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THEY WERE THE MEANEST, TOUGHEST BUNCH OF MERCS WHO EVER KI LLED FOR A DOLLAR, OR WRECKED A WORLD
FOR PAY- AND THEY WERE ONE BOY' S SALVATION. . ..

My Lady Mriam and her entourage rushed back fromthe barred wi ndows of the wonen's apartnments on
the second floor, squealing for effect. The tanks were so huge that the mirror-hel meted nen

wat ching fromturret hatches were nearly on a level with the upper story of the pal ace.

The Baron's sol diers had boasted that they were better nmen than the nercenaries if it ever cane
down to cases. The fear that the wonmen had nmined from behind stone walls seened real enough now to
the sol di ers whose bluster and assault rifles were insignificant against the iridiumtitans which
entered the courtyard.

Even at idle speed, the tanks roared as their fans maintained the cushions of air that slid them
over the ground. Three of the Baron's men dodged back through the pal ace doorway, their curses

i naudi bl e over the intake whine of the approachi ng vehi cl es.

They did not need to respect us. They were

THE TANK LORDS

Under the Hanmer

"Think you're going to like killing, boy?" asked the old man on doubl e crutches.
Rob Jenne turned fromthe streanms of nmoving cargo to his unnoticed conpanion in the shade of the
starship's hull. Hs owm eyes were pale gray, suited like his dead-white skin to Burl age, whose

ruddy sun could raise a blush but not a tan. Wen they adjusted, they took in the clerical collar
whi ch conpl eted the other's costune. The snooth, black synthetic contrasted oddly with the
coveralls and shirt of |local weave. At that, the Curwinite's outfit was a cut above Rob's own, the
same worksuit of Burlage sisal that he had worn as a quarryhand at home. Uniformissue would cone
soon.

At | east, he hoped and prayed it woul d.

When the youth | ooked away after an enbarrassed grin, the priest chuckled. "Another dammed ol d
fool, hey, boy? There were a fewin your famly, weren't there . . . the ones who'd quote the Book
of the Way saying not to kill-and here you go off for a hired nurderer. Right?" He |aughed again
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seeing he had the younger nan's attention. "But that by itself wouldn't be so hard to take-you

were | eaving your famly anyway, weren't you, nobody really believes they'|Il keep close to their
people after five years, ten years of star hopping. But your mates, though, the team you worked
with . . . howdid you explain to themwhy you were leaving a good job to go on contract? 'Vial' '
the priest mnicked, his tones so close to those of Barney Larsen, the gang boss, that Rob started
in surprise, "you get your coppy ass shot off, lad, and it'll serve you right for being a fool!"
"How do you know | signed for a nercenary?" Jenne asked, clenching his great, calloused hands on
the handle of his carry-all. It was everything he owned in the universe in which he no | onger had

a home. "And how d you know about ny Aunt Gudrun?"

"Haven't | seen a thousand of you?" the priest blazed back, his eyes like sparks glinting fromthe
drill shaft as the sledge drove it deeper into the rock. "You' re young and strong and bri ght
enough to pass Alois Hamrer's tests-you be proud of that, boy, few enough are fit for Hamer's

Sl amrers. There you were, a man grown who'd read all the cop about nercenaries, believed nost of
it . . . nmore'n ever you did the Book of the Way, anyhow. Sure, | know. So you got sone off-pl anet
factor to send your papers in for you, for the sake of the bounty he'll get fromthe colonel if
you nmake the grade-"

The priest caught Rob's blink of surprise. He chuckled again, a cruel, unpriestly sound, and said,
"He told you it was for friendship? One a these days you'll |earn what friendship counts, when you
get an order that nmeans the death of a friend-and you carry it out."

Rob stared at the priest in repulsion, the grizzled chin resting on interlaced fingers and the
crutches under either arnpit supporting nost of his weight. "It's nmy life," the recruit said with
sul ky defiance. "Soon as they pick ne up here, you can go back to living your own. 'Less you' d be
willing to do that right now?"

"They' || cone soon enough, boy," the older man said in a mlder voice. "Sure, you've been ridden
by everybody you know . . . now that you're alone, here's a stranger riding you too. | don't nean
it likel sound . . . wasn't born to the work, | guess. There's priests-and naybe the better ones-

who' d say that signing on with nercenaries means so long a spiral down that maybe your soul won't
come out of it in another life or another hundred. But | don't see it |like that.
"Life's a forge, boy, and the purest netal cones fromthe hottest fire. Wien you' ve been under the

hanmer a few tinmes, you'll find you' ve been beaten down to the real, no lies, no excuses. There'l
be a tine, then, when you got to | ook over the product . . . and if you don't like what you see,
wel |, maybe there's time for change, too."

The priest turned his head to scan the half of the horizon not blocked by the bellied-down bul k of
the starship. Ant colums of stevedores manhandl ed cargo fromthe ship's rollerway into horse- and
ox-drawn wagons in the foreground: |ike nost frontier worlds, Burlage included, self-powered

machi nery was rare in the back country. Beyond the men and draft animals stretched the fields,
studded frequently by orange-gol den clunps of native vegetation

"Nobody knows how little his [ife's worth till he's put it on the line a couple tinmes," the old
man said. "For nothing. Look at it here on Curw n-the seaboard taxed these uplands into revolt,
then had to spend what they'd robbed and nore to hire an arnored reginment. So boys like you from
Scani a? Fel sen?-"

"Burlage, sir."

"Sure, a quarrynman, should have known from your shoul ders. You cone in to shoot farnmers for a gang
of coastal noneynen you don't know and wouldn't like if you did." The priest paused, |ess for
effect than to heave in a quick, angry breath that threatened his shirt buttons. "And maybe you'l
die, too; if the Slamers were imortal, they wouldn't need recruits. But sonme that die will die
like saints, boy, die martyrs of the Way, for no reason, for no reason

"Your ride's here, boy."

The suddenly enotionl ess words surprised Rob as nuch as a screamin a silent prayer woul d have.

