilities. And no idea where the hell they m ght be.

"Not hing we can do about it right now," Lon whispered to himself. "W've stil
got whatever forces the raiders have in this area to worry about." But he was
unable to get back to sleep. He gave Colonel Cranpton the tactical news, and
mentioned it to Tebba G rana when he called Lon an hour before dawn.

"At least we know they've dropped those shuttles," Tebba said. "W can quit
worryi ng what that ship might or mght not do. Gves us an upper limt."

"For now. Nothing says that ship can't conme back and drop nore shuttles. O do
sonet hing bizarre."
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"Lon, you can't worry about the nmovenent of every atomin the galaxy. That'l
drive you crazy."

"I know, Tebba. It's just hard to know where to draw the |ine sonetines."

Draw the line. Lon fixated on that for several ninutes after cutting the link to
Grana. Lon's nmen and the militianmen with them had drawn one line, enconpassing
a large section of the valley and the western flank of the next line of hills.
There were at least two hundred of the enemy sonmewhere in the vicinity, though
Lon was no |onger hopeful that those raiders mght actually be inside the
territory his nen had staked out.

There nust be a base under these hills, he told hinself. It's probably not the
only raider base, and it night not even be the main base, but it has to be here.
They had those shuttles parked in the valley, and they had at |east a company of
men to guard them No other explanation fit those circunstances. There had to be
an under ground enemy base cl ose.

Forty-five mnutes before local sunrise, Lon passed the word to wake the nen and
get themready for the noming's search. He ate a neal pack and did what he
could in the field to nake hinself presentable with a little water and a lot of
scouring. He even shaved.

Morni ng's shadows were still |ong when Lon gave the order to start searching the
area within the perinmeter. It was a painstakingly slow process, requiring nen to
literally look at every square foot of ground in an area of a thousand acres.
After two hours Lon knew there were no raiders on the ground-on the surface
within the perimeter. As the circle contracted, he started noving patrols
outside the original perineter, looking for traces of which way the raiders
m ght have gone, other than underground.

Two patrols had contact wth eneny patrols, or |one snipers. Those incidents
were widely separated

"What about that cave entrance your nen found |ast night?" Colonel Cranpton
asked. "When do we explore that?"

"Not yet," Lon said. "I've got a supply shuttle alerted to bring down our echo
rangi ng gear. W've got the clearing on this side secured now, out far enough to
m nimze the chance of a raider getting a |ucky shot with a shoul der-I|aunched
m ssile. W can do some mapping fromthe air, close in, and use equi prent on the
ground to get a nore accurate picture. W map any openings we find on this side
of the ridge. As soon as it's feasible, we send men to start |ooking for
openi ngs on the other side, and set up a perineter there. Then we nap any caves
in the entire zone."

"Li ke you did nine years ago?" Cranpton asked.

"Simlar. The principle is the sane, but what we have nowis sonewhat nore
sophisticated. W stick probes in the ground around the entire area, then use
one large shock and neasure the results." Lon paused. "lInstead of doing it
dozens of times to map out one snall section at a tinme."

"How soon do we get to this mapping?"
"Unless we run into trouble, we should be sot by the m ddle of the afternoon."
"More waiting, doing dammed little constructive?"

"It's very constructive. Colonel," Lon said, trying not tolet Cranpton's
i npatience annoy him "We'Il have a large cleared area inside our perineter
then, have any obvi ous cave entrances nmarked, and be ready to take action once
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we have a map of any extended underground system |If the raiders we encountered
yesterday are above ground and within three miles of our perineter, our patrols
shoul d have them | ocated by then." He paused. "There have been no new reports of
rai ds el sewhere, and Long d en renai ns secure.”

"The raiders were able to land reinforcenents w thout challenge,” Cranpton said.

"Only because that ship's skipper took a desperate chance,” Lon said. "An insane
chance, according to the skipper of Long Snake. The fact that he dared do what
he did shoul d be proof enough that we're naking a difference. He risked a |arge
transport ship and however many hundreds of people were aboard on a one-in-a
mllion maneuver. Actually, | find the fact that the eneny is that desperate
pretty dammed encouraging." Now, after the fact, after |osing sleep over the
possibilities.

"Maybe, " Cranpton conceded. "Ch, hell, | just hate sitting around |like this,
wai ting for something to happen.”

"I know what you mean, but we're going at this the best way we can, slow and
met hodical. In the long run, that'll get the job done and keep the casualties to
a m nimum "

Slowly. Methodically. Painstakingly. It was past noon when the supply shuttle
| anded. Lon had nen stationed near the clearing and well out along the craft's
approach to provide security. The shuttle landed and unloaded gear for the
attenpt to map any subterranean voi ds-and two technicians fromLong Snake's crew
to operate the equiprment and help interpret the results.

Al pha Conpany and the mnmlitia 2nd Conpany had started searching the eastern
sl ope of the ridge. By 1300 hours, two nore companies of militia had joined that
effort. By that time, nore than four hours had passed w thout any contact at all
with the raiders-not a patrol or a sniper. The Dirigenter patrols ranging out
fromthe perineter in all directions had found nothing to indicate the passage
of large nunbers of the eneny.

"You think they must have gone into the caves, then?" Col onel Cranpton asked Lon
during a conference that included all of the conpany commanders.

"It's possible, but I wouldn't say it's certain,” Lon replied. "It wouldn't be
i mpossible for even two or three hundred nen to get beyond the area we've
patrolled without leaving clear sign. O our patrols might sinply have m ssed
the track they followed. W have to assune that they could hit us wi thout a hel
of a lot of warning."

"If we find that there is an extensive cave systemunder this ridge, with maybe
several hundred eneny inside, do we handle it the same as the last tine you were
here?" Cranpton asked. "Block all the exits but one and wait for themto cone
out ?"

Cranpton could not see Lon's frown. "I don't think so, not right away. My idea
is to block all of the exits at once, dunp enough rock over the openings to nmake
it inpossible for anyone to get out without days of digging. Listen for the
sounds of that kind of work. Leave just enough nmen on site to nman the equipnent
and warn us if the raiders try to bring in nore assets to dig out anyone
trapped. W& can cone back later to uncork the caves-and see if there's anyone
left alive in them™"

"Bury them alive?"

"W lost too many nmen doing it the other way. Colonel," Lon said. "If there are

going to be casualties, |I'd prefer they were the eneny."
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The naval petty officer who canme to report to Lon had a disgusted look on his
face.

"There may be a cave systemlike you're |ooking for sonmewhere along this line of
hills. Colonel, but you're not sitting on it," the petty officer said. "W got
good echoes over quite an area-call it two thousand yards along the ridge and
twel ve hundred yards wi de, extending into the valleys on both sides. There are a
lot of little holes, but not connected. The | argest gap we found is behind that
openi ng you nmarked yesterday, and the one chanber in there is only forty feet in
dianeter, and part of that seens to be under water. No way several hundred nen
could be using it as a base. And, yes, before you ask, |1'msure, one hundred
percent positive. Sorry, Colonel, you just don't have the right spot."

Lon nodded. He had been about to ask, know ng the question would have been
foolish. "We'll get you back up to Long Snake," Lon said instead. "You and your
assi stant. Thanks for the help."

The petty officer |aughed. "Anytime, Colonel. This little detour qualifies us
for a day's hazardous-duty bonus."

"Now what ?" Col onel Cranpton asked after the technicians had started down the
hill toward the shuttle that was waiting to take them back to their ship.

"I don't think we're that far off target," Lon said. "Assuming that the
prisoners we questioned were using that clearing down there, they said they were
in a cave about an hour's march fromthe LZ, and the caves were east of where
they got on and off the shuttle."

