


it's the 25th century, but the Marines
are still Iooking for a few good men . ..
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PROLOGUE

"Mark One?" Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass asked. He gave the Termina Dynamics techrep ahard
look. "Are you sure we can catch the bandits we're hunting with aMark One?' He gestured toward the
small black box on the table.

"The Mark One, asyou cdl it, Sergeant, isthe Universa Postionator Up-Downlink, Mark One," Daryl
George answered. He wore an expression of superiority. It was clear to Bass that the techrep was
explaining histoy to the NCOs gathered around the table only because he thought the men were too
dumb to understand without his explanation.

"Wherewasit field-tested?' Gunny Bass asked. Sergeant Mgor Tanglefoot gave him adangerous look.

"I'm glad you asked that," George said to the assembled first sergeants and company gunnery sergeants
of 31st FIST. He smoothed his pencil-line mustache with a chubby forefinger before proceeding. Y ou
have theright to know everything necessary about the testing of the equipment that your lives and the
lives of your men might depend on. Thefind field-testing of the UPUD"—he pronounced it
"you-pud'—"was a Aberdeen. It passed every phase with flying colors.” George smiled broadly, asif
announcing they'd just won the | ottery.

"Aberdeen—atesting range. What you're telling usisthat this Mark One hasn't seen action yet." Bass
carefully avoided looking at the sergeant maor.

"As| sad, Sergeant,” George drew himsalf up to hisfull, soft, Six feet of height and thrust hisjaw
aggressively toward hisinterrogator, "it passed every phase of itstesting with flying colors.”

Basssjaw locked a congtantly being caled " Sergeant,” asif he were some damn army noncom. He
wasn't in the army, he was a gunnery sergeant in the Confederation Marine Corps.

"Arethere any other questions?’ Sergeant Mgor Tanglefoot brokein.

Bass spoke up again. " Sergeant Mg or, you know, | know, and so does every other NCO in thisroom,
that theré'saworld of difference between controlled tests and tests under fire. We're on a combat
operation here. Thisis no place to be testing unproven equipment.”

"Everything in the Corps inventory had afirst time under fire," Sergeant Mgor Tanglefoot replied. His
voice sad his patience was running out. "Thisisthefirst time for the UPUD."

Basswinced. "Right, Sergeant Mgor." He swallowed, knowing he was on thin ice arguing with
Tanglefoot. "It'sjust | think we shouldn't use the Mark One without taking along the radios and locators
that we know work. Just in case thisthing doesn't.”

In avoicethat brooked no further discussion, the sergeant magjor said, "Headquarters has directed we
turnin al platoon and company radios, geo position locators, and vector computers. Each company and
platoon will be issued a UPUD to replace them. That's one piece of equipment to take the place of three.
Company gunnery sergeants, you will turnin the old and be issued the new, persondly. First sergeants,
you will seetoit that they do. That isdl. Do it."



The twenty senior noncommissioned officers of the 31st Fleet Initid Strike Team's operationd unitsrose
and started filing out of the room.

Charlie Bass knew when to shut up. Thiswas one of those times. But Daryl George didn't know when
to stop. He said to Bass, "Sarge, don't worry. | personaly guarantee you the you-pud, Mark One, will
perform as advertised.”

Bassturned back and glared at George. "Andl persondly guarantee you, if we lose one man because
thisthing doesn't work as advertised, you, personaly, will pay for it."

"Asyou were, Bassl" Sergeant Mgjor Tanglefoot snapped. Y ou will knock off this nonsense, Gunnery
Sergeant.”

"Aye aye, Sergeant Mgjor. Sorry, sir." He gave George alook that said he was anything but sorry. Then
he followed his company first sergeant out of the room.

"Careful, Bass," hisfirst sergeant whispered.

The"bandits' the Marines were chasing on Fiesta de Santiago seemed to melt into the mountains even
more easily than they had into the population in the lowland cities. By mid-afternoon of the third day,
after the Marines dismounted from their Dragons to start negotiating terrain too rugged for the
ar-cushioned assault vehicles, they gill hadn't seen anything more of their quarry than an occasiond
footprint.

"Wheré'sthat Mark One say we are?' Bass asked PFC L eFarge, the communications man, when the
Bravo unit stopped to plan its next step.

LeFarge sad, "Postion mine," to the black box he carried. The UPUD was twelve inches high, eight
wide, and two deep. One face lifted to expose aview screen. The screen flickered at LeFarge'svoice,
then showed a string of coordinates and a schematic map with their position marked oniit.

"Any word from the Skipper?' Bass asked as he plotted the UPUD's coordinates on his paper map.

In the middle of the second day on foot, the company commander had divided his unit into two
elements. He and the first sergeant took two platoons and haf the assault platoon dong onetrail, while
his executive officer and Bass followed a second trail with the remaining platoon and the other haf of the
assault platoon. Now communicationswere [os.

"Not since 0830 hours," LeFarge responded. He looked up at the boul der-strewn, wooded dopes
surrounding them and casualy brushed arivulet of perspiration away from hiseyes. It wasover a
hundred degreesin the shade. "Must be the mountains are blocking the transmissons.”

Bass shook hishead. Thisisabad place, he thought. Real good place for an ambush. "It's supposed to
be string-of-pearls communications, not line of sght. There'saways asatellite up.” He used a compassto
shoot azimuths from three landmarks around the narrow, steep-sided gorge they were in, then marked
the position he ca culated on the overlay and wrote down the coordinates. In apinch, old-style
compass-and-map, land-navigation technics till worked.

"Check with third platoon's comm man, seeif he's getting the same readings you are."



LeFarge started murmuring into his helmet mike, to the comm man with the third platoon command
element a hundred metersto therear.

Bass got to his feet to show the Bravo commander his map overlay. The positions and sets of
coordinates given by both the UPUD and his compass were marked on it. According to the UPUD
reading, they werein the next valey over from the position Bass had worked out.

"How sure areyou?' Lieutenant Procescu asked.

Bass pointed out the landmarks he'd used to plot their positions. The valey the UPUD said they werein
didn't have smilar festures.

"Gunny," LeFarge said, "third platoon gets dmost exactly the samelocation | do."
"Can we find our way home?"' Procescu asked.

Bass nodded. "By using compass and map, if that's al we've got that works."
"Where are we supposed to be?'

Bass shrugged. " Chasing Pancho." Maybe one of the bandits the Marines were following was named
Pancho, and maybe not. It didn't matter. Anytime the Marines went up against guerrillas who were called
bandits, they labeled them dl "Pancho."

"Then if we've got no problem with finding our way home," Procescu said, "let's chase Pancho.” To
LeFarge he added, "Keep trying to raise the Skipper.”

"If we need air support and the squadron tries to vector in on us using the Mark One, we may aswell
not even ask," Bass said to Procescu as he shouldered his pack and checked his hand wespon. "Saddle
up!" he called to the squad ahead of the Bravo command eement. He held up hisright arm, let his
chame eon deeve dide down so hisarm would be vishle, then gave the hand signd that meant "Get up
and moveout." Theresting, nearly invisble Marines of the lead squad briefly flickered into visibility as
their chameleons adjusted to changing surroundings. They roseto their feet and resumed moving up the
narrow gorge bottom. The men on the valey floor were easy enough to spot by anyone who knew what
he was |ooking ai—their chameleons never quite matched their surroundings; insteed, they flickered
through the color scale as they changed color to match the stones and earth they were closest to. The
flankersin the shadows up on the dopes were impossible to see unless an observer happened to spot
their faces, hands, or the uncovered V's of their upper chests.

"We're only chasing about twenty Pancho's," Procescu said to Bass, "and there'sforty-six of us. We
won't need air support when we catch them.”

A quarter hour after Bass made his location check, the reinforced platoon that was the Bravo unit
reached an areawhere arecent temblor had tumbled many large bouldersto the valey floor and
uprooted most of the trees on the steep dopes. Birds from Earth and native fliers twittered and sang as
they fed on the buzzers that hummed and flitted through the torpid air of the valley bottom. The barren
dopes gppeared empty, and it looked asif bad footing was the only problem the Marines would have
until they reached the next wooded area, somewhere past the next bend more than half aklick ahead.

The lead squad and one gun team were flickering through the open and the Bravo command group was
at the edge of the denuded areawhen aflanker on the left dope shouted "Pancho!™ His shout was amost



drowned out by the ozone-crack of hiswegpon asit vaporized the partly exposed boot of a bandit.
Instantly, the other two Marines on the |eft dope opened fire; the cracks of their weapons, the even
louder cracks of the rocks that split when the bolts hit them, and the Sizzle of vaporizing flesh, nearly
measked the screams of wounded bandits or those burned by flying globules of molten rock.

"Take cover!" Bass bellowed as he dove behind anearby boulder. All acrossthe valey-side camea
scattering of cracks as the bandits began to return fire. On the valey floor, the Marinestried to return fire
from cover while the gun team set up, but the shields that protected them from the bandits energy
weapons did nothing to protect them from the molten rock thrown when incoming fire melted stone. The
Marines caught in the killing zone could only huddle behind the boulders, out of the way of the Szzling
bolts and flying magma

Procescu assayed the Stuation quickly and camly gave ordersinto his communicator. "Three Actud, get
the rest of second squad and the other gun on that dope to help your flankers. Send your platoon
sergeant with two assault teams to the flankers on the opposite dope to lay down some suppressing fire.
Remaining assault team and assault squad leader, to me.”

Bass opened the switch that allowed him to listen in on dl of the communicator talk in the unit down to
fire team leader. He heard the third platoon commander give his orders, the platoon sergeant pull
together the rest of the assault squad, the squad leader, assault squad leader, and thefire, gun, and
assault team leaders urging their men into motion. The fire and gun team leaders pinned down in the open
reported that they had no casudties.

Bassflicked down hisinfragoggles to scan the dope where the fire was coming from. He picked up only
acouple of dozen man-size heat signatures. What's going on here? he asked himsdf. Theres got to be
more bandits than that. They wouldn't set up an ambush unless they knew they had us outnumbered.

Abruptly, heavier fire broke out on the left dope as Lieutenant Kruzhilov and his reinforcements reached
the flank and added their power to that of the three Marines shooting at the bandits there. Over the
command net Bass heard the platoon commander coolly issue ordersto coordinate the fire of histen
Marines. In seconds, instead of firing at random targets, they were hosing out plasmaboltsin line,
dagging abroad swath of dope beginning twenty metersto their front.

Thethird assault team reached Procescu, and the Bravo commander added itsfire to the advancing
meelstrom.

Forty metersin front of the Marines on the flank, a screaming bandit leaped to hisfeet. One of hisarms
was missing, a cauterized hole was burned through histhigh, and abal of haf-melted rock had set his
uniform ablaze. A Marinein the open rose up from cover and took him out with a clean head shot. The
remaining bandits broke and ran.

At least they don't have shields, Bass thought.

"Ceasefire, ceasefirel" Procescu ordered. "Three Actual, maneuver to check that dope, make sureit's
cleared. Check the bodies, seeif there's any we can keep dive to question.”

Bass frowned. He couldn't believe such asmall force would set an ambush for areinforced Marine
platoon. He twisted around to scan the opposite dope. He saw, through his goggles, that its entire length
was blotched with red—that's where the main effort of the ambush was! The bandits hadn't known the
Marines had flankers on the dopes, so the flankers were able to trip the ambush early. The bandits on the
left must have been a blocking force that was supposed to stop the Marines from withdrawing after they



were caught in the open by the larger force on the right flank.

To Basssright, through the trees, aline of red spots was approaching the bandit-held dope—the
platoon sergeant with the other two assault teams. On the valey floor the Marines who had been pinned
down wererising to their feet.

"Everybody down!" he shouted into the all-hands circuit. " They're on the right dope. Three Bravo, stop
in place. Useyour goggles." Basss pulse was racing wildly. A second later he heard Platoon Sergeant
Chway murmur, " Jesus Muhammead,” then issue the commands to set up the assault gunsto rake theright

dope.

Severd of the Marinesin the open jumped up and zigzagged for the cover of the treeswherethe
command unit was. The bandits main effort opened fire and plasma bolts engulfed two of the runners.
When his shield was overwhelmed, one man smply vanished with aflash, then the other dropped, a
charred husk. The rest of the Marines were forced to drop behind cover before reaching the treeline.
The stench of seared flesh wafted up to where Bass lay.

Chway ordered the two assault teamsinto action. In seconds their oversized weapons were throwing
out boltsthat could melt ameter of ferrocrete. The three flankers added lighter, disciplined fire.

Procescu ordered the assault team with him to blast the far end of the dope. He ordered Kruzhilov to
add hisgun'sfireto that of the assaultmen. The gun on the left dope began spewing out bolts so closeto
each other they seemed dmost a steady stream. Its aiming focus twisted side to side onthe dope asiit
burned through the far end of the ambush.

The bandits weren't Sitting passively while the Marines poured fire into the two ends of their ambush. A
hundred of them concentrated their fire on Chway, his assault guns, and the three flankers with them, and
two platoons returned fire at Kruzhilov's gun and fighters on the left flank. The rest of the bandits kept the
Marinesin the open pinned down and out of the fight. Only the command group was, for the moment,
unscathed. The bandits couldn't see those Marines because of their chameleons, and they didn't have
infragogglesto spot their heat Sgnatures. But they could see the glowing muzzles of the overheated
weapons and began to concentrate their fire on them. A scream on the right flank was cut short when
severa weapons converged on one Marine. Another didn't have time to scream before seven weapons
overwhemed his shiedld and turned him into carbon vapor.

Through Basss goggles, the first fifty meters or more of the right dope was asolid sheet of red from the
fire Chway's Marines had put onto it before moving onward. Nobody could be alivein that area. But
bandits were strung out over another three hundred meters before the dag that was being created at the
far end of the ambush by the fire from the Marines |€eft flank. From the dackened fireto the lft, Bass
could tell that Kruzhilov's section had a so taken casudties.

"Bass, to mel" Procescu's voice said in his helmet. Bass scuttled to the Bravo commander. "Theréstoo
damn many of them," the lieutenant said when Bass reached him. "We need help, and we need it now.
Take LeFarge back and find ahigh place you can climb to. Seeif you can raise anybody." He looked
into the intended kill zone of the ambush. "If | can get those men under cover back here, that'll help.”

"Good idea," Bass responded. "Try to move them one at atime.” Heturned to LeFarge. "Let'sgo."

The volume of outgoing fire from the Marines right flank dackened abruptly as one of the assault
gunners was crisped and his weapon stopped firing.



Bass remembered a place 150 meters back down the gorge where arock wall had |eft adope of scree
less steep than the gorge sides. If it wasn't too loose, he and L eFarge might be able to climb high enough
to contact the rest of the company vialine-of-sght transmission.

The rock wasn't too loose to climb, but it stopped at a cliff face they couldn't scale. Fifty metersto their
left, however, the cliff ended in acut or agentler dope—Bass couldn't tell from where they were. "Think
you can make it across there?'

"No problem, Gunny." LeFarge put hiswords into action and led the way across the steep dope.

The shallow roots of the bushes were spread wide enough to hold the weight of the two men asthey
stepped on their stems and grabbed hold of the branches. It took only afew minutes for them to
negotiate the dope. They found a gentle rise to anotch in the ridge side another hundred meters up and
clambered into it, breething heavily from the exertion.

"Seeif you can raise anybody," Bass said. When heleft the platoon, he had turned off the al-hands
channel so he could concentrate on finding away up the ridge. Now heflipped it back on while LeFarge
set up the UPUD and started talking into it. But the steep-sided valley wound from side to Side, and they
had taken a couple of turns following it—there was too much rock between him and the platoon for clear
communications. Bass heard enough to know that two or three more Marines were down and that only a
few of the men in the open had managed to get back and join the fight. Most of the others, including the
gun team, were still pinned in the open, unable to engage the bandits. He cursed silently as hefought his
risng anger and frudtration.

"I've got Battalion!" LeFarge exclamed.

Bass shook his head. Battalion headquarters was more than a hundred kilometers away. How could
they raise them but not get the company command unit, which wasjust aridge or two away? "L et me
talk to them.”

LeFarge said something into the UPUD and handed it to him.

"Red Roof, thisis Purple Rover Bravo Five," Bass said into the UPUD, giving the battalion call sgn and
identifying himsdlf asthe senior enlisted man of agroup split off from Company |. "Weare a," herattled
off their map coordinates, "in contact with more than two-zero-zero bandits. Bandits are wearing
chameleons and have blasters. We are taking heavy casudties. We need air support. Over."

"Purple Rover Bravo Five, that is not where your UPUD saysyou are."

"Red Roof, UPUD mdfunctioning. Visud confirmsour location. Over."

"Ay, Pancho, you think you're smart, don't you?" the battalion communications man said, and laughed.
"Y ou're not going to lure usinto atrap that easily.”

Basss jaws clenched. The battalion comm man thought he was a bandit who'd managed to break into
the net and was trying to get a mission launched to lead some of the FIST s aircraft into an antiaircraft
missile ambush. "Negative on that shit, Red Roof!" Bass shouted.

There was adight pause and the battalion communications man said, "Hey, Pancho, use proper radio
procedure.”



Bassdrew in his breath sharply and cut off awithering response. "Red Roof, thisis Purple Rover Bravo
Five. | say again, thisis Purple Rover Bravo Five. Purple Rover Bravo is a coordinates given and needs
help now. Please provide. Over."

"I'll passit up, Pancho. Red Roof out.”

"Usethevoiceidentifier, Red Roof. That'll confirm my ID," Bass said, but there was no response. The
battalion comm man wasn't listening anymore.

LeFarge swallowed. If they didn't get help soon, the Bravo unit could be wiped out. "It's routine to use
the voice-recognition identifier on al suspect cals" Bass said in areassuring voice. "Let's go back and
hold on until the air gets here." But he didn't fedl as confident as he sounded.

"Well hold out, that'sall,” Procescu said when Bass reported his contact with battalion. "We're hitting
them harder than they're hitting us. Pancho'll probably cut and run before air can get here anyway.”

Bassflipped down his goggles and scanned the dope. Working from the ends toward the middle, the
Marines had dagged nearly half of it. But banditsin the undagged rock had re-formed onto alinefacing
the Marines, and the lin€'s lower end was on the bottom of the gorge, not higher on the dope where the
Marines were concentrating their fire. He also saw that the far end of the ambush hadn't been thoroughly
dagged; many targets were till fighting back. He wasn't as sure as Procescu that the bandits would run.
There were probably more than 150 of them il in the fight, maybe closer to two hundred.

Bassraised hisgogglesto study the terrain and the eerie modern infantry battle with his naked eyes.
Around him, effectively invisible men howled insults and tiny bits of star-stuff at each other, and he heard
the snap of superconducting capacitors discharging, the louder cracks of ancient rock being split at
sun-hest, the hiss of solid stone turning briefly liquid from the plasmabolts. But most of hismind was
occupied with the tactical aspects of what he waslooking at.

If the bandits extended their line across the gorge, they would be in position to assault the Marines; the
Marines would have too many individua targets and they could be overwhelmed by sheer numbers.
While Bass examined the ground the bandits would have to crossif they did assault, he saw gray flicker
againg the darker rock in the distance, moving to the left—the bandits were getting on line for an assaullt!
He scuttled over to Procescu.

"Do you see what they're doing?'

The lieutenant nodded. "They're brave men, if they're going to stand up and charge,” he said. "Or maybe
they don't realize we can see them,”" Procescu added.

jvianne

"That's where Pancho is. Do him before he mingleswith my positionsin the trees.”

"Too latefor that, Purple Rover. Either you've got him so badly outnumbered you don't need us, or he's
dready in your postion.”

The bandits were indeed among them. The thud of arunning foot hit the ground near where Basslay. He
looked up into awild-eyed face above an out-of-focus area of green and brown. A blaster in the unclear
areawas pointing a him. Herolled toward the bandit as the heat of a plasma bolt passed over him. He
rolled into the bandit's legs, knocking him over, then groped with one hand for the enemy soldier while his



other reached for his combat knife. The two struggled briefly—the bandit tried to bring his wegpon to
bear, but Basss knife proved to be better for infighting, and red spread freely over the bandit's
chameleons. Bassrolled away to retrieve his blaster as the dead man's entire uniform turned red, asit
mimicked the color of hisblood.

"How closeto the trees can you flame without scorching us?' Procescu said into the UPUD. Bass
realized the lieutenant hadn't been aware of the hand-to-hand fight he'd just concluded only afew meters
away. "That'stoo far away to do any good,” Procescu said after apause. "Bring it in closer.” He listened,
then said, "The only people standing are Panchos. With any luck the heet'll pass over usand hit them. Do
it now."

A sguad of banditswas directly in front of them. Bass gritted histeeth as hefired at the enemy.

"Bring it in closer! Procescu shouted into the UPUD. Bass knew what that meant—they were going to
be crisped by their own fire. Either way, from bandit fire or from their own Raptors, they were dead. At
least it'd be fast, and they'd take most of the bandits with them.

Suddenly the screams of diving turbojets smothered dl other sounds and briefly stunned the combatants.
Bassflicked on the dl-hands channdl. "Everybody down,now!" he ordered.

"Get asflat asyou can," Procescu added, "get behind aridge or arock. Thisisgoing to be close."

The double-mach-plus Marine Raptors screamed dmost straight down from the heavens. When the lead
arcraft was dill little more than arapidly growing, shiny speck in the sky, it was stitching aline of plasma
bolts from the bottom of the gorge to hafway up the left dope, barely fifty metersfrom the trees. Just
when it looked asif it was going to follow its boltsinto the holocaust in the gorge, itsforward vernier jets
flamed, bouncing it back skyward. Before the lead aircraft finished its maneuver, its wingman twisted to
gtitch bolts up the right side of the gorge.

The boltsfrom the Raptors cannons were to the bolts of the assaulters what the assaulterswere to
hand-blasters. Each bolt vaporized whatever it struck, leaving asteaming hole nearly five metersin
diameter. Molten rock pooled at the bottom of each crater. Gouts of lavaflew everywhere; some landed
harmlesdy on rock and quickly solidified, some charred trees or set them ablaze, somekilled men.

The wave of heat expelled by the explosions washed across the open and incinerated anyonein its path.
The foliage on the nearer trees flashed vapor and the outermost line of trees burgt into flame. For
twenty-five metersinto the trees, anyone stlanding was hit by awall of superheated air that seared lungs
and pedled off skin. Most of the bandits were in the open or standing in the first twenty-five meters of the
treeline. Not al of the Marines were behind something that could deflect the heat wave.

The stunned survivors picked themsalves up and took stock. The few bandits who survived were in full
flight. But Procescu was dead, as were Lieutenant Kruzhilov and Staff Sergeant Chway and everybody
who had been on the right flank with the platoon sergeant and the assaulters. LeFarge was
gone—ingantly vaporized—and the UPUD lay on the ground, now athoroughly usdless, half-melted
chunk of dag. Half the Marineswho began the day with the Bravo unit were dead. A quick survey told
Bassten times as many bandits had died in thefight.

"That's too damn many good Marines died today," Bass said to himself.

Third platoon's comm man had hidden behind agood-size boulder during the air attack, so both heand
his UPUD survived. Bass used it to report the results of their fire mission to Flamer and to request



pickup. While awaiting it, he looked at the black box with disgust. If the damn thing had worked right,
they would have had air support before the bandits made their assault, and not so many Marineswould
have died.

Haf an hour later the survivors of Purple Rover Bravo and the corpses of their dead—as much as could
be found of them—uwere aboard hoppers, flying back to Battalion.

"Youwhat?' Daryl George exclaimed in amazement. "No, no, no-no-no, you can't blame me for your
incompetence! No wonder the you-pud didn't operate the way you expected it to. Y ou aren't supposed
to separate the satdllite units from the company you-pud.”

"Say again?' Bass demanded. Hisfigts clenched and he took a step toward the manufacturer's rep.

George spoke quickly. "Only the company command unit Universal Positionator Up-Downlink uplinks
to the string-of-pearls. The others communicate through it. Once you got aridgeline between the
company headquarters and your Bravo unit, you lost setcomm. It became just aline-of-sight radio. It'sin
the manud, right there for anyone to see: Appendix F, Annex Four, Section Q, Sub-note Seventeen. All
there. It'sal right there," he shrilled. "What's wrong with you people? Didn't you read the manua ? Y ou
would have known that was going to happen when you split groupsif you'd read the manua.” George
emphasized each word, pumping hisfist up and down in time to the words. His normaly salow
complexion reddened.

Sergeant Mgjor Tanglefoot saw red but till put out a hand to restrain Bass. There was something more
he wanted to know. "How did it give coordinatesif it was just’ aradio?"

"Throughitsinertid tracking system," George answered quickly. "1 don't understand why it gave the
reading it did—it'savery reliableinertid syslem. Maybe your comm man wasn't maintaining aregular
pace. Maybe—"

Daryl George barely got out his second "Maybe." Bass knew every man in his platoon by name, knew
their persond histories. They were more than just facesto him, they were his men. Bass remembered the
ashy deposit on the ground that had been LeFarge, who had wanted only one thing out of life: a
commission in the Marines. And Bass knew he would have made a good officer. And Lieutenant
Procescu. Bass had known him for fourteen years, since the young Procescu had first joined Bass's
sguad as a PFC. Thelieutenant hadn't gotten his head down quickly enough and his brain had been
cooked ingtantly, the skull cracked open like an overboiled egg, brain matter swollen severd timesits
norma size protruding obscendy through cracksin the glaring skull.

"| told you you'd personaly pay if one man waslost because thisMark One didn't work as advertised,"
Basscut in, hisvoice like ablaster bolt. "It didn't work and we lost agood many more than one man
because of it."

It took Sergeant Mgjor Tanglefoot, three first sergeants, and two gunnery sergeantsto pull Bass off
George. But they'd given him afew seconds to work off his steam on the manufacturer's rep before
they'd intervened.

It ultimately took three operationsto fully restore vision in George'sleft eye, but the doctors declared
him fit to be released from the hospital after only aweek. Almost ayear of intense physica therapy
passed before he regained a reasonable degree of use of hisright arm, though. Hislimp didn't last quite
that long. And nobody ever notices hisord prosthesis. When the Marine Judge Advocate explained the
civil chargesthat could be brought againgt him for failing to ensure that the Marines were properly



informed of the deficiency inherent in the UPUD Mark |, George decided to drop criminal charges
agang Bass.

So Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass wasn't charged with attempted murder, which was precisely what
he'd attempted; he was court-martided for something many in the Confederation Marine Corps
consdered amuch more serious offense: Article 32A(1) (b) of the Confederation Armed Forces
Uniform Code of Military Justice, Conduct Unbecoming a Noncommissioned Officer. The court took
extenuating circumstances into consideration before delivering its verdict. Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Bass
was reduced one grade in rank. Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass was then assigned to duty with the 34th
FIST on Thorgfinni's World, ahardship post somewhere out in the nether reaches of Human Space.

CHAPTER
ONE

"What does your middleinitid stand for?" the recruiting sergeant asked. "I've got to have your full name."

From the age of eight, Joseph F. Dean despised the middle name his parents had saddled him
with—Finucane, after hismaterna grandfather. It wasin that ill-starred eighth year of hislife, onthefirst
day of hisenrollment at the New Rochester School for Gifted Children, that aten-year-old
upperclassman took to chasing him during recesses and after school, boxing his ears and kicking his
rump, singing, "Fin-u-can, Fin-u-can, | can kick your new can!" Dean endured the torment aslong as he
could, and then one day he laid the bully's head open with afield-expedient cosh made from a sock and
apiece of concrete hed found in the street. The next day he was expelled from the prestigious schooal.
Joseph Finucane Dean was not only an intellectualy gifted child, but in the art of attack and defense, a
jprecoci ous one.

"During your initid interview, Mr. Dean, you did not give your full name," the recruiting sergeant
explaned.

"Uh, Finucane, Sr."
"Isthat withan E?'

"Yessir,” Dean answered, "termind E," he emphasized, and then felt embarrassed at maybe sounding too
pedantic.

Joe Dean was sitting in the Confederation Marine Corps recruiting office as the result of a spontaneous
decision on his part—especialy since hed always dreamed of joining the army, in the footsteps of hislate
father, who had been ahighly decorated veteran of the First Silvasan War. He had lived and breathed
army and could hardly wait until hefinished collegeto enlit.

On acold and blustery day, atoo-familiar kind of day in the bleak and inhospitable city called New
Rochester by itswearily cynica inhabitants, Joe Dean had felt good for achange. He walked lightly
through the portals of the Federa Building and dipped into one of the interview booths reserved for the
army recruiting office. Immediately, acomputerized display activated and he found himself saring into the
face of ayoung woman dressed in apae green army uniform. She was very pretty, and he wondered idly
if it wastheimage of the recruiter hersalf or one generated in cyberspace.

"My nameis Sergeant Sewah Fernandez-Dukes of the Confederation Army Force," theimage on the
screen announced. "May | have your full name?" Dean felt atwinge of doubt, dmost dismay. Somehow,



the beautiful woman with the dluring voice just didn't fit hisideaof what it was he wanted to beif he
donned auniform. "Uh, yes, maam: Joseph F—"

"Gawdamn, Bulldog, | was so hungry | could've eaten the north end of a southbound kwangduk!" a
powerful voice announced from the corridor at just that moment. Joe Dean stuck his head out of the
booth and instantly the image of Sergeant Fernandez-Dukes di sappeared from the screen. Two men, one
short and squat and the other, the one who had just spoken, big—Dean estimated his height at about
sx-four and guessed he must weigh fully 250 pounds—were passing by. Both were dressed in
impeccably tailored uniforms, bloodred tunic with astock collar over navy-blue trousers. The bigger
man's deeves were adorned by huge gold chevrons worn points up with rockers underneath, so many
Dean couldn't remember moments later how many there were. Other stripes marched up from the cuff in
diagonal dashesto meet the lowermost rocker of the man's rank chevron. A bloodred stripe dashed
down the outside seam of the big man'strouser leg, and abronze collar device—an eagle rampant on a
globefloating on ariver of stars, aribbon scroll inits besk—glinted powerfully in the light. Tucked under
the big man's right arm, the one closer to Dean, was a plain ten-inch stick of black ebony capped by the
same eagle device. He carried the stick wedged tightly in hisarmpit, hisright hand grasping the stick just
bel ow the eagle's head.

The other man was short and squat with broad shoulders and thick arms on a short torso mounted on
short, bow legs. He walked bent forward aggressively, his head thrust out while his arms pumped
energetically back and forth, his hands baled into huge fists. Dean could see he talked out of one side of
his mouth, and when he laughed, it sounded like adog'srank! rark! rark!

Thetwo men passed on down the corridor, talking and laughing loudly, their footfals echoing sharply on
the marble floor. They disappeared through a door marked MARINES.

Sowly, Joe Dean got up and followed them. Later, when he thought about that moment, it seemed asiif
scaes had fallen from his eyes and everything heldd ever learned about the army, and dl his dreams of
joining it, just floated right out of hishead. A man mesmerized, he drifted down the halway past along
row of booths. Some werefilled with young men and women earnestly talking to the computerized
recruiters. He didn't bother to look to see which services they were talking to. The three booths at the
end marked MARINES were empty. Joseph Finucane Dean dipped quietly into thefirst one.

"Gottaget dl these detals straight,” Master Sergeant Riley-Kwami said, leaning back in hischair. He
was the bigger of the two men Dean had seen in the halway. From his neck hung agold pendant on a
midnight-blue ribbon speckled with slver diamonds, just like the one Dean's father had won—except the
Marine's pendant bore the face of what |ooked like a Norse god instead of the Greek goddess on his
father's. He could not help staring at the decoration. The recruiter was being patient with Dean because
the scores on Dean's intelligence tests were among the highest he had seen since going on recruiting duty
two yearsearlier.

Theinitid recruiting interview was completdly automated. The interview booths worked up acomplete
physical profile on the prospective recruit while a so checking, through other computer databases, every
facet of theindividua'slife. Even before Dean stepped out of the booth, the Marine Corps knew he'd
been kicked out of school at age eight and why, aswell asthe state of enzyme function in his ssomach.
Within five minutes, as he camly answered innocuous persond questions, he had been found fully
qudified and a highly desirable prospect for enlissment. Also, the first entriesin his service record had
been completed.

"Elly, terminate,” Riley-Kwami said. "Elly's our pet namefor the recruiting program,” he explained. "
wanna shut her down for afew seconds so we can talk off the record. I'll turn her back on when we get



back to the officia stuff. She might know how to spell your name, Mr. Dean, but you gotta speak up to
make sure. Funniest things happen to you when you rely too much on dl this razzle-dazzle technology.
Goddamn thing should've caught that during the interview and asked you to spell out your middle name.”
The big master sergeant shook his head. " Gotta get atech man down hereto fix that. Gawdamn army
and navy's got the money to run al this crap, but what we got isred crap. Wasit mine or the Bulldog's
image on the computer screen in theinterview booth?' he asked suddenly.

"Not you, Sir. A heavyset man with two stripes over agold star.”

"Corpord Bildong, known affectionately throughout the Corps as'Bulldog,’ for obviousreasons.” The
recruiter nodded. "And Mr. Dean, don't call me'sr,’ for two reasons: first, I'm not an officer—I work for
aliving. Sorry," he added quickly asalook of bewilderment passed over Dean's face. "Old service joke,
Joseph. You'l catch on. And second, because I'm amaster sergeant and that's how | like to be
addressed—as Master Sergeant.”

Joe Dean smiled broadly, feding comfortable and naturd in Riley-Kwami's presence. He wanted to be
likehim.

"Finucane?' Riley-Kwami mused. There was something about this Joseph Dean that made the older man
want to Sit back and relax, tell afew war stories. He sensed they would not be wasted on this prospect.
"A Gadlic name, igntit," he sad, astatement, not a question. "Ethnology is sort of ahobby of mine. You
can get curious about that sort of thing in the Corps, because we get to so many places downstream
where you gotta know such stuff. | mean way downstream, placesthe army never getsto unlesstheresa
seriouswar on. So | always wonder where people come from. Languages you get to know too. You
should hear me cussin Sino-Hindi. | picked that up on Carheart's, when we were training the
congtabulary there, oh, twenty years ago now. Bulldog was my fire team leader then and heé's till a
two-driper.” Riley-Kwami laughed shortly. "But adamn fine Marine, Bulldog. Carheart's,” he sighed, an
indication that there was more to duty there than training the constabulary. "Hell of atour, Carheart's. The
kwangduks come up and shit right in your messkit, you don't watch red careful. But the girls..." Helet
hisvoicetrail off." 'Finucane,' huh? A beautiful sound that name hasto it, Mr. Joseph Dean.”

"My mother's maiden name, sS—uh... Master Sergeant.”

"You'relearning, kid, you're learning," Riley-Kwami said, shaking hisforefinger at Dean. Helooked at
the young man'sred hair and freckles and decided he was probably Irish through and through. "We don't
see too many pure Anglo-Irish anymore. We don't see many pure anybodies anymore. Look at me:
Mogt of my ancestors came from West Africaback before the Second American Civil War. But some
on my father's side came from the Auld Sod during the Potato Famine. So my family name's
Riley-Kwami. Y ou gawdamn Irish jumped al kinds of fences these past five hundred yeard " Magter
Sergeant Riley-Kwami dapped his pdm on his desk and roared with laughter. "Okay, Elly," hesaid to
the computer, "were on again." Then to Dean, al business now, "Mr. Joseph Finucane Dean, do you
hereby honestly and freely expressthe intention to enlist into the Confederation Marine Corpsfor a
period of not less than eight years? And do you also acknowledge that if you are enlisted into this Corps,
you receive no guarantees of training, schooling, or assgnment beyond those stipulated by the Corps as
in the best interests of the Corps?’

"Yes, | do."
"Then, Mr. Dean, be here tomorrow morning a eight hoursfor your forma enlistment and swearing in.

When you come down here tomorrow, bring only the items of persond hygiene you can carry inasmall
bag. Dress casudly for the weather, but wear only those clothes you do not want to keep. Do not even



bring money, isthat clear?’Y ou will Sign some papers and then be formally sworn into the Corps by the
Skipper. Y ou will then be transported directly from here to a port of embarkation to be determined in the
morning. Y our next stop after that will be Boot Camp. Isdl thisclear to you, Mr. Dean?Y ou will be
given afull briefing before you depart tomorrow. Tdl your family that by midday we will contact them
with information on how they can get in touch with you. Mr. Dean, you will be leaving thisworld for a
very long time. Y our training will be very hard and very long and you will most likely be assigned to duty
in some of the most disagreeable placesin space. Y ou may very wdl die there. Do you il intend to be
here tomorrow at the appointed time?"

"Yes, Master Sergeant.”

"Elly, take abreak.” Master Sergeant Riley-Kwami reached hisbig paw out to Dean. Joe Dean stood
and shook it firmly. "Y ou have made the right decison, Mr. Dean." Riley-Kwami smiled. "It'sahell of a
tough life, but you'l loveit, Mr. Dean, youll loveit!" He grinned fiercely. Behind Master Sergeant
Riley-Kwami's glittering eyes Dean thought he saw something, awild spirit caled up from the souls of
long-dead tribal warriors or Gadlic clansmen that thrilled and frightened him at the sametime. And then
he knew: it was the thing that won you the midnight-blue ribbon with the slver diamonds.

Back at work, Joe Dean announced to his shift leader, Mr. Buczkowski, that he was quitting. "Butch”
Buczkowski was a powerful man, physicaly hardened after nearly seventy years working out-of-doors
onthelake. At eighty-two hewas till a decade away from the mandatory retirement age. He shifted the
cigar stub from one side of his mouth to the other before he spoke. "Wheat the devil are you telling me,
Joe?' Buczkowski squinted hard at the young man. His cigar shifted one moretime.

"I went down to the government building and enlisted in the Marines, Butch.”

Butch took the cigar stub out of his mouth and spat leaf fragments onto the ground before he stuck it
back in. "Joe" he said patiently, "do you have any ideawnhét the devil you're getting yourself into?"

"l have someidea," Dean answered dmost defiantly.

"The devil you do!" Butch exploded. "Joe, you ever been on an interstellar ship, 'specialy agoddamned
troopship? Y ou'll be cooped up in there thirty days before you get to that training world, whatever they're
caling it these days—it was known as Arsenault in my time, after the guy who first settled it—but we
recruits called it Asshole, because that's what the Confederation turned it into when they bought it from
Arsenault's descendants a hundred years ago and made a planetary training center outtait. Y eah. Those
Arsenaults were some smart people, unloading dl that worthlessrea estate on the Confederation. Y eah.
| was there during the First Silvasian War, the one where your daddy got hismedd.”

Butch was slent for amoment, regarding Dean. "When yaleaving?'
"Tomorrow morning.”

"Jesus." Butch sighed. "1'd give you some money, kid, but you know, there won't be anywhere to spend
it until you get your first liberty, and that probably won't be for another year. Hell, they might not even
giveyou any pay until you're through with your basc training.”

Butch took the cigar from his mouth and removed more masticated leaf with a stubby index finger, which
he wiped on his coverdls. "l wasin the army, Joe, and our depot was in the temperate region of the
planet. The Marines depot wasin the tropics. We trained there for two months, and Joe, | was never so
glad to see snow again! The dumb-ass Marinestook most of their training in the tropical zone, except for



the mandatory month on one of Asshol€'s airless moons—we caled it the Turd—where we learned to
livein near zero gravity and dl that shit." Butch stuck the cigar back into the corner of his mouth.

"Hey!" Butch exclaimed suddenly. "Why the Marines? | thought you were settled on the army?*

Dean shrugged and his face reddened. "I don't know, Butch, | just changed my mind." He didn't want to
explain what had happened—he didn't know if he could explainit.

Butch reflected for amoment. Dean had been working for him for five years, dl through college. The
young man would have quit to join the army much earlier, but when held finished high school, his mother
wouldn't sign the papersto waive college. "Ah, well, Joe, you'll make agood Marine!" Butch stuck his
hand out. He remembered the time a drunken deckhand on a Canadian hydrofoil had threatened to
throw some passengers overboard. When he began roughing one of them up, Dean, only sixteen at the
time, had stepped up and knocked the man unconscious with one blow. "Ah, shit, kid, I'll missyou!

Y ou'll make adamn fine Marine. Good luck to you!" They shook hands.

For thefirst time since held decided to enlist, Joe Dean felt atwinge of sadness. He never thought he'd
regret leaving New Rochester, adreary place on the shores of Lake Ontario, about twenty mileswest of
the ste that had been Rochegter, in the state of New Y ork, before the Second American Civil War. The
old city had been completely destroyed in the war and then rebuilt farther west about eighty years
afterward. But held liked Butch Buczkowski, arough and profane but honest and fair man. Saying
good-bye to his mother was much harder. But she had known this was coming for years and had
prepared hersdlf for it. He had not been prepared, though, and the next morning as he trudged away from
the dingy complex where they lived, histhroat was so constricted he could hardly bresthe. His mother
had refused to go with him because she knew he'd need the long walk to recover from their parting. She
hugged him long and hard and slently right at the last. He had dmost made it to the government building
in the downtown section before the tearsin his eyes had dried enough so he could see clearly.

CHAPTER
TWO

"Recruitd" Corpord Bulldog Bildong barked. " Stand at-ease!™

The dim officer who had just administered the Oath of Enlistment to the fifty-five men standing before
him looked them over before saying anything further. The officer, acaptain, Dean thought, looked to be
about thirty-five years old. He was wearing a bloodred tunic with an epaul ette on each shoulder and a
high stock collar bearing the rampant-eagle device; his trousers were a bright gold. On each shoulder
board was hisinsignia of rank, one gold orb. The captain had told them his name was Samson
Maimaiumu. He began speaking in aclipped, rapid-fire voice:

"At ten hours you will depart here for the New Rochester spaceport, where you will board ashuttle
bound for the starshipCNSS Private Thomas Purdom , which isin docking orbit three hundred
kilometers above Earth, for trangt to the training world Arsenault. Arsenault is nearly two hundred
light-years from Earth. Thetrip, mostly in hyperspace, will take gpproximeately thirty Earth days. The
Purdom has acomplement of one thousand nava personnel. Y ou will be traveling with gpproximately
three thousand other recruits, most of them army and navy enlistees, al of them from Earth. The other
recruitswill be rendezvousing at the depot from other ports around the globe. Once dl the other Marine
recruits are aboard, you'll be formed into your training company en route to Arsenault. You'll trainin that
company until you graduate—if you live that long. Arsenault isavery tough world and the drill instructors
are even tougher. Upon graduation from Boot Camp, you will be assigned to the Fleet. Other training



companies are being formed on the other worlds where we recruit and they will arrive at Arsenault at
different times during your training cycle, but you won't have much contact with them, or with any
Marines other than your drill instructors, until completion of your recruit training. In peacetime, Earth
shipsout recruits every six months. Y our training will commence the moment you board thePurdom .

Y ou will beissued al necessary items of clothing and equipment while aboard her. By the time you reach
our training base on Arsenault you will be familiar with the organization, history, and traditions of the
Marine Corps, the rank structure of the Corps; the Confederation's system of military justice; the basic
schoal of the Marine, including military courtesy, the manual of arms, close-order drill, how to wear the
uniform, basic squad formations and the duties of the combat infantryman; you will learn basic weapons
assembly and disassembly.

"Any questions? No? Corpord!"
Corpord Bildong came to attention facing the captain. "Sir!" he barked.
"Y ou have command, Corpord.”

"Ayeaye, dr." Heturned back to the recruits. " Detachment, atten-HUT!" Behind him Captain
Maimaliumu marched out of the room.

At Bildong's command, the recruitstried with congderable lack of success, and many imaginative
vaiations, to assume the military position of attention.

The corpord rolled his eyes and snorted. "Well, my little dukbirds, at least you got ajob for the next
eight yeard" A few of the recruitslaughed at the remark and Bildong silenced them with aferocious
frown. "Okay, sand at ease," he commanded resgnedly. "Y oull learn dl the military stuff when you get
aboard thePurdom. Right now, here are medl chitsfor dl of you. There's a cafeteriain the basement of
this building. Go on down there, eat breskfast, and wait there for further instructions—that means don't
leave the cafeteria, not for any reason. That gives you an hour to eat and get acquainted. Take your
persond uff with you."

"How soon do we get our guns and go and fight?' someone asked abruptly.

Bildong quickly fixed him with astedy look. ™Y ou want to fight?" he snarled, then continued inacam
but firm voice, "Don't worry, you'll get your chance. Y ou'll get more chancesto fight than anybody could
want." He waked over to the recruit, ashort, skinny, uncommonly black man. "And | guarantee you," he
continued, staring into his eyesfrom inches away, "thefirst time you get into afight, you'll wishto
whatever god you pray to that you'd never heard of the Confederation Marine Corps. When Marines
fight, people die. And some of those people are Marines. Maybe you. If you go into combat with the
attitude you seem to have right now, you'll probably diein your first firefight." He stepped back and
swivdled hishead to look at everyone. "Any of you think you're tough guys? Y ou think you know how to
fight? Well, what you know isfun and games. Thisisno game, people. Thisisabout life and deeth. A lot
of death.”

A long silence descended upon the recruits, fifty-five pairs of young eyes glued to the figure of the
corpord. A chill had run through the room. These young people had enlisted in the Corpsfor the usua
reasons people had been joining the military since at least the time of the Romans: to test themsdlves, to
get away from home, to travel, to have fun in foreign parts—both geographica and anatomica. Now,
dimly, they were beginning to redize that the Confederation Corps of Marines might have its own serious
plansfor them that had nothing to do with travel and fun, especidly not fun.



"Anybody € se have adumb question?" Bildong asked when the silence had stretched long enough to be
uncomfortable.

"Uh, Corpord, when will we get the full briefing Sergeant Riley-Kwami mentioned yesterday?' Joe Dean
asked innocently.

"Sergeant Riley-Kwami?' Bildong asked. "I don't know any Sergeant Riley-Kwami." Then an
expresson of surprised redlization dowly came over hisface. "Or do you mean," he began dowly,
"Magter Sergeant Riley-Kwami?"

"Uh, yes, uh, aye aye," Dean ssammered, uncertain what hed done wrong.

Bildong shuddered, then looked away and waved ahand at him. "Never mind with the 'aye aye," youll
learn how to use the word properly later on."” He looked back at Dean. ™Y ou did mean Master Sergeant
Riley-Kwami?'

Not trusting hisvoice, Dean nodded.

"A sergeant has one more stripe than | do," Bildong explained with exaggerated patience. "A master
sergeant has agood many more than that. We're not the army—we make the digtinction.” He paused to
seeif hispoint had gotten across, then continued, "Now, | believe you asked a dumb question?' He
waited, and when Dean didn't answer, said, "Repeat your question.”

"Uh, what about the full briefing Ma-master Sergeant Riley-Kwami said we were going to get before
boarding ship?'

Bildong regarded him with wide-eyed amazement for amoment. " Sweet Jesus Muhammad, you a
comedian or sumptin“?* Then he shook his head. "Recruit, you just got dl the 'briefing' you're gonna get
until you step aboard the troopship. Then they'll 'brief' you until it oozes outtayour ears. Now go on
down and get some dop. Might aswell start getting used to Marine Corpsfood. Takethefirst
ladder—that'swhat you probably call astairway—on the left after you exit this room. When you're done,
stay in the cafeteria. An NCO will join you there later to escort you to the port.”

The cafeteriaindeed served something that resembled "dop," and within seconds, with the fifty-five
recruits crowding in, it was overfull and noisy. Fortunately, Dean was one of thefirgt recruitsin line, so he
was able to find an empty table in a corner where he set hisloaded tray. He took ataste of the glutinous
materid dished up as hot cereal and marveled a what they'd managed to do with plastic these days.

"Sit with you?' someone said. It wasthe skinny black kid who'd asked when would they get to fight.
"My name's Frederick Douglass McNed . But everybody cals me Fred.”

"Joe Dean," hereplied, and shook McNedl's outstretched hand. He was struck by McNed's dark
complexion. It seemed as out of placein thisroom full of shades of brown as did hisown fair face. He
remembered his recruiter saying, "We don't see many pure anybodies anymore.” In away, his
amogt-pure Irish ancestry and McNeal's evident dmost-pure African gave them something in common.

"Guess were both on Corpora Bildong's shortlist with our dumb questions, huh?' McNeal asked.
Before Dean could respond, he said, "L ook over therel™ Dean glanced in the direction McNeal nodded
and saw nothing but other recruits. "L ook, look." McNed pointed with hisfork. "That girl." He indicated
one of the cafeteria's counterwomen. Dean hadn't taken much notice of the cafeteriaworkers. Thisone
looked pretty plainto him.



"What about her?'
McNea leaned his head closer and whispered, "Does she shuck?'
"Huh? What?'

"Y ou know." McNed arched his shoulders and made an open gesture with his hands. Seeing Dean ill
didn't catch his meaning, he pounded onefist gently into apam.

"Oh," Dean said. Rednessingtantly crept up to hishairline from under his collar. The survivor's benefit
from hisfather's pension wasn't very much and he'd had to work most of the way through high school
and college to supplement it, and didn't have much time or energy |eft over for ar active socid life. So he
was particularly inexperienced with women, and in fact had never done anything more daring with agirl
than hold her hand. The only woman with any meaning in hislife up to then had been his mother, whom
he loved, and he saw dl other women in the same light.

Seeing Dean's embarrassment, McNed apologized quickly. "I've got abig mouth.”

"That's okay," Dean said. He wasrelieved that McNea wasn't going to rib him about his inexperience.
"Where you from, Fred?' he asked, changing the subject.

"Churchville" Fred answered quickly, then launched into hisfavorite topic: "They named me efter a
sant," he began, and enthusiagtically told Dean dl about himsdlf. Dean reciprocated. By the time they
were finished with what they could eat of their breskfagt, the two had become friends. They werean
incongruous pair, Fred McNed, short and wiry and very black, and Joe Dean, tall and fair with
reddish-brown hair and aface full of freckles. After awhile Dean leaned over and asked McNed,

"Say, have you ever, you know, did it, uh, with agirl, Fred?'

"Hell no." McNed laughed, covering his own embarrassment at the directness of the question. "Who
needs awoman when you got these," and he held up thefingers of hisright hand.

Breakfast over—the recruits were dtill too raw to think of the meal as "morning chow"—they cleared
their trays and sat at their tables, waiting for the escort NCO to show up. And wait they did, sitting and
standing around the way enlisted men of dl armiesat dl timesin dl places have dwayswaited.

"Why'd they make uscomein at eight?' McNedl asked after more than an hour of Sitting at the cleared
breakfast table.

Dean shook hishead. "I don't know. My dad wasin the army, and he always complained about "Hurry
up and wait.' | guessthisiswhat he was talking about.”

"Didn' that officer say we were going to the ship at ten?" another recruit, who overheard him, asked.
"l think s0."
"Soit's half past now."

Dean shrugged. Hisfather had been a career army man, and he didn't redly know any more about the
Marines than his companions, probably less since hed made the decision to join the Marines only the day



before.

Clearly annoyed that the recruits were lingering so long after breskfast, but unable to do anything about
it, the civilian cafeteriaworkerstried as best they could to prepare for the noon medl.

At 10:45 avoice cracked over the hubbub. " Attention on deck!" About haf of the new recruits
continued their conversations.

The man who had caled for attention was a sharp-looking corporal who'd entered the cafeteria quietly

and unnoticed. When he saw he didn't have the room'sfull attention, he sighed and jumped onto achair

and from there onto an empty tabletop. "SILENCE!" he bellowed in avoice that carried more than two

hundred years of parade-ground authority. Startled, the recruits turned their atention to him. The civilian
workers had dl heard thisroutine before and, since it wasn't directed a them, ignored it.

"That's better,” the corporal said in avoice still powerful and penetrating but severa decibelslower. He
was of average height and build, with adark complexion. Hismain distinguishing feature was afierce,
sweeping, black mustache. But with al eyesin the room fastened upon him, he seemed somehow larger
than hisactud physica sze. Dean recognized the voice he'd used. His father had often projected his own
that way and he called it his"command voice." He aso redlized that this corpora was aman used to
commanding and being obeyed.

"] am Corpora Singh, and you arein my charge. From thismoment until you finish your training on
Arsenault—those of you who survive it—I will bewith you, day and night.”

"Oaooh, one powerful, take-charge bozek, that corporal!" McNea whispered into Dean's ear.

Somehow Singh heard. "Who said that?" he shouted. Again the recruits jumped at the sound of the
corporal’s parade-ground voice. The cafeteriaworkers continued about their business. "Now you people
lislen up," Singh shouted. "Two things| do not want to hear from any of you while I'm talking: your chow
hole and your asshole!” The "hol€e" of "asshole" echoed in the corners of the room and out in the halway,
and people passing aong the corridor on the floor above wondered idly who was doing al the shouting
about holes. The silence that now descended upon the recruits was profound.

"Now listen up! Y ou people may think you're about to embark on some kind of camping trip or big
adventure. Well, I'm here to set you straight. My Marine Corps has been around for 225 years and we
proudly trace our lineage al the way back to the United States Marine Corps, and through them to the
Roya Marines of the United Kingdom—two of the fiercest bands of warriors ever to grace humanity.
My job isto see that none of you screws up my Corps, and by al the prophets, | will seetoit! Weare
warriors! That's our sole reason for existence. We fight and we kill. Believe me, that is no kind of
camping trip or big adventure. For more than two centuries we have fought in campaigns and wars
everywhere there has been fighting." As he spoke he paced back and forth on the tabletop. The recruits
dowly edged closer to each other for protection from this suddenly very fearsome man. "Not oncein our
history have we been bested on the battlefield. Some of the fiercest fightersin Human Space have
surrendered by the thousands without a shot being fired rather than risk being defested by an eeven-man
squad of Confederation Marines.

"People, you are about to be tested,” Singh continued. " Shake dl the civilian dust from your shoes. We
are aproud force. We can go anywhere in Human Space and do more with less than anyone else. We
go to places no one el se has ever been. Beginning right now, we are going to find out which of you are
good enough to quaify for membership in my Marine Corps.”



All eyeswereintently trained on Singh. Dean stood aghast with his mouth hanging open. For thefirst

time he thought that maybe he should have stayed with the army's femade recruiter instead of following
Riley-Kwami and Bildong down the corridor.

Carefully, very carefully, McNed nudged his new friend and, braving the wrath of Corpora Singh,
whispered ever so quietly into hisear, "Y ou trying to catch flies, your mouth open like that?' Dean'sface
turned beet-red for the second time that morning.

"You!" Singh shouted, and pointed hisfinger directly at McNedl.

McNedl's eyes widened, and he looked around. "Me?" he asked.

"Yes, you, recruit! Get over here! Now!"

McNed stood at attention before the table.

"What isyour problem, recruit?"

"I have abig mouth, Corpora!" McNed answered immediately.

"Y es, you do, young man," Singh replied in afatherly tone of voice. "Now assume the position!™ he
shouted, pointing at the floor. McNedl just sood there, uncomprehending. " Get down on the floor, on
your bdly, handsflat on the floor under your shoulders," Singh said in a patient, schoolmasterly tone of
voice, "and do push-ups. Count each one off asyou do it. Now begin. That's right, that's right. Good."

To the sound of McNed's steady " One, two, three, four,” Singh addressed the remaining recruits. "You
will form up in ranksthere." He pointed to the side of the large room, where there was a bare space,
bereft of tablesand chairs. "From here | will march you to the bus that will take you to the shuttle that will
lift usto theCNSS Private Thomas Purdom in docking orbit. Do you understand?'

A few voicessad, "Yes, Corporal.” A few more voices quickly chimed in. Singh looked at the group
expectantly. Someone got the hint and shouted, "Y es, Corpord.” Thistime more than haf of the
assembled recruits echoed the reply.

"Let'stry it again. Do you understand?'

Thistime nearly dl of them yelled out, "Y es, Corpord.”

"ThePurdom isin astable orbit. It can wait up therefor along timeif it hasto. Now let me hear it. Do
you understand?’

Everybody shouted back, "Y es, Corpord."
"All right, then, do it. Over there, four ranks. Talest to my left, shortest to my right.”

The cafeteria erupted into a chaos of movement as al fifty-five recruits scrambled to get to the open
gpace Singh ordered them to.

"Not you," Singh snapped to McNed, who had joined the scramble. ™Y ou're doing push-ups.” McNed
groaned and rubbed his dready aching arms before dropping back into position.



Many of them knew how to line up in ranks, but the concept of lining up by height wasn't familiar to dl of
them, and that caused confusion in getting lined up. More important, though, nobody wanted to be in the
front row, where they'd be close to the corpord with the fearsome voice. Instead of getting into
something resembling amilitary formation, they wound up huddled in amass againg thewall.

Singh looked at them with an expression of amazed pain and lightly dropped off the table. He stalked
toward them with dow, deliberate paces, stopped afew feet in front of the middle of the mass and drew
himsdlf up erect, facing them. "What are you trying to do to my Marine Corps?' he began softly. "Are
you dl political gppointees?Isthat it?' He began moving with brisk steps and sharp movements, bent
forward at the hips, head jutted forward, sticking hisface into the faces of the unfortunatesin the front of
the mass of recruits. His voice rose in volume as he paced and spoke. "Are your daddies and mommies
influentia? Influentid enough to get around the law and have you enlisted into my Marine Corps even
though you aren't qudified? Did they even manage to get some politician to promise that you'd get
commissions, even though the law requires that no one be commissioned an officer of Marines until and
unless he's proved himsdlf as an enlisted Marine? Well?' He stopped in front of one edgy recruit and
amost shouted that last word directly into hisface.

Therecruit looked nervoudy side to side, tried to press himself farther back into the bodiesto hisrear,
but they were too tightly packed for him to squeeze through.

"N-n-no, Corpord," hefindly stuttered. "My parents didn't do that. They don't have any politica
friends”

Singh pulled back from him, looked disdainfully at the others. "Any of you? | want to know who the
political appointees are so you can be washed out of my Marine Corps now, before you have achance
to become ablight that will rot this Corps at its corel”

Nobody spoke up.

"Youresure" Corporal Singh said. "None of you are politica appointees. Well see. | guarantee you,
anyonein thisroom who isn't fit to be aMarine won't last out the training on Arsenault. Now, form up on
me. Four ranks. By height. Move!"

The recruits milled and shuffled about, but came no closer to getting into formation—nobody wanted to
bein that front rank.

"Aargh!" Singh findly cried out. ™Y ou, you, you, and you." He pointed to the four talest. "Over here"
The four reluctantly went to where he pointed and clustered against the wall.

"You." Singh pointed to one of the four. "Stay whereyou are. Y ou," he pointed to a second, "stand three
feet infront of him. You," he pointed at thethird, "three feet in front of him. You," thelast, pderecruit,
"threefeet in front of him. Now," he said when the four were lined up as he directed, "that didn't hurt, did
it?'

Singh returned his attention to the others. Y ou, you, you, and you.” He pointed to the next tllest. "Line
up next to them, an arm's length away."

One of the four sprinted to stand next to the one againsgt the wall. The others saw him and ran aswell.
The dowest looked aghast as he realized he was going to be in the front row.



Singh turned back to the remaining recruits. " See, it's easy. Now, look around you, see who you'retaler
than, who you're shorter than, and line up accordingly. If you don't see anyone shorter than you, get to
the end of theline." He moved back severa pacesto give them as much room as they needed and stood
easy with hisarmsfolded over his chest. It took longer than it might have, but lessthan it could have,
before they were stlanding in formation. It was adoppy formation. Hardly anybody was directly behind
anybody else, and their left-to-right dress was as crooked as a broken-backed snake. But it wasa
formation.

"I'm not going to give you proper marching orders,” Singh said when the recruits stopped milling about
and were dl standing till, facing him. ™Y ou wouldn't understand them and I'd only have to repeat mysdf.”
He still used his parade-ground voice, but it held no trace of anger or frustration. ™Y ou will dowhat | say,
when | say, and how | say, and wewill dl be on the busin afew minutes and on our way to the shuttle
port. Once we are aboard thePurdom , the next stop will be Confederation Marine Recruit Depot,
Arsenault. Welcome aboard, people. Start walking through the door. Y ou too, bigmouth.” McNedl
scrambled to hisfeet and joined the rear of the formation. On the way out of the cafeteria, Dean redlized
that Corpora Singh had walked into aroom full of noisy, energetic young men—none of whom knew
him, and most of whom were bigger than he was—and gotten them al to be quiet, listen to him, and do
what he said. Singh had not hit anyone nor threatened violence—he had doneit dl drictly with the force
of hisvoice. Suddenly, he knew thiswas something he wanted to be able to do himself, he wanted that
parade-ground voice—and everything that went with it.

CHAPTER
THREE

When thefifty-five recruits findly boarded the shuttle and the flight attendants checked that the
restrainers holding them into the accel eration seats were fully deployed, the recruits anxiety about
Corpord Singh changed to excited anticipation. Many of them had been off Earth before, visiting one of
the orbiting recreation parks. Some had been to the moon. A few had toured Marshome on the fourth
planet, or Amoropolis, on Venus. One claimed held been to Ceres Station in the asteroid belt, but not
everybody believed him.

Joe Dean had never been higher above the surface of the Earth than ashort-hop in an amospheric flier
on aclasstrip that took him from the shores of Lake Ontario to New Columbia District. McNeal claimed
never to have flown in anything, but that was harder to believe than the kid who claimed to have been to
Ceres Station. Just one day earlier, when he'd decided to sign up, Dean had taken the biggest step of his
life; then held taken another when he swore his oath of enlistment; now he was aboard a nearspace
shuttle to take the longest trip he'd ever been on, three hundred kilometers straight up and halfway
around the world to awaiting starship.

A garship that would take him on ajourney so far that, even though the trip would last only amonth, the
light he saw from the star at his destination wouldn't be seen on Earth for nearly two centuries. Later, asa
Marine, he expected to journey even farther, probably to stars so distant his great-grandchildren might
not livelong enough to see the light that would shine on him. The thought made him feel cosmicaly
inggnificant.

Joe Dean desperately needed to believe that at least one of the recruits he was embarking on this
journey with had been at least asfar as Ceres Station, even if none of them had ever been on astarship.
None of the recruits had even visited ared starship before, and soon they would be boarding one.

Without warning, the shuttle began to shake asits jets whirred up. Dean looked out the nearest porthole.



The air was shimmering around one of the atmosphere-jets that would lift the shuttle to the top of the
dratosphere, where its ram jet would take over to lift it the rest of the way to docking orbit.

The public address system clicked, and the recruits stopped to listen—no matter what any of them
clamed about familiarity with space flight, none of them had been lifted into orbit enough timesto have
become jaded abot it.

"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen—" The P.A. voice laughed, then said, "Wdll, | guessit'sjust
gentlemen on thisflight. Thisis Captain Wu Chamers. It's my pleasure to welcome you aboard United
Atmospheres orbitd shuttle, Hlight 402. Well belifting off in afew moments." Hiswell-modulated voice
exuded confidence and cam. "Our flight plan today cdlsfor usto take off on asoutheasterly heading and
climb to Launch Point, which at this hour isafew hundred kilometers east of Bermuda Don't bother
looking out the portholesto see that idand paradise, because well be closeto fifty kilometersup and it'll
just be a speck in the ocean. At Launch Point you'll experience amoment of welghtlessness, but don't let
that disturb you. It'snorma to go into momentary free fal when the shuttle switches over from
atmosphere-jet to ram. When we reach orbital dtitude, which isway up there in the thermosphere, and
the engine cuts off, well bein null-g for the rest of thetrip. Along the way well passwithin visud range of
theinterplanetary shipping docks. I'll let you know when we do so you can take alook. Onethird farther
around the Earth welll reach the interstellar docks. Flight time from takeoff to docking should be
gpproximately seventy-five minutes.

"Take anap, read, whatever. Just, please, remember, the Confederation Aviation and Orbital
Adminigration rules require that you remain in your seetsfor the duration of theflight. If you must relieve
yourself during thistime, draw the privacy curtain around your seet and use the convenience consolein
the seat. Y our flight attendants will demongtrate how to use them when they show you the emergency
procedures. Thank you for flying United."

There was another click and the senior flight attendant came on to give the emergency ingtructions, which
were amost the same as those on an atmosphere liner; hardly anybody paid any attention.

"Thereit id" someone gasped.
"Where?' another recruit asked, excited.
"There," McNed said, awed.

Asthe pilot maneuvered the shuittle craft, the passengers got an excdllent view of the starship where it
hung silhouetted above the terminator.

"My God," someone whispered.

"Isit thePurdom?" another asked.

"Yeah, | can seethe name," his companion responded.

"How can you see the name?'

They'd al seen images of starships: trids, holos, even two-D's. But mere images couldn't do justice to
what was floating before them. The ship was vaster and far more ugly than they'd imagined. TheCNSS

Private Thomas Purdom was an enormous ebony conglomeration of meta nearly two kilometersaong
itsmain axis and several hundred meters at its greatest girth. Dozens of tenders and service shuttles



swarmed busily about her sdes, doing maintenance or ddivering passengers and supplies. Onthe
shadow side, work parties encased in protective suits scuttled over her hull, laboring under lights as
brilliant astiny suns.

AsthePurdom loomed larger and larger through the ports, the recruits exuberance turned gradudly into
awed slence. They were overwhelmed by the sense they were in the presence of aleviathan that could
live only in deep space where it had been born, never to make planetfall. When the ship became
outmoded or was damaged beyond repair in the unimaginable ferocity of battles fought in the farthest
reaches of Human Space, she would be returned to an orbita port like thisfor salvage and her reusable
components incorporated into another vessd.

Gradualy, asthe shuttle entered the enormous shadow cast by the starship, it was engulfed in darkness.
Closer up, the activity about thePurdom seemed to be even more frenetic. They passed by tenders
shuttling back and forth, and Dean flinched at their passage, afraid they might crash into one of these
other craft that so ponderoudy maneuvered about their mysterious business around the starship's hull. An
enormous square of light loomed larger and larger in the hull asthe shuttle neared, and dmost beforeits
passengers redlized, they were ingde an enormous berthing compartment.