Hi ssing |i ke a gun-studded dragon, a gray-nmetal conbat car slid onto the landing field fromthe
west. Light dust puffed frombeneath it: although the flatbed trailer behind was supported on
standard wheels, the arnored vehicle itself hovered a hand' s-breadth above the surface at al

poi nts. A dozen powerful fans on the underside of the car kept it floating on an invisible bubble
of air, despite the weight of the fusion power unit and the iridiumceramc arnor. Rob had seen
conmbat cars on the entertai nment cube occasionally, but those skittering mniatures gave no hint
of the awesone power that enmanated in reality fromthe nmachines. This one was seven neters |ong
and three wide at the base, the arnored sides curving up like a turtle's back to the open fighting
conpartnent in the rear.

Fromthe hatch in front of the powerplant stuck the driver's head, a black-nirrored ball in a
helmet with full face shield down. Road dust drifted away fromthe man in a barel y-visible haze,
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cleansed fromthe helnet's optics by a static charge. Faceless and terrible to the unfaniliar

Burl ager, the driver guided toward the starship a machine that appeared no nore inhuman than did

the man hinsel f.

"Undercrewed, " the priest nurnured. "Two nen on the back deck aren't enough for a car running

single. "

The ol der man's jargon was unfaniliar but Rob could follow his gist by |ooking at the vehicle. The

two nmen standi ng above the waist-high arnor of the rear conpartment were clearly fewer than had

been cont enpl ated when the conbat car was designed. Its visible armanent conprised a heavy

powergun forward to fire over the head of the driver, and simlar weapons, also sw vel-nounted, on

either side to comand the flanks and rear of the vehicle. But with only two nen in the

conpartnent there was a dangerous gap in the circle of fire the car could lay down if anbushed.

Anot her vehicle for escort would have eased the danger, but this one was al one save for the

trailer it pulled.

Though as the conbat car drew closer, Rob began to wonder if the two soldiers present couldn't

handl e anything that occurred. Both were in full battle dress, wearing helnets and | am nated back

and breast arnor over their khaki. Their faceplates were clipped open. The one at the forward gun

his eyes as deep-sunken and deadly as the three revolving barrels of his weapon, was in his

forties and further aged by the dust sweated into black grime in the creases of his face. H's head

rotated in tiny jerks, taking in every nuance of the sullen crowd parting for his war-car. The

ot her sol dier was huge by conparison with the first and | ounged across the back in feigned

| ei sure: feigned, because either hand was within its breadth of a powergun's trigger, and his

linmbs were as controlled as spring steel

Wth carel ess expertise, the driver backed his trailer up to the conveyor line. A delicate hand

with the fans allowed himto angle themslightly, drifting the rear of the conbat car to edge the

trailer in the opposite direction. The |arger soldier contenptuously thunbed a waiting horse and

wagon out of its slot. The teamster's curse brought only a grin and a big hand rested on a

powergun's receiver, less a threat than a promi se. The conbat car eased into the space.

"Wait for an old man," the priest said as Rob lifted his carry-all, "and I'Il go with you." d ad

even for that conpany, the recruit smled nervously, fitting his stride to the other's

surprisingly ninble sw ng-and-pause, sw ng-and- pause.

The driver dialed back nminusculy on the power and allowed the big vehicle to settle on the ground

without a skip or a trenor. One hand slid back the face shield to a high, narrow nose and eyes

that alertly focused on the two men approaching. "The Lord and his martyrs!" the driver cried in

amazenent. "It's Blacky hinmself come in with our newbie!"”

Bot h sol diers on the back deck slewed their eyes around at the cry. The snaller one took one

gl ance, then | eaped the two nmeters to the ground to clasp Rob's conpanion. "Hey!" he shouted,

oblivious to the recruit shifting his weight uncertainly. "Via, it's good to see you! But what're

you doi ng on Curwi n?"

"I came back here afterwards,"” the older man answered with a smle. "Born here, | mnmust've told you
though we didn't talk a lot. I'ma priest now, see?"

"And I'ma flirt like the load we're supposed to pick up,"” the driver said, disnmounting with nore

care than his conpanion. Abreast of the first soldier, he too took in the round collar and halted

gape-nmout hed. "Lord, 1'll be a coppy rag if you ain't," he breathed. "Wwoever heard of a bl ower

chi ef taking the Way?"

"Shut up, Jake," the first soldier said without rancor. He stepped back fromthe priest to take a

better | ook, then seened to notice Rob. "Um " he said, "you the recruit from Burl age?"

"Yessir. Mny name's Rob Jenne, sir."

"Not 'sir,' there's enough sirs around already," the veteran said. "I'm Chero, except if there's

| ots of brass around, then nake it Sergeant-Commander Wrzer. Look, take your gear back to the

trailer and give Leon a hand with the |oad."

"Hey, Blacky," he continued with concern, ignoring Rob again, "what's wong with your |egs? W got

the best there was."

"Ch, they're fine," Rob heard the old man reply, "but they need a weekly tuning. Qut here we don't

have the conmputers, you know, so | get the astrogation boys to sync ne up on the ships' hardware

whenever one docks in-just waiting for a chance now. But in six nonths the servos are far enough

out of line that | have to shut off the power till the next ship arrives. You'd be surprised how

well | get around on these pegs, though. . . ."

Leon, the huge third crew nenber, had | ocosed the top catches of his body arnmor for ventilation

Fromthe | ook of it, the |am nated casing should have been a size |larger; but Rob wasn't sure

anything | arger was made. The gunner's skin where exposed was the dense black of a basalt

outcropping. "They'll be a big crate to go on, so just set your gear down till we get it |oaded,"
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he said. Then he grinned at Rob, teeth square and slightly yellow against his face. "Think you can
t ake me?"

That was a challenge the recruit could understand, the first he could neet fairly since boarding
the starship with a one-way ticket to a planet he had never heard of. He took in the waiting
veteran quickly but carefully, proud of his own rock-hardened nuscles but certain the other nan
had been raised just as hard. "I give you best," the blond said. "Unless you feel you got to prove
it?"