"We're too close," Cranpton said. "Men could hike fromthe bottomof the slope
below us to that clearing in thirty mnutes or so if they weren't worried about
running into eneny soldiers or sone kind of trap."

"More or less," Lon agreed.

"So, what?" Crampton asked. "W hi ke up and down this Iine of hills |ooking for
then? O do we start thinking this isn't the place those prisoners were talking
about ?"

"Even if it isn't the place they were talking about, we know the eneny had two
shuttl es based here, along with fuel, crews, and nore than a conpany of nen to
guard themnore |like two conpanies. Even if we might have m ssed where those nen
went yesterday, if they've been here for any length of tinme, going back and
forth between that clearing and their canp-under the ground or above it-there
has to be a trail we can find."

"You figure to keep fourteen hundred nmen here | ooki ng?"

"Alittle longer, at least," Lon said. "Miintain our |ookouts and hope to give
everyone a chance to get nore sleep tonight. Resume the search in the norning.
Leave a third of the combined force here to maintain this position, split the
rest to search both north and south along the ridge and in the valley, npbst on
this side, a fewon the eastern side. Put sone of my best trackers starting at
the clearing, |ooking for the cave-or whatever-the raiders used for the men who
stayed here to service and protect the shuttles. | think we've got a damed good
chance of finding that site.

"What else would we do-go back to barracks and sit around until the raiders
start hitting villages agai n?" Lon asked. "Unl ess we're needed sonmewhere el se, |
think this is the best place for wus-at |east through the next day or two. [|'l
have Shrikes and shuttles in the air |ooking for the nen who got away from us
yesterday as well. We don't want to forget about them"
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"Between two and three hundred?" Cranmpton hesitated for a few seconds. "No, we
don't want to forget about them but they could be thirty or forty niles away by
now or anywhere on the continent if they got somewhere their shuttles could pick
themup."

Lon shook his head vigorously. "Not this time. Colonel. W kept too close a
watch on the few clearings large enough to let a shuttle |and anywhere they
coul d have reached on foot. W spot them we go for them try to force them to
fight or surrender... and the raiders haven't shown any great tendencies to
surrender. "

"No, they haven't," Cranpton agreed.

"When we do neet them | want the best odds possible going for us. That makes
for fewer casualties anmobng our men."

Lon lowered the level of alert for his nen for the night. There would be no
| ong-range patrols. Electronic snoops had been planted roughly two hundred yards
fromthe perineter, wth enough land nines to make infiltration dangerous for
any eneny force. And, instead of keeping half the nen on watch at a tine, he cut
it to one-third-two men out of each fire team four nmen per squad. Wth nearly
el even hours between sunset and sunrise, that would give everyone a chance for
sonething close to a full night's sleep ... if there were no al arns.

Maybe 1'Il even manage to catch up a little on ny sleep, Lon thought. He set no
regular watches for hinself. One of his conpany commanders would always be
awake, "on duty" to respond instantly to anything, to handle any questions.
@unfire, any noise, would wake Lon. Even dreamnmed noi ses m ght do that.

One squad from Tebba's conpany had been designated to provide security for the

battalion commander-Lon-a final |line of defense. They were arranged around him
near the crest of the ridge. The squad, wth the help of Jereny Howell, had
al ready spent several hours "inproving" the position, scraping out trenches,

nmoving rocks to provide nore cover, even felling trees to use their trunks and
| arger branches as part of the defensive shield. Al though they were far fromthe
outer perineter of the conbined force, that squad would naintain the sane |eve
of alert as the rest, four men on watch at all tines.

Lon spent nearly a half hour <conferring with Major Os-ternman in Lincoln, and
with the captains of the three Di-rigenter ships overhead. The fourth ship near
Bancroft, proven hostile by its actions, had noved to a position far enough from
the Dirigenter vessels to neke interception inpossible, and had decel erated,
assuning a highly eccentric elliptical orbit of the world.

Just give us a quiet night, Lon thought as he arranged hinmself in his blanket to
try to sleep. A quiet night and a neasure of success tonorrow.

He was tired enough that he got to sleep al nost i mmediately.

25

The dreans canme. They did not wake Lon, but did trouble his sleep. H's groans
were too soft for even the sentries nearest himto hear. Lon had gone to sleep
wearing his helnmet, the faceplate closed. The nightnmare was an inpossible
m xture of reality and fantasy, set against a backdrop that had never happened.
He saw himself and Lon, Junior; Matt Olis and his dead son; Wesley Cranp-ton
and his son WIlson. They were all together in one |ocation-which had never
happened, coul d never happen. The affair seened to be a father-and-son picnic at
sone undefinable |ocation. Lon, Junior, |ooked much as he had when Lon had | ast
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seen him Matt's boy |ooked to be about the sane age, as did WIson Cranpton.
Lon had known the younger Olis at that age but had obviously not known W]Ison
Cranpton as a teenager. There were ganes and races-all very pleasant-until...

It started al nbst inperceptibly, discoloration of the faces, but only in snal
spl otches that grew slowy. Then there were bl oodstains, missing |linbs, screans
of terror. It struck all three boys: Olis first, then Cranpton, and finally
despite Lon's silent scream ng denials-his owmm son. Wen he saw all three boys
laid out in a row mangled and bloody, Lon wke in a cold sweat, trenbling
violently, clenching his teeth against a final screamthat fought to erupt from
his throat. Lon clenched his teeth and held himself as rigidly still as he could
until the tremors subsided. He squeezed his eyes shut. Hi s heart was beating
wildly. Hs lungs fought for air. The throbbing in his head subsided, but all
too slowy.

Five m nutes passed before Lon felt able to relax his body and open his eyes.
The pale glow of the tineline at the top of his head-up display read 0358.

More than seven hours of sleep, he thought. | don't often get that nuch at hone
inmy own bed. He did not feel rested, though. H's breathing was not back to
normal yet, and neither was his heart rate. "Damm." He had not intended to speak
the word, but it came out on its own, soft but with some force behind it. This
isn't thetime to worry about what Junior will doin the future. |'ve got
enough to worry about right here.

It was 0411 when Lon got the call from Long Snake. "Col onel, we have a sighting
of men moving toward your position, east of the ridgeline and approximately two
point five mles south of your perineter. At |east a conmpany in strength. One of
the Shrikes spotted themcrossing a bare patch of slope. The pilot wasn't
certain how nmuch of the van he m ght have m ssed, but he saw enough to say that
there are at |east two hundred."”

"Thanks, and thank the pilot for ne," Lon said. He had sat up while he was
listening to the call. "Have everyone keep a close watch for other novenents."

"Of course. Colonel. The weather is liable to get rotten where you are in a
couple of hours. W're tracking a mgjor <cold front, and there are heavy
t hunderstorns now about forty miles west of you, noving at about twenty niles
per hour. The cloud cover extends west nore than four hundred niles."

"Whi ch means you wouldn't be able to detect enemy shuttles anywhere under the
weat her . "

"Sorry, Colonel, but we haven't been able to refine our search enough for that."
"I know, and | know you'll do what you can. Thanks."

Lon called Colonel Cranpton first with the news. Cranpton was al so awake, and
said he had been up for nmore than two hours. "I'mnot all that used to roughing
it," Crampton admitted. "I tossed and turned all night."

"Let's get all the conmpany comanders on the link," Lon said. "W know there's
at | east one conpany of raiders heading toward us, and nmy guess is that they've
got nore comng from somewhere. Maybe those shuttles that nade it down | ast
night. They could hit the ground cl ose enough to let their troops hit us at the
sane time as this other batch."

"How do you propose to respond?" Cranpton asked.