Guided by two silver-suited sailors, an accordion tube snaked out of abulkhead forward of the shuttle's
wing. A loud bang reverberated through the shuttle's hull as the tube made contact with the hatch's
locking ring. Thunks and pings penetrated the hull as the tube was locked into place. A flight attendant
undogged the hatch and asailor insde the tube opened it from the outside.

"Listen up, people,” Corpora Singh caled for their attention. " Stay in your places until someone comes
to move you. | don't care how many times you've been to adisney, thisisanavy ship. It'sdifferent. Very
different. Stay whereyou are until | tell you to move.”

"I'll take over now, Marine," akhaki-clad navy chief petty officer said as he swam aboard during Singh's
little speech. He gave adight push againgt the hatch frame and drifted out of the way of two sailorswho
swam through behind him. Each pushed alarge, spoollike object ahead of him. "Hook 'em up,” the chief
ordered.

"Ayeaye," replied one sailor. He hooked his spool to a stanchion and led the other sailor, who kept his
spool, to the rear of the shuttle. Using well-practiced movements, the sailor with free hands pulled out the
end of the thin cable wound around the spool. He attached a clip on the end of the cableto themanin
the outermogt portside seat. The sailor pulled out more cable. Two meters along was another clip, which
he attached to the second man, and so on. The cable was studded with clips at two-meter intervas. In
moments every recruit on the port side of the aide was attached. Back in front, the sailorsretrieved the
other spool, took it to the rear of the cabin, and repeated the hooking process on the starboard side.

"We're going to disembark in an orderly manner," the chief announced when the sailors had completed
hooking up the recruits. "As you might have noticed when the shuttle was in find gpproach, thisshipis
big. It'seasy to get lost if you don't know your way around—and you aren't going to be aboard long
enough to learn. That's why the tether, so nobody gets separated on the way to the troop area. Now,
when | givetheword, you," he pointed to the recruit in the port-sde aide seet, "will go with thissailor,”
he indicated one of the two ratings who'd hooked the recruits together. "When the last man on the port
sde reaches me, you will dl stop so the first man on the starboard side can be hooked to him." He
looked at the chief flight attendant for the first time since boarding the shuttle. "They're ready to be
unlocked, maam.”

The chief flight attendant did something outside the Sight of anyone in the shuittlé's seats and dl the safety



restraints unbuckled and retracted.

"All right, you, move," the chief ordered the recruit in thefirst seat. Therecruit gripped thearms of his
acceleration seat to keep from drifting away. The chief gave him ahard look. "I said ‘move.’ That means
now. Go." Therecruit looked back over his shoulder at Corpora Singh.

"Timeto move out, people,” Singh said. "Doit likethe chief says." He grinned at the chief petty officer as
the recruits started stringing out, floating not quite under control behind the sailor leading them.

The chief glowered at Singh, then returned his grin. “"Maybe you got yoursaf agood bunch here”

Beyond the tube that connected the shuttle to the interior of the ship, they wereimmersed in the sounds
and smdlsof agtarship preparing for flight. The continuous stream of shuttles arriving and departing sent
clanks echoing through the interior of the ship. Incoming cargo being shifted about in the airlessloading
bays clanged harshly through the meta bulkheads. The crews working on the ship's outer hull made a
deady rain of pings. Thisexterior cacophony overlay the constant thrumming and thudding of machinery
deep within the ship's bowels. Dallies, hoists, and monorails whined and screamed and whirred asthey
moved cargo and people about. Men at work shouted and chief petty officers barked a constant string of
orders. The odor of fresh lubricants taxed the ship's air scrubbers. The body smells of sweaty deckhands
wafted over the recruits as they rushed by them in their work.

One of the sailors grabbed a downward-passing elevator cable and hauled the first recruit in line with
him. The cable only went "down" in the sense that it ran perpendicular to the deck they were on, and as
far asanyone could be sure, it went "down™ according to how the shuttle was oriented in the docking
deck. Singh helped the chief and his other sailor link the rest of the recruits onto the cable until the chief
sgnaed him to grab hold and go.

It seemed like along time before the sailor in the lead stepped off the cable and started unlinking the
following recruits and pulling them into a passageway that was empty of anything but them and amonorall
car. Mogt of the noises that had assailed them on the loading deck were muted down here.

Wasting no time, the chief and his men crowded the recruitsinto the waiting car. As soon as everyone
was aboard, he pulled himsdf into the front of the car, grabbed a handhold, and picked up a microphone.
The handhold wasn't for decoration—the car lurched forward immediately and the chief would have
sailed down the car'slength if he hadn't had agrip oniit.

"Listen up,” he said into the mike. "This ship has twenty-five decks—that's levels to you landlubbers.

Y ou're on Deck Twenty-three. Y ou will not leave Deck Twenty-three for the duration. Remember that!
Y our training areafor thisflight ishdf akilometer sernward, in Area Whiskey. Remember that! Y ou will
be confined to that areafor the entire voyage. Don't worry, it'll be big enough for dl of you. When we
arrivethere, I'll hand you back to your corpora and won't have to worry about you until it'stimeto
J€ettison you on Asshole”

The monorail disgorged the fifty-five recruitsinto a huge, well-lighted bay. To their surprise, at least 150
other recruits were dready there, gripping handhol ds sticking out from what Dean thought of asthe
ceiling. They faced araised dais behind which agroup of Marines managed to hover without seeming to
hold on to anything. They were dressed in green jackets and trousers with khaki-colored shirts. Each
wore abrown-leather "Sam Browne" belt over the green jacket—the Class A uniform, asthe recruits
were soon to learn. That wasthe only uniform they were to see, except for garrison utilities, until after
they graduated from Boot Camp and were assigned to the Fleet. Each of the Marines on the daisworea
kaleidoscope of ribbons fastened above his | eft jacket pocket.



Corpora Singh nudged and pushed his group into the rear rank of the bobbing recruits dready holding
on there and made sure each grabbed a handhold. He nodded toward an officer on the dais, a captain,
judging by the gold orb that graced each shoulder strap on his jacket.

"At ease!" the captain shouted. "That means, shut up and listen up, in civilian,” he added. He spoke with
adigtinct but unfamiliar accent. Silence, punctuated only by the humming of the air ducts, the cresk of
expanding and contracting metal, and vast booming noises far within the hull—sounds that would
accompany them all theway to Arsenault and soon go unnoticed—was immediate.

The captain smiled and nodded approvingly. "Y ou're learning. My nameis Captain Tomasio and | am
your company commander. Welcometo Company A, First Battaion, Fleet Training Regiment. These
Marines up here with me are the company executive officer, the company first sergeant, and your drill
ingtructors. Y our squad |eaders and fire team leaders—youlll learn what al those are very soon—uwill be
selected from among you, once we get organized and get afew things straightened out. We are dl going
to get to know each other very well over the next six months. Now, painted on the deck in front of each
bulkhead—that's ‘wal' in civilian—you will seelarge yellow squares numbered oneto four. When your
nameiscaled, you will move smartly, and | emphasize smartly,” aghost of asmileflickered acrosshis
lips, "to your designated number. That will be your platoon assignment. Later, you will be organized into
squads and fire teams by your drill ingtructors.” Captain Tomasio turned to one of the other Marines.
"Hrgt Sergeant.”

The company first sergeant didn't appear to make any movementsto direct himsdlf, but till drifted
sharply to the front of the platform. "When | give your name and platoon assignment, move sharply.” He
barely glanced at the clipboard in his hands when he began cdling the names off: "Abercrombie, one. .."

The Marines had an ancient expression they used to describe what happened when the first sergeant
garted giving platoon assgnmentsto the recruits. Chinesefire drill. None of the recruits had much
experience with movement in null-g, and most had none at dl. There was chaosin the compartment for
severd moments until, at a soft command from Captain Tomasio, the drill ingtructors took over and
garted physically moving the recruits from their handholdsto their designated platoon aress.

Dean found himsalf assigned to the second platoon. Fred McNed joined him there and the two shook
hands happily.

The following hours passed in awhirlwind of hurry-up-and-wait, punctuated by moments of frenzied
activity and confusion. Before they were through, all the recruits streamed perspiration from every pore.
Fird, al persond possessions, clothing, watches, rings, even toothpaste, were confiscated and locked
away, to be returned when the recruits joined the Fleet; everything they would need over the next six
months would beissued to them.

CHAPTER</ br> FOUR

Second platoon's chief drill instructor was a barrel-chested staff sergeant of about forty named Nedley.
Thefirg assstant D.I. was an older man, very dim and immeaculate in his Class A uniform, named Staff
Sergeant Pretty. No one dared laugh when he said his name, though. His embroidered red chevrons
consisted of three barswith points up and arocker underneath with aflaming-sun devicein the center.
These chevrons were much smaler and utilitarian than those worn on the dress uniform Dean had seen on
Riley-Kwami at the recruiting office. Corpora Singh wasthejunior drill ingtructor. The three ingtructors
quickly put them through their paces. At the double—which was quite atrick in null-g.



"Line'emup, line'em up, line'em up,” Staff Sergeant Nedey cried out for what felt like the five
hundredth time since Captain Tomasio turned therecruitsover totheD.l.'s. "In dphaorder.” This
time—in redlity the Sxth—it took only afraction of thetimeit had the first; by now they knew whose
names came before and after theirs.

"Name," demanded the lance corporal seated at yet another battleship-gray desk.
"Anderhdt, Shaglim X," said thefirg recruit inline,

The lance corpord typed the name into his computer, then glanced over the personnel display that
popped up on his screen. "Date of birth?"

"April eighth, 2427."
The date of birth matched. "Mother's birth name."
"Lahani Schwartz."

That dso matched. One last check for verification—or maybe it wasjust for the annoyance factor.
"Blood type."

"AB negative, N, Duffy," aso matched.

"Put your left wrist in there.” The lance corpora pointed a a buff-colored ring on top of abox on the
corner of his desk nearest where his subject gripped ahandhold.

Anderhdt put hiswrist in thering. Thelance corporal pressed alarge red button on the sde of his
keyboard. The ring contracted until it wasin full contact with his skin. There was a muted click, then the
ring expanded back to itsorigina size.

"Ne(t."

Anderhalt, not having been told to move, stayed where hewas. The lance corpora |ooked a him for the
first time. ™Y ou can go now. And take your wrist with you, | don't want it."

Anderhdt flushed and hagtily did what he wastold.
"Name," the lance corporal said to the next recruit inline.

Everyone strained to see what the shrinking ring had done to Anderhalt, but Pretty and Singh were
hustling him down the passageway, and they each had to wait their turn to find out what was happening.

After histurn, Dean was dtill examining the featureless bracel et the ring had clamped onto hiswrist when
the chief D.I. caled the platoon to attention.

"Y ou have just been issued your personne record,” Nedey said when al of hisrecruits werelooking at
him. "Right now it'sjust about blank, because you're blank. All it containsisyour persona data, your
medica history, and the results of the tests you took when you enlisted. Every company office and every
personne department from battalion or squadron on up in the Marine Corps has areader for it. Every
company, battery, and squadron first sergeant in the Corps controls awriter that will update your record



as things happen that need to go into your record. Every time your company updates your record, the
update will also relay to the next-higher command, which will relay it to the next-higher command, and so
forth, until your record is completely updated in Central Datain Saint Louie,

"Y ou can't muck about with it. Thereis no way you can read the dataiit contains, and no way you can
dter it. There are only two ways that bracelet will ever come off you. Oneisif you are released from
active duty at the end of an enlistment, through retirement, or as the result of a court-martia that kicks
your worthless hindquarters out of this man's Marine Corps. The other isif some felonious aggressor out
there on some godforsaken planet you'd never set foot on if Mother Corps didn't say you had to blows
your hand off.

"If anyone triesto muck about with the datain that bracelet, the bracelet will erase. If you are the one
who did it, stand by for acourt-martial. More likdly, though, anyone mucking about with it will bea
scum-sucking aggressor who had the rare good luck to take you prisoner, something that doesn't happen
very often, let metdll you. If that's the case, well now, that's why the datais programmed to erase in case
of unauthorized entry. We don't want any rat-snorfing aggressors getting their sklit-licking fingers on that
data.

"By theway, if you should ever be taken POW, stand by for rescue. In the entire two and a quarter
centuries of the Confederation Marine Corps, only one Marine has remained alive POW for more than
ninety-six hours slandard. In that instance, the Marinein question was on leave and it was seventy-three
standard hours before anyone knew held been taken. A rescue mission was planned, mounted, and
executed in under twenty-four hours. The only thing that went wrong with the misson wasthe Marine
being rescued wasin aggressor hands for nearly ninety-seven hours.

"Enough grab-assing for now. Y ou've got more processing-in to undergo. Corpora Singh, move them to
the next gation.”

McNed wondered if he wasthe only one who thought it was ominous that Staff Sergeant Nedley had
said only one Marine had ever remained alive POW for more than ninety-six hours.

"Let's Sdestep briskly through that line, people,” Staff Sergeant Pretty said to the line of recruitsclad
only in whatever underwear they'd worn when they |eft home that morning. " The sooner you get through,
the sooner you get to stop for chow. The longer you take to do everything, thelonger it will be before
you get to stop to deep. | don't need much deep, so it doesn't matter to me if you don't get any. And |
don't have anywhere to go for the next month, so it doesn't matter to meif you want to spend dl that time
milling around when you could be moving briskly and getting your processing-in done with."

That looks too much like a coffin, Dean thought as he approached the first position on theline. They
didn't redlly sdestep; they pulled themsalves ong a chain of handholds standing out from the bulkhead.
The contraption at thefirgt position resembled a coffin only in genera dimensions. abox seven feet by
two feet by three feet. But it wasn't laid out flat, it stood up.

"Remember to keep your eyes closed when you'reinside," Corporal Singh said to each man ashe
moved into the box.

Dean moved up to the box, glided into it, and flinched as the door closed behind him. He closed hiseyes
asinstructed and didn't see the sensors as they measured him. Ground to crown. Toeto hedl to ankle,
height of arch and ingtep. Ground to crotch, ground to waist. Hip to armpit to shoulder. Neck.

Shoulders, ddt to delt. Chest width and depth. Waist width and depth. Hips width and depth. Chinto
crown to nape. Templeto temple. Occipital bulge. Height and width of brow. Spacing of eyes. Length of



nose, breadth of nostrils. Width of mouth. And more.
It was over in less than a second.

The door popped open. Dean pushed himself out of the box, handholded himsdlf to the next station, held
out his basket, and accepted the two pair of brilliant red sweatpants that were dropped onto it by the
robot server. Handhold again and be issued two equaly bright sweatshirts. Another handhold and
receive three sets of underwear. Again, and get four pair of socks. Once more for cloth shoes, two pair.
At the last position, robot hands fitted a Marine chameleon utility hat onto his head.

Back in line with the otherswho'd received their clothing issue, waiting for the rest of the platoon to go
through the line, Dean examined his cache. The sweatshirts bore alarge gold emblem on their fronts. an
eagle rampant on ariver of stars, the emblem of the Confederation Marine Corps—the sameinggnia
worn on the collars of the dress uniform. The word MARINES ran down the outside of each deeve. A
gold gtripe ran down the outside of each pant leg, with theword MARINES in red running its length. The
underwear was utilitarian, the socks were thick, with cushioned soles. The white shoes were soft and
flexible, and had rubber soles. Only the hat was different.

It was drab, dmost colorless. Dean snaked an arm through the basket's handle and used that hand to
grip the handhold. With hisfree hand he took the hat off his head and examined it. It seemed to be sort of
green, sort of gray, sort of—Dean blinked, sort of red. He moved his hand and held the hat against the
side of hisbasket. It turned dmost the same tan as the basket.

"Hey, look a this" Anderhdt exclamed.

Dean looked at the other recruit, who held his hat againgt the bulkhead. The hat was distinctly gray.
Anderhdt started looking around for a different color to hold his hat againg.

"Belay that, people!" Nedey roared. The drill instructor was suddenly in front of Anderhalt, glowering at
him, then glared down the row of recruitswho had aready received their clothing issues. "' Just hang
where you are and wait. When everyone hastheir issue, I'll explain everything you've been
issued—including the chameleon effect.” He started to return to the line of recruits who hadn't yet
received their clothing, then briefly turned back. "Don't just stand therein your skivvies, get dressed.”

Soon enough they dl had their clothing issue and were standing in formation, each recruit abrilliant
gplash of red againgt the battleship gray of the compartment's bulkhead. Staff Sergeant Neeley stood
front and center to address them.

"Y ou will not beissued proper uniforms until we reach Arsenault,” he told them. "There are two reasons
for that. Thefirst isyou will undergo a strenuous physical fitness program aboard this ship, and you will
be eting adiet carefully calculated to help bring you to peak physical condition. That means you will
change shape—for most of you, that means|ose fat and replace it with muscle. Some of you will gain
weight. Either way, the clothes that fit you today won't fit amonth from now. Before you disembark this
ship, you will step into the coffin again to be remeasured. These two measurements, today's and on your
last day, will be one gauge of how your fitness has progressed.

"The second reason isavery practica one. Shortly after you came aboard thePurdom , you weretold
that you would be restricted to this deck for the duration of the voyage." He paused to sweep his gaze
across the faces of everyonein the platoon. "L et me assure you, no one else on board this ship iswearing
scarlet swesat suits. Should you attempt to go to any other part of the ship, you will be seen and reported.
Let'snot find out what will happen to anyone who leaves Deck Twenty-three." He paused to consider



for amoment, then continued.

"A number of you have examined your headgear and wondered why they don't seem to have any
particular color—or that they don't seem to stick to one color. Maybe you've heard of Marine
chameeons. That'swhat we call our field uniform, chamel eons. Chameleons are only worn on combat
operations, except theat the headgear isworn with the standard green garrison utility uniform. Within limits,
chame eons pick up the color pattern of whatever they are closest to. That makes afighting Marine very
hard for an enemy to see. Y ou may well wonder why you have chameleon headgear now. Again, there
aretwo reasons. Thefirst isso you will get used to theidea. The second is S0 you will ook as
empty-headed asyou are a thistime.”

Nedley looked at Singh. "Move them on to the next station.”

The recruits knew their day was nearing its end when they discovered they could hardly drag themsalves
any farther through the maze of corridors and compartments that congtituted Area Whiskey. At last Staff
Sergeant Pretty led them into alarge compartment equipped with bunks and persona gear lockers.

The bunks—called "racks," to the great mystification of the recruits—were fastened to the bulkheads or
to vertical pipes running from overhead to deck, three high. There were just enough for the men of
second platoon. Their spacing looked odd—there seemed to be exactly as much space below the
bottom rack as there was above the top one.

The recruits of second platoon were told for the time being just to stow their gear in the lockers as best
they could and secure the lockers with the padlocks that were part of their issue. In the morning, Pretty
promised, he would come around with Corpora Singh and show them how to do it properly, to be ready
for the continuous round of ingpections that would soon form amgjor part of the routine of their life
aboard the starship. "If any of you must jerk off in the night, kindly see none of it gets on the guy on the
bottom," Pretty announced just before he led them to the gdlley for their first starship medl.

Sometime during dl this rushing around, getting issued clothing, persond and hygienic supplies,
personnd-record brace ets, and everything el se they'd need during the one-month voyage, the starship
pulled out of Earth orbit and headed for itsfirst jump point. For thisfirst phase of its movement, the
Purdom rotated around itslong axis. The rotation created centripetal force, which gradudly restored an
ersatz gravity. Thetrangtion was so gradud that the recruits werein the galley, eating solid food off
plagtic trays, before they redlized they weren't floating anymore.

The gdley was enormous, more than big enough to hold the recruits of Company A. The food was
plentiful and delicious and the recruits ate ravenoudy. Even McNed was so hungry hefinished hismedl
with hardly aword between mouthfuls.

Back in the platoon bay, Pretty announced that the time was 22 hours. Y our day while on board this
ship commences at zero Sx hours and lasts until twenty-two hours. On Arsenault you'll be lucky when
your days don't last twenty-four hours. Thetraining schedule for thisvoyage allowsfor haf aday of free
time once aweek. That isn't for four more days. Hop into your racks, people, the lights will be doused in
exactly fiveminutes" And they were.

The young men of second platoon strapped themsalves into their racks. The ship's centripetd gravity
kept them securein their racks, and the straps were provided in case an inflight emergency caused the
ship to ceaseitsrotation. During the deep period, the only light in the compartment came from small
emergency lamps near the deck and the overhead to guide men in case of an emergency. Too tired even
to talk with McNed in the next bunk below his, Dean lay and listened to the ship asit groaned and



cracked and hummed al about him in the darkness. From far, far away came the dim but incessant boom
of thePurdom's many motors, engines, and machinery.

Dean thought for thefirst timethat day of his mother and wondered what she was doing. He thought
about what he'd learned that day. The last thing he thought that first night was that he was just too excited

to deep.

ThePurdom reached jump point in the middle of the next afternoon, and the D.1.'s herded their charges
back into their compartments.

"Everybody, in your racks. Right now, right now. No dilly-dallying here. Believe me, you don't want to
be standing when we make the jJump. Moveit now."

Pretty and Singh swam through the compartment, hustling the recruits with staccato commands of
"Move, move, move," and using their handsto rush them into the racks.

"Everybody, lie supine." Singh saw someone on his somach and shouted, "1 said supine, dummy, not
prone. Proneisapostion for shooting and fucking. Y ou aren't doing either right now. On your back.
Everybody, on your backsand strap in."”

Thethree drill instructors made another pass through the compartment, making sure each man was
properly strapped in.

Once everyone was secured in hisrack, the three D.1.'s went to the compartment hatch. " Stay where
you are, asyou are," Nedey said, "until we come back to let you out.” He opened asmall pand next to
the hatch and pulled alever concedled behind it, then hit the light control as he followed the other two
D.I.'sout of the compartment, plunging the compartment into darkness broken only by the emergency
lights

"Hey, what's this?' Dean shouted as awebbing suddenly dropped from the bottom of the rack above
him and secured itsdlf to the frame of his own rack.

He wasn't the only one asking that question, but nobody could answer it. They found out amoment later
when the artificid gravity shut off and the ship jJumped into hyperspace.

With an abruptness so complete it seemed that it had always been thisway, the universe went gray. Or
was it black? Weight vanished; it wasn't afloating sensation like null-g had been, but atota absence of
weight, as though mass had disappeared dtogether. All the weight that ever was, was now, and ever
would be, settled onto him. There was no sound. There was such avolume of sound, he thought the
universe must be ending in the collapse of everything into aprimordia speck that instantly exploded in the

big bang.

It ended as abruptly asit began, so suddenly that it was afew stunned seconds before anybody
screamed. And only afew more seconds before everybody was yelling and struggling againgt the
restraintsthat held them in their racks.

The pandemonium lasted only until the three drill instructors entered the compartment and reactivated the
lights. The three Marines went through the bay just asthey had moments earlier, thistime caming
everyone down. They weren' totaly successful; some of the recruits were upset by the unexpected
experience, and would remain so for some time to come. When relative cam was restored, Nedley stood
by the compartment hatch and spoke to the platoon.



"I know that some of you think it was unfair of usto let you experience ajump into hyperspace without
warning of what was about to happen. But thisis an important lesson for you to learn. Marines are
warriors. Wefight battles. Sometimes we know afight is coming; we set the time, the place, and the
circumstancesfor it and are fully prepared. But sometimes we have only afew moments of warning—or
no warning whatsoever. There€'sabig universe out there, with alot of surprises. Most of those surprises
are nasty, and can kill you if you aren't prepared to act immediately and decisively when they happen.
What you just experienced was an unpleasant surprise, but nobody got hurt." He looked at them with
mild disgust. "And every one of you panicked. Try to do better next time. The next time you get
surprised, your lives may well depend on your reaction. The next surprise that jumps out at you just might
kill you."

Finished with his speech, Nedley turned and |eft the compartment.
Pretty snorted and followed the senior D.I.

Singh shook his head. He said one word, softly, but loud enough for al to hear: "Boots" He pushed the
lever that released the restraining webbing before he left, and dogged the hatch behind him, so the men of
second platoon were left on their own to ponder what Neeley had said about surprises.

Only then did they notice that gravity had returned. It took several more minutesfor anyone to notice
that what had been the compartment's overhead was now its deck. "Down" was now toward, rather than
away from, the ship's core. The racks had rotated during the jump. Now they understood why there was
as much space below the bottom rack as there was above the top one.

CHAPTER
FIVE

Each day started with the shrill blare of abugle over the public address system and the drill instructors
banging their batons againgt the bulkheads shouting an ancient chant: "Revelllel Reveille! Drop your
cocksand grab your socks! Reveillel” Then, even before most of the recruits were fully awake, an hour
of cdigthenics, followed by showers, morning chow, and finally athorough cleaning of theliving
compartments. After that, one hour of close-order drill.

"Close-order drill hasn't changed much since the time of the Romans," Staff Sergeant Neeley announced,
"and it hasn't gotten to be any more fun since then either, but we require dl Marinesto be ableto march
in matchlessformations. After weland at Arsenault, you'll probably never usethis kill, and itisaskill. So
why do weteach it? This, recruits, is your introduction to following orders and working as agroup, o
pay attention! And don't ever anticipate acommand!”

Punishment for minor infractions of the rules on board thePurdom was to practice close-order drill
between 22 and 06 hours and on the free half days. For those redlly recalcitrant offenders, kitchen
duty—known for some unfathomabl e reason as kitchen police—was available.

On the second day, Dean had amedica exam by areal doctor, the one he'd been promised back at the
recruiting station. He sat in the womblike chair of the examination tablein sick bay, fully clothed, waiting
for the physician'singructions.

The doctor sat at adesk, reading Dean's medica history, compiled back at New Rochester, on the
monitor of his computer. After amoment he nodded and said, "'Y ou've been a pretty hedlthy lad." Dean



didn't know if he was supposed to say something, so he didn't say anything. The doctor made some
keystrokes and examined the screen again. Evidently satisfied with what he saw, he cleared the screen,
then said, "Private Dean, did you know you have an ingrown toenail in your left big toe?”

"No, gr."

The doctor nodded and added a few keystrokesto his computer file. "Okay, Private, keep your eye on
it. If it getsworse, report to sick bay and a corpsman will cut it out for you. Dismissed.”

Dean just sat there, unbdieving. He hadn't been examined yet. The doctor hadn't even looked at him
other than aquick glance when hetold him whereto sit.

"Did you hear me, Dean?"
"Yes, Sr. But aren't you going to examine me?"

The doctor looked himin the eye. "What do you think | was doing with you in the examination table?
You'rein perfect hedth, anybody can see that. Report back to your platoon.”

Asthe daysflowed into weeks, the recruits became used to the routine and to the minutiae of military
training. They wereissued wegpons with which to practice the manud of arms, and which they were
expected to field-strip and clean. And clean them they did—endlesdy.

"Always handle every wegpon asif it were aloaded weapon, even when you persondly know it's not,”
Corpora Singh told them the day they were issued the weapons. "Thiswill be drilled into you once
you're on the ranges and patrolling on Arsenault. Wegpon safety will become second nature to youl.
'Unloaded" wegpons have killed more people than | care to think about. We redly want to avoid having
them kill Marines. Start learning that now."

They learned both the fire capability and nomenclature of their weapons. The basic infantry wegponin
the Confederation Marine Corps, they were told, was a miniaturized oxy-hydrogen plasma shooter,
commonly caled a"blaster,” but in the manuasa"wesgpon."

"These wegpons are semiautomatic,” Corporal Singh told them, “that is, they fire one bolt each timethe
trigger mechanism is activated. The 'basic load' for aMarine rifleman in combet,” he went on, "isfour
hundred 'rounds," or four power packs or ‘magazines capable of shooting up to a hundred bolts each.

"There are d so handheld versions of these weapons which are carried by officers, NCOs above squad
leader, and the gunners on crew-served wegpons,” Singh continued. "' An automatic weapon isaso
authorized for each assault team. Thisiswhat's called a'crew-served' weapon, because it requiresthree
men to operateit. It can fire up to ahundred bolts per trigger pull. The crew carries abipod, atripod,
two extra barrdls, and each man carries two extra power packs that contain six hundred bolts each. Y ou
gotta change the barrdl on one of those babies every six hundred bolts or it'll crystalize onyou.”
Corpora Singh aways became very animated when he talked about weapons, moving hishands asiif
firing a an unseen enemy.

During abreak, severa recruits pretended to shoot one another with the unloaded weapons. Singh was
upon them ingtantly. The men had never seen him so angry.

"You foold" he shouted. "These wegpons are not toys! They are the most deadly killing machines
known to mankind!" The veins on Singh's neck stood out clearly as he shouted at the hapless recruits.



Staff Sergeant Pretty came over, took Corporal Singh aside, and they talked quietly for afew moments.
When Singh came back he was camer, but very firm, and there was no more horsing around with

Wegpons.

After thethird day they carried their weapons everywhere, and at night they fixed them into dots beside
their racks. "Y ou'll get plenty of practice firing real ammunition when you get to Arsenault,” Pretty
announced, "and for the rest of thetime you'rein this Corps, your issue wegpon will stay with you
aways, except when you go on liberty or if you wind up in the brig. | mean your wegpon will aways be
with you, when you eat, when you deep, when you shit, and if you're lucky enough to draw duty on an
inhabited world where the people don't stink worse than kwangduks and the women aren't uglier, you'l
keep your wegpon handy when you fuck!"

"Once, | pulled amonth's duty on aplace cdled Euskadi," Corpora Singh offered, apropos of the
universa monosyllable just uttered by the normally strait-laced Staff Sergeant Pretty, "and dl | had
between me and the ground at night was one of their thin native girls." The men of second platoon had
cometo like Corpora Singh. He proved to be avery professona Marine, but easygoing in his manner
and with alively sense of humor that tended toward the bizarre and earthy.

"Yes" Pretty replied, "and your weapon.” And that was the only joke Pretty attempted to make during
al the months he was second platoon's drill ingtructor.

"All right, recruits,”" Nedley announced one day during aclassroom training session, "'I'm gonnagive you
Nedey's Thirteen Rulesfor Staying Alivein Combat. Y ou listening?

"One: Incoming fire dways hasthe right-of-way.

"Two: Keep it ample, stupid.

"Three: Keegping it Smpleisthe hardest thing in theworld.
"Four: Never stand next to anyone braver than you are.
"Five: If thingsare going too well, it'san ambush.

"Six: Theessest way ismined.

"Seven: The onething you never run out of isthe enemy.
"Eight: Infrared works both ways.

"Nine: Professionds are dways predictable.

"Ten: We dwayswind up fighting amateurs.

"Eleven: When the enemy'sin range, so are youl.

"Twelve: When in doubt, shoot until your magazineisempty.”
Nedey placed his hands on hishipsand smiled fiercely. "Y ou remember those rules and you'll be okay."

"Staff Sergeant, you said there were thirteen of your rules,” McNeal reminded him.



"McNed! You agan! Recruit, you got abig mouth! Down, down, down!" Immediately McNed
assumed the push-up position. "Give mefifty.

"Dean! | saw you standing next to this bigmouth troublemaker. Get up here and get down. Give me
seventy-fivel | just made up anew rule: Never sland next to anyone dumber than you!™

To the accompaniment of the pair's steedy counting, Nedley, till smiling fiercely, turned back to the
recruits.

"Thirteen: Remember the other twelve."

Asthe days passed, the relationship between the recruits and their D.1.'s began to solidify. Their
company commander and first sergeant were everywhere, observing them in classsooms and in the
exercise areas, making on-the-spot corrections, conferring with the drill ingtructors. Their own drill
ingtructors stuck to them like leeches during every waking hour. It seemed either Nedley or Pretty or
Singh would be there whenever someone made a mistake or needed a question answered. At first the
recruits were gpprehensive under al the scrutiny, but gradually they came to understand that the D.I.'s
were there to teach and ingtruct, not criticize and bdlittle. Singh in particular used some of the most foul
language any of them had ever heard, but he never used it to demean arecruit, it was just his natureto
talk that way. When arecruit did something right, which began to happen more often as the days passed,
oneof the D.I.'swould be quick with apat on the shoulder or word of praise. For many of the men it
wasthefirg timein their lives anybody had ever complimented them on doing something right.

Even close-order drill became fun for the men of the second platoon. Once they got the basic facing
movements down pat, Corpora Singh taught them cadence counting and the ancient ditties that went
dongwithit.

Onethey particularly liked went:
| don't know, but I've been told, Euskadi pussy mighty cold.

When the entire company was in the parade bay practicing at the same time, the platoon commanders
had their men count cadence at the top of their lungs—"One, two, three, four!"—to try to outshout the
other platoons maneuvering there. Dean and his mates took to the competition with abandon, shouting
until they were red in the face and the veinsin their necks stood out. They made the bulkheads ring and
finished their drilling flush with the belief that they had won the decibel contest. Best of al wasthe sense
of pride in accomplishment the men derived from marching well together, instantly responding asagroup
to Singh's shouted commands, maneuvering asif al of them were one. Each recruit was given the chance
to drill the others under the watchful eyesof theD.I.'s.

Occasionally, members of the ship's crew on work partiesin Area Whiskey would come by and watch
the Marines drill, and then the two groups exchanged the time-honored insults that pass between Marines
and sallors. But generdly the crew was not much in evidence, athough navy officers would sometimes
confer with the Skipper. Once, the colone commanding the training regiment came to talk to the recruits
for afew minutes. Hewasin his early seventies, and told them that more than fifty years before he had
stood right where they were now. He emphasized that regardless of rank, every Marine had started his
career doing exactly what they were doing—every Marine, from the most recent graduate from Boot
Camp on Arsenault al the way to the commandant himself.

Dean wasthefirgt in his platoon to be sdlected as an acting squad leader. All the recruitswere given a



chance to practice leadership sKkills, asfire team leadersfor aday or two or drilling the platoon for a
session in the parade bay, which was cdled the "grinder." The most outstanding were selected to be
squad leaders for one week. Dean, with his quick intelligence, even temper, and natura ability to work
well with others, would have stood out even without the test scoresin hisrecord. At the end of the
voyage, Captain Tomasio, in conference with his respective platoon commanders and platoon sergeants,
would pick the best of the men to be acting squad leaders during the time they would be training on
Arsenault. By the end of the third week they had unanimoudy sdlected Dean as one of the recruits upon
whom they would confer that honor.

The personal relationships between the recruits began to take shape also. Of course, Dean and McNedl
were inseparable buddies after the first day, but platoon and squad friendships soon devel oped. All the
men were from Earth, so they had geography in common, and since English had been the officia language
of the entire Confederation for more than 250 years, they were able to communicate. But they also had a
common culture that stretched far back into Terran history. Thiswasduein part & least to the Borden
Act of 2010, introduced by aU.S. Senator, G. F. Borden of Virginia, which provided the legidation and
funding for the Library of Congressto digitizedl itsholdings. Not only did that make dl the booksin the
library's collections available e ectronicaly to future generations, it preserved dl the motion pictures ever
produced by Hollywood. Joe Dean's favorites were those starring John Wayne, especially The Sands of
Ilwo Jma

CHAPTER
SX

A persggent thrumming filled the humid air about the platoon asit sat in classroom formationin ajungle
clearing. They had been on Arsenault amonth by then. Every day it had rained, sometimesal day,
sometimes day after day. Just then there was atemporary break in the monsoon and Arsenault's sun
poked through the clouds, driving up the humidity and heat in equdly stifling proportions.

Asthe noise became louder and more insistent, the ground benegath the recruits began to tremble. The
men could clearly hear small trees and bushes snapping and cracking as alarge man-made object pushed
itsway inexorably toward them. Suddenly, a behemoth burst through afringe of bushes and came
rumbling to a stop about ten meters from the platoon.

"People, meet the vehicle the box kickersin procurement called the AASALCAC," Nedey shouted
over the thrumming, which gradually ceased asthe driver powered down the engine on hisarmored
vehicle. "AASALCAC gands for Armored All-Surface Assault Landing Craft, Air-Cushioned, whichis
far too much of amouthful for you to try to memorize right now. Anyway, we aren't box kickers, were
warriors. We call our equipment by warlike names, not namby-pamby ones. We call this beast the
Dragon.”

Asthe Dragon's propulsion system cut off and the heavy machine dropped suddenly severa inchesto
the ground, the NCOs briskly but unobtrusively walked to the rear of the platoon formation, where they
were shielded from the wave of muddy water that gouted up from undernegth the Dragon, drenching the
unsuspecting recruits, drowning out their shocked screams and curses.

"Y ou may remember that somewhere dong theline | told you something about ‘unpleasant surprises,’ "
Nedey sad camly as he returned to the front of the formation. He blandly watched the recruitsin their
attempts to wipe the runny mud off their faces. "Thisis another lesson for you. Never assume that
anything you've never seen beforeis benign. Especidly not something big and mean-looking. Most
particularly not something that says'Marines onit."



Thenormdly staid and Straitlaced Pretty even cracked atiny smile asthe recruits grumbled and muttered
among themsdlves.

Three more of the vehiclesroared into the clearing to join the first one. Thistime the recruits followed the
example of their NCOsin getting behind something and avoided most of the mud bath. The machines
measured eight feet high by twenty long and twelve wide. The paint on their armored sides possessed the
same "chameleon” capability asthe Marinefield utilities, and the recruits watched, fascinated, whilethe
vehicles quickly changed color to blend into the surrounding foliage before their eyes.

"These are the combat workhorses of the Corps,” Negley announced. "Every FIST transportation
company has twenty-four Dragons. Each Dragon can transport twenty fully-equipped and -armed
Marines, or fifteen with crew-served wegpons. They depend, on their low profile and high
maneuverability to avoid enemy fire, but each hasanintegra plasmashield and light armor to protect it
againgt most infantry plasmaweapons. A Dragon can do 175 kph on the open road, ahundred over
broken ground, and seventy-five knots or more on the water. Each weighsthirty tons. A Dragon hasa
crew of two: adriver and agunner/navigator. One out of six inthe FIST combat configuration carriesa

heavy gun.

"Dragons are climate-controlled.” Nedley grinned and wiped away the perspiration dripping down the
sdeof hisface. "Now to go for aride. Staff Sergeant Pretty?"

"Listen up now," Pretty shouted. ™Y ou will mount through the rear ramp." There wasawhirring noise,
and heavy armored doors lowered to form ramps. "One squad per vehicle. Onceinside, fasten in. Squad
leaders, pay close attention because after thismorning you will be responsible for making sure your men
and equipment are secure whenever you ride these things. No dukshit, people; if you are not properly
secured when you hit rough terrain, you can be serioudy injured, even killed. Y eah, they're
‘air-cushioned,’ but watch out when you don't got the air or the cushion. Now, mount up by squads as|
cal you out, |€eft to right. Keegp your communicators open to the platoon net. Fill up front to rear asyou
climb aboard.”

Ten high-backed jump seats lined each flank of the Dragonsinside. Each man secured himslf into his
seat with two heavy shoulder belts secured by afast-rel ease device centered in the middle of hischest.
The seatswere caled "mummy boxes' because onceingde, therider looked likeamummy inits
sarcophagus, except that the seats provided extra protection against a crash or a hit by a heavy weapon
or amine. Wegpons and other items of equipment locked securely into forms molded into the seats.
Mass confusion reigned as the inexperienced squad leaderstried to sort out the unfamiliar conditions.

The NCOswatched their men in silent amusement for awhile. "At easel" Corpora Singh announced at
last. He stepped into the interior of the Dragon that held Dean's squad. "Now watch. I'm going to show
you how dl this stuff works.”

It waswell after dark when the platoon was ddlivered back to the base camp. Dean limped down the
ramp, kicking caked mud off hisboots. A pain shot up into hisright buttock. Now he knew what Pretty
had meant about not having the air or the cushion. The platoon fell into formation beside the Dragon.

"All right," Staff Sergeant Pretty shouted. "Now somebody tell me what he seesthere.” He pointed
vaguely toward the hulking Dragon. The men stared intensdly but could see only the dim interior lights
insdethevehicles. "Look!" Pretty shouted. "Mud!" he screamed. " Somebody's gotta clean up those
vehided"



McNed groaned.
"McNedl! Front and center!”

On the shooting range, they saw their first dead man. A recruit in another platoon discharged his blaster
into hisown jaw. The bolt sizzled up through the man's brain and burst out the top of his head, vaporizing
hisface. Hedied ingantly. Histrachealay completely exposed to the goggle-eyed recruits who swarmed
around his gtill-smoking corpse. Little bloody bubbles, the remnants of what was being expelled from the
arr left in hislungs when he died, mixed with the gooey gray matter of hisbrain and shredded skull
fragments. Some of the men gagged, and dl of them held hands to their noses because the man's bowels
had |et loose. None had ever smelled anything so foul before.

"Whew! Closed-coffin ceremony for that boy,” McNea muttered.

Corpora Singh whedled about and glared a McNedl, asif he was going to launch into him, but he said
nothing and after amoment turned back to the dead man. Singh knew his men were learning ahard but
va uable lesson. When you live and bresthe desth and violence, you have to deal with it somehow.
Denying deeth by making light of it isasafety vave by which those who must faceit ded with the Sress.

They marched al morning through the sopping jungles, dternately drenched by heavy downpoursand
then steamed like crabs when the sun came out and turned everything into a sauna. Thirty minutes before
they saw the stream, they could hear it. Few of the recruits could identify the sound, adull roar
punctuated by heavy thumps, the sound of boulders and uprooted trees bouncing down the stream,
which wasin flood, aswere al the streams and riversin that part of Arsenault during the monsoon
Season.

Staff Sergeant Neeley halted the platoon on the lip of asteep gorge. Ten meters below the precipice the
stream roared and surged, the water beaten into a froth of white foam by the force of the current. A
heavy mist hung above the banks as far asthey could see up- and downstream. The air about them was
redolent with the clean, bracing aroma of wet foliage and water spray. Combined with the roar of the
flood below, the atmosphere was charged with the danger and excitement of nature unleashed. Most of
the recruits were from the cities of Earth and had never seen such adisplay. All of them were awed by it.

Suddenly, the sun burst forth from behind the overcast for afew moments and a brilliant rainbow glowed
and shimmered over the gorge. Several men gasped involuntarily at the sght. Few of them had ever seen
ared rainbow before—the polluted air of Earth's cities hid them from most people. In seconds the
cloudsrolled back over the face of the sun and the platoon was shrouded again in gray wetness, but the
men remained dazzled by the display for several moments after it disappeared.

"People, thisis one of the most dangerous operations you'll perform whilein training here," Staff
Sergeant Nedley said, shouting over the roar of the torrent. His words were punctuated by a heavy
"bump-bump-bump™ as aboulder bigger than a Dragon rolled by on the bottom of the streambed.
Nedley nodded. "Y ep, the force of that water is o strong it can roll an object weighing hundreds of kilos
aong likeachild's rubber bal."

"Youfdl inthere" Staff Sergeant Pretty added, gesturing over thelip of the gorge, "and well never find
you again. Don't get too closeto the edge,” he warned.

"We have to get aman on the other Side of that gorge,” Staff Sergeant Nedley shouted, pointing to the
jungle forty meters on the other Sde of the raging stream. " Any volunteers?' He grinned.



Corpora Singh began to unpack the platoon’s single puddle jumper. Powered by energy cellsand
maneuvered by a system of tiny but powerful jets, it could lift aman athousand meters straight up. The
device permitted trained couriers and scouts to negotiate miles of rough terrain completely free from the
restraints of gravity. Recruit training companies were never permitted more than one puddle jumper, and
nobody except aman trained in its operation was ever permitted to strap it on. The recruits breathed a
slent and collective Sigh of relief as Corpora Singh began to climb into the harness.

"The object here," Nedley was saying as Corpora Singh fastened the jumper harness, "isto get aline
across the gorge. Then each man will cross— Get away from there!” Nedey started toward three
recruits standing on the lip of the gorge who'd been staring down at the rushing water. He wastoo late.
The ground upon which the men had been standing crumbled suddenly and sent them plummeting down
into the foam. They dropped so quickly none even had a chanceto let out a scream.

"Goddamnit, get the fuck back from therel" Nedley shouted at the other recruits asthey ingtinctively
surged in agroup toward the bank to help their comrades. Staff Sergeant Pretty immediately began
gpeaking into his headset while Staff Sergeant Negley and Corporal Singh herded the platoon away from
the stream and had the men sit among the trees. The three NCOs conferred hadtily. "We stay here until
help comes,” Staff Sergeant Nedley told them. Nobody suggested trying to rescue the three men; they
hadn't achancein that torrent. Within minutes, it seemed, Captain Tomasio was dighting from a
command-and-control hopper followed by severa staff officers. Seconds later, personnel from the
battalion medica staff arrived on another hopper, followed immediately by two more that carried other
platoons from the company.

"We're going to form search parties," Staff Sergeant Nedley announced. "This stream emptiesinto a
larger one about sixteen kilometers downstream. The fourth platoon will be airlifted down thereto form a
cordon across the water, try to catch our peopleif their bodies makeit that far down. Well take thisside
of the stream and first platoon the other and start looking right now."

The search stopped after dark and resumed & first light the following morning. Thefirst victim, apimply
lad from Philade phia named Schwartzer, was found about mid-morning. His mangled remainswere
pulled from among the branches of alarge tree bobbing in an eddy.

The men gasped as his corpse was laid out on the bank. He was covered with huge gashes and
abrasions, through which stuck the white ends of jagged bones.

Dean found the second man three days later. He was closest to the bank when the body suddenly rolled
over inthe middle of araft of driftwood and the corpse's booted foot stuck up above the water. The
body was swollen to twiceits natural size, and aguatic animals had been at it for sometime beforeiit
surfaced. At first Dean hesitated to touch the thing rocking obscenely in among the flotsam. He knew the
three men who had falen in, but could not recognize which of the remaining two this onewas. Dean
stepped cautioudly into the shallow water, hesitant to touch the swollen, discolored skin surface, looking
for something to grab on to that wasn't rotten flesh. Evidently al the man's clothes had been ripped off by
theforce of the water, leaving only the boot on hisleft foot. Hetried to drag the body closer to shore
using astick held picked up out of the water.

"Goddamnit, Dean, get in there and pull him out!" Corpora Singh snarled. Everyone was on edge by
then, eventhe D.1.'s. Dean grabbed the booted foot and dragged at the body. Under Singh's prodding,
severa other men jumped into the water and helped haul the body to shore. Once the corpse wasfully
exposed on the land, the stench of rotting waterlogged flesh wasterrible. Worse, asit lay onitsback,
everyone could clearly see the damage done to the body by the animals. The man's face had been
destroyed and his genitals had been completely eaten away. The recruits sumbled into the nearby bushes



and vomited. Dean heaved until there was nothing lft in his somach. Even Fred McNed, the
acknowledged joker and wise guy in the platoon, remained stoically silent and avoided looking at what
had once been afriend.

Two days later the search was given up and training resumed. The third man was never found.

The weeks of training in the temperate zones and mountains came as a blessed relief from the tropics
and the zero-gravity training on the larger of Arsenault'stwo moons—the " Turd," to the generations of
soldiers and Marines who'd been there—and was an exciting challenge, all the more so because it
marked the unofficid end of Boot Camp.

Graduation Day was hot and clear. The sunlight beat down steadily on the men in their ranks; the rainy
season was over. Themen of A Company stood rigidly at attention in their new scarlet and blue dress
uniforms. Not aman in the company had ever felt prouder of himself than he did that morning, Dean
more than most, because the single golden chevron of a PFC was emblazoned on his deeves. Hewas
one of five men in the platoon to win meritorious promotion for conduct and achievement during the
training cycle.

Presentation of the marksmanship badges was another high point in Joseph Dean's military life. Hed
qudified as one of the best shotsin the company, scoring High Expert. "Not one recruit in fifty has shot

as high ascore as you since I've been in command here," the Brigadier said as he pinned the golden cross
onto Dean's blouse. "Congratulations, Marine." Dean's chest dmost burst right through histunic. He
wished his parents could see him. After the Brigadier passed down the rank, Dean permitted himself a
huge grin. Captain Tomasio, glancing back from where he stood next to the Brigadier, scowled
ominoudy and then winked. With greet difficulty, PFC Dean wiped the smile off hisface.

"Here you go, Marines," Staff Sergeant Nedley announced, but then had to pause while the new Marines
of second platoon cheered—it wasthefirgt time one of their drill instructors had called them Marines, a
titlethey'd just spent Sx months striving to earn.

"Okay, okay," he continued when the shouting had died down. "Here are your assgnments for specidty
training: oh-one, infantry, the king of battle; oh-two, artillery, can't fight awar without 'em; oh-three, air
assault, you ground fightersl| love them the first time they show up when you need air support; oh-four,
combat engineer, werely on the navy and army for noncombat-condition engineering; oh-five, armor and
combat transport, you remember the Dragons; oh-six, armorer, you break your weagpon, they fix it;
oh-seven, aircraft maintenance, the flyboys can't without maintenance; oh-eight, logigtics, that's rations
and power packs; oh-nine, administration, it'sadirty, unappreciated job, but somebody's got to do it.
There are others, but don't worry about them now, because nobody gets ‘em right out of Boot Camp.

"Infantry, you'll leave for the Heet tomorrow morning. The rest of you will go to your specidty
schools—right here on Arsenault.” Thiswas met by a chorus of outraged screams. "At ease, at ease,”
Neeley cdmed them down. "Actually, outsde Boot Camp, duty on Arsenault is pretty good." Severd
men loudly expressed disbelief. "Pretty good,” Nedley continued. ™Y ou can even have cold beer in the
evenings”

"Aaaah!" McNed yelled. "I'd reenlist for acold beer!”

"Asyou were" Nedey said shortly. "Here are your assgnments. Anderhdt, Shaglim X, oh-two, artillery;
Clancy, Mordecai, oh-one, you leave tomorrow . . ." and on through the a phabet. Dean did not hear his
name cdled. "McNed, Frederick D, oh-one," Nedley announced. Nedley droned on, and each
success Ve announcement was greeted by shouts of joy or groans of despair as the newly minted Marines



contemplated their fates for the next seven and ahdf years. Those going to the same schools broke up
into little groups and began speculating loudly about what to expect. At last Nedley wasfinished.

"Missanyone?' he asked. Dean raised his hand, bewildered. "Dean, huh? | called your name, Dean,
were you adeep or something? Oh-one. PFC, you leave for the Fleet in the morning.”

CHAPTER
SEVEN

Everybody hastraditions—planetary, nationd, city, family, individua, group—in dl times, inal places.
Traditions areimportant, always have been, dwayswill be—even when they don't make senseto
outsiders. They help people build and maintain a sense of identity and continuity.

On Saint Brendan's, where they don't have snakes and never did, they drink green beer every March
17. The Saint Brendan's caendar doesn't have aMarch 17, either—with an orbital period of 379 days,
they can't use the same calendar astheir cousins on Old Earth. But the origind colonists were from
Ireland and ingsted on continuing to celebrate the patron saint of their Earthly nativity. So they arbitrarily
designated every 365th day asMarch 17, or Saint Patrick's Day. Complete with quadrennid allowance
for leap year. The second wave of immigration to Saint Brendan's consisted of Americans of Irish
ancestry. They were the ones who brought in the green beer. The green beer caught on, so once every
365 days everyone on Saint Brendan's guzzles down a pint or two of green beer—it'straditional.

Saint Brendan's has been on the metric system from the beginning. Green beer on Saint Patrick's Day is
the only time they use the archaic measure of the pint. That's atradition too.

Everybody faces east to kned and pray on Alhambra. Alhambrawas originaly settled by Modemsfrom
North Africa. Likeal good Mudimson Old Earth, they face Meccawhen they knedl fivetimesaday to
pray. In North Africa, Meccaisto the east, so Alhambrans face east to pray. If they redly wanted to
face Mecca, though, they'd face in amore-or-less northerly direction, because that's where old Earth is
relativeto Alhambra But it'straditiond to face eadt, so fivetimesaday al Alhambransface the direction
of the planetary rotation to knedl and pray.

On the dozens of worlds where their brotherhood spread, Masons still say arcane things to each other
about squares, levels, and planes. It doesn't matter that few of them have ever seen any of those ancient
tools, or that fewer of them are stoneworkers or carpenters. It's traditional that Masons speak in arcane
terms about objects they're unfamiliar with. Don't mock them for their obscure, often unintelligible
vocabulary, though. No Mason who can so identify himself is ever lost and done on aworld where he
can find abrother Mason. That's another of thelir traditions.

LeLoi'svictory over the Chinesein Old Earth year 1427 isannually celebrated on Chochet Viet, which
wasfirgt colonized by aVietnam-based mining consortium. None of the succeeding waves of immigrants
were Viethamese, and, due to intermarriage, none of the population today is of pure Vietnamese stock.
Not only isthererdatively little Viethamese in their blood, the largest portion of later immigrantswas
Chinese, and the planetary language ismainly aderivative of Cantonese. Still, Chochet Viet maintainsthe
tradition of celebrating Le Loi'svictory over the Chinese.

Of dl theworldsand all the organizations of Human Space, none are more tradition-bound than the
Confederation Marine Corps.

One of their traditions hasto do with making planet-fall. It doesn't matter why they're making planetfall:



an assault againgt a hogtile defense to kick open adoor for the regular army to invade through; making a
liberty port of cal; aceremonial landing in escort of anew ambassador; or for any other reason. Marines
aways make planetfal the traditiona way—over the beach.

Klaxons rang and blared throughout the Confederation Navy SAT—Starship Assault Troop—Lance
Corporal Keith Lopez. A voiceintoned over the ship's speakers, "Commander, Landing Force, prepare
thelanding forcefor landing."

The navy hasitstraditionstoo. Klaxons are one of them.

On the ship's bridge the captain and the dozen officers and men of the bridge watch went through the
ages-old routine of preparing to disembark the landing force.

Another navy tradition isthe layout of aship's bridge. The bridge on the L opez would have looked
familiar to Chester Nimitz. At first glance, that is.

"Is the string-of-pearls deployed?' Captain Bhofi asked, not that the ship was going to deploy the
geosynchronous satdllites around a Confederation member planet that aready woreits necklace. He sat
inahigh chair bolted to the deck in the middle of the five-by-eight-meter room. He faced awall of what
looked like arow of one-by-two-meter windows that lined what was otherwise a featureless,
battleship-gray wall. The windows gave the impression that the bridge was |ocated above the top surface
of the spaceship. It wasn't, though. Close examination of the windows would reved that they were
actually viewscreens—at the moment, the viewscreens showed exactly what wasin front of the ship, but
they could show whatever was in range of the ship's sensors, regardless of direction. A corner of
Thorsfinni's World hung bloated in the lower quadrant of the rightmost screen. A maneuverable
orbit-to-planetside shuttle was in the second-to-the-right screen and growing asit approached.

"|s the string-of-pearls deployed?' the deck officer asked, repesating the question. He stood at a
deck-mounted console afew feet from the captain's chair.

That was another navy tradition: the repeating of orders.

The bridge communications petty officer pressed a button on his console and said loud and clear, "Isthe
string-of-pearls deployed?' into his voicelink with the communications shack. He sat at a cramped desk
behind the deck officer.

"The string-of-pearlsis deployed, aye, and communications established,” answered the petty officer
second classin the comm shack who was responsible for the commlink with the belt of geosynchronous
satdlites already in orbit around the globe below the Lopez. It wasn't necessary for it to be there, but the
comm shack was |ocated in a position remote from the bridge.

"The string-of -pearlsis deployed, aye, and communications established.” The reply was repeated until
the captain acknowledged it.

"Egtablish communi cations with the harbormaster,” Captain Bhofi ordered.
Y et another tradition, caling the spaceport boss a"harbormaster.”
"Egtablish communications with the harbormaster,” the deck officer repeated.

The communications petty officer repeated the command into hisvoicelink.



"Communications with the harbormaster established, aye," said the petty officer second classin the
comm shack.

The answer came back and Captain Bhofi ordered, " Patch the harbormaster through.”
"Patch the harbormaster through,” the deck officer repeated.

The bridge communications petty officer tapped a short series of buttons on his console, echoed the
command into hisvoicelink, listened to his headphone, then said, "Harbormaster patched through, aye."

Captain Bhofi picked up hisvoicdink and said into it, " Confederation Navy SAT Lance Corporal Keith
Lopez requests permission for orbital docking."

"Permission granted, esteemed visitor Confederation Navy SAT Lance Corporal Keith Lopez " the
harbormaster replied. "Stand by to receive pilot.”

The communications petty officer punched a different button on his console and said the same thing into
hisvoicdink. Then, softly, he added, "L et's let the local mugwug come aboard and act more important
than heis"

"Helm, one point to port,” the captain said. One more tradition; acompass "point” isfar too crudea
measure to maneuver for orbita docking.

"One point to port, aye," said the hedmsman, and turned the ship'swhed to the left. A steeringwhed ina
garship? Maybe the navy's even more tradition-bound than the Marines.

Preparations to receive the pilot and to commence docking complete, Captain Bhofi turned his attention
to the one man on the bridge who wasn't one of his officers or men, the only Marine officer aboard.
"Commander, Landing Force, isthe landing force prepared to land?" he asked in the voice that had
caused severd navy officers over the yearsto request atransfer from his command, and driven many a
chief petty officer into early retiremen.

Confederation Marine Mgor Longaway stood calmly with his back to the bulkhead, near the port-side
hatch of the bridge, out of everybody's way. When the captain spoke, he did easily to attention and said
quite camly, "Y essr, thelanding forceis prepared to land.”

Captain Bhofi's glare asked how Magjor Longaway could know his Marines were ready to land when he
hadn't |ft the bridge since the command to ready the landing force was given.

"Corpord Doylesaw toit, Sir."

"Corpora Doyle," Captain Bhofi repeated, as though continuing to pass orders and responses.
Stone-faced, he turned his attention back to hisbridge duties.

The ship'sfirst officer looked at Longaway and wondered how he could have replied so camly.
Longaway winked &t thefirst officer, then calmly turned and |eft the bridge.

The voicethat followed the klaxons was a carefully modulated femae voice, but the effect it had in the
ship's only occupied troop hold was the same as that of agrizzled old chief bosn snarling out orders.



Twenty-odd Marines, the only occupants of atroop hold designed to house the 113 junior NCOs and
enlisted men of an infantry company, stopped doing whatever they had been doing and checked their
gear, made sure their lockers were empty, the deck around their racks was clear, and their weapons,
packs, and seabags ready to be picked up and carried to the landing craft waiting in the well deck.

Thetroop hold wasright out of navy tradition. Cots were stacked four high, with two feet of head space
between the top of one mattress and the springs of the next one up. A stack of battleship-gray lockers
separated the head of one stack of racks from the foot of the next. The rows of rack-and-locker stacks
were separated by meter-and-a-haf-wide aides. Even though space wasn't as scarce in built-in-orbit
garships asit had been in seagoing ships, the third-to-last thing any sailor on an assault troopship wanted
to do was make the Marines it was transporting too comfortable. If they were too comfortable, the
Marines might want to stay aboard instead of making their assigned planetfall. If they stayed aboard,
they'd probably want to take over, and the second-to-last thing any self-respecting sailor wanted wasto
have Marinesin charge.

The last thing any sailor on an assault troop trangport wanted to do was make planetfall with the
Marines—if the Marines are going in, planetsdeis probably too dangerous.

None of the Marines galvanized into action by the voice ordering them to prepare for landing were more
animated than a stocky, diminutive corporal who bounded from hisrack in the NCO corner of the troop
hold and barked out:

"Y ou heard the word, people! Make sure your gear is stowed and your seabags secured.” He marched
through the nearly empty hold, doing his best to give everything agimlet-eyed once-over.

"We're about to hit the beach. Anything you don't have with you when we go over the sde, you'll never
see again. Look sharp now."

"Who died and left him God?' someone stage-whispered.

"l heard that, Chan," Corpora Doyle snapped. In three strides he stood nose-to-chest with a PFC who
was as much bigger than any of the other Marinesin the hold as Doyle was smaller. "Nobody had to die
to make me God. I've got more of these than anybody €l se here does." He tapped athumb againgt the
two bronze chevrons and novadevice pinned to his utility shirt collar. "That makes me God. Step aside

for ingpection.”

Chan amost managed to suppress asigh as he took a step to the side and pivoted to face paralle to his
rack. He casudly cameto attention.

Using aseries of quick, sharp movements, Doyle made sure Chan's pack and seabag were securely
closed. He opened the small locker at the rack's head to satisfy himsdlf it was empty, then flipped the
rack's thin mattress to check for anything stowed under it. Disgruntled that Chan's gear was impeccably
packed and ready for dis-embarkment, Doyle snatched Chan's blaster from its belay at the head of his
rack. Using parade-ground motions, he inspected the weapon. The battery wasn't in it—it was unloaded
and clear. His close scrutiny found no corrosion, dust, or oil buildup. Disappointed at not finding anything
wrong with the weapon, he thrugt it at Chan so fast the big man dmost didn't get hishandsup intimeto
gop the blaster from damming into his bodly.

"Square away that mattress, Chan," Doyle snarled. "'l don't want any sailor-boys complaining we didn't
leavethis hold shipshape.”



"Ayeaye, Corpord," Chan said in along-suffering voice. He was glad the trip was over and he might
never again see the runt who had ridden him for the whole voyage.

"Everybody, open your lockers and stand your mattresses up,” Doyle ordered. " Gear and wegpons
ingpection.” He briskly went through the small portion of the troop hold occupied by the few Marines
being transferred to 34th FIST on Thorsfinni's World. Everyone was fully packed, not astrap was out of
place, every wegpon was immacul ate.

"All right, people," Doyle said after looking them over one last time, "stand by for further orders” He
spun and returned to the NCO corner, of which he was the sole occupant.

"Areall corpordsinthefleet asfull of crap asthat?' PFC Joe Dean asked Chan, who stood next to him.

Chan shook his head. "Negative on that. Doyle's a pogue and wants everyone to think he's astough asa
red Marine."

"Pogue." That's another Confederation Marine tradition. They preserve ancient language. "Pogue’ was

the word twentieth-century U.S. Marines used to describe noncombat Marines—clerks and cooks and
bakers and other nonfighters. A "red Maring' wasin the fighting arms; an infantryman, artilleryman,
tanker, recon, air crew—anyone who pulled atrigger, cocked a cannon, snooped and pooped, or
dropped bombs.

"We're grunts, he'sapogue. With any luck, well never see him again." Chan paused in thought for a
moment, then added, "I don't know how he got his second stripe. The man isin serious need of an
atitude adjustment.”

"Attention on deck," someone shouted moments later.

"Asyou were," Mgor Longaway said before the Marines in the troop hold could scramble to their fest.

"How'sit going, PFC Chan, you ready to land?'

"You know it, Sr."

Longaway difled agmile.

"How about you, PFC Dean, ready for your first duty station?'

"Gonnaget me some, Sir.”

"Sir!" Corpora Doyle scrambled out of the NCO corner and snapped to attention in front of Longaway.
"Thelanding forceisready to land. | inspected the men mysdlf.”

"I knew you would, Doyle.

Doyle frowned when his rank was omitted. Some of the other Marines exchanged quick glances.
Someone let out aquickly cut-off guffaw.

"WEell be heading for the well deck any minute now. Get everything ready and stand by for further
orders." Longaway started to turn to leave the troop hold, then turned back. " For those of you who



haven't done this before except in Boot Camp, get ready for theride of alifetime. It'salittle more
exciting theway wedo it here”

As soon as the officer was gone, Doyle spun and stared each man in the eye, looking for any sign that
would tell him who had laughed. They al looked innocent. He started to turn back to the NCO corner
when the klaxons again rang and blared throughout the ship, followed by the me odious voice saying,
"Landing Force, prepareto land.”

"Fal in, people!” Corpora Doyle shouted. "Line 'em up, line‘'em up, line'em up!" He scurried along the
line of Marines who scrambled to shrug into their packs, shoulder their seabags, and hoist their blasters.
He snorted angrily when he couldn't find anyone who didn't have everything ready to move out. Then he
took his place facing the middle of theline.

"Platoon, a-ten-hut!" he shouted.

The Marines shuffled their feet, but nobody made a serious attempt to come to attention; they couldn't in
that narrow space with the loads they were carrying.

"Right HACE! Fo-art, HARCH!" Doyle had to duck back as ashouldered seabag nearly hit himin the
head. He stutter-stepped in place for amoment, then realized there wasn't enough space in the narrow
adefor him to squeeze along the line of moving Marinesto take his place near the head of the column.

"Y ou forgot something,” someone said softly as he walked past. Doyle couldn't see who it was because
the man's seabag blocked hisview of hisface.

Doyle started to snap out when he redized what it was he had forgotten. Red-faced, he scrambled back
to the NCO corner to get his own pack, seabag, and wespon.

The"wdl deck" was at the bottom of aladder at the opposite end of the short passageway outside the
troop hold. Like its namesake in seagoing amphibious landing ships of ancient Earth-bound navies, the
well deck waslocated in the lower, forward part of the ship's hull—though the designations "lower" and
"forward" were arbitrary in starships. Unlikeits predecessors, the well deck didn't open to the seasto let
water in so amphibious landing craft could float out. Confederation Navy star-ships never settled in water
seas—not on purpose anyway. Neither did the well deck contain numerous landing craft. Six "Essays,”
"Entry Shuttles, Atmospheric,” were suspended from the well deck’s overhead. Each shuttle could ddliver
three Marine Dragons to a planetary surface. In one drop, most of aFIST'sinfantry battalion could be
delivered to the surface to make an amphibious assault. After off-loading their Dragons, the shuttles
returned to orbit to pick up the next wave in the FIST's remaining Dragons and the ship's own landing
craft, which weren't as heavily armed or armored as the Dragons, but were faster on the water. If
necessary, the three Dragonsin the ship's own complement would joinin alanding. A sngle SAT could
deliver an entire FIST to the surface in two waves.

Nobody waited for orders when they reached the well deck, and nobody listened to the orders
Corpora Doyle shouted; they al headed directly to the one shuttle that would land them on Thorsfinni's
World. Preparing to land was something the Marines had drilled on many times; everyone knew exactly
where to go and what to do when he got there. Mg or Longaway |ed one contingent onto one Dragon,
and Corpora Doyle shepherded the other onto the second. The other five shuttlesin the well deck were
loaded with supplies and equipment destined for the Confederation's military forces planetside and would
follow the Marines shuttle.