The grin broadened and a great black hand reached out to clasp Rob's. "Naw," the soldier said,
"just like to clear the air at the start. Some of the big ones; Lord, testy ain't the word. Al
they can think about's what they want to prove with me . . . so they don't watch their side of the
car, and then there's trouble for everybody."

"Hamer's Regi ment?" called an unfanmiliar voice. Both nen | ooked up. Down the conveyor rode a bl ue-
tuni cked ship's man in front of what first appeared to be a huge crate. At second gl ance Rob saw
that it was a cage of light alloy holding four . . . "Dear Lord!" the recruit gasped

"Roger, Hamer's," Leon agreed, handing the crewran a plastic chit while the latter cut power to
the rollers to halt the cage. The chit slipped into the conputer |inkage on the crewman's |eft
wist, lighting a green indicator when it proved itself a genuine bill of |ading.

There were four femal e humanoi ds in the cage-stark naked except for a dusting of fine blue scales.
Rob bl inked. One of the near-wonen stood with a smile-Lord, she had no teeth!-and rubbed her groin
del i berately agai nst one of the vertical bars.

"First-quality Genefran flirts,” Leon chuckled. "Ain't human, boy, but the next best thing."
"Better," threw in Jake, who had swung hinself into the fighting conpartnent as soon as the cage
arrived. "I tell you, kid, you never had it till you had a flirt. Surgically nodified and
psychol ogi cal |y prepared. Rowf!"

"N-not human?" Rob stunbl ed, unable to take his eyes off the cage, "you nmean |ike nmonkeys?"

Leon's grin lit his face again, and the driver cackled, "Wll, don't know about nopbnkeys, but
they're a whole lot |ike sheep.”
"You take the left side and we'll get this aboard,” Leon directed. The trailer's bed was half a

meter below the rollerway so that the cage, though heavy and awkward, could be slid w thout much
lifting.

Rob gri pped the bars nunmbly, turning his face dowmn fromthe tittering beside him "Amazi ng what
they can do with inmplants and a wig," Jake was going on, "though a course there's a lot of cutting
to do first, but those ain't the differences you see, if you follow The scales, nowthey have a
way- "

"Lift!" Leon ordered, and Rob straightened at the knees. They took two steps backward with the
cage wobbling above themas the girls-the flirts!-squeal ed and hopped about. "Down!" and cage
clashed on trailer as the two big nmen noved in unison

Rob stepped back, his nouth working in distaste, unaware of the black soldier's new | ook of
respect. Quarry work left a man used to awkward wei ghts. "This is foul,"” the recruit narvel ed.
"Are those really going back with us for, for . . ."

"Rest'n relaxation," Leon agreed, snapping tiedowns around the bars.

"But how . . ." Rob began, |ooking again at the cage. Wen the red-wigged flirt fondled her left
breast upward, he could see the inplant scars pale against the blue. The scales were nore thinly
spread where the skin had been stretched in nolding it. "I'Il never touch sonething like that.
Look, maybe Burlage is pretty backward about . . . things, about sex, | don't know. But | don't
see how anybody could . . . | nean-"

"Via, wait till you been here as |long as we have," Jake gi bed. He clenched his right hand and

punped it suggestively. "Field expedients, that's all."

"On this kinda contract,"” Leon expl ained, stepping around to get at the remaining tiedowns, "you
can't trust the local girls. Least not in the field, like we are. The colonel likes to keep us
patrol sections pretty nmuch sel f-contained."

"Yeah," Jake broke in-would his cracked tenor never cease? "Wy, sone of these whores, they take a
razor bl ade, see-in a cork you know?-and, well, never mnd." He |aughed, seeing Rob's face.
"Jake," Sergeant Worzer called, "Shut up and hop in."

The driver slipped instantly into his hatch. Disgusting as Rob found the little nman, he recogni zed
his ability. Jake noved with lethal certainty and a speed that belied the weight of his body

ar nor .

"Ready to lift, Chero?" he asked.

The priest was levering hinself toward the starship again. Wrzer watched himgo for a nmonent,
shook his head. "Just run us out to the edge of the field," he directed. "I got a fewthings to
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show our recruit before we head back; nobody rides in ny car w thout knowi ng how to work the
guns." Wth a sigh he hopped into the fighting conpartnent. Leon notioned Rob in front of him

G ngerly, the recruit stepped onto the trailer hitch, gripped the arnored rimw th both hands,
lifted hinself aboard. Leon followed. The trailer bonged as he pushed off fromit, and his bulk
cranped the littered conpartnment as soon as he grunted over the side.

"Put this on," Wrzer ordered, handing Rob a dusty, bul bous helnet |ike the others wore. "Brought
a battle suit for you, too," he said, kicking the jointed armnmor |eaning agai nst the back of the
conmpartnent, "but it'd no nore fit you than it would Leon there."

The bl ack | aughed. "Gonna be tight back here till the kid or nme gets zapped."”

"Move 'er out," Worzer ordered. The words cane through unsuspected earphones in Rob's hel net,

al t hough the sergeant had sinply spoken, w thout visibly activating a pickup

The car vibrated as the fans revved, then lifted with scarcely a jerk. From behind cane the
squeal s and chirrups of the flirts as the trailer rocked over the irregularities in the field.
Wirzer | ooked hard at the starship's open crew portal as they hissed past it. "Funny what fol ks go
an' do," he said to no one in particular. "Via, wonder what |I'lIl be in another ten years."

"Pet food, likely," joked the driver, taking part in the conversation although physically
separated fromthe other crewnen.