"Circle the force we've |located so they can't run away, then pound the hell out
of themfromair and ground until they surrender or can't cause trouble," Lon
sai d. "Keep enough nen in our current perimeter to nake certain we're ready for
any surprises on this side of the ridge."

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...1ey%20-%2005%20-%20Lieutenant%20Colonel.txt (127 of 142) [12/29/2004 1:10:31 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-962005%20-%20L i eutenant%20Col onel .txt

"How many men do we send? All we have is a mnimum on the eneny force, not a
maxi mum You don't want to send too few to handle the situation.”

"W don't have to outnunber themon the ground. Colonel. I'mgoing to have four
Shrikes and three attack shuttles available to provide close-in cover and hit
the raiders fromthe air. | figure we send two platoons of ny nmen and one of

your conpani es east, to get below the slope and the eneny force. Send the sane
nunbers al ong the western slope, ready to bend around behind the eneny. Hold off
until they get close enough for our perineter to use nen on it to conplete the
ring."

"Ckay," Cranpton said.
"Fifteen m nutes give you enough tine to get your companies al erted?" Lon asked.

"Il make it enough."

Lon selected two platoons from Bravo and two platoons fromDelta. Cranpton sent
his 2nd and 3rd Conpanies. They rendezvoused and started nmoving twenty m nutes
after the conclusion of the short conference the colonels held with their
conmpany comranders.

Lon vetoed the idea of hitting the eneny force fromthe air prematurely. "I want
themto keep comng," he had told the commanders during their conference. "W
start hitting themnow, they m ght disappear again, and | want to take care of
that force for good, all at once, while we've got the chance, not just chase
them of f. "

The eneny's line of mnmarch was observed as closely as possible fromthe air.
Three pilots were already on the |job, staying high enough to avoid becon ng
targets, | ow enough to catch an occasional glinpse of nmen noving north along the
slope of the line of hills. The men on the ground appeared to be taking no
speci al precautions to stay out of sight.

That brought a frown to Lon's face. "They've never been that careless before,"”
he confided to Tebba Grana. "Even if they were confident of surprise, vyou'd
think they'd take elementary precautions to avoid detection. |It's as if they
want to be found, want our attention focused on them™

"If they're only one pan of a coordinated attack on wus, they might want us to
| ook just at them" Tebba said. "Maybe draw all our people out of defensive
positions. Maybe they want to end this gane as badly as we do."

"Makes you wonder, though, just how nmany nore nen they think they can
concentrate against us," Lon said. "Six shuttles, naybe three hundred nmen,
woul dn't be enough- even conceding that this force we're watching m ght have as
many as six hundred in it."

"Maybe there are caves with nmore men in them out past where we searched, but
still close by," Tebba said.

"I haven't forgotten that," Lon said. "There could be cave entrances within
eighty or a hundred yards of the perineter."

"Or closer," Tebba said. "I renenber how well hid that one you found |ast tine
was. You said you damm near nmissed it fromten feet away."

"That's why we took so much tine making sure there weren't any holes inside our
lines yesterday," Lon said. "And why | had snoops put out so close to the
perineter." "How nmuch time you figure we've got before they hit?" "A couple of
hours, at least," Lon said. "I don't think they'Il be able to nanage anything
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before sunrise. They can bring their shuttles as close as possible under cover
of the stornms, put the men on the ground within five or six mles if they can
two hours' march. O course, those people might not hit the same tine as the
others. If there are nmen underground closer, we could get hit first by the ones
we can see, then the troglodytes, and finally this supposed force coning in by
shuttle." "Trogl o-what?" Tebba asked. Lon |aughed. "Trogl odytes, cave dwellers."
"No words that big in the DMC Manual ," Tebba said.

Men ate breakfast while they could, scooping food in as if the attack m ght cone
any second. Dawn-a gl oony lightening of the night. The approaching storns were
cl ose enough that flashes of lightning were visible over the peaks of the next
line of hills to the west. Thunder runbled across the valley. Thunder or heavy
artillery, Lon thought, they sound so nuch alike at a distance. That brought a
menory of Earth and his days at The Springs, the mlitary acadeny of the North
American Union. During the sumrer after his third year, Lon had spent six weeks
at the arny's primary artillery training facility in the South Plains District
in what had once been the state of GCklahoma. Lon and the two hundred other
cadets had been exposed to every kind of artillery the NAU arny possessed, all
the way up to 255mmself-propelled howitzers and the various types of rocket
artillery. The noise was the dom nant nenory, extrene even wth high-tech ear
protection.

The rain arrived, light, wndblow squalls followed by the heavier, nore
persi stent thunderstorns. Those seened to conme in waves, each nore intense than
its predecessor, with only brief easing of the rain and wind to mark the
progr essi on.

"The rain's liable to continue all day," Lon warned his conpany commanders.
"Thunderstorns of f and on. Maybe sone hail now and then. And CIC says a couple
of the stormcells are intense enough that there's a possibility of tornadoes."

"Tor nadoes?" Captain Magnusson of Delta repeated. "You've got to be kidding."
"A possibility, Ron," Lon said. "Only a possibility."

"Yeah, but how do we deal with a tornado if one does hit?"

"Hunker down and ride it out,"” Lon said. "Pick up the pieces afterward. There's
not hing we can do about the weather. It's not going to stop the raiders, and we
can't let it stop us. Qur Shrikes can operate in just about anything except a
funnel cloud, and Shrikes have the speed and nmaneuverability to stay away from
them wi thout conpletely leaving the area. Don't get sidetracked by the chance,
and don't spend your tinme staring at the sky looking for one. If a tornado does
appear, we'll have a little warning. The greater danger is lightning. This isn't
a training mssion back on Dirigent, where we can cancel training to avoid an
electrical storm"

"W proceed according to plan in spite of the weather?" Tebba G rana said.

"Yes," Lon confirnmed. "The rain is going to be an inconvenience, but it hits the
raiders the same as it hits us, and they might not be as well prepared as we
are. Stay low, stay focused. Visibility is going to be miniml. W night have to
go to our night-vision gear if it gets too bad."

The units that had to nove were on the way. The nmen who were renmaining in the
perinmeter had shifted to cover the gaps left by the nmercenaries and mlitianen
who were on their way to intercept the raiders comng north along the eastern
sl ope of the ridge. Lon expected the first contact to come within the next ten
or fifteen mnutes.

The rain. Dirigenter battledress wuniforms were designed to shed water rather
than absorb it, but the protection was not quite total over extended exposure.
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In time, the fabric would begin to absorb water rather than repel it. And
despite the best care, there could be sone infiltration of water at the neck and
wists. But it was better than nothing. Dirigenter battle hel nets shed nost of
the water that hit them past the neck. Faceplates were treated to prevent water
from beading on them An occasional wpe kept visibility from becom ng
i mpossi bl e.

Mud was a problemonly in the valley and on the | owest stretch of the slope, but
the ground becane soft and nushy wherever the rocky spine of the ridge had
gat hered soil

CiCradioed Lon that the eneny ship was noving again, coming in toward the
pl anet on a course simlar to the one it had followed to deploy the shuttles.
"W don't anticipate them | aunching significant reinforcenments,” Captain Roim of
Long Snake said. "They shouldn't have many nore shuttles available, likely just
enough for the crew. "

"Then why conme in again at all?" Lon asked.

"It's possible that they might try to launch missiles at you," Roim said, "but
our best guess is that the ship is nerely a decoy, trying to draw our attention
away fromthe action at your location, nmaybe hoping to get us to divert Shrikes
fromclose air support to chase the ship."