Dean grimaced at the thought of being on the Dragon with Doyle.



There were only two Dragons on the shuttle; there weren't enough men making the landing to need
three—and hardly enough to justify using two. The Marines went directly to their assgned stations on the
Dragons and stowed their packs and seabagsin the locker spaces below the vehicl€'s seats. Then they
made sure the seats that normally faced the center line of the vehicle were secure in the acceleration
webbing that hung from the overhead and held them in afront-facing position. Other straps anchored the
webbing to the deck. Satisfied, they climbed into the seats and buckled themsalvesin. As each man
secured himsdlf in hiswebbing he shouted out that his position was ready, and punched abutton in the
webbing to tell the computer he was ready to drop. When the buttons on al deployed webbings were
punched and its own sensorsin the buckles verified the messages, the computer's voice intoned to the
coxswan—anavy petty officer, because these Dragons bel onged to the navy and not the Marines—"All
personndl secured. Vehicle ready for drop.”

"Shuttle One ready to drop,” the shuttle's coxswain reported to the ship, and his computer verified the
message.

"Wl deck, stand by for zero atmosphere,” the computer voice said. Even through the walls of the
Dragon and the shuttle outside it, the Marines could hear the whisper of the well deck'sair being sucked
out.

"Open drop hatch," the voice said.

Inside the Dragon the opening of the bay hatches beneath the shuttle was fdlt rather than heard by the
Marines.

"Stand by for null-g," the ship's voice intoned.

The Marines tensed themselves for a sudden loss of weight.

"Null-g," intoned the ship'svoice. "Three, two, one, mark.”

The ship's gravity generators shut off. Everywherein the ship and on its surface, people and objects
dowly drifted upward from whatever direction had been "down" for them—anyone or anything that
wasn't secured to a surface would drift away. In the Dragons there was a dight shifting of webbing as
weight went away from the overhead support straps and newly floating mass was pulled into equilibrium
by the deck straps. Dust particles that had been held to the ship'shull by gravitation drifted away.
"Whooh!" Clearly one of the Marines hadn't done this often enough to become accustomed to freefall.

"Belay that," snapped Corporal Doyle. He was secretly glad he hadn't been the one to make the
noise—in eight years, it was only histhird timein null-g.

The klaxons rang and blared throughout the ship and through the speakers on the Dragons. The
computer-generated femae voice said, "Land the landing force.

Waiting in nervous anticipation of hisfirs red orbital drop, Dean told himsdlf it was only hisimagination
that lent anote of sarcastic humor to the voice. But he didn't have timeto dwell on the thought.

The shuttle was attached to alaunch-plunger in the overhead of the well deck. On the command to land
thelanding force, a100-ps blast of ar gected the shuttle away from the ship.



Dean knew he was supposed to yell when the acceleration cut in, but the sudden four-g force that
dammed him toward the overhead turned his planned yell into a scream of near terror. Somehow, this
didn't seem quite the way he remembered it from the practice landing they'd made from the Turd. The
deck straps on the webbing straightened and went taut with the sudden movement, and made the fine
adjustments needed to stop the webbing from damming its human cargo into the overhead.

One second and three hundred meters from the closing bay doors, the shuttle's engines fired up and
added three g's of forward momentum to thefour vertical. Theroar of the shuttle's engines, soundlessin
the space outside it, was loud enough inside to drown out the yells and screams of the men inthe
Dragons. Smdl rockets on the bottom of the shuttle ignited to cance the downward motion of the entry
vehicle, the aft retros firing more strongly than the forward onesto aid the main rocketsin giving it adight
downward thrust. Less than ten seconds after launch, the shuttle was aready past the
one-and-a-half-kilometer-long SAT. Only the downward thrust from its main engines kept it from being
flung into ahigher orbit.

"The shuttleis clear of the ship,” the shuttle's coxswain reported. "Request permission to commence
atmospheric entry.”

"Permission granted” was the reply. "On my mark, commence atmospheric entry. Four, three, two, one,
mark."

The coxswain punched the button that controlled the topside attitude rockets. The shuttle's computer got
confirmation from the ship's launch control computer and executed the command. Small vernier rockets
above the shuttle's nose fired briefly to angle the shuttle downward sharply and convert its orbita velocity
of more than 32,000 kilometers per hour into downward speed. Five seconds later the main engines shut
off and the shuttle went into an unpowered plunge. If its path had been straight down, it would have
catastrophically impacted the planetary surface in under two minutes, but its glide angle was calculated to
take five minutes to reach 50,000 meters above the surface, where the wings would deploy and forward
thrusters would fire to drop the shuttle's speed to something that could be controlled by powered flight.

Dean's digedtive system reacted violently to the sudden drop from multi-g thrust to weightlessness. His
intestines abruptly bloated, his stomach twisted and churned, his body tried to gag; he fought to keep
from vomiting. He forced himself to swallow and twisted from side to sde. Then he remembered to reax,
concentrated on relaxing. First hislegs, then hislower abdomen, his upper; next hischest, hisarms, his
throat; finaly hishead. The bloating in hisintestines decreased, the twisting and churning of his ssomach
eased. He felt no more need to gag. He sighed. Then somebody eselost it afew feet away and Dean
hed to fight hisdigestion again.

"Clean that up yourself, Maring," the coxswain bellowed. "I'm not here to nursemaid puking buzzards.”
"What the fuck's a'buzzard?' the man asked as he wiped vomitus from his chin.

The Marines cursed at the coxswain, but no one moved to get out of hiswebbing and teach the sailor his
place. The man closest to the Marine who had logt it grabbed the nearest suction tube from the overhead
and started cleaning up before the vomitus could settle on anything.

"Sound off," Corpord Doyle croaked from hiswebbing as soon as he had control of hisvoice.
"Aabenheld."

"Chen."



"Dean."

"Fitzhugh ..." and so forth through the a phabet, just like Boot Camp, until each of the thirteen Marines
aboard was accounted for as present and conscious.

"High speed on abad road" was how Marines described the fal from the top of the atmosphere to the
beginning of powered flight fifty kilometers above the surface. It was an apt description. By thetimethe
braking rockets fired and the wings began to deploy, the shaking and rattling were so hard the Dragon
fet asif it was coming gpart, and someone screamed in fear.

Someone called out something about "cherries,”" and another Marine laughed.

The braking rockets and deploying wings quickly cut the angle of the shuttl€s dive, cutting its speed in
half by thetime it reached the top of the troposphere. When the wings were fully extended, huge flaps
extended from them to further brake the Essay's speed. When the wingsfindly bit into air hard enough
for controlled flight, the coxswain turned off the braking rockets, fired up the jets, and maneuvered the
craft into avelocity-eating spira that dowed their descent aswell as the shuttle'sforward speed. Ata
thousand meters dtitude, the coxswain pulled out of the spird and popped the drogue chute. At two
hundred, he angled the jets vernier nozzles downward. Seconds later the shuttle rested on the surface of
the Western Ocean, a hundred kilometers offshore from Thorsfinni's World's largest inhabited landmass.

"Ready landing craft to hit the beach,” the coxswain ordered.
"Landing Craft One, ready to hit the beach,” said the first Dragon’s coxswain.
"Landing Craft Two, ready to hit the beach,” said the second Dragon's coxswain.

They revved up their engines. The curtainsfluttered, then rose tiffly around the ar cushion that lifted the
Dragons off the deck. The shuttle's coxswain opened the aft hatches and lowered the ramp, and the two
Dragons drove out to splash onto the surface. In seconds they were zipping at top speed, acrossthe
wave tops toward the distant shore.

Aboard theL.opez , as soon as the shuttle was forcibly gected from the well deck, the ship began the
routine to launch the supply shuttles. Gentle puffs of air eased the shuttles out of the well deck. Gentle
blasts of the shuttles rockets pushed them into glide paths that would bring them to the planet's surfacein
three revolutions around it. There was no great rush. No enemy was attacking the ship, no foe threatened
to shoot down the shuttles as they made planetfall. There was no need for the shuttles or their cargo to
auffer the strains of an assault landing.

The Marines reporting to the FIST on Thorsfinni's World could have landed in the same sedate manner
asthe supplies and the later shore-liberty runsthat ferried the ship's sallors planetside. But the Marines
have an image to maintain, areputation to uphold. They make planetfal the traditiona way.

CHAPTER
EIGHT

The Dragons didn't stop on the beach, or even just beyond it. They continued inland off-road at an acute
angleto the shoreline, the coxswains gunning them as fast asthey dared over the moderately rough
terrain. The sailors were determined to demonstrate they were just astough asthe Marines. It wasaride



of the kind al the Marines had experienced at least once before: no air and no cushion.

At aflip of alever on the coxwain's console, the sests swiveled down and around into their ground
mode, vertica, facing the center line of the vehicle. The webbing that held the Marinesinto their
acceleration seats withdrew.

Dean groaned with the change in attitude. The upright seats seemed to magnify every bounce and
shudder of the vehicle.

"Hang on back there," the coxswain ydled to hisjouncing passengers. " The ride's going to be rough from
hereon.”

"Rough?' PFC Chan ydled back. "On ahighway like this?' He laughed.

The coxswain grinned through gritted teeth, floored the acceleration lever and held histhumb pressed
againgt the overdrive button. A red light began flashing on the console. The coxswain ignored it and kept
his thumb mashed against the overdrive button. Since it was an assault vehicle, the Dragon didn't have an
automatic override that would kick in when the driver exceeded safe speed for the terrain. The bounces
became higher and the jounces harder. The Dragon screamed, then shuddered violently when an
undercarriage air nozzle dammed onto arock. The Dragon veered wildly, and the coxswain had to
release the overdrive button to fight it back onto a straight path. Swearing and hoping there was no
damage, he kept histhumb away from the overdrive after that. He couldn't afford to get in trouble with
the chief.

They reached Camp Magjor Pete Ellis without further incident or damage to the Dragon. At the main gate
they were met by two military police vehiclesthat led them to their detinations. One Dragon went
directly to FIST headquarters, asits passengers were all being assigned to the squadron, artillery battery,
or trangport company, or to the headquarters of the FIST itsaf. The other headed straight to the infantry
battalion's headquarters.

Chan complimented the coxswain on the smoothness of his driving as he dismounted from the vehicle.
Then the thirteen Marines joining the 34th FI ST'sinfantry battalion got into formation on the windswept
parade ground in front of the headquarters building. Thewind smelled of fish.

Gunnery Sergeant Mason, the battalion's assstant S-—personnd chief—had too much liberty the night
before and didn't fed quite up to matching replacements skills and experience with the needs of the
companies. Mostly, though, he wanted to get back insde, out of the constant, damp wind that swept
across Camp Ellis. He called out company assignments as his eye fell randomly on names.

Company | needed two infantrymen. "Romanov, Tannenbaum, report to | Company, to your right,”
Mason croaked. Two men shuffled out of the line and marched to the gunnery sergeant who signaled to
them.

Company K needed three infantrymen. "Hungh, Nu, Llewdlan, K Company. Straight ahead.” The three
men shouldered their seabags and headed to the staff sergeant who signaled them.

Company L aso required three infantrymen. "McNeal, Dean, Chan, L Company. To your left." Dean,
McNeal, and Chan grinned at each other. They shouldered their seabags and marched to a utility-clad
staff sergeant who stood looking at them somewhat disinterestedly. Company L aso needed aclerk.
"Doyle." Thethreelooked at each other, aghast that they weren't getting away from Corpora Doyle.



"My namé's Bass," the staff sergeant said when the four reached him. "Who are you?' Hisfacewasred
and his breathing dightly labored—hed been on liberty with Gunny Mason the night before.

Dean, McNed, and Chan introduced themselves. "Any of you have experience?' Bass asked before

Doyle could give hisname. Doyl€'s jaw snapped shut and he flushed. "'l do," Chan said. Basslooked at
him expectantly. "Riot control on Euskadi,” Chan said. "Peasant rebellion campaign on lvanosk.
Peacekeeping in the intersectarian wars on Cross and Thorn.”

Bass shook his head at the mention of Ivanosk. "That's the fourth peasant rebellion we've had to put
down therein the past haf century,” he said softly, amost as though he was thinking out loud. "I wonder
when the Whites will redize their policies are causing the rebellions™” Then, in astronger voice, to Chan,
"Well, PFC, with that much campaigning under your belt, how come you don't rate a starburst yet?'

Chan grinned crookedly. "Everybody up my chain of command lived acharmed life. We had no serious
casudties, and nobody was reassigned. So no dots opened up for me to be promoted into.”

Bass nodded his understanding. "How long were you with 14th FIST?

Chan raised an eyebrow, thinking that Bass must keep very up to date if he knew which of the hundred
FISTs had been on those three campai gns during the past couple of years. " Twenty-two months.” Two
months short of afull two-year tour.

"So they rotated you rather than keep you around where they'd have to promote you."

"That's about thesize of it."

"And you two, thisyour first assgnment?' he asked Dean and McNed.

"Yessr," they said in unison.

"PFCs, I'm not an officer, I'm agtaff sergeant. | work for aliving. Don't 'sir' me."

They grinned. It was an old story by then, but the three PFCs thought they were going to like this
Marine.

"Wdl, PFC Chan, fal those other two in and follow me."

Chan bardly restrained a smile as he turned to Dean and McNeal and said, "Detall, attention!” The other
two PFCs returned the smile and did as ordered.

Doyle was beyond smply flushing with embarrassment. " Staff Sergeant Bass,” he sngpped, "I'm senior
man here. | should be the oneto fdl the detail in and march them where you want usto go."

Bass gave Doyle a"Who are you?' ook, then said, Y oure an oh-nine, isn't that right?"

Doyledrew hislipsinto athin line. This staff sergeant had said that as though admin was an unworthy
fidd. "That'sright,” he said tightly.

"What's your name?"

"Corpord Doyle"



"Wdll, Doyle, these Marines are going to the company areato be assigned to platoons. Y ou're going to
battalion headquarters for orientation. Gunny Mason—you remember Gunny Mason, he wasthe one
who gave the ass gnments—you know, the hungover one. Follow him. Chan, move 'em out." Doyle was
dismissed. And Bass hadn't addressed him by rank.

Doyle glared at Bass, then picked up his seabag and stomped back to report to Gunny Mason. Gunny
Mason ignored him too.

Bass didn't seem to mind that the three PFCs"marching” to the L Company areawerentin
sep—something the three of them, sweating and breathing heavily, gppreciated by the time they reached
the barracks a kilometer and ahalf across the rock-strewn, windswept base.

L Company was hilleted in an H-shaped, two-gtory, wood-frame building. The wind that constantly
blew on that part of Thorsfinni‘'s World tore at the outside of the building so that it would need afresh
coat of paint in the near future. The centra part of the building, the crossbar in the H, where Bassled the
company's new men, held the offices and the officers and staff NCO quarters of L Company and of 34th
FIST'sartillery battery. Bass held the door open for them, then brushed past when they stopped inside.

Inside, the barracks floors shined from frequent polishing, brass decorations glinted, and glassed-in
2-D'sof the FIST chain of command glimmered. The bulkheads and overhead—"wallsand calling,” in
civilian—were newly painted and spotless.

"Thisway," Bass said, leading them toward a door aongside which stood an eight-foot-tall staff that was
festooned for hdf its height with campaign and battle streamers. "Morning, Claypoole” hesaidto a
passing PFC who looked wide-eyed at the new men. Through the door was the company office. Two of
its four desks were unoccupied. Two doors led from the other side of the office. One of them was open,
and acaptain, probably the company commander, could be seen working at a desk.

"Drop your seabags there," Bass said, pointing to an open space next to the entrance. When they did, he
led them to one of the occupied desks.

"Morning, Top," he said to thefirst sergeant.

Thefirst sergeant, like Bass, wore garrison utilities. He looked up from his computer. "Morning, Staff
Sergeant Bass. Y ou over it yet? | heard Gunny Mason is il hurting.” He had aso pulled too much
liberty with Bass and Mason the night before.

"I'm good enough for garrison duty, Top."

"So what can | do you for?"

"Wdll, Top, | wasjust over at battalion headquarters, checking in on Gunny Mason. Y ou heard right,
he's il feding poorly. On the way back | found these." He jerked athumb.

Thefirst sergeant looked at the new men for thefirst time. "Oh? Found ‘em, huh. What do you think we
should do with them?"

"Well, | found 'em, | get to keep 'em.”

Thefirst sergeant leaned back in hisswivel chair and looked up & Bass. "Y ou do?"



Bass nodded confidently.
"I've got holestofill al over thiscompany. What makes you think you should get dl the goodies?

"Third platoon’'s six men short. Nobody €l se's more than three men short. | keep these three, that amost
brings me up level with everybody dse."

"That afact."

"That'safact. I've got more two-man fire teams than any of the other platoons. One of my squad leaders
isacorpord. Haf of my fire team leaders are lance corporals. One of my gun team leadersis aso acting
gun squad leader. | haven't gotten any replacements since |'ve been with the company. Anyway, if you
really need to assign someone to one of the other platoons, we're aso getting anew oh-nine.” The PFC
at the other desk looked up at that and started paying attention. "He seemslike ahard-charger,” Bass
continued. "Y ou could give him to one of the other platoons.”

Thefirst sergeant raised his eyebrows. "Now, that's a thought.”

"Oh no you don't," said the PFC at the other desk. "We findly get a second clerk and you want to give
him to one of the platoons? Come on, Top, | need some help here. Let me tuck that young man under
my wing. I'll have him shipshapein no time, and you'll have the best-run company office you've ever seen.
Well be doing such agood job in herewell rate as aforce multiplier and you won't need to get the other
platoons up to full strength.” "That afact,” the first sergeant said. "Y ou know it, Top."

"Not so fast, PAmer," Bass said. "The new man'sacorpora. Got you ranked. Helll take you under his
wing and teach you al kinds of bad habits you haven't had the chance to pick up on your own."

Pamer collgpsed againgt his chair back. "A corpora?’Y ou mean I'm till going to be the most junior man
inthisoffice?" " 'Fraid 0."

Murttering to himself, Pamer went back to what he was doing.

Thefirst sergeant roseto hisfeet. "I'm First Sergeant Myer," he said to his new men. "Call me Top,
unless you've done something wrong and you're on my carpet for it—then you better pray to me as God.
Who'reyou?'

The three introduced themsalves.

"Welcome aboard, Marines," Top Myer said. "1 want you to know that Company L, 34th FIST isthe
best company in the Marine Corps. There arefew FISTsthat have been involved in as many campaigns
and other operations as the 34th has. And damn few companiesthat have been on as many independent
missonsas L Company, 34th FIST. Y ou may have gotten ahint of that when you came past our
streamers outside the hatch." He pointed at the door. "If you bothered to look at it, you saw alot of
Confederation Unit Citation streamers, Marine Unit Citations, and Meritorious Unit Citations. Between
what we've been awarded as members of the FIST or larger units, and what we've won on our own, |
don't think any company in the entire Corps has been cited as many times. While you're with us you can
expect to seealot of action. What | expect isfor you to do your absolute best as members of this
company. If you do, well get dong just fine.

"Now, let's go meet the Skipper. Then well decide about what platoonsto assign you to."



The captain they'd seen through the open inner door was indeed the company commander. Unlike the
two senior NCOs, the captain wore his Bravo uniform, khaki shirt and green trousers. Severa rows of
ribbons were ranked above his|eft shirt pocket. The three PFCs cameto arigid attention one pacein
front of his desk, eyesfixed on apiece of wall above hishead. Top Myer stood at the corner of the
company commander's desk; he didn't come to attention. Bass |eaned againgt the door frame, not quite
douching.

"New men, Skipper,” Myer said when the captain looked up. "PFCs Chan, Dean, and McNedl.” To the
new men he said, "Thisis Captain Conorado.” Then back to the cgptain: "Two of 'em are fresh off
Arsenault.”

"And the other's got the Third Ivanosk Campaign Medd and the Marine Expeditionary Medd with
comet for second award,” Captain Conorado said. "It's nice to get ajunior man with experiencefor a

change”

Chan held back asmile; he knew Dean and McNed had to be wondering how the captain knew so
much. Not only hadn't Bass or Myer said anything about hislevel of experience, the captain hadn't
seemed to be paying any attention to them when they were a the first sergeant's desk. Thiswasan old
trick Chan had seen before.

"PFC Dean," Conorado went on, "you fired High Expert and were squad leader in Boot Camp. PFC
McNedl, you were assi stant squad leader. Speaks well of both of you. Y ou apply what you learned on
Arsenault and you should do well here. | expect you to do aswell here asyou did with the 14th, PFC
Chan." He stood. The first impression he gave was that he was atall, gangly man. It was only on second
look that they redlized he was average height and build.

"The Top aready welcomed you aboard,” Conorado said. "I'd like to second that. With some effort on
your part, you'l fit in here very shortly. Now, asfor assgnments..." He glanced a a sheet of paper on his
desk. "Weve got holesto fill al over thiscompany, but third platoon is more shorthanded than the
others. | think I'll let Staff Sergeant Bass have dl three of you. That'll dmost bring his platoon up to the
level of the others”

Dean blinked. Maybe it was some kind of game they were playing, showing the new men how much
they knew.

"I'm short an officer,"” Conorado continued, "that's why your new platoon commander is astaff sergeant.
Pay close attention to him. He knows more than any ensign I've ever known, and more than most
lieutenants and captains aswell. Matter of fact, Charlie Bassis something of alegend in the Corps.”

It was Chan'sturn to blink. He had heard of Charlie Bass—but the Charlie Bass he'd heard of wasa
gunnery sergeant.

"He's got one problem, though. A lot of junior officersthink he'sinsubordinate. And he's got no fear of
the consequences when he takes action to back up his convictions." He sat back down. "That'sit for
now. Staff Sergeant Bass, they're yours. Get them processed in." He returned to the work on his desk.

Back in the outer office, PAmer took them through the company check-in process. It wasn't much more
than sticking their wristbandsin the reader to check them againgt the records netted to the company
personnel fileswhile they were walking from Battdion to the barracks. Pamer asked them a couple of
confirming questions: date of birth, blood type, mother's birth name. Findly they looked into the retinal



scanner for positive physical 1D, and that wasit. The processing-in for al three took lessthan five
minutes

"I'll take you to meet Sergeant Souavi later—he's the company supply sergeant,” Bass said when Pamer
was through with them. "Firgt, let's go to the platoon squad bay. Grab your seabags. I'll introduce you to
everybody and assign you to squads.”

On the way, Basstold them that the left wing of the building, one of the verticals on the H, wasthe L
Company area, and that the right wing housed the artillery battery. The company's living quarters proper
were divided into smal rooms, each housing the three men of afire team—squad leaders had private
rooms. First and second platoons were on the first deck—the ground floor. Third and the assault platoon
were on the upper. A recreation room with two vidscreens, library cards, and various table gameswasin
the rear of the second deck, and aweight room was unde it.

CHAPTER
NINE

The wide-eyed PFC took afew more steps along the corridor, then spun back as soon as Bass and the
strangers went through the office door. He dashed to the Streamer staff and stood next to it, listening to
the Marinesin the office. When Top Myer led them into Captain Conorado's office, he darted into the
office and spoke with Palmer in a hushed-rushed voice.

"New guys?' he asked. "Redly? And they're being assigned to third platoon? Two of them areredly
boot?"'

"So boot they dill smdl like Lincoln shoe polish, Claypoole,” Pamer assured him.

"Sumbitch,” Claypoole said when PAmer said it was 0. "Thanks, Palmer. Y ou just made methe
happiest man in the company.” He gave aquick glance at the men in the commander's office, then raced
out and headed for the third platoon squad bay.

He hit the second level on the double and turned |eft. Halfway down the corridor he skidded to astop,
grabbed adoor frame, and spun himself into the three-man room he shared with Lance Corpora Lupo
"Rabbit" Ratliff, hisfireteam leeder.

"No more 'New Guy,' Rabbit," he amost shouted. "I'm not '"New Guy' anymore. Weve got two boots
joining the platoon. They can be 'New Guy.' New Guy One and New Guy Two even. I'm not ‘New Guy'
anymore. Got it?'

Ratliff didn't look up from the graphic novel that was scrolling acrosshisvid. "New Guy," he said dryly,
"you've dways been New Guy, you'l dways be New Guy. Go away, I'm busy."

Claypoole glared a him, then snarled something and twisted out of the room to dash farther down the
corridor into NCO territory, where he grabbed another frame and spun into the doorway of Sergeant
Wang Hyakowa, his squad leader.

"Sergeant Hyakowa, I'm not 'New Guy' anymore. Got it? Staff Sergeant Bassis bringing two new guys
up. One of them can be'New Guy.' Both of them can be 'New Guy.' | don't care, just soit's not me.”

Hyakowawas playing a platoon-levd tactica smulation game, part of aMarine Corps Indtitute



correspondence course, in preparation for the tests for promotion to staff sergeant. He didn't bother
looking at Claypoole when he said, "New Guy, you were born New Guy, you're going to die New Guy.
Says so on your hirth certificate. Now, stop bothering mewhile I'm studying.” Still without looking up, he
reached out and pushed his door shut in Claypool€e'sface.

Claypoole jerked back far enough to avoid being hit by the closing door and stood dack-jawed for a
moment. Then, grimly determined, he began making acircuit of the platoon area, visiting every room,
telling everybody he wasn't New Guy anymore. Somelooked at him, some didn't. Some grunted, some
were slent. None agreed to stop calling him New Guy.

"Attention on deck!" Bass's voice boomed out. "Third platoon, assemble in the rec room. Now."

All along the corridor heads popped out of rooms to see what was up. No officerswere visible, so no
one bothered to check clothing for proper military appearance before they headed for the company rec
room. Inlittle more than aminute al twenty-two men of the platoon were gathered. Thefirst onesthere
grabbed chairsthat were not occupied by the members of other platoons who were aready in the room,
reading or watching flicks on the big-screen vids. The later arrivaslounged againg the walls. All looked
expectantly at Bass, or curioudy at the three men who stood somewhat salf-conscioudy near him.

Bass gave them amoment to get agood look, then said, "Weve got some replacements. Thisis PFC
Chan. Hewas with the 14th FIST on Euskadi, Ivanosk, and Cross and Thorn. I'm sure hell fit in with us
right away. PFCs Dean and McNed recently completed the best military training humanity has ever
devised. It'll take them alittle longer, but welll al seeto it that they quickly become productive members
of the best platoon in the best company of the best FIST in the Corps.”

"Then how come he'sintroducing them to third platoon instead of second?' one of the vid-watchers
whispered to his neighbor.

"Two guesses," Bass boomed. "And neither of them is second platoon.”

The man who whispered turned red. "Uh, excuse me, Staff Sergeant Bass," he said, and stood up. "We,
uh, we shouldn't be in here while you're meeting with your platoon.” He nudged the man held whispered
to and the two of them quickly left the room.

Amusement flickered across Basss face, then he asked the other Marines in the room who weren't in his
platoon, "Any other comments?'

"No, Staff Sergeant Bass,” one said and got up and | eft. Everyone else who wasn't in third platoon
followed hisexample.

Basswaited until he was alone with his platoon before he laughed. "L ooks like they al agreethat third
platoon isthe best. Now, down to business.

"Everybody's equally shorthanded, each squad is short two men, so well do it by the numbers and each
squad gets one replacement.” He paused to look at them, particularly the squad and team leaders. "If
anyone has any objectionsto how I'm making the assgnments, speak up.” There were many reasons
Charlie Bass's men respected him, not least of which was hiswillingnessto hear their ideas and accept
the good ones. "Now, | don't like to put anew man or aman | don't know in the gun squad. Neru, you
gill want to be agunner?”

A swarthy lance corpora said, "1 suredo.”



"Think you can train him, Hound?"'

"I can make agunner out of anybody big enough to carry one,” Corpora "Hound" Kdly said.
"That okay with you, Wang? Do you mind having two replacements?’

"Not aslong as one of them has experience," Sergeant Hyakowa answered.

"Okay, you've got Chan. I'll dso give you Dean. Eagle's Cry, that leaves McNedl for you. Any
questions? Any problems?’

Nobody questioned or objected.

"All right, squad leaders, let me know how you reorganize your squads so | can update the platoon
roster. Dismissed." Bass|eft the rec room.

"Firgt squad, on me," Hyakowasaid, and the members of his squad gathered around him.
"Second squad, over here," Eagle's Cry said.
"Gunsup,” Kely called.

"L et second team have the new guy, Sergeant Hyakowa," Claypoole said eagerly when first squad
assembled. "Right, Rabbit? Second team gets the new guy. Well train him right.”

Hyakowalooked at him innocently. "All right, you got New Guy." Helooked at Retliff. "Think you can
handle Chan?" he asked without expression.

Ratliff grinned back. "As many campaigns as he'sbeen on? Y eah, | can use some help bresking in New
Guy."

"I'm not New Guy anymore,” Claypoole snapped.

"Chief," Hyakowaignored Claypool€'s outburs, "you're my most experienced fire team leader, you get
the greenest one. PFC Dean, meet Corporal Leach. We cdl him 'Chief." Don't ask why, nobody knows.
All right, team leaders, get them settled in." Hyakowalooked around and saw the other two squad
leaders were a 5o finished making their assgnments. He gave asigna and Eagle's Cry and Kdlly went
with him to report to Bass.

It took only afew minutes for Corpora Leach and Lance Corpora Justice Goudanis, the other member
of firgt fireteam, to get Dean settled into their room. With everything he owned in one seabag, Dean
didn't have much unpacking to do. It didn't take Ratliff any longer to settle Chan in, even though
Claypoole wasn't there hel ping—he was busy running back and forth between the rooms where the two
replacements were, greeting them, calling them each New Guy, and making sure everybody in the
platoon heard the two new men being identified as New Guy.

Other members of the platoon stepped into their rooms to meet the new men and introduce themselves
during the unpacking, but neither Leach nor Ratliff let them stick around where they'd be in the way.
Second squad'sfirst fire team leader, Corpord Tim Kerr, who got McNed, said it aswell asany of the
others. "Get out of here. When the new guy's unpacked, I'll bring him out for you to confuse with al of



your names."

Nobody argued the point, not with the third man in the fire team, Lance Corpora Dave"Hammer"
Schultz, stlanding there looking at them. Schultz was acknowledged as the platoon's crazy, and nobody
wanted to cross him.

When he was amost finished unpacking, during amoment when nobody from one of the other squads
was interrupting, Dean asked Leach, "Chief, how come everybody's hanging around in the barracks? |
thought every-body'd be doing something.”

"Y ou mean like hand-to-hand combat training, or classroom work?!

"Y egh, something likethat."

"Youjust got here, right?"

Dean nodded. "It's been less than an hour since we got off the Dragons at Battalion.”
"How long did it take you to get here?’

Dean thought that was an odd question. Everybody who knew where Thorsfinni's World was knew how
far it wasfrom Arsenault. "Six weeks."

"Did you go home on |leave after Boot Camp?”'

"No. | cameright here from Arsenault. A transport took us someplace where we split up. McNed and
me and a couple others transhipped directly onto an assault carrier coming here. We didn't even make
planetfal; | don't even know what planet we orbited then."

"Y ou're from Earth, right? That's what your accent soundslike.”

Dean hadn't known there was such athing as an "Earth accent.” He'd always thought it was everybody
else who had accents. "That's right, New Rochester.”

"Let's see, atandard month from Earth to Arsenault, five standard months there, then astandard month
and ahdf intrangt here" He cocked his head. "Y ou haven't seen acalendar in more than half astandard
year, haveyou?'

"That'sright." Until that moment Dean hadn't realized he hadn't seen acalendar in al that time.

Leach grinned broadly at him. "Well, Dean, nobody's doing any work because thisis Saturday. Were dl
onliberty."

That didn't explain why they were dl hanging around the barracks, though. Leach and Goudanis quickly
filled himin. Payday was every other week, and last week had been payday. On payday weekends
amost everybody |eft the base Friday evening for shore liberty in Bronnoysund, which the Marinescaled
"Bronny" for short, the town right outside the main gate, and didn't come back until Sunday. Some went
farther, to the larger cities of Troms or Bergen—or even went al the way to the other end of Niflheim to
the big city, the capital, New Odo. That day, between paydays, the Marines were preserving their
money to spend tonight.



Claypoole came around to call Dean New Guy again and arrived in time to hear the end of the
explanation.

"Y ou have any money, New Guy?' Claypoole asked. "Y ou must have money if you just got off ship. I'll
take you into Bronny tonight, show you the Sghts. Hey," hiseyesglowed, "I'll eventakeyouto ared
restaurant so you won't have to eat the swill they serveinthemesshall.”

"You think he'sgot al that back pay in his pocket and he's going to pay for your dinner, right?' Leach
asked.

"Go away, New Guy," Goudanis said. "I'm taking him on liberty tonight.”

Dean didn't have achanceto tell them that in hisentire timein the Corps he'd received only afew credits
inpay.

The notes of the chow call bugle had barely died away over the parade ground before the men of third
platoon were back in the barracks, making sure their garrison utilities were clean and squared away.
Hardly anybody was going to stay on baseto eat at the mess hdl, not on a Saturday night, not if they had
any money in their pockets.

"Y ou haven't been paid yet, right?' Goudanis asked Dean.
"No, Lance Corpora. We didn't need any money on Arsenault and | didn't bring any from home."

"Cdl me Juice, Dean. Okay. Staff Sergeant Bass|| get you squared away at the finance office on
Monday. Here." He handed Dean awad of bills he took from acompartment in hislocker. "Takethis. It
should cover you for tonight. Y ou can pay me back when you get paid." The billswere green, blue, and
white with apicture of afierce-looking, bearded man on the front and an imposing public building of
some sort on the back. The denominations were clearly printed in Arabic numbersin each corner. The
wad added up to 100 kroner, whatever that was.

"Well, thanks," Dean said, flattered but at the same time embarrassed at the lance corpora’s
openhandedness.

"Don't mention it, Dean. We take care of each other in this platoon. See?' He tapped the touchpad
locking device on his personal gear locker. It didn't activate when it camein contact with Goudaniss
fingertips. "No locks on our persond stuff. We don't have any thievesin this company. That's enough
cash to get you through agood liberty night in Bronny. Sinceit's Saturday, there's no curfew for Marines
until midnight tomorrow. M'boy," Goudanis clapped Dean on the shoulder, "were gonna see just how
good you are with a schooner of beer thisevening!”

"Juicel" Claypoole shouted from the doorway. "What's taking you so long!" Claypoole glanced a Dean,
dill in hisClass A parade uniform. "New Guy, get amove on. Y ou're holding up the whole Third Herd!"

Dean was beginning to tire of Claypoole. He reminded him of that bully long ago who'd tormented him
on the playground about his middle name. But he sensed that Claypool €'s foolishness was being tolerated
by the other Marinesin the platoon, and he understood ingtinctively that overreacting would be a mistake.

"Pipe down, New Guy," Goudanis muttered. "PFC Dean is'PFC Dean," until we come up with anew
name for him, and asfor you, reindeer face, you aways were New Guy, you're New Guy now, and
you'l aways be New Guy."



Claypoole ignored Goudanis and said, "New Guy, you got money? Y ou'll need money in town tonight.”
He dug deep into a cargo pocket and produced awad of bills. "Here." He looked about defiantly. " See,
itisn't like Chief said, | don't expect you to spring for metonight. | know you haven't gotten paid yet.”

"Uh, thanks, New Guy," Dean said, surprised a second time by the generosity of the men but determined
not to give in to Claypool€'s badgering. "Lance Corpord..." Claypoole snickered and Dean paused
briefly. "Uh, Juice gave me some dreedy.”

Claypoole shrugged and put the money back into his pocket. "Y ou run out, New Guy, giveahaller. I'll
be around. Unlessyou call me New Guy again. Then we got trouble. Okay, Juice, main gate? Fifteen
minutes?' Goudanis nodded. "Hey, Juice," Claypoole added as an afterthought as he went out the door,
"let'sfix New Guy up with Big Barb tonight." Claypoole laughed raucoudy and ran down the hall,
shouting to other Marines to meet him at the main gate in fifteen minutes.

"Uh, Juice," Dean was having trouble caling alance corpord by anickname, "isn't it againgt regulations
or something for Marinesto go on liberty in utilities?"

"In acivilized place, yes. But you're on Thorsfinni's World, just outside Bronnoysund. Thisplaceisthe
tail end of the planet that's been called the lower colon of Human Space. There isn't much in the way of
what anybody would consider civilized amenities. We're better off wearing clothesthat can stand hard
wear when we're on liberty. Besides, these people are as hard as the rocksin their fjords. So no frills
with these folks, and the colonel doesn't play garrison dukshit gameswith hisMarines. And do you think
the 'Finnis up here care what a man wears when he's on the town? Did you know that in winter, when it's
fifty below, they think it'sfun to break the ice on the Bothniaand go swimming in the goddamned river?

"Now, it isagainst regsto wear civilian clothing around here, unlessyou go to New Odo,” Goudanis
continued. "But for that you've got to take leave, unlessyou get lucky and pull courier duty to the
embassy there. But let metell you something about leave: so long as you're with the 34th, when you
aren't deployed on amission, you'll betraining in the boonies, so you won't have much time to vacation.
Save up your leave to use when you go to ared world, or cash it in when you're discharged. | beenin six
years now and got over a hundred days on the books. Man, that's more'n three months pay! And if you
ship over, well, you can go home or someplace.” The way Goudanis emphasized "someplace,” it was
evident to Dean that he did not think much of wherever homewas for him. "And remember this" he
added, "travel time doesn't count asleave.”

Dean zipped up his utility jacket. "Who's Big Barb?"

"Y ou don't wanna know," Corpora Leach said as he looked through the door to seeif they were ready
yet. Juice, you been tdlin' him about Big Barb?'

"Nah, Chief, bigmouth Claypoolejust had to bring the subject up.”

Leach grinned. "Don't let him get on your nerves,” he said to Dean. "Claypoole can be apain in the ass,
but when the going gets rough, helll back you up. All right, people!” Chief shouted. " Transportation to the
frigid ddights of Bronny awaitsud”

The liberty bus bounced and swayed asit roared down the steep gravel road to Bronnoysund, snuggled
inabend of the Bothnia River about five kilometers from the mouth of the fjord emptying into the
Nordenskold Sea. The town wasn't far from the main gate, within easy waking distance, but the Marines
going on liberty rode the bus anyway. The buswasn't going on its roundsto carry them, it was on itsway



to pick up the men who'd stayed in town overnight and were too hungover or otherwise disoriented to
make it back to base on their own.

The twenty Marines seat-belted into straight-backed and thinly cushioned seatsin the passenger
compartment laughed and shouted back and forth, eagerly anticipating their night on thetown. "Y ou see,
Dean," Chief shouted into his ear from the seat next to him, "we don't use liberty passesin the 34th. Most
places you gotta get a pass from your first sergeant to go on liberty, if you're a sergeant or below: You
sgnit out from the duty NCO before you go out and sign it back in when you return. The duty NCO,
who's usually a PFC or lance corpora who screwed up and got stuck with the duty, checks you out and
checksyou back in, and if you screw up, hell log you in and the Skipper'll pull your pass for
punishment.”

Dean nodded.

"See," Goudanis shouted from the seat behind him, "thisis a hardship post, and they give us abreak
from the normal dukshit rulesthat apply throughout the rest of the Fleet, where the pogue Marines go."

Claypoale, gtting up behind the driver's console, began to sing, and severd other men took up the tune
in time to slamping feet and clgpping hands:

Y ou ever been to the Grenadines

Wherethe placeisfull of shade-tree queens?
Oh, the grout is bad but the scabsisworse,
S0 best your mest for safety firgt.

"Pipe down back therel" the driver shouted over the intercom. ™Y ou're making so much noise | can't
concentrate on the goddamn road!"

The noiselevel increased and the men began shouting in unison for the driver to turn thebusonitsside.

CHAPTER
TEN

The bus ground to a halt and the driver pushed the button that whooshed the door open, but he was
barely fast enough to keep the first men from damming into it. "Firdt fire team: lock and load!" Leach
hollered as he rushed headlong out, followed by the rest of the platoon.

Bemused, Dean scrambled off the bus and stood in the settling dust a safe distance from the Marines
who were dtill exiting. The buswas parked by itsdf in one corner of ahuge graveled lot. Thelot sat
beside adirt road lined with wooden buildings, none of which was over two stories high. At the end of
the road, about half akilometer beyond where the Marines stood, Dean could see the light from the
setting sun glinting off the Bothnia River. The communications masts of severd large commercid seagoing
vessels poked up above the buildings situated down there on Bronnoysund's waterfront, the main
commercia didrict of the town.

Much of the town was in the shadow of the rugged peaks that formed the walls of thefjord, and a chill
wind swept smal clouds of dust and pieces of wastepaper across the parking lot. Dean drew hisfield



jacket closer.

Claypoole, hisface flushed and eyes twinkling with amusement, dapped Dean on the shoulder. "Cold,
New Guy? Hédll, thisis summer in these parts. Wait'll winter comes!™

Nobody took off right away; they gathered in an informa formation in front of corporas Eagle's Cry,
Leach, and Kerr. Eagle's Cry, as senior man present, addressed the junior men. "Listen up,” he said.
"We've got three new people with ustonight. They don't know their way around Bronny, they don't
know the people, they don't know anything about the local customs. Do nat, | say again, do not let them
wander off by themsalves or otherwise leave them alone tonight. Be adamn shame to lose aman before
he even getsto meet everyonein his squad. Also, don't let them—and don't you—get into any trouble
you can't get out of on your own. We," he gestured in away that included the other corporals, "don't
want to haveto dig you out of any pit you get yourselvesinto. And if you get into more trouble than we
can get you out of, don't worry about what the Skipper or Staff Sergeant Bass will do to your sorry
asses, worry about what we're going to do to you when you get out of the brig. Now, get out of my
parking lot and have agood time."

Everybody scattered.
"C'mon, New Guy, were goin' to see the elephant.” Claypool e trotted off down the road.

Dean looked around for McNeal and Chan. The three of them fell in with Ratliff, Goudanis, and a
couple of other Marineswhom Dean had probably met but whose names he couldn't remember. They
trailed ong behind Claypoole. "New Guy can do whatever he wantsto,” Ratliff said. "But first we're
going to Helga'sfor asteak."

Steak? Dean had had areal steak once, from a cow, atough, well-cooked piece of meat about two
inches square that he'd consumed in two bites. He hadn't liked it very much.

"C'mon, Dean," Goudanis said, putting hisarm around the new man's shoulder. "First we eat and drink,
then we drink, and then we drink some more."

None of the citizens they passed on the street paid the Marines much attention. Many of them were big
people, even the women, with fair complexions and light-colored hair, though there was alarge minority
of other physical types and complexions. Their cheeks were ruddy with the glow of good hedlth and they
wore smple, sturdy outer garments that |ooked to be made from natura fibers of some sort. Noisy
vehicles running on oversized whedls lurched and sputtered along the rutted roadway.

"What'sthat smell?' Dean asked. Ratliff shrugged. "Y ou'll get used to it. It's a combination of the wood
and cod they burn to heat their homes, the cheap tobacco they grow in greenhouses to smoke, and the,
uh, interna combustion engine. Y eah," he said when he saw the surprised expression on Dean'sface,
"their vehicles operate on gasoline-powered engines. Thisworld has vast oil reserves and the stuffs easy
to get at, so they got used to it. Now you go to New Odo, which you will before you leave the 34th,
they have modern energy systemsthere, but this placeis several hundred klicks from New Odo and four
hundred years behind the rest of Human Space. Thisisthe frontier. Enjoy it while you can, 'cause when
we go on adeployment, you'll consider thisred good living.”

"And don't forget the fish," Juice said. "That smdl's from the canning company that operates down &t the
waterfront. Fish, lumber, and reindeer mest are the mgjor industries for the people who livein Bronny."

The signsthey passed on the shopfronts and street corners were in a strange-looking language Dean had



never seen before. The | etters were the same as the Roman a phabet he was used to, but some had lines
through them, and there were extradots and circles in unexpected places. The conversations he
overheard asthey passed people dong the street werein aguttural language that seemed to riseand fall
in tone as the people spoke. "Hey, do they know English in this place?’ he asked.

"Oh, yeah," Juicereplied, "but they aso speak the language they brought with them from OId Earth:
Norwegian. These are very traditiona people.”

"Well, do they resent our being here or something?"
"Why do you ask that?" Ratliff asked.
"l dunno. Nobody's even nodded at us since we got off the bus. They just seem to beignoring us."

Ratliff laughed shortly. "Sure they like us, Dean. What looks like them ignoring usisjust their way of
being polite. They think it'srudeif you look at astranger on the street. Nah, they like us sure enough. We
spend our pay in their town, and when we get drunk we don't mind fighting with them. The 'Finnisloveto
drink and they redly love to fight when they've been drinking. We have that in common.”

"Hell, Dean, what do you think they have to do for entertainment around here but fight and drink?" Juice
added.

"And fuck," McNed sad.
Ratliff laughed. "That too, but they don't talk about it—and they don't do it in public.”

Helgaswas awarm and clean family restaurant with awell-stocked bar along the back wall. A dozen
tables, each set for four, filled a gpacious dining area. Only one was occupied, by amiddle-aged couple
goparently inther late Sixties, finishing aquiet med. The man waswearing alarge bandage on his
forehead. Helooked up and smiled when the Marines came in. Dean noticed he was missing severd
front teeth. "Hah, Rabbit," he shouted. "V e haf gud fight last Saturday, yah?' He pointed to the dressing
on his head.

"Yo, Mr. Mamstrom. Hi, Mrs. Mamstrom," Rabbit called to the pair. To Dean he whispered, " She put
the bump on the old guy's noggin, not me. It was Claypoole who started the fight when he tried to pick
up Mrs. Mamstrom. He mistook her for awhore. She was gonna bean him with abeer schooner, but
Claypoole ducked and she bounced it off her old man instead." Goudanis led them to a corner near the
bar, where they put two tables together and seated themsalves. Instantly a huge blond woman bustled up
to the Marines.

"Helgal" Juice shouted. "Food! Steak!"
"Ach, my boys" she squealed. ™Y ou eat good tonight, but no fighting!" She wagged an index finger as
big as a sausage at the Marines. "Oooh, who are dees gud-looking young men wit' you tonight?* she

asked, hands on her enormous hips, looming over Dean, Chan, and McNed like a mountain.

"New men," Ratliff answered. "This saty one here" he clapped ahand on Chan's shoulder, "is Chan.
Thisis his second duty station. The dark oneis McNedl, and the redhead is Dean."

"Ach, you aretoo skinny, my darlings," Helgacrooned. "Helgavill fatten you up!™



"Beer and steaks, then," Ratliff ordered.

"Yes, beer," Juice cried, and then sang, "Beer, beer, beer cried the privates, merry men are we, there's
none o fair as can compare with the fighting infantreseee!

When the steaks arrived, they completely covered the huge platters on which Helga served them. They
were two inchesthick, so tender and juicy they dmost melted in Dean's mouth. He had never tasted such
wonderful mest before.

"Where do they raise the cows this meat comes from?' Dean wanted to know.

"They'refrom reindeer,” Ratliff mumbled around amouthful, "the 'Finnis breed them specid for egting.”
He swallowed and then chased the meat with ahuge gulp of the potent pilsner that was another speciaty
of Helgas. "All the reindeer on this planet—there's more of them than people—are descended from three
cowsthefirst colonists brought with them, aong with asperm bank drawn from the herds that used to
roam al over Norway back on Old Earth."

"Y ou ever seen areindeer?' Goudanis asked.
"Only pictures. They've been extinct on Earth for along time."

"You'll seethered thing when we get out in the boonies. Let metell you about reindeer. They'rewaking
latrines with a clothing rack on their heads, and you get downwind of a herd, you'll wonder how such
things can taste so good."

Gradually the other tablesfilled up with diners, some of whom nodded affably at the Marines asthey
took their places. Soon the air was hazy with pungent smoke from the large black cigars both the men
and the women smoked, even while they were eating. The noise level increased and Dean found he had
to raise hisvoiceto be heard at their table. He didn't mind. They had finished two large schooners of
Helgas beer each and he was experiencing hisfirst acohol buzz since before held enlisted in the Corps.
Hewas dso feding warm, full, and very satisfied for thefirgt timein more than Sx months.

Leach offered his companions cigars. Goudanis lighted hiswithout hesitation, sucked in alungful of acrid
smoke, held it amoment, and then expdlled noisily. "Ahhh," he Sighed, savoring the flavor of the tobacco.

Dean had never smoked before. He couldn't afford tobacco back on Earth so held never picked up the
habit. Goudanis flicked asmdl blue flame from alighter, and when the tobacco started to burn, Dean
sucked the smoke deep into his lungs, as he had seen the others do. It burned intensely and he began to
cough uncontrollgbly.

Goudanis laughed and pounded him on the back. "We didn't know how to smoke either, before we
cameout here. Try it again. You'l get used toit.”

Dean doubted he ever would—or that he'd ever stop coughing. He looked around at the other diners,
but nobody seemed to have noticed his discomfort. A sudden wave of dizzy nausea passed over him and
he thought he was going to vomit, but the fedling passed as quickly asit had come. Cautioudy, he sucked
again on the cigar, expdling the smoke through hisnose. Well, it wasn't half bad that time, he thought. In
the next fifteen minutes he managed to smoke half his cigar down. Leach and Goudanis, on the other
hand, had smoked theirs only about athird of the way. They winked at each other as Dean puffed
happily away on hiscigar.



"Now, m'boy," Rabbit said, leaning conspiratoridly acrossthetable, "it'stime to introduce you to Big
Barb."

"No," Juice exclamed in mock horror, "not Big Barb, no, no!"

"Yep," Ratliff said as he motioned for one of Helga's waitresses, a buxom young blonde, to bring their
check. The entire meal cost twenty-five kroner. "Leave afiver for MissHaraldsson," he told the other
two and got to hisfeet. Dean stood up too quickly and amost lost his balance.

"Whoa, there, PFC Dean," Goudanis cautioned as he steadied Dean with one hand. "Watch yoursalf
tonight. The beer these people drink is mighty potent.” Dean gave an embarrassed laugh.

Outside, complete darkness had descended upon the town and the temperature had dropped to a cool
ten degrees Celsius. The brisk night air burned in Dean's lungs as he dowly breathed it in. Overhead in
the clear night sky thousands of starstwinkled down at them. Being unfamiliar with the loca
congtellations, Dean couldn't tell where held just come from, but he knew that not so very long ago, hed
been out there where the light from those stars had been generated hundreds of years ago. Now he was
on Thordfinni's World. When the light had started out from the star that had most recently shined on him,
this place hadn't even been discovered yet. The thought made him catch his bregth.

Dean never forgot that brief moment. He felt good, physicaly, but more important, he redly felt good
about himself. He was comfortable, with men he respected, and they were tregting him as one of their
own. And now they were off to see Big Barb, whoever that was.

Big Barb'swas a combination hotel, bar, dance hal, bordello, and ship's chandlery and outfitter's that
occupied atwo-story warehouse dong the waterfront. It was afavorite hangout for the Marinesfrom
Camp Ellis, aswdll asfor the crews from shipsin the harbor.

The"eephant” was Big Barb hersdlf, one of the largest, most foulmouthed women Joe Dean could
imagine. Shedid not dlow cursing or fighting in her establishment, unlessit was she who was doing them.
And there was plenty of both al thetime at Big Barb's. The fighting among her patrons was usudly over
the women, and the cursing took place over the prices she charged for use of the rooms on the second
floor. Big Barb broke up most of thefights hersdf, and with great relish.

Big Barb did not waste money on decor. The dance floor was just a huge space cleared of tables.
Patrons were served at the bar, beer only, in large earthenware mugs that cost nothing to produce but ten
kroner if you broke one. Gambling was alowed and, next to the girls, was the place's chief attraction.
Dance music was provided by the patrons themselves, those who could play somekind of musica
instrument. Usualy when one of the Marines danced with one of Big Barb's girls, they were serenaded
by jeers and lewd comments from the other patrons. But nobody jeered when a sailor or two from one
of the fishing boats danced alively reel or hornpipe to atune played on an accordion or afiddie or
harmonica

Dean'sfirst impression of the place was of the strong stench of stale beer. Only afew tableswere
occupied at that early hour. "Wait'll after midnight," Leach said. "Then this placell be hopping.”

A dozen men from third platoon had shoved two tables together near the bar and were well into many
mugs of the powerful brew served there. Six of Barb's girls had attached themsalves to as many Marines
and were busy matching them drink for drink as one of the men sang adrinking song in asurprisngly
good tenor.



I'm Cap-tain Jinks of the Space Marines,
| feed my men on flip and creans,

And sport young la-diesin their teens,
Though acap-tain in the arm-y.

At the mention of Marines and army, the men around the table shouted catcals and banged their mugs
loudly.

The singer, Dean was astonished to discover, was none other than Staff Sergeant Bass.

"Get over herel” Bass shouted as he saw the three new men. "Weve got some serious drinking to do
beforethisnight'sover.” He drained his mug with aflourish and wiped foam off his upper lip with the
back of hishand.

Dean wondered if Bass had waked into town; he hadn't been aboard the bus. "Ahhh, you thirsty
dogfathers," Bass shouted. "Beer, more beer for mlads here." One of the women, abrunette and not that
bad-looking, detached hersdf from her Marine—it was the missing Claypoole—and hastened to the bar.

"Beer, beer, beer cried the privates!" Claypoole shouted, and severd otherstook up the song:
Beer, beer, beer cried the privates, Mer-ry men are we! Theré's none so fair
As can com-pare With the fight-ing infan-treee!

The song went on and on, through all the ranks up to colond, with al of them shouting for beer, and
when they got to the chorus, every man stood up and shouted for beer at the top of hislungs. The bare
rafters rang with the sound of their voices.

Face flushed from the shouting, and his heart pounding with the effort, Dean found a seat next to
McNed. "'l see you've managed to fit right in with this crew," he commented.

"l fitright in,” McNed replied, nodding gravely. "l fit right in," he repeated. Dean redlized then that
McNeal and the others had been drinking steadily since they'd arrived at Helga's. McNed waswell on
hisway to amonumenta drunk.

"Joe, Joe," Fred began. "Y ou are my best friend in the world, you know that?' He put his arm drunkenly
around Dean's shoulders and leaned into him. ™Y ou know sumptin' else? | fit right in here. Yessr, | fitin."

Thegirl returned with adozen big mugs on atray, and Dean snatched one for himsdlf. Nobody said
anything about paying, so hejust started drinking. The beer was cold and powerful, rich, full-bodied.
Dean glanced at McNea and was surprised and embarrassed to see atear forming in McNed's right
eye. "Joe, you know what?' Dean shook his head. "All my life people been kickin' my ass around,
starting with my old man, and you know what? That's over now, o-ver. That's over ‘causel fit in now
and | ain't takin' no more shit from no-body no more."

Three cigars and severd schooners of beer later, Dean's head began to swim sickeningly. Quietly, he
excused himsdlf from the table and staggered outside. The cold air seemed to refresh him momentarily,
and then suddenly the heavy food, the cigars, the beer, the excitement, overcame him and he vomited in



the street until he gagged on a completely empty stomach. Passing Marines hooted and shouted
encouragement, but for long moments Dean was just too sick to care. Finished, he wiped his mouth and
eyes, draightened hisuniform, and, feding like anew man, strode purposefully back inside.

Sometime around midnight Staff Sergeant Bass called for attention. Big Barb's was crowded by then
and the noise in the place was deafening, but at their tablesin the corner, the Marines could have beenin
church, so rapt were they when their platoon commander spoke.

"Gentlemen,” Bassbegan, "itistimel wasleaving." The men protested loudly, but Bass held up ahand
for sllence. "No, | must now seek my beauty deep.”

"You'll haveto reenlist to get that much deep!” Leach shouted.

"Silence, you miserable short-penis dogfather wretch,” Bass said, feigning anger. "No, | must depart. But
firg, our anthem.”

Everyone stood. Bass sang in his clear, naturd tenor, not atrace of beer in hisvoice:

We meet 'neath the sounding rafters,

Thewallsaround are bare.

Asthey shout to our peals of laughter,

It seemsthat the dead are there.

Therest of themen joined him in the chorus:

Oh, stand to your glasses steady, We drink to our comrades eyes.

A cup to the dead dready, And hurrah for the next who dies.

Dean couldn't sing the song with the others because he didn't know the lyrics. He just stood silently
taking in theritud. He knew alot of beer had been consumed that night, but he aso redlized something
very special was going on, atribute to friends who'd been lost in combat. He understood this and
sympathized with the veterans, but since he had not experienced that loss himself, his heart was not

completely init—not yet. Asthe song went on, the crowd in Big Barb's began to grow quiet, and soon
the only sound was the voices of the Marines singing. Before the song was done, severa of them were

crying openly.

The other patrons, and even Big Barb hersdlf, remained silent for severa long moments after the Marines
hed finished.

CHAPTER
ELEVEN

In thefifty-two years Fleet Admira PMarc Willis had been in the Confederation Nava Forces, he had
never seen anything asterrible asthe sght before him in the dusty schoolyard.

"Itisfar worsein the outlying settlements, Admird," Jardinier Dozois, the portly Confederation Consul,



whispered beside him, ahandkerchief clamped firmly to his nose and mouth to keep out the smell of
putrefying flesh.

Almost overcome, Admira Willis cleared histhroat before speaking. He gestured helplesdy toward the
hegps of tiny bodieslittering the yard. "How could something like this happen?’

"Too many mouths and not enough food—and the rebels,” Kismayu Merkaanswered, virtualy spitting
out the last word. A small brown man with a black goatee, he had been president of the Republic of
Elned for only two months, thrust into the job after his predecessor's nation. Unlike the arrogant
tribesman who had preceded him, Merkaimmediately requested assistance from the Confederation upon
assuming the duties of hislargely ceremonid office. And Admira Willis had come. That request for help
had been the only time Merka had had the courage to make a politica decision on hisown.

The horribly mutilated children had been dead long enough for decay to swell their tiny bodies
obscendly.

When the Admird's party arrived only afew moments before, aides had to chase off
carrion-eaters—fliers and crawlers—that were feeding greedily on the corpses. Innards and severed
body partslay everywhere, intergpersed among piles of tiny corpses, two hundred or more of them. No
ordinary person could possibly envisage what had happened here, the Admira thought.

The fierce sun beat down oppressively on the smdl party. The Marine mgjor commanding the Admird's
security detachment whispered into the mouthpiece of his headset, checking the dispositions of hismen
about the perimeter of the school. An oppressive slence hung over the group. Smal dust devils swirling
about the schoolyard only momentarily obscured the clouds of insects busily feeding on the bodies. A
bright piece of cloth fluttering in the breeze caught the Admird's eye. It covered what had once been a
little girl, her now hairless skull covered with the remnants of parchmentlike flesh drawn tightly over the
ddicate bones of her face. The eye sockets were empty cavities; the scavengers had fed. Her arms had
been hacked off. Ashesto ashes, the Admira thought. In another day or so only bones would be | ft.

"The relief workers ran out of food and medica supplies more than amonth ago,” President Merka said.
"We could not help them. What you see here is multiplied many times over throughout our poor land. The
parents of these poor babies brought them here because they were dying themselves and hoped at |east
their children might survive with the help of the foreignerswho ran thisplace.”

"Not many cropswere put in during last year's planting season,” Dozois added. "And much of what the
farmers could get in was destroyed or confiscated by the rebels. Their 'scorched earth’ policy,” he said
bitterly, "seemsto be working better than even they could have hoped.”

"What happened to the adultswho ran this place?' Admira Willis asked.

The other men were silent for amoment. "Dead,” Dozois answered shortly.

"How?'

The Consul paused before answering in aquavering voice. "By the rebes. Dragged out of their bedsin
the middle of the night, tortured, mutilated, nailed to crosses, and burned aive over there, on the other
sde of the swings. Then the scum ran amok among the children. No one found out about this massacre

until yesterday..."

The Admira stared at Dozois.



"They were dl young volunteers from other worldsin this quadrant,” Dozois volunteered. "Good kids.
Our people, Admird," he added softly, meaning they were citizens of Confederation member worlds, not
natives of Elnedl, which was only in protectorate status. Elned had adways been awild and dangerous
place. Thingslike this happened there from timeto time, but until recently, only on amuch smdler scae.

"Therebelsare Siad, the most important of the warrior tribes," Presdent Merkasaid. "These," he
gestured helplesdly at the bodies, "were the children of farmers and city people, lessthan human in the
eyes of the Siad. They killed the foreigners because they were foreigners, but they killed these children as
acivilized man would exterminate pests." Obvioudy Presdent Merka himsdf was not of the warrior
tribes.

Admird Williswas about to reply when a cadaverous man about the Admiral’'s own age cleared his
throat. Large perspiration rings stained his expensive shirt benesth the armpits, and when his snow-white
handkerchief wasn't blocking his sense of smdll, it fluttered across his brow like the dead child's dress.
He cleared histhroat several more times until he was certain Admira Willis had noticed. " Our mining
operations have completely ceased,” he said in a soft, wet, petulant tone of voice. "Nobody can movein
the hinterlands. The savages have murdered hundreds of our employees.” The Admird only glanced at
him out of the corner of hiseye. "Something must be done, Admira. Must be. Law and order must—"

"That'swhy I'm here, Mr. Owens," the Admird said, cutting him off abruptly.

"Ah, perhapsthe Admira would like to review the photographic evidence of the atrocities committed
upon our employees at—"

"No!" the Admird replied sharply. He knew what the rebels had done and was disgusted by it, but just
then he hated the thin man from Consolidated Enterprises for introducing the tawdry problems of his
business partnersinto that charnel house of dead innocents. Locklear Owens and his friends cared no
morefor the lives of their daughtered employees than for those of the murdered children and their
benefactors, and athough Admira Williswould never admit it or even show it, he hated the likes of these
pampered, overfed businessmen from the bottom of his heart. In redlity it was they who were responsible
for the suffering of the people of Elnedl.

"Gentlemen, I've seen enough,” Admird Willis said. He turned and began striding toward the Dragon
that had brought them out. He could not hel p but notice the President speaking softly and intimately to
Owenstrailing a the end of theline. Another sharp flash of anger shot through the old navy man. The
mining consortiums had paid well to get at the huge molycarbondum deposits under the surface of this
world. That money had enabled the tribes to buy the weapons and technology they needed to start the
uprising. The companies were warned that would happen, but they had perssted. Admira Williseven
had afile on his desk that proved some of their executives had earned the rights fees back by sdlling large
quantities of modern weapons to the tribes—paying the tribes haf what it was worth for the use of their
land and then charging them through the nose for the weapons they wanted. And there was no shortage
of rogue mercenariesto teach the rebelshow to use al that hardware—and they were al on the mining

company payrolls.

Even now Owens was whispering some plot into the President’s ear, some scheme to make some
off-world entrepreneur even fatter. And the President would listen because he was the company's man.
Hell, the Admird reflected, what € se could the old boy do in his position?

Admira Willis stood beside his Dragon's ramp, looking back at the schoolyard as the other members of
his party filed aboard the vessdl. The security platoon moved with practiced swiftness, withdrawing from



its defensive perimeter, the men mounting their vehicles, wegpons a the ready. What must it beliketo die
like those children did, he wondered, nobody left to mourn them, much less remember who they were
and give them adecent burial ? He thought of his own great-granddaughter. She was seven, about the
same age asthat namedesslittle girl in the flapping skirt. Well, by God, | won't forget what happened

here, the Admird promised himsdif.

Before the Confederation transferred Admira Willisto command of the Seventh Star Fleet over ayear
earlier, hed been warned about Elneal. Public opinion had been building up for years, pressuring the
Confederation Council to take action. Some members wanted intervention for humanitarian reasons
aone—which, based on what Admira Willis had just seen, was fully justified—othersto protect the
molycarbondum minesthat provided an ore essentid to the alloy used in building interstellar spacecraft,
the economic lifeline of the Confederation worlds. But dl agreed that intervention was aforegone
conclusion. It wasjust amatter of time. And now wasthetime.

Settled origindly by the descendants of homadic tribesmen from the horn of Africaon Old Earth, from
the beginning the inhabitants of Elneal had been afiercely independent, warlike people who despised
civilization and hated outsde interference in their ancient ways. Subsequent migrations composed of
dissdent ethnic dementsfrom other Terran cultures, unassmilable, fractious, and quarrelsome in their
own way, only intensfied the warlike xenophobia of thefirg settlers. Until the coming of the mining
companies, the nomadic tribes had been content living in their desert fastnesses, venting their hatred on
rival clansand, occasondly, the vastly outnumbered citizensin the few settlements on Elned. Thetribes
hated the settlements because they saw them as breeding grounds for new ideas and government, the
very concept of which drove them to murder.

By law, Admird PMarc Williswas the supreme Confederation authority in this quadrant of Human
Space, with the power granted to him personaly by the Confederation Council of Worldsto act on its
behdf on hisown initiative. He had aready decided what had to be done, but now he must make it legal
by going through the motions of soliciting opinions from his staff and the civilian representatives.

He walked up the ramp into his vehicle and the hatch closed with a hiss behind him. As he strapped
himsdf into his seat he wondered, Now who in the hell am | going to send down here to straighten out
this goddamned mess?

The briefing room on boardCNSS Robert P. Ogie , Admird Willissflagship, was designed to
accommodate a hundred persons. It was full when an aide announced, "L adies and gentlemen, Fleet
Admira Willis" Everyone stood asthe Admiral strode into the room. Nodding to Consul Dozoisand his
gaff, Admird Willistook his seat, amodified captain's chair taken from the bridge of the Admird'sfirst
combat command, a Condor-class battle cruiser.

"Ladies and gentlemen,” the Admiral announced, "as of 0001 hoursthis morning, the planet Elneal has
been under martid law." An approving murmur ran through the room. Williss N-3, his operations officer,
sat sraighter in hischair. He and his staff had worked dl night to prepare the operations order for the
relief of Elned that now flashed onto the viewscreen before each participant. "Mr. President,” Willis
turned to President Merka, "you are now under my orders." An expression of relief passed over Merkas
face; noting afaint scowl of annoyance on Owens's craggy countenance, Willis smiled to himself.