"Shut up, Jake," repeated the bl ower captain. "And you can hold it up here, we're out far enough.”
The conbat car obediently settled on the edge of the stabilized area. The port itself had capacity
for two ships at a time; the region it served did not. Though with the high cost of anim
transport many manufactures could be star-hopped to Curwin's back country nore cheaply than they
could be carried fromthe planet's own nore urbanized areas, the only avail abl e exchange was raw
agricultural produce-again linted to the inmediate locality by the archaic transport. Its fans
purring below audibility, the arnored vehicle rested on an enpty area of no significance to the
regi on-unl ess the central governnent should choose to | and another reginent of nercenaries on it.
"Look," the sergeant said, his deep-set eyes catching Rob's, "we'll pass you on to the firebase
when we take the other three flirts in next week. They got a training section there. W got six
cars in this patrol, that's not enough nmargin to fool with training a newbie. But neither's it
enough to keep sonebody usel ess underfoot for a week, so we'll give you sone basics. Not so you
can w se-ass when you get to training section, just so you don't get somebody killed it if drops
in the pot. Cear?"

"Yessir." Rob broke his eyes away, then realized how foolish he must | ook staring at his own

cl asped hands. He | ooked back at Worzer

"Just so it's understood,"” the sergeant said with a nod. "Leon, show himhow the gun works."

The big black rotated his weapon so that the nuzzle faced forward and the right side was toward
Rob and the interior of the car. The mechanismitself was encased in dull-enanel ed stee
ornanented with knobs and | evers of unguessable intent. The barrels were stubby iridiumcylinders
with snoboth, 2 cmbores. Leon touched one of the buttons, then threw a | ever back. The plate to
whi ch the barrels were attached rotated 120 degrees around their conmon axis, and a thick disk of
pl asti c popped out into the gunner's hand.

"When the bottombarrel's ready to fire, the next one clockw se is |oading one a these"-Leon held
up the 2 cmdisk-"and the other barrel, the one that's just fired, blows out the enpty."

"There's a liquid nitrogen ejector,” Wrzer put in. "Cools the bore sanme time it kicks out the
enpty. "

"She feeds up through the nount," the big soldier went on, his index finger tracing the path of
the energi zed di sks fromthe cl osed hopper bulging in the sidewall, through the ball joint and
into the weapon's receiver. "If you try to fire and she don't, check this." The columar finger

i ndi cated but did not nove the stud it had first pressed on the side of the gun. "That's the
safety. She still doesn't fire, pull this"-he clacked the lever, rotating the barrel cluster
around one-third turn and catching the | oaded round that flew out. "Maybe there was a dud round.
She still don't go, just get down outa the way. W start telling you about second-order

mal functi ons and you won't renenber where the trigger is.”

"Ah, where is the trigger?" Rob asked diffidently.

Jake's | aughter rang through the earphones and Wirzer hinself smiled for the first tinme. The
sergeant reached out and rotated the gun. "See the grips?" he asked, pointing to the double
handl es at the back of the receiver. Rob nodded.

"OK," Worzer continued, "you hold it there"-he denmonstrated-"and to fire, you just press your
thunbs against the trigger plate between "em Let up and it quits. Sinple."

"You can clear this field as quick as you can spin this little honey," Leon said, patting the gun
with affection. "The hicks out there"-his armswept the woods and cultivated fields proniscuously-
"got sone rifles, they hunted before the trouble started, but no powerguns to nention. About al
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they do since we noved in is maybe pop a shot or two off, and hide in their holes."

"They' ve got sone underground stockpiles,"” Wrzer said, anplifying Leon's words, "expl osives,
maybe some factories to make rifle ammop. But the colonel set up a recce net-spy satellites, you
know as part of the contract. Any funny novenment day or night, a signal goes down to whoever's
patrolling there. A couple calls and we check out the area with ground sensors . . . anything
funny then-vibration, hollows showi ng up on the echo sounder, nagnetics-anything!-and bam we cal
inthe artillery."”

"Wn't take nuch of a jog on the way back," Leon suggested, "and we can check out that report from
| ast night."

"Via, that was just a couple dogs," Jake objected.

"OK, so we prove it was a couple dogs,"” runbled the gunner. "O maybe the hicks got smart and
they're shielding their infra-red now Been too damm |ong since anything popped in this sector."
"Thing to renenber, kid," Wrzer sunmed up, "is never get buzzed at this job. Stay cool, you're
fine. This car's got nore firepower' n everything hostile in fifty klicks. One call to the firebase
brings in our arty, anything fromsnoke shells to a nuke. The rest of our section can be here in
twenty mnutes, or a tank platoon fromthe firebase in tw hours. Just stay cool."

Turning forward, the sergeant said, "OK take her home Jake. We'Il try that novenent report on the
way. "

The conbat car shuddered off the ground, the flirts shrieking. Rob eyed them blushed, and turned

back to his powergun, feeling conspicuous. He took the grips, liking the deliberate way t he weapon

swung. The safety button was gl owing green, but he suddenly realized that he didn't know the col or
code. Green for safe? O green for ready? He extended his index finger to the swtch

"Whoa, careful, kid!'" Leon warned. "You cut fifty civvies in half your first day and the col one
won't like it one bit."

Sheepi shly, Rob drew back his finger. H's ears burned, nercifully hidden beneath the hel net.

They slid over the dusty road in a flat, white cloud at about forty kph. It seened shockingly fast
to the recruit, but he realized that the car could probably nove much faster were it not for the
live cargo behind. Even as it was, the trailer bounced dangerously fromside to side

The road | ed through a gullied scattering of grain plots, generally fenced with withies rather
than inported netal. Houses were relatively uncommon. Apparently each farmer plowed severa
separate | ocations rather than trying to work the rugged or |ess productive areas. Qccasionally
they passed a rough-garbed |l ocal at work. The scows thrown up at the snoothly running war-car
were hostile, but there was nothing nore overt.

"OK," Jake warned, "here's where it gets interesting. Sure you still want this hal f-assed check
while we got the trailer hitched?"