Lon hesitated. "It would be nice to zap that ship. Captain, for a nunber of
reasons."”
"I agree, but... it's iffy at best. Colonel. Even if we pulled all our Shrikes

and spread themto give us our best shot at intercepting, we couldn't be certain
of destroying or disabling that ship, and we'd rob you of nobst of your air
cover."

"W can't go that far. Captain. Too many nen on the ground here, but if we could
move Toronto a little closer to the course that ship is on, maybe depl oy four or
six Shrikes, we night get |ucky."

"W'l|l do what we can."

Mercenaries and nilitianen reached their positions around the raider force-which
had sl owed its advance. The ring around the eneny colum was virtually conplete.
The best estimates from the officers on the scene was that the eneny force
consi sted of about three hundred nen. Their point squad had stopped conpletely,
and the rest of the colum was adjusting its positions rather than continuing to
march north along the slope. Tlie point was still three hundred yards fromthe
perineter of the main DMC and BCM forces

"I think they're waiting for sonething," Lieutenant Cranpton reported, to both
his father and Lon.

"Waiting for another group?" Colonel Cranmpton suggested. "Coordinating their
attacks?"

"Could be," Lon said. "Let's spoil their tinetable. Two minutes. Lieutenant.
From now." Lon noted the exact tine. "I'll notify the other commanders. | want
everyone to hit themat once."

@unfire and grenade expl osi ons. The coordination was better than Lon had al |l owed
hinself to hope. The two militia conpanies cane in perfectly timed with the
mercenary platoons. The difference in altitude anbng the various conponents
hel ped mi nimze the danger of friendly-fire casualties-always a concern with an
eneny force conpletely surrounded
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For thirty seconds the battle seemed completely onesided. Lon could not
di stinguish the heavier sound of raider rifles. The only gunfire came from the
Dirigenters and the Bancroft mlitia. Then, just as the encircled raiders
started to return fire, gunfire sounded west of that fight, on the western sl ope
of the ridge, south of the perinmneter.

"They' ve cone out of the caves!" At first Lon did not recognize the voice as Ron
Magnusson's. Hi's conpany was the closest DMC unit. "At least two comnpani es.
Col onel, maybe a full battalion. Sone are noving up the sl ope behind our people.
The rest are coming straight at us."

Lon did not have a chance to reply immedi ately. That was when the eneny shuttles
struck fromthe west.

26

The eneny shuttles came in low and relatively slowy. By the time Lon heard the
report that the shuttles had dropped three hundred nmen on rocket packs half a
mle west of the perineter, the shuttles' nultibarrel cannons were already
firing, chewing paths through the forest and up the western slope of the ridge.

Two Shrikes had started strafing runs on the raiders on the eastern side of the
ridgeline just before the eneny shuttles were spotted. The Shrikes were com ng
out of their shallow dives after hitting the raiders on the ground w th cannon
fire and rockets as the eneny shuttles approached the crest of the ridge,
clinmbing and accelerating, directly toward the Shrikes.

In virtually any other circunstances, the boxy raider shuttles would have been
no match for the Dirigenter fighters. Shrikes were faster, nore naneuverabl e,
and better protected. But chance nore than design brought shuttles and Shrikes
t oget her when the DMC craft were nost vul nerable.

Al four raider shuttles launched mnissiles-two apiece- at the pair of Shrikes.
There were too many missiles, too close, for the Shrikes to defeat themwth
el ectroni c coun-termeasures or evasive maneuvers. Both were hit nore than once
and erupted in balk of fire. Neither pilot had a chance to eject.

The nearest Shrike exploded Ilittle nore than three hundred yards fromlLon's
position, less than a thousand feet above the crest of the ridge. Debris, nmuch
of it burning, showered down on the slopes. Luckily, nost of the weckage cane
down well away fromthe manned positions. None of it hit the few dozen nen who
were near the center. And with all the rain, the fires quickly burned out.

Lon took only minimal notice. There was too nmuch happening all at once. The
Shri kes had expl oded. Their pilots had not ejected. He radioed that news to CIC
then turned his attention to the nore critical problens on the ground.

The nen caught in the mddle of the two raider forces, high on the western
sl ope, already knew that they were in the mddle. The commanders were respondi ng
as best they could. On the perimeter. Captain Magnusson was doing what little he
could to ease the pressure on the exposed nmercenaries and mlitia w thout noving
his remai ning two pl atoons out of the perineter to advance on the eneny force on
the slope in front of his positions-a force that was al so advanci ng toward him

"Tebba, nmove your conpany south," Lon said. The |last weckage fromthe Shrikes
had scarcely hit the ground. "Push through behind our people on this side of the
slope. Try not to lose contact wth the perineter, though. And renenber, we're

suddenly short on air cover." There were still two Shrikes supposedly on
station, and the shuttles that Lon had put in the air, but the loss of two
fighters was still of major significance ... apart fromthe pilots killed.
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Lon closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The last force-so far as he knew- of
raiders on the ground would need at | east another seven or eight minutes before
they could get close enough to the western perinmeter to cause trouble, and the
units closest to themknew they were coming. But the fact that there were
raiders on that side kept Lon frompulling soldiers fromthere to help with the
eneny on the south.

Do | dare strip men fromthe northern arc of the line? he wondered. North and
northeast were the only sections of the perineter not directly threatened by
rai der ground forces. After a few seconds, Lon decided not to attenpt it. Yet.
Not until the situation was a lot clearer... or nore desperate.

Four raider shuttles came back for a second pass. This tine the Dirigenter
shuttles and Shrikes were ready. The final two Shrikes overhead cane at the
rai der shuttles fromahead and above. The nercenaries' attack shuttles cane at
themfromthe north. This tine the results were nore satisfying. None of the
Dirigenter craft were hit, and two of the raiders shuttles went down hard. The
other two reversed course and headed west, into the heart of the storm at ful
accel erati on.

The Dirigenters did not pursue. Instead, they turned to help the forces on the
ground. The Shrikes took the lead, since they would have a better chance to
avoi d surface-to-air mssiles.

There were plenty of those after the raider shuttles had cleared the area. Lon
noted three, and heard reports of others. In all, at least a dozen SAMs were
fired by the raiders-w thout effect.

The initial anmbush that Lon had engineered had turned into a confused nelee.
There were four groups of soldiers nore or less parallel, alternating, which
| eft one conbined force of nmercenaries and nmlitia between two eneny forces, and
one raider unit also sandwi ched. On the eastern side of the hill, the two DMC
pl at oons from Bravo Conpany and the nilitia 2nd Conpany comanded by Lieut enant
Cranpton were trying to fight their way upslope to close with the eneny. That
first raider colum had been hit the hardest. The younger Cranpton reported that
the raiders | ooked to have suffered nearly 50 percent casualties, with the rest
in considerable disarray. "W have fixed bayonets and are noving in for the
kill," the young comuander said.

On the western side of the hill, Lon's Al pha Conpany was noving through the
perineter, thrusting a wedge out toward the area between the other half of the
initial anbushing force and the raiders who had cone up from the south
presumably out of caves-to support it. Tebba was coordinating with Delta's
pl atoon | eader and sergeants, and the two mlitia conpany commanders ahead of
him letting them concentrate on the first raider force while he noved in on
their flank.

That was when the final raider force joined the battle, firing rifles and
rocket - propell ed grenades fromthe west. The final force that the defenders had
been aware of.

A new source of incomng fire on the northern end of the perineter cane as a
compl ete surprise to Lon. For a few seconds after Captain Carlin reported it,
Lon was silent, startled. Then he found a possibl e explanation

"That first batch. Brock, fromthe other day. They went north instead of south.
They' ve been lying in wait out there, sonewhere. That has to be it."