"Miss Ebben." The Admira nodded at ayoung woman sitting next to Consul Dozois. Asthe chief
representative of the Confederated Interplanetary Relief Association, Leenda Ebben was responsible for
al humanitarian assistance operationsin 7th Fleet's area of operations.

"Sir, we have stockpiled severd thousand tons of relief suppliesin the capital city, New Obbia, but over



the past months much of it has been looted. Loca police forces are unable to furnish adequate security in
any of Elned's settlements, much lessthe capital.” WillissN-2, hisintelligence chief, nodded agreement.
"We have adequate medica supplies and food for several hundred thousand people on Boradu. We can
have it on Elned in twelveto fourteen days, sandard, depending on the availability of transportation. The
detailsarein thelogistics annex to N-3's ops plan.”" Her staff had been working al night too.

"We can get it therein that time, Admira," the N-4, Fleet logigticd officer, added.
"Admira Nashorn,” Willisturned to hisN-2, "give us abrief rundown on the Situation down there.”

"It'sbad, gr," Rear Admira Jerrold Nashorn said gravely. A planetary map of Elneal appeared on the
vid-screens. "Elneal hasatota population of perhaps sixteen million. The last census was conducted
twenty-four years ago and it was never completed. More than haf of the census teams sent into the
deserts to count the nomads just disappeared.

"About amillion peoplelivein New Obbia, the only city of any Szeon Elned. Therest of them are
spread out in the deserts that stretch more than three thousand miles from the ocean to the Honolato
Mountains. These mountainsrise to heightsin excess of eight thousand meters and can be crossed only in
afew places. Outsde the city are numerous settlements—small villages and towns—but most of the
peoplein the outback are nomads. They survive by grazing flocks of sheep and goats, just astheir
ancestors did on Old Earth more than three and ahalf centuries ago. The rest of the planet isvirtudly
uninhabited. There are the Muong Song pirates on some offshore idands, aswell asasmal colony
recently established by people from Boradu on an idand continent afew degrees south of the equator,
but the Democratic Republic of Elned isthe only body palitic. The molycarbondum deposits are found
only under the deserts of Elnedl.

"The origind colonists came from Africa, in the Somalia-Ethiopia-Kenyaregion. Their ancestorswere
rugged nomadic peopleswho never submitted well to civilization. Theinitid wave of immigration was
sponsored by the governments of various oil-rich emiratesin an effort to digpose of these unassmilable
people peacefully. It proved remarkably successful, and once the word got out, other Terran
governments sponsored smilar programsto rid themselves of their problem children. Subsequent waves
of immigrants came from such diverse regions as Afghanistan, Southeast Aga, the British Ides, and, inthe
wake of the Second American Civil War, North America

"The basic socid unit on Elned isthe clan, aunit of atribe. Over the last three hundred yearsthey have
developed dong two lines, nomadic warrior clans and the familiesthat dwell in the settlements and make
their living by farming. The largest and most powerful tribe isthe Siad, who are descended directly from
the original North African immigrants. The Bos Kashi isthe second-largest group. They came origindly
from Afghanistan and are responsible for importing the ancestors of the herds of wild horsesthat roam
the grasdands and plateaus. They and the Siad constantly fight each other over grazing lands and water
rights. The Muong Song from the Thai-L aos-Burmaborder region of Southeast Asiawere among the
third wave of immigrants. They emigrated when the opium trade upon which they depended for their
livelihood died out. They eventualy settled in the Sharjaldands, about two hundred kilometers off the
coast, and took up piracy for aliving. Findly there came the English-spesking elements, the Gaglsfrom
what was formerly Ireland on Old Earth, and the Sons of Freedom, an extremely militant North
American group that arose in the wake of the Second American Civil War. Theselast two groups settled
the temperate regions just across the Honolato Mountains, and for generations they have raided—and
been raided—through the passes.

"There has been alot of interbreeding among these groups—women are vaued property and are prime
booty of raiding parties—and numerous schisms have arisen over the generations, which have resulted in



changing the demographics of the various clans and tribes. For instance, the city dwellersand farmers
were origindly members of one nomadic group or another who split off on their own over quarrels now
long forgotten.

"But onething dl thewarrior tribes have in common islove of combat. Every maein the warrior
clans—and many of their women as well—goes armed everywhere, dl thetime. Y ou are not considered
aman until you are proficient with awegpon in this society. Until about twenty years ago, when the
mining operations began in the Siad and Bos Kashi lands, the wegpons the clansmen carried were pretty
primitive devices, mostly projectile launchers of varioustypes. Now, thanks to the money the mining
consortiums haveinvested in Elnedl,” here the N-2 glanced sharply at Owens, "some of them are amost
aswdl armed as our own Marines. And since the Siad profited maost from the mining operations, they are
now the ascendant tribe on the planet.

"Also about twenty years ago,” the picture of afierce-looking bearded man appeared on the
viewscreens, "this man, Shabeli the Elder, avery intelligent and charismatic leader, began to get some of
the clans to cooperate with hisown in raids on New Obbiaand the coastal settlements. Hewas ableto
craft workable nonaggression pacts with the Gagls, Bos Kashi, and Sons of Freedom that have
eliminated the episodic but disastrous interclan wars, while continuing the tradition of individua feuds and
vendettas that al these people seem to relish so much. Before Shabeli's coming, raids on the settlements
had been sporadic. Whenever one of the clans or tribesfdlt like tormenting somebody and doing alittle
looting, their men would take off for amonth and raid atown.

Before Shabdli, no one had ever successfully kept the tribes from fighting among themsalves. But Shabdli
was agenius. When he died six years ago his son, Shabeli the Magnificent, as he styles himself, stepped
into hissandas.”

The older man's picture disappeared, to be replaced by a striking face: It was of aman in hisearly fifties.
His skin was very dark and pulled tightly across high cheekbones. The lips were sensuous and full; his
nose long and aquiline. His black eyes burned under shaggy brows. A thick, dark mustache blended
smoothly into ashort, sharp beard. It was aface of great intelligence and determination.

"How did we get thoseimages?' Admird Willis asked.

"They were taken by an off-world journdist. Somehow, she got the Shabdlis confidence and was
alowed to make severd visitsto the rebd stronghold somewhere in the Honolato foothills. She
disappeared completely about five years ago. Some think she perished in the desert. Others say Shabeli
killed her. But theré's a persistent rumor that she's now the mistress of Shabeli the Magnificent." The N-2
shrugged.

"That manisadevil!" Presdent Merkablurted out. "Sorry, Admira," he said sheepishly. "I could not
control mysdlf." Merka sank back into his chair, sllent and brooding.

"Thisisaman to be reckoned with," the N-2 affirmed. "We estimate he has between six and seven
thousand heavily armed men under his command. Over the past six months hisraids have just about
closed down any trace of government on Elnedl; the mining operations have totally ceased. About a
million peoplein New Obbiaand the villages have died of starvation. Nobody redlly knowswhat it ishe
wants. He inspires his men with an appedl to their ingrained lust for combat and loot, but the big
difference now isthat he's convinced them the time has come for a crusade against the non-nomads and
everyone else not of thewarrior tribes. He preaches avague messianic mysticism that promises complete
restoration of the nomadic independent life their distant ancestors led back on Old Earth. He believes, as
evidently do most of hisfollowers, that the origina plan has gone astray and now isthe timeto restore



that vison of the past. | think what we have hereis an ambitious and paliticaly astute man who's seen a
chance to grab supreme power and istaking it.

"What he'sgot isasmal army that can do whatever it wants to whomever it wants on Elneal because
there's nobody here who can stop him. And, ladies and gentlemen, make no mistake, this man and his
people are not pushovers. If we send forcesin to restore government on Elnedl, therelll befighting.” The
N-2 settled back in his chair.

"Thanks, Admird," Willissaid. "Genera Curry?"

Immediately the Forces annex of the operations order appeared on the screens. Generd Larray Curry,
Commander, 4th Fleet Marine Force, cleared histhroat. "Sir, as you can see, we propose a provisiona
brigade-size deployment force. It would be composed of the 121<t, 62nd, and 34th FISTs. Each will
establish abase of operationsin one of the three coastal cities. After reestablishing order in the urban
aress, they will move unitsinto the outlying countryside and relief operations can begin. If we can feed
and protect the people until the next crop gets harvested, about six months from now, then we can
devote our full effortsto destroying Shabeli's forces. We estimate nine months, from start to finish.”

"How soon can we have forces on the ground in Elned ?* Willis asked.

"Sir, the closest unit isthe 34th FIST on Thorsfinni's World, about two standard weeks away. The 121st
and 62nd can be herein amonth standard. Until the 34th gets here, we propose forming aprovisiona
FIST from the Marinesin the ships complements in the fleet to secure abase for the 34th FIST inthe
capitd city. The outlying settlements, I'm afraid, will have to make do on their own until our people can
get hereinforce”

"The 34th FIST? Fine combat record.” Willis then turned to the rest of his staff. "I want you to study this
plan thoroughly for the next hour, people. Be back here and in your seatsthen.”

Admira Willislet his saff debate the operations order for another hour after they reconvened. Technical
details concerning logigtics, ordnance, quartermaster, transportation, communications, and medical
support matters were adjusted. During that time Owens and the other civilians sat quietly, if impatiently,
onthesdeines.

"All right,” Admird Willisannounced at last, "that'sit. The plan is hereby approved and ready to be
executed. Captain,” heturned to his chief communications officer, "digpatch hyperspace drones
immediately to the President of the Confederation Council and Commander, Combined Forces
Headquarters, the commanders of the deploying units, and al other commandersin the Fleet. Encode the
standard deployment message to include the final version of the operation order. Fleet staff and Consul
Dozoiswill prepare updates every seventy-two hours.

"Oh, one more thing. Mr. Owens?"'

The Consolidated Enterprises executive looked up expectantly from a hushed conversation he was
having with Presdent Merka

"Mr. Locklear Owens, you are under arrest.”

Owens gaped at the Admiral astwo Marines stepped up to hisside and grabbed hisarms. ™Y ou can't
be serious" he managed to blurt out.



"Oh, yes, | am," Willisanswered. "Never more serious, Sir. Naval investigators have dug up enough dirt
on your operations on Elnedl to earn you a death sentence, Mr. Owens."

"What charges?' Owens demanded.

"Violation of the Intra-Confederation Arms Control Act of 2368, selling military wegponsto civilians
without alicense”

"You'l hear about this, you certainly will hear about thist My company will not stand by and let you—"

Admira Willis stopped the executive with an upraised hand. The conference room had falen completely
slent. "Sir, under the congtitution of our Confederation, you have theright to afair and speedy trid. As
the supremejudicid power in this quadrant of Human Space, | guarantee you will get one. It will be over
and sentence passed before your company even knows you've been charged. The Fleet Judge Advocate
will assst you in finding counsd, and you will be given adequate time to prepare your defense.” For the
first time Admira Willis displayed emation. His face turned red with anger as he dmost shouted at
Owens: "I have asked the Judge Advocate to seek the death pendlty for you, mister. Now get this piece
of shit out of here," he said to the Marines, and turned his back on the prisoner.

Owens had gone white and his mouth worked silently as he tried to form words of protest. Nothing
cameout of histhroat but a high-pitched wheezing noise. Stiffly, holding the quivering executive asif he
might rub off on them, the Marines escorted him toward the door.

"Oh, one morething, Mr. Owens." Admira Williswhirled around in his captain's chair. "A complete
copy of my investigative report will be in the drone to the Confederation Council. Before your superiors
even know you'reontrid, they'll bein court themsaves. Take comfort in the coming weeks that misery
loves company, Mr. Owens, and you arein very bad company.”

Admird Willis sighed and forced his breathing to return to norma. "Now, Bernie," he said, turning back
to hiscommunications officer, "get adrone off to the 34th FIST on Thorsfinni's World. | need those men
out here yesterday."

CHAPTER
TWELVE

During the next month and ahaf the days and weeks passed in awhirlwind of activity. Dean, McNed,
and Chan were fully processed-in—including back pay—and the loansthey'd received their first night
were promptly repaid.

There was much to do: equipment issue; learning the names of everyonein the platoon and their chain of
command; and learning how the infantry squad, platoon, and company redly functioned in the Fleet. They
learned that during the times they spent in the field—aminimum of two days aweek, once for more than
aweek. In garrison, they cleaned the barracks—even when it didn't need cleaning—stood daily
ingpections, managed to stay awake during seemingly endless classroom lectures, and between running,
cdigthenics, and weight training, the newer men blossomed into the best physica shape any of them had
ever experienced, surpassing even the conditioning they'd achieved in Boot Camp.

And then on Friday nights and Saturdays when they weren't in thefidd, it was the Weekend Ritudl.
Promptly after chow call on Friday night those men not on duty details and with kroner in their pockets
headed for Bronny. Between 17 and 1715 hours every Friday when the 34th was not training in the field



or on adeployment, the spotless barracks degraded into atrash dump, staying that way until Reveille
Monday morning. Inevitably, their weekends began at either Helga's or Big Barb's, but gradudly the new
men were introduced to the other attractions of Bronny, which included fishing in thefjord, learning to
operate the primitive vehicles the 'Finnis used for trangportation, and impromptu midnight "picnics' aong
the Bothniawith as many local girls as were daring enough to go out with the Marines—and dl of them, it
seemed, were game. Inevitably, these outings ended with dl parties swvimming nude in the frigid waters
and then warming up in intimate togetherness on the shore afterward.

Over the course of aweek or so, members of the platoon gradually stopped calling Claypoole "New
Guy," and soon after he stopped trying to pin that sobriquet on Dean and McNed. Chan, the veteran
who'd been through theritua before, was quietly amused by it dl. Not long after, more replacements
arrived, and soon the third platoon and al of Company L were up to full strength.

They dso learned more about Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass: who he was, and who he had been. 1t wasn't
that he talked about himself or what he'd done, he never did; he let others do the talking, and they
relished the opportunity, incessantly telling stories about him. The most recent concerned the incident on
Festa de Santiago, which the barracks gossips embdlished with unfeigned glee, especidly when they got
to the part where he beat up Mr. Daryl George—who in these renditions had become an icon for the
despicable and unscrupulous civilian entrepreneur making afat living saling shoddy goodsto the Corps.
But Bass had been alegend in the Corps for years now. Anyone who wanted to appear aveteran had a
Charlie Bass sory to tell, most with eyewitness reputability.

Thefirg solid evidence the new men had that he was someone truly specid among Marines was the first
time the company fdll out in dressredsfor aFIST commander's inspection.

"Moveit, moveit moveit move-movemove!" the squad leaders shouted in the rising staccato voice that
always seemsto be issued aong with a sergeant's chevrons. "On the parade deck right now! Moveit,
move it move it move-movemove!" They strode up and down the squad-bay corridor like bosnson an
ancient dave galey, exhorting the men at the same time to complete their preparations for ingpection and
form up on the company parade ground.

Insde the rooms the team |eaders were everywhere, hovering over their men, breasthing down their
necks, in their faces, and sometimes calmly making find adjustmentsto auniform—at times even their
own.

"Okay, Juice, Dean," Leach said when he was satisfied at his men's gppearance. "Y ou're as ready as
you're going to be. Let's hit that deck.”

Dean tried to swallow, but his mouth wastoo dry. Thiswas hisfirst FIST commander'singpection since
Boot Camp Graduation, and he was for some reason very tense. He'd been well-prepared for the
graduation ingpection; the recruits knew far in advance that it was coming, and the drill ingtructors
worked with them for severd days ahead of time getting everyone ready. For thisinspection, though,
they'd had only two days notice. Nobody walked them through their preparations step by
step—everyone from the company commander to the squad leaders expected each man to know what
was expected of him. If it hadn't been for Claypoole, Dean wasn't sure he would have been ready.

"Snip off that Irish pennant, Dean,”" Claypoole said with atrace of condescension, gesturing at astray
thread hanging from a buttonhole. ™Y ou don't want to meet the Brigadier looking like somekind of
doppy civilian." He shook hishead sadly. " 'New Guy'? Everybody was right about not calling you New
Guy, you're too boot to be sty enough to even be'new.'" Claypoole spent so much time helping Dean
prepare for the ingpection, Dean wondered when he had time to get ready himself. Claypooleraised an



eyebrow when Dean voiced his concern.

"Dean-0," he said camly, "once you've been around aslong as| have, you'll dways be ready for aFIST
commander's ingpection. Y ou get as much sat on you as I've got on me, you'll always be ready for
anything." Goudanis guffawed at hisboast and Claypoole glared at him.

"I got moretimein the chow line than you got in the Corps, Clayhead," Goudanis muttered.

"What's the joke?" Dean asked, but Goudanis only shook his head. Claypoole nodded grimly at the
lance corpora and went back to helping Dean get ready.

Dean was so concerned with getting his uniform ready he didn't notice the amused way Leach kept an
eye on him and Claypoole, ready to step in at any time to make sure his most junior man was ready. But
instead of intervening, Leach let Claypoole do the job held assigned himsalf—if nothing else, it was good
practice for Claypoole, agood way for him to learn something about |eadership. Ratliff approved
aso—hewas glad to have Claypoole out from underfoot.

Findly, the day, the hour, the minute of the ingpection arrived and the men of third platoon scrambled out
of their rooms, down the stairs, and out to the parade deck for the ordeal. Dean barely noticed Bass as
he passed him at the head of the stairs. It wasn't until they were outside, standing at attention in platoon
formation, Bass front and center, that he had a chance to get agood look at his platoon sergeant in his
dressuniform.

Staff Sergeant Bass was resplendent. The scarlet of histunic seemed to burgt into flame above the blue
of histrousers with the bloodred NCO stripes running down their outer seams. His ebony NCO sword
scabbard gleamed. But what caught the eyes of the men who'd never seen Bassin dress uniform before
were the medas displayed across hisleft chest. Thefirgt, farthest to the wearer's right and occupying the
"field of honor," asthe precedence of persona decorations was called, had a navy-blue ribbon with a
scarlet stripe down its middle, suspending a cross with afouled anchor in its center—the Marine Medd
of Vaor, second only to the Confederation Medal of Heroism in the hierarchy of decorations. A gold
comet pinned to the ribbon told the men hed won the medal twice. Next came amedd with the ribbon
colorsreversed from the first, the Gold Nova. Then a Silver Nebula, once more two awards; then a
Bronze Star with three gold starburdts, indicating held been awarded the medal four timesin action
againgt an enemy. After this, his Good Conduct Meda—it was short one silver comet cluster that
denoted subsequent awards since his recent court-martia invalidated the award for that entire enlistment.
His Marine Expeditionary Meda was so covered with comets the ribbon could hardly be seen through
them.

Those six medals, dightly overlapping, formed the top row. Under them were clustered so many
campaign medasthey couldn't easily be counted or individually recognized. On hisright chest were the
rectangular ribbonsfor the Confederation, Marine, and Meritorious Unit Citations, again with multiple
awards of each. The only mar on the uniform was adightly darker swath of red under the gold chevrons
that showed where a second rocker had once been. But no onein the platoon cared that Charlie Bass
had once carried a higher rank, they only knew that they'd follow him into combat anywhere, under any
circumstances. And so would any other professiona who met him on the street, because what counted
about Charlie Bass was not his"conduct,” but how he conducted himsalf under fire.

"Listen up, people,” Bass said in a soft voice that nonethel ess carried clearly to every one of hismen.
"I've watched you prepare for thisinspection more closaly than you redize. I'm hereto tell you we are
going to aceit." It may have been only their imagination, but his men detected atrace of pridein hisface
as helooked them over. Bass drew hissword and held it at rest. " Sergeant Hyakowa, front and center.”



The senior squad leader stepped briskly from his position and marched to face Bass, also drawing his
ceremonia sword. The two NCOs exchanged sdutes with their swords. The blades flashed brightly in
the strong sunlight, dashing up and down in brilliant Slver arcs.

"Sergeant, the platoon isyours.”
"Aye aye, Staff Sergeant, the platoonismine.”

The two exchanged salutes again, then Bass sheathed his sword, about-faced, and marched to take his
place among the platoon commanders where the company officers were assembled.

Hyakowa about-faced to ook over the platoon. "First squad, one paceto theright.” The men of his
squad sharply shifted position to fill in the blank he had left when he stepped into the platoon sergeant's
position. "Like the man said," he said when the platoon was again in crigp formation, "were going to ace
it." He paused for amoment, then cried out, "Third platoon! Pa-rade REST."

With asharp thunk, the men of third platoon shifted their |eft feet to a shoulder's length apart and leaned
their grounded blasters out and to their right in the classic position. Hyakowa about-faced again and
assumed the position of parade rest himself.

Hyakowamust have gotten asigna from somewhere, because he suddenly whirled around and
commanded: "Platoon! A-ten-HUT! Open ranksfor ingpection, HARCH!" The first rank took one smart
step forward; the second stood fast; the third took one step backward. "Platoon! In-spec-shun,
HARMS!" In two sharp, perfectly coordinated movements, the platoon hoisted their blastersto the port
position, bisecting the body at aforty-five-degree angle.

Abruptly, the FIST commander and his retinue were with the company officers. They went through the
motions of introductions and stating briskly what was about to happen, and then the Brigadier walked the
ranks, ingpecting the men. He stopped briefly in front of each man and said a crisp, "Good morning,
Marine," asthe man operated the charging lever of hiswegpon, exposing the battery well, glancing down
quickly into the empty well and then back up. The Brigadier then stepped to the next man. Once or twice
per squad his hand shot out to take a blaster that was held at port arms. The Marine's arms snapped
ingtantly to his 9de, fingers extended and joined, thumb placed carefully dong the seams of histrousers,
eyesfixed seadfadtly to the front. He gave the weapon a cursory glance, smply going through theform
of ingpection, and then casually handed it back. The man snatched it out of the Brigadier's handswith a
sharp smack as his own hands clapped loudly onto the weapon.

He stopped in front of Dean, who operated the charging bolt instantly, ready for the Brigadier to
"ingpect” hiswesgpon. The Brigadier noted the Expert Marksmanship medal on Dean'stunic. "Name?' he
inquired.

"Dean, Joseph F., private, serial number 21993014C, SIR!"

"Y ou ever fire thiswesgpon, Private Dean?' "Yes, SIR! Zeroed in on therange last week, SIR!" ™Y our
chest won't be barefor long,” he said to Dean. "Thirty-fourth FIST never stays on Thorsfinni's World for
long." When he finished the inspection, which was more of areview than atrue ingpection, hetook a
placein front of the company to address the men. The company's officers stood behind him.

"The 34th Heet Initid Strike Team isa proud unit." The Brigadier's voice carried clearly without need of
amplification. "We have fought in more campaigns and expeditions than any other unit in the



Confederation Armed Forces. It has now been more than half ayear standard since we returned from
our last mount-out. We don't know when next well recelve orders to go somewhere, nor do we have
any ideawhere we will be sent or what we will be required to do once we get there. Still, we haveto be
ready for any contingency. To that end, you will be going into the field tomorrow on atraining operation
of an at-this-time-undetermined duration. Y our officerswill be briefed at zero-seven hours asto the
nature of thistraining exercise. They will then have one hour to formulate their preliminary plansand get
the company ready to move out. Do well, whatever the missionis." He cracked asmile. "Right now, |
don't even know what the exercise will be. My F-3 hasn't sent me the operations order yet, so | don't
know what he's got planned for you. That isall.” The Brigadier turned to the company officersand
returned the company to them. He was gone as suddenly as he arrived. Captain Conorado stepped
forward and looked over his company. "Y ou heard the man, people. Beready.” Heturned to Top Myer.
"Company Firg Sergeant, the company isyours."

"Ayeaye, dr, the company ismine."

The two exchanged sword salutes and Conorado led the officersinto the barracks.

"Matoon sergeants,” Myer bellowed. "Dismiss your men." He about-faced and followed the officers.
"Platoon!™ the platoon sergeants cried out. "' Dis-missed!”

Released from formation, the hundred-plus men of the platoons broke ranks and raced back into the
barracks to strip out of their dress uniforms and prepare for the next morning's exercise. Sergeant

Souavi, the company supply sergeant, got busy issuing wegpons s mulators to the platoon sergeants—just
because they weren't using real ammunition didn't mean they wouldn't be able to tell where they were
hitting, or that they were hit.

But 34th FIST didn't go into thefield the next morning. The overnight arriva of Admirad PMarc Williss
orders canceled the training exercise. Ingtead, the men of Company L fell out on the company parade
ground to get new orders.

CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

Many of thetriba leaders Sitting around the brightly lighted cavern had traveled far for the council. It was
the largest such gathering even the oldest among them could remember. Not even Shabeli the Elder had
been able to muster as successtully.

Actudly, the younger Shabeli did not need the other tribes called to the council; the Siad alone had
aufficient manpower for hisimmediate intention. Publicly, of course, Shabeli maintained thefiction that he
desperately needed their assistance in his great crusade to wrest control of Elneal from Consolidated
Enterprises. Hisred motivein caling them together, however, wasto bind them to him asdlies. Then, if
the Confederation sent in itsforces, they would be obligated to fight on his side. He had gotten thisidea
from avid held seen asaboy, in which agroup of assassins, after murdering their leader, pledge
alegiance to one another by staining themselves with his blood. If the Confederation intervened and there
was serious fighting, Shabeli would sacrifice his alies to weaken the Confederation forces until he could
defeat them. If the Confederation forces proved too strong, and defeated his "allies’ so severdly he knew
his Siad could not beeat them, he could conclude afavorable peace with the Confederation that would
buy him timeto lay other plansfor seizing full power on Elned.



Either way, Shabdli knew he would emerge as the single most powerful leader on the planet, with all
others paying obeisance to him.

Sitting on Shabdli's right, the sword-arm side and hence the position of honor among the Siad, was his
uncle, Wad Ramadan. Since Shabeli the Elder's death six years before, Ramadan had served faithfully as
his nephew's adviser and counsdlor. But Shabeli the Magnificent only tolerated his uncle because of the
old man's powerful connections among the other Siad leaders. He seldom followed the old man's advice
and secretly wished him dead—honorably, of course—and safely out of the way. Now in his seventies,
Ramadan was far older than most Siad, who, without the medical care available on the more advanced
worlds, seldom lived much beyond their fifties. Shabeli hoped nature would soon take its course and
remove the meddlesome old warrior.

On Shabdli's left sat his consort, Moirathejournalist, one of the few outworlders ever to voluntarily
remain on Elneal in the society of clans. Her white skin, golden hair, and blue eyes betokened northern
European ancestry. Although it would be degth to Stare or even look directly for more than afew
moments at the beautiful consort of Shabei the Magnificent, the other men in the assembly managed to
avoid that fate with dy glances. And she was someone to admire: Only abit shorter than Shabeli himsdlf,
and taler than most of the other Siad or the Bos Kashi men, Moirawas a full-figured woman. Some of
the Siad resented her presence among them. She was an outsider, and to make matters worse, Shabeli
had never formaly taken marriage vows with thiswoman. Some thought she had an undue influence over
him. Looking at her, the delegates could understand why. But she was Shabeli's most vauable adviser
not because of her voluptuousness, but because she understood something none of these other men could
ever know—the psychology of the Confederation. The only quality Shabeli admired as much as courage
inaman wasintellect in awoman; she did not even have to be beautiful to earn his respect—but Moira
definitely was both.

Next to Moira sat the Bos Kashi delegation. Short, dark-skinned, wiry men, bow-legged from lives
spent congtantly in the saddle, they bristled with wegpons, as did dl the other clansmen present in the
great underground hall. The one thing not even Shabeli could persuade these men to accept wasto go
anywhere unarmed. It would be more natural for them to walk about with their bottoms exposed than
ever to be caught without weapons. The delegations from the Gaels and the Sons of Freedom, the
transmontane tribes, were seated beyond Wad Ramadan. These men were light-skinned with fine hair
and beards. The Gaels were known among the Siad asthe "Potato Eaters,” and the Sons asthe "Beer
Bellies" These nicknames belied the respect the Siad professed to have for them as fighting men, and
many among them and the Bos Kashi Sitting in peaceful conferencein thisvery hdl carried the scarsfrom
wounds inflicted by one or the other in past skirmishes.

Beyond the Bos Kashi were the representatives of the Shan, secretive, dark-skinned little men whose
sharp facia angles contrasted with their danted eyes. The daggersthat bristled from their waist sashes
bore hilts encrusted with precious gems. Even o, these were working knives.

Opposite the Shan were the Euskadi, the truly unknown quantity in the gathering. Where Shabei was
certain of how the Bos Kashi, the Gaels, and the Sons of Freedom would react to his proposal, and was
fairly sure of the Shan, he had no ideawhat the Euskadi would say. The Euskadi representatives sat
close, their heads together, whispering to each other in atongue that was so unrelated to any language
spoken by others on Elneal no one could ever learn to understand it.

The headmen of the other Siad clans completed the circle. Wad Mohammead, chieftain of the powerful
Badawi clan, sat opposite Shabeli.

Wad Mohammad was the greatest threet to Shabeli's plans. The fearsome chieftain had never prostrated



himsdlf before Shabeli the Elder, and had sworn never to give the great man's son more honor than he
had the father. It was most important to Shabeli that Wad Mohammad be kept under his eye, where he
could work no mischief.

Among themsalves the tribes spoke the various ancient languages of their clans—the Gagls and Sonsan
archaic form of English—but in conference they used modern English, the linguafrancaof the
Confederation. While none had—or would ever—accept aformal school system among them, with
individud tutoring and arude form of home schooling their young learned how to cope with life on Elnedl.
L eaders were expected to know not only the diaects of the other clans, but modern English aswell.
While the warrior tribesmen of Elned hated government and the new ideas gradudly filtering down to
them from the other worlds in the Confederation, they redlized the va ue of technology—and understood
that to master technology, knowledge of English was mandatory.

Redlizing this and wanting a secure base of operations for his clan, Shabdli the Elder had secretly
contracted with the mining magnates to construct his underground complex and train afew mento runit.
The subterranean complex had a modern communications center and more [uxurious accommodations
than most corporate dwellingsin New Obbiaand the coastal towns. Shabeli the Elder believed in
audterity, but did not believe in being miserable. The son followed willingly in the father's footsteps. But
the old man had been wise, and knew his son could benefit from knowledge of other cultures, o his
military training was supplemented by the best tutorsin the arts money could buy. Hisfollowers
congdered Shabedli'sfondnessfor the literary arts and music his only weakness, but none ever dared say
that in his hearing once he had succeeded to hisfather's place among the Siad.

Shabdli sgnded for silence. "Brothers..." he began in adeep, resonant voice that filled the large meeting
hall. He paused to wait for total slence. "Brothers, we have met here today to resolve the vision of our
ancedors..."

Shabdli talked for the better part of an hour. During that time al eyes were upon him. He played his
voice likeagreat musica instrument, and used it to express every emotion, intense adoration for the
memory of hisancestors, pride in the mores and fighting spirit of the tribes—here he extended hisarms
wideto embrace dl the men in the hall—and hatred of anyone who would dare interferein the
independence of the nomadic clans. His words were perfectly phrased, and complemented by gestures
intended to accentuate them powerfully: vigorous pounding of fist into apam to underscore a point;
hands extended palms upward, appedling to the delegates for their support; fists dapping the
table—boom, boom, boom—in time to his thundering sentences, arms thrust mightily toward the sky,
beseeching the heavensfor confirmation. At times he would shout in avoice so powerful it echoed in the
huge room. At other times he whispered in avoice so low and sihilant the men had to lean forward to
hear him. Not aman dared to breathe deeply as Shabeli thundered on and on, building to a stupendous
climax. Inthe ora tradition of the Siad, this speech was one of the most stunning ever delivered.

"Brothersl Cousing! Listen to me! The vermin in the city and the towns,” here Shabeli gestured toward
the distant ocean, "the dregs of our race, have cast their lot with this Con-fed-er-a-tion.” He spit thefive
gyllables out upon the table as if they were poison. " And what isthis Confederation?' Hisvoicerose on
thelast syllable and hislipstwisted in a sneer. Shabeli paused. He glanced left and right, hisarms flexed,
pams open, fingerswiggling, asif saying, "Cmon, cmon, tel me, tell me!™

One of the Gadlsinvoluntarily farted, and in the sllence it sounded like agunshot, but so intensdy were
the delegates following Shabdli's speech, only one person noticed. Moiracracked avery tiny smile, just a
twitch on the right Sde of her mouth.

"It...Is...an ... outhouse ... stuffed ... with ... constipated ... old ... men, long dead ... penises ...



dangling ... in ... the ... shit!"

"Aaaarrrrgh!” One of the Gagls howled out hisadmiration for the origina phrase, and the other men
began pounding the table with the hilts of their daggers.

"They flit about like pretty littleinsects,” Shabei continued, "telling other men—telling us—what isgood
for us, what isbest for us, what isright for ust And when they are done," here Shabdli raised hisarms
and looked about at the assemblage, "when they are done, brothers, when they are done, they will take
away your arms, and you and your children will live asfarmers, and people from the city will tell you
when and where to shit!"

The room broke into pandemonium. Most of the delegates shouted their defiance at the cities and the
Confederation and begged Shabdli to continue. Not the Shan, though. Those men held expressions so
rigid it seemed their faces were veiled. The Euskadi wore expressions of disgust and murmured in their
unintelligible language. Only Wad Mohammad among the other del egates maintained adignified mien. In
timethe hall grew quiet again. "Well, brothers, that won't happen,” Shabdli said in aquiet, determined,
controlled tone of voice. "Our ancestors came hereto live freg, in the old ways, and we will, we will, we
will'" Again pandemonium reigned—uwith the previous exceptions.

When asemblance of calm returned to the gathering, the Great Khang, headman of the Shan, roseto his
feet. "Shabeli the Magnificent," he began, looking at everyone present except the man he was addressing,
"you areafoal. | think you do not understand the power your planswill bring against us. The
Confederation is mongtroudly strong. The only way we can treat with them isto go to the seq, or into the
mountains and fight them in small bands there, where they cannot masstheir forcesagaingt us. If you
make any attempt to wage open war, you will guarantee that we will be vassals of the Confederation.”

Whiletaking heturned his gaze to Shabdi. "If you bring the Confederation againgt us, dl thework and
plans of the Shan will be for naught. We are close, very close, to concluding an arrangement with
Consolidated Enterprisesto export our drugs. If you will join with usin this enterprise, we will al become
wesdlthy beyond your dreams. If you persist in your plans, you will bring poverty and ruination on usall.”

The Great Khang signaled the rest of his delegation and led them from the cavern. None of them looked
back at the disdainful eyesthat followed them.

Shabdli raised arestraining hand before anyone could make amotion toward the departing Shan. What
the Shan did was no more than he had anticipated. "Any other dissenters?* he asked.

Raymondo Itzaina, the head of the Euskadi delegation, stood. "The only safety for free men,” he said,
looking at no one because to look at aman other than arelative or afriend wasto challengehimto a
fight, "isinisolation. | trust the Shan no morethan | trust the Confederation, no morethan | trust the
Gadls, no more than | trust Shabeli, no morethan | trust anyone else who is not of my blood.” Now he
looked directly at Shabeli, and there was fierce chdlengein hiseyes. "If you mix with the Confederation,
you will die. Just astresting with the corporation that controls the New Obbia government will ultimately
kill you." Heturned his head to look at the other delegates, the same challengein hiseyes. "All of you."
Hedidn't have to sgnd the other members of his delegation; they were on their feet and moving with him
before he completed hisfirst step from the table,

Shabdi hadn't expected this from the Euskadi, but neither did it surprise him. He looked expectantly at
the rest of the delegations.

The Gadlsdl sood and offered Shabdli their Sde armsin the universal gesture of fealty among the Clans.



"None should speak of our being defeated by mere off-worlders,” their leader growled.

Instantly, the other delegations rose and performed the same gesture. These men were no fools. They
knew that their only safety lay in numbers. They knew Shabeli wanted something for himsdlf out of the
aliance, but they also knew that Shabeli was aleader and afighter. Later, during the war councils, cooler
headswould prevail and Shabeli knew he would have to use adifferent form of persuasion to get their
cooperation, but right now, in thishall, after that rousing speech, the delegates of these tribes, the only
oneswho mattered, were committed.

"Did you hear the fart that bastard et during your speech?' Moiraasked Shabdli. They lay snuggled
under skins Shabdi had taken from the animas he killed on his hunting expeditionsin the mountains over
the years, watching an ancient flat-vid of afunny woman, her handsome husband, and their elderly
neighbors. Shabdi laughed in genuine amusement a the exaggerated comic predicaments the woman got
hersdlf into. "What do you expect from aman who lives on potatoes and beer?' He laughed.

"What," Moira asked as she massaged one of Shabdli's nipples gently with aforefinger, "are you going to
do?'

"Air out the meeting hal?* hereplied. "I will kill many people,” he continued, his voice serious now. "We
will work out the detailsin council, but I'll start with an al-out campaign againgt the cities and the farmers
who support them."”

"That iswhat the Confederation has been waiting for,” Moirasaid.

"So you've told me many times, my love. And asdways, you areright. The Confederation will sendinits
Marines. They'll haveto: The people we don't massacre outright will be starving, and | will control the
mines. Molycarbondum isthe key, my dearest Moira. I'll draw the Marinesinto our desertsand
mountains, pick them off one by one, pin them down, embarrasstheir leaders. It will cost methe lives of
many men, but in time I'll conclude atruce with the Confederation. Then you shall be Madam President,
and when | am in complete control—"

Moiramoved her hand lower and exclaimed in mock surprise, "Why, what in the world isthisthing?'

Shabdi laughed. "It isthe gt&ff of life, my dear, something for you to write home about,” he said, referring
to her former career asajourndist. "And," he added, "the shaft of the Confederation Marine Corps."
They both laughed &t the pun. On the vid the funny woman was stuffing handfuls of candiesinto her
mouth.

CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

When Reveille sounded, most of the men of Company L were dready up, putting the final toucheson
the gear they expected to take into the field in the next hour or two. Their preparedness was wasted.

Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass stepped into his platoon's squad bay and announced in avoice loud enough
for everyoneto hear even through closed doors, " The training exercise has been canceled. Stand by for
further orders. Until we receive new orders, we will conduct normal garrison duties. That isdl.” Then he
turned and left before anybody could ask what was going on.

So the men of the platoon asked each other what was happening.



"Were mounting out, that's what's happening,” Claypoole told Dean and McNed with an air of
superiority.

"Where are we going?' Dean asked him.
"What are we going to do?' McNeal added.

"We're going where the Marine Corps sends us and we're going to do what the Marine Corpstelsus
to," Claypoole replied haughtily. " Someone, somewhere, isgoing to pay aprice for doing something they
weren't supposed to do." He paused to glare a the two only dightly less experienced men, then
continued, "When the Marines get called out, people die. Y ou had best remember everything you've
been taught, or you might be the ones.”

Hammer Schultz walked over to the three and clamped a possessive hand on McNedl's shoulder. "New
Guy," he said, the first time in weeks anyone had called Claypoole by that name, "I've seen to it that
Freddy here knows everything he needsto. Y ou worry about yoursdlf." Holding McNed's shoulder
firmly, he turned and marched back to the fire team's room.

Claypoole swalowed. Even though Schultz never seemed to get out of linein garrison, the other menin
the platoon used tales of his combat prowess to frighten those who hadn't yet had to fight. Schultz was
not someone Claypoole wanted to be on the wrong side of.

Goudanis snickered.

Corporals Leach and Kerr had a so been watching. They looked at each other.

"We're going to haveto talk to Rabbit about that young man,” Kerr said.

Leach nodded agreement. "He needs to get a couple operations under his belt before talking that taut.”

Despite everyone's curiosity about what was going on, the next couple of hours progressed routinely
enough. Between Reveille, at 06 hours, and 07 hours, when the company lined up to march to the mess
hall for morning chow, they cleaned the barracks again, even though none of them thought it necessary.
At 08 hoursthey were again in formation behind the barracks for roll cal. They had to wait alittle longer
than usua for Gunny Thatcher to come out of the barracks and take his position front and center. Bass
came out with him and took the platoon sergeant's position in front of his platoon. His passive face gave
his men no clue about what was happening. The men of the company fairly buzzed, certain that they were
about to be given orders to mount out on acampaign.

Except for the men of third platoon. They exchanged quick glances, wondering why Basswasin this
position instead of coming out with the company's officers.

At Thatcher's command to sound off, the platoon sergeants each called out, "All present and accounted
for." Gunny Thatcher about-faced just in time to salute Captain Conorado, who came out of the barracks
afew paces behind him. There was astranger among the company's officers as they took their positions
behind the company commander. The stranger was an ensign who didn't look quite old enough to be an
officer. The company's officerswere al dressed in garrison utilities; the stranger was wearing the officers
dress uniform, scarlet, stock-neck tunic over gold trousers. One row of ribbons was arrayed above his
shooting badges.



"Company L, dl present and accounted for, sir!" Gunny Thatcher boomed when the Skipper raised his
hand to return hissaute.

"Have the company stand at ease, Gunny," Conorado said at the conclusion of the formality.

Thatcher about-faced, scanned the company, and caled out, "Company! At ease!” The men relaxed
their positions from rigid attention to something dightly more relaxed than parade rest.

The captain stepped forward, two pacesto the right and one to the front of Gunny Thatcher. He stood
easy, with his hands clasped behind hisback. "I have one piece of new company business this morning,
then Gunny Thatcher will turn you over to your platoon sergeantsfor the day'straining.”

A quick, dmost inaudible buzz swept through the company, sinceit didn't sound asif the Skipper was
going to tel them why thefield exercise was canceled.

Conorado paused to look over the company; the way his eyes moved, it seemed that he looked directly
at everyone. "Asyou have probably aready noticed, we have anew officer in the company.” He glanced
over his shoulder, and the stranger stepped forward to take a position one pace to the right and front of
Gunny Thatcher, next to the company commander. "Thisis Ensgn Baccacio,” Conorado said when the
young officer took his place. "Ensign Baccacio reported in afew minutes ago. Over the next few days, as
he gets settled in here, he will take command of third platoon.” The men of third platoon exchanged quick
glances and looked at Bass. Bass didn't move amuscle at the surprise announcement. "l haveto
gpologize to Staff Sergeant Bass and the men of third platoon for letting them know in the company
formation, but as| said, Ensign Baccacio reported in literally afew minutes ago and there was no
opportunity to tell them in advance.

"Thisis Ensgn Baccacio'sfirst duty assgnment as an officer, though he has notable experience asan
enlisted man behind him. He was meritorioudy promoted to lance corpora after only ayear and ahaf of
duty—that was on a bandit-chasing campaign on New Serengeti, where he earned a Bronze Star with
starburst for valor under fire. A year ago, on a peacekeeping mission on Saint Brendan's, he was
awarded a second Bronze Star, without starburst thistime." A muscle visibly knotted in Baccacio'sjaw
when Captain Conorado mentioned the lack of a second starburst, which meant it was awarded for
bravery other than in combat. "And he was selected for officer training. He so holds a Meritorious Unit
Citation, aswell asthe Marine Expeditionary Medal with comet device for a second campaign.”
Everyone in the company noticed that the new officer didn't have a Good Conduct Medd. That must
mean he had been sdected for officer training well before held been in the Corpslong enough to earn
one, which was very unusud.

"I know that you will al make Ensign Baccacio fed welcome, and will help him quickly integrate into the
company. Especidly third platoon,” Conorado added pointedly.

"That isdl." Hetook a step back and turned to face Gunny Thatcher to hand the company back to him,
but was interrupted by Top Myer, who ran out of the barracks to thrust a sheet of paper into his hand.
The captain scanned the paper once quickly, then read it through more dowly. Finished reading, he faced
the company again.

"Belay that lagt," he said. "Y ou've probably been wondering why our planned field exercise was
canceled." He paused briefly while afew men laughed nervoudy, but gave no other indication hewas
aware of an interruption. "Well, herésthe reason," he said when quiet was restored.

"Thirty-fourth FIST has received ordersfor an operation. When you are dismissed from thisformation,



you will return to your squad bays and saddle up. The entire FIST will be heading off-planet on a
humanitarian misson. Company L will be the vanguard. We will board afast frigate for transport later
today. Theremainder of the FIST will follow aong in the next few days. Y ou will pack expeditionary.”
He paused briefly. "These orders don't say what our destination is, only the genera type of mission. Well
get therest of theinformation in trangt. Right now, al | can tell you is be prepared for anything.”
Conorado faced Thatcher. "Company Gunnery Sergeant, the company isyours," he said, and returned
Thatcher's salute. He hurried back into the barracks with the company officersin tow. An
anxious-looking Top Myer held the door for them.

"Company, ah-ten-HUT!" Thatcher called out. He looked at each of the platoon sergeants. ™Y ou heard
the man, saddle them up. Dismissed.”

The gunny watched impassively as the Marines broke ranks and raced to the barracks to ready their
gear and pack their personal belongingsfor storage, then signaded Bassto join him for amoment. He
pulled his personal communicator from a pocket and punched in acode. He wasjust lifting it to hisear
when Bass reached him.

"Hdl of atimefor anew officer to come aboard," Thatcher said to Bass, then turned his attention to the
person who answered hiscall.

Basstook advantage of Thatcher's distraction to tell Hyakowa to oversee matters until he was finished
with the captain, and so he didn't hear any of the gunny's conversation.

Thatcher had afar-off ook in his eyes when he signed off and secured his comm unit. "Thisensign
walked into the company office right when we were getting ready to come out for roll call. Y ou were
there, you saw the way he walked right past me and the Top to report to the Skipper,” he said. "Just
talked to abuddy of minein F-I." Hiseyesdrew in their focus and he looked directly at Bass. "Baccacio
reported in to FIST at even hours yesterday morning. At 14 hoursthey gave him directionsto the
company and offered him adriver to bring him here. It seemsthat instead of coming here, he went into
Bronnoysund and stayed there overnight. Strange way to report in to your first command. Damn
grange." He gave his head a shake. " Something tells me thisis ayoung man we should keep an eyeon.”

Bass|ooked somberly reflective while Thatcher spoke, then grinned and said lightly, "I knew he was
impressed with his own importance when | saw the uniform he chose for morning roll cdl." He clapped
the other NCO on the shoulder and said, "Don't worry. I've straightened out young officers before, and |
know you and the Top will give me any help | need with this one. Now, | shouldn't keep the Skipper
waiting."

They marched into the barracks and went their separate ways—Thatcher to see how Sergeant Souavi
was coming aong with readying the supply room for shipping out and to find out how much help he
needed.

In the office, First Sergeant Myer was busy packing his gear and overseeing Doyle and Pamer in
readying the company's records and the headquarters equipment for transshipment. Through the open
inner door Bass saw Captain Conorado seated at his desk, seemingly involved in mild conversation with
Ensign Baccacio, who was standing at parade rest apace in front of the desk. Without looking directly at
Bass, Conorado signaled him to comein.

"Good morning, Skipper," Bass said as he entered the inner sanctum.

"Morning, Charlie. I'd like you to meet Ensgn Baccacio. Ensgn, thisis Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass, the



man you'l be receiving command from." Basswondered if the dight ambiguity of the captain's phrasing
was ddliberate. It was. " Staff Sergeant Bass has been running the best platoon in the company. Third's
the most squared away, and the most proficient in field tactics. That's despite the fact that it's been more
understrength than any of the other platoonsfor most of the time he's been running it, and half of his
NCOs are either acting in agrade above their ranks or are lance corporals acting as corporals. What I'm
saying is, you'refollowing atough act. But it's not going to be astough asit might, because Charliewill be
there to teach you.

"Now, as of thismorning you are nominally in command of third platoon. The key word thereis
‘nomindly.’ Staff Sergeant Basswill remain in de facto command until you get up to speed, and that won't
be before we're hdfway to where we're going, wherever that might be.”

"Sir, if | may?' Baccacio said.

Conorado raised his eyebrows at the young officer'sformal manner. Infantry officerswere normaly
much more casual except on ceremonia occasions. He gestured ayou-may.

"If Staff Sergeant Bassis such agood platoon commander, why isn't he an officer?

Taken aback by the arrogance of the question, Conorado took a slow, deep breath before answering.
"There are many reasons aman might not have acommisson,” hefindly said. "There are more qudified
enlisted Marinesthan there are officer dots. Some NCOsfed they are of more vaue as senior enlisted
men than they would be as officers. Some like being enlisted rather than commissioned. There can be any
number of reasons.” He raised one shoulder in adight shrug. "That's not aquestion that's dways fruitful
toask."

"| understand, Sr."

Bass studied Baccacio's face during the captain's explanation. He didn't think the ensagn redlly did
understand. Y es, he was going to have quite ajob on his hands. He thought, not for the first time, that it
was a shame the Corps didn't require men to be platoon sergeants before being selected for officer
traning.

"That'sdl for now, Baccacio," Conorado said abruptly. The significance of his not using the ensgn's
rank in addressing him in front of his platoon sergeant wasn't lost on Bass, or Baccacio ether. "l trust you
didn't completely unpack last night. Go to wherever your gear isand change into garrison utilities, gather
everything up, and return here ready to ship out. Y ou have one hour stlandard. Do it."

"Ayeaye, Sr." Baccacio snagpped to attention, executed an about-face, and marched from the company
commander's office. He didn't bother looking at any of the enlisted men as he marched through the
company office.

Bass watched him wordlesdly.

"Sorry about that, Charlie," Conorado said when Baccacio was out of sight. "The man's got the rank,
I've got to give him the command.”

"No problem, Skipper. How long's he been in?"

"Four years."



"Half ayear Boot, ayear officer training. That means he only hastwo and ahalf years experienceasan
enlisted man."

"Minustrangit time," Conorado agreed. "That's the way it adds up.”
Bass shrugged.

"Hell get over it, Charlie. Were dl going to be so busy during the next few days, helll beracing just to
stay in place. By the time he gets achance to catch his breath, you'll have had ample opportunity to
demondtrate to him how vauable you are. Just don't go hitting anyone.”

Bass amiled wryly. "Aye aye, ar. Just don't anybody give me any reason.”

Nearly dl the men of Company L had mounted out before, most of them more than once. Severa had
doneit on even shorter notice. All of them knew what it meant to "pack expeditionary"—they were
taking only what they would normally carry into the field for combat training: their wespons and other
combat gear and equipment, a pack with spare chamel eons, boots, underclothing, and persona hygiene
gear, tentage, and fidld mess gear. All dress uniforms, garrison uniforms, and personal, non-issue
bel ongings went into lockable chests for storage in a Camp Elliswarehouse. If they were going to be
gone long enough—and conditions were right—the chests would be delivered to them later on.
Otherwise, the chestswould securely await ther return. Everyone, even those who hadn't mounted out
before, was ready in less than an hour.

Therewas only one bit of grumbling. That was when Basstold them, " Secure your chameleons. Thisisa
humanitarian aild mission, not combat. We wear garrison utilities.”

After that the hurry-up became hurry-up-and-wait.

The hurry-up-and-wait was interrupted at 1030 hours when two trucks came by to pick up their storage
chests. Two men from each platoon were dispatched with the trucks to observe the secure storing of the
chests. That wasthe officid explanation; in fact, they went dong asawork party to do the storing.

At 1215 hours, the company fell in behind the barracks to march to the mess hal for noon chow.
Nobody lingered over the meal, and the last straggler was back at the barracks ten minutes before 13
hours.

Shortly after 15 hours, two platoons of Dragons pulled up behind the barracks. In minutes Company L
was aboard the ten vehicles and on its way to the navy spaceport. The fast frigateHM3 Gordon wasin
orbit waiting for them. With only apause for directions, the Dragons drove aboard four Essays. As soon
as the vehicles were secured, the Essays were cleared for takeoff and launched to orbit. In orbit, two of
the Essays mated with theGordon's two cargo bays, and the Dragons drove into the ship's hold. After
off-loading, the Essays dropped back out of orbit to the surface. The second pair of Essays mated to the
frigate and, rather than off-loading their Dragons, secured to the portsfor hyperspace transit. The
Gordon didn't have entry shuttles of its own capable of landing the Marines, and these would be needed
at the end of the voyage.

On board, the Marines were quickly assigned berthing. The 107 enlisted men of Company L below the
rank of staff sergeant were assigned to a crew bay that was normally home to twenty-five sallors. The six
officers shared a compartment designed to house three of the ship's officers. The company's Six senior
NCOs had it the best; they got achiefs quartersthat normally berthed four. 1t would have been worse
had not the fifty-one men of the transportation company, who were part of the advance party, chosen to



berth in the cargo hold with their Dragons.

The navy had spent most of the day installing extra bunksin the crew compartment. The Marines quickly
secured their gear and weapons to stlanchions and pilasters, then climbed into the bunks, mostly because
there wasn't room for them anywhere else. There was only one tense moment.

Commander Kahunii, the ship's captain, objected to the Marines having their weapons at hand while
aboard his ship. Thiswas only to be expected, as navy officers usualy object to having anyone aboard a
ship armed except for designated security personndl . But the Gordon's small weapons locker was
aready filled with the few wegpons the ship carried for emergency use. Captain Conorado strenuoudy
objected to Kahunii's suggestion that the Marines weapons be stored in the officer or staff NCO
quarters—there smply wasn't room, heinssted. Kahunii grudgingly relented when Conorado assured
him that none of the weapons had batteriesingtaled and couldn't befired. But Kahunii had the fina
word—if there were any wesgpons incidents, the wespons would be secured in the officer and staff NCO
quarters, even if that meant the officers and staff NCOs had to cram themsdlvesinto the aready
overcrowded troop hold in order to make room for them.

While dl thiswas going on, the Gordon |eft orbit and came up to full space-3 speed, headed for the
nearest hyperspace jump point, which it reached in three hours. Since ajump into hyperspace was best
done on an empty stomach, the embarked Marines didn't get evening chow until some hours later than
they were used to in garrison. Then it was Taps.

Still nobody in Company L knew where they were going. Commander Kahunii did, of course, but he
didn't bother telling Captain Conorado.

CHAPTER
FIFTEEN

Nine men and one woman sat around the conference table deep in the bowels of Shabeli's mountain
retreat. Onewall of the room was covered with aviewscreen display map of Elnedl. The detaillswere
perfect, the result of map surveys made by the mining companies—Shabeli had better maps than the
Confederation, which had to rely exclusively on satdllite surveillance since the companies mapswere
proprietary and not available to the military. The details provided for the transmontane and oceanic
regions, however, were much less accurate than for the Siad and Bos Kashi lands, because the
companies had no interestsin those regions. That wasfine, since Shabeli did not expect any action to
take place there.

The BosKashi, Gaels, and Sons of Freedom had each sent their chief war leaders and their deputiesto
this council. Shabeli himsdlf, Wad Mohammad, and Wad Ramadan represented the Siad. The tenth
member of the council was Moira, and she was the topic under consideration at the moment.

"Either sheleaves or we do," Erne Foyle of the Gadls said. The other representatives nodded.

"It isnot that we distrust her, Shabeli,” Obeh Rud of the Bos Kashi added. "But sheisaforeigner and
we will not discuss our war plansin the presence of aforeigner.”

Shabeli bristled, as he knew he was supposed to over such ademand. He was not afraid of any of the
men and they were not afraid of him. He had discussed this probability with Moira before the council.
Her departure, after some perfunctory blustering, would make the chiefs think they'd won a concession
from him, but in redity Shabeli was setting them up. Were the truth known, he himsdlf often wondered if



Moirawere aspy. Therefore, he never told her al the details of hisplans.

Shabeli turned to hisuncle, pretending with a gesture to seek the old man's guidance. Not a party to the
charade, the old man nodded. Going along with the ploy, Moiraswirled out of the conference room
without a glance or aword to anyone.

Shabdi sighed. "Brothers, the first phase of our campaign is proceeding well." The map display zoomed
inon the capitd city of New Obbiaand its suburbs. "Two nights ago my cousins carried out theraid
againg the foreigners relief operation in the suburbs. Admira Williswasthere yesterday. By now he will
have decided to intervene.”

"President Merkas government isvirtudly helpless" Ramadan said, "and our raids againgt the other
Settlements have been totally successful.” He nodded to the others. "The mines arein our hands," he
added.

"Fine" Malow Ennis, Foyle's deputy, interjected. "But when do we get into the picture?”

"Yes, Wad Shabdli," Prairie Dawson of the Sons said. "Our compliments. The Siad and the Bos have
upheld their part of the plan. But we want to get in on the action.” He glanced at his deputy, atall,
dark-haired man named Blaine Flathead, who nodded.

"When the Marines get here, brothers" Shabeli answered. "The Confederation forcesin New Obbiawill
send for reinforcements. | expect them to begin arriving in force within the next two weeks. Meanwhile,
Admird Williswill form aprovisond force from the Marine complement in hisfleet to secure at lesst
New Obbiaas abase of operationsfor thefirst of the subsequent contingents. | expect the advance
party to begin landing within hours. When the reinforcing contingents arrive, their first misson will beto
secure the city and then extend relief operationsinto the outlying territories. Once that is done, we will
destroy them piecemed .”

There were no comments. Everyone around the table had aready figured out this scenario for himself.
They dso knew that if they were not successful tying up the Marinesin the towns and farmlands, the full
force of Marinearmswould, in time, visit total destruction upon their own people.

Wad Mohammad was the only one who spoke of their concerns. " The Confederation Marines have
arcraft more fearsome than therocs of legend,” he said. "Their soldiers are armed with fire-guns. They
ride in fire-breathing dragons. How can we stand againgt such might?*

"Pfaugh!” Shabdli spat on the polished floor a hisside. "Yes," he said angrily, "the Confederation has
arcraft more fearsome than rocs. Y es, their rifles shoot fireinstead of bullets. Yes, they ridein
fire-breathing dragons, swifter than the jinn. But asfighters, their men are aswomen." He spat again, and
glared at the men facing him. "Had you not inssted that she leave, Moira could tell you that. She was
born into them and lived with the Confederation people until she cameto Elned and met red men—true
fighters and warriors. When she saw that their men are as women to our men, that their men are not even
as strong as our women, she disowned her own parents and people so she could live with true men, men
of courage. Us" He bellowed the last word. "Does any man here question that?"

The war chiefs hung their heads and glanced at each other, but none met Shabeli's eyes.

"No, Wad Shabdi," they murmured. "No, Magnificent One," they said. Faced with the anger of Shabeli
the Magnificent, they could do nothing else.



Shabdi glared at them again, let the silence continue until they shifted uncomfortably and findly became
gtill again. In the end, Wad Mohammad was the only one who raised his eyesto Shabdli.

"All right, then, let us continue." Shabeli gave asigna to someone unseen and atable of organization and
equipment for aMarine FIST flashed on the vidscreens. "Thisiswhat we're up againgt,” Shabeli
continued. Next to the FIST Table of Organization and Equipment appeared the diagram of a breakout
of alied forces. In contrast to the Marines, Shabeli's forces had no air support, no artillery, and very little
intheway of logistical support. "Our advantage liesin mohility, knowledge of the countryside, and the
valor of our men," Shabdli said.

"Many will die," Jaba Rustak, Obeh Rud's deputy, muttered.

"|s there anyone here who is not ready for death?' Shabeli asked. There was no response. After apause
Shabdi continued. "We are alight, highly mobile force. My plan isthat each of you will provide two
thousand men. Each of you will target specific townswhere you will conduct urban terrorist operations.
The Bos Kashi will relieve my men now in position around New Obbia because they are closer to the
capital. Y ou brothers of the Sons of Freedom and the Gagls may decide between you which will join the
Bos Kashi to attack the surrounding settlements and which will attack the farther towns.

"Brother,” Obeh Rud said, "since your men are dready in place, why don't you attack the Marinesin
New Obbiaand let us be the reserve force?'

"Because we are better armed and can deal on anearly equa basiswith the Marines after they have
settled in the countryside. None of us can stop them from doing that, brothers. But you can keep them off
balance and delay their timetable. Once you control portions of the cities, you will hold the populations
hostage so the Marines won't be able to use ther airpower and heavy wegpons against you. They will
have to fight house-to-house, street-to-street, man-to-man, and therefore their weapons advantages will
be greatly nullified. Y ou can inflict severe damage on them. The Bos Kashi are brave and resourceful
fighters, dl know that. Y ou will kill many of the Confederation Marines. Y ou will know how to make
them think they have killed many more of you than they do in truth.” He shifted his gaze from Obeh Rud
toincludeal of the other triba war leadersin what he said next.

"Remember, when | give you the signd, you will melt into the surrounding countryside and disperseto
your own lands. That iswhen | will tell the government we are suing for peace. They will believe we have
been defeated.” He snorted at the preposterousness of the idea. "They will have no more desire to fight
us after the losses the Bos have inflicted on them. Then they will go into the countryside peacefully and
confident. Therewewill kill themadl."

The others cheered.

Sinceit was the Siad who had received the bulk of the payments the mining companies had made on
Elned, it was they who possessed the more modern wegpons and communications systems. Everyone at
the conference knew this, but what they did not know was how many men Shabeli had been able to
outfit. Helet on it was only afew dozen, but in redity he had more than five hundred well-equipped men
under arms. What nobody outside hisimmediate circle knew wasthat he dso had aircraft, two A-5B
Raptors—old, second-generation, and asyet poorly armed for a ground-attack mission, but a
devadtating surprise for any foe. They were piloted under contract by renegade airmen trained originaly
by the Confederation Naval Forces. Shabeli passed them off as foreign technica advisersrequired to
keep his headquarters power plant running. The machines were kept well-hidden in aremote valey two
days march from the headquarters. The pilots were dready on their way there, to prepare the aircraft for
combat. He also had acompany of Siad warriors armed with the same blasters the Confederation



Marines carried.
"We shdl leave at once," Obeh Rud announced.

"We must move with caution,” Shabeli said. "Until you actualy get ingde the city, you are not safe from
attack by Willissships.”

"Yes," Mdlow Ennissaid. "It will take us severd daysto get our men across the mountains, and then
perhaps aweek to reach our targets. Well movein smal groups.” He glanced at Prairie Dawson. A long
white scar down the center of Dawson's forehead was areminder of ablow Ennis had once given him at
awedding party. Dawson smiled. Under Enniss shirt was the long, broad scar of the wound Dawson
had given him at the same party. "Well move at night, groups of no more than twenty men,” Dawson
sad.

"WEell agree later on which townsto attack and which passes through the mountains our partieswill use,"
Foyle proposed. The Sons of Freedom nodded.

"Good," Shabeli announced. "I expect the first mgjor Marine contingent, probably the 34th FIST now on
Thorsfinni's World, will be herein about two weeks. Beinsde New Obbiaand near the towns by then."

Severa hours of discussion followed, during which details were agreed upon. "Brothers" Shabeli
concluded, "you have dl sworn to obey my leadership. Tactica decisonswill beleft up to you and your
locdl leaders, but | must be informed of everything that is going on in each sector. Strategic decisonsare
to be made by me—in consultation with you—but they are mine and mine alone to make. Once made,
they will be obeyed. That is understood?’

Each man presented his side arm toward Shabeli, reaffirming acceptance of hisleadership. They filed out
of the conference room to make their separate ways home to prepare their men for the campaign.

Shabdi the Magnificent stood aonein the empty conference room and smiled. He knew full well how
quickly they would have turned on him if they'd known he aready had an emissary on hisway to
negotiate a cease-firewith Admird Willis.

Moira opened the door to her gpartment expecting to greet Shabeli. Instead, ancient Wad Ramadan
good there, his pure white hair and beard reflecting the dim light shining through the doorway.

"MissMoira, may | comein?' the old man asked politely. Wad had dways played the gentleman toward
Moira, and she liked him for that even while suspecting he didn't trust her any more than she did him. She
moationed himinside.

Ramadan declined her offer of refreshment. He stood silently in the middle of the Sitting room for afew
moments asif marshding histhoughts. "MissMaira, if you have any influence over my nephew, | beg
you, useit to dissuade him from thisinsane plan.”

Moira, completely taken by surprise, said nothing.

"I must confess, my dear,” Ramadan continued, taking achair, "my kinsmen do not support meinthis. |
am completely alone among the Siad in opposition to my nephew's ambitions. They can't seeasclearly as
| that what heis about to do will bring total ruin down upon al of us." The old man looked into Moiras

eyes.



"The Confederation has been bluffed before. Shabeli can do it again,” Moiraresponded.

"No." Wad Ramadan shook his head firmly. "So long as we killed only our own maybe that would've
been true, but when we sei zed the mines and killed the foreigners, we went too far. And when wekill the
Marines, that will be the end of our independence because the Confederation will never tolerate such
defiance. We must seek peace with the Confederation now, if we wish to survive with any degree of
independence.”

"Wad Ramadan,” Moirareplied, "they tell me no onewas afiercer warrior and hater of foreignersthan
you when you fought beside your brother, Shabeli the Elder. Now you, of al the Siad, want to make
peace with the Confederation? Y ou know that will mean making some concessonsto President Merka's
government in New Obbia."

"And | know that Shabeli would fly into atowering rageif he knew of my oppostion. I, like every other
man of the Siad, am committed utterly to following hislead. But what has happened to me, you ask? I'll
tell you, my dear, what has happened to me will someday happen to you; I've grown old.” They were
both silent for amoment. " The Confederation sendsiits shipsto the farthest reaches of Human Space. We
will never, never be permitted to stand in their way if we oppose them.”

"Not so, Wad Ramadan. Not too many years ago the Confederation forces withdrew from—"

Wad waved his hand impatiently. "No, no. Hereit isamatter of economics and also a matter of
humanitarianism. When aman can fed that he is doing good for the people while making money for
himsalf, hewill stop at nothing, and the Confederation has all the resourcesit needs to reduce usto
nothing. We are astrategic threat to them because we've stopped the mining. They cannot permit that.
Also, intheir eyes, weareevil. | srongly advised Shabdi againg killing those children at the orphanage.
Y ou should have known that was amistake, MissMoiral Y our people will never deal with men who
murder children.”