"It won't be far," Worzer answered. "Go ahead." He turned to Rob, touching the recruit's shoul der
and pointing to the lighted map panel beside the forward gun. "Look, Jenne," he said, keeping one
eye on the countryside as Jake took the car off the road in a sweeping turn, "if you need to call
in a location to the firebase, here's the trick. The red dot"-it was in the center of the display
and remai ned there although the nap itself seenmed to be flowi ng kitty-corner across the screen as
the conbat car noved-"that's us. The black dot"-the veteran thunbed a snall wheel beside the

di splay and the map, red dot and all, shifted to the right on the panel, leaving a black dot in
the center-"that's your pointer. The conmputer feeds out the grid coordinates here"-his finger
touched the w ndow above the map display. Six digits, changing as the map noved under the centered
bl ack dot, wi nked brightly. "You just put the black dot on a bunker site, say, and read off the
figures to Fire Central. The arty'll do all the rest."

"Ah," Rob murmured, "ah . . . Sergeant, how do you get the little dot off that and onto a bunker
i ke you sai d?"

There was a nonent's silence. "You know how to read a nmap, don't you kid?" Wrzer finally asked.
"What's that, sir?"

The ear phones booned and cackled with raucous |aughter. "Ch ny coppy ass!" the sergeant snarl ed.
He snapped the little wheel back, re-centering the red dot. "Lord, | don't know how the training
cadre takes it!"

Rob hid his flamnm ng enmbarrassnment by staring over his gunsights. He didn't really know how to use
them either. He didn't know why he'd |l eft Conner's Stoneworks, where he was the cl eanest, fastest
driller on the whole coppy crew. H s powerful hands squeezed at the grips as if they were the
driver's throat through which bubbles of |aughter still burst.

"Shut up, Jake," the sergeant finally ordered. "Mst of us had to | earn sonethi ng new when we
joined. Renenber how the ol' nan found you your first day, pissing up against the barracks?"

Jake qui et ed.
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They had skirted a fence of cane palings, brushing in once w thout serious effect. Russet grass
flanking the fence flattened under the conbat car's downdraft, then sprang up unharned as the
vehi cl e noved past. Jake seened to be following a farmtrack |l eading fromthe field to a ranbling,
substantially-constructed building on the near hilltop. Instead of running with the ground's rise,
however, the car cut through brush and down a hal f-neter bank into a broad-based arroyo. The
bushes were too stiff to lie down under the fans. They crunched and how ed in the bl ades, naking
the car buck, and ricocheted wildly fromunder the skirts. The bottom of the arroyo was sand,

cl ean-swept by recent run-off. It boiled fiercely as the car first shoomped into it, then ignored
the fans entirely. Somehow Jake had nanaged not to overturn the trailer, although its cargo had
been screaming with fear for several mnutes.

"Hold up," Worzer ordered suddenly as he swung his weapon toward the |eft-hand bank. The wash was
about thirty meters wide at that point, sides sheer and a neter high. Rob glanced forward to see
that a small screen to Wrrzer's left on the bul khead, previously dark, was now crossed by three
vari-colored lines. The red one was bouncing frantically.

"They got an entrance, sure 'nough," Leon said. He ained his powergun at the sane point, then
snapped his face shield down. "Watch it, kid," he said. The black's right hand funbled in a netal
can wel ded to the blower's side. Mdst of the paint had chipped fromthe stenciled | egend:
GRENADES. Wat appeared to be a lazy overarmtoss snapped a knobby ball the size of a child' s fist
strai ght and hard agai nst the bank

Dirt and rock fragments shotgunned in all directions. The gully side burst in a gl obe of black
streaked with garnet fire, followed by a shock wave that was a physical bl ow.

"Wat ch your side, kid!" sonebody shouted through the din, but Rob's bul ging eyes were focused on
the col |l apsi ng bank, the enpty triangle of black gaping suddenly through the dust-the two ravening
whi pl ashes of directed lightning ripping into it to blast and scatter

The barrel clusters of the two veterans' powerguns spun whining, kicking gray, eroded di sks out of
their nechanisns in nervous arcs. The bolts they shot were blue-green flashes barely visible unti
they struck a target and exploded it with transferred energy. The very rock burst in droplets of
gl assy slag splashing high in the air and even back into the war-car to pop agai nst the netal.
Leon's gun paused as his fingers hooked another grenade. "Hold it!" he warned. The sergeant, too,
cane of f the trigger, and the bonb arrowed into the nowvitrified gap in the tunnel mouth. Dirt
and gl ass shards bl ew strai ght back at the bang. A stretch of ground sagged for twenty neters
beyond the gully wall, closing the tunnel the first explosion had opened.

Then there was silence. Even the flirts, huddled in a terrified heap on the floor of their cage,
wer e soundl ess.

A owi ng orange specks vibrated on Rob's retinas; the cyan bolts had been nore intense than he had

realized. "Via," he said in awe, "how do they dare . . . ?"

"Bullet kills you just as dead," Wrzer grunted. "Jake, think you can clinb that wall?"

"Sure. She'll buck a mite in the |oose stuff.” The gully side was a gentle declivity, now, where
the grenades had blown it in. "Wanna unhitch the trailer first?"

"Negative, nobody gets off the blower till we cleaned this up.”

"Umm don't want to | et sonebody else in on the fun, maybe?" the driver queried. If he was tense,
his voice did not indicate it. Rob's palnms were sweaty. His glands had understood before his m nd
had that his conpani ons were considering smashi ng up, unaided, a guerrilla stronghol d.

"Cop," Leon objected determnedly. "W found it, didn't we?"

"Let's go," Wirzer ordered. "Kid, watch your side. They sure got another entrance, maybe a
couple.™

The car nosed gently toward the subsided bank, wallowed briefly as the driver fed nore power to
the forward fans to Iift the bow Wth a surge and a roar, the big vehicle clinbed. Its fans
caught a few pebbl es and whanged them around inside the plenum chanber like a rattle of sudden
gunfire. At half speed, the car glided toward another fenced grainplot, |eaving behind it a rising
pal | of dust.

"Straight as a plunmb line," Wrzer conmented, his eyes flicking his sensor screen. "Bastards'll be
wai ting for us."