"Maybe, Colonel, but | think there are nore guns out there than the couple of
pl atoons that went off that way could account for. This sounds like a ful
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conpany or nore," Carlin replied. "Just how many raiders are there here? They
must be hitting us with every man they've got."

"Then let's nake sure we do the job we came here for,'
| get Sefer and Col onel Cramp-ton in on this."

Lon said. "Hang on while
The pause was not | ong.

"W need to shrink our perineter," Lon said. "Pull back toward the ridge on the
west and pull south toward ny position on the north before we get too extended
to deal with all this crap."

"I've only got two of ny platoons here, renenber that," Carlin said. "The rest
are over on the other side of the ridge."

"I remenber," Lon said. "Two of vyour platoons and two of Magnusson's. As you
move back, | want you to slide up higher on the slope. Sefer, your people wll
fill the gap as you get back toward the base of the hills. Can you get a platoon

out without them being seen to give us a better idea how nany nen we've got
comng in on the north?"

"We'll find a way," Captain Kai said.

"I have three nore conpanies alerted to come in here," Colonel Cranpton told

Lon. "Three-that's all | can nove at one tine, unless you want to use sone of
your shuttles. And then 1'd have to start stripping garrisons fromthe |arger
mning villages-or even the towns. | can't pull the conpany that's protecting

Li ncol n except as a last resort."

"We're certainly not down to last resorts yet," Lon said. The two comranders
were together now, only a few feet apart, behind a low wall of rocks and |ogs.
As a matter of sound discipline, they still comunicated by radi o, whispering in
the insul ated security of their helmets, while they watched the perineter and
listened to reports on the action fromtheir subordinates. "I don't think it's
time to bring in the three companies you have alerted. It's enough that you've
got themready to nove if we do need them Right now | want to make sure the
raiders fully commt thenselves to this fight. Al the eggs in one basket, so to
speak. "

"They' re not doi ng anything anywhere else. Fromthe reports we have, they nust
have nore than a thousand nen here now. That sounds like they are fully
conmmitted, as close as they're ever likely to get," Cranpton said.

"And fully engaged," Lon said. "Look, we've still got numerical superiority on
the ground. And we have nore airpower than they have, by a factor of at |east
three to one, and one Shrike is equal to several of those snall shuttles the
rai ders have, even after what happened before. If we bring in another six
hundred of your people, the raiders night disengage too soon, and | want to
finish this here and now. if we can."

"W can bring the extra conpanies in behind them make sure they've got no place
to go."

"Covering all the possible routes out would spread your nen too thin. The
rai ders could break through. No point in taking casualties when it won't do the
job. Colonel. We need to let this develop a little longer."

The first raider force, the one that had been observed moving north along the
eastern slope of the ridge, had taken the heaviest casualties during the early
fighting, but the nercenaries and mlitiamen were wunable to contain the
remmants. They fought their way south and then over the ridge, linking with the
second raider force, the one Lon assumed had come out of caves. The first force
| eft behind nmore than two hundred dead and wounded.
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"My guess is that about a hundred fifty made it across to join the others,"”
Li eutenant Cranpton reported to his father and Lon. "At least that nany,
possi bly as many as two hundred."”

"What about your casualties?" Col onel Cranpton asked.

His son hesitated. "lI've got at |least twelve dead and thirty wounded. Sone of
t he wounded probably won't live | ong enough to reach trauma tubes."

"There's not much we can do about that," Lon told Colonel Cranplon over their
private channel. "W've only got eight tubes available here, and we can't get
shuttles in close enough to evacuate the wounded to Lincoln yet. The raiders are
between us and the clearing on the west, and it would take several hours to
carry nen to that clearing to the east, where you and your people came in. W
get the wounded back here as quickly as possible, and hope the nmedtechs can
stabilize them enough to keep themgoing until tubes are available. In a pinch,
they can rotate men in the tubes, put them in just long enough to start the
heal i ng process, then nove themout to help others."

"Can we air-drop nore tubes fromshuttles?" Col onel Cranpton asked. "Any chance
at all?"

"Not rmuch, I'mafraid. They're too fragile for any kind of rough |[|anding, even
hangi ng from a parachute. Between the rocks and trees, not to nention the storm
probably not one in five would be in working condition when we got to it."

Slowy, Lon was getting better estimates on the raiders' nunbers. The | ast
force, the one that had cone in fromthe north unexpectedly, consisted of about
200 nen, equivalent to a DMC conpany-and approximately 300 had dropped in by
rocket pack west of the conbined DMC and BCM force. Between 150 and 200 nen
remai ned fromthe first raider force. And sonmewhere between 400 and 600 nen in
the group that had cone up fromthe south, west of the ridge.

M nus casualties. Raider casualties were harder to get good information on,
except where bodies could be counted. N nety mnutes after the start of the
battle, the best estimate Lon could nmake-based on information comng fromhis
men and Colonel Crampton's militia- was that the raiders still had nore than
1,000 effectives, nen still able to fight. The raiders showed no inclination to
surrender, individually or in groups. The only prisoners taken so far had been
men wounded too badly to escape.

The Bancrofter mlitia had a total of 21 dead and 75 wounded for the day. Lon's
battalion had lost only 5 dead and 30 wounded on the ground. Between the
mercenaries and the mlitia, the conbined force still had nore than 1,250 nen in
pl ace.

The nunerical advantage was too small to let Lon feel <conplacent. W ‘'re
supposed to be doing the hunting here, he thought, but it's the raiders
attacking and us sitting on this hill on the defensive. Wat other surprises do
they have waiting to spring?

He tried to piece together the possibilities. The nost |likely scenario he could
i mgi ne was that the raiders had still nore men waiting to enter the fight,
whenever they thought it would be npst advantageous. The second was that they
had nore armed shuttles available than the four Lon knew about, aircraft that
woul d not be detectable in the stormclouds until they started shooti ng.

What el se? Lon shook his head. The raiders still had a ship in orbit, nmoving in,
but Lon could not accept that it mght contribute a lot. It wasn't large enough
to carry many nore troops or the shuttles to carry themin. It mght be able to
I aunch m ssiles, but the opposing forces were too close together for that to be
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a particularly intelligent nove.

Lon spoke often with Vel Gsterman and with CI C aboard Long Snake, separately and
t oget her.

"Maybe you're reaching too far for an explanation," Osternman said during one of
their conferences. "W assune that they know what happened to the raiders here
ni ne years ago, right?"

"No way to escape that assunption," Lon said.

"It seens fairly clear that this batch of raiders wants to avoid making the same
m st ake. They don't want to get trapped underground, where they can't put their
nunbers to good wuse. They don't want to get sealed off and ., , whatever. So
they have to force the issue on the surface, before we can whittle their numbers
down by attrition or pin themin their holes. They tried to continue raiding as
normal after we got here. That didn't work, especially after we |earned that
they had inside help and took nmeasures to plug that advantage. They tried
meeting us in small-scale fights. That didn't do them much good either. So now
they |l ook for one grand battle to give thema chance. If they can beat us and
thirty percent of the mlitia, that gives themfree rein. For a tine, at |east."

"Possi ble,"” Lon conceded, "but we can't rely on that."

"Lon, | read your reports on your first trip to Bancroft long before we got this
contract. The raiders you encountered then showed no military discipline, no
sense of strategy or tactics when they were opposed by a professional nilitary
force. They were just thugs who had been gathered to raid and loot. |Is that what
we' re facing now?"

"No, of course not. We're facing well-trained, highly disciplined soldiers wth
solid | eadership. Professionals as good as the mlitia here, and very nearly up
to our standards,” Lon said. "That doesn't necessarily square wth risking
everything on one throw of the dice."