Moiradidn't tell Wad Ramadan that in fact she had advised Shabeli againg attacking the orphanage, not
because she cared about the victims, but because, like Ramadan, she knew it would make the
Confederation more determined than ever to eiminate the Siad. "1 will spesk to him about this™" she
agreed.

Wad Ramadan smiled weakly. He did not believe her. It would still be up to him to talk to his nephew,
and he dready knew that would do no good. "Thank you, my dear," he said, resigned. "Now | will
accept your offer of asweet drink.”

"You must kill the old fool," Moiratold Shabdli. "Heis againgt you and—"

Shabdi struck her on the side of the jaw with the full force of his open pam. The blow threw her back
upon the bed, shocked. Instantly, she legped to her feet, fumbling with the dagger she kept under her
robe. Shabeli grabbed her wrist in agrip so crushing she screamed doud in pain and the dagger clattered
harmlesdy to the floor. He spun her around and pushed her facedown on the bed, her arm twisted
panfully behind her back.

"My love, you understand much | will never comprehend, but know three things about the Siad: Never
accuse aman of cowardice, never insnuate he's had sex with his own mother, and never suggest a Siad
murder someonein hisown bloodline. If ever you say something like that again, | will kill you.”

Shabdli allowed Moirato get up. Theright Side of her face was aready turning bright red from the blow.



In the years she had known Shabdi, thiswas the first time he had hit her. The Siad in generd derived no
honor from abusing women, unless for political gain. She cursed hersdf for the remark. She should have
known better. But despite her distrust of Uncle Wad, she too was desperately afraid Shabeli's plan
would end in disaster and bring ruin upon dl of them.

Shabdi flopped down on the bed and flicked on the flatvid viewer. He motioned for Moirato join him.
He put hisarm around her. "Nature will take care of Uncle Ramadan,” he whispered. "Heis powerless
anyway. But heisrespected, and aslong ashelives, | must defer to himin public.”

Moirawas about to mention her own misgivings but decided it was definitely not the right moment to
disagree with Shabdli the Magnificent. Instead she asked, "Would you redly kill me?*

Shabdi pretended to think hard about this for amoment, then replied, "Only by fucking you to death.”

With Moiradeeping soundly beside him in the darkness, Shabeli the Magnificent thought about his plan.
While the others were wasting themselves in the settlements, when he was ready, he would ambush the
Marinesin the countryside. He would wait until the other clans had dissipated their strength in urban
warfare, and then, when the Confederation, disgusted over itslosses and impatient a the ddlay initsrelief
operations, believed it had finaly gotten the upper hand on Elnedl, he would strike a devastating and
totally unexpected blow. Afterward, he would offer peace, and the concessions would be granted to him.

Ah, hethought, it isall agamble! He had purposdly ordered the attack on the orphanage because he
knew it would bring matters to a head. He also knew that with Confederation intervention, the stakes
were now infinitely high and his position utterly precarious. But that was what made life so enjoyable. He
lay back and within moments was sound adeep.

CHAPTER
SIXTEEN

On the second day out, Captain Conorado held an al-hands briefing for the 173 men of 34th FIST's
advance party, Company L, and haf the transportation company. He held the briefing in the crew's mess,
the largest open space on the Gordon.

The space was never meant to hold so many people a one time. The men crammed into the room, and
those fortunate enough to get seats at the tables were hip-to-haunch so tight they were dmost in each
other's laps. Some sat on the tables and tried not to obstruct the view of too many of the others. The rest
sgueezed tightly into the aides. The senior NCOs bunched together at the hatch. When all were
assembled, Captain Conorado entered from the galley, followed by the other officers and Staff Sergeant
Bass. The men of third platoon noticed that Ensign Baccacio didn't look happy. The company
commander took his placein asmall open space next to alarge vidscreen that was set into the wall, the
other officers grouped together around the hatch to the g ley.

"Company, atten—"

"Don't anybody get up,” Conorado said, interrupting Top Myer's cal to atention. "Thereisn't enough
room for you to movein here."

The Skipper dowly looked about the crew's mess before beginning hisremarks. If it ssemed to hismen
asthough helooked each of them in the eye, it was because he very nearly did. There was no waiting for
their attention; each man had fixed his eyes, ears, and thoughts on the company commander as soon as



he entered the room. Neither did Conorado have to gather histhoughts; he knew what he was going to
say. It was much the same as his own commander had said a dozen years earlier when the company in
which held been a platoon sergeant was in trangit to Haguri, where he was given adirect commission on
the battlefield. Conorado paused before speaking now because he wasn't sure that what he had to say
was any more accurate than what his company commander had said then. Haguri was supposed to be an
easy, low-key mission with no fighting. It turned out to be one of the bloodiest campaigns held ever been
involved in. Well, he was aMarine; when in doubt, act decisively. "We are on ahumanitarian relief
mission to Elneal," he began without preamble. "Elneal is both abackward world and a backwater. It has
little trade with the other worlds of Human Space other than in molycarbondum, and there has been
amost noimmigration into it for severd generations. I1ts molycarbondum deposits are the only thing Elned
has of value. That's mined by Consolidated Enterprises under contract to the planetary government—and
giving legitimacy and providing laborers to the mining operation seemsto be the only thing the centra
government does. The government appears to have control only in New Obbia, the capita city. Therest
of Elnedl is populated by nomads and isolated pockets of back-to-earthers—at |east 'back-to-earthers
ishow they're officidly characterized—none of whom answer to any power above their own clan or
Settlement.

"For severd years the nomadic tribes have been warring against each other and with the independent
Settlements. This has not been sporadic warring, but constant, and recently it has become very
serious—some observers have called it genocida. The best-case estimate is the fighting has reduced the
planet's population by twenty-five percent. Some estimates go above fifty percent. Because of the
fighting, agriculture hasfailed and famineis now endemic. Hundreds of thousands of people have died of
garvation on Elned in the past two years.

"The Confederation hasn't sood by idly while the fighting has been going on. There have been repested
and continuing attempts to get food and medicd suppliesinto the countryside to feed the starving people.
In many instances, food convoys have been attacked and the food taken by the raiders or destroyed in
place. In such cases, the crews of the attacked convoys have been killed amost without exception. In
places where food and medica supplies have been flown in and central distribution points established,
those points have been attacked, the food and medical suppliestaken or destroyed, and the staffs killed.
Socia order on Elnedl, such asit is, ison the verge of collapse, asisthe entire population.”

The Skipper paused for amoment, to let hiswords sink in, before continuing. A few weeks ago, the
leaders of the mgjor warring factions agreed to lay down their armsif the Confederation would guarantee
their safety so that food and medical supplies could be distributed. That's our job. Company L, 34th
FIST, isthelead unit of a Provisona Marine Brigade being assembled and sent to Elneal to guarantee
security of food distribution to end the famine, and secondarily to oversee the disarmament of thewarring
factions so that the central government can resume control over the world.

"Now I'm going to hand the briefing over to First Sergeant Myer. I'm sure helll give you the detailed
information you need in aforthright manner that | could not match. First Sergeant.” Without waiting for
acknowledgment, Captain Conorado left. The other officersfollowed him.

"Ayeaye, Sr." Top Myer bounded to the top of the closest table and crossed the room rear to front by
jumping from table to table over the seated men.

With the officers safely gone, Top Myer nodded at Gunny Thatcher, who closed the hatch and dogged

it. Thefirst sergeant took histime looking at the troops. He knew what he had to say was accurate, Snce
he'd gotten it direct from the lips of other senior NCOs who had recently been on Elned—and he himself
had served a short tour many years earlier with the security detachment at the Confederation consulate in
New Obbia. Theinformation he was about to present wouldn't appear on any officia document or in any



command-sanctioned briefing. He took histime getting started because he wanted to impress on the men
the seriousness of what he was about to say.

"Listen up and listen up good,” he began, hisvoice gruff. "Gunny Thatcher secured that hatch because
the brasswouldn't like what I'm about to tell you, and | don't want them walking in while I'm saying it.
We're going up against abunch of bloodthirsty savages." Eyes popped open throughout the mess. Not
even the men who'd been on severd operations had ever heard afirst sergeant begin abriefing with a
Satement like that.

"The Skipper told you the centra government only seemsto control New Obbia, the capita city. Well,
New Obbiasal the central government has ever controlled. The only reason any kind of official
government exists on Elned at dl is because the Confederation needed one to conduct officia dealings
with Consolidated Enterprises on their mining operation. Otherwise C.E. could have gonein, strip-mined
the place down to the moho, and the only accurate record of how much molycarbondum they took out
would bein aset of books the tax man never sees.

"Therésasory that Elneal was named after the obscure late-twenti eth-century American philosopher L.
Neil Smith. Smith had the cockamamie ideathat if everybody went around armed to the gills, there
wouldn't be any violence, there wouldn't be any need for government, and everybody would liveina
gate of Utopian bliss.

"l don't know whether that story'strue or not, but it happensthat the first settlers were nomadic and
seminomadic tribesmen from the deserts of northeast Africaand the mountains of southwest Asawho
objected to their national governments wanting to disarm and urbanize them. Most likely, the planet was
named after aNorth African clan leader called El Néffi. He was the one who came up with the idea of
emigrating.

"Anyway, Elneal got settled by some pretty xenophobic and otherwise unsociable people. Lessthan a
generation later, the British realized there was aworld out there where people went around armed and
fighting each other, so they rounded up as much of the Irish Republican Army asthey could find and
exiled them to Elnedl. The Spanish thought that was such agreat idea, they did the same thing with the
Basgues. Somewhere in there, the old United States put alot of pressure on the U.N. to mount amgjor
operation against the opium-producing tribes of Southeast Asia. When those tribesmen redlized that this
time they were going to lose the war, they sued for peace and offered to moveto Elned. They figured the
Kurds, Afghanis, and Tuaregs aready there would like abit of smoke, and they could dways refine
opium into heroin if the Irish and Basques preferred needles to pipes. Along about that time, the few
remaining American pistol-packers, those who believed asL. Nell Smith did, decided it wastimeto 'get
out of Dodge," asthey would have put it, and they moved to Elnedl. Hardly anybody e se has moved
there. There's been no intermarriage between the different groups, though there'sbeen alot of
interbreeding. The nomads sted women from each other onraids.

Top Myer stopped talking and dowly looked the troops over again. "Are you getting apicture here?' he
asked. "Thisworld was populated amost exclusively by people who want to carry firearms and don't
want to answer to any government.

"l have pent my entire adult life under arms. So has Gunny Thatcher. Every man among you, from Staff
Sergeant Bass on down to the newest Marine—who's that, Clarke?—every last one of you lives under
arms, and will aslong asyou are amember of the Confederation Marine Corps. That's a condition of
being aMarine. Marines go in harm'sway, and we must be armed in order to survive and do our jobs.
We expect to have to use our wegpons. Most of us have. Those of you who haven't yet, will soon. That's
part of being aMarine.



"If you're not prepared to use aweapon, you shouldn't carry one. We expect to haveto use ours, and
we're prepared to. But there's a universe of difference between carrying aweapon because you expect
to have to useit, and liking to be good with it because that's a skill you've mastered, and carrying one
because you like the power it givesyou. If you like to carry aweapon because of the power it givesyou,
you're adanger to everybody around you. In that case, sooner or later you're liable to useit on someone
needlesdy.

"However it goes, if you carry awegpon, whether for the reasons we do or for some other reason,
sooner or later you're going to useit. And that's what happened on Elned. With no government to keep
them in check, the tribesmen and various other groups quickly found themselves a war with each other.”

Top Myer paused amoment, then went on: "I you're thinking that not every individual descendant of the
original colonistswantsto carry wegpons and fight, you're right. Not al of them do. Those who dont,
generdly don' live to become adults—they get killed during their juvenile training. Some manageto run
away to New Obbia Most of them, though, prefer degth rather than the shame of running away. The
people of New Obbiaare universaly considered to be lower than human—to go thereisto suffer the
greatest shame.

"If they were using swords, or bows and arrows, or other ancient weapons, it wouldn't be too bad. But
they started out with projectile-throwing firearms, which are much more devastating. | don't have any
hard confirmation on this, but there are rumors that some of them have blasterstoday. Without the
controlsimposed by asocia order larger than the clan or tribe, when people are well enough armed, they
go around daughtering everyone who isn't amember of the same clan or tribe. Y ou can put that down as
alaw of nature. It's happened time and again throughout al of human history. It's happening today on
Elned.

"On most worldsin Human Space, citizens can walk about with reasonable expectation of not being
molested. They do it unarmed. There's no need for them to carry deadly weapons. On Elned, they've
crested aworld where no one can walk around expecting that nobody will try to kill him. It'saworld
where anyone unarmed isin extreme jeopardy. Hell, anyonewho isn't in alarge band of heavily armed
men isin constant danger.”" He shook his head. " Supposedly that's stopped now. The clans and tribes
and other groups want to end the famine and are willing to stop fighting—or so they say. I'll believeit
when | see every last one of them disarmed.”

He stopped talking, and stood for along moment looking someplace only he could see. When he
resumed, his voice was much softer than it had been.

"We are not going in on acombat operation. We are going in to provide symbolic security for the
distribution of food and medica supplies. We are dso going to oversee the dissrming of thewarring
factions—or at least seeto it that they go about unarmed. We are not expected to do any fighting. That is
the officid word from the top. They believe it so much they made usleave our chameeonsbehind." He
suddenly became gruff and serious again. "But we damn well better be prepared to fight. Because anyone
who isn't prepared to fight is most probably going to get killed.

"That isal. Platoon sergeants, the platoons are yours." Top Myer made his way through the crowded
room to the back, where Gunny Thatcher was undogging and opening the hatch. The two top NCOs | ft
together.

Sergeant Hyakowa, Company L'sthree regular platoon sergeants, and the transportation company
platoon sergeants, looked at one another. They had to meet with their men and continue the briefing by



platoons, but Top Myer was atough act to follow.

Because the men of the transportation company were conducting maintenance on their vehicles, and half
the Dragons were in the two Essays mated to the Gordon, a breathable atmosphere was maintained in
the Essays. Hyakowa only wished the transportation chief hadn't been so condescending about
gracioudy alowing third platoon to cram itsdf into one of the Essaysfor its meeting.

Sergeant Hyakowatold the men of third platoon about some of the humanitarian aid and peacekeeping
missions held been on, and about things that went wrong with them. Then he had everyone elsein the
platoon with experience on such missonstalk about them. He thought it was curiousthat no one had a
gory to tell about ahumanitarian relief misson on which nothing went wrong.

As Captain Conorado predicted, Ensign Baccacio was very busy indeed. Histwo primary official duties
were assgting in planning operations, and meeting and getting to know the men in his new platoon.

Now that they knew where they were going and what their duties would be once they got there, the
company's officers, asssted by Top Myer, Gunny Thatcher, and Staff Sergeant Bass, who was ill de
facto platoon commander until Captain Conorado decided that Ensign Baccacio was up to speed,
worked on their operationd plan.

Company L, reinforced by the transportation platoons, was to land at New Obbia, meet with the
Confederation Consul for assistance in establishing a base of operations, and prepare for the arrival of
34th FIST's command e ement, which was expected to arrive in two or three days. Part of that
preparation would consist of updating the month-old information they now had on the Situation on Elnedl.
Using this probably aready-obsolete information, they were choosing which localities should receive the
first deliveries of food and medicd supplies.

They considered the topography of various Sites, usability of existing roads between the capital and the
gtes, terrain conditions where roads were lacking, and other factors affecting accessibility. They took into
consderation population size and density, and were concerned with the level of famine—what

percentage of the population at asite might be saved by timely arrival of relief supplies. Other concerns
included the location, number, and condition of existing food and medica supplies—distressingly few and
small outside the city. They made guesstimates abouit the likelihood of hostile action from groups that
weren't yet ready to lay down their arms and end the starvation. They factored in the number, type, and
condition of local-government and Confederation ddlivery vehicles.

When al thisinformation was before them, they weighted everything and assigned prioritiesto more than
ahundred digtribution Sites, first those within two days land travel of New Obbia, then within easy air
trangport distance of the city. Then they spread out farther.

Findly, they examined their own manpower and transportation resources to determine how they might
bring the greatest benefit to the largest number of peoplein the severd days between when they began
distribution of food and arriva of therest of 34th FIST, or elements of the other FISTsin the provisiond
brigade.

In the end they had aplan for acrude kind of triage. Many people would till die, which was frugtrating,
but more would be saved.

They knew they would have to redo everything once they landed on Elned and got updated information,
which was dso frustrating, but at least they had amatrix for the plan—and that would cut days off the
time between the landing and the digpatch of thefirst relief convoy.



For hisother officid duty, Ensign Baccacio dutifully went about with Staff Sergeant Bass to meet
everybody in the platoon. He asked each man the usua questions:

"How long have you been in?' Dean, McNedl, and afew others had been in lessthan ayear. Sergeant
Hyakowa had twelve years service.

"How much action have you seen?' None for Claypoole, Dean, McNed, and afew others, ten
operations and campaigns for Leach. Everybody else was somewhere in between.

"Do you plan to make a career of the Corps?' Those on their second or subsequent enlissmentsdl said
they were making a career of it; the rest were about equally divided between thinking about it and no.

"How old areyou?' Their ages ranged from twenty-two to thirty-five.

"Where are you from?' Most of them were from smadll cities, towns, and rurdl areas of Earth, though
there were an appreciable number from other worlds. Few were from mgjor cities.

"What do your parentsthink of your being in the Corps?' Their parents were uniformly proud—how
elsewould you answer that question?

"How many brothers and ssters do you have?' Noneto eight.

"Areany of them Marines?' A few. "How much education do you have?' Modtly college, very little
graduate work.

"What was your study mgjor?' They studied computer science, history, engineering, liberd arts,
philosophy, fine arts, premed, business—the usua gamit.

"What are your interests or hobbies?' Baccacio was distressed at how many of them said drinking and
chasang girls.

"Do you have asteady girl?" He shouldn't have been surprised that none of them had a steady
relationship with awoman—not with marriage banned for Marines under the rank of staff sergeant—but
hewas.

"What do you like to do on liberty?* Nor should he have been dismayed that what they most wanted to
do was drink, chase women, and generally carouse.

"When wasyour last leave?' On average, none of them had taken leave in more than two years.
"Where did you go onit?' Most of them went homefor leave.

Before he was through meeting them all, Ensign Baccacio became convinced that none of his men were
living up to his potentia and he had amagjor job ahead of him, straightening out this platoon.

Ensign Baccacio aso assigned himsdf an unofficid duty. He got on good terms with Corpora Doyle so
he could have greater access to the personnd records than ajunior officer under his circumstances
normaly did. He was most interested in Charlie Bass's record. He wanted to know why, if Basswas as
great aleader of men as Conorado said, he was only a staff sergeant. Of course, it was dl thereinthe
records.



Severd daysinto the voyage, a the end of along planning session for contingenciesin event of
hodtilities, Bass noticed Baccacio Saring at him intensaly. Sensing that the younger man was looking for
an opportunity to assert his authority, Bass didn't follow the officers out of the ship's secondary ward
room, which had been assigned to the Marines astheir operations center. Instead he sat down again and
waited, camly looking at the ensign.

At firgt it seemed Baccacio was going to follow the other officers out of the ward room, but he stopped
when he reached the door. Looking both ways aong the passageway outside, he stepped back, pulled
the hatch shut, and dogged it. Then he turned back to Bass, who casudly gestured for him to take a seet.

Baccacio hesitated. He didn't want it to appear that he needed the NCO's permission to sit down, but if
he remained standing, he would seem to be declining the offer, which might mean he waslosing control of
the situation before he had a chance to say anything. So he sat down across the table from Bass.

"The men seem to like you, Staff Sergeant Bass," Baccacio said after the two men studied each other for
amoment.

"Yessir, it does seem that way," Bass replied noncommittaly.

Baccacio nodded. It wasn't quite the response he expected, but it gave him another opening. "Y ou trest
themwdl.”

Bass nodded.
"Y ou even go on liberty with them. Do you think that's wise?'

Bassraised an eyebrow. "It's not preciseto say | go on liberty with the men,” he said. "It'smorethat |
sometimes go on liberty to the same placesthey do.”

"Isthere adifference?'
Bass shrugged. There was, but if Baccacio didn't want to seeit, he wasn't going to argue the point.

"Noncommissioned officers, like commissioned officers, should distance themsdves from the men, don't
you think?'

Bass dipped his head in adight nod, wondering where this conversation was going. Surely Baccacio
wasn't going to take him to task for a situation that wouldn't arise anytime in the foreseeable future.

"Officers and NCOs have to send men into harm'sway," the ensggn said. " Sometimes, we have to send
them into Situations where we know they're going to get killed—"

Bass sharply interrupted him. " A good leader never sends aman into a Situation where he knows the
manwill get killed."

"It happens dl thetime," Baccacio snapped back, to cover his shock at the way Bass had spoken to
him.

"Mr. Baccacio," Bass said in adow, cam voice that was nonethel ess threatening, "I don't know how
many missons, operations, and campaigns I've been on. I'd have to go and count al of my campaign



medal's and the comets on my Marine Expeditionary Meda to tell you. Far more than twenty, | do know
that. On dl but thefirst few of them, | was an NCO, responsible for the conduct and the lives of the men
under me. Not once did | ever knowingly send aMarine to his desth. I've seen many Marines die along
the way, including more than I'd ever want to think about who werein my charge. But none of them ever
died because | told them to go out and get themselves killed. The same holds, to the best of my
knowledge, for every platoon and company commander | ever served under, and to every NCO up and
down my chain of command. Marine leaders send their men, or lead their men, to kill, not to be killed.
We know that some of our Marines might diein an action, but we never ddiberately send them to their
desths.”

Baccacio leaned back in his chair and drummed the fingers of hisleft hand on the table. "So you're
insubordinate aswell," he said when the silence between the two stretched long enough to become
uncomfortable. "Aswell?'

"I know about you, Bass. Thisisyour third time as a gtaff sergeant. Y ou've been busted three times.
Once from corporal to lance corpora, once from gunnery sergeant to sergeant, and most recently from
gunnery sergeant to staff sergeant.” He leaned forward and tapped a fingertip on the tabletop to
emphasize hiswords. "And you have the nerve to say what noncommissioned officers do and don't do?
Thismost recent time," he sat up and threw hisarms out, "you were court-martialed for assaulting a
civilianl How can you justify assaulting acivilian? What kind of example are you setting for the men when
you do that?"

"If you checked it out closdly enough, Mr. Baccacio, you know | assaulted that 'civilian' because he
pushed a piece of defective equipment that got alot of good Marineskilled. When | hit that man, | was
standing up for alot of needlessy dead Marines. That's afine exampleto give." Heleaned forward and
reached under the table. Hisfingersfell exactly where he wanted them to: on the opening of the specia
pocket on the thigh of histrousers, where he kept hisancient K-Bar.

Baccacio did hisbest not to swallow and blanch when his platoon sergeant withdrew the knife—he
couldn't believe the man was threstening him. Was he?

"Do you know what thisis, Mr. Baccacio?' Bass asked. He didn't wait for an answer. "It'saK-Bar.
Thisisn't areproduction, or amuseum replica, it'stherea thing. Thisknifeis nearly four centuriesold.”

The young officer stared at the knife. Its blade was seven incheslong. Once, the blade had been aninch
and ahdf wide, but sharpening had worn it down to less than an inch. The meta was blackened. Unlike
the knife he carried asaMarine officer, it didn't start tapering until near the end, where it became
double-edged. Bass turned the knife so Baccacio could see the legend USM C stamped into one side of
the blade, and KA-BAR OLEAN, N.Y. into the other. The knife's hilt was made of broad, leather disks
packed tightly together. Some of the washers had dried and split over the centuries and been replaced.
Theremaining origina diskswere adeep, shiny black, polished smooth from generations of handling, and
looked as hard as gemstone or volcanic glass.

"There's no way of telling how many of those old American Marines carried this knife before one of
them took it home with him when he was discharged,” Bass said, "instead of returning it to his company
supply sergeant. Those old Marines called themselves a'band of brothers.” Thisknife, handed down
through generations of Marines, isa symboal of that brotherhood. Carrying it reminds me that | am part of
that. We Confederation Marines are the spiritud if not the lineal descendants of those United States
Marines. We are no less a'band of brothers." Brothers don't send each other out to be killed. "Now,
listen up and listen up good, Ensign. The men don't like me because sometimes we wind up in the same
place on liberty and | buy around of drinks. They like me because | take care of them. | don't waste



their lives. | stand up for my men and | back them up when they get into trouble. And they know that if
they get into trouble of their own making, they have to answer to mefor it. They respect mefor that,
Ensign. They know that'sfair.

"Every man in this company respectsevery NCO in it, and until you arrived, they respected every
officer. Y ou have yet to show anyone that you deserve respect. Nobody knowsif you respect them, if
you'll back them up, if you're fair. Nobody knowsthat you won't waste their lives. Hereés alesson you
better learn in ahurry. Officers and NCOswho aren't respected don't last long. Yes, | know what they
say, respect the uniform. Well, therés aman ingde that uniform. The men will obey the ordersthat come
from the uniform even if they don't respect the man inddeit. They're Marines, and that's one of the rules
they live under. But if they don't respect the man inside the uniform, they won't obey the ordersaswell as
they will when they come from aman who is respected. Some unrespected officers and NCOswind up
getting killed because nobody's |ooking out for them. For others, their units develop low morae, which
meansthey get bad marks on their quarterly reports and eventually they get kicked out of the Corps.

"You sad I'minsubordinate, Mr. Baccacio. If that's so, then what I'm about to say must be
insubordinate asdl hell. I've long maintained that nobody should be sdected for commissioning before
he's reached the rank of staff sergeant. Y ou've got the training, Ensgn. But you don't have the experience
to back it up." Bass stood abruptly, stuck the ancient K-Bar back in its scabbard, and | eft the ward
room. Heleft the hatch swinging idly behind him.

Ensign Baccacio sat stunned, staring at the space Bass had sat in. Instead of taking full command of the
platoon as he'd planned, he had just been read the riot act by an NCO he'd been determined to put in his
place.

CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN

"Fadt frigate" isaclass of warship. From its designation, one might reasonably expect afast frigate to be
fadt, probably faster than any other starships. And it is—but only in Space-3, normal three-dimensional
space. In hyperspace dl ships are locked into the exact same amount of travel-time for agiven distance;
the same 6.273804 ad infinitum irregular number of light-years-per-day speed, known asthe Beam
Congtant, alowed by the Beam Drive, applies equaly to afast frigate and a d ow-boat-to-China,
assuming that such a scow would be spaceworthy at al. So even though travel by fast frigate rather than
by troop transport can cut trangit time between planetary systems by several days, theHM3 Gordon
spent the same twelve daysin hyperspace as did whatever transport ship the rest of 34th FIST followed
on.

A vagary of interstdlar travel that most people aren't aware of isthe effect of theirregularity of the
light-year-per-day distance on navigation. When a navigator plots his course, he doesn't know with any
real precision where his ship will pop back into Space-3. For that matter, two starshipsjumping in
tandem from the exact same spot and using the exact same destination coordinates, won't come out of
hyperspace in the same place. This phenomenon has caused some people to say that the Beam Constant
isavariableaswdl asanirregular number.

Adtrophysicists say that's not o, that the uncertainty is caused by the interstellar dance of the spheres,
and by the resulting shift in the norma curvature of space-time,

Whatever, interstellar navigators have to plan amargin of error when they plot their courses. The plotted
arrival point isalways at greater distance from the outbound jump points than the radius of the sphere of



eror, asit'scaled. It realy wouldn't do to have an inbound ship suddenly return to Space-3 in the same
spot from which an outbound ship is attempting to make ajump. When two or more ships are traveling
together, they aso have to consider each other's plotted arrival pointsto avoid coming out in each other's
spheres of error. Just in case. Since the margin of error increases with distance traveled, shipsin convoy
go in short jumps and reassemble in formation each time they return to Space-3. Otherwise, on along
trip, they would be scattered over ahorrendoudy large sphere on arriva a their destination. Which won't
do at al for warships going into a hogtile Situation.

TheCNSS FF HM3 Gordon wastraveling alone, so it was ableto go from Thorsfinni's World to Elned
inone jump. But at dightly more than seventy-five light-years distance, it was going to teke the ship
longer to reach orbit once it returned to Space-3 than the three hours it took from orbit to jump point at
Thorsfinni's World. And if it had the misfortune of coming out near the far rim of its sphere of error, even
at afast frigate's high rate of three-dimensional speed the trip from there to orbit would take the best part
of astandard day.

Captain Conorado broke the sedl on a packet of orders he was given moments before he | eft the
barracks back at Camp Ellis. The staff mgjor who handed him the packet gave him very specific orders.
"Do not open this packet until you are planetside wherever you are going, or on approach if the ship
comes out of hyperspace with at least atweve-hour flight timeto orbit.”

They certainly had more than twelve hours flight time, so he opened the packet. A smile dowly spread
across hisface as he shuffled through the pages. Finally. He wondered why Commander Van Winkle, the
battalion commander, wanted him to wait with these orders. They were dated the first of the month, and
it was dready mid-month.

"Lieutenant Humphrey," he said to his executive officer. "Get the Top. | want dl officers and platoon
sergeants assembled in the ward room in ten minutes. Include trangportation in that.” Ordersin hand, he
headed for the bridge to get permission from Commander Kahunii to use the crew's messfor an
unscheduled, dl-hands assembly.

The Marine officers and senior NCOs were in the ward room waiting for him when Captain Conorado
arrived with Commander Kahunii's permission to use the crew's mess for the next hour. Without aword,
he handed out pages of ordersto each of his platoon commanders and the senior officer from the
transportation detachment. He noted, but didn't comment on, the way Ensign Baccacio grabbed for the
orders he handed him, quickly scanned them, and shoved them toward Staff Sergeant Bass, the only
NCO in the room who didn't look over an officer's shoulder to see what the orders were.

"All handsin the crew's messin ten minutes,”" he said when everyone had seen the orders and was
passing them back. "Top, do you have, or can you get, what we need?"

"Anything | don't have, | can get,” First Sergeant Myer replied, grinning broadly.

Inten minutes al 173 Marines were crammed into the crew's mess.

"Marines, I'm sorry we can't do this under more ceremonia conditions,” Conorado said once everyone
was sttled. "But I'm sure you'll forgive mefor that oversight.” He looked at the jammed room and at the
tiny open spacein front of him and shook his head. "We're about to have a demonstration that Marines
redly can do anything, anyplace, at any time. Asl cal out your name, front and center.”

He called out sx names from firgt platoon. The first couple of men looked surprised, then everybody
caught on to what was happening and they all became excited, especidly the men whose nameswere



being caled. Five men were called from second platoon. Then it was third platoon'sturn.

"Sergeant Eagle's Cry, Sergeant Kelly, Corpora Ratliff, Corpora Saleski,” four more names, and the
last was "L ance Corpord Chan," followed by three names from the assault platoon and five from the
trangportation detachment.

The twenty men whose names were cdled scrambled, crawled, and climbed from wherever they were
to stand at attention in atight formation in front of the captain. Other Marines howled at them and took
good-natured swings as they bumped into and stepped on peoplein their rush to get to the front of the
room. In hardly more time than it took Conorado to call out the names, they were at attention in front of
him.

Captain Conorado held up the sheaf of orders and began reading from the top page. " 'Know ye al
men, that placing special trust and confidence...' " He read from the Marine promotion warrant, a text
that hadn't changed itswording in centuries. All twenty men standing in front of him had been holding
positions higher than their ranks. Each one was being promoted to the rank the table of organization
specified for hispostion.

Conorado turned his head to the commander of the transportation detachment. "Lieutenant Drabek, do
your honors, gr.”

"Aye aye. With pleasure, Sr." The transportation commander accepted the promotion warrantsfor his
men from Conorado, and he and histop NCO, the company's gunnery sergeant, handed each of their
five newly promoted men his promotion warrant and pinned the new rank inggniaon hiscollar.

When they finished, Conorado said, "First Sergeant Myer."

"Ayeaye, dr." Myer and the captain stepped to thefirst maninline.

"Sergeant Eagle's Cry, congratulations,” Conorado said, shaking his hand and giving him the warrant.
"Thank you, Sr," Eagle's Cry said, barely containing hisgrin.

Myer pulled apair of sergeant's chevrons out of a pocket and handed one to Conorado. Together, they
removed the corpora's stripes from Eagle's Cry's collars and pinned on the new insignia

When Conorado stepped on to Kelly, who was the next man in line, Myer leaned close to whisper to
EaglesCry, "I'll seeyou later, when there aren't any officers around.”

Eagle's Cry grimaced and said, "Not if | seeyou first. Top."
Myer chuckled and moved to Kelly.

When aMarine was promoted, for aday or two every Marine of equal or greater rank got to hit him on
the shoulder, once for each stripe of his new rank. So, every newly promoted enlisted Marine had sore
armsfor awhile. No one was alowed to hit hard enough to cause injury. But if that should happen, the
Marines had another custom that dedlt with anyone who hit too hard.

Once the newly promoted Marines had been congratul ated by their commanders, recelved their
warrants, and were wearing their new stripes, Captain Conorado had one more piece of businessfor
everybody before planetfall.



"I'm sure First Sergeant Myer told you the rumor that at least some of the warring factions on Elned
have energy weapons. | want to emphasizethe fact that it isonly arumor, thereisno verification. All the
fighting, to our knowledge, has been done with projectile weapons and chemicd reaction explosives. Our
shields give us sgnificant protection from blasters and other energy weapons, but asfar asaflying piece
of meta is concerned, ashield isjust another piece of air. A shield does absolutely nothing to stop,
deflect, or dow down abullet or chunk of shrapnd. So welll be wearing body armor in the event that
someone down there hasn't gotten the word and wants to tangle with us. Unfortunately, our orders came
s0 suddenly and we had so little time to prepare before embarking that battalion was only able to pack
enough body armor in our landing load for areinforced platoon.

"Th—makethat first platoon, and a section from the assault platoon, will beissued the armor and go
planetsde on thefirst wave." He'd wanted to send third platoon, but with something wrong between Bass
and Baccacio, he decided not to send them into atouchy sSituation until the problem was cleared up. "Top
Myer and | will bewith the first wave. Lieutenant Humphrey and Gunny Thatcher will bring down the rest
of the company once we've secured the landing zone. I'm sorry there isn't enough armor for anyonein
trangportation to have any but, at least a first, you'll beinsde your vehicles most of the time and that'll
give you some protection from any projectiles that might come our way.

"In case anybody's wondering, the Top and | don't get armor either. Ensign Kracar, Staff Sergeant
DaCogta, you will issue the armor to your platoon and the assault section in reverse order of rank. If
there's not enough to go around, and I'm not sure thereis, you go asbare as | do.

"Arethere any questions?”’

"Sir, when do the rest of the men get armor?* Gunny Thatcher asked. He knew the answer, but he knew
the men didn't and were probably wondering.

"Good question, Gunny. Sorry, | should have said thiswithout prompting. The rest of our load, including
enough body armor for everybody, will arrive with the advance command unit, which should be in about
three days, depending on where they come out of hyperspace.”

Helooked around the room. "Anything ese?' There were no other questions. "All right then, when
you're dismissed, squad leaders, seeto it that your men are ready for planetfal. Officers and staff NCOs
to the ward room." He gave the Marines of hisreinforced company alast look, then turned and | eft
through the gdley.

"Com-PANY!" Myer shouted, then bit histongue. No matter how much he wanted to call the company
to attention, there wasn't enough room in the crew's mess.

After what felt like an interminable wait, avoice boomed over the ship'sintercom system, "Commander,
Landing Force, prepare the landing force for landing.”

Everyone, even those dated to land later, checked their gear to make sure everything was ready. The
platoon sergeant of first platoon and the section chief of the assault section joining first platoon in thefirst
wave issued their squad leaders the batteries for their squads wegpons. Out of deference to Commander
Kahunii's concerns, the squad leaders wouldn't issue the batteries to their men until they were aboard the
Dragons, where the men would load their weapons before launch—the ride to planetside would be too
rough for them to be able to load before the Dragons stopped in New Obbia. The men of the first wave
lined up and, on order, made their way quickly to the cargo hold the Essays were attached to.



Moments later awhoosh was heard throughout the ship as the Essays were launched. An hour later a
ship's mate led the rest of the company to the hold, where they boarded the Dragons aready aboard the
Essays, which had returned for the second wave. Twenty minutes later second and third platoons surged
out of the Dragonsinto the main square of New Obbia, the capitd city of Elnedl, and fel into the
parade-ground formation their NCOs called for.

New Obbiawasn't much as citieswent. It was even less as a planetary capital. The great mgjority of its
million inhabitants were about equally divided between broken-spirited refugees from the wilderness and
amilarly dispirited immigrants who wished nothing more for themselves than passage of f that forsaken
world. The city reflected itsinhabitants. Few buildings rose more than two stories, and nearly dl looked
in need of repair—certainly in need of painting and cleaning. The rubble that littered the Streetswasn't the
leavings of people who had so much they could afford to waste it; it was the detritus of adecaying
infrastructure. There wasllittle in the way of goods in the windows of the shops, the clothing of most of
the people in evidence was the gray of too many washings, and the people wearing those garments
seemed just as gray.

Only the managers of Consolidated Enterprises and the higher reaches of government bureaucrats
looked lessworn than their city. But they never waked its streets; they sped past in limousineswith
darkened windows on their way from well-gppointed modern office buildingsto luxuriousliving quarters.
When visiting the mines, they flew; when they relaxed, they flew to one of the well-guarded resort spas
established for their exclusive use in the uninhabited regions of the planet.

The two-acre city square on which the Marines formed up was paved with cracked and pitted
flagstones laid on an unevenly packed foundation. A thin line of scraggly trees bordered the square, but
wide gaps exposed the brooding entrancesto the officia buildings that surrounded it. The few benches
arrayed in asmaler rectangle within the square of trees were unoccupied.

Still, Dean looked around in awe of the undistinguished burg. In the first twenty-three years of hislife,
he'd never gone farther from New Rochester than New ColumbiaDidtrict. Thiswasthethird foreign
planet he'd set foot on in lessthan ayear.

McNeal |ooked around and spat on the ground. New Obbia looked entirely too much like what he'dd
wanted to escape when he enlisted in the Marines.

"Living here must be worse than going through Boot Camp,” Claypoole said softly. "And | thought
Arsenault was the asshole of Human Space.”

Chan shook his head. "Reminds me of Cross and Thorn. Whoever'sin charge here doesn't care about
the physica wdll-being of the people.”

"That's enough chatter in the ranks,” Sergeant Hyakowasaid. They al stopped talking.

At that moment, Captain Conorado and First Sergeant Myer, accompanied by three well-dressed
civiliansand a Confederation Navy Admird, came out of the four-story building the formation faced.

"Comp-ANY, aten-HUT!" Gunny Thatcher bellowed.
The click of heels coming together and thuds of blaster butts snapping to the ground echoed hollowly

through the square. Thatcher timed his about-face to coincide with the arrival of Conorado and the
others. His hand snagpped up in asaute. "Company L and attachments, al present or accounted for, Sr."



The company commander smartly returned his salute. " Thank you, Company Gunnery Sergeant. Y ou
may take your place.”

Thatcher took a sharp step backward, then turned equally sharply to his right and marched to his parade
postion pardld to the front row of the formation.

Conorado took a step forward to stand in the same spot Thatcher had and stood at attention.
"Company L and attachments," he said in avoice loud enough to clearly be heard throughout the square,
"firgt platoon and the assault section that came with it in the first wave have aready been briefed on the
current Situation and are in security positions around this part of the city. Here to addressyou are Fleet
Admird PMarc Willis, the highest-ranking representative of the Confederation on Elnedl; Confederation
Consul Jardinier Dozois, and Planetary President, the Honorable Mr. Kismayu Merka" Heturned to his
right. "Admird."

The navy officer stepped forward. "Thank you, Captain,” he said. He faced the company and began, "'|
can't tell you how glad | am to see areinforced company of Marines here. I'm sure the Marines of the
provisond FIST | assembled from the ship's complements of my fleet are as glad to have you here as|
am. Now they can begin to return to their regular duties." He paused briefly and pretended he didn't
notice the soft wave of snickering that swept through Company L at his mention of the ship's Marines.
"Asl'm sureyou are well aware, the Situation on Elneal has gone beyond mere desperation. People are
dying of garvation al over the world. There have been repeated massacres by hungry peopletrying to
seizefood from other hungry people. Now, after months of difficult negotiation, the fighters have agreed
to put down their arms and put their conflicts behind them so that people can be fed.”

Three things then happened in such rapid succession they seemed to hgppen amost smultaneoudy. First
came the sound of explosions, muffled by distance. Almost instantly, anavy petty officer raced out of the
government building. A shrill whistle preceded a puff of gray smoke that erupted in acorner of the square
before the petty officer reached the Admiral, and chunks of rock and meta flew about and clattered to
the flagstones.

As experienced as many of the Marineswere, it was asecond or two before any of them understood
that this strange noise was amortar explosion.

"Into the Dragons," Conorado shouted as soon as he realized what was happening. "Those are chemical
explosved”

CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

Conorado unceremonioudy grabbed both Admira Willis and President Merka by their upper arms. He
shoved one at First Sergeant Myer and the other at Gunny Thatcher. "Get them insde,” he snapped. He
looked around for Consul Dozois and saw that the diplomat was already sprinting for the safety of the
government building. Only then did Conorado race back into the government building himsdlf, to the
command center held hagtily set up in aroom of Admira Williss suite, near the entrance of the building.
Stll in the square, Lieutenant Humphrey oversaw the loading of the Dragons before following. From his
vehicle, Staff Sergeant Drabek, of the transportation platoon, ordered the ten armored vehiclesinto
positions affording them some protection from the incoming mortar rounds while covering dl the
approaches to the square. Three mortar rounds exploded in the square. The Marinesin the Dragons
waited tensaly for more, which didn't come, and for their company commander to issue further orders.



Inside the command center three flat-screens hung on thewalls. Only one, the largest, waslit. It showed
apicture of the city center projected from the string-of-pearls satdllites. Eight points were marked in
greenin atight circle around the blue point that indicated the command center. Two of the green points,
one to the southeast and one to the west, had red splotches near them.

"Bring inthe view," Conorado ordered. The scae of the map on the screen immediately changed so that
the circle of green reached almogt to the edges. He looked at the view and shook his head. Buildings
were in the way. From its angle of view, the satdllite couldn't pick up enough detail of what was
happening on the streets.

The Marine captain didn't even glance at the navy admird before beginning hisintelligence, assessment,
planning, and action sequence. Admira Willis, for his part, may have been the senior man present, but he
knew when to defer to the expertise of others and stood quietly out of the way, regathering his dignity
after being hustled out of the square.

"What are you getting from your UAV's, Cowboy?"

"Cowboy" Bill Hett, the company's unmanned agrid vehicle chief, sat with hishead encased in avirtud
redlity helmet and his hands and feet on the controls of his remote-controlled reconnaissance drone. On
the other side of the room Corporal " Speed” MacL eash, the company's other UAV man, was operating
another recon drone.

"OP Ddtais under attack by unidentified people insgde two facing buildings,” Flett answered.
Observation Point D, OP Delta, was represented on the map by the green spot to the southeast. The
eight OPs, located at adistance of three blocks from the square, were each manned by three Marines
from firgt platoon. The assault section that came down with them in the first wave was on building tops
immediately around the square.

"Any idea how many attackers, or how they're armed?"

"They're using projectile weapons, Skipper, | can seethat much. There might be areinforced squad, it's
hard to tdll. I'm looking for the mortar.”

"Find it." Conorado turned his attention to the other UAV man. "What do you have, MacL eash?"

"OP Golf isunder assault. | see about two squads maneuvering through the street toward them.” He
paused, wondering if he should continue, then added, "Y ou're not going to believe this, sir, but they're
wearing skirts."

"What? Golf is being attacked by women?"

"Nossir, not unless the women here have hairy faces. It's men with beards, but they're wearing skirts and
blouses."

"Skirts. Right." Conorado concluded they were probably Bos Kashi. The Siad wore robes MacL eash
would have described as "dresses.” A corner of his mouth twitched as he redlized the briefings he and
Myer gave the Marines on board the Gordon hadn't included enough ethnic information on the inhabitants
of Elnedl. MacL eash had one small unit under observation. Conorado wondered if one of the other
warrior tribeswas dso in the city. Was one of those groups attacking Delta, or were they ready to attack
elsawherein the city’? And who was on the mortar?



"Do you see anybody on rooftops?’
Both reconnai ssance men answered in the negative.
"Do you see anybody dse?'

"Not in the patterns weve been flying," Flett answered. Insde his helmet, he was able to switch points of
view between the UAV he controlled and the one MacL eash was flying, which he did frequently enough
to be on top of what his assistant was observing. "Radio,” Conorado said.

"OP Dédtareports no casudties,”" replied the company's senior communications man, Corporal Escarpo.
"They think they took out two of the men with projectile wegpons, and fire has dackened. OP Golf
reports they've got their attackers pinned down and unable to return fire. No other OPs report any
hodtile activity."

Conorado nodded to himsdlf. These attacks on the two observation points could be isolated actions
undertaken by afew Bos Kashi who wanted to demonstrate their lack of fear of the Marines before
laying down their arms. It didn't have to mean any red resistance was going on, but making awrong
assumption could be disastrous. He needed more information.

"Get methird platoon's command unit,” he told Escarpo, and put his hemet on. "And send them amap.”
The communications man touched severa buttons on hisradio.

Almost immediately Conorado heard Lance Corpora "Moose' Dupont, third platoon's communications
man, in his earphones acknowledging the cdll.

"Three Four," Conorado said—he amost said "Three Actua,”" but remembered in time that Basswas no
longer the platoon commander, "thisis Six Actual. Do you see the map yet?'

There was abrief hesitation before Bass answered, "I've got it.”

Conorado imagined Ensign Baccacio handing over the commander'slocator, and knew held haveto
explain to him why he was giving his ordersto the platoon sergeant instead of to the officer in charge. But
that could wait. He aso knew he should be giving these orders to Ensign Baccacio, but he wanted an
experienced man in command of the Situation. Too much, including the lives of his men, depended on the
man in charge. He leaned over Escarpo's shoulder and tapped afew keys on the pad. "Y our positionis
marked in blue. OP Golf is green. The red-speckled areawest of Golf is gpproximately two squads of
Bos Kashi with projectile weapons. They are pinned down. Take your platoon and round them up.

Recon Two will fly for you. | want & least one live prisoner. Any questions?”’

"They have projectile wegpons, and we don't have body armor,” Bassreplied.

"You'rein armored vehicles"

"Onour way, gr."

Conorado flicked off hisradio and glanced a Macl eash to make sure he got the message to fly

reconnaissance for third platoon. "Recon, project,” he said. Thetwo smaler wall screens blinked on,
dowing the view from the two UAV's. Recon One, being flown by Hett, waswell abovethe city, flying a



quartering pattern in the direction the mortar rounds had come from. Recon Two gave aclear picture of
the street where OP Golf was fighting. The two squads of Bos Kashi had good cover from their front,
but mogt of the fighterswere fully exposed to their rear.

"Do you seewhat | do, Charlie?' Conorado asked into hisradio.

"That's an affirmative, Skipper," Bassreplied. "We can wak right up on them. Just make sure Golf
knows we're on our way."

"Sir," Escarpo interrupted before Conorado could acknowledge Basss request. " Deltareports heavier
firefrom the buildings and requests suppressivefire.”

Conorado looked a Willisfor thefirst time since entering the command pogt. "'Sir, how hard do we have
to try to avoid damaging the buildings?'

There was a cease-fire in effect, and someone had violated it. Because of the cease-fire, the Marines
camein unequipped for al-out combat; they were peacekeepers who were attacked. More, Admira
Willis had seen the carnage the Bos Kashi and others had inflicted on innocent civilians. Asfar ashewas
concerned, they were vermin to be disposed of as quickly as possible. He didn't have to think about it
before saying, "The Negev Protocol isauthorized, Captain.” He then looked toward an apparently blank
sretch of wal and added in astrong, clear voice, "For therecord, | am PMarc Willis, FHeet Admira of
the Confederation Navy. | hereby authorize the Marines on Elnedl to put into effect the Negev Protocol.”
The microphone concedled in thewall dutifully recorded the Admird's statement.

Twenty years earlier, the Marines had a peacekeeping mission on Alhambra. A squad came under heavy
firefrom alarge number of meninavillagein the Negev didrict. The squad leader, seeing that hismen
were severely outnumbered and in extreme danger, called in an air strike, which leveled the village. Two
hundred civilianswere killed, aong with every man in the unit that had fired on the Marines. The Marine
brigadier in command of the mission immediately backed up the squad |eader's decision and announced
that any further attacks on Marines would be met with overwheming and devastating force. No onefired
on aMarinefor the remaining four stlandard months of the mission—and no villagers harbored armed
men who wanted to resist the peacekeepers. Such a strong response became known asthe "Negev
Protocol.” There was no clear policy on when the protocol should be used. It was l€eft up to the
commander on the scene to determineif hisforces were in danger of unprovoked attack and if massive
retaliation was appropriate.

Admira Willisthought it was appropriate in these circumstances. Captain Conorado unhesitatingly
agreed—those were his men out there with their livesin danger.

Conorado activated the al-hands circuit in his helmet radio. "All hands, now hear this" hesad. "Thisis
Captain Conorado, commander of Company L, 34th FIST." He used his name and position to make it
absolutely clear to everyone who was speaking. "Until further notice, the Negev Protocol isin effect. If
anyone shoots at you, or threatens you, you are authorized to use al necessary lethal and destructive
force to stop whatever threat you are faced with. That isall.” Then he turned on the circuit to the assault
platoon headquarters unit and ordered, " Get a section to where it can support Delta. Knock down as
many buildings as you have to to convince whoever's shooting at those Marinesthat it's abad idea.”

From the ingtant Bass realized Conorado was leaving him in command of the platoon, he carefully
avoided looking at Baccacio. He could imagine what was going through the young officer's mind. When
he got amoment, held think of away of explaining to the ensign that this was a good training opportunity,
but in the meantime he had a strike to plan and execute. Bass spent afew seconds examining the map on



the locator. Both his position and OP Golfs were precisaly marked—where the Bos Kashi were located

was more generaly indicated. As he moved forward to the crew chiefs station he took stock of who was
in the Dragon. He had his own first squad and one assault gun team, dong with haf a squad from second
platoon.

The crew chief was examining his own map of the area, which showed not only the same positions that
were marked on Basss map, but all the vehicles of his platoon.

"How doesthislook to you?' Bass asked, tracing aroute that would bring the two armored vehiclesto
less than ablock behind the pinned-down Bos Kashi.

"If wedo it thisway," the crew chief traced two lines on his map display, "we get them caughtina
three-way crossfire, and neither of my vehicles blocks the other.”

Bass thought about the suggestion for asecond or two and saw it would take only half aminute longer
for them to arrive at the two-way positions. He clapped the crew chief on the shoulder. "Let'sdoit.” If
they didn't run into anyone else dong theway, it would befairly easy.

The crew chief gave hisdriver ahand signd and spoke into hisradio. The two Dragons carrying third
platoon and part of second roared out of the square at high speed.

Bass glanced at the crew chiefs map to get the designations of the two vehicles and flicked on hisradio.
"Foxtrot Fiveis going to November Twenty-seven," he said, reading off the map coordinates of his
vehiclé's destination, "and Foxtrot Six isgoing to Oscar Twenty-eight.” He pressed the button on the
locator that sent the map image to the Heads Up Display in the squad leaders helmets. "When we get
wherewe are going, third platoon will dismount and take positions on line facing the Bos Kashi. The
members of second platoon who are with uswill dismount and take defensive positionsfacing the resr,
and will be the reserve. When we arein position, | will hail the Bos Kashi and demand surrender. We are
here to capture them, not kill them. Nobody fire until | give the word, or unlessfired upon. Questions?'
Thereweren't any. Bassdidn't turn off the HUD transmission; his squad leaders could cancd it
individualy when they had seen enough to know where they were going and what they'd do once they
got there.

Baccacio had come up next to Bass as he was transmitting, and the platoon sergeant now looked at him.
"Jugt like animmediate reaction drill,” Basssaid. "Except livesare on theline”
Baccacio's jaw was locked too tightly to speak. He nodded curtly.

It took less than two minutes for the two Dragonsto get into position to dismount their passengers, but
that was long enough for Conorado to come back on the radio with his al-hands message.

"Negev," Baccacio said, askull-like grin splitting hisface. "Y ou don't hail them, Bass. We get in position
and fry them.”

Bass gave Baccacio a steady |ook. " The Skipper wants a prisoner. We halil first.”

"Negev, Bass," Baccacio repeated. "He didn't say anything about prisonersthistime. He said Negev.
Wefry them."

Basskept his eyesfixed on the ensgn's as he flicked on the company command circuit. "Question for



Six Actud, thisis Three Four. Do you still want a prisoner?

Conorado's voice came back immediately. "Capture dl of them if you can, but don't hesitate to kill as
many of them asyou haveto. | want at least one prisoner. | say again, | want at least one prisoner.”

"l hail them," Bass said after sgning off.
Baccacio glared a him.
The Marines within hearing sudioudy avoided looking at them.

The chemical reaction explosions from the gunfire the Bos Kashi were directing toward the Marine
observation post that had them pinned down, combined with the crackling of shattered masonry from the
Marines blasters, kept them from noticing the noise of the gpproaching Dragons, so the vehicleswere
ableto get as close as Bass wanted. When Foxtrot Six radioed that it was in position, Bass gave the
order to dismount. " Squad leaders, you know what to do," he added.

The squad leaders did know, and in fifteen seconds the men of third platoon were under cover and
deployed, facing the Bos Kashi who were still pinned down by OP Golfsfire.

As soon as Bass assured himsdlf that his men were in position, hefilled hislungs and bellowed, "Bos
Kashi, you are surrounded by Confederation Marines. Surrender and you will live."

"We are Bos Kashi," shouted back a defiant voice. "We do not surrender. Wekill!" More gunfire
erupted from the Bos Kashi, but Bass's voice had echoed off the walls, so they couldn't tell where he
was and their bullets went wild. Bass was about to order one fire team in each position to return fire
when more gunfire broke out behind his other unit, and he heard Eagle's Cry over theradio:

"We're being hit from the rear by aforce of unknown size. | am redeploying to faceit.”

CHAPTER
NINETEEN

"Kerr, can you move?' Eagle's Cry asked hisfirst fire team leader as soon as he finished hisreport.

"l think s0," Kerr answered, but he didn't sound certain. He'd faced projectile weapons before, but this
wasthefirst time held faced lead bullets without wearing body armor. "They don't seem to be hitting near

us." They weren't. The Bos Kashi attacking from the rear were concentrating their fire on the rear guard
from second platoon.

"Stay low," Eagle's Cry told him. "Get to that building to your left, then go around it and seeiif you can
flank them. We've got Recon Two. I'll let you know as soon as | hear anything from them."”

"On our way." Kerr sgnaed to his men, Schultz and McNed, and started crawling on his belly toward
the houseto hisside.

McNed |ooked across the rubble-littered pavement toward the building they were headed for, saw it
was only twenty meters distant, then flattened himself on the ground and began following Schultz's
inchworming body. No sooner had he started than abullet cracked over his head. Hed thought he was
aready flat on the ground, but the nearness of the projectile made him somehow hug it even closer. He



crawled and crawled, scraping his face so close to the pavement he thought he might never have to shave
again. He pressed his chest, belly, and thighs so tightly to the ground he was certain he was fraying the
materid of hisuniform right off hisbody.

When hefelt that he'd gone far enough to be well behind the building, he raised his head to look for Kerr
and Schultz. Kerr was on hisfeet, hunched over, looking around the building'sfar corner. Schultz wasa
few meters behind the fire team leader, on one knee, looking back and grinning e McNedl.

Schultz pumped onefist up and down inthe "Hurry up” signd. ™Y ou taking a nap back there, McNed 7'
he caled. "Get amove on.”

McNed groaned—he had covered only half the distance.

The crack and Szzle of Marine blasters was louder than the bang and zing of Bos Kashi bullets, building
blocks cracking thunderoudy from being hit by Marinefire dmost completely drowning out the whine of
projectile ricochets. The soundstold McNeal that the Marines had the upper hand in thisfirefight. They
had to, didn't they? Didn't they? Still, he felt more naked than he ever had in hislife. Without thinking
about what he was doing, he surged to hisfeet and reached the cover of the building in threerapid
grides.

Stll grinning, Schultz shook hishead. "Good going, bright eyes. Y ou just told them wherewe are.”

Hyperventilating as he was, McNed barely heard Schultz's words, but still managed to understand them.
"But..." he gasped, "how did you...?"

"Don't worry about it," Schultz said. ™Y ou get caught in the open like that another time or two, you'll
learn how to crawl fast." Heturned his head toward Kerr and added in alower voice, "If you live that

long."

Kerr pulled back from the corner of the building and faced his men. He studied McNedl a brief moment,
then decided the young man's expression indicated anxiety and not panic. He was sure McNeal could
work hisway through the anxiety, and that it wouldn't affect his ability to function. He gestured for
McNea and Schultz to come closer. Quickly, he shifted pebbles, chunks of masonry, and bits of wood
to make athree-dimensionad map.

"Thisis OP Golf." He plunked down abroken brick. "These are the buildings lining the street, running
away fromit." Helaid out two parald strips of scrap wood with one end at the brick. "Thisisfirg
squad.” A scattering of pebbleswent behind the far end of one of the wood scraps. "Thisis second
squad.” Another scattering of pebbles behind the far end of the other scrap. "Thisisour building.” He
touched the building they huddled against with one hand while the other placed asmall chunk of masonry
to the | eft rear of the second-squad pebbles. "Here's the fire team from second platoon.” Three pebbles
went into place farther from the strips of wood indicating the street; another scrap placed a an acute
angle acrosstheir front showed the far side of the street the second platoon fire team was blocking; a
chunk of masonry to theright front of the one indicating the building they were behind showed the next
building over. "I couldn't see anything around the building, but Recon Two reports there's asquad of Bos
Kashi here." He scattered afew pebblesjust beyond the second masonry chunk. "Recon Two doesn't
see anyone ese, so we go here" He used hisfinger to line aroute behind their building and the next one
to their right front. "Isthat clear?"

Schultz leaned back from where he squatted to look beyond the building. He saw the next building, and
how to get from hereto there. "Got it," he said.



McNeal also looked, and nodded.

"They have us outnumbered two or threeto one," Kerr continued without expression. "They have
projectile weapons. We do not have body armor. No prisoners; we fry them. They are dead. Do you
understand?’ He looked directly at McNedl as he spoke.

McNea wanted to answer yes, but histhroat was too dry. He tried to swallow so he could speak, but
his mouth was even drier than histhroat. He smply nodded. His hands gripped his blaster so tightly his
knucklesturned white,

"Let'sgo." Kerr stood bent at the hips and sprinted toward the far end of the next building. Schultz gave
McNed apush to get him going and brought up the rear.

The Bos Kashi gunfire was much louder and clearer here. Kerr had Schultz and McNed stay in place
while he dithered farther to precisely locate their target. He was back in aminute.

"They'reright over there," Kerr said, pointing. "Theres eight of them. We can get behind that wall," he
indicated alow, masonry wall with bregksin it, "and have aclear view of thar flank. Hammer, you see
the break in the middle of thewall?* Schultz nodded. "That's where | want you. McNed, you seethe
break five metersto the right of that break?' McNeal looked at the wall and nodded a so. "That's your
position. I've got the next break. When we get in position, the closest one of them will belessthan
twenty-five meters away. They're bunched up in ashort line. Hammer, you start with the near one and
work your way to the middlie. McNed, you start in the middle and hit anything that moves. I'll start at the
far end of their line. When we open up on them, it'll belike abomb hitting in their middle. They should dl
go down in ahurry. Nobody shoots until | do. Any questions?"

"What are we waiting for?" Schultz asked.
McNea merely shook his head.

"Mefirst, Hammer, and McNed. Let'sgo." Kerr lowered himsalf to the ground and scrambled on
elbows and knees. He reached the break in the middle of the wall in seconds and paused to make sure
Schultz knew this was his position. Then he went five meters farther and placed McNed, then moved on
to hisown position. He looked through the break in the wall and saw the Bos Kashi were still where they
had been, then back to make sure his men were ready. Schultz was watching him for asigna to open
fire. McNed was sighting aong his blaster toward the Bos Kashi. Kerr motioned to Schultz to tekeaim,
then sghted in on hisown first target.

McNea had seen violence and death growing up on the streets of New Rochester. He'd seen death
going through Boot Camp on Arsenault. But held never witnessed akilling, and had largely avoided the
violence around him while he was growing up. The deaths on Arsenault were a suicide and an accident.
Thiswasthefirg time held ever set out to ddliberately kill anyone, and the prospect made him tremblein
horror. A weakness pervaded his body. His breath became rapid and shallow. Hisvision tunneled down
until he could see nothing beyond the sights of his blaster and the hairy, fierce face of the man he stared at
through them. It appeared to McNed that the face was that of aman who had no fear, who had no
respect for anyone but himself and his companions. A man who didn't know what mercy was and gave
no thought to those weaker than himself.

Abruptly, McNed's horror of killing was replaced by fear—fear of the man he was about to kill. What if
he missed? What if hisfirst shot didn't kill that man? Surdly, the Bos Kashi would turn on him and kill



him, and his companions would daughter Kerr and Schultz. He had to do this right, he had to, had to had
to. And when thisfirst man was dead, he had to kill the next man and the next man and the man after
that. If he didn't, he would be dead himsdlf, and Kerr and Schultz would be dead and it would be dl his
fault

McNeal was o tightly engrossed in these thoughts that he dmost missed Kerr's command through his
helmet comm unit, "Firel" It seemed to him that along time passed between the order to open up and the
time he could order his own fingersto pressthefiring lever and send abolt of deadly plasmatoward his
target, but actualy, hefired before the bolts from Kerr and Schultz reached their targets.

Instantly, he shifted his aim to the next man and blasted him, and then the next one and the next one and
the one after that, and he kept firing and looking for more targets until suddenly his blaster was yanked
out of hishands. He twisted hisbody, rolled away from hisfiring position, and reached for hisknife ashe
leaped to hisfeet. He expected to see a bearded face, a skirted man attacking, and was instantly ready
to defend himsdf.

"They'redl fried, McNed, you can stop now, there's no one left to shoot at.”

It took amoment for McNedl's eyes to focus on the source of the voice, but itsfamiliarity made him
hesitate long enough to see it was Kerr. Then he collapsed againgt the wall and did down it, to sag into a
Sitting position, wide-eyed and panting, feding too weak to move. Did they do it? Did they actudly doit?
Hewas gtill alive—he thought he was, he was pretty sure he was. Did he do well enough that the Bos
Kashi weren't ableto kill any of the Marines? Kerr was standing there and didn't seem to be bleeding, so
hewasal right. But what about Schultz? Had his downessin responding to the command to fire given
the Bos Kashi enough time to kill Schultz? McNed jerked and twisted to hisright, terrified that he would
see Schultz's broken, bleeding body.

"We're so good.” Schultz stood casualy, looking over the carnage. "They were fried before they knew
wewere here" He blew on the fingernails of hisleft hand and buffed them on his shirt. His eyes narrowed
to ditsand he said harshly, "Nobody messes with Marines. Nobody." He spun and started walking back
toward the rest of the squad.

Kerr held ahand out to help McNedl to hisfeet. "Y ou did good, Marine."

McNed accepted the hand. Standing, he took severa dow, deep breathsto calm himself in the quiet
sunlight. Suddenly, he cocked his heed, listening. He didn't hear any gunfire, no blasters going off.

"It'sover,” Kerr told him. "A whole platoon of Bos Kashi is either dead or captured.”

While McNedl was getting his baptism of firein the flanking maneuver againgt the Bos Kashi attacking
the rest of second squad, Dean and Claypoole got theirs against the Bos pinned down by OP Golf. They
too were outnumbered by the Bos Kashi, but not by nearly three to one, and there were many more
Marines surrounding them. They hadn't felt the weight of the fight as heavily as McNed had, and they
stopped firing on their own when their part of the smdl battle was over. Still, they'd dl fought in their first
action, acquitted themselveswdl, and survived.

Then the shooting was over and Doc Hough, the medica corpsman assigned to the platoon, was doing
his best to save the one wounded Bos Kashi who survived the onesided fight.

Chan stood and looked over the carnage. " Claypoole, Dean," he said, seeing their pale faces. "It wasa
good fight and you did good." He looked back at the daughtered Bos Kashi and softly added, "Anytime



you survive afirefight and the bad guys dont, it'sagood fight and you did good.”

Staff Sergeant Bass, supervising collection of the bodies and weapons afew feet away, was close
enough to overhear. He knew better. Hed been in fights where he survived and the bad guys didn't that
he couldn't call good fights and say he/d done good. Hisfeding wasthat aleader does good only when
he brings dl of hisown men back, dive and uninjured. Casudly, he took in Chan and the others. Dean
and Claypoole were looking intently at Chan, absorbing hiswords. What the lance corpora had to say
seemed to hearten them. Bass nodded to himself and said nothing as he turned back to the killing zone
and returned his attention to policing the bodies and weapons. Chan wasn't quite right in what held said,
but Bass knew that anything that helped aman make it through the aftermath of killing wasright and
good.

Elsawhere, at the sametime third platoon went to the aid of OP Golf, a section from the assault platoon
leveled two buildingsin support of OP Delta. So far asanyone could tdll, al the Bos Kashi in them were
killed. Hett and MacL eash located the mortar team that had opened the fighting, and anavy Raptor
attached to Admira Williss provisona FIST struck from the sky, killing it and its crew.

On the outskirts of the city a platoon from the provisona FIST that consisted of technicians and clerks
was attacked by a company-size group of Bos Kashi. The "cooks and bakers' platoon handled them
eadly and suffered only three casudties of their own—one dead—in bresking the attack. The fleeing Bos
Kashi were caught in the open by aflight of Raptors and wiped out. Less than ahalf hour after itsmain
body landed on Elned, e ements of Company L had maneuvered, faced, and killed more than thirty
enemy soldierswhile suffering no casudties of their own. They aso took one prisoner, whose wounds
might even let him livelong to tell the Marineswhy the Bos Kashi had made the suicidal attack.