Rob gl anced at hima m stake. The slam spang! of shot and ricochet were nearly simultaneous. The
recruit whirled back, bawling in surprise. The rifle pit had opened within five neters of him and
only the haste of the dark-featured guerrilla had saved Rob fromhis first shot. Rob pivoted his
powergun |ike a hamer, both thunbs mashing down the trigger. Nothing happened. The guerrilla
ducked anyway, the black circle of his foxhole shaped into a thick crescent by the lid Iying
askew.

Safety, safety! Rob's mnd screaned and he punched the button fat-fingered. The rifl eman raised
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his head just in tine to meet the hose of fire that darted fromthe recruit's gun. The guerrilla's
head expl oded. His brains, flash-cooked by the first shot, changed instantly froma colloid to a
bl ast of steamthat scattered itself over a three-neter circle. The snoldering fragnents of the
rifle followed the torso as it slid downward.

The conbat car roared into the field of waist-high grain, ripping dowmn twenty neters of woven
fencing to make its passage. Rob, vaguely aware of other shots and cries forward, vonited onto the
floor of the conmpartnent. A col ossal expl osion nearby slewed the car sideways. As Rob raised his
eyes, he noticed three nore swarthy riflemen darting through the grain fromthe right rear of the
vehi cl e.

"Here!" he cried. He sw veled the weapon blindly, his hips colliding with Worzer in the cranped
space. Arifle bullet cracked past his helnet. He screaned sonething again but his own fire was
too high, blue-green droplets against the clear sky, and the guerrillas had grabbed the bars while
the flirts junped and bl atted.

The rifles were slamming but the flirts were in the way of Rob's gun. "Down! Down!" he shouted
usel essly, and the red-haired flirt pitched across the cage with one synthetic breast torn away by
the bullet she had | eaped in front of. Leon cursed and sl unped across Rob's feet, and then it was
Chero Worzer shouting, "Hard left, Jake," and | eaning across the fallen gunner to rotate his
weapon. The conbat car tilted left as the bow cane around, pinching the trailer against the |eft
rear of the vehicle-in the path of Wrzer's powergun. The cage's light alloy blooned in
superheated fireballs as the cyan bolts ripped through it. Both tires expl oded together, and there
was a red mist of blood in the air. The one guerrilla who had ducked under the burst dropped his
rifle and ran.

Worzer cut himin half as he took his third step

The sergeant gave the weckage only a glance, then knelt beside Leon. "Cop, he's gone," he said.
The bullet had struck the big man in the neck between hel met and body arnor, and there was al nost
a gallon of blood on the floor of the conpartnent.

"Leon?" Jake asked.

"Yeah. Lord, there nusta been twenty kilos of explosive in that satchel charge. If he hadn't hit
it inthe air . . ." Wrzer |ooked back at the weck of the trailer, then at Rob. "Kid, can you
unhitch that yourself?"

"You just killed them" Rob blurted. He was half blinded by tears and the after-inage of the
gunfire

"Via, they did their best on us, didn't they?" the sergeant snarled. H s face was tiger striped by
dust and sweat.

"No, not them" the boy cried. "Not themthe girls. You just-"

Worzer's iron fingers gripped Rob by the chin and turned the recruit renorselessly toward the
carnage behind. The flirts had been torn apart by their own fluids, sone pieces flung through gaps
in the mangl ed cage. "Look at 'em Jenne!" Wrzer demanded. "They ain't human but if they was, if
it was Leon back there, I'd a done it."

His fingers uncurled fromRob's chin and slanmed in a fist against the car's arnor. "This ain't
heroes, it ain't no coppy gane you play when you want to! You do what you got to do, 'cause if you
don't, sone poor bastard gets killed |ater when he tries to.

"Now get down there and unhitch us."

"Yes, sir." Rob gripped the lip of the car for support.

Wirzer's voice, nore gentle, cane through the haze of tears: "And watch it, kid. Just because
they' re keeping their heads down don't nmean they're all gone.” Then, "Wait." Another pause while
the sergeant unfastened the belt and hol stered handgun fromhis wai st and handed it to Rob. Leon
wore a simlar weapon, but Worzer did not touch the body. Rob wordlessly clipped the belt, |oose
for not being fitted over arnor, and swng down from the combat car

The hitch had a quick-rel ease handle, but the torqueing it had received in the |ast seconds of
battle had janmed it. Nervously aware that the sergeant's darting-eyed watchful ness was no

pretense, that the shot-scythed grainfield could hide still another guerrilla, or a platoon of
them Rob smashed his boot heel against the catch. It held. Wshing for his driller's sledge, he
ki cked agai n.

"Sarge!" Jake shouted. Grain rustled on the other side of the conbat car, and against the sky
beyond the scarred arnor |oonmed a parcel. Rob threw hinself flat.

The expl osi on picked himup fromthe ground and bounced himtw ce, despite the shielding bulk of
the conbat car. Stunbling upright, Rob steadied hinself on the arnored side.

The nmetal felt odd. It no longer trenbled with the ready power of the fans. The car was dead,
lying at rest on the torn-up soil. Wth three quick strides, the recruit rounded the bow of the
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vehicle. He had no time to inspect the dished-in netal, because another swarthy guerrilla was

approaching fromthe other side.

Seei ng Rob, the ex-farmer shouted something and drew a | ong knife. Rob took a step back

renenbered the pistol. He tugged at its unfamliar grip and the weapon popped free into his hand

It seenmed the nost natural thing in the world to finger the safety, placed just as the tribarrel's

had been, then trigger two shots into the face of the lunging guerrilla. The snarl of hatred

bl anked as the body tumbl ed facedown at Rob's feet. The knife had fl own somewhere into the grain.

"Ebros?" a man called. Another lid had raised fromthe ground ten neters away. Rob fired at the

hol e, m ssed badly. He clinbed the caved-in bow, clunsily one-handed, keeping the pistol raised.