"It does if a good analysis of the situation says that's the only reasonable
shot you have."

After six hours of alnobst constant rain, everything was soggy. Even Dirigenter
battl edress had | ost sone of its resistance to water. \Were there was bare soil
it had turned to mud long before. G assy areas were soggy, spongy underfoot.
Everything on the slopes of the ridge was slippery. At the foot of the sl ope,
conditions were worse because water had been running down the hills since the
start of the rain.

Thunderstorns cycled through the area, no nore than forty mnutes apart,
sonet i mes consi derably closer together. As the day warmed up, the storns becane
nore intense, nore violent, nore frequent. The wind gusted as high as sixty
m | es per hour occasionally, and the nete-orol ogi sts aboard Long Snake conti nued
to issue warnings that tornadoes were "highly possible." Three funnel clouds had
been detected, but the closest had conme no closer than thirty mles fromthe
scene of the battle.

Lon had pulled the perimeter in as tightly as he dared on the north and west,
reinforcing the crest and the southern half of the perineter, where nost of the
fighting was concentrated. Sefer Kai had nanaged to get one platoon out to act
as scouts. That platoon had broken into its constituent squads, even fire teans,
to be able to cover nore ground.

It was one of those squads that spotted a new columm of raiders noving toward
the fight.
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" Anot her company,” Lon told Colonel Cranpton as soon as he had the report.
"Comi ng fromthe sout h-southwest, about a mile out fromthe perineter now "

"Time to bring in nmy extra conpani es?" Cranpton asked.

"We still <can't put themon the ground close enough to get into action soon
enough to deal with these nen, but"- Lon hesitated for several seconds-"I guess
it is tinme to get them on the ground here. They'll have to cone in at that

clearing east of here. That neans a three-hour narch to reach us, longer to
circle around on the south to get behind the raiders."

"I''l'l have themin the air in five minutes. |'ve got thembringing extra trauma
tubes as well. Six portables and two fixed wunits. Can we start noving sonme of
the seriously wounded toward that clearing?"

"I''"l'l have the medtechs work on it. W'Ill have to send a strong escort with
them ™"

"One platoon to carry wounded, another for escort?"

The Shrikes had been relieved by others. The two currently available did what
they could to danage and delay the raiders Captain Kai's people had discovered.
Cannon fire and rockets. The Shrikes canme up from behind, guided by the
mercenari es on the ground. Behind them two attack shuttles cane in to add their
measure to the attack.

It stopped the raider colum for several mnutes. Then three fire teanms from
Charlie Conpany started to harass the raiders fromthe flanks in a series of
hit-and-run attacks.

Two raider shuttles returned to the attack on the ridge, but arrived too late to
have a chance to go after the Diri-genter shuttles, and the raider craft were
met by Shrikes. One raider shuttle went down in flanes, alnpbst hitting the
colum of raiders on the ground. The other shuttle turned and ran west again.
This time the Shrikes stayed with it, close enough to keep it in sight, and it,
too, eventually was brought down .. . after |eading the Shrikes sixty nmiles from
the main battle.

"Time to start trying to envelop the raiders on the south, Colonel,"” Lon told
Cranpton a few nmnutes later. "W've concentrated forces on that end. W can put
nearly two full conpanies of nmy nmen and one of your conpanies into pushing down
the slope into the eneny's main force. The rest of us will start noving down and
into themfromthis end, |eave just enough troops in the Iine to keep the eneny
forces on the west and north from overrunning us from behind."

"My son's got 2nd Conpany in position," Colonel Cranpton said.

"I''"l'l have Captain Grana in tactical control," Lon replied. "He's in position,
too, and he has two platoons from ny Bravo Conpany as well." Delta's t wo
det ached pl at oons had noved back into the line with the rest of the company.

"How soon do we nobve?"

"We'll wait until we can nake a couple nore passes fromthe air," Lon said. "Two
additional Shrikes are on their way down to relieve the ones here. Before those
two go back up to Toronto to rearm we'll use themin the softening up as well,
along with the shuttles |'ve still got here. Five minutes until the air attack

As soon as the Shrikes and shuttles pull away, we go."

* * *
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It did not go exactly as planned. As the aircraft cane in for their runs at the
main force of raiders, the eneny was starting a nove of its own, pushi ng
di agonal Iy uphill toward the north, into the defense perineter below the bulge
that had been formed earlier. At the sane tine, the eneny forces that had been
positioned to the west and north started advancing, moving in closer, using
fire-and-maneuver tactics. And the final eneny colum, its nunmbers reduced by a
third after the air and ground attacks on it, was within mnutes of being close
enough to contribute to the main battle.

The security detachment around the two colonels was fully involved in the
fighting now, when they could spot targets-difficult at extreme range in the
rain. Lon was firing as well, except when he was too busy on the radio. He went
through one magazine for his rifle and |oaded another. Five feet from Lon,
Jeremy Howel |l was operating a grenade |auncher-and Lon had no idea where the
corporal had come up with that. Jereny had not been rated as a grenadier even
bef ore he had become part of Lon's headquarters detachnent, but he was operating
carefully, taking time to aim and | oosing grenades one at a time. not enptying a
five-grenade clip as quickly as he could pull the trigger.

Lon just happened to be | ooking toward Jereny when the corporal jerked back and
to the side, a bullet through his left shoulder, blood quickly blossom ng out
over the fabric of his battledress tunic. Lon quickly crawl ed over to Jereny,
forgetting everything else in his hurry to assist the young corporal. He ripped
the younger man's tunic nore, to |et himsee the wounds-entry and exit-better,
and pull ed pressure dressings fromthe first-aid pouch on his belt. He had just
fini shed applying the bandages when he heard a hi gh-pitched scream so piercing
that it was painful, over his radio.

"What was that?" Lon asked, switching to a channel that would connect himto all
his officers and noncons. "Who screaned?" There was no answer. Lon clicked a
control to bring up a conmunications log on his head-up display, to determne
what channel the scream had cone over. Colonel Cranpton and the conpany
commanders fromboth Lon's battalion and the militia force were the only people
with regul ar access to that channel

Lon needed only a few seconds to cycle through the vital signs of his captains,
to nmake sure that they were all still alive and healthy. Then he switched radio
channels to talk to Col onel Cranpton

"That scream nust have conme from one of your conmpany comuanders," Lon said.

"My son doesn't answer,'
either."

Cranpton replied. "I can't get his |ead ser geant

That conversation was cut short by the explosion of several grenades on the
hillside, thirty yards below the two colonels, close enough to send shrapne
past them w th enough speed to be lethal if it hit anyone in a vital area. Those
bl asts were followed by an intensification of the rifle fire directed at the
defenders high on the slope. The raiders below were nmounting their nost
determned assault yet on the shrunken perimeter of the nmercenaries and
mlitianen.

Lon |l eaned close to Jerenmy Howell for just a few seconds. "The wound is clean,
in and out. Jerry. You'll be okay." Howell nodded, and Lon picked up his rifle
again and got into a firing position over the |low barricade in front of him

For several minutes Lon had no tinme to worry about the scream his wounded ai de,
or the progress of the battle around the rest of the perinmeter. He answered
radio calls with no nore than a terse acknow edgnment-Iluckily, none required
nmore. The raiders had pushed up to the base of the slope, within thirty yards of
the perineter, and seenmed determined to break through no natter the casualties
they took in the process.
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Two eneny shuttles appeared, firing cannons and rockets into the defensive
perineter. Lon's nen were ready. Three missiles were |aunched at the shuttles.
One exploded as it made a hard turn to the north, trying to escape. The flam ng
wr eckage fell close, forcing defenders and attackers alike to duck away fromthe
debris. The second was hit, but not decisively. It trailed snoke as it tried to
escape west again, losing altitude rapidly. Lon did not see it finally come
down. He used the nomentary letup in the raiders' attack to pull the perimneter
in nore at the center, bringing his men and the conpany of mlitia that was
closest up to the line he was on.