Meanwhile, Bos Kashi attacksin other settlements and villages wrought greater damage, sincethe
Confederation Marinesweren't there. But when Company L and the provisiona FIST beat off the attack
on New Obbia, these attackers melted into the countryside. Soon after, word came to President Merka
from Shabdli the Magnificent, who said the attacks had been made by renegades—renegades who were
being dedlt with by tribal authorities. It wastime for peace, Shabeli said. Timeto heal wounds and
distribute food to al who needed it.

A few dayslater therest of the 34th FIST made planet-fall. Company L headed into the wilderness as
soon as Captain Conorado was able to make his report to Commander Van Winkle.

CHAPTER
TWENTY

Thevillage of Tulak Yar lay in the Bekhar River valey 140 kilometers east of New Obbia. Theriver
was now as high asit got, except during floodtime. When Tulak Y ar had been founded 300 years before,
the settlers built their homes on the bluffs high above the river so they wouldn't be swept away inthe
spring floods. The slt from the floodwaters was what made the Bekhar River valley one of the richest
farming landson Elned.

At first nobody noticed the distant low droning that dowly grew louder and closer. Eventudly a
disconsolate group of starving villagers gathered aong the narrow roadway that wound itsway up the
steep dope from the floodplain. They glanced up briefly with disinterest as aflight of Raptors drifted high
overhead. A frail old man, agnarled walking stick grasped tightly in one bony fist, pushed hisway to the
front of the small crowd that gathered by the roadside. Shielding his eyes from the glaring sunlight with
one hand, he peered intensdly at the approaching vehicles. A huge pillar of dust floated in the silent,



difling air at their passing, stirring dimly remembered legends and folk tales brought to thisworld by his
ancestors, a pious people who had dways lived in desert places, where they fet very closeto their gods.
Something else stirred in the old man too, memories of long ago, when he was young and did great
deeds.

"Achmed, your eyes are keen," the old man said to a skinny adolescent standing by hisside, "tell me
what you see down there."

"Many vehicles, Father,” the young man answered. Everyonein the village referred to the old man as
Father. Asthe eldest, best-educated, and most experienced man among the five hundred or so souls who
populated Tulak Y ar, he was looked upon as both a spiritua and tempora guide.

"I know that, you young fool," the old man snapped. "But what kind of vehicles, lad, what kind?'

Achmed was silent for amoment as he strained to make out details. " Some are trucks, the kind the city
people use to carry goods. There are others of akind | have never seen.” He paused, peering closer at
the gpproaching vehicles, trying to decipher the fluttering he could see above the lead vehicle. "Oneis
flying their flag, Father," he said shortly. "Ther" flag was the green and gold banner of the Democratic
Republic of Elned, but the people of Tulak Y ar owed their [oyaty to whatever force wasin command of
their area a the moment, which just then was the Siad. Theflag told the old man that in afew moments
that would change again, if only for awhile. Until recently, the Siad had left them in relative peace,
tolerating the people of Tulak Y ar because they provided goods and services needed by the
clansmen—mostly crops, mesat, and women.

"Stand easy, boy," theold man said, "1 think itishelp." At the mention of help, amurmur ran through the
small crowd, and now everyone peered intensdly at the gpproaching vehicles.

When the convoy reached the fork where aroadway split off from the highway dong the bottom and
climbed to Tulak Y ar, severd of the vehicles turned and began climbing while the others waited below.

The lead Dragon'sfront skirtslifted high over the roadbed where it flattened out at the top of the bluff,
the armored vehicle blowing a storm of dirt and pebbles about. The driver saw there wasno onein his
path and hit the accel erator to speed to the far sde of the village. A moment later four ground-effect
truckstrundled over thefinad hump and roared into the village square, where they re-formed frominline
toonline. A second Dragon brought up the rear. Instead of proceeding into the village, it soun around to
face the way it had come, and dropped itsramp. A squad of Marines ran down the ramp and sprinted to
the Sdes, aternating left and right, to take defensive positions overlooking the bluff and to the sdes of the
village, where they linked up with the twenty Marines who had done the same at the plateau side.

Another group of Marines and civilians dismounted the vehicle lessrapidly and strode to the square.
One, the obvious commander, watched the people as they dowly, painfully assembled. His face showed
no expression when he saw how pitifully thin and bent they were, how the children stood about dull-eyed
and unrespongive, swollen bellies protruding through their ragged clothing, making them look liketiny old
men. After amoment he spoke, clear and loudly enough to be heard by everyone who was watching.

"Who isthe headman here?'

"English!" the old man croaked, the long-ungpoken tongue rusty in hismouth. "I am," he said, then had to
clear histhroat and say it again when the unfamiliar words stumbled on histongue. He approached the
Marines, and as he walked, atransformation began: His stride lengthened, hisback stiffened, and the
years seemed to melt away. Coming to attention before the smal knot of Marines, he rendered a smart



hand sal ute and announced in impeccable English, "Corpora Mas Fardeed, 5th Mechanized Infantry
Battalion, McKenzie's Brigade, Second Divison, Fifth Composite Corps, reporting, Captain!”

The Marines stared at the old man for afew moments and then Conorado returned his salute. "I'm
Captain Conorado, commanding officer Company L, 34th FIST, Confederation Marines. We have
brought food and medica suppliesfor thisvillage. Y ou are the headman?'

Mas Fardeed bowed. "1 am indeed the headman of this poor village, Captain.”

"Wereyou at therelief of Manning on Saint Brendan'sin the First Silvasan War?' Bass, who wasin the
command group, asked, his voice touched with respect.

"Y es, Sergeant!”

"Jesu!" Top Myer whispered. To have been present at the relief of Manning was an honor for men of the
twenty-fifth century comparable to having been at Agincourt or Seward's Ride around Fresno to warriors
of earlier eras. The Marines stared at the old man in disbelief. They had dl studied the details of that
amost legendary campaign, and dthough it had been an army show, Brigadier Ran McKenzie was one
of their heroes. He had fought his brigade through athousand kilometers of enemy territory to relieve the
garrison at Manning and break the sege. According to many historians, it had been the turning point in
the Firgt Slvasan War.

"Headman Mas Fardeed,” Conorado said formally, "may | present Mr. France Savik of the
Confederation Blue Crescent Relief Agency. Heis here with food and medica aid for you.”

One of the civilians stepped forward and bowed to the old man. "With your leave, headman," Savik said
in alanguage that sounded to the Marines like someone gargling with gravel, but which was very closeto
thelocd didect, "I will have my assistants congtruct akitchen in the center of this square and begin
feeding your peoplein lessthan haf an hour.”

Mas Fardeed returned the bow and answered, "Y ou have my leave."

"If you have sck among you," Savik continued, "my medica personnel can have aclinic started even
sooner.”

While the kitchen was dtill being set up and the clinic was seeing itsfirgt patients, Conorado and Myer
paid their fina respectsto Mas Fardeed and I eft. "We have other villagesto bring aid to," Conorado
explained to the headman. "But | am leaving aplatoon of my men behind to protect you.”

McNed and Schultz were in a defensive position, lounging behind some rocks outside the northeast
corner of Tulak Yar.

"Nothing's here," Schultz grumbled, his hands caressing his blaster. "Nobody out there." He scanned the
barren landscape with practiced eyes. "Were wasting our time. We should be out chasing banditsinstead
of baby-gtting abunch of farmers.”

McNed lay on his back with aforearm shading his closed eyes. He didn't need to keep watch; he knew
Schultz was doing enough watching for both of them. "We don't 'baby-git,' the banditsll comein and stedl
thefood and kill the relief workers. We ain't wasting our time."

Schultz snorted and turned his head to spit. "Company,” he said.



McNed spun into aprone position and put his blaster into his shoulder. His eyes darted from spot to
spot around the barrens. It looked the same asit had the last time he looked. "Where?' he asked as he
flipped down hisinfras.

Schultz snorted again. "Behind us. Kids."

McNed looked back over his shoulder and flipped up hisinfras. Three smdl children, so dirty,
hollow-eyed, and emaciated he couldn't tell whether they were boys or girls except for one who wasn't
wearing pants, stood afew meters away looking dully at the two Marines.

"Look at these kidd" he exclaimed. "Sweet Jesu, look at them. They look like they haven't eaten
anythinginamonth.”

Schultz made anoise. "They'd be dead if they hadn't eaten in that long.”
McNed sat up and groped in his pack.
"What are you doing?" Schultz asked.

"Feeding them," McNed said. "We don't feed them, they die, and al our work here don't mean squat.”
Hetook out a packet of emergency ration bars, tore it open, and offered them to the children. None of
them moved. McNea opened the wrapper on one of the bars and mimed eating it. The boy without
pants took atentative step forward. McNea gestured again. The eyes of the three children were now
riveted on the bar, but they stood as though their feet were rooted to the ground. McNeal sighed and
tossed the bar lightly so that it landed at the boy's feet.

"He takes a bite of that, he's gonna think you're trying to poison him," Schultz said dryly.

The barswere high-energy ration supplementsthat the Marines carried in the field in case they ran out of
their regular rations. An adult could live off one bar aday, not well and perhaps not willingly, but it
contained all the vitamins, fat, carbohydrates, and calories an active adult needed to sustain him during a
twenty-four-hour period. They did not taste very good, but they could save your lifein apinch.

Flylike buzzers siwarmed about the film of dried mucus that caked the boy's upper lip, but he wastoo
gpathetic to brush them away. Slowly, he bent over and picked up the emergency bar. He briefly looked
at it, then raised hiseyes again to McNed. McNea again mimed eating. The boy |ooked back to the bar,
then dowly, uncertainly, he unwrapped it and took asmal bite, then another, bigger one. The
transformation was almost instantaneous, and afterward McNea swore he could see the life come back
into the boy's eyes, which suddenly went wide with the excitement of returning physica energy. He
turned his head to the other children and chattered something thet, despite his high, reedy voice, il
sounded to the Marines like gargling with gravel. The other two piped something back, and were
answered. The boy looked at McNedl again and lifted one hand as though saying, "My friends are hungry
t00." McNed darted to shake his head; he wanted them to come to him and take the bars from his hand,
but then redlized they probably were as frightened as Schultz had said and tossed the other two bars. But
he didn't throw them as far and the children had to come closer than the other boy to pick them up. They
skittered back to a safe distance before eating. Their faces it up brightly asthey ate.

"Come here," McNed said.

"Givethemtime," Schultz said, and turned his back on the children to resume watching the barrens. He



reached into his own pack for emergency bars and got a packet ready for when the children joined them.
McNeal sighed and turned to also watch. " Sad, what was done to them.”

"Y ou're good with kids," Schultz said. Despite his show of gruffness, he too was moved by the plight of
the children. The two returned to watching the barrens. McNedl turned dowly at alight touch on his
shoulder and looked up into the wide eyes of the pantless boy. The other two stood silently behind him.

The boy said something that McNea guessed meant thanks. "Y ou're welcome,”" he said back. "Always
glad to feed ahungry kid." Looking at the other two, he added, "Did you enjoy yours aswell?'

One of them, he guessed a girl because her hair waslonger, said something back.
"Glad to hear it."

Schultz turned to the children. " Still hungry?* He opened the packet of bars hed set asde and held them
out. The children grabbed them quickly and skittered out of reach to est in safety.

They were back in afew moments, thistime al three smiling and touching and talking. McNed sat up
and gently wiped the face of the pantless boy with abandanna. 'Y ou're a handsome little fart, with some
of that crud off your face," he said.

Just then they heard athin shriek, and saw awoman running toward them, waving at the children to get
avay.

Schultz held up ahand to her. "It's okay, maam,” he said camly. "They aren't bothering us.”

The children chattered at the woman and ran toward her. McNea and Schultz couldn't understand them,
but from their gestures and excited motions, it seemed they were telling her how the Marines had fed
them and that they were good men, not to be feared. At first the woman didn't listen to them, instead
clutching the children and trying to draw them away. But the children resisted and talked even more
excitedly, and then she stopped and listened, questioned them, and finaly looked at the Marines and
spoke to them.

McNed reached into his pack for another emergency bar and mimed eating it. "They're good kids. | fed
them.”

The woman'sjaw worked at the miming of eating and she took a stumbling step forward.

"That'sright, for you."

The pantless boy ran to McNed, snatched the bar from his hand, and ran back to thrust it into the
woman's hand. She looked at it uncertainly, and the boy took it back, tore the wrapper off, and held it to
her mouth. She took asmall bite, her face lighting up as the energy coursed through her system, then sank
to the ground, sobbing as she atetherest of it

McNed started to get up, but Schultz put arestraining hand on him. "Leave her done," he said. " Shélll
get over it on her own."

Reluctantly, McNed stayed where he was. After awhile the woman levered hersdf painfully to her feet
and approached the Marines. Laying her thin hand on McNed's shoulder, she spoke to him earnestly.



Although he didn't understand the words, he redlized she was saying thanks. The way the children
gleefully clung to her, McNed knew she wastheir mother. He and Schultz gave her several more of the
energy bars and the bandanna.

"Whoo!" McNea whooped after the woman led her son away. "That made me fed good.”

With Captain Conorado gone, Ensign Baccacio and Staff Sergeant Bass established their command post
ins de an abandoned warehouse while the rest of the platoon prepared fighting positions that doubled as
their living quarters. The next day they had to make new defensive positions several hundred meters
away from the village in the surrounding hills, because the flocks of children who constantly swarmed
about the Marines were too much of adistraction. But as the days passed, the men took gresat pleasure
playing with the children when off duty, and everyone took pride in watching them change from pitiful,
garving waifsinto bouncing boysand girls.

But nobody was more pleased at the changes among the villagers of Tulak Y ar than old Mas Fardeed,
and he saw to it that his hut became an off-duty gathering place for the men of Company L, most of
whom quickly developed a genuine fondness for the old soldier.

"| came back here after thewar,” hetold asmall gathering one evening. They were sitting around awarm
firein the kitchen. One of Mas Fardeed's daughters bustled about, making sure each Marine's earthen
mug was kept filled with the old man's barley beer. "1 was young and stupid. | thought | could do
something about life here" he said bitterly. "We are worse than daves, the way the Siad treat us. They
keep uslike we keep our sheep. | thought | could changethat." He spit into thefire. The six Marines
gtting about the hearth were respectfully silent.

"Give meone of those," he muttered, gesturing at McNed's blaster, "and | could change alot of things
around here." The Marines nodded. "But the bureaucratsin New Obbia, they said, 'No reason to arm
the peasants! We can protect them!" Hal Those bastards, al they've ever doneis cower in the citiesand
lick the privates of the mining executives! The gunswent to the clans. Governments hate and fear citizens
with guns, lads, that's a bitter lesson I've learned during my eighty-two winters. When men give up to
their government the right to defend themsdves, they give up their right to live asmen. The Siad at least
redizethat."

The old man sighed and was sllent for amoment. "Oh, | know," he continued, "the people of thisvillage
arent warriors, and | am not the man | once was. Were we to stand up to the Siad, they would just cut
us down. But we would die fighting and we would take some of them with us. How aman diesisas
important as how helives. Before you came here, we were going to die like our sheep.”

Nobody wanted to comment on that sentiment. "What did you do, then?' Dean asked.

The old man shrugged. "1 survived. We survived. We accommodated. The Siad are not fools; our crops
and livestock are of great vaue to them. So they tolerated us and left usto live what little liveswe havein
this miserable place." He shook his head. "Until recently. Now, one day the cropswill fail entirely and our
sheep will al die, and then they will swarm down on thisvillage and destroy it out of spite. Or that'swhat

| thougnt, until you came here."

"We do what we can,” Claypoole said lamely. Every man in L Company knew that the old man was
right, and every man hoped and prayed they would not be pulled out of the village until the Sad and their
allies had been dedlt with. There was not adoubt in any man's mind that once the Marines were let [oose
on the clans, they would ded with them permanently, and every man looked forward to that day.



"Y ou are proof that thereisaGod and that He loves us," Mas Fardeed told them, his voice strong and
steady. "Y ou are proof, too, that there is good in mankind. | pray that your leaders are as brave asyou."

CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE

Third platoon quickly settled into a set-your-time-piece-by-it routinein Tulak Yar. All the Marineson
the perimeter stood careful watch during the last hours before dawn—the time when most people arein
deepest deep, the time hardest to stay awake, afavorite time for a sneak attack. Once the sun rose,
those in most need of deep dept, some of the others maintained awatch on the surrounding countryside,
while others prepared for the arrival of the daily resupply hopper. At 10 hours, when the hopper
dropped off its precious cargo, part of it was stored for distribution to the citizens of Tulak Y ar and the
immediately surrounding area, and the rest loaded into the Dragon that was left with the platoon. At 11
hours, it was delivered to one of the other villages within an hour's drive of the base with a squad aong
for security. At midday afire team with agun team went out into the foothills on a security patrol; it was
gone anywhere from two to four hours. An awning was set up on the side of the Dragon when it returned
from itsrun before 16 hours every day, and every day at 16 hours, Ensign Baccacio held an al-hands
mesting in the shade of that awvning. After the meeting, some members of the platoon returned to
perimeter duty and the rest relaxed until nightfal, interrupted only by evening chow, when they went back
on perimeter security for the night.

Staff Sergeant Bass wasn't terribly comfortable with the supply run leaving at 11 hours every day, but at
least it never went in the same direction two daysin arow. He had a serious problem, however, with the
16 hours dl-hands meeting.

At the daily meeting, Ensign Baccacio gave hismen abrief report on the progress of therdlief effort on
Elnedl, in 34th FIST's area, on Company L's area, and on third platoon's sector. Concerning third
platoon, the leader of the daily foot patrol into the hills gave hisreport on what his patrol had—or more
usually, had not—seen. Doc Hough, the medical corpsman, reported on medica progressin Tulak

Y ar—there was enough illness, mostly malnutrition, that it was severa days before he was able to go out
with the Dragon to provide any kind of medica assistance to other villages. That was pretty much the
extent of the goings-on, and Bassfdt that most of the men could have done without it.

The second time the platoon commander caled his 16 hours meeting, Bass said, "Mr. Baccacio, thisis
the sametime we did this yesterday. We're in danger of fixing a schedule. Everybody's going to know
that at sixteen hourswe don't have anybody on the perimeter. Anybody who wantsto attack uswill do it
whenwerein thisal-hands meeting.”

"Staff Sergeant Bass," Baccacio replied, "having a schedule and sticking to it shows everybody that we
arein command of the Stuation here. Asfor anybody's attacking, we are Marines. | don't believe
anybody on this planet is dumb enough to attack a platoon of Confederation Marines. Not after what we
did to the Bos Kashi in New Obbia."

"That was the Bos Kashi. The Siad are supposed to be much more powerful. Thisisterritory claimed by
the Siad."

"l don't care. If they're dumb enough to attack us, they deserve everything well do to them. We're
having the meeting now."

Thethird day, Sergeants Hyakowa, Eagl€e's Cry, and Kdly found Bass when the ensign was nowhere



around.
"What's that man trying to do, get usall killed?' Hyakowa asked.

"It'slike a patrol never comes back on the same route it went out on,” Eagles Cry said. "You have a
routine, you get killed."

"| talked to him," Bass answered. "So far he'snot listening. But pretty soon | think helll seetheré'sno
need for adaily meeting. Or maybe I'll get the point acrossto him."

" think we should let him call hismeeting and not show up,” Kdly sad.

"Belay that kind of talk, Hound," Bass snapped. "That's disobedience. It doesn't matter if you'reright, no
one hasyet been hurt by these meetings. Y ou don't show up, you get court-martialed. If nothing has
happened because of the routine, it'll be tough to convince a court-martial board that you wereright in
deliberately disobeying adirect order.”

The squad leaders grumbled, but none of them was willing to face a court-martid.

"Don't worry, it won't last,” Bass reassured them. " The Skipper and the Top will be back tomorrow or
the day after. If Mr. Baccacio isstill holding usto aroutine then, I'll kick it up to them." But Basswas
worried; if he'd been an opposing commander, he would have taken advantage of the Marines routine as
quickly aspossible.

Captain Conorado and First Sergeant Myer had come out during the first day of Ensign Baccacio's
routine, when nobody yet knew it would become aroutine. Then firgt platoon ran into distribution
conflicts between the Basque and Montanan settlersin Verde Hollow, which occupied the attention of
the company's top men for severa days. Then some of the suddenly sated Burmese settlersin Mogaung
Gap overdid their eating and got sick, and Conorado and Myer had to go there with representatives of
the Blue Crescent to convince the people that the food wasn't poisoned. What with one thing and
another, it was aweek before the Skipper and the Top made it back to Tulak Yar, by which time Charlie
Bass was devel oping amutinous state of mind. The stress of maintaining aroutinein apotentidly hogtile
areawas wearing on everybody el sein the platoon as well—except for Ensign Baccacio, who absolutely
knew he was doing exactly the right thing, no matter what hisill-disciplined men thought.

It happened that Conorado and Myer arrived just in time for the daily all-hands, and Bass didn't haveto
say anything at all. The two senior men were accompanied by afire team for security and by Corpora
Doyle, the company's senior clerk.

Conorado stood under the awning attached to the Dragon and saw too many Marinesin front of him.
He turned and stood close to Baccacio so he could speak softly enough not to be heard by anyone but
the young officer. "Whao's on security? It looks like the whole platoon is here.”

"Thewhole platoonishere, Sr," Baccacio said in adightly louder voice. Those close enough to hear
tried as unobtrusively as possible to hear more. " Security's no problem. Nobody's interested in bothering
these people now that we're here. Anyway, there's a couple goatherds and some kids acting as
crow-chasers out there. They'll let us know if anybody's coming.”

Conorado stared at the ensign for afew seconds, then looked past him to Bass. Bass was blandly
looking at the men of his platoon, for al the world as though he had no idea of what wasbeing said
between the two officers.



"Some goatherds and crow-chasers,” Conorado said. "That's what you're relying on for security."”
"Yes, gr."

"Do you redly believe that children will be able to give adequate warning?”

Baccacio blinked. Of course he did, and he said so.

"Put some Marines out there."

"BU"

"Doit."

Fushing, Baccacio turned to Bass. "Platoon Sergeant, put out three two-man security teams.”

Basslooked at him for thefirst time since Conorado had begun talking to him. "Aye aye, ar," hesadin
avoice ashland as his expression. He looked back at the platoon. " Squad leaders, each squad put two
men in security positionsin your squad sector.”

"Ayeaye," Hyakowareplied for al three. In seconds, three two-man teams were sprinting for the
village's outskirts. Everyone in the platoon felt a great sense of relief—except for Ensign Baccacio, who
fdt humiliated.

Findly, they got into the usua substance of the daily all-hands. Conorado reported to the men on what
had been going on in the rest of the company's sector. He told of the problems between the Basques and
Montanans of Verde Hollow in away that d most made blood feuds sound funny, and got some laughs.
His description of the solemn antics of the Shan headman at Mogaung Gap had them roaring. Then he
got serious.

"There have been no incidents of violence involving Marines or anyone we're protecting since the Bos
Kashi were wiped out in New Obbia. But—and thisis an important but—neither has anyone come
forward to turn in hisarms. Satellite survelllance shows the Sad moving. While they seemto be
congregeting, they aren't doing it in any way that we can absolutdly identify as threatening. So we don't
quite know what to make of their movement. The Sons of Liberty have retired to their strongholds,
though not al of the strongholds seem to be occupied. We think they've consolidated into fewer, stronger
locations. Nobody knowswheat, if anything, that means. The Gaels have managed to vanish, and that's
bothersome. But again, nobody knows what significanceto attach toit.

"Since we moved into the countryside, a number of relief workers have decided to risk taking convoys
to other villages, villagesthat don't have Marine protection. Most of them have made it with no incident.
The few incidents have mostly been caused by clansmen robbing them of a portion of their food and
medical supplies. Only once that we know of have raiders attacked a convoy and killed everyone and
taken or destroyed everything.

"Onthewhole, everything isvastly improving throughout Elned. Inlittle more than aweek, relief has
reached more than ten percent of the population. Thework is speeding up and the current estimate is that
fully haf the population will be saved within amonth of when we began to moveinto the countryside, and
the whole planet in amonth and ahdf, or not much more." He was interrupted by cheers.



"Weve done amarvelousjob, but don't get too happy about it. It's going to take another month or
longer to get to everybody. Remember, there's a planetwide famine. Tens of thousands more, maybe
hundreds of thousands, are going to Starve to degth before relief can reach them.” He stopped talking for
amoment to let that snk in.

"And remember, we don't know what the Siad, the Sons, or the Gaels might be up to. Even after the
people are fed, we need to disarm enough clansmen that people can live in peace.

"Now," he said briskly, "on to other matters. Asyou know, our Corpsis not a static organization. The
Confederation Marines Corpsisavitd, living corps. Oneway that vitdity is continued isthrough
innovation and the adoption of new tools and technologies to help us do our job better, and help us
survive when we go in harm'sway. A new piece of equipment has been tested and isnow being
distributed throughout the Corps. Thefirst sergeant has brought one ong and will tell you about it before
handing it over. Incidentally, some of you may have noticed Corpora Doyleiswith us, and you might be
wondering why." There were afew muted laughs a the mention of Corpord Doyle, who normaly stayed
as closeto headquarters as possible. "Thefirst sergeant will tell you about that too. Top." Conorado
stepped aside and Myer stepped forward.

"What we have here,” Top Myer began as he took a black box approximately twelve inches high, eight
incheswide, and two deep from Corporal Doyle, "isthe Universa Postionator Up-Downlink, Mark
Two, commonly called the UPUD." He carefully avoided looking at Bass. "The UPUD Mark One, the
origind version of this piece of equipment, was intended to replace the radio, geo position locator, and
vector computer for caling in air strikes and artillery missonsthat every unit from platoon on up, and
sometimes squads aswell, had to carry. That was three pieces of equipment the Mark One was
supposed to replace. The UPUD Mark Two," he placed an emphasis on Mark Two, "still replacesthose
three. It does more than that, though. The Mark Two a so replaces the motion detector. Which makes
the Mark Two one piece of equipment to carry instead of four. Somebody in every platoon isgoing to be
mighty happy. Now, I'm sure some of you are aware,” thistime he did glance at Bass, "of problemsthat
were encountered when the UPUD Mark Onefirst saw action. That'swhy thisunitisaMark Two. The
problemswith the first model have been corrected.”

Heturned and faced Bass directly to say his next. "When the Mark One was origindly fielded, every unit
that received one turned in its existing radios, geo position locators, and vector computers. That wasa
mistake. Y ou are going to keep your existing equipment until such time asthe UPUD Mark Twois
properly integrated into your operational mind-set. Isthat clear?'

Bass gritted histeeth but gave asharp nod. Only then did Myer look back at the rest of the platoon.

"Now, the reason Corpora Doyleiswith ustoday is he has been thoroughly trained in the care and
feeding of the UPUD Mark Two. When the Skipper and | leave, he will stay with you to train everyone
initsuse." Someone whooped. Myer ignored it, but Doyle glared out at the platoon, trying to spot who
had laughed.

"If anybody has any questions, I'll be happy to answer them. If not, the Skipper and | haveto deliver
UPUDsto the other platoons.”

"It'snot like last time, Charlie," Myer said. "Y ou're keegping your exigting equipment. No risking men's
livesthistime on something we don't know for sureworks."

Conorado stood silent afew feet away. HE'd known Bass was going to resist the UPUD and didn't want
to haveto give him adirect order. Hewasrelying on Myer's persuasiveness,



"What you'retelling meis, instead of carrying four different pieces of equipment, now we haveto carry
five, one of which might not work."

Myer shook his head. "Charlie, it'snot asif you're out there chasing bandits on foot and weight matters.
Y ou use the UPUD here to communicate with Company and to guidein the resupply hopper. Y ou put it
on the Dragon when it makesits run to the outlying villages, and try out its capabilitiesthere. Y ou il
have your old equipment here, your Dragon still hasits old equipment. The UPUD doesn't work, you've
got backup you know doeswork. Think of it asafield test under controlled conditions.”

"Thisisn't controlled conditions, thisisalive operation.”

"Y ou've got your regular equipment to use as backup, and to confirm any datafrom the UPUD. That
makesit controlled conditions.”

"Who madeit?'

"It doesn't matter who madeit. It's made to Confederation Marine Corps spec, that's what matters.”

"It mattersto me."

Myer hesitated, giving Bass ahard look. "Termina Dynamics. And they fixed the problem, Charlie. |
checked that out mysdlf, went out to where | didn't have line-of-sight communications and used the damn
radio. It bounced off the satellite.”

" dill don't trugt it."

"Y ou shouldn't. Never trust anything the first time you seeit. Never believe manufacturer's clams. When
they don't lie outright about their equipment's capabiilities, they exaggerate them. All I'm saying istry
it—with your existing equipment as backup.”

Basssinternd struggle was evident on hisface. Myer stood without saying anything to give the platoon
sergeant a chance to work hisway through it. Finaly, Basssaid, "All right, I'll test it." He took the UPUD
Mark 1l from Myer's hand. "But thefirst timethis piece of shit doesn't work, it's gone.”

"Fair enough, Charlie

Basslooked into Myer's eyes, hard. "I'm going to take it out on afoot patrol mysdf. I'm going to put it
through its paceslikeit's never been tested before.” He turned to Conorado. " Skipper, you said the Siad

are on the move. Where?"

"All over their territory. But other than afew stragglers and smdl groups, none of them within
seventy-fiveklicks of here.”

"How long would it take for them to mass here?'

"They're on horseback. It would take two days for enough of them to gather and get herein strength to
do any damage—but only if they werewilling to kill their horsesdoing it."

"Then tomorrow I'm taking apatrol out on the relief run and have it drop us off twenty klicks away.
WEell test this," he hefted the UPUD, "on the walk back.”



CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO

"You seewherewe are?' aglaring Staff Sergeant Bass snarled at Corpora Doyle. "That damn thing
better work," he couldn't bring himself to call the UPUD Mark [l by name, "and you better know how to
useit, or just maybe none of uswill liveto see Tulak Yar again.”

Doyle swalowed. He could see perfectly well where they were—in the anteroom of some medieva hell.
Populate it with afew dozen tormented souls, and it was alandscape that could have been painted by
Hieronymus Bosch, had Bosch been a Copt instead of Flemish and known what adesert looked like. It
was barren, colored light brown and light tan, and al the browns and tansin between, with occasiona
splotches of pink and rust-red and blue—and those were just the rocks erupting from the sand. Nowhere
did Corpora Doyle seethe greensand reds and yellows of life. The fantastically twisted and contorted
land, with its spires of rock, tumbles of stone, and drifts of sand, made him shudder. High fliers drifted on
the currents. Doyle wondered if they were carrion-eaters. They must be, he thought. There can't possibly
be anything here to hunt. But where did the carrion come from? Must be from animals that accidentally
wandered into this area and died from it—or people who went into it on foot when there were better
placesto go or vehiclesto ridein. Heredly didn't need Basss glares and barely veiled threatsto let him
know they were in adeadly place wherethe Mark 11 and hisexpertisein using it could make the
difference between life and death.

Basss question was rhetorical and he didn't wait for an answer. Instead he smply added, "Don't turn
that damn thing on until | tell you to." Then he snapped, "Moveout,” a hispatrol, and led themina
direction perpendicular to that of the Dragon, which had dropped them off in the middle of ... "nowhere"
seemed too inadequate aword to describe where they were, so Bass shook his head and didn't try to
assgn alabd to the place. Theair cushion drone of the armored vehicle that was now out of sight
beyond one of the nearby tablelands rapidly diminished into silence. Encumbered by little more than a
large supply of water and a holstered side arm, Bass set a brisk pace for histwisting route through the
badlands. The other men had to struggle to keep up—they were carrying larger weapons, more
ammunition, and other gear aswell astheir water. An hour later, when he was sure none of his men knew
where they were—he certainly wasn't sure where he was—he stopped in the shade of amonoalithic
boulder that thrust out of the ground.

Bass had been in abad mood from the minute he woke up that morning. He didn't want to field-test the
UPUD Mark Il inthefirst place, but he had to regardiess. So if there was aflaw or hidden problemin
the UPUD Mark 11, he was determined to find it.

"If by some miracle thisthing works, | want men from each team in the platoon to be familiar with it,"
he'd growled at his squad leaders after morning chow. "Hyakowa, Eagle's Cry, | want one man from
each of your fireteams. Kdly, | want agunner and an assistant gunner from you." The squad |leaders
exchanged glances, they'd never seen Bassin so vile amood. " Soft covers, no hemets,” Bass said, giving
instructions on what the men should bring. "Weapons, a spare battery, one day'srations, one day's
water, basic medkits. Now do it." He spun about and stomped off to get his own gear.

"Aye aye, Staff Sergeant,” Hyakowa murmured toward Basss back. He tipped his head at the other
two and they followed him away.

"Y ou pissed off enough at anybody to send him with Bass?' Eagle's Cry asked before they went their
Separate ways to their squad aress.



Hyakowa shook his head.

"I'm never that mad a anybody in my squad,” Kelly said.
"So what are we going to do?" Eagle's Cry asked.

"Ask for volunteers" Hyakowatold them.

"Do wetdll them what kind of mood the bossisin?’
Hyakowasighed. "Use your own discretion.”

"Gotcha."

So it wasthat Corporal Dornhofer, Eagle's Cry's second fire team leader, Lance Corporals Schultz and
Neru, agun squad gunner, and PFCs Claypoole, Dean, and Clarke, anew guy in the gun squad,
volunteered for something that they began having second thoughts about as soon asthey gathered around
Staff Sergeant Bass.

Long before the Dragon dropped them off out in the middle of ... of—"Does anyplace like thisexist in the
real universe?' Claypoole asked when he saw where they were—every one of them had revised his
previoudy sterling opinion of Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass and resolved never again to volunteer for

anything.

"I'm offering odds on none of usever seeing civilization again,” Schultz muttered during the fast-paced
trek into the badlands. Maybe nobody could messwith Marines and get away with it, but thisland was
bigger and meaner than anybody Schultz had ever runinto.

"Y ou can't offer odds long enough to get any takers," Dornhofer said sotto voce to Schultz when Bass
findly hated in the shade of the boulder.

A long, high, riftlike cliff stood opposite the boulder a couple of hundred meters away. A jumble of
mounds and hillocks cut off their vision less than ahundred metersto therear. The farthest they could see
other than up wasless than five hundred meters ahead, where ahigh hill or low mountain beganitsclimb
to the sky. There was no way they werein line of sght of another UPUD Mark 11. "Turn that damn thing
on now," Bass snapped at Doyle when the panting corpora caught up with him and dumped against the
boulder.

Doyle gasped once or twice, then pulled the UPUD Mark 11 from its carrying pouch, flipped onits
power switch, and opened thelid.

"AsK it wherewe are." Bass pulled a standard geo position locator out of apocket and queried it. Doyle
looked accusingly at the GPL. Bass wasn't being fair about blaming him for anything that might happen if
the UPUD Mark 11 didn't work right. With that GPL, they wouldn't get lost.

Bass grunted when Doyle read off coordinates that agreed with the ones his GPL gave. He wished he
had a good map to compare the readings to, but there weren't any reliable maps for that part of Elnedl.
Helooked at the sketchy one he had and decided it might aswell have alarge X, labeled in a shaky
hand, "Here Lie Treasure," and alarge blank areawith the legend "Tygers Be Here." Disgusted, he
jammed the map into a pocket.



"Crank up theradio and raise the Six," he ordered. Asfar as he was concerned, this was the most
important test. If the radio didn't work, he was going to borrow somebody's blaster and dag the damn

thing.
Doyle pressed a sensor, spoke into the mouthpiece, waited, spoke again, and handed the unit to Bass.

"LimaThree Sx," Basssad intoit, "thisisFive Actud. Weare a," he read the coordinates off hisown
GPL, "and proceeding as planned. Over."

"LimaThree Five Actud, thisis Lima Three Six Actud," Baccacio's voice came back. "Use correct
radio procedure.”

Basslooked a the Mark 11 asif hewanted to strangleit; he couldn't believe that Baccacio was chiding
him about radio procedure.

"Roger yours, Six Actud. Out.” If Baccacio didn't like hisradio procedure, et him chew on that
one—the senior pogition, in this case the platoon, Baccacio—was supposed to be the oneto sign off first
in radio communications,

He handed the Mark 11 back to Doyle. "Set ahoming vector for us. And turn off the radio." He punched
the appropriate commandsinto his GPL and decided that part of the Mark [l wasworking properly, for
now anyway, when Doyle read off the same azimuth the GPL gave him. "Giveit atangentia vector of
045 degrees. Well follow that for awhile and see how that damn thing behaves. Deviation of five
degrees.” He set his GPL the same way. Thiswas atest to see how the homing vector changed asthey
moved away from theline of their origind direction, and to seeif the Mark 11 would dert them if they
were shifting too far from their intended direction.

They went three kilometersin the tangential direction. The UPUD beeped within seconds of when Bass's
GPL did to warn of course deviation. The homing vector on the Mark |1 changed the same as on the
GPL. Sofar, the UPUD was performing properly.

"Next test,” Bass snarled when he called another stop. Thiswas a place where the land dipped and rose
and twisted back and around on itself. It was pitted and pimpled so severely that haf an army could be
hidden init so well that not even infras could pick up signs of anybody nearby.

So far the locator was working properly and so was the radio—Bass had Doyle make the half-hourly
Stuation reports. "No change, proceeding with mission,” Bass said, and didn't bother to speak into it
himsdlf, not even when Doyletried to hand it to him. They couldn't test the vector computer for callingin
air strikes, but they were going to test the motion detector.

"Y ou stand here looking in that direction,” Bass ordered Doyle, and went back to where the rest of the
patrol waited for him.

Doyle stood where he was told and wished he had the courage to look in a direction other than the one
Bass had indicated. He was shaken by a sudden fear that Bass was going to lead the others away and
leave him thereto find his own way out of the desolation. Not even the thought that he had the UPUD
Mark 11 and that it was working properly could quell histrembling. But Bass didn't have any ideas about
abandoning Doyle or anyone else out there. What he redly wanted was for the UPUD to flunk atest so
he could dagit.



"Sit down and find arock to lean againgt,” Bass suddenly said from right behind Doyle.

Doylejumped at the unexpected words. He dropped into asitting position and, with awhoaosh, let out
the breath he hadn't redlized he was holding. He took a couple of deep, dow breaths, then scooted
around until hisback was against the shady side of aboulder that stood higher than he wastall.

Bass sat next to him. "I didn't want you to look back because | didn't want you to have any ideawhere |
was sending people,” he explained. "'l want any motion readings you get on that damn thing to be redl
readings, not affected by anything you know. Understand?'

Doyle nodded. "I understand. No problem.” Still, he couldn't keep the relief at not being abandoned out
of hisvoice.

"Therest of the patrol is out there somewhere, moving around. Maybe. Turn on the motion detector and
seewhat it picks up. Useitslowest setting.” Bass wanted to test its sengtivity dong its entire range.

Doyle managed to tap in the commands without fumbling. He studied the shifting colors on the
viewscreen for amoment, then his eyes opened wide and he looked up. A puzzled expression took over
hisface, and he looked back at the screen, then back up again.

"It can't be."

"What?'

"It's showing two men moving over there." He pointed at aflat areafifty metersaway.

Bassnodded. "Therésagully over there. Claypoole and Dean are following it.”

"But I've got the setting so low it shouldn't pick up anybody at that distance, not unless he'smoving in the
open.”

Bassraised his eyebrows, impressed. "Very good. See anything else?!
Doyle shook his head.
"Notch it up.”

Doyle did and studied the screen again. Abruptly, he dropped the UPUD and scrambled to the side of
the boulder to look around it. Neru and Clarke were approaching the boulder from behind.

"No!" Doyle exclaimed. "It can't be." He looked back at Bass. "It's not possible for amotion detector to
pick up movement through stone at that setting.”

Bass consdered what Doyle said. He thought the company clerk might be right. If he had the UPUD set
right, that is. He looked suspicioudly at the UPUD. "Check your setting.”

Doyle came back and examined his settings. " Second lowest."
lloddlll

Doyle nodded agreement.



"Everybody in," Basscdled out.
"My God," Doyle murmured as the screen went crazy with al the motion that suddenly appeared onit.

"The motion detector's more sensitive than we expected,” Bass said when his men were assembled. "On
itslowest setting it picked up you two in that gully,”" he said to Claypoole and Dean. "On the next setting
up, it caught you two coming up behind us,”" to Neru and Clarke. They gaped at him.

"I want to see what happensif you redly wind it up.”

Everybody moved to where they could see the screen. Doyle obligingly shifted to makeit more easily
visible. His hand paused over the controls. The motion detector was so sendtive on itstwo lowest
settings he was a bit apprehensive at what it might do at its highest. He entered the commands. The
viewscreen suddenly filled with fluttering ghosts and tiny, swimming dots.

"What the...?"
"Sweet Jesus Mohammad.”
"What'sit doing?'

Doyle studied the manic images and looked in the directionsiit indicated. "It's showing us breathing,” he
said inan awed voice. "Look at that." He put afingertip on one of the ghosts. " See how much moreit's
moving? That's metaking. Dorny, say something.”

"Thiscan't be," Dornhofer said. "I've never heard of amotion detector doing that before.” A different
ghost shimmered rapidly when he spoke.

"Schultz, you say something.”
"What are adl those little dotsin between?" A third ghost responded to Schultz speaking.

Doyle peered at the moving dots on the screen. "I don't know, but they seem pretty close.” He made an
adjustment to focus the image tightly on one of the moving dots, then, holding the UPUD in one hand,
moved forward and began crawling, shifting his eyes between the viewscreen and the ground in front of
him. After afew meters he stopped and lowered his face toward the ground.

"It's picking up bugs," he said, so faintly that Bass had to ask him to repeat himself. "It's picking up bugs.
Look at this"

Bass knelt next to him and looked closdly until he saw atiny mitelike bug crawling dong the rock
surface. Helooked at the viewscreen, back at the bug, then at the screen again. "It's picking up bugs,” he
said, asawed as Doyle. Hisface contorted through severd exaggerated expressions, then he angrily
shouted, "It's picking up goddamn bugs! A motion detector isn't supposed to pick up goddamn bugsd! It's
worthless!" He grabbed for the UPUD, but Doyle jerked it out of hisreach. Top Myer had madeit clear
to him that he was responsible for the UPUD, and he was afraid Bass would damage it and hed get
blamed.

"Put it on the ground and step back, Doyle," Bass sharled as he scrambled to hisfeet. "Somebody give
me ablaster. I'm going to dag that damn thing."



"No!" Doyle squeaked, and clutched the UPUD to his chest. Nobody offered Bass a blaster.

"The Mark One got alot of good Marineskilled." Bassturned dowly, glaring a each of hismeninturn.
"I'm going to kill thisone before it can hurt anybody."

Theingtant Bass's attention turned away from him. Doyle ducked behind aboulder and found acrack in
the stony ground to hide in. He couldn't let the platoon sergeant dag the UPUD, no. The Top would have
hishideif hedid. Doyle had afleeting image of ahuman skull with thetop of its cranium cut off Sitting on
thefirst sergeant's desk. Being used as an ashtray for those awful cigarsthe first sergeant smoked. His
skull. No, no way he could let Bass dag the UPUD.

In the background he heard Bass haranguing the other men. Nobody had given him ablaster yet, but
Doyle knew it was just amaiter of time. He had to avoid Bass until the platoon sergeant cooled off. Then
maybe Bass would get over hisdesireto turn his skull into an ashtray for the Top. HeEd turn down the
Setting on the motion detector to where he could use it to help him evade Bass. He looked at it to make
the adjustment and stopped when he saw the screen.

"Look at this" he shouted as he clambered out of hishiding place. "1 don't believethis.”
"What?' Bass snapped. He clenched and unclenched hisfists from wanting ablaster.

Doylelooked into the far distance, into the sky. He saw nothing but afew high, wispy cloudsin the blue.
Those clouds weren't what the UPUD was picking up. "Here." He showed the screen to Bass and
indicated two flecks the motion detector showed at arange of eighteen kilometers and moving in atight
pattern at more than a hundred kilometers per hour. He punched in anew command and the motion

detector closed in on theimage.
Bass pulled out his GPL and compared its homing vector to what the UPUD screen showed.

"Those are Raptors," Doyle said softly. "They're over Tulak Yar." He shook his head. "I've never seena
motion detector that could pick up arcraft at eighteen kilometers.”

Bass studied the image for afew seconds, then said softly, "That's not a demongtration flight, they're
flying aground-assault pattern. Tulak Yar isunder attack.” He checked thetime. It was afew minutes
past sixteen hours.

Claypoole and Dean jumped to their feet and began trotting in the direction of the village. After afew
paces they stopped and looked back.

" Shouldn't we go back right now?" Claypoole asked when he saw the others till huddled around the
UPUD.

"We're eighteen kilometers away," Bass said without taking his eyes from the viewscreen. "Whatever's

going on will belong over by the time we can get there. Besides," now helooked at Claypoole and
Dean, "what do you think the eight of us can do against aforce large enough to take on a platoon?’

"They're breaking off," Doyle suddenly said.

Basslooked back at the screen. The Raptors were no longer swinging and swooping in aground-assault
pattern. Instead they were gaining dtitude and flying away from Tulak Y ar. But instead of heading south



toward New Obbia, they were flying north, toward Bass and his patrol.
"Turn on theradio and raise Platoon," Bass said softly. "'l need to find out what's going on.”

Doyle adjusted the focus of the motion detector so they could follow the northward flight of the Raptors,
then turned on the radio. The viewscreen flashed bright and ajolt of dectricity shot through the UPUD
and into his hands. Doyle fdl backward and tumbled over. The UPUD dropped to the ground. A wisp of
smoke rose from ahairline crack in the viewscreen. The unit couldn't handle the power needed to use the
motion detector and the radio smultaneoudy.

A roar came out of the sky. Bass |ooked up and saw the Raptors streaking far overhead. He pulled out
his binoculars and studied the aircraft while Dornhofer bent over Doyle to check the extent of hisinjuries.

When the Raptors disappeared over the northern horizon, Bass|lowered his glasses. "Those are Modd
B's" hesaid softly. "I haven't seen aModel B inten years. They'reretired.” He looked at Dornhofer.
"How ishe?'

"Hell bedl right," Dornhofer said. "'l think he was just knocked out.”

CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE

It'samilitary truism that no intelligence system, no matter how good or how thorough, ever provides
enough information to the people who need it the most—the fighting men. Marine, navy, and
Confederation intelligence on Elned failed to provide acouple of vital bits of information to Ensign
Baccacio. Of course, if the intelligence establishment had had those two bits of information, al of the
Marines on Elnedl would have been operating in adifferent manner to begin with.

One missing bit of intelligence was Shabdi's Raptors. They were awell-kept secret, though many people
had been involved in that deal and there had been plenty of timeto ferret out the information. But no one
ever consdered that such wegpon systems might have been imported for use by people as primitive as
the Siad.

The other very important detail they didn't know was that Shabeli had adopted the tactic of the ancient
Mongol horsemen, whereby hiswarriors each had severd mounts and changed them frequently asthey
rode into combat. That enabled them to travel much faster and farther than the fleet intelligence officers,
most of whom had never even seen a horse much less ridden one, imagined was possible. Intelligence
was just not worried about the Siad horsemen asamilitary threat. After al, with Raptors, hoppers,
Dragons, and the whole inventory of modern wegpons available to the Marines on Elned, who would
have considered horsemen much of athreat?

The way Ensign Baccacio saw it, Captain Conorado was "micromanaging” when hed ordered him to

put out security during the daily al-hands. Today, with the company commander off "micromanaging” one
of the other platoonsthat didn't need his meddling, and with Staff Sergeant Bass, who Baccacio was
convinced was incompetent, away on histotally unnecessary field test of the UPUD, Baccacio found
himsdlf free to run his platoon in what he thought was the right way, without interference. Third platoon
adhered to the routine that he knew could only build the morale and sdlf-confidence of the people of
Tulak Yar and the surrounding area.

At 16 hours, the few security watches on the village's perimeter were called in for the daily al-hands



mesting. Even if the Siad had any hogtile action in mind, Baccacio knew that as of yesterday they were
two days ride away. Even if the Siad came, the goatherds and crow-chasers would be able to give more
than adequate warning.

That'swhat Ensgn Baccacio believed to the core of hisbeing.

Six-year-old Mhumar was one of the crow-chasersin the fields below Tulak Y ar. He knew that he had
the extra duty of watching for Siad raiders and giving warning to the Marinesif any appeared. Hewas
very proud of that respongibility. The Marines who came to save hisvillage were the greatest and bestest
men held ever seen. Life had changed quickly for young Mhumar and his friends since then. Now he
couldn't wait for each morning, to get out and watch the Marines at their routines. Lifein Tulak Yar was
alot of fun again for asix-year-old crow-chaser.

And they were niceto him, not like the Siad, who hit him when he came too close or when hetried to
admire one of their horses or look at their sharp knives.

Mhumar would do anything he could to help hisfriend "Maknee Al" and the other Marines. When he
grew up, he wanted to be just like them. Maybe, if he did aredly good job of warning them if the Siad
came, when he grew up they would let him be one of them. After all, old Mas Fardeed had gone off
when young and fought bravely in many battles, and the Marines dl respected him, so why not him?

Thethought of becoming aMarine swelled Mhumar'stiny chest with pride, and he promised himsdf he
would be good enough that they would let him join them. He remembered something that Maknee Al had
told him.

"A Marineisawaysready for anything,” Maknee Al had said. "Every time he goes someplace, heis
aways looking around to see where the enemy might be, where they might come from, where he can find
cover, how he can fight towin. A Marine dways plansfor whatever might happen.”

It was adifficult thing to understand. There was very much that aMarine had to do dl thetime and
everyplace. It was harder to understand because Maknee Al spoke alanguage that even now, awhole
week after the Marines cameto Tulak Yar, Mhumar hardly understood at al. What Maknee Al told him
was trandated for him into Afghan by old Mas Fardeed. Mas Fardeed nodded his head sagely and
added in Afghan that the dark-skinned Marine was a man of surpassing military wisdom. Someday soon,
Mhumar would have to make the old man tell him what "surpassing” meant.

But one thing Mhumar did understand very well: "A Marine dways plans for whatever might happen.”
So Mhumar had made his plans for what he would do if the Siad came.

When the Siad cameto Tulak Y ar, mostly they came from the mountains to the northwest. But
sometimes they came through the fields here where he was chasing crows from the crops. Onceina

while they even came from the other Sde of the Bekhar River, but only when the water level was very
low, and it wasn't low now. When they came from the west, they rode tall and proud on their horses and
trampled their way through the crops. If they came that way, he would be able to see them along way
off.

Mhumar looked along way off to the west. He didn't see any Siad riding their horses through the crops.
Then he looked to the east, where the road ran up to the top of the bluff. He was alot closer to the road
up the bluffs than he was to along way to the west. Y es, he would have time to run to the road and run
up it if he saw the Siad along way to the west. Before he reached the top of the road, he would start
ydling for the Marines, to tell them the Siad were coming. But whét if he was chasing acrow and the



Siad werenot dl of that long way off before he saw them? He looked at the bluff, and behind the row of
trees that shaded its base he saw the crease in itsface that he and the other children used to climb to the
bluff's top when the adults couldn't see them. None of the mothersin the village wanted the children to
usethat creasein the bluff. They said it was dangerous. But Mhumar and the other children could climb
the bluff faster on that crease than they could running up the road. Besides, climbing up the crease was
more fun than using the road.

Satisfied that he had planned for everything, and that he would be ableto give warning if the Siad came
thisway, Mhumar looked around to seeiif any crowswere snesking in while he was making his plansto
help the Marines. Therewasone! Heran at it, waving hisarms and yelling. The crow twisted its head
around on its scaly neck to glare a him, then ran and flapped itswings until it got off the ground. Asit
flew away, Mhumar looked around for more. He didn't see any othersin the crops, though he did see
many flying in the Sky. He watched them for afew minutes, wondering why so many crowswereflying
and so few of them were [anding in the cropsto est the food that the people of Tulak Y ar were growing
for themsalves. Then he decided that the ways of crows were mysterious and he shouldn't question them.
If hedid, the crows might al decide to est the crops at the same time and he would have to run around a
lot to chase them off and he would get very tired.

He decided to go over to the bluff, where he had left his water bag in the deegp shade of the treesto
keep cool. Halfway there he froze. He thought he saw something in the shadows behind the trees.
Something that shouldn't be there. His heart started fluttering in his chest and his entire body began to
tremble. What he thought he saw wasn't possible.

Unwilling to approach, but needing to know, he resumed moving toward the bluffs, but angled toward
the road to the top. Then what he thought he saw moved and he knew.

A mounted Siad warrior eased hishorse into awalk from between the trees and the base of the bluffs,
on acourseto intercept Mhumar. All the strength suddenly went out of Mhumar'slegs and afrigid wave
of nausea swept over him. Involuntarily, the boy's bowels emptied. Now the boy could see a column of
Siad advancing behind the lead warrior, adl nearly hidden in the degp shadow behind the row of shade
trees. Far in the back ot his mind, where he was barely aware of it, Mhumar redlized that there was more
to understand about the things a Marine did than he knew. It had never occurred to him that the Siad
might comein away other than the ways they aways had.

Thelead warrior didn't seem to be looking at him. Mhumar had only one chance, run asfast as he could
and hope he got far enough before he was spotted. And so he ran, faster than he had ever run before.

But the Sad warrior did see him. His sun-darkened face split into agrin, revealing amouth full of broken
teeth. Casualy, effortlesdy, asaman born to ride, he hedled his steed into atrot and then agalop. As
fast as Mhumar ran, the horse was far faster. Its hooves kicked up clods of rich dirt and thundered over
the ground, echoing eerily behind the trees. Mhumar's voice shrilled thinly ashetried to cdl out a
warning, but he wastoo smdl, and hisvoice couldn't carry to the top of the bluffs. The Siad pulled his
horse out from behind the line of trees and galloped through the crops, trampling them in hiswake. The
horse's nogtrils flared wildly as hisrider spurred him on. Standing in the stirrups, the warrior rose and
leaned forward againgt his mount's neck, extending an arm. The bayonet on hisrifle glinted harshly inthe
sunlight just before it dammed into Mhumar's back and drove on al the way through hischest in one
swift motion.

The Siad reined his horseto astop in aswirling cloud of mud and shredded crops. He stifled the war cry
he wanted to shout out, and instead victorioudy thrust hisrifle arm skyward, Mhumar's still-wriggling
body impaled on its bayonet. He looked back toward the trees, where the line of warriors followed, and



grinned. The boy's warm blood gushed wetly down the warrior's arm and dripped onto his saddle. Not
much of aprize, the man thought, but first blood wasfirst blood. Then he thrust hisarm forward and
down, flinging the tiny corpse onto the ground. Raising the back of his hand to his mouth, he tasted the
blood therein the age-old Siad ritud of thekill.

The Siad were not detected again until, screaming war cries, they swarmed over thelip of the road
whereit leveled out at the top of the bluffs. But that wasn't until after Shabdli's Raptors struck.

Ensign Baccacio looked at his platoon and smiled to himself. It didn't matter that thiswas arump unit,
with only twenty-two of his twenty-nine enlisted men. With Bass out of the way and Captain Conorado
gone, for the first time he had the opportunity to show these men how the Marine Corpsrealy
functioned, how real Marines operated on a humanitarian misson. A daily commander's briefing to the
men was important for morale and unit cohesiveness.

"If there are any of you who don't remember what Captain Conorado reported yesterday,” he began,
"I'll recap it. The Sons of Freedom have retired to their strongholds and don't pose athreeat to anyone.
The Gaelshave smply retired, they evidently understand that they're totally outclassed and have decided
to stop their depredations on the people of Elned. The Siad, who are the oneswe'd have to concern
oursglveswith if they were going to cause any trouble, have gone into the steppes where they can play
Mongol horde without being athreet to anyone. Smply by landing an operationd FIST on Elned. the
Confederation has stabilized the entireworld."

Hyakowa nudged Eagle's Cry and whispered, "Isthat the way you remember what the Skipper said?

Eagle's Cry shook hishead. "I think our boy isreading the wrong thingsinto what could be atactical
withdrawad to regroup.”

"Metoo." Hyakowa noticed Baccacio looking in his direction and nudged Eagle's Cry again. Both
sergeant stood erect and looked at their platoon commander as though they were gratefully absorbing his
words of wisdom.

Mentally, Baccacio tallied apoint for himsdlf. It looked asif those two were beginning to stop conspiring
againg him. As soon asthey did, he was certain, the rest of the platoon would follow right ong. He
didn't missabest in his presentation about food and medica aid being distributed unhindered al around
the planet as he glared at another minor disturbance to the side. It was McNed, one of the
troublemakers, and Goudanis, looking at the Sky over their shoulders. Baccacio was gratified when
Corpord Leach directed their attention back to him without his having to say anything. During his
presentation about the importance of the UPUD Mark 11 and what it was going to mean to future Marine
operations, more of his men began nudging each other, mumbling among themsdves, and looking to the
northwest. He was losing them, and that couldn't continue.

"Matoon! Atten-SHUN!" he shouted. A few of the men glanced a him, but none of them snapped to
attention. Baccacio saw red. Someone was going to suffer for this breach of discipline.

Just then Hyakowa turned and asked, "Mr. Baccacio, are we expecting any fast fliers?

The question was so unexpected that Baccacio didn't say what he'd been about to. Instead he looked
into the sky in the same direction as his men. He quickly picked up two objects moving in their direction.
Now that he saw the aircraft, he heard the dim roar of approaching engines. They grew rapidly ashe
watched, and resolved into aflight of Raptors heading straight toward them at low dtitude.



If he played thisright, he wouldn't look like afool to his men. "Asyou were, people,” Baccacio said.
"FIST HQ has decided to make ademonstration overflight, to show the good people of Tulak Yar how
powerful we are." Miffed a the unexpected interruption, he promised himself to say something to
somebody, raise some hell, redlly, about the need for higher heedquartersto let loca commanders know
ahead of time when something like thiswas planned.

"I don't think they're ours, gir,” Hyakowa said. "They don't have Marine markings on them."

The two Raptors flashed low overhead, the sonic shock of their engines at such close range shaking
buildingsin the village and sending dirt devils spinning. The Marinesall ducked to cover their faces.

Eagle's Cry shouted, "They don't have navy markings either.”

"Now thisisabsurd,” Baccacio cdled out. "If they aren't Marines and they aren't navy, they don't exi.
So they have to be ours. Everybody, eyesfront.”

Hyakowa was one of the few who faced him. "Sir, they exist and they aren't ours. What are we going to
do?'

To the southeast the Raptors were beginning aturn that would bring them dl the way back around to the
northwest for another overflight.

Hyakowa counted to two. When the young officer didn't give any orders, he did. "Everybody, to your
postions.”

The Marines sprinted to their fighting positions outside Tulak Y ar asthough their lives depended onit. In
seconds Baccacio stood with jaw gaping, donein front of the Dragon—its crew had aready mounted
and was arting it up for action.

The two Raptors completed their turn and came in again from the northwest. Thistime four lines of
plasma burned through the village. Baccacio had seen firepower demongtrations before, but nothing like
this, not this close up, and certainly never asatarget. Hefdt the intengity of the heat on hisface as
structures burst into flame, and smelled the sharp, tangy odor of mortar and rock liquefying under the
plasmabolts.

For an ingtant the villagers were stunned, frozen in place, the attack was so sudden and overpowering.
One old man stood gaping a a plasmabolt asit Szzled dong the street and vaporized him in abright
flash. The horrified ensign thought he heard aloud poof! asthe man disappeared. Then everything
dissolved into chaos. Men cried out in terror, grabbed their women and children, and ran for whatever
protection they could find. Other men ran about, searching for wives and children who weren't near them.
Women screamed, for their children, their husbands, their lives. Children screamed and cried for thelr
mothers, for the protection of their fathers. Many of them flashed into ash as the spitting streams of
Raptor fire lanced through them. Houses exploded in the line of the Raptors, those made of wattle and
reeds erupting into flames so hot they were vaporized. A conflagration sprang up in the path of the
Raptors, and more people were caught in the flames and incinerated. The Raptors passed the village and
turned again, more tightly than before. Thistime they swooped over the village from due north. The sonic
boom of their passage knocked over structures weakened in the first pass and by the strafing. The air
displaced by their passage sent burning debris flying about, spreading the fire aready consuming aswath
through Tulak Yar.

But the Raptors didn't fire thistime; their gun batteries held only enough power for one strafing run.



Shabeli had thought that would be enough to terrorize the people and panic the Marines, to pave the way
for his horsemen. The Raptors made another, tighter turn and ripped over the village again from the
southeast, the turbulence of their passage spreading thefire even farther.

Then four hundred horsemen came screaming over the top of the bluff.

Asthe Raptors made their strafing run, Baccacio dove over the Dragon'sramp asit closed. Inside, he
tried to shout commandsto its crew, but Corporal Manakshi, the crew chief, was aready calmly giving
Lance Corpora Bwantu directions to move the vehicle out into the open where it would have
maneuvering room. The Dragon lurched into motion and Baccacio had to grab hold of whatever he could
to keep from being thrown about itsinterior. The Dragon had passed the outermost buildings of Tulak
Y ar when the Raptors made their run from the north. Rodriguez, the gunner, was ready for them when
they made their final pass from the southeast, and he fired the assault gun; but the Dragon's fire-control
computer wasn't designed to track targets moving that fast and that close.

Kerr and McNeal reached their fighting position and dove into it while the Raptors were making their
approach from due north. The concussion wave from the Raptors low passage knocked them down and
|eft them stunned and disoriented for amoment. Dirt and sand blasted in through the openingsin the
shelter, scouring their exposed skin. Pebbles pelted them like hail, and fist-gize rocks clattered off the low
walls of the pogtion. But the dirt they'd so carefully dagged into firm wallswhen they built the position
hed firm.

Kerr flopped on his belly as soon as he recovered and |ooked back through the entrance toward Tulak
Yar.

McNed kndt over him and looked past his head. Flames were spreading through the village, the
screams of the dying horrible to hear, even a adistance. The sdivaseemed to freeze in McNedl's mouth.

"Herethey come again,” Kerr shouted, and flattened himself even lower than he already was.

McNea ducked down to where he could see the Raptors through the entrance.

Then the Raptors swooped low over Tulak Y ar from the southeast. The sonic concussion flattened the
flames and put out parts of thefire. It also threw about burning debris, and fire ignited in parts of the
village that hadn't yet been touched by the conflagration.

"Why aren't they shooting?' McNeal asked.

"They don't need to, that'swhy," Kerr answered, awed by the way the wind from the Raptors spread
destruction.

The sound of the Raptors engines changed from afull-throttled roar to alow, receding drone that
moved toward the north. More screams, some of them louder than any they'd heard before, came from
Tulak Yar. McNedl twisted around and looked out afiring dit. He saw the Raptors climbing to the north.

"They're going away," he said. Anger fought with confusion on hisface. "Who arethey? Why did they
do that? Those people weren't hurting anybody." He pushed at Kerr to move him through the entrance.
"Let'sgo, weve got to help those people.”

"Watch the other way," Kerr snapped back. "An air strike usualy means aground attack is coming. Or
didn't they teach you that?'
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"Here they come.”

McNed |ooked over Kerr's shoulder. A mass of screaming men with painted faces, wearing fursand
feathers, suddenly swarmed through Tulak Y ar on horseback.

"Spears?' McNeal croaked. "They're using spears?’

Kerr put hisblaster to his shoulder and sighted in on one of the horsemen. "Those aren't spears, they're
rifleswith bayonets" he said as he pressed the firing lever. The Siad warrior hefired at suddenly flashed,
then tumbled off hishorse, ablackened shell.

"They're usng what?' McNea was shocked.
"Put on your body armor,” Kerr ordered.

McNed did ashewastold, struggling fiercely and awkwardly into the unfamiliar equipment. "Okay," he
said, finished, "I've got it on. Trade places and you can put on yours."

"I'm busy," Kerr snapped as he shot another horseman. ™Y ou watch our rear. They're probably coming
from more than one direction.”

"But we would have seen them,” McNeal objected.

"Doit, Marine!" Kerr snapped. Even if McNed wasright, which he might be, the fighting position was
designed to defend from an assault from out there, not one from the village—there wasn't room for both
of themtofire to the rear of the pogition. McNed watching the rear did nothing, but it kept him out of
Kerr'sway asthe corpora fired and fired again. The Siad weren't coming from the front of the Marine
positions, ingtead they fought in a primitive manner—afull charge from one direction until they were
ingdetheir enemy's position, followed by an every-man-for-himself melee.

Other Marines around the village began firing into the mass of Siad and more of the horsemen fell,
blackened cinders. So did many of their mounts—horses screams added to the cacophony from the
village. But the Marinefire was sporadic; too many villagers were caught in the meleg, and the Marines
didn't want to risk hitting them.

McNed split his attention between watching the front, as Kerr told him to, and looking at the village
over hisfireteam leader's head. The fire continued to spread. A gasp escaped him when he saw, a the
place where heldd befriended young Mhumar soon after the Marines arrived, amother running with a
small child clutched to her breast. The building she was running past was ablaze. A Siad horseman raced
his horse up behind her, his bayoneted rifle extended to impale her. A rock rolled under the horse'sflying
hooves and caused it to sumble, the Siad's thrust missing the woman, but the flank of the off-balance
horse dammed into her asit passed and knocked her out of sght through a collapsed wall into the
burning building. The Siad looked back in time to see her disappear into the building and screamed in
triumph, but it was a short-lived victory; before he could straighten around in his saddle, blasts from a
least three Marines dammed into him and turned him and hishorse into a pyre.

McNed thought he could hear the woman's scream, and her child's thinner wail. Seconds later she came
staggering out, her clothes blazing, carrying asecond, smaller firein her arms. She danced in the flames



for along moment until they sucked thelast of thelife out of her and she collgpsed on the ground to join
her childin degth.