There was not hing but twisted metal where the driver had been. Sergeant Wrzer was still sem -

erect, clutched against his powergun by a length of structural tubing. It had curled around both

his thighs, fluid under the stunning inpact of the satchel charge. The nap display was a pearly

bl ank, though the wi ndow above it still read incongruously 614579 and the red line on the detector

screen blipped in nervous solitude. Wrzer's hel net was gone, having flayed a bl oody track across

his scalp as it sailed away. H s |ips noved, though, and when Rob put his face near the sergeant's

he could hear, "The red . . . pull the red tab . "

Over the left breast of each set of arnor were a blue and a red tab. Rob had assuned they were

decorations of sonme sort. He shifted the sergeant gently. The tab was | ocked down by a cotter pin

whi ch he yanked out. Sonething hissed in the arnor as he pulled the tab, and Sergeant Worzer

mur mured, "Oh Lord. Ch Lord." Then, "Now the stimulant, the blue tab."

After the second injection sped into his system the sergeant opened his eyes. Rob was al ready

trying to straighten the entrapping tube. "Forget it," Wrzer ordered weakly. "It's inside, too .
damm arnor nusta flexed. Oh Lord." He closed his eyes, opened themin tine to see anot her head

peak cautiously fromthe tunnel nouth. "Bastard!" he rasped, and faster than he spoke he triggered

his powergun. Its notor whined spitefully though the burst went w de. The head di sappeared.

"I want you to run back to the gully," the sergeant said, resting his eyes again. "You get there,

you say 'Fire Central.' That cuts in the arty frequency automatic. Then you say, 'Bunker conpl ex

.. " Worzer | ooked down. " Si x-one-four, five-seven-nine.' Stay low and wait for a patrol."

"I't won't bend!" Rob snarled in frustration as his fingers slid again fromthe bl ood-slick tubing.

"Jenne, get your ass out of here, now "

" Ser geant -"
"Lord curse your soul, get out or I'Il call it in nmyself! Do | look Iike I wanna |ive?"
"Ch, Via. . ." Rob tried to reholster the pistol he had set on the bloody floor. It slipped back

with a clang. He left it, gripping the sidewall again.

"Maybe tell Dad it was good to see him" Wrzer whispered. "You |lose touch in this business, Lord
knows you do."

"Sir?"

"The priest . . . you net him Sergeant-Mjor Wrzer, he was. Ch Lord, nove it-"

At the muffled scream the recruit |eaped fromthe smashed war-car and ran blindly back the way
they had conme. He did not know he had reached the gully until the ground flew out from under him

and he pitched spread-eagled onto the sand. "Fire Central," he sobbed through strangl ed breaths,
"Fire Central ."
"Clear," a strange voice snapped crisply. "Data?"

"Wh- what ?"

"Lord and martyrs," the voice blasted, "if you're screwing around on firing channels, you'll w sh
you never saw daylight!"”

"S-six . . . oh Lord, yes, six-one-four, five-seven-nine,
smoot h sand. "Bunkers, the sergeant says it's bunkers."
"Roger," the voice said, businesslike again. "Ranging in fifteen."

Could they really swing those nmighty guns so swiftly, those snub-barrel ed rocket how tzers whose
firing | ooked so inmpressive on the entertainment cube?

"On the way," warned the voice.

The big tribarrel whined again fromthe conbat car, the silent lash of its bolts answered this
time by a crash of rifle shots. A flattened bullet burred through the air over where Rob lay. It
was lost in the eerie, thunderous shriek fromthe northwest.

"Spl ash," the hel met said.

The ground bucked. Fromthe grainplot spouted rock, snoke and metal fragnents into a black col um
fifty neters high.

"Are we on?" the voi ce denmanded.

"Ch, Lord," Rob prayed, beating his fists against the sand, "Ch Lord."

"Via, what is this?" the hel met wondered al oud. Then, "All guns, battery five."

Rob si ng-songed. He was staring at the
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And the earth began to ripple and gout under the hanmmer of the guns.

Rol I i ng Hot

Chapter One

The canera light threw the shadow of the Sl amrers' officer harshly across the berm which the sun
had col ored bronze a few nonents ago as it set. Her hair was black and cut as short as that of a
nan.

"For instance, Captain Ranson," Dick Suilin said, "here at Canp Progress there are three thousand
national troops and | ess than a hundred of your mercenaries, but-"

shoop

Ranson's eyes wi dened, glinting |ike pale gray marble. Fritzi Dole kept the canera focused tightly
on her face. He'd gotten an instinct for a nervous subject in the three years he'd recorded
Suilin's probing interviews.

"-the cost to our governnent-"

shoop- shoop

"-is greater for your handful of-"

"l ncom ng!" screaned Captain June Ranson as she dived for the dirt. It wasn't supposed to be
happeni ng here-

But for the first instant, you never really believed it could be happening, not even in the
sectors where it happened every bl eeding night. And when things were bad enough for one side or
the other to hire Hanmer's Sl amers you could be pretty sure that there were no safe sectors.

Canp Progress was on the ass end of Prosperity's inhabited continent-three hundred kil oneters
north of the coast and the provincial capital, Kohang, but still a thousand kays south of where
the real fighting went on in the areas bordering the Wrld Governnent enclaves. Sure, there'd been
reports that the Conservatives were nosing around the nei ghborhood, but nothing the Yokel troops

t hensel ves couldn't handle if they got their thunbs out.

For a change.

Canp Progress was a Yokel -was a National Arny-training and adninistrative center, while for the
Slamers it served as a nmi ntenance and replacenent facility. In addition to those formal uses,
the southern sector gave Hammer a place to post troops who were showi ng signs of having been at
the sharp end a little too |ong.

Peopl e |i ke Junebug Ranson, for instance, who'd frozen with her eyes wi de open during a firefight
that netted thirty-five Consies killed-in-action

So Captain Ranson had been tenporarily transferred to command the Slamrers' guard detachnent at
Canp Progress, a "conpany" of six combat cars. There'd been seventeen cars in her |ine conpany
when it was up to strength; but she couldn't remenber a standard day in a war zone that they had
been up to strength .