When the raiders started advancing up the sl ope, they came under heavy fire from
three sides. The attack faltered, then cane to a conplete stop less than fifty
yards fromlLon's position. The surviving raiders took cover wusing the | ow
ranparts the defenders had abandoned in their initial perineter, but taking fire
from above, those did not offer much protection. After several mnutes the
surviving raiders started attenpting to withdrawand took nore casualties as
they did. O the three hundred or nore who had | aunched the advance, fewer than
a third made it out of the final crossfire.

Lon slung his rifle and went back to Jereny. "Cone on, kid, let's get you to the
medt echs, " Lon said. Howell was still conscious, but when he attenpted to get to
his feet, he got dizzy and alnmost fell. Lon supported him and noved him toward
the crest of the ridge. The nedical station had been set up on the eastern
sl ope.

The nmedical station was overflowing wth wounded- many clearly in worse
condition than Jereny Howell. A nmedtech took a quick |look at Howell's wounds,
said, "You're doing okay. W'Ill get to you when we can," and hel ped Lon set him
agai nst a rock, out of the way.

As Lon was turning to head back to his command post, he saw two nen carrying a
makeshi ft stretcher in fromthe south, with a famliar face wal king next to it.
W1 Nace, Al pha Conpany's new |lead sergeant, was covered in blood-the sleeves
and front of his battledress tunic were conpletely red. There were snears of
blood on his helnet and on his face wunder the turned-up faceplate. Lon went
toward Nace and the stretcher

"What happened to you?" Lon asked, raising the faceplate of his own hel net.

"I'"'m okay. Colonel," Nace said. He gestured at the stretcher next to him
"Col onel Cranpton's son. He's in bad shape." The stretcher-bearers kept going,
hurrying toward the medtechs and the collection of portable trauna tubes. "I'm
not sure if he'll make it." Nace shook his head. "Cl ose as | can nake out, two

RPGs expl oded pretty nmuch at the same time within a couple of feet of him Mybe
three. Killed a half dozen nen around him including his | ead sergeant. Bl ew off
both the lieutenant's legs. Hell, half his left hip is gone."

"How d you get all the blood on you?" Lon asked.

"H's blood. | was about the closest man not wounded or shocked sensel ess by the
explosions. | got to himand did what | could to stop the bleeding." Nace
squeezed his eyes shut. "God, | didn't know | was capable of what | did. | had

to reach inside the chopped neat those grenades left to tie off the arteries in
his left leg-hip. That was the only way | could keep himfrombleeding to death
right there, and | still don't knowif it was enough. There was nothing left to
put a tourniquet on. The right stunp at |east had enough left for that."

WI| Nace turned to the side, away from Lon, and started puking, retching so
violently that he had to drop to his knees to keep fromfalling.

* * *
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Lon gave Col onel Cranpton the news about his son while he was on the way back to
his command post. "He's alive but in very bad shape,” Lon told him "He may have
| ost too nmuch bl ood before they got himto the trauma tubes."

There was a |ong pause before Colonel Cranpton said, "Thanks for telling ne.
I"l'l get over there as soon as | can. | can't let go right now "
"You' d better go now," Lon advised. "I'll keep you posted on anything going on

you need to know about."

There were reports from conpany commanders. The raiders were noving uphill again
on the southwestern front, where they had the bulk of their troops. Some of the
fighting was al ready hand-t o- hand.

"We'll | eave one conpany of mlitia and two platoons of our people to guard the
medi cal station,"” Lon said. "I want everyone el se pushing toward the main eneny
force. Let's finish the job here and now |If anyone hasn't done it yet, fix
bayonets."

Lon attached his bayonet to his rifle as he spoke. When he got to the squads
that had noved back toward his command post, it was only |ong enough to collect
those men and start them noving south, along the side of the hill.

Toward t he eneny.

The raiders were concentrated in a wedge, 300 yards long, 150 yards wide at the
base. The apex had reached and penetrated the defensive line through the nmiddle
of one of the mlitia conpanies but had bogged down there, unable to turn to
roll up the line on either side of the breakthrough. While Lon was concentrating
his forces, the raiders were attenpting to broaden their attack, w dening the
wedge. The last menbers of the other raider forces were converging with the main
body. Al their eggs in one basket, just the way we wanted it, Lon thought.

At the sides of the raider wedge, nercenaries and mlitiamen worked to turn the
comers back, fighting to conpress and contain the eneny. Lon |led the nen he had
gathered near his command post-a mixed force of Diri-genters and Bancrofters
toward the center of the firefight, the point where the raiders had broken the
defensive line. There were already six platoons-two nercenary and four mlitia
trying to push the raiders back out of the gap. Captain Magnusson had taken
command of the joint effort, bringing two platoons in to plug the origina
penetrati on and then gathering the nearest mlitia platoons to try to repel the
eneny. Lon added the men who had cone with him

The raiders resisted with as nuch determnation as any soldiers Lon had ever
encountered, as if they knew they had nowhere to go, no escape. Even when sone
of the eneny ran out of ammunition, they continued fighting, noving closer to
use bayonets or belt knives.

Slowy the raiders were forced back toward the south and down the slope,
fighting every step of the way, taking and giving heavy |l osses. Only after nore
than an hour of this deadly close-in fighting did some of the raiders
i ndi viduals, then smal |l groups-start throwi ng down their weapons and
surrendering. They were stripped of helnmets and any remaining gear and noved
away from the fighting. Those raiders who were too badly wounded to nove on
their owmn were left where they lay, with the dead.

The fighting ended suddenly, after nearly ninety mnutes of hand-to-hand conbat.
Two piercing blasts on a whistle were followed by a |oudspeaker announcenent
fromwi thin the concentration of raiders-an order fromthe ranking officer for
his men to | ay down their weapons and surrender unconditionally.
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It was nearly sunset before the rain finally stopped, |eaving water dripping
fromtrees and running down the slopes of the line of hills for hours afterward.
Water was slow to seep into the saturated ground. There had been none of the
magi cal cleansing of a poet's springtime rain. This left only nud and dirty
puddl es, many of themtainted by bl ood.

The fighting was over, but not the work. Shuttles had been operating in relays
carrying the wounded back to Lincoln and Bancroft's other towns-anyplace with
medi cal facilities. Dirigenters and Bancrofters were given priority. Wunded
prisoners went afterward, to be treated when possible. The |location of the nmain
raider base, two nmles south of the area Lon's people had searched, was
di scovered easily. Several wounded raiders were anxious to tell where it was
after being rem nded that they couldn't be treated without the antidote to the
nanot ech sel f-destruct nechani sns they had been infected with. Several portable
trauma tubes were found in the caves, as well as tons of nmetal and minerals
pl undered from Bancroft's mning facilities.

Manni ng reports were conpiled for nercenaries and mlitiamen. Lon grimaced at
each detailing of the dead and wounded from his battalion, though the nunbers
were not as high as he had feared they would be. Thirty-seven Dirigenters had
been killed in the day's fighting, 140 wounded or otherwi se injured. The three
conpanies of mlitia had suffered slightly nore casualties, both dead and
wounded. Lieutenant WIlson Cranpton had survived, though Lon's senior nedtech
said it was the nobst extraordinary survival he had ever seen. "It's a bloody
mracle he nmade it," Sergeant Carvel told Lon. Colonel W]Ison Cranpton echoed
that sentiment.