"No more,” McNeal growled, and clawed hisway past Kerr into the open. He stepped aside so he
wouldn't block the other'sfield of fire, dropped into akneeling position, and began shooting past the
villagers Hill fleeing the flames and the Siad, into the attackers. With hisfirst bolt he had the satisfaction of
seeing arider lifted off his horse and thrown away. Then he turned to another target.

The spreading flames, lack of victims, and increasing casudtiesinflicted by the Marines, who were able
to fire more fredy asthe villagers either escaped or were killed, forced the Siad out of Tulak Yar. Some
of them raced after the easy targets of fleeing villagers. Many of them didn't live long enough to complete
their charges. The others, singly, in pairs, and in smal groups, charged the eight Marine positions,
shooting their riflesasthey came.

Now that the Siad were in the open and no longer surrounded by villagers, the Dragon was able to open
firewithitsbig gun. Itsfirg blast incinerated a half-dozen Siad who were charging one position.
Manakshi ordered Bwantu into motion, and the heavy vehicle dammed into atrio of horsemen, pulping
them.

McNed wasn't the only Marine who'd |eft the protection of hisfighting position to be ableto fire on the
attackers. More of them were in the open than were protected insde their fighting positions—but unlike
McNed, they were behind their positions and had some cover during the Siad charge. Nearly half of the
origina four hundred horsemen were either dead or gtill chasing the fleeing villagers. The Marineshad a
Dragon and blasters againgt the horsemen'srifles and bayonets, and many of the Marines had struggled
into their body armor. But the Siad horsemen had the speed of their mounts and still outnumbered the
Marines by at least ten to one. Even so, the Marines were steadily evening the odds as more and more of
the Siad were crigped.

Manakshi kept a cool head in the Dragon and had Bwantu run over horseman after horseman, while
Rodriguez flamed others with the vehicle€s big gun. But there were too many horsemen. The Dragon had
to stop shooting when the Siad reached the Marine positions or it would hit its own men.

Corpord Ratliff stayed cool, behind his position, calmly crisping the Siad charging at him. He never saw
the horseman who galloped up behind him and speared him with his bayonet. As the horse legped over
the pogition, Chan crisped the victorious rider, who fdll screaming and writhing in flaming agony. But,
swathed in flames, the Siad staggered to hisfeet and charged, along dagger clasped unsteadily in one
hand. A second bolt disintegrated the man's dagger arm, but he still came on, howling and burning,
collapsing only afew feet from the Marine, the flesh doughed off cheekbones, nose, ears, lips, hiseydids
burned away, histeeth clenched in adying rictus. Theimage of the man's hair burning in abright blue
flame stayed with Chan for along time after thefight was over.

A few yards awvay Lance Corpora Lanning sighted on arider at the very moment the heavy dug fired
from a Siad leaning under his running horse's belly crashed through hisbrain.

Lance Corpora Goudanis, behind adifferent position, heard severa horsemen galoping at him from the
rear and spun about to meet the threat. He took out three of the five while their bulletsricocheted off his
armor, before abullet found his unprotected shoulder, mangling flesh and shattering bone, spinning him
around.

McNed heard thudding hooves from the sde in time to twist around and avoid a bayonet thrust. The
horse that followed trampled over him. The third man in that group reined in and fired hisrifleinto the



position's entrance. Kerr shot back and killed the Siad, but not before two bullets thudded into Kerr's
torso and took him out of action. Two other horsemen milled about the front of the postion for a
moment, then galloped toward Tulak Y ar. Manakshi spotted the two Siad, who appeared to be carrying
awounded warrior out of the fight, and ordered Rodriguez to fire a them, but the gun couldn't swivel fast
enough to bring to bear on them.

Suddenly, an ululating cry sounded over the battlefied and the surviving Siad broke off thefight to race
to the north, into the nearby hills. The Marines and their Dragon poured fire after them and took down
many before they reached the shelter of afold of land.

"Let'sget them," Rodriguez shouted, till aiming his gun at the point where the Siad disappeared.

Bwantu hit the accelerator to chase after the Siad and was yanked out of the driver's seat by Baccacio,
who screamed, "Belay that! We aren't going after them. They ran too easily, they were winning. That's
probably aruseto lead usinto an ambush.”

Manakshi didn't agree, but he looked into the ensign’s near-panicked eyes and decided not to argue. He
used his opticasto scan the battlefield. "They weren't winning," he said softly. "It looks like we killed half
of them. They're running away."

"I'm not sure Kerr will pull through,” the corpsman told Hyakowa and Eagle's Cry as he closed agtasis
unit on Reatliff. Kerr was dready seded in one. "He has massve internd trauma. | think one bullet sent
something into hisheart. | know it toredl hell out of one of hislungs. Ratliff'll live, but it'll bealong time
before he goesinto the field again. That bayonet severed his spina column and did other damageto
interna organs. He could be bleeding to death interndly.” The stasis units would hold the wounded until
they reached asurgica team.

The two most severely wounded Marines attended to, Hough turned to Goudanis. He had to heavily
sedate him because of the pain, but was able to stop the bleeding and secure the shattered bones of his
shoulder so they wouldn't cause any more damage.

"Raise Bass," Baccacio ordered Dupont, his communications man. "Find out where heis and how soon
he can get back here.” Then he ran to where Hough was treating the lesser casudlties.

"How much longer isthis going to take?" he demanded.

Hough looked around at the waiting wounded men. "Half an hour, | don't know. Doesn't look like
anybody elseisbad off. The civilians, though, that's a different matter. | need awhole damn field hospital
to ded with them.”

Baccacio merely grunted. He abruptly turned and went back to Dupont.

"l can't raisehim, Sr," Dupont reported. "No reply of any kind."

Shocked, Baccacio looked north. "There's more of them out there," he murmured. "They caught Bass's
patrol and killed them," he said with findity. " Squad leaders up!" he shouted, turning in acircle, scanning
the horizon, looking for the Siad to return any moment.

"| dso called for medica evacuation,” Dupont said. "They said it'll take at least ahalf an hour to get a
hopper here, maybe longer. We should put any serious casudtiesin stass units.”



Hyakowa and Kédlly trotted over before Baccacio could reply to Dupont. Hyakowa had afield bandage
on hisarm. Eagle's Cry was dower coming because he was limping from aleg wound.

"They caught Bass," Baccacio said as soon as the three reached him. Hyakowa thought he heard a hint
of satisfaction in the enggn'svoice. "Theres only usleft, and were hurt. Get everybody into the Dragon
now, were heading back."

The order stunned the squad leaders. "We can't go," Hyakowa protested. "McNed's missing. We can't
leave without him. Besides, were supposed to be protecting these people. If we go, the Siad will come
back and daughter them.”

"McNedl's dead,” Baccacio snapped. "I saw him go down. The Siad swarmed al over him."

"How do you know Staff Sergeant Bassis dead?’ Eagle's Cry asked. He did not believe the platoon
sergeant was dead. The Skipper, he could be dead, and so could the Brigadier, but not Bass.

"They're dead! They'reall dead!" Baccacio shouted. "The Siad dready daughtered them! If we hadn't
been here, thiswouldn't have happened.” The squad leaders couldn't tell whether he meant Bass and the
men with him, or the villagers. But they clearly heard the panic in the ensign's voice.

"BU—"
"No buts, Sergeant. Get the men aboard the Dragon now."

Hyakowa couldn't believe thiswas happening. Marines never |eft their men behind and they never
withdrew while they could il fight, and the sergeant was il full of fight.

"Goddamn you, Mr. Baccaciol™ he shouted. The veins stood out in Hyakowa's neck and spittle flew
fromislips. Now, like aman getting rid of abad meal that had been too long in his stcomach, the sergeant
blew up. ™Y ou fucking worthless piece of shit! Y ou goddamned coward!" As he shouted, one part of
Hyakowas mind could see himsdf standing there, the words roaring out of his mouth like unleashed
demons. At the sametime, asmdll voiceinsde his head seemed to betelling him camly and very clearly
that he had gonetoo far, now he was finished, a court-martia and the brig were the next stop for him.
But the curses kept coming, and despite the fact that Sergeant Hyakowa knew the small voice was right,
that he would soon face charges of mutiny and would wind up in one of the Confederation's pena
colonies, he had never felt more satisfied about anything in hislife than he did at this disastrous moment.

Baccacio's face went white and his eyes bulged. Slowly, amost calmly, he drew hisweapon and leveled
it at Hyakowa. The sergeant stopped at that moment, but only because he was out of breath.
Perspiration poured off hisface.

Kdly and Eagle's Cry, who had been standing open-mouthed, rooted to the earth as Hyakowa
screamed at the ensign, cameto life now and stood between the two men. Kelly grabbed Hyakowa by
the arms and shoulders and roughly pushed him toward the Dragon, while Eagle's Cry stood in front of
Baccacio—he didn't think the ensign would try to shoot Hyakowa through him. Hyakowa went without
resstance, totally drained now.

Baccacio stood there, breathing heavily, staring after Hyakowa. The other Marineswho had witnessed
the scene shifted their feet uneasily. Doc Hough said something. "What?' Baccacio demanded as he spun
around.



"l sad I'm staying behind with the wounded civilians,” Hough repeated. He fixed Baccacio's eyes with
his own until the ensgn was forced to drop his gaze.

"Y ou've got wounded Marinesto care for. Y ou do that in the Dragon on theway. | meanit," he added,
and gestured menacingly with hisweapon. Doc Hough knew enough to redlize that Ensign Baccacio was
dangeroudly close to going over the edge. Reluctantly, he started for the Dragon, and the others followed
him.

In two minutes the Marines were aboard the Dragon, heading for FIST headquarters, north of New
Obbia, 240 kilometers away.

CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR

Schultz considered the broken UPUD Mark 11, then wordlessly offered his blaster to Bass.

Bass shook his head, looking at the line of smoke that still dribbled from the UPUD. "Weé'retaking it
back. | want whoever was responsible to know that damn thing malfunctioned. Then | want them to find
out why and fix it." He looked at the group. "The Mark One cost the lives of alot of Marines| waswith
when itsflaw wasreveaded, and | reacted strongly—some say too strongly. We just found aflaw inthe
Mark Two. It didn't hurt anybody. Well..." He glanced a Doyle, who was just regaining consciousness.
"It didn't serioudy hurt anyone. That damn thing is coming into the Fleet Marine Force whether | likeit or
not. So we need to make sureit doesn't have any flawsthat will get more Marineskilled. Or we haveto
know every flaw it does have s0 that our ignorance doesn't get Marineskilled.”

Doylewas till abit groggy, but it didn't sound to him asif he was being blamed for the mafunction. He
sat up without ass stance and wiped the perspiration away from hiseyes.

Basslooked at Doyle and solicitoudy asked, "Are you okay?'

"I've been better,” Doyle said, "but I'll get over it." The other Marines|ooked a him with surprise. This
wasthefirs timethey'd heard him talk like an infantryman.

"Good. Glad to hear it. Now, aren't you glad | made you carry aregular radio? Get it out and raise
Tulak Yar so we can find out what happened.”

Doyleblanched. "I don't haveit," he said weekly.

Basslooked at him as though waiting for him to continue. The others edged back; thiswasn't agood
sgn.

"You didn't bring theradio, isthat what you said?' Bass blinked, then wiped at aline of swest that
dribbled past hiseye. "After | specificaly told you to bring aradio in case that damn thing didn't work?”

Doyle hung his head and mumbled something into his chest.
"l can't hear you, Doyle," Bass said with forced patience. "What did you say?"

Doyleraised hishead and looked a Bass defiantly. It wasn't hisfault he didn't have theradio. "Ensign
Baccacio told me not to bring it. He saw mewhen | was putting it in my pack and took it away from me."



Bass|ooked away from Doyle. Hisface darkened and hisfists clenched so tightly his knucklesturned
white. "I'm going to have that man busted back down to private," he said through gritted teeth. "I'm going
to have him court-martialed and kicked out of my Marine Corps.” He turned back to Doyle. "And you,
Corpord, are going to be my star witness."

Doyle swdlowed.

"All right." Bass shook himsdf and camed down with visble effort. "Heresthe Stuation. Eight of usare
out herein the middle of, of..." He paused, then began again. "Weé're elghteen kilometers from the nearest
friendly forces. Thoseforces, the rest of our platoon, have just been attacked by enemy air, and probably
by ground forces aswell, but we have no way of knowing for sure. Because we don't have any
communications. Eighteen kilometers doesn't sound like much. Eveninterrain like this, we could cover
that distance in three hours or 0. But we have to assume that there are hostile forces between us and
Tulak Yar, so well go dow and figure on reaching Tulak Y ar tomorrow morning.”

Helooked at his somber men for afew seconds, then asked, "Did anybody bring amotion detector?”
They shook their heads. Bass hadn't thought anybody did—the motion detector was squad leader's
equipment, and if they had one, it would have been hisresponsibility to bring it, but he hadn't suspected
they'd have any need for one.

"We have no communications, no motion detector, no infras—I don't imagine anybody brought their
infras." He paused for confirmation. Nobody had infras. "Marines, we have just become alow-tech deep
reconnaissance patrol. At least | have my GPL. Wewon't get logt.”

"And we have water. Everybody did bring water, didn't you?' "One day'sworth," Dornhofer said.

Bass nodded. One day's worth. That was more than he thought they would need. Now they might need
more.

"Water disciplineisin effect now. One mouthful every hour. Move out. Schultz, take point.”

Asthe afternoon wore on, the heat rose and the sweat evaporated from their bodies asfast asit popped
up.

Two hourslater they heard the clop-clop of horses hooves. Bass snapped hisfingersto get everybody's
attention, then waved hisarm in the signa to get down and take cover.

They werein adry watercourse too broad to be amere erosion gully. The dirt was acrumbly, light
grayish-tan studded by the occasiond boulder that was washed downstream during floods. The only
vegetation in it was an occasiond sprig of something that didn't grow high, or alow-lying wash of green.
Here and there, where the most recent torrent had undercut the bank, large clots of dirt had fallen from
the bank two and a half meters above. Some of the clots had space behind them. Those spaces and
behind boulders were where the Marines went to ground.

Bass listened carefully to the echoesfor afew moments and redlized the echoeswere dl he heard, there
were no clops or voices that sounded clear, asthey would if the horses or men were very close. He
glanced up and down the arroyo to make sure his men were dl hiding, then eased deeper into the
half-concedled split in the bank he was hiding in and found hand- and footholds to climb near its back
end. He kept glancing to hisrear as he climbed toward the other sde of the arroyo, but saw no
movement in that direction.



A small, spreading bush grew at the top; itsroots kept the split from expanding. Bass used the bush as
conceal ment while he eased his head up high enough to see over thelip of the arroyo. Little more than a
hundred meters away he saw aline of hills. Between the hills and the arroyo in which the Marines hid was
ascore of horsemen with asmall herd of replacement mounts. The riders were armed with projectile
wespons. They were headed north, away from Tulak Y ar, and frequently turned to search the sky to the
south. They bantered among themselves and cried out victory whoops. A couple of timeswhile he
watched, one of them prodded alarge sack flung over the back of one of the few horses used as pack
animas. The horsemen shook their rifles at the sky and siwung them in wide, horizonta arcs.

Bass couldn't understand any of the guttural words the horsemen yelled out, but he could guesstheir
meaning. The horsemen were telling each other they'd won their fight, thisland was theirs uncontested.

These men had to be from the force that had attacked Tulak Y ar, Bass thought. He wondered how men
who had reverted to such a primitive state could have Raptors. Surely they were dlied with the aircraft
the UPUD Mark I had shown attacking Tulak Yar, if they—or their commander—didn't actually own
the attack aircraft.

They were ascore of horsemen armed with rifles, nearly a hundred meters away. Bass had seven
Marineswith him. At that range, with the eement of surprise, he and hismen could easily take these Sad
warriors. He consdered the Stuation for along moment; race a hundred meters back up the dry
watercourse and get into an ambush position. Then blast away when the horsemen came abreast. It could
be done; he and his men could wipe them out before they were able to respond and hurt anyonein the
Marine patrol. But these men couldn't be the only Siad survivors of the fight. They were too happy,
acting too victorious. Where were the rest of them? He dowly looked around a compl ete 360 degrees
and saw no one else. That was the problem.

Bass stayed where he was, watching the horsemen pass by and recede into the distance. A fight would
make noise and other Siad would hear it and come. Maybe, probably, too many for the Marinesto ded
with. It was best to let these go. When the horsemen were out of sight around alow hill, Bassdid to the
bottom of the split and stepped out into the open.

"They'regone," he called out softly, but loud enough for al hismen to hear. Briskly, he went from
Claypoole, at the rear of the patrol, to Schultz, leading off to tell them what he'd seen.

Schultz looked a him accusingly. "We could have taken them.”

"Y ou looked?'

"l looked. We could have taken them. Easy."

Bass nodded. "Y ou're right, we could have taken those few. But where are the rest of them? How fast
would the others have gotten here? How soon would there be so many of them here we wouldn't have

had a chance? What if they called those Raptors back to strike us?!

A corner of Schultz's mouth twitched, the only acknowledgment he would make that Basswasright. He
turned away and led the patrol south.

During the next two hours they had to stop three more timesto hide from Siad war parties. Their pace
continued to dow. At dusk they settled in for what turned out to be avery cold night. Bass set a
twenty-five-percent watch.



It took time in the morning for them to work the stiffness out of joints that had spent too many hoursin
too cold air lying on too cold ground. As softly asthey could, they hawked and spat the night phlegm
from their chests, those who didn't have the last watch. They wordlesdy excused themselves for
whatever momentary privacy they could find in cracks or behind scraggly bushesto void themselves; they
worked sdiva about their mouths and wiped at fuzzy teeth with dirty fingers. It was the kind of morning
they'd al been through before.

Bass checked his GPL while Schultz and Claypoole scouted for sign of overnight enemy activity in their
vicinity—or current enemy presence. When the two came back to report dl clear, Bass gathered the men
around him.

"Weredill sx kilometersfrom Tulak Yar," he began. "My guessisthe Siad who attacked aren't there
anymore. Probably they've dl Ieft thisarea But we don't know that for sure, there might still be afew of
them around, maybe observersto report to Shabeli about the Confederation response to the attack,
malybe a reaction force to take on targets of opportunity. And we don't know what kind of
communications they've got. If they have watchers with radios, and those watchers see us, we could have
aRaptor flight on our asses." He paused to look at his men. They understood what having Raptors on
them meant. "Well move theway we did yesterday. We're not out of it yet. Order of march will bethe
same; Schultz on point, Clarke, me, Doyle, Dornhofer, Dean, Neru, and Claypoole bringing up the rear.
Sow and easy. Water disciplineistill in force. Chow down now, but egt lightly; these rations have to
last longer than we expected. Maybe alot longer. Questions?

Nobody asked any. Bass sgnaled Dornhofer and Schultz to sit with him while they ate. He gave Schultz
the GPL to study so he'd have an idea of how to proceed when they started moving.

After fifteen minutes he stood and said, " Saddle up, we're moving out.”

Two minutes later they were on the move. They left no trash to mark their passing. They went dower
than they had the day before, and frequently stopped to look and listen for any sign of other people. They
heard nothing but the cries of wind and wild animals.

Bass paused on alow ridge facing forward on their line of march and spat out the small pebble he'd had
under histongue to induce the flow of sdlivain his mouth. The others stopped and dropped into security
positions, facing outward, weapons at the ready. They panted in the intense heat. Down on one knee,
Bass checked his GPL heading again, then looked back to the south. He tried to ignore the
carrion-eaters he saw wafting in the sky beyond the ridge, tried to tell himsalf they were crows being kept
aoft by village children guarding thefields

"Recognizethis place?’ he asked the others. Bass busied himsdlf for amoment selecting another pebble
and popped it into his mouth. The othersfollowed his example.

"Big Barb's and a schooner of beer must be just over that ridge,” Claypoole joked, pointing to the south
with agrimy forefinger.

Bass amiled briefly. He knew that if Marines could joke, they still had fight Ieft in them. "Just over that far
ridgethere,” hesaid, "isTulak Yar and theriver."

"Omigod!" Dean whispered as he staggered forward.

Bass held out arestraining arm. "Not so fast, Marine. We aren't home yet. Until we know different, we



will assumethe villageis occupied by the Siad, and were going to gpproach it just like any other
unknown pogtion.”

The Marines said nothing, just stared at him. Then Claypoole nodded. Bass was right; rushing toward
the village without knowing what was waiting could mean death. "Dean, you come with me. The rest of
you cover up here and watch us. Well sgnd if everything is okay.”

The sun was well beyond the meridian when the pair at last crawled to the crest of the ridge beyond
which lay theriver valey and the village of Tulak Y ar. On theway, Dean could think only of Mas
Fardeed and his snug little hut and the happy hours the platoon had spent there during their stay inthe

village

Cautioudy, Bass crawled behind aclump of desert grass and, using the vegetation as cover, peered over
theridge. The village was just a burned-out ruin on thelip of the bluff about five hundred meters from the
ridge. The few buildings ill standing were deeply scorched. Nothing moved down there but dust devils
and minor debris blown about by vagrant breezes. And the carrion-esters that hopped ungainly from spot
to spot, tearing at lumps on the ground. He wondered where the Dragon was, whether its not being there
meant some of the others got away, or if he now had to worry about the Siad having an armored vehicle.
Then he put the Dragon and the rest of the platoon out of his mind.

Bass knew nothing was aive down there but the buzzards. Still, helay for along time watching. Once, a
long time ago, the company in which he'd been alance corpora walked into an obvioudy dead
village—just like Tulak Y ar now—only to discover the village had been surrounded by an enemy
battalion using it as bait. He wasn't going to walk hisfew Marinesinto atrap. Neither was he going to
assumethat there weren't afew Siad left in Tulak Y ar scavenging whatever booty wasn't destroyed by
thefire

He lay therefor the best part of an hour, watching dust devils, debris, and carrion-eaters, then got to his
feet and motioned Dean to come up beside him. Dean could not help an involuntary gasp of horror at the
Sgnt.

"The Raptors," Basssaid. "Y ou've never seen that before, have you?' he asked. "A raptor isabird of
prey. That'swhat they do. They kill." And the Raptorsthat struck here, he said to himself, were old
Mode B's.

Dean sank to hisknees besde him.
"Signal the othersto come up,” Bass said tiredly as he dumped down beside Dean.

The sun wasjust setting when the othersjoined the pair on theridge. The smal group lay disconsolately
on the ridge looking down at the destroyed village. They knew there was no use searching for survivors.
Stll, the wdls should be full, and that meant atemporary end to water discipline for them. Y et Bass
hesitated to move forward. He was waiting for night to fall. That would hide them from any Siad who
might be roaming in the vicinity, and it would reduce their exposure to the horrors he knew lay amid the
ruins, the seared and blasted remains of people his men had cometo think of asfriends.

Silently, they picked their way through the rubble of Tulak Y ar. There was no moon, so the Marines
moved amost as much by memories of how the village had been laid out as by sight. Heaps of dag lay dll
around and everything was covered by athin layer of ash that filled their nogtrils and irritated their lungs
asit drifted up from under their feet. An eerie Slence pervaded the scene, and that was the hardest thing
for the Marinesto endure. Only the day before, the village had been full of smiling, happy people, and the



contrast was numbing.
And now that the sun was down it had turned cold again.

It took them an hour to find awell that wasn't haf filled with ash or didn't hold a decaying body. The
water was cool and sweet and plentiful.

"Don't get too used to it, people,” Bass said. "Weve got along walk ahead of us and we don't know
when we might get more water."

After refreshing themselves, the Marines|ocated the sill-standing portion of awall and made camp
behind it for the night. They huddled together for warmth. Two watched the darkness while the others
tried to deep. An hour dipped by and then two. The guard changed.

"Fuck it, nobody can deep,” Claypoole muttered.

"WEell, try, goddamnit!" Basswhispered. "If you can't deep, just lay till and rest.” Herolled over onto
Dean, who let out agrunt. "Sorry," Bass muttered.

"That's okay," Dean replied, "l wasn't adeep either.” They were dl slent for afew minutes. "Remember
the last time we were a Mas Fardeed's house?' Dean whispered to no onein particular. They were dl
dlent again for along moment.

"Yeah," Claypoole answered.

"I could never get enough of that goat's milk cheese" Bass said.

"I wonder if any of 'em got out?" someone wondered aoud. There was silence again for awhile.

"Wdll," Dean said, "old Mas Fardeed said that our presencein hisvillage was proof that thereisa God
and heredly loves us, or something like that, remember?

"Yeah," Dornhofer said. "I wonder what kind of a God would et something like this happen to good
people like them," he added from the darkness.

"Just my thought,” Dean responded. "I mean, we weren't religiousin my family or anything, and | never
thought much about God or any of that stuff until | came here. But old Mas Fardeed, he was avery
religious person and he believed in some kind of God.”

"God'saMarine" Schultz said sarcadtically. "He just kicks ass and takes names.”

"I mean, it just figuresthere's got to be somebody in charge," Dean inssted.

"Maybe," one of the others said, "but maybe not."

"No, no, | think maybe thereredlly isa God, but he's just there, behind the scenes, kind of, watching us
try to figure things out," Claypoole offered.

"God isanidiot, then, to have made so many stupid assholes," Schultz snorted.

"I believein God," Bass said from where he lay, sandwiched between Dean and Claypoole. "Hesa



joker," he continued. "He—or It—islike akid who likesto put smal animasinto glassjars and watch
‘emtry to get out. But I'll tell you one goddamned thing: tomorrow morning, two hours before dawn, we
are gonnaget up and start walking about 240 kilometersin that direction,” he pointed due west, "back to
HQ. And when you duk-shitsare dl safe back on Thorsfinni, drinking beer at Big Barb's and trying to
snatch a passing titty, you'll know onething for sure: aMarineisthe finest thing God ever made, he
knowsit, and he's satisfied with it. Now shut up and let me deep, ‘cause | got abig day tomorrow.”

CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE

At first Fred McNed was aware of aroaring noise that barely penetrated the red haze of his pain. After
afew moments, just as he regained full consciousness, the noise resolved itself into the beating of his

pulse,

McNeal wastightly bound to acrossthat had been erected so that hisfeet barely touched the ground.
Theweight of hisbody hung heavily from leather strgps bound tightly around his chest and under hisrib
cage. Hisarms were stretched above his head and out to the sides. The mgor source of the pain that
throbbed throughout every fiber of hisbody came from the excruciating pressure hanging in this position
put on the broken humerus of hisright arm. Gradudly he became aware of the other injurieshe had
sustained when the Siad horsemen trampled him. The blood from a scalp wound that congealed over the
front of hishead stuck his eyelids together, and despite the agony of his other injuries, he fought down a
surge of panic that he might have been blinded.

McNea groaned.

"Ahal" Shabdi the Magnificent exclamed. "The beautiful dreamer has awakened to join ugl" Shabdli
tossed a bucket of water into McNed's face. The cool liquid washed enough of the gore away that
McNeal could now open hiseyes. It dso reminded him that he was burning up with thirst.

"Water," he croaked. Heflicked histongue about the insde of his mouth, only to find that besides
everything dse, hewas missing most of hisfront tegth.

"Y ou won't need any water where you're going, Mr. Confederation Marine Corps man," Shabeli
responded. McNed's vision cleared. The man standing before him was big and very dark-skinned. He
was S0 tall that his eyes were dmost level with McNed's. They were very bright eyes, and looking into
them, McNedl felt thefirst twinge of real fear since the attack started—when? He had lost track of time.
Suddenly it became very important for him to know how long he had been thisway.

"H-how long...?"

"Sincethistime yesterday,” Shabdli answered. "We tried everything to bring you back to consciousness
and were afraid at one point you'd die before experiencing the hospitdity weve arranged for you."
Shabeli's laugh was degp and resonant and full of menace.

But the fact that he'd been unconscious for awhole day raised hopein McNeal's mind that arescue
party must long since have been launched. He remembered clearly one of hisdrill instructors saying that
only one Marine had ever remained a prisoner for more than seventy-two hours.

"Of course," Shabeli continued, "we needn't keep you dive for what we havein mind. Y ou'd serve our
purpose equally well dead. But," Shabdi pretended resignation with asigh, "it will be so much more



interesting now that you are conscious and can fully gppreciate our little tradition.” Shabeli laughed again,
thistimeflicking thetip of asharp dagger against McNed's sde. The point gouged a nasty wound just
below hisrib cage, but with al his other injuries, the Marine hardly noticed the new damage.

"Y our friends have proved very uncooperative,” Shabei informed McNed. At the mention of "friends,”
McNedl's spirits soared. Some of the others had survived the attack! "Oh, they will come ‘round!”
Shabdi crowed in ajovid tone of voice. Suddenly hisvoice hardened. "They will give up al hope when
they see what will happen to them!" With each word Shabeli poked McNedl's chest with hisknife, each
blow drawing blood. " Oh, you will be reunited with them, Mr. Confederation Marine Corps man! Yes,
indeed! They will be so surprised and impressed! But you, das. . ." Shabeli shrugged.

For along moment Shabeli was silent, gazing intently on McNed's battered body. " Thereis nothing
persond in any of what will soon transpire, | assureyou,” he said in acadm, sad voice, asif denying a
bank loan to an indigent customer.

"Ah, go fuck yoursdf!" McNed gritted through his broken teeth.

"Tsk tsk. You will never do that again, sadly. We Siad have elevated torture to an art form. With usitis
amogt ardigiousrite. We can induce the most exquisite pain in our victims. They scream and scream
until they are hoarse, but they never lose consciousness.”

"Eat shit!" McNea shouted.

"Hrst wewill let our women use you. Ah, they have the most ingenious methods! They will put certain
parts of your body into other partsin such away it will astonish you. The act of ... ah+—'separation,’ shall
we say?—will be most painful, but afterward you will be fed amost origind meal and you will savor the
flavor of certain persona objects such asfew men have ever done.”

McNed went cold with terror as he redlized what this man wastelling him. His only chance wasto hold
him off until rescue came. Hismind raced. What could he say to stay this madman's plans?

"Then," Shabdli continued in aconversationa tone of voice, "the ladieswill hand what isleft of you over
to certain gentlemen of my acquaintance who will finish the job begun under their feminine auspices. You
will last for many hours, Mr. Confederation Marine Corps man. Finaly, we will deposit your corpse
where your comradeswill find it. And when they do..." Shabeli raised his handsin agesture of
helplessness.

Shabdli lapsed into another long moment of slence. McNed's heart raced. He had never been so
frightened in hislife, but he was determined not to show it before this man, or any of them. At the same
timeatiny voiceinsde hismind told him he'd crack, badly, once they got started. He willed himsdlf to
die. No damned good, he thought. Why couldn't | have been killed outright in the attack? Does it all
come down to this?

"You aredmost like me," Shabeli said, putting his brown arm up against McNed's naked chest. "We
are black men, Mr. Confederation Marine Corps man!"

"Fuck we arel" McNea croaked. "I'm black likeaman! Y ou're black like apiece of shit, you dirty
motherfucker!”

Shabdi gasped and stepped backward asif McNed had dapped him. ™Y ou—Y ou—" Shabdli gasped
inaparoxysm of rage. "Y ou have abig mouth!" he shouted.



Suddenly McNed was reminded of Corpora Singh and his admonishment so long ago back in New
Rochester, "Recruit, you have abig mouth!™ The utter incongruity of the memory, triggered by Shabdli's
outrage in this desperate Situation, was so bizarre that McNed began to laugh. Despite his broken mouth
and other terrible wounds, Fred McNeal roared in laughter.

Shabeli the Magnificent was astonished. Never had he seen aman act like thisin the face of the Siad
torture ritual. Most begged and screamed, some went mad, others raged and cursed. But none had ever
laughed like this Marine. Whatever elsetheir failures as human beings, the Siad admired couragein a
man, and to Shabeli, McNed's laughing defiance was the highest form of physical courage he had ever
witnessed. Such aman should die like aman. With one swift, spontaneous thrust, Shabeli the Magnificent
buried his dagger toitshilt in Fred McNeal's chest.

Private First Class Frederick Douglass McNed saw the flash of the blade, and in that instant he knew
hislifewas ending. Thelast thing that flashed through his mind was that Staff Sergeant Nedey had said
only onelive Marine had ever remained a prisoner for more than seventy-two hours.

Shabdi turned to the circle of men who had been squatting slently, watching the tableaux. "Cut him
down!" he ordered imperioudy, stooping to clean hisknifein the sand before ssomping off to his tent.

CHAPTER
TWENTY-SX

They didn't stay in Tulak Y ar in the morning; there were too many bodiesto bury. There was dso the
threet of the Siad coming back—or till being nearby. They knew other Marines might be coming back
soon, to pursue the Siad or to aid any survivors, but till, they didn't, couldn't, stay. And with the sun
came hesat, and the two-day-old corpses began to stink.

The Sad observersin the hills were surprised to see the Marines leaving the village in the morning; they
hadn't seen them enter it the night before.

The Siad had Raptors. The Siad had computers. The Siad had a sophisticated intelligence sysemin
place within the planetary government. But their observation post overlooking Tulak Yar didn't have a
radio. The commander of the observation post sent arider on fast horsesto the field headquarters of
Shabdli the Magnificent.

Within two hours of receiving the report from Tulak Y ar, Shabeli the Magnificent had areport from his
intelligence sources on who these Marines were and where they had come from. Soon after, Wad
Mohammad rode south at the head of a six-hundred-man-strong troop. Other Siad chiefs aso rode with
their warriors. Shabeli followed with sixty of hisbest warriors, all armed with blasters. He had more than
two thousand men in pursuit not because he thought eight lost and isolated Marines were so strong that
he would need that many to best them, but because the Martac Waste into which they had walked was a
place where eight men could easily hide. He needed that many men to find them.

Once they were found, Shabeli the Magnificent, attended by his blaster men as an honor guard, would
dedl with them personally. But first he had a surprise for these Confederation Marine Corps men.

"I know theriver isthe obviousway to go," Bass sad patiently. "Y es, if anyone comeslooking for us,
they'll probably follow the river valey—for adistance. Bear in mind, ‘anybody’ includesthe Siad. We
don't have any communications—that means we can't call anybody to come and pick us up. There's



amogt as good a chance of the Siad running into us asthereis of aMarine patrol finding usaong the
river. That's one reason we're going cross-country.” He looked at his men expectantly.

Dean was the one who had aquestion. "Y ou said ‘one reason.’ Does that mean there's another reason?”

"Cross-country's haf the distance. The mapswe have of Elnedl aren't much, but | studied them.
According to them, right here the Bekhar River is near the top of abig bend to the north. About forty
klicks downstream it takes a turn back to the south, and then the southeast, before it heads west again.
Wego twice asfar if wefollow theriver dl the way, or we go cross-country from where it bends south,
and then we'd have to cross amountain range.

"Theway | seeit, our best chanceisto go crosscountry from here. It'salot shorter, and if our people
might not find usthere, we dso have asmaller chance of running into the wrong people. Any other
questions?' Nobody had any. "All right, then, look around for canteens and waterskins. Fill asmany as
you can carry. There are probably water holes out there, but we have no way of knowing where they
are. It might be awhile before we can get any kind of resupply. Doit."

Immediatdly, they scattered to find whatever containers they could to carry water and fill them from the
onewd | they thought might not be contaminated. They'd still use purification tabs. If they were lucky,
they'd have enough tabsto last the entire trek. If not, they'd dl be sick by the time they reached New
Obbia, unlessthey got rescued fast.

"PFC Dean, are my eyes deceiving me?"' Bass asked when he saw Dean trotting toward him bearing a
carton.

"Not unlessI'm dreaming and you'reinit," Dean replied.

"I'd have to bein hisdream too," Claypoole said, coming up behind Dean. "And | refuseto bein his
dreams. Thisisred."

Bass grinned and shook his head in wonder. One carton of field rations would feed a squad for three
days, dmost enough to supply four full daysfor the eight of them.

"We may run short of water," Bass said, "but thisis enough chow to get usdl the way home." He eyed
the carton suspicioudy. "Unlessit's been contaminated somehow.”

Dean shook his head. "Wrong. First thing | thought when | saw it wasit was booby-trapped. So |
looped afield cord around it, got behind awall, and tugged. When it cameloose, | checked it. The outer
wrapping isn't broken anywhere, it can't be contaminated.”

Bass nodded. "Y ou're probably right." He studied him for amoment, then said, "Now you know why |
never busted on you and McNed for sneaking food to the villagers.”

Dean gaped at him. He wasn't supposed to know they'd been giving cartons of rations to some of the
villagers.

Bass laughed when he saw Dean's expression.

In another ten minutes everyone was back, loaded down with filled water containers. They al looked at
the carton.



"Well divide up therations evenly," Basstold them, "dong with the water." He broke the carton open,
dumped its contents on the ground, mixed them up without looking at the pile, then began randomly
grabbing packages and handing them out. There were fifteen different mealsin the carton, two of each.
Some were more desirable than others. Blind, random distribution was the only way to make sure no
individua got stuck with all of the less desirable ones. After the rations and water were evenly distributed,
Bass stood and checked that @l his gear was secure on his body.

"Let'smoveit out," hesad. "WEell chow down when we get away from this—" He looked around sadly.
"—charnd house. Schultz, take point.”

Minutes later the eight Marines were quietly headed east, into the Martac Waste. After an hour, Bass
figured they were far enough away from the carnage of Tulak Y ar to stop to est.

They walked for three more hours, with Schultz looking back at Bass every few minutes to make sure he
was gtill headed in the right direction. Bass frequently looked at the GPL he carried in hishand. Herarely
had to do anything other than nod at Schultz—the man had an excellent sense of direction, which was
one reason Bass wanted him to stay on the point. When the day's heat began to rise, and the sweat
evaporated almost asfast asit beaded on their skin, Bass called ahdt in the shade of arocky outcrop.

"Well stay here until sunset,” he said. "1t'll be best if we do our waking at night and in the morning.” He
didn't say that he wanted agood start on this morning to put as much distance as possi ble between them
and Tulak Yar, with its memories and its devastation. And the possible danger that lurked there.

While his Marines shrugged off their loads and collgpsed gratefully in the shade, Bass scouted around
their position. The Martac Waste wasn't as rugged as what they'd passed through north of Tulak Yar, but
it wasfar from flat. Outcrops such as the one they stopped by dotted the landscape asfar as he could
see, flat-topped hillswith sheer sides and masses of scree at their bases. Some of them were so narrow
that if they had names, they'd be called towers or needles. Others were broad enough to be mesas. The
hard ground between the outcrops and hillslooked flat to aquick glance, but wasfilled with atracery of
gmadl eroson gulliesfrom the infrequent rains and smple cracks from the arid conditions. Most of the
gullieswere shalow enough that aman could step into and out of them without bresking stride. Most of
the cracks could be stepped across without stretching. Most of them. There were afew mgjor
rivercourses, and some of the cracks Bass had seen were too wide to cross without bridging equipment,
and looked to be bottomless. The little vegetation that existed here was low and scraggly whereit lay in
thefull glare of the sun. Some grew where the hills or outcrops shaded it during the middle part of the
day, and thereit grew to the height of aman, though it was still scraggly. The only movement Bass could
see was afew specks drifting high in the sky, hunting fliers or scavengers, he supposed. He saw nothing
moving on the ground, not insects nearby nor dust devils farther out—the ground was too hard for dust
devilsto form.

So far as Bass could tell, the eight of them were quite aone. But he knew how deceptive apparent
aloneness could be. While his men rested in the shade, he wanted someone watching their backs. He
found a shaded spot on the west side of the outcrop from which most of the southern exposure could be
watched. Asthe sun moved across the sky and its heat and brilliancefilled this spot, held find another.
One-hour watches, one man each. When dl of them, including him, had had aturn, they would start out

again.

Bass nodded to himself. It would do. They'd made good time during the four hoursthey walked. He
estimated they'd covered more than sixteen kilometers. When they started again, they should do double
that or more before he called another stop. Unlessthey came across an impassablerift, they should reach
the outskirts of New Obbiain five or six days.



They moved out when the sun was ow on the horizon and wa ked another twenty klicks by the light of
the stars before Bass called another break. Then they dept until two hours before dawn and set out

again.

Schultz, on the point after two and ahaf hours of walking, cameto astop. He didn't abruptly hat in his
tracks, nor did he dow down over severa paces until he was no longer moving forward. He just cameto
astop and stood there with his chin on his chest, not moving, not seeming to do anything but stand there.
The others stopped and faced outward when they saw Schultz stop. Some of them lowered themselves
to knedling or prone positions.

Basswatched as Schultz raised his head skyward and cocked it as though listening to something in the
far distance. He walked forward. Schultz was on one knee when he reached him. The pointman turned
his head toward Bass, but hiseyesdidn't ook at him; they were scanning the horizon.

"Youfed it too, huh?' Bass asked.

Schultz nodded. " Someone's out there.”

" See anything? Hear anything specific?' When Bass had listened, al he heard was the distant cawing of
fliers. Their specksinthe ar wasdl hisprobing eyes could see.

Schultz dowly shook hishead. "Just afeding.”

Bass knew thefedling, a crawling between the shoulder blades, atensing of the neck muscles when there
was nothing obviousto causeit. Bass had had it afew times. Each time, someone was there whom he
couldn't see or hear. Onetime he fdt it when some civilians were traveling the same road behind his unit.
Anather timeit was aMarine unit converging through the jungle with his. The other times, maybe a half
dozen throughout his career, it had been the enemy and the feding saved him and other Marinesfrom
getting ambushed or caught unaware from behind.

"Any idea of where? Direction, distance, anything?'

Schultz nervoudy licked hislips and shook his head again. " There's someone out there somewhere,
probably behind us, that'sall | know."

"Could be someonelooking for us."
"No shit."
A smileflickered across Basssface. "I mean Marines, looking to rescue us.”

Schultz looked directly a Bass. "Y ou redly think so? How'd they know to look out here instead of
following theriver?'

"Maybe they spotted us on satellite reconnaissance.”
Schultz shrugged. "Maybe."

"Wadl, well keep going and be more alert. See that high place over there, looks like about a kilometer
and ahaf?' Bass pointed. Schultz |ooked and nodded. "L et's go there. Thereés shadetorest in, and



maybe it's adefensible postion.”
"l want rear point.”
"You got it." Bassturned back to his other men. "Claypoole, up," he called softly.

Claypoole jumped up from where he'd been resting and watching the horizon and trotted to the head of
the short column.

"Youretaking point,” Basstold him.

Claypoole looked startled. Pointman was the most important position for a patrol on the move. "This
operation ismy first red action. | don't have any more experience than Dean or Clarke. Dornhofer and
Neru have more experience than me. Y ou sure you want me on point?”

"Neru's got the gun. Y ou've got plenty of training experience. Y ou've got the point. Be dert, very dert. |
can't say for sure, but | have afedling someoneis out here with us.”

Claypoole looked at Bass oddly, but al he said was, "Aye aye, boss." He headed toward the
outcropping Bass pointed out. His eyes probed everywhere in his path and to the sides. Whoever it was
that Bass had afeeling about, Claypoole was determined to spot them if they were anywhere near his

path.

At firgt glance the outcropping wasn't what Bass could have hoped for. 1t gave the shade for which he
hoped for their daylight rest, but didn't have good positions from which to watch their rear. On the other
hand, an erosion gully led past it The gully was two meters deep and, asfar as Bass could tell,
meandered for severa hundred metersin the direction of their march and past another rocky outcrop.

When everybody was in the deepest shade they could find, Basslooked at Schultz, who nodded and
hooked athumb back the way they'd come.

Bass nodded back and said out loud, "Listen up, everybody. There might be somebody following us. It
could be another Marine patrol looking for us or it could be anomad family just doing what nomad
familiesdo. Or it could beaSad war party hunting us. We have no way of knowing until we see them.”
He paused for asecond, but continued before anyone could ask questions. "'If Siad are following us, they
probably know exactly where we are. So what we're going to do,” he pointed, "is go into that gully there
and travel init to the next outcrop. Don't anybody point, and don't look too obvioudy. But you see
where | mean. Well wait herefor ahaf hour or so—I don't think anyone following uswill do anything
right away." Most of them noticed that even though Bass gave two options other than a Siad war party,
everything he was planning was to counter the Siad. "If you're hungry, go ahead and chow down. If
you'retired, take anap. Any questions?’

"Why do you think it's safe to wait a half an hour?" Clarke asked.

"They're probably severd kilometers away. Unlessthey want to make along charge Sraight at us, it'll
take them a couple of hours—or longer—to get into aposition to do anything.”

That explanation satisfied Clarke and everybody dse. Evenif it didn't fully satisfy Bass himsdif.

Thirty-five minuteslater, one by one, they dithered on their belliesfrom the shade into the gully. Then,
bent over, they trotted the several hundred metersto the next outcropping. From there they had avery



good view of where they had just been. Bass put two men in covered positions watching their back trail
and another man watching thelr rear; the watches changed every two hours. He let the others deep. He
kept watch himsdlf. The day passed uneventfully. At ahaf hour before sunset, Bass and Schultz were the
only oneswho hadn't decided nobody was out there, so they were the only ones who weren't surprised
to see adozen figures cregping up on thelr earlier pogition from the rear.

CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN

A hopper sped Captain Conorado back to New Obbia. He looked in on the men of third platoon where
they were temporarily billeted in one of the government building's cafeterias, but didn't enter the room.

He didn't have to count heads; the brief glance he took told him there weren't nearly enough Marinesin
that cafeteria

"Where are the rest of your men?' he asked Ensign Baccacio.
Ensign Baccacio looked abit green. He swalowed. "They're gone, sir. The Siad...”

Conorado waited expectantly, but when the young officer didn't continue he crooked afinger at him and
led him to the room that was designated as histemporary office.

Conorado sat behind the desk in the room, but didn't offer a seat to Baccacio. "Tell me about it," he
sad.

Under Baccacio'sair of discomfort was atouch of something else. "Therés not much to tell,” he said.
"During the afternoon al-hands, aflight of Raptors hit Tulak Yar." Conorado blinked at Baccacio's
mention of the dl-hands but didn't interrupt. "The Raptors made severd strafing passes over the village.
They killed alot of people and set off firesdl over the place. Then severd hundred Siad horsemen
charged into the village and killed more people." He shook his head. "Wetook our defensive positions as
soon as we saw the Raptors coming. When the Siad attacked, we tried to fight them, but the way they
were mingled among the people, it was hard to do much damage to them. When most of the villagers
were dead and the rest fleeing, the Siad attacked our positions. We beat them off, then | ordered a
withdrawa."

Conorado drummed his ringers on the desktop for amoment, then said, " Tl me about your casudties.

"Two men killed, three are in the infirmary—two of them had to be brought back in stasis units. There
are other wounded, but they're walking wounded. They're with therest of the platoon.”

"Who was killed?'

"McNed and Lanning.”

"Wha's hospitdized?'

"Kerr, Ratliff, and Goudanis."

The only sgn of Conorado's mounting anger were his raised eyebrows. "Two dead and three serious

casualties? | looked in that cafeteria. Y ou're missing alot more than five men." He held up hishand to
stop Baccacio from saying anything and sat silently for amoment that stretched into several moments,



watching histhird platoon commander struggle to not fidget. Findly he said, ™Y ou let abunch of savages
straight out of the gunpowder erachase you off.” He shook his head. "Now. Tell me about the
circumstances of your withdrawa ."

Baccacio's discomfort vanished and what had only been hinted at below it came to the fore: confident
arrogance. "We had been severely bloodied by the Siad. | had ten men dead, including the Bass patral,
three severely wounded, and many of the others were also wounded. The Siad feinted aretreat to lure us
into an ambush where they could finish us off." Conorado's eyeswidened dightly at theway Baccacio's
story was changing from what he had first said, but he didn't interrupt. "The villagers were dl ether dead
or scattered,” the young officer continued. " A medica evacuation hopper was at least half an hour away.
Help was farther away. | ordered my men into the Dragon so we could get out of there before the Siad
came back and finished what they started.”

Baccacio brought himsdlf to an erect and rigid attention. "Sir, | wish to bring charges of willful
disobedience of ordersin the face of the enemy againgt Sergeant Wang Hyakowa. When | gave the
order to withdraw, he opposed me. He swore at me and threatened me. | had to draw my side arm and
place him under arrest before he could raly any of themento hisside.”

He had more to say, but Conorado interrupted him. "Let's go back to your dead. Y ou say you had two
menkilled at Tulak Y ar. The battalion medica officer only has one body, Lanning. Wherés McNed's

bodly?"

Baccacio didn't even flinch. "Sir, we didn't have timeto collect it."

"Then how do you know he's dead?

"l saw himin the open. A group of Siad horsemen trampled over him. | never saw him again.”

Conorado splayed his hands on the desktop for amoment and stared at them. When he looked up, he
asked softly, "How do you know they didn't take him prisoner?’

Baccacio swallowed but couldn't find anything to say.

Conorado didn't et asilence stretch thistime. Heimmediately asked, "Then you said you had ten men
dead, including the Bass patrol. Tell me about that."

Baccacio grimaced. " Staff Sergeant Bass had a patrol out, testing the UPUD. | don't know how they
found them, but the Siad got to them.”

"How do you know that?'

"| tried to raise them on the radio and got no response.”

The captain's neck musclestightened and his jaw worked as he struggled to keep himsdlf under control.
When he spoke again, there was no mistaking hisanger. "Mr. Baccacio, there are circumstances under
which the UPUD Mark Two will fry itsinsides. One reason for that test wasto see how likely it wasto

happen under actud field conditions.”

"Sir," Baccacio blurted, "nobody told usthat!"



Conorado nodded—adow, rigidly controlled nod. "That's right. The test wouldn't have been valid if the
testers knew about the potentid problem.”

The company commander sat leaning back in his chair for along moment, drumming hisfingers on the
desktop. "I've dready read everybody e se's reports, Mr. Baccacio," he suddenly said. "They'redl telling
the same story, and their story is at variance with yours. The squad leaders, the surviving fire team
leaders, and Corpord Manakshi dl agree that the Siad had suffered about fifty percent casuaties and
werein full flight. Manakshi wanted to pursue, and you bodily removed his driver from the Dragon's
controls so he couldn't. The villagersweren't al dead or scattered, at least not according to Doc Hough.
He said there were many civilianswaiting for his attention. He even volunteered to stay behind to givead
to them, and you refused. According to everyone, there was ample time between the end of the fight and
your withdrawa to retrieve McNed's body—if indeed it was there. Beyond oneradio call, you made no
attempt to contact or locate the Bass patrol.

"Mr. Baccacio, the way | read al the other reports, you fled in the face of a defeated enemy. You
abandoned men in the field. Thereis no worse derdliction of duty that can be committed by aMarine
officer. Rest assured, there will be a court of inquiry. Unless new evidence appears, | will urge that court
of inquiry to recommend agenerd court-martid for you." He stood abruptly. " Confine yoursdf to
quarters, Mr. Baccacio,” he said as he stormed out of the office.

Ensgn Baccacio stood rigid, hisface blanched, his eyeswide and staring at nothing. He didn't ssem to
be bresthing.

"Wild Bill," Conorado said, entering the command center, "bring in your UAVsand refud. I've got a
new mission for you."

Sergeant Flett shook hishead. "No can do, sir. Were grounded.”
"What do you mean grounded?"
"Someonésjamming us.”

Conorado looked at him increduloudy. "Who could be jamming you here? This planet isn't that
technologicaly advanced.”

"That may be so, Skipper, but somebody's using as sophigticated ajamming system as I've ever seen. |
can't control my birdsin flight, much less get any images from them.” It was histurn to show incredulity.
"It's S0 sophisticated ajamming system, we aren't even getting good resol ution on our images from the
gring of pearls.”

Basswatched the Siad warriors and wondered if they were the only ones, or if there were more nearby.
He bitterly wished he had a motion detector, or satellite communications, even his hedmet withitsinfra
gogglesto get a better look at the landscape. If the Siad he could see were donein thisarea, he and his
Marines could take them out. If there were others nearby, though, it could easily be adifferent story. Of
course, that would depend on how many there were. Or if any ran off to dert alarger group. This
Stuation was too much like the first day, when the UPUD Mark [1 committed suicide and the first band
of Siad came past. The best thing for them to do might be nothing, let these go their way asthey had the
horsemen, and then surreptitioudy continue on without aerting anyone that they were there.

While Bass was thinking that, the Siad completed their gpproach to the outcropping. Suddenly, with war
criesthat were clearly audible even a more than three hundred meters, the Siad lesped to their feet and



ran around to the north side of the outcrop, firing their projectile riflesin awild and ragged fusillade that
ended even more abruptly than it started. He watched as the Siad darted about, yelling. Some of them
threw their armsinto the air; afew fired shots a the sky.

"You'redick, Staff Sergeant Bass," Claypoole sad. "Weredly faked them out.”

"What do we do now?' Dean asked. "They'rein range and they're just standing around. We can get
them easy from here.”

"Where arether friends?' Bassreplied.

Schultz nodded. He wasn't watching the Siad who attacked their earlier position, he was looking around
for others.

Dornhofer saw the puzzled expression on Dean'sface and said, "Maybe that's an isolated group. If it s,
you'reright, we can take them. But if they're out in force looking for us, shooting just tells them exactly
wherewe are and all of them can come after us. Just like what would have happened two days ago if
we'd shot the first horsemen we saw."

Dean didn't say anything to that.

"We wait and see what they do," Bass said. "Then we decide what we do." Seeing what the Siad did
included watching for more of the nomads. He assigned men to a 360-degree watch; he kept watch on
the ones he knew about.

"Do you think they'll find our tracks and follow us?' Dean asked.

Bass dowly shook hishead. "I kept an eye on the ground while we were following the gully. It looked
pretty hard. | didn't see any tracks|eft by the men ahead of me. Hammer, how about you?'

Schultz shook his head; he hadn't seen any footprints either.
"But thisistheir land," Bass cautioned. "They might seethingswe can't.”

Just then one of the Siad gave out an excited cry. He pointed into the gully where it passed the
outcropping, then dropped into it. The othersraced to him.

"They can seethingswe can't,” Bass murmured. "Neru, how many of them can you get with one burst?”

The gunner looked at the Siad. Nine or ten of them were standing bunched together next to the gully; the
otherswere out of Sght ingdeit. "Right now, maybe dl of them."

"Doit."

"Aye aye. Clarke, spot for me." Neru quickly set up hisgun on its bipods and took am. Clarke lay
down next to him, an extra battery in his hand, ready to reload the gun if Neru expended the battery init.
"Wish | had aspare barrel," Neru muttered.

Bass nodded wryly. No need to carry weight that they wouldn't need, he'd thought. Well, held thought
wrong and there was nothing to do for it now.



"Ready?' Bass asked the gunner.

"Ready."
"Fre"

Neru pressed thefiring lever and astream of fiery bolts shot through the air in an liptica cone. The
bunched Siad collapsed. He released the lever.

They waited. After afew seconds athin keening came toward them; at least one of the Sad was
wounded, not killed.

Bassgrimaced. A nonlethd hit at that range was a horrible wound; it left aman disfigured and
crippled—if hedidn't die alingering deeth from the injury, or go into convulsive shock and die from that.

A Siad jumped out of the gully and ran toward the wounded warrior. He didn't makeit. Schultz camly
took aim and shot him. "Only one or two left," he said.

"Right,” Basssaid dryly. "And we've got to take out that one or two so they don't get back to others and
st themdl onus.”

"What if... what if there are more close enough that they heard the gunfire?' Dean asked.

"Then they're dready on their way." Basslooked at his men. "Everybody, stay sharp. Watch al around.
Dornhofer, you'rein charge. If anybody pops his head up, take him out. Hammer, you come with me.

We're going to get them.”
Schultz didn't wait for further orders. He darted to the gully and into it.

Dornhofer redized that with Schultz dready on hisway, Bass didn't have any time to spend on further
preparations. "I've got everything under control, boss," he said.

Basstook off after Schultz. He had to race to close the gap, and even running as fast as he could without
exposing himsdlf, they were hdfway there before he caught up.

It was awasted effort. The Siad survivor—or survivors—was gone.

"Look, therédsatrack,” Schultz said, pointing. "We can follow him."

Bass shook his head. "Probably not very far. Remember, neither you nor | saw the tracks we made. The
Siad spotted them right off. Thisistheir land. Their trackswill be harder to spot than ours. Let's get out
of here. We haveto leave this place now, before he comes back with hisfriends."

Schultz didn't speak or nod, he just turned back.

"WEell be harder to track at night,” Bass said. He wasn't sureif he wastelling Schultz or wastrying to
reassure himsdf.

When Bass and Schultz reached the rest of the patrol, the eight Marines set out asfast as they could
without running. By nightfall they were two kilometers away from the scene of the fight. Bass looked
back into the dying embers of the day. He couldn't see any moving figures silhouetted against the setting



sun. Darkness made them dow their pace, but they kept it asfast asthey could manage.

CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT

"By the grace of God who is above al Gods, Wad Mohammad, we know where they go," the survivor
of the attack at the rocks reported. He knelt on the rocks before his clan chief, who sat on an elaborately
carved folding chair. His subchiefs and attendants stood in an arc behind him.

"Therewas an arm of you, and you are the only survivor?' Wad Mohammad asked. Hisvoicewaslevd,
but dishelief and danger werein hiseyes.

"By the grace of God who isabove al Gods, Wad Mohammad, thisisthe truth." The survivor trembled
dightly, but managed not to quakein hisfear.

"There were how many of these off-world Marines?!
"Eight, Wad Mohammead."

The clan chief knew without being told how many Marines there were. Having the survivor admit to the
small number gave truth to the man's story. Had he said there were so many off-world Marines that
anyone could understand them defeating a Siad arm, then he would be lying. If hewaslying, Wad
Mohammad would kill him now. "Twelve of you and eight of them." Wad Mohammad's voice devel oped
adigtinctly cold edge. "Y ou done of us survived. How many of their heads did you take?"

The survivor threw himself prostrate and stretched out pleading hands to grip the hem of Wad
Mohammead's gown. "None, Wad Mohammad. These off-world Marines are more skillful a invisble
movement than any man could expect. We watched the off-worlders take shelter from the sun in rocks.
Alakbar, may his soul rest in heaven, was the leader of our arm. He made plansfor usto attack them
from their rear before the sun set, when they would be fedling most confident, most invulnerable, and
therefore be the most vulnerable. They would be eating and drinking and preparing to begin their night's
trek. Alakbar, may his soul rest in heaven, alone kept watch while the remainder of usrested. At the
appointed time we moved from our resting place to the rear of the off-worlders resting place. Asthe
Great God is my witness, Wad Mohammad, a desert viper could not have known of our approach, so
skillfully and silently did we move. On the command of Alakbar, may his soul rest in heaven, we attacked
with grest fury.

"The off-world Marineswere not there. They had moved without us seeing them go. A shdlow gully
passed nearby. | looked into it and found their tracks. The off-world Marines do not yet know how to
walk without leaving their marks behind. Bhufi, may his soul rest in heaven, cameinto the gully with me.
He was reporting to Alakbar, may his soul rest in heaven, about the tracks when the off-world Marines
rained bals of fire on usfrom their flame guns. They had hidden in other rocks dmost along rifle shot
away. Bhufi, may his soul rest in heaven, jJumped out of the gully, for what reason | do not know.
Another firebal came from the off-worlders and sent him to attend God who is above dl Gods.

"l hid away from there. The off-world Marines came to look for me, but they were unableto find the
tracks | did not leave, so they I€ft. | followed long enough to be sure where they were going, then | came
back here with the greatest speed.”

Wad Mohammad, leader of the Badawi clan, stared west for along moment. Abruptly, he stood. "Y ou



will show me where these off-worlders have gone," he said to the survivor. "When we attack, you will
have the honor of being thefirst man they see”

"Thank you, Wad Mohammad,”" the survivor said, leaping to hisfeet and bowing. "Y ou are most
gracious and kind to one such asme.”

"You!" Wad Mohammad snapped to one of his attendants. "Ride like the wind to the tent of Shabeli the
Magnificent and report thisto him. He has agift he wishesto place in the path of the off-worlders.

The Marines heard the carrion-eaters before they saw them. Then sun glintsreflecting from their scaly
feathers became visble againgt the dark sky directly in the Marines line of march asthe birdlike crestures
circled lazily on adawn thermad. The vultures started drifting to the ground beyond arise. At first Bass
thought of skirting the scene—anything dead in the desert was of no interest to him and hismen. But they
needed to put as much distance as possible between them and the Siad to their rear before the heat made
them stop. One hundred fifty meters beyond the crest of the rise they passed aong the edge of a shallow
dip in the ground where a substratum had collapsed, making a sheer-sided hollow about twenty meters
wide and little more than one deep. The carrion-eaters had landed there and were squabbling over the
feast that drew their attention; the Marines dowly cameto a hat as soon as they saw what it was.

Schultz wasthefirgt to react to the sight—he spun toward it and flamed a half dozen of the vultures
before the rest could scatter, screaming, into the air.

A human body stood grotesquely askew, impaled on a stake, the sharpened point of which jutted out
just behind his right shoulder. Bass gave an aorupt hand signa and his men took up defensive positions
around the rim of the shallow hollow. Schultz and Claypoole raced beyond the corpse to defend from
that direction. Doyle stood dumbly where he was, gaping at the gruesome sight. Even as badly mangled
by the torture the body had undergone, and torn by vultures besks asit was, Bassimmediately
recognized McNedl.

Bass stood till, transfixed by the horror confronting him. He had to will himself to step closer for a
better look. He had to fight down his own gorge at the sight before him. He had never seen anything to
match the mutilations the Siad had performed on what was once one of his men. Then a piece of paper
caught hiseye and he leaned closer.

From behind, someone vomited and another man cursed. Dean stumbled down the dope and stood
beside his platoon sergeant.

"Get back up there, Dean," Bass muttered, his voice tight with suppressed emotion. "Nothing you can do
down here."

IIBlJt_II
Basswhirled on Dean. "I said get back into pogition, Marine!”

Dean stood rooted to the spot. Then the full realization of what the Siad had done to hisfriend dawned
upon him.

"Fred... Fred..." Dean gasped, and then he began to cry helplesdy. " Shut up and listen to me!" Bass
commanded. He shook Dean severd times. The crying stopped. "McNea was dead before they did that
to him. Ther€'s no blood, thewounds are dl dry. They put him here as a messageto us."



Seizing Dean by his equipment harness, Bass dammed the young man's blaster into his hands and
shoved him back up the side of the hollow. He watched until Dean assumed a position, facing outward
onthelip. Satisfied that Dean had himsalf under control, Bass turned back to the body and reached for
the piece of paper that had caught hiseye.

It was anote. The writing was gracefully curved and the | etters were more horizontal than vertical, but it
was recognizably English. It read:

Marines of the Confederation, trespassing on my land:

Y our fame precedes you. | ook forward with great anticipation to our meeting. Which will happen soon
now that you arein my tent. Then you will become mine, and your fame will pass on to my possession.

Shabdi the Magnificent

"... now that you arein my tent," Bass read again, and swore. McNed's body wasn't put hereasa
message—it was here asthe bait in atrap.

Cursing himsdlf for faling for it, Bassydled, "On your feet, were moving out.” It might be too much to
hope for, but since the Siad hadn't attacked, maybe they hadn't arrived yet, at least no more than cameto
plant McNeal's body and leave the note. Maybe they could reach a more defensible position before the
Siad were ready.

"Claypoole, Dean," Bass continued with his orders, "you're carrying this body. Marines don't leave their
dead behind." Dean and Claypoole jumped up and ran to him. Before they reached him, he turned to
McNed's body and wrapped hisarms around it astightly as he could. Jerking from sideto side, he
loosened the impaling stake and yanked it out of the ground with the corpse till onit. Asrapidly ashe
could, helaid out his ground cover and rolled the body intoit.

"Claypoole, give me some of your line," he snapped. He took the offered spool of monofilament and
used alength of it to tie the ground cover securely in place. Stone-faced, he ordered, "Use the pole to
cary him."

Claypoole grimaced but reached for one end of the pole.
Dean flinched and |ooked as though he was abouit to cry.

"It'sthe best way to carry him," Bass snarled. "Itll be easier on you if he's not hanging between you like
asack of loose corn." Hisvoice softened. "He's dead. 1t won't hurt him. If he knew, thisis the way he'd
want you to carry him."

Dean nodded and brushed the back of hishand at his eyes. "WEll take care of you, Fred,” he croaked.
Then he squatted and grabbed the end of the pole opposite Claypoole. "On threg," he said in aclear but
still week voice. "One," hisvoice was stronger, "two," stronger yet, "three!” He sounded now asif no
Siad had better show his face to PFC Joseph F. Dean, not today, not tomorrow, not ever.

Basslooked at Schultz, stuck hisright hand up, twirled it in aquick circle, then thrust it forward to the
west—move out. Schultz moved out. Bass sprinted to catch up; he wanted to take bearings and give
Schultz a spot on the horizon to aim for. Just as he reached the pointman and was checking hisGPL, a



gunshot rang out and rock splintered in front of him. He heard the whine of the bullet asit ricocheted
avay.

"BACK!" Bass bellowed as he spun toward the hollow where they found McNedl's body.

Neru and Clarke hadn't gotten away from the hollow before the shot rang out and were ill init. Dean
and Claypoole were dready disappearing over itsrim with their burden. Dornhofer was camly assigning
positions and fields of fire. Schultz raced Bass for safety. Even Doyle was scrambling to get under cover

and ready hisweapon.

"Did anybody see where that came from?' Bass called out as he dropped down with only the upper half
of his head showing above the lip of the hollow.

Schultz was the only one who answered. " Somewhere to the right.” Bass aready knew that much.

He was looking that way. The terrain appeared flat to the north, but he was looking at it from ground
level and couldn't seeif there were indentations or gullies, though he knew there must be. There were no
magjor outcroppings of rocks within rifle range where the shooter could be hiding, but boulders studded
the landscape. He saw a couple dozen places where the shot could have come from.