"The miracle was one of your sergeants," Col onel Cranpton said when he and Lon
met to go over the reports they had been receiving. "One of ny son's nen said he
saw one of your sergeants go to W Ison and stop the bleeding-said if he'd been
five seconds slower he wouldn't have nade it."

"Conpany Lead Sergeant W/ Nace," Lon said. "I saw themwhen they got to the
medt echs. "
"I want to thank himpersonally," Col onel Cranpton said. "I owe himnore than

can ever repay."

"I''ll arrange it," Lon said, looking away for an instant, renmenbering that it
m ght be his son in simlar circunstances ... in not too nmany years.

Rai der casualties took |onger to enunerate. Dead, wounded, captured. The raider
force had suffered nore than 50 percent casualties-dead or wounded-in the fight.
Sone of the wounded m ght have been saved had it not been for the toxins their
| eaders had infected themwith to keep themfromtal king. Many of those who had
been seriously wounded di ed before the antidote could be |ocated and brought to
the nedical stations to allow treatnment of the prisoners.

The prisoners were kept together and guarded through the night. Stripped of
their hel mets, weapons, and nost of their other gear, they posed little threat.
By nmorning, many of themwere willing to talk. The other raider bases, the
| ocations of the remaining shuttles, even schedules for transport ships were
|l earned in the first few hours of questioning.

"There are a few officers anong the prisoners," Colonel Cranpton told Lon after
they had all returned to Lincoln. "It looks as if we'll even get the names of
most of the agents the Colonial Mning Cartel managed to plant here." Col one
Cranpt on had been spending nost of his tine with his son. WIlson would need two
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months or nore of trauma tube treatnment to fully regenerate his |egs.

"That's good. W won't have any trouble clearing the rest up either," Lon said.

"What about that raider ship?" Col onel Cranpton asked.

"Shrikes from Toronto nmanaged to disable that yesterday," Lon said. That news
had come as sonething of a surprise to himafter the battle. Sonehow he had
conmpletely missed the reports on that ship from Captain Roi mof Long Snake. The
Shri kes that had been assigned to intercept the raider ship had not been able to
destroy it, but they had crippled its propulsion system It was |locked into a
very eccentric orbit around Bancroft. "W haven't received a surrender fromthem
yet, but we will. Either that or we'll finish the job."

"l hope you can get themto surrender," Colonel Cranp-ton said. "W can use that
ship, once it's repaired. Get nmen trained to crewit. That ship could give us
the protection we need out in space . .. some of it, anyway. We'll be ready when
the next raider transport comes to make a pickup, and we'll make it harder for
those bastards fromEarth to try something like this again."

Lon smled. "W'lIl see what we can do for you. Colonel."

Phi p Steesen was not so easy to appease. "You kept me out of the big fight on
purpose,” he charged, the first tine he managed to be alone with Lon after
everyone had returned to Lincoln. "You stranded nme back here so I wouldn't end
up li ke Dean."

"I didn't know this was going to turn out to be the big fight when we | eft here,
Phip," Lon explained. "And no, | wasn't trying to keep you out of anything."

"Li ke hell you weren't."
"It didn't even occur to ne."

Still, for the next three days Phip spoke to Lon only when duty dermanded it.

Cleaning out the remmants of the raider force, recovering material they had
| ooted and the nunitions and supplies cached in their various strongholds, and
taking the two remmining attack shuttles left to themtook nearly two weeks. The
crew of the ship needed twelve days to decide to surrender. The ship had been
boarded and the crew taken off. Engineers from Taranto and Long Snake had
al ready started repairing the ship's propul sion system Bancroft had contracted
for an engineer and two officers from Toronto's flight crew to stay over for six
months to train Bancrofters to operate the ship. Those Dirigenters would return
hone when a supply ship canme to bring new weapons and four Shrikes. Eight
Bancrofters would be going to Dirigent for flight training. A dozen others would
go for nmore extensive training in ship operations.

"A nost profitable addendumto a successful contract,” Lon noted in the |ast
report he dispatched to Dirigent via nessage rocket. "It seens unlikely that
Earth's Colonial Mning Cartel wll attenpt to attack Bancroft again, but if
they do, Bancroft will be better able to defend itself."

The prisoners, nearly seven hundred altogether, including twelve famlies of
recent settlers identified as agents working for CMC, would be routed back to
Earth-as transport becane avail abl e-except for several dozen men who asked to be
allowed to stay and settle on Bancroft. The governnment of Bancroft also began
distributing detailed reports of the activities of the Colonial Mning Cartel to
other worlds, and it sent an official diplomatic protest to Earth ... for what
little good that m ght do.
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There was a formal cerenbny at CGovernnent House to nmark the successfu
conpl etion of the contract. Governor Sosa announced a | arge conpl etion bonus for
the men of 2nd Battalion, 7th Regiment, and one further honor. Lead Sergeant W|I
Nace was awarded the Medal of Valor of the Bancroft Constabulary Mlitia

It was sixteen days after the climactic battle that an MR arrived fromDirigent,

carrying-in addition to official mail-personal nmail for the nen of 2nd
Battalion. There were two nessage chips for Lon anong the personal mail, one
fromhis wife and children, the other fromhis parents. In a rare gesture of
sel f-indul gence, Lon postponed reading his official mail and turned to the

famly letters first. Lon was used to the segnented nature of the letter from
his famly. Sara had recorded a nunber of sections in private. Lon, Junior, and
Angie had also recorded private nessages. In addition, there were joint
sessions, with all three sitting around talking nore or less at once. They
tal ked about the details of daily life, and about the things they had been doing
with the elder Nolans. Al in all, that letter ran for nearly an hour. Lon was
tenpted to replay the entire thing i Mmediately, but took the chip fromhis com
plink and inserted the chip fromhis parents.

"God, it's good to have themon Dirigent," Lon whispered while the second |etter
was playing. He hardly noticed the tear at the comer of his left eye, wiping it
away absently.

H s parents were full of cheery news, their discoveries, their "exploration" of
their new homework!. Several tines Lon found hinself chuckling over their
exuberance. But one passage-his father speaking w thout his nother present
al most brought Lon to tears.

"I've spent quite a lot of time chatting with Junior. He's been full of
ent husiasm for your outfit and swearing that he's going to enlist the day he's
ol d enough. I know how nuch that troubles vyou, but |I think that maybe there's
hope he'll change his mind. Junior has talked a lot, but he has also done a |ot
of listening-not your strongest suit when you were his age, if you renenber.
I"ve tal ked about ny teaching, and about the options he has here. Gven hima
different perspective on a fewthings, | think. Maybe it sounds different com ng
froman old geezer like ne rather than a certified hero-soldier. There's no
guarantee here, son, but the last few days Junior hasn't been quite so
absol ut el y adamant about becoming a soldier."”

"I hope you're right. Dad," Lon whispered to the conp-link screen. "I pray
you're right."

The Dirigenter ships started for hone three weeks before the end of the
originally contracted three nonths, their job finished. Lon paid his first visit
to the section of Long Snake where the Dirigenter dead were being stored for the
trip honme. There were too nmany dead-one was too many-but he consol ed hinself
with the know edge that it could have been nmuch worse.

He sat alone in the antechanber for nore than an hour, staring at the hatch that
led to the bodies. How nany fathers and nothers have to nourn? he wonder ed.

Maybe, subconsciously, | was trying to keep Phip away fromthe fighting, Lon
t hought - honest in proximty to the dead. Colonel Cranpton nearly lost his son

Jerry was wounded. Lon shook his head. There was one problemhe still had no
answer for. "How can | convince Junior there are other things to do than be a

soldier like his father?" Just the hope that maybe his father would nake the
di fference.
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