"All right, everybody, look sharp. Whoever's out there will get around to showing himself. Dornhofer,
make sure we've got al directions covered, they could be anywhere.” And were probably everywhere.
That shot had just been intended to make them stay in place, he was sure of that. He was equally sure
there was more than just one sniper watching them. How many were there, and how long would they
have to wait for something to happen?

Long enough to begin to sap their strength. There was no shade in the shalow hollow. The sun best
down on them hard, harder, hardest asit climbed the sky. They had walked dl night, sncejust before the
previous sunset. They weretired. Bass blinked sweet out of hiseyes. If the Siad wanted to, they could
keep them pinned here until they ran out of water and died from dehydration. Bastards. He didn't think
the Siad would wait that long; they had too high an opinion of themsalves asfighters. Maybe they'd be
pinned down here dl day with nothing more than an occasiond shot amed at them. If so, maybe they
could dip away after nightfall. He looked up at the sky. The sun wasn't far above the morning horizon.
No, he didn't think the Siad would wait long enough to give them a chance to dip away under cover of
night.

"Watch your water, people,” Bass said when he saw Clarke taking along drink. "It'sgoing to haveto
last longer than we thought.”

Another shot rang out, from the southwest thistime. They al ducked, but the bullet cracked harmlessy
high overhead. Just something to let them know there was more than one man out there, Bass thought.

Severd more minutes passed before another shot rang out, from the south. The Marines stayed low,
watchin tensdly, waiting, hoping for someone to show himsdf and make atarget for them to shoot back
a. But the Siad didn't show themsalves, and ten more minutes went by before another bullet flew toward
them—from the southeest.

"Wait aminute,” Claypoole shouted. "Northwest, southwest, south, southeast. There's only one man out
there. He's circling around and firing from different places, trying to make usthink were surrounded.”

No sooner had he spoken than a shot from the northeast ricocheted off the rock and sent stone splinters



into Doylesface,

"| thought of that," Bassreplied to Claypoole. "But he couldn't have gone that far around us since the last
shot."

"Right," Claypoole said. He covered his embarrassment by scuttling to Doyl€'s side to see how badly he
was hit. The company clerk waved him away; the only injury held suffered from the rock splinterswerea
few scratches.

Bassrolled over and looked at his men. They al looked more tired than he was. He had to do
something about this or they might be too tired to fight well when the time came. "Dornhofer, Schultz,
Claypoole, Clarke, go to deep. Neru, watch the south. Dean, east, Doyle, north. West ismine. Well
change watchesin an hour."

Dornhofer and Schultz glanced at him, then pillowed their heads on their folded arms and closed their
eyes, but Clarke gaped at him. "Go to deep?’ he croaked. "How are we supposed to deep? People are
shooting a ud"

"That'sright." Bass nodded. " Shooting, but not hitting. Don't worry, I'll wake you up if anything
interesting happens.”

Bass gave them a couple of minutesto get settled, then dropped below the level of the basin rim and
scuttled around to the men on watch to make sure they had the entire 360 degrees covered.

"How you doing, Doyle?" Bass asked when he flopped down next to him.

"Staff Sergeant Bass, I'm the goddamn company clerk,” Doyle said indignantly. "I'm not supposed to be
doing this bad-ass stuff." With severa days worth of grime coating his uniform and his exposed skin, and
thin streamers of drying blood on hisface, Doyle didn't look like a"goddamn company clerk.” He
grinned nervoudly and his voice became serious. "But I'm probably as good here as aboot lance
corpord.”

Bass clapped him on the shoulder. "Well, promote yoursdlf to boot lance corpora, Doyle, you're doing
agood job."

Doyle beamed at Bass as the platoon sergeant moved on.

"How long are they going to make uswait?' Dean's voice was rough; he had trouble controlling it.

"Until they're ready, PFC, until they're ready,” Bass said calmly.

"Instead of waiting, we should go get them.”

Bass thought he heard a touch of accusation in Dean's harsh tone. "No we shouldn't.” He had to restrain
himsdlf from snapping. "We don't know how many of them there are or where they are. They might just
be waiting for usto do something dumb like that and they'll take us dl out at once. What we should do is
wait for them to do something we can do something about. Maybe they'll make amistake that we can
take advantage of ."

"They've got areputation as tough fighters. How likely do you think it isthey'll make amistake?"



Thistime Bassdid snap. "Thelr reputation is mostly from attacking and brutaizing unarmed civilians.” He
took a deep breath to cam himsdf, then continued, "They're probably abit better than the Bos Kashi.

Y ou saw how many mistakes they madein New Obbia. If the Siad make only half as many mistakes,
they'll make one we can take advantage of ."

Dean grunted and kept his eyes sweeping his quadrant.

"1 know you're upset about McNedl, PFC. | am too. Hewasn't afriend, like he was with you, but he
was one of my men, and it dways bothers me to lose aman. Remember him, never let him go. Hewasa
good man, and you were lucky to cal him friend. When the Siad come after us—and they are going to
come after us—remember to fire low so you don't waste your shots over their heads. Pick your targets
and make every bolt count. And kill them, PFC Dean. Kill some of them in revenge for your friend, if
that'swhat you have to do. But mostly kill them for the Marineswho are dive here. We dl depend on
you to keep us dive. Every Marine depends on every other Marine. Understand?!

"l understand.” Hisvoice wasthick.

Bass patted his shoulder and moved on.

Despite his protests, Clarke was snoring softly when Bass reached the position he shared with Neru.

"Seeping Beauty's going to be okay,” Neru said. He grinned at Bass. "Did you think you could deep the
firgt time you came under fire?'

Basslaughed ruefully. "On my first combat operation, | got so tired | dept right through afirefight.”
Neru gave him adisbelieving glance. "Sureyou did," he said, and returned his atention to his quadrant.

Bassreturned to his position facing west. When the hour was up he woke the degpers so he and the
other three could grab an hour'srest. That hour was dmaost up when Dornhofer woke him.

" think they're getting ready to do something,” the corporal said.

Bass|ooked up and saw the sun was more than halfway to the zenith. "What do you see?' He looked all
around the horizon, but saw nothing moving.

Dornhofer shook hishead. "I didn't see anything; it'swhat | heard. Someone's to our west."
Suddenly, ahigh-pitched ululating scream, thewar cry of a Siad clansman, rent the day.

On the opposite side of the basin the cry woke Dean with astart. He listened and the cry came again,
from adifferent direction. He had never heard anything so terrifying, yet at the sametime so wildly
exciting—that onelonely, soaring cry fully embodied the utter disdain of men who believed in their souls
that adesath in combat was the most glorious and magnificent death aman could achieve.

The war cries woke Claypoole, who shuddered at their sound. He understood now how Chinese bugles
in the night and Scottish bagpipes coming over the hill in warsfought centuries ago could be so frightening
to the men they were directed againgt.

Doyl€e's eyes snapped open at thefirst cry and he dithered to hisfighting postion, blaster extended over
the lip of the basin, eyes searching for enemy movement. " Someone's going to pay for disturbing my



deep,” hegrowled a Schultz, who lay acouple of meters away.

Schultz looked at him and wondered what had got into the pogue. Maybe there was ared Marine
undernegath the clerk.

Bassfinadly saw movement. At 150 metersto the northwest, asingle Siad warrior stood in the open. He
shook hisrifle at the Sky and caled out something in that same ululating voice; it sounded like achalenge.
The Siad stopped yelling, brought hisrifle down to his shoulder, and aimed toward the Marines. Before
he could fire, he pitched backward with a blazing hole through his chest.

Bass|ooked to hisright rear, where he'd heard the crack-sizzle of ablaster, and saw Schultz tick off a
mark on theair with hisfinger.

Then he didn't have any moretimeto look at hismen. A hundred Siad warriors legped to their feet from
less than a hundred meters away and charged while screaming their ululating war cry.

CHAPTER
TWENTY-NINE

"Neru! Get your gun on them," Bass shouted as he glanced at his men to make surethey were dl
wearing their body armor. Satisfied that the Marines had as much protection asthey could, he sighted on
one Siad and pressed the firing lever on his blaster. "Dean, get over here next to me. Claypoole, watch
our rear," hesaid, ill giving orders. He was dropping a second attacker as Dean fell into position next to
him and took aim at the onrushing Siad. "Dornhofer, Doyle, watch the flanks." He didn't bother telling
Schultz what to do; Schultz was dready flaming aSad.

"Remember what | told you, Dean," he said quietly to the man next to him. "Keep your shotslow, make
them count.”

"Roger that,” Dean said, and got off two quick shotsat a Siad in the center of the line who seemed to be
directing the others. The head of that Siad suddenly erupted in flames. His body ran on for acouple of
seps beforeit staggered and fell.

Neru got hisgun set up and hosed aline of firefrom left to right at the line of Siad. Many of them fell
with arms blasted off, leaving charred sumpsin their place. Others dropped with holes burned through
their torsos. But the mass of Siad was close and moving too fast for the gunner to get more than a portion
of them. Bass, Schultz, and Dean accounted for more, but the gun and three blasters weren't enough to
convince the Siad to stop their suicidal charge. There were many fewer than had begun the charge, but
they were only fifty metersaway and closing.

"Everybody fire" Bass bellowed. Dornhofer and Doyle turned from where they were watching their
flanksto fire at the ends of the Siad line. The line shortened. Claypoole raced across the basin and
dropped into position next to Bass, opposite Dean. Hisfirst shot went wild; his second took the leg off a
screaming warrior.

The Siad were now only thirty meters away, close enough for Bass to make out their expressons. Their
eyeswere wide and manic, their mouths twisted grotesquely as they continued to scream out their wild
war cries. Ther shotsflew lesswildly at this shorter distance—one bullet smashed into the rock next to
Bass and riddled his side with stone shards. Thank goodness for body armor, Bass thought.



But there were only thirty Siad l€ft.

Neru suddenly bounded out of the basin, raced afew pacesto hisleft, then spun and, holding hisgun
clamped tightly to his hip, sprayed fire across the front of the Marine position a the Siad. Three of the
Siad shot at him, but their bullets barely staggered him asthey pinged off hisarmor. With one long burst
Neru took out the entire middle and one side of the Siad line. But eight of the attackers were left, and he
wasdirectly in their path.

"Neru, drop!" Bass screamed. He snapped off a shot and plasma bored through the chest of a Siad.

Neru dove away from the few remaining attackers and scuttled toward the safety of the basin. A bullet
whanged off the rock inches away and sent arock shard into hisarm. He didn't pausein his crawling.

Dean gut-shot a Siad who was trying to bayonet Neru's unprotected neck. Schultz camly stood up and
fired over the crawling gunner, taking out two more. Claypoole hit one below the knee, tearing hisleg off.
Doylefired three rapid shots and screamed, "I got one!™ Dornhofer hit onein the neck, burning it half
away. Clarke redized that without the gun to assst with, he could use his own blaster; he picked it up
and drilled the |last attacker till on hisfeet.

Sudden silence, except for thewailing of the Siad whose leg Claypoole had burned off, fell over the
batlefied.

"Back to your positions,” Bass ordered after afew seconds.
"But—But we beat them,” Dean said. "It'sover."

"Noit'snot," Bass snapped. He grimly scanned the surrounding landscape. "That was just the first wave.
Therés more of them out there.”

"How do you know that? We killed everybody."
"No we didn't. Not by along shot.”

Asif to punctuate Bassswords, the legless Siad screamed shrilly, then grated something in the harsh
tongue of the desert nomads. He groped about for hisrifle, found it, and fumbled with it. If he was going
to heaven in the next few minutes he was taking some of these infidelswith him.

Schultz climbed out of the basin and walked over to the man. He drew hisknife and leaned over to dit
histhroat. He was dmost too late, the Siad had hisriflein his shoulder and wastaking aim. His finger
twitched spasmodically when Schultz killed him, and hisriflefired. The bullet whanged into theair and

away.

Bassfaced into the middle of the basin so he could see dl of his men when he spoke to them. "Before
that assault wave, we heard them screaming al around. They only came at us from one direction. There's
more of them out there. They're going to come after us again. We don't know what direction they'll come
from next, so we have to be ready for anything. That was just atest to see how we'd perform, what kind
of fighterswe are." He didn't say the other thing he thought: that the Siad commander must suspect they
weren't carrying many extra batteries for their blasters, and was spending the lives of some of hismen to
make the Marines expend power.

Dean looked to the west, shaking his head at the hundred bodies that littered the landscape. "They kept



coming at us," he said weakly. His dazed eyes hardly noticed the carrion-eaters that were already landing
among the corpses, hopping from one to another to make sure they were dead and cooling before
beginning their feast. "We were killing them and they kept coming. Why did they keep coming, how
could they do that? They must have known they didn't have a chance.”

Basslooked a Dean. "What would we have done if they had run when we started killing them?”

Dean didn't say anything, Smply kept shaking his head.

Schultz spoke for him. "We would have shot them in the back.”

Bass nodded. "That'sright. If they had run, we would have killed them just the same. By continuing their
charge, they had a chance, some of them, of reaching us. If enough of them made it, they might be ableto
overwhelm usin hand-to-hand combat. Once they reached a certain point, their only chance wasto keep
coming.” Helooked at hisgunner. "If Neru hadn't done one of the dumbest things I've ever seen aman
do in afirefight and got so many of them in an enfilade, some of them would have reached us.”

Neru shrugged. "It wasn't that dumb; | knew | could get most of them with one burst.”

"Y eah, but you didn't get the ones closest to you.”

Schultz spat over the rim of the basin. "That was our job. Marines depend on each other. We got the
ones closest to him." He gave Neru an approving look.

A sudden cry had everyone looking outward. "MARINE, YOU DIE TODAY " aharsh voice called.
"They spesk English," Dean gasped in surprise.

"YOUR LOVED ONESWILL WAIL," another voiceimmediately yelled. Thetwo voiceswerein
different places.

Bass shook hishead. "No they don't. They're just mouthing noises somebody taught them.”

"THEVULTURESWILL GET FAT EATING YOUR BODIES," athird voicein yet another place
cdled.

"It'san old trick," Bass continued. "Learn how to insult the other guy in his own language." He grinned.

"I'vedoneit mysdlf afew times." Hewondered if hed have the chance to use any of theloca insults he'd
learned in Tulak Yar.

Schultz stood and shouted back, "COME AND GET US, WE'LL FEED YOU TO THE
BUZZARDS!" He pointed his blaster upward. "LOOK UP! THEY'RE WAITING FOR YOU." So
many carrion-egters were gathering in flocks drifting on the thermals, they seemed to darken the sky.
Clarke gaped at Schultz with disbelief. Claypoole grinned, wishing hed shouted back an insult himsdlf.
Dean looked at him with admiration. "Way to go, Hammer," he said under his breath.

Bass smply shook his head. Schultz knew the odds against them. Bass knew that Schultz didn't care.
What he didn't know was why the man was so willing to defy deeth, to take on any chalenge.



The Siad answered Schultz's taunt with a heavy fusillade of gunfire. Schultz dropped behind cover and
giggled. " Show them who's afraid of who," he said. " Show them who's got more." He grabbed his crotch
and gaveit aquick jerk.

"Beday thejohnwayne, Schultz," Basssad.

"They'rered good at fighting farmers and women," Schultz said back. "Thistime they're up against
Marines." Helooked out; the Siad had stopped shooting.

"They took on third platoon at Tulak Yar," Basssaid. "Nobody'sat Tulak Y ar anymore." Schultz |looked
at him and opened his mouth to make aretort, but Bass cut him off. "Don't say it, Schultz. Don't say it.
There were good Marinesat Tulak Yar. We don't know how it happened, al we know isthey were
driven off by the Sad." He looked at the ground-cover bundle that contained McNed's corpse. "And we
know they killed & least one good Marine.”

Schultz twisted his mouth in disgust, but didn't say what he was going to about Ensign Baccacio's
leadership. Bass stared at him until the lance corpora turned around with a disgusted grunt and began
watching outward.

The Siad resumed their taunting calls. Schultz yelled back at them, but stayed down.

Bass|ooked at his men. He had three Marines bes des himself who were combat-hardened by several
campaigns. Three others had seen their only previous combat action against the Bos Kashi in New
Obbia. Today had been Doyl€e's baptism of fire. Against them were arrayed hundreds, maybe thousands,
of Siad warriors. He restrained himsdlf from shaking his head. He wished Hyakowa or Eagl€'s Cry was
with him. And Goudanis, Lanning, and Chan—experienced men al, men he knew were good in afight.

But he didn't have them. He had to make do with Claypoole, Dean, Clarke—and Doyle. And make do
he would. They were Marines, the product of the best military training in the history of mankind. And
every one of them had been blooded and acquitted himsdlf well enough. Even Doyle. He glanced at the
clerk again. He hadn't gotten sick when he killed aman, heid cried out in triumph. The thing Bass had to
concern himsdlf with wasn't how they'd do when the shooting began again, but how they were dealing
with thiswaiting. Once the shooting started, either you fought or you ran. None of these men had given
any indication of wanting to run when the Siad made that suicidd charge. It wasthe waiting that could
bring abrave man down.

"Y ou're probably wondering why they aren't attacking again,” Bass said in avoice calculated to keep his
men calm. Dornhofer, Schultz, and Neru kept watching outward. The othersturned to look at him.
"Keep watching," Basstold them. "I'll talk loud enough you won't have to watch my lipsto seewhat I'm
saying." Thefour turned outward. "They could attack again now. If al of them came at us a once, they'd
overwhelm uswith no problem; we wouldn't stand a chance. But you saw what happened to the hundred
of them who dready assaulted. Wekilled them al. Well, the Siad saw that too. They know that even
though they'd get al of us, weld kill so many of them it would be apyrrhic victory. So they're playing a
game with us. We're trapped in the sun, there's no shade here, no relief from the heat. They want that to
work on usfor awhile, to wear us down. They want us strung out, tense. That way wewon't kill as many
of them. They want usto get anxious, so that when they come again welll be so nervous our aim won't be
any good.

"None of that's going to happen. We know what we can do to them—we can hurt them, we can hurt
them bad. We've got plenty of water, so we aren't going to get parched and dehydrated. And were
going to keep calm, because we know what they're doing and wewon't let it work."



He was going to say more, but wasinterrupted by ashot from Schultz's blaster, followed by a quick
scream from out there. He scrambled to Schultz's side.

"What?" he asked, looking over theside.

"I saw one of them crawling between rocks and took him out." Schultz pointed. " See that boulder, about
fifty meters away there? It's the one with the horizonta crack init."

"l seeit”

"Pile of ragsten metersto the left of it, that's the bandit. He was crawling from a boulder farther out. |
couldn't see much of him, he must have been in acrease in the ground. The crease wasn't asdeep ashe
thought it was."

A Siad moving to aboulder fifty meters away, that bothered Bass. It meant maybe the Siad were closing
the distance between themsalves and the Marines, kegping under cover dl the way. If they managed that,
then he and his men weretruly donefor.

"Has anybody €lse seen any movement?' Bass asked.

"| thought | did," Dean said. "But it was S0 quick | wasn't sure it was something redl, or if it was a heat
shimmer.”

Bass swore. "All right, people, | think they're trying to dip up on us. Everybody, ook sharp. Let me
know if you see anything. Dont, | say again, do not fire at any movement unless you've got a clear shot.
Anybody ese?' Nobody e se had seen movement.

One Sad definitely approaching from the north, maybe one from the east. No movement seen anywhere
else. Maybe the Siad weren't closing. Maybe those two, if there were two, were just getting closer to
snipe a them. But fifty meters was awfully closefor sniping, too close. Unlessthe close-in sniperswere
supposed to keep the Marines' heads down while another assault started. That might make sense.

A rifle shot cracked from the southwest, the bullet it announced zinging by low enough to hit any head in
its path.

Claypoole snapped a shot back. His bolt shattered a small boulder sixty meters away and exposed a
Sad who was hiding behind it.

"Hold your fire," Bass shouted before anyone could shoot at the crawling man. "I think he'swounded.”

"He should be dead,” Schultz growled. He put his blaster to his shoulder and aimed at the Siad, but
didn't touch thefiring lever.

"Someone will haveto tend him," Bass said. "One wounded man takes two out of thefight." Exposing as
little of himsdlf as possible, he dowly turned in acomplete circle. The crawling Siad wasthe only
movement he could, see. If that Siad was one of his men, wounded and exposed,, hed have everyone
lay down suppressing fire while someone ran out to get him. The Siad let him crawl aone.

Wad Mohammead sat on his carved folding chair in shade of the pavilion his attendants erected beyond
therise east of the smal depression where the Confederation Marines were trapped. He glowered at the



fast-riders Shabeli had sent ahead with the Confederation Marine corpse and wondered again why they
had put it in that depression where the Marines had cover. If the fools had placed the corpse in the open,
the Marineswould be fully exposed to hismen'sfire and might al be dead by now. Instead he had lost a
hundred men while not wounding even one of the Marines. Then he glared at the fool who knelt between
two of hiswarriors, the fool who had fired at the Marines before they were far enough away from the
depression that they couldn't return to its cover. Wad Mohammad couldn't do anything about the fools
Shabdi had sent ahead, but he could do something about the fool who had given the Marineswarning.
Wad Mohammad stood.

"Alambar," Wad Mohammead intoned.
The knedling fool prostrated himsdlf.

"This day your eagernessfor battle needlessy caused the death of one hundred Badawi Siad warriors,”
Wad Mohammad continued. "The Badawi Siad are wise warriors. A wise warrior gives hisenemy time
to make amistake. Y ou were not awise warrior thisday. Y ou are the one who made the mistake. Y ou
alowed the Confederation Marines the chance to take cover from therifles of the Badawi Siad.” While
he talked, Wad M ohammad walked toward the prostrate man. He paused when he reached him, gave
Alambar a chance to speak, to give word to hisguilt, to hisimpetuousness.

Alambar made no attempt to speak with hisvoice; hisbody spoke for him by quivering uncontrollably.

"Y ou are unworthy to be a Badawi warrior, Alambar. The only way you can redeem yoursdlf isto serve
the brave warriors whose desths you caused thisday. | grant you leave to do so in heaven.” Wad
Mohammead turned and walked dowly back to his seat under the pavilion. He ignored the keening that
came from the condemned man, keening that was abruptly cut off. When he turned to again st facing the
attendants, subchiefs, and fast-riders arrayed before his pavilion, the executioner was walking away,
wiping the blood from his ceremonia scimitar. Two attendants were dragging the body away. Alambar's
head was dready impaed on a spear standing erect as symbol and warning. Blood dribbled dowly down
the spear shaft to join the puddie at its base.

"Now we know what kind of warriors these Confederation Marinesare,”" he began, as though nothing
had just happened. "They shoot well—rapidly and accurately. We cannot attack them on foot, running is
too dow. Evenif we attack in large enough numbersto reach them and kill them with our blades, they
will kill too many of us before we reach them and the Badawi will no longer be the strongest clan among
the Siad." He paused to listen to an attendant who ran to the pavilion from where hiswarriors were
closing on the Marines, whispered an order, and sent the attendant back from whence he came.

"l have just received areport,” he said to his audience. "Moving from rock to rock to close on the
Confederation Marineswill also cost ustoo many brave warriors. We must close on the Marines
rapidly.” If we areto defeat them and gain that glory for oursavesingtead of waiting for Shabeli and his
fire-weapons, he added to himself. "The only way we can close on them rapidly is on horseback. But a
horse chargeis on too broad aline, the Confederation Marines are on too narrow afront; it would cost
us many men and horsesto gain their small pogtion.”

"Great Wad Mohammad,” atall, darkly bearded man interrupted.
"Yes, Wad Kadj?' Wad Mohammad said patiently.

"Asyou say, Great Wad Mohammead," Wad Kadj said, "if we charge on line the Confederation Marines
will kill many warriors and horses, and still we might not be able to reach them because we will be spread



out too far. But if we get into a column, perhaps ten men and horses wide, and charge that way, the
Confederation Marines might kill many warriors and horsesin the front of the column, but there will be
too many and we will reach them in sufficient numbersto kill them with our blades”

Wad Mohammad considered this tactic for amoment. It had been used to gresat effect by agreat
warrior king of the Francois some six centuries earlier. Y es, the Confederation Marineswould kill many
warriors and horses at the head of the column, but he thought Wad Kadj was right about the great mass
of horsemen being too much for the defenders, just as the Francois king's tactic had proved too much for
the Britishers and Rooskies.

"You areright, Wad Kadj," hesaid. "Y our plan will work. | grant you the honor of being the lead in this
charge. By the grace of God who isabove dl Gods, we will do this. We will defeat these Confederation
Marines, and when Shabeli the Magnificent reaches us, we will present him with the heads of hisenemies.

Nothing more happened for haf an hour after Claypoole wounded the Siad attempting to creep up on
them.

"What'sthat?' Dean suddenly shouted. "Does anybody fed it?"

Bass concentrated for amoment, and then he fdlt it too. There was afaint rumbling in the rock, as
though something heavy was moving. The rumbling increased until heimagined he could hear the rapid
thudding that made it. His eyes popped wide as he redlized what it was.

"Everybody, face east,”" he shouted, and scrambled across the basin. "They're making acavary charge!
Get ready!"

A growing thunder in the near distance resolved into the thudding of horses hooves—far too many
horses hooves—and a mass of horsemen in a column ten horses wide suddenly swarmed over therise
150 metersto the east.

Bass could hardly believe his eyes—a cavary charge against modern weapons. The Sad wereina
column! What kind of idiot would send horses charging into modern weaponsin a.column? The kind of
idiot who didn't have any ideawhat modern wegpons could do, that's what kind, he realized.

"On my command,” Bassroared, "fire on line, dag therock in front of the horses.” He looked quickly to
the Sdesto seethat his men were ready. "FIRE!" he commanded, and the Marines opened up.

Their bolts struck the rock in front of the column, Neru's gun swishing its greater fire back and forthin
the same place. The rock heated, softened, turned liquid in the path of the charging horses. Gouts of lava
gpattered up and into the mass of them, the injured steeds screaming in agony and fear. The lead rows of
horsestried to rear and spin away from the flying magma, but the mass of horses barreling behind them
wouldn't let them turn and flee—the momentum of the charge pushed the leaders forward, tumbled them
into the molten rock. The next rows of horses and riders dammed into the fallen, burning, scrambling
horses and men, and tripped over them, spilling themsdlvesinto the growing lavaflow.

The charge was stopped, and riderstried manically to control their panicked horses. All they managed
was to create an ever-tightening mass that couldn't spread out, couldn't retreat—couldn't fight in any

way.

"Lift your fire," Bass bdlowed. " Shoot into them!" The Marinesraised their fire and burned holesin the
milling mass of horses and men. Neru's gun burned aswath from the front all the way to the farthest he



could see. Around the sides and rear of the Siad cavalry, individua horsemen began to break away from
the mass. Some fled to the north or to the south; most raced for what safety they could find behind the
ridge over which they had so confidently charged. A few, avery few, skirted the area of devastated rock
and continued their mad charge toward the Marines.

"Schultz, Dornhofer," Bass commanded, "shift your fire, get the ones coming at us." He shifted hisown
am to one of the oncoming horsemen and blew the man's shoulder off. Dornhofer and Schultz dso made
clean killswith their first shots. The others kept firing into the mass, daughtering horses and men
indiscriminately. The mass thinned, partly from more Siad breaking away to flee, more because of the
Marines murderousfire. Still, afew of the Siad who succeeded in getting away managed to round the
molten rock and continue their charge. Bass wanted to shift more of hismen'sfire to the Siad who were
gtill coming toward them, but the main force had to keep dying or they'd reorganize and resume their
charge. But he could aso see that too many were coming for him, Dornhofer, and Schultz to get dl of
them before any reached them.

Suddenly, one of the Siad was there and leaped over him, into the hollow. Bass twisted around and
blasted the rider asthe warrior tried to spin his horse around. Then more of them reached the Marine

position.

"Everybody but guns, use knives!" Bass shouted, and drew his own fighting knife. The e even-inch blade
glinted fiercdy in the sunlight.

The Siad screamed in defiance and the Marines knives clashed loudly on the stedl of thrusting bayonets
asthe Sad warriors stood in their stirrups, jabbing wildly at the Marines feinting and dashing and dancing
between their horses flailing hooves.

Doyle'sand sphincter nearly let go out of sheer terror. Use aknife to fight men on horseback? Men with
rifles and fixed bayonets? Was Bass out of his mind? Then he only had timeto act and his reflexes took
over, rolling him out of the way of ahorse bringing its front hooves down to trample him. The horsetried
to ssomp on him! It so infuriated Doyle, he legped to hisfeet and struck the horsein the eye with his
knife. The horse screamed and reared back. Itsrider fell backward and landed hard on his back.
Abruptly, Doyle remembered he was supposed to be fighting the men, not the horses. He bounded onto
the Siad, landing on him asthe warrior was struggling to refill hislungs, which had the air knocked out of
them when he landed. The Sad's eyes widened and his mouth gaped with the effort to suck in a bregth.
Doyle jammed his blade upward into the open mouth and its point broke through his paette into the
Sad'sbrain casg, killing him ingantly.

Claypoole surged to hisfeet and thrust up with hisknife; its blade sank deep into the gut of ahorse
legping over him and ripped its belly open. The horse screamed wildly and bucked in midair asitsentrails
tumbled out. It hit the ground on itsSide, itslegs kicking frantically. The rider struggled to get his pinned
leg out from under his mount, but Claypoole was on him before he could free himsdf. With one quick
swipe, he nearly decapitated him.

Bassreached high over hishead and pulled afrantic rider from his saddle, dammed him on the ground
and gutted him in one swift movement, and then, rising swiftly, raked his bloody knife along the flank of
another rider's horse, dashing the man'sleg to the bone.

Dean hamstrung a horse and it came crashing to the ground, breaking its rider's neck.

Schultz stood to squarely face a charging Siad. The horseman leaned over the neck of hishorse and
extended his bayoneted rifle to skewer the Marine. Just as the bayonet was about to jab into his chest,



Schultz spun aside. He grabbed the foreguard of therifle with one hand and thrust hisknifeinto the sde
of the Siad with the other. The horse sped on without its rider, who hadn't let go of hiswegpon. The
Marine continued his spin, swinging the mortaly wounded Siad at the end of hisarm, and smashed him
into the chest of another horse. The horse crumpled with abroken shoulder, throwing hisrider hard onto
therocks at the far end of the basin, cracking his skull open.

Two Siad converged on Dornhofer. Herolled out of the way of thefirst and just missed being impaled
on the Siad'sreaching bayonet. Then, to avoid the bayonet thrust of the second Siad, he rolled under the
skittering hooves of the first horse. Defenseless on the ground, he had to get to hisfeet. He grabbed the
tail of thefirst horseto yank himsalf up, and when the horse reared and tried to spin around to biteits
tormentor, it rammed into the second horse and the two were momentarily hung up together, with the
second bucking to throw off the first. Dornhofer reached up with one hand and grabbed the belt of the
first horsgsrider, jerking him down onto histhrusting knife. He turned and twisted hisarmto let the
faling Siad dip off his blade, then dropped aknee onto him and stabbed him in the heart. The riderless
horsetried to continue its turn, knocking the other Siad off his still-bucking horse. Dornhofer turned to
him, but the man hadn't fallen hard and was on hisfeet before the Marine reached him. The Siad swung
hisrifle butt a Dornhofer, but the Marine was dready insde the arc of hisswing. Dornhofer svung his
knife upward from his hip, dicing into the man's belly and thrusting his blade deep into his chest, mangling
his heart.

Inthirty secondsit wasdl over, dying horsesin the Marines position kicking and screaming while
riderless mounts fled back toward the Siad lines, empty stirrups flapping wildly from blood-streaked
saddles. Blood and lather from the animals flanks splattered the panting Marines.

Schultz finished gutting the Siad he was knedling on and looked around for another to kill. None were
there. There were seven bloody bodies within two paces of him. Without someone el seto knife, he
picked up his blaster and began firing a the milling horsemen.

Throughout the close combat, Clarke had assisted Neru with the gun asit burned wide swaths through
the mass of Siad horsemen 4till trying to unscramble themselves. Now the other Marines returned to firing
at therr enemy,

"Ceasefirel" Bass bellowed asthelast of the Siad disappeared over therise,

CHAPTER
THIRTY

"Get those bodies out of here," Bass ordered before the last of the retreating Siad disappeared over the
rise. "Make barricades. Don't bother with the horses, they're too heavy. Stack the bodies on the east
side. And put afew around the rest of the perimeter.”

The Marinesimmediately set to stacking the Siad corpses on the eastern rim of the shallow basin, where
another cavary charge would come from—if there was to be another cavalry charge. Bass didn't think
there would be, this one had been too costly. He counted five horses and more than adozen Siad who
had fallen inside the basin—and an equa number of Siad an arm's length or not much farther outside of it.

Bass stood and surveyed the landscape over which the Siad had charged. More than two hundred badly
burned Siad had gone to their warrior's heaven. Here and there to the east, wounded Siad inched their
way toward safety. He didn't try to count the horses, though more than fifty had to have been killed in the
second charge. Some of the horses, not yet dead, whinnied or weakly screamed out their pain asthey



vainly tried to struggle to their feet. For men to go into battle and fight and die was one thing. Nobody
had put agun to Charlie Bass's head and told him to enlist in the Marines and to fight battles. Any one of
the Siad warriors who'd died today could have chosen another path. But the horses had no choice but to
ride unknowing into the maelstrom of Marinefire.

He shook his head to rid it of such thoughts. He had more important thingsto do. The Siad had charged
twice and lost badly each time. They would try again. How would they do it next? He looked away.

The carrion-eaters, made almost mad by the sheer size of the feast laid out for them, descended on the
horde of dead and dying.

Wad Mohammad surveyed the battlefield from his vantage point in the shade of arock outcrop severa
hundred meters to the south. He had lost too many warriorsin these futile attacks. No more. No matter
the pride of the Badawi warriors or their desire for vengeance. Too many wiveswould wail tonight, too
many children must now seek succor from men who weren't their fathers. His only consolation was that
Wad Kadj, whose idea this mad formation had been, was among the dead. He snapped hisfingersand
his attendantsimmediately attended him.

"Go to the subchiefs. Tel them one warrior out of twenty-fiveisto fire hisrifle at the Confederation
Marines. That man isto make one magazine last one hour. No warrior isto expose himsdf to the
Confederation Marines. We will keep the off-worldersin place until Shabeli the Magnificent arrives. | will
let him lose hismen in the next assault. No more Badawi warriorswill lose their lives until we can attack
and win." He snapped his fingers again and the attendants sped off on their errand.

Again Wad Mohammad scanned the battlefield. The rocky land to the east, over which hisbrave
horsemen had charged, was almost aglow with heat shimmer. Somehow, carrion-eaters hopped about on
that hellish landscape without being cindered by its heat. He shuddered dmost imperceptibly. Never had
he seen such carnage and destruction. The Marines blasters had melted the rock over which his
horsemen had attempted to charge. The rock was too hot to charge over even now. The Confederation
Marinestruly used wegpons of hell.

A sniper'shbullet spanged off the rock and thudded into the body of ahorsejust in front of where Charlie
Basslay, soraying him with flecks of half-congealed blood and bits of horsehair. He should be getting
used to it, he thought, but each bullet that zipped overhead, thudded into the barricades, or ricocheted of f
the rock frayed his nerves more. Mentally, he again took stock. They had plenty of water left from the
refill a Tulak Yar the day before. But the men were drinking it too fast for it to last beyond the day.

"Remember your water discipling" he said again, and thought of how hard it wasto not drink under the
beating sun. But they would have to drink more; there was no shade and they were active, not deeping.

Thelr rations were good for another couple of days. They had used half their batteries. At best, they
could withstand two more assaults. He was sure there were more than enough Siad still around for two
more assaults. After that it would be hand-to-hand. If the Siad reinforcements didn't arrive until after
dark, then he and his men might be able to dip away. They till had the GPL. He patted the GPL holder
on hisbdt. Hefroze.

The pouch was shredded. He twisted and looked toward his side where the pouch was. He yanked out
the GPL. Its casing was cracked, its screen was dark, blank. The GPL was dead.

Widl, Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass had been in tighter spots. At least that's what he told himsdlf. Maybe
not tighter, but just as desperate. They knew the generd direction of New Obbiafrom where they were.



They could make it there using dead reckoning if they got away—when they got away, he corrected
himsdf.

He thought back to the incident on Fiesta de Santiago, when they had been pinned down by bandits and
he'd joked with Lieutenant Procescu about fixing bayonets. Now that possibility was no longer ajoke,
except that the blasters didn't have bayonets, which was why they used their knives when the horsemen
broke through. Next time they had lunch, he'd discuss that with the commandant, he thought wryly. He
gazed for amoment at the ground-cloth bundle at the bottom of the basin which was McNed's corpse.
He would never let these men cometo an end like that, he vowed. If it cameto that, he would kill each
one himself. He drew the ancient K-Bar from its specid pocket and examined it in the late-morning light.

The K-Bar waslucky, and with it there riding on histhigh, Bassimagined he carried aliving link with the
sirits of thelong-dead Marines of the ancient Corps; that when he fought, they fought again beside him.
He smiled. The fantasy had dways made him fedl better when things got tough. He did the K-Bar back
into its pocket and patted it affectionately. "Well get through this, Jarhead," he whispered.

Timefor business. Charlie Bass looked into the sky. It was another clear, hot day in the Martac Waste.
The Siad wouldn't come again from the direction of the rising sun, not the way the rock was dagged and
gtill dmost smoldering. They'd find another way to come. And then another way after that. Two more
assaults and the Marines would be overrun. Loss of power in their batteries would seeto that.

Briefly, Bass surveyed the men around him. Some of them were deeping, sprawled in the awkward
poses of men suddenly overcome by sheer physica exhaugtion. Doyle lay with his mouth wide open,
snoring. That young corpord acquitted himself well when the horsemen overrode them, he thought.
Surprisingly well. He might have made agood Marine one day. Claypoole, now ahardened combat
veteran—would he till be agoof-off if he survived this action?—lay on his back, breathing quietly. A
joker and awise-assin garrison, Claypoole had proved himsalf agood man when the chips were down.
Clarke had gone to deep, head folded over hisknees, and now along line of salivadribbled down his
chin onto his utilities. Dean reposed with hisface against the rock. Now, there was ayoung lad with
something in him. Bass regretted nobody might ever see how far he could go.

Shabdi the Magnificent alighted from his horsein one fluid motion and embraced Wad M ohammead.
Severa hundred of the surviving Badawi warriors were behind the rise, about three hundred meters from
the Marines postion, quieting their horses. They stood ready for whatever commands they were given.

"Wad Mohammad, may God smile upon you aways," Shabeli uttered in perfunctory greeting.

"And you, my lord,” Wad Mohammad answered.

"Our enemies?' Shabdli asked.

Wad Mohammad gestured beyond the rise before them. "They have not exposed themsalves or returned
firesince our lagt assault.”

"They cannot escape?’

"We have them surrounded on all sdes. They do not dare expose themsdlves. | have many snipersfiring
into their position, and for one of them to stand is for that man to die. They cannot possibly escape.”

Shabeli grunted. "Y ou have attacked?'



"Twice. One time ahundred men on foot, to test the Confederation Marines. That was from the west.
The off-worlders used their hell-wegponsto kill al of them. The second time was horsemen from the
east. The assault was broken with heavy casudties.”

"At what price to the off-worlders?'

Wad Mohammad's jaws locked. This was aquestion he didn't want to consider. "None. All of them
survived.”

"All eight of them," Shabdli said scornfully. Thisweak-kneed fool would have to be diminated, he
thought. One last, determined rush this morning would have overrun the Confederation Marines. Now the
Badawi were crouching here—beyond the rise like old women—and hidden in other places around the
off-world Marines. Wdll, the balance of power had just changed.

Shabdi gave a curt command to the captain of the smal company he had led here. The sixty men
dismounted. They dl carried plasmaweapons and knew how to use them. "Deploy your men behind the
crest of thisridge. Let no onefire or expose himself until | persondly givethe order.”

"What do you propose, my lord?' Wad Mohammad asked.

Shabdli smiled. "l propose asmall demongtration. Those off-worlders down there must almost be out of
firepower. When they seewhat | have brought, they will surrender. Or they will die. Either way, it isof
no consequence. We have dedlt the Confederation a powerful blow. I'll have their Marines dlive, or I'll
have their bodies dead."

A plasmabolt lanced out from the rise and seared its way into the rock just short of the man-barricade,
where it exploded in abrilliant flash, spattering molten globules of magmainto the corpses. The stench of
burned flesh washed over the Marines.

"That got my attention,” Claypoole said as he casualy shook asmal chunk of charred flesh off the stock
of hisblagter.

"The balance of power has just shifted,” Bass commented quietly. This changed everything. He was not
surprised at what followed.

"Confederation Marines!" abooming voice echoed over thewaste. "Listen to me. | am Shabdi the
Magnificent, leader of dl the Siad. | am here with overpowering force. Surrender! Surrender and | will
spareyour lives." Shabeli stood on top of therise, clearly visible to the Marines. In hisright hand wasa
portable voice projector.

"Surrender, hdll," Schultz muttered.

"Belay the chatter," Bass commanded. "That's Shabeli himsdf. He'sgot avery high opinion of himself.”
Old Mas Fardeed had schooled Basswell in the ways of the Siad, and Bass had filed the information
away for possible future use. Bass had long thought that it was very good to know as much about your
enemy as possible, even his curse words. Bass smiled. There might yet be achance.

Quickly, Bass dtripped off hisbody armor and utility shirt.

"What are you doing?' Doyle exclamed.



"Going for alittlewalk," Bass answered. Chest bare, helooked at his men. "If this doesn't work, you're
in charge, Dornhofer. Y ou know what to do.”

Dornhofer nodded wordlesdy.

"Don't surrender if you don't want to wind up like McNed. If they take you dive, these bastardsl| use
you as hostages and then torture you to death. Take as many of them with you as you can. Save abolt
for yoursdf. Do not wait until they get in among you.

"Do not, | say again, do not attempt to support me out there, no matter what happens.”" He looked each
man in the eyes until each indicated he would obey.

Without afurther word, Staff Sergeant Charlie Bass stood erect on the lip of the basin and waved his
amsat Shabdli the Magnificent.

"Come forward!" Shabeli commanded. Bass wended hisway cautiously among the corpses, walked the
gtill-steaming area his men had dagged, and headed toward Shabeli. It was along walk.

Shabedli watched the lone figure approaching. A negotiator. He smiled. Thiswould be easy.

When Bass at |ast reached a spot about thirty meters from the top of the rise, within good speaking
distance, Shabdi ordered him to stop.

"l demand the immediate surrender of you and your men," Shabeli shouted.

"That'sinteresting," Bassreplied. "I came to accept yours." He kept his face expressionless, despite the
way his heart thudded in his chest.

Shabei blinked in disbdlief. Then he redized his men could see how camly the off-worlder stood and
knew he had to make the man quail or risk losing respect. "All who Shabdli the Magnificent does not kill
surrender to him," heroared. "All whose surrender Shabeli the Magnificent does not accept, hekills!”

Bass remained motionless for amoment and then drew hisissue knife and raised it above hishead. "'l do
not surrender. Y ou must try to kill me," he roared back.

At the sight of the drawn knife, clearly achalengeto individua combat, the Siad gasped in wonder.
Shabeli regarded the lone man through narrowed eydids. What anidiot! But a brave man sill. The man
was not astall as he, but he was thick through the chest, and the musclesin his arms looked powerful.
White teeth glinted through the fierce smile on his sun-darkened face.

"Y ou are women, not men!" Bass shouted. Only Shabeli could understand the English words. They were
meant only for Shabeli. Bass motioned for aprone blaster man to join him where he stood.

"That's right, you mewling coward! Cut me down! Otherwise, I'm coming up there to spill your stinking
gutsdl over the ground!”

Shabeli hesitated to give the command to open fire. "Who are you?' he demanded.
"Staff Sergeant Charles H. Bass, Confederation Marine Corps, and | have come here to cut your

stinking bals off, you gut-eating, puking, dogfather. Y ou feed off the refuse other men gect through their
assholes. | will cut out your tongue and send you back to your women, so they can teach you how to



cook and real men will turn you over and use you like awhore!" Bass shook the knife and roared. His
shouting was s0 powerful the men back at the basin could make out hiswords.

The other Siad, athough they could not follow Bass, knew he was hurling insults at their [eader. Shabdli's
eyeswidened. It was clear this defiant man expected him to come down there and fight. More to the
point, hiswarriors were catching on that the Marine was offering a chalenge for persona combat,
something no Siad warrior could rgect with honor.

Shabeli smiled to himsdlf. It had cometo this? An expert in hand-to-hand combat, he knew he could
take the man eadlly. It would be best just to have him incinerated and get on with his plans, but—Bass
interrupted Shabdi's thoughts and made hismind up for him.

"Shabdi!" Bass shouted in the language of the Siad. " Shabeli the Inconsequentia! You! Y ou fuck your
mother up the assl" Bass hurled the insult old Mas Fardeed had taught him to pronounce with perfect
inflection. All the Siad heard the insult and each man leaped to his feet with aroar of outrage.

In one swift motion Shabdi stripped off hisrobe, unbuckled hissde arms, and drew hisown knife. It
could have been the twin of the blade Bass brandished on the dope below. Shabeli strode down the
ridge and cameto astop afew feet in front of Bass. All the Siad rushed to the top of the rise and stood
there, outlined againgt the horizon, the remaining Marines crouched below completely forgotten.

But the Marines below hadn't forgotten the Siad; they were watching with rapt attention.
"What's going on up there?' Dean gasped.

"He's chdlenging the big boss to a man-to-man fight,” Dornhofer answered.

"Why?" Claypoole asked.

Schultz sood watching the tableau, smiling softly to himsdlf. "He's showing ushow to doiit,” he said
quigtly.

"How to do what?' Doyle asked.
"How to die”

Shabeli and Bass squared off. Shabeli stood a head taller than Bass and, while he lacked the compact
musculature of the Marine, he had the sinewy agility and strength of the practiced swordsman. Shabdli
lashed hisfoot out with blinding speed at shoulder level. Basstook most of the force of the blow with his
shoulder, but Shabeli's boot glanced painfully off the top of hishead. Still perfectly balanced, Shabdli
whirled around and dammed his body full into the Marine, who staggered backward with the force of the
contact, raisng hisknifearm just in time to counter athrust. The wegpons clashed with aloud metdlic
ring, and as Shabeli withdrew into a defensve stance, hisblade left along gash down Basssleft arm,
which ingtantly flowed with blood. The Siad on the ridge above let out avictorious roar.

Breathing heavily, unmindful of the painful wound Shabeli had just given him, Bass crouched, prepared
for the next attack. Shabdli remained just out of range, carefully circling the Marine, looking for an
opening. Basstossed the knife into hisleft hand to distract his opponent and lunged. Watching the knife,
Shabdi was caught momentarily off guard and Bass rammed his head into the bridge of Shabeli's nose,
which cracked audibly. Blood flowed from the Siad leader's nodtrils.



Stunned, Shabdli fell to one elbow, but rolled away as Bass legped at him. Striking awkwardly across
his body with hisknife arm, Shabdli buried hisblade into Basss | eft buttock. Bass grunted and the Siad
roared again. Bass jumped to hisfeet just as Shabeli dammed into him. Holding hisknifein hisleft hand,
now dick with hisown flowing blood, the impact of Shabdli's full weight caused himto lose hisgrip and
theknifefdl between hisfeet. Shabeli kicked it away with one foot. Bass managed to grab Shabdli's
knife arm with hisright hand, deflecting it away from his carotid artery, but still the blade diced along
furrow down the sde of hisface and glanced agonizingly off hisright collarbone before he stopped it. The
two struggled slently for afew moments. Both men were bresthing heavily now, bloody perspiration
dripping off their contorted faces. Shabeli took the lobe of Basssright ear between histeeth and bit it off,
a the sametime twigting his body powerfully. Basslost his baance and they fell heavily to the ground,
Shabdli on top. The Siad on the ridge roared victorioudly.

"Now you die!" Shabeli ragped through clenched teeth. He bore his full weight down upon Basss
upraised arms. A horseman from infancy, like every Siad warrior, Shabdli'slegs were strong and they
held Basss own hipsand legsin avisdike grip, alowing Shabeli to bring the full power of his upper-body
strength to bear as he drove the knife homeward inch by inch.

Abruptly, Bass wrenched his head sdeways and let go of Shabeli'sarms. The plunging blade buried
itsdlf into the ground beside Basss left ear. Hisright hand free now, Bass snatched the K-Bar from his
thigh and thrust the point up into Shabeli's belly. The blade glanced off Shabeli's pelvisjust above his
genitalsand did into hisbladder. Shabeli screamed in agony and hislegs spasmed violently, releasing
Bassfrom their hold. Bass flipped Shabeli onto his back and, gripping the handle of the K-Bar with both
hands, diced him open al the way to the sternum. The ancient blade snapped cleanly at the hilt just asits
point diced Shabdi's throbbing heart into two equa haves.

Shabeli the Magnificent uttered one long, high-pitched scream that echoed in the clear morning air and
then lay ill, hisinnards spilling in bloody, steaming coils upon the sand. Slowly, Bassroseto hisfest.
The hundreds of Siad standing along the ridge above him were completdly silent. He stooped and
retrieved hisknife from the sand. In hisright hand he still held the handle of the now-forever-usdless
K-Bar. The blade had broken and the USM C logo was buried in Shabdli's lifeless heart.

Bass, standing erect so asto not show how near he was to exhaustion, raised his good knife to the sun
and shouted up at the dark figures clustered aong the ridge, "Who's next?"

The Sad did not move. They remained completely silent, with their eyesfixed on Shabeli's gutted
carcass even as Bass turned and, shoulders squared, marched back to his waiting Marines.

Bleeding, bruised, exhausted, Bass managed to stay erect and not stumble until he stepped over the
body barricade and back out of sight of the surrounding Siad. Still the Siad stood quietly on the ridge
behind him.

"What now?' Dean asked as he and severa others eased Bass down onto his back. Claypoole broke
out an aid kit and began attending to his platoon sergeant's wounds.

"Now?' Bass asked. Helet out along sigh. "Now we go home."

The Siad watched, till enveloped in silence asthe Marines gathered up their weapons and equipment
and resumed their walk toward New Obbia. They walked erect with heads held high, dmaost marching,
as though daring the Siad to attack again. Slung between Dean and Claypoole was the battered corpse
of PFC Frederick Douglass McNed . When they werefinally out of sight behind alow ridge of hills, Wad
Mohammad detached himsdlf from the mass of warriors and walked to where Shabdli the Magnificent's



ruined corpse lay. He stood regarding his leader's remains for along moment and then kicked
them—nhard. He kicked the corpse again, and then again and again. Other Siad descended from theridge
and joined in. On the long ride back to their mountain fastness, the warriors carried Shabeli the
Magnificent's head, genitals, and other body parts suspended on bayonets. Wad Mohammad was their
leader now, and under him things would be different on Elned.

CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE

They didn't sop waking until shortly before nightfall. Bass wanted to put as much distance as possible
between his men and the Siad. But something perhaps worse than running into more Siad happened.
Two daysater they ran out of weter.

"Don't throw that away, Dean," Bass croaked when he saw Dean about to discard awater container
he'd just drained during a break. He worked hisjaw to force some sadliva, then said to everybody, "Keep
two water containers each. When you have to piss, don't water the rocks, they won't appreciate it
properly. Use one of your empties. Well stop soon and I'll teach you how to distill water from urine.”

Clarke looked ill at the thought of drinking urine. Then he looked scared as he redlized he had dready
dropped all of hiswater containers. Neru hudged him and handed him one of the three he was il

carying.

Dean grunted. "I don't think | want to drink out of a bottle Claypoole pissed into." He was surprised that
he was able even to make ajoke under these circumstances.

"That'sal right,” Bass responded serioudy. "If the water Claypoole makesisall that'll keep him dive, |
don't think held want you drinking it anyway."

Dean chewed on agtrip of dried skin where hislip was splitting. "We're in deep trouble, aren't we?'

Bass nodded. "But we're not dead yet, Dean. Hey!" Bassraised hisvoice. "Any of you guys crap out on
me now and I'll drag your body back to New Obbiaand giveit a court-martial. Now, on your feet! Only
forty kilometers straight that way and we're out of here. Another day, day and ahalf, and I'm going to
buy you dl acold beer.”

"Look!" Doyle croaked. "Scavengers! Look!" They looked where he pointed. Sure enough, it was one
of the scavenger fliers, drifting lazily on atherma high above them. "It's coming for us. It's coming for
McNed," Doyle shouted.

"Aw, belay that crap,” Claypoole muttered. "McNed's hermeticaly seded, and besides, we aren't—"
Doyle charged hiswesgpon and fired abolt into the sky.

"Jesus Muhammead,” Bass Sighed as he watched the scavenger disintegrate in abright flash, "that was
probably your last bolt, Doyle. Secure that weapon and get on your feet; we've got to keep moving.”
That Bass had not jumped Doyle more severdly for his rashness was an indicator of how exhausted even
the inexhaustible Charlie Bass had become.

Wearily, the men got to their feet and staggered on.

Wad Mohammad knocked gently at Moiras door. She had fled to her chambers shortly after the war



party returned, with what was left of her master and lover. Wad Mohammad knocked again. "Please
open the door, my lady. | only wish to speak to you." He stood patiently in the hallway and knocked a
thirdtime.

Eventudly the door was opened by one of Moairas serving girls. Wad Mohammad gently nudged the girl
aside and entered the room. Moiralay on a couch, one arm flung across her face. "Y ou bastard!" she
hissed through clenched teeth. ™Y ou damned bastard!"

"My lady." Wad Mohammad bowed respectfully.

She sat up and faced him, her eyesred and cheekswet. Even in her present condition, it was plain to
see why Shabeli had honored the woman. In a culture where the women were short and dark, Moira's
tall fairnesswas extremely exotic to the men of the Siad. "I am without protection, but | swear, Wad
Mohammad, you touch me..." Suddenly her hand filled with the bulk of an ancient pistol, one of those
chambered for center-fire metal cartridges|oaded into a cylinder. Carefully, she cocked its hammer,
readying the pistol for firing and leveing its huge bore straight at Wad Mohammad. He eyed the pistol
with interest. It was an ancient and beautiful instrument, this pistol, and he vowed that one day he would
ownit.

Wad Mohammad held his palms out toward her. ™Y ou have nothing to fear from me, my lady. | have
come here to pay you my compliments and to ask for your help." He gestured toward a chair, and she
nodded. Wad Mohammad seated himself with asigh and stretched hislegs out before him.

"l am now the chieftain of dl the Sad,” he announced matter-of-factly. " Shabeli received the punishment
he deserved." Wad Mohammad held up his hand to silence the protest she was about to voice. "He got
many of our best men killed, my lady. His plot to defy the Confederation was insandy irrespongble from
the beginning. Oh, yes, old Wad Ramadan wasright al along. These Marines, these devils, are not to be
defeated by us. They are extremely brave and better armed than we are, even with the weapons Shabeli
stockpiled. Y ou know these people better than we. If Wad Ramadan, his own uncle and father's closest
confidant, couldn't influence Shabeli, you were in no position to do so either. Besides, who would dare
defy Shabeli the Magnificent?' Wad Mohammad grinned and spread out his hands.

"Well, one man did, my lady," he continued. " One of those Confederation Marines. He killed your man.
Oh, you should have seen that fight! Already our poets are composing songs about it. Those off-worlders
have some fine men. It is no disgrace to be defeated by such as he, my lady. We know that one's name,
and generations of Siad yet unborn will thrill to the songs of how he and Shabeli the Magnificent fought to
the deeth.

"But that is over now. We must look to the future, make peace with the Confederation, and preserve
what we can of our old ways."

She observed Wad Mohammad closdly as he spoke. How much he reminded her of Shabeli the
Magnificent And yet there was something to Wad Mohammead that Shabeli never had—sincerity. He
really meant what he was saying; he didn't radiate the impression he was planning things for hisown
glorification. Carefully, she lowered the revolver's hammer and placed the weapon in her [ap. Wad
Mohammad smiled. "What isit you wish of me, my lord?' she asked.

Wad Mohammead's smile widened, then disappeared, and he leaned forward briskly, al business now.
Hewould get to know this magnificent woman better later. "Everything has changed on our world and we
will haveto change too. | want a video hookup to the Confederation officials at New Obbia, and | want
you to trandate amessage for me. | have a present for the Marine commander, the lives of some very



brave men."

Corporal MacL eash suddenly stiffened at hisinstrument console. Just before the screen went blank, the
drone's opticals had focused on asmall group of men far below. He hadn't been able to make out any of
their facesin the brief ook he had—a playback later could focus on them and come up with the ID—but
in that instant the corpora clearly saw there were eight Marines staring up at the UAV. "Skipper!" he
caled to Captain Conorado. "It'sjust like that bastard told us. We found "em!™

"Charlie, you old kwangduk, it's good to see you again!" Captain Conorado sat beside Staff Sergeant
Bass as the battalion surgeon and his assstants tended to his wounds.

"I lost my K-Bar, Skipper," Bass groaned sorrowfully.

"I know, | know," Conorado soothed, and then he redized Bass was putting him on. "Charlie" the
captain shook his head, "will you never cease to amaze me?' Both men laughed. Bass sarted to cough.

"Hey, Marine, easy there!" the surgeon said. "1 know you're atough one, Staff Sergeant, but how about
lying till for awhile, make our work easier for us, huh?'

Bass nodded and smiled. Then his smile vanished and he said to Conorado, "Baccacio—"

"Enggn Baccacio,” Conorado interrupted, pronouncing "Ensign” sarcadticdly, "ran off and left some of
his men behind. He's responsible for what happened to that fine young Marine, McNeal, Charlie, and
had it been in my power to do so, I'd have shot Baccacio in front of the entire FIST." Conorado's voice
grated and the blood rushed to his face as he spoke. Then, calmer, hewent on, "But instead | just
relieved him of command and sent hisworthless ass back to Admird Willissflagship. If he doesn't resign,
hell be court-martialed for cowardice and dereliction of duty and a dozen other things | can think of,
besides being afird-class ass. | think the young ensign will resign and save usalot of work. By the way,
that Sergeant Hyakowa, he's definite officer material." Conorado nodded. "Keep your eye on him,
Chalie”

Conorado was silent for amoment. "Charlie, you and your men showed 'em, didn't you? We thought
you were dead, but goddamn..." He paused. "I couldn't command this company without you..." He
paused again, to get control of himsdlf. "It was you, that nasty old K-Bar of yours," hewent on, "and
seven scraggly-assed Marines, who changed everything for the better on this miserable chunk of rock.
Y ou are apiece of work, Staff Sergeant CharlesH. Bass," he concluded lamely.

"Skipper,” Bassreplied, "I think the Corps owes me onethistime.”

"It sure does, Charlie! I've dready started writing up the citation for—"

Bass held up hishand. "No, sir, no medals, please. Not for me. I've got enough of those. Give them to
my men. Every one of them rates at least a Bronze Star with comet. Neru should get a Silver Nebula,

Y ou should have seen him when hetook on that first assault.”

Conorado stared speculatively at Bassfor amoment. Findly he said, Y ou'll disgppoint your men if you
don't accept adecoration. They al think that fight you had with Shabeli certainly ratesone.”

Bass shook his head. "Maybe some of them think o, but not al of them. Don't try to put me on.”

"Everyone," Conorado repested, "even Schultz."



"Schultz?' Bass said sharply. "The Hammer believes anything that doesn't kill you doesn't rate amedd.
He says anytime you can wak away from an action, al you did was your job."

Conorado nodded. "That's right, that's the Schultz who thinks you rate a Silver Nebula. Probably means
you deserve é least aMarine Heroism Medd "

Bass shook hishead. He couldn't believe that Hammer Schultz thought he deserved amedal for bringing
the patrol across the Martac Waste.

"If you want medalsfor your men, go ahead and write them up. I'll pass them on with my endorsement.
I'm sure Admird Williswill seeto it that they get whatever you recommend them for.”

"All right, I'll write them up. But nonefor me. | redlly don't need any more."

Now Conorado grinned. "Y ou'll haveto take that up with Admira Willis. When your men told him what
you did, he told me he expects a citation written and on his desk by tomorrow morning. | may bea
bad-ass Marine company commander, but Charlie, damned if I'm tough enough to deny afull Fleet
Admird when hetells me he wants something.”

Basslooked levelly at Conorado for along moment, then sagged and swore under his breath. He
sraightened. "The citation you put on the Admiral’'s desk for meis going to be undernegath the citations|
write for my men. Understand?”

Conorado nodded. "Fine by me. Just have them in my hands before | leave for the flagship.” He stood to
leave.

"Not yet. Skipper,” Bass said, stopping him. "There's ill the matter of thething | do want.”
"What'sthat, Charlie?'
Bass motioned for the captain to sit down and lean close,

"Hewantswhat?' the Brigadier exclamed. "And he wantsit how?' The Brigadier thought for amoment,
then said, "Wdll, sinceit'sfor Staff Sergeant Bass, I'll giveit atry.”

"Hewantswhat?' Admird Willisasked his chief of staff. "And hewantsit how?' The Admird leaned
back in hischair. "Well, get it for him and let's not keep the man waiting." Then he added, "Have you
finished processing those citations yet? | want the awards made before this operation isfinished so | can
pin the medds on them mysdif.”

Admird Willis assgned a commander to escort the Six large metd containersto the FIST'sinfirmary
where Basswas recovering. A sailor broke the sedl on one and | eft them aone with Bass and Captain
Conorado. The captain reached insde and lifted out an ice-cold, one-liter bottle of Reindeer Ale, which
he handed to Bass. Bass motioned for the Skipper to take one for himsalf. Each container held
twenty-four bottles of beer.

Bass snapped the top and drank. "Ahh!" he sighed. "Thereredly isa God and He redlly doeslove us,
Skipper.”

"Theresahdl of alot of beer here, Charlie," Conorado said.



"Y essir. One more request. Would you get the men who were with mein the desert, and ask them to
comein herefor awhile? Even Corpora Doyle—he turned out to be a better Marine than any of us
expected. | promised them al abeer when we got out. Give us thirty minutes aone and then send in the
rest of the platoon.”

The party that night was one that lived on in platoon legend for decades.

The spirit of the Bos Kashi was broken in the battle of New Obbia. After some jockeying for position
by rivals, Wad Mohammad became undisputed leader of the Siad and brought an end to Shabdi's
disastrous raids on the farmers who fed the world. Moira, the off-world journalist, wasfirst histrandator,
then his ambassador to the Elneal government in New Obbia. The Gadls and the Sons of Freedom
decided that following the lead of men who wore dresses wasn't such agood idea and went back to
raiding each other. The Muong Song, in their ocean fastness, nodded sagely about the foolishness of the
lowland round-eyes and continued searching for lucrative ways to transport their drugs off-planet. The
Euskadi, happy about being | eft done, ignored the remainder of the planet

The stuation on Elned returned to normd. After three months overseeing distribution of food and
medicines, and with anew crop of grain and vegetables sowed and growing, the Marines|eft.

And the Siad did sing songs to honor the deeds of the Confederation Marine they called Sirgy Bhats, and
hisbold men.

EPILOGUE

About midnight Dean stepped outside Big Barb'sfor air. He carried his beer and alighted cigar with
him. The cigar end glowed brightly in the darkness as he sucked the acrid tobacco smoke deep into his
lungs. He held it there for along time before exhding. He sghed with pleasure. Since Elned, smal things,
like agood smoke, had become very important to him.

Thefirgt night of liberty once the 34th FIST was back in garrison on Thorsfinni's World was
anticlimactic. The men of the Bass patrol—including Corporal Doyle, whom they now accepted as one
of their own—were il too closeto the events on Elnedl to relax, but once granted liberty, they headed
for Bronny anyway, trying very hard to convince themsdves they were going to have amonumentaly
good time that night. But their minds were il in the desert on that tragic world. They drank alot of beer,
sang the same old songs, joked with the waitresses, but nobody fdlt like going upstairs, and to the civilian
patrons at Big Barb'sthat night, as they huddled together in afar corner of the hall, they seemed to be
trying too hard to convince themsalves they were having agood time.

Dean drew on the cigar again. The door opened, splashing Dean in light, noise from insde washing over
him. Claypoolejoined him and stood silently at hissdefor awnhile,

"Cold," Claypoole remarked at |ast.
"Yep." Dean nodded.
"I lovethe cold,” Claypoole continued. "I never want to be hot again." He laughed nervoudly.

Dean smiled in the darkness. They were both slent for atime, looking up at the brilliant sarsin the
heavens.



Dean was thinking of Fred McNed. Theloss of hisfriend had subsided to adull acheinsde his chest
that would always be there. He thought of his mother, who had died while he was trekking acrossthe
desert on Elnedl. Someday he would go home and visit her grave. But when Captain Conorado had first
broken the newsto him on the way back from Elnedl, he had displayed no emotion at al. At that time,
the thought of leaving the company for the long voyage back to Earth never occurred to him. Dean
sensed, and Captain Conorado knew from experience, that recovery from the ordeal on Elneal could
only come among the comrades who had shared it. Besides, his mother would have been dead three
months before he could ever have reached home.

The door opened behind them to let out a couple of Marines who were on their way el sawhere, and
briefly the pair wasilluminated in the light and engulfed in the boisterous clamor from indde. Staff
Sergeant Basss voice was clearly distinguishable in the hubbub, raised loudly in song. The door closed
abruptly, plunging them once more into darkness and a silence that descended again as soon asthe
departing Marines were gone. Dean smiled. The platoon sergeant had told them earlier that evening, "I've
lost alot of friends since I've been in the Corps. Y ou just never get used to that. But remember this: The
oneswho die are dwayswith you," he tapped his chest, "and the ones who survive," hetook in the entire
table with outspread arms, "'become closer to you than family."

A shooting star streaked silently across the sky. Dean finished his beer in onelong gulp and belched
loudly. He regarded the star-studded heavens. Way out there, beyond the unimaginable gulf of space,
was Earth—home. No, Dean thought, not anymore. The 34th FIST was his home now.

PFC Joseph Finucane Dean took another deep drag on hiscigar. "Fuck Earth,” he said.

"Roger that," Claypoole sad.
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