And anyway, Ranson knew as wel|l as anybody el se that she needed a rest before she got sone of her
peopl e kill ed.

shoop

But she wasn't going to rest here.

The bell was ringing in the Slamers' Tactical Operations Center, a command car in for

mai nt enance. The vehicle's fans had all been pulled, |eaving the remai nder as inmmpbile as a 30-
tonne iridiumboulder; but it still had working el ectronics.

The Yokel garrison had a klaxon which they sounded during practice alerts. It was silent now
despite the fact that canp security was supposedly a |ocal responsibility.

Slamrers were flattening or sprinting for their vehicles, depending on their personal assessnent
of the situation. The |ocal reporter gaped at Ranson while his caneranman spun to find out what was
going on. The camera light sliced a brilliant swath through the nighted canp.

Ranson's | eft cheek scraped the gritty soil as she called, "All Red Team personnel, man your
bl owers and engage targets beyond the berm Blue Team" the |ogistics and nai nt enance peopl e
prepare for attack fromw thin the canp."

She wasn't wearing her commop hel net-that was in her conbat car-but commands from her mastoid
i npl ant woul d be rebroadcast over her command channel by the base unit in the TOC. Wth her free
hand, the hand that wasn't hol di ng the sub-nmachi negun she al ways carried, even here, Ranson
grabbed the nearer of the two newsnen by the ankle and jerked himflat.

The Yokel's squawk of protest was snothered by the blast of the first nortar shell hitting the
ground.
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"I said hold it!" bellowed Warrant Leader Ortnahne, his anger nultiplied by echoes within the

tank's plenum chanber. "Not slide the bloody nacelle all across the bl oody baseplate!"

"Yessir," said Tech 2 Sinkins. "Yes, M. Otnahne!"

Sinkins gripped his lower |ip between his prominent front teeth and pushed. The flange on the fan

nacelle slid a little farther fromthe bolt holes in the nounting baseplate. "Ah . . . M.

Ot nahme?”

It was hot and dry. The breeze curling through the access port and the fan intakes did nothing but

drift grit into the eyes of the two nen lying on their backs in the plenum chanber. It had been a

hard day.

It wasn't getting any easier as it drewto a close

The Iightwand on the ground beneath the baseplate illumi nated everything in the scarred, rusty

steel cavern-including the flange, until Sinkins tried to position the nacelle and his arms

shadowed t he holes. The young technician | ooked scared to death. The good Lord knew he had reason

to be, because if Sinkins screwed up one nore tinme, Ortnahne was going to reverse his nultitoo

and use the welder end of it to-

O tnahne sighed and let his body relax. He set down the multitool, which held a bolt ready to

drive, and picked up the drift punch to realign the cursed hol es.

Henk Ortnahne was tired and sweaty, besides being a |ot older and fatter than he liked to remenber
but he was al so the Slamrers' naintenance chief at Canp Progress, which neant it was his

busi ness to get the job done instead of throw ng tantruns.

"No problem Sinkins," he said mldly. "But let's get it right this tine, huh? So that we can

knock of f."

The tank, Herman's Whore, had been squarely over the blast of a hundred-kil ogram nine. The

explosion lifted the tank's 170-tonne mass, stunning both crewnen and damagi ng the bl ades of five

of the six fans working at the tine.

By t hensel ves, bent blades were a field repair job-but because the crew d been knocked silly,

nobody shut down the system before the fans skewed the shafts . . . which froze the bearings .

whi ch cooked the drive notors in showers of sparks that nust've been real bloody inpressive.

Not only did the entire fan nacelles have to be replaced nowa rear echelon job by anybody's

standards-but three of the cursed things had nanaged to weld their upper brackets to the hull, so

the brackets had to be replaced al so.

It was late. Ortnahne'd kept his assistant at it for fourteen hours, so he couldn't rightly blane

Sinkins for being punchy . . . and the warrant |eader knew his own skills and judgnent weren't

maybe all they bloody oughta be, just at the nmoment. They shoul d've quit an hour before; but when

this last nacelle was set, they were done with the cursed job.

"I got it, kid," he said calmy

Sinkins hesitated, then rel eased the nacell e and watched nervously as his superior bal anced the

wei ght on his left palm The upper bracket was bolted solidly, but there was enough play in the

suspension to do real harmif the old bastard dropped-

A bell rang outside in the conpany area-rang and kept on ringing. Sinkins straightened in

terrified surnise and banged his head on the tank's belly arnor. He stared at Ortnahne through

tear-blinded eyes.

The warrant | eader didn't nove at all for a nonent. Then his | eft biceps, covered with grit

sticking to the sweat, bunched. The nacelle slid a centineter and the drift punch shot through the

real i gned hol es.

"Kid," Ortnahme said in a voice nade tight by the tension of holding the fan nacelle, "I want you

to get into the driver's seat and light her up, but don't-"

VWhite light Iike the flash of a fuse blowing flickered through the intakes. The blanm of the

nortar shell detonating was al nost |ost in the echoing clang of shrapnel against the skirts of the

tank. Two nore rounds went off al nobst sinultaneously, but neither was quite as cl ose.

O tnahnme swal l owed. "But don't spin the fans till | tell you, right? I'll finish up with this

nysel f."

"S-" Sinkins began. Ortnahme had let the drift punch slide down and was groping for the nultitoo

again. Hs armnuscles, rigid under their covering of fat, held the unit in place.

Sinkins set the nultitool in his superior's palm bolt dispenser forward, and scuttled for the

open access plate. "Yessir," he called back over his shoul der

The multitool whirred, spinning the bolt honme w thout a shade of difficulty.

Si nki ns' boots banged on the skirts as the technician thrust through the access port in the stee

wall. It was a tight enough fit even for a young kid like him and as for O'tnahme-Otnahme had

hal f considered cutting a doubl e-sized opening and wel di ng the cover back in place when he was
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done with this cursed job.

Just as well he hadn't done that. Wth a hole that big venting the pl enum chanber, the tank woul da
been anchored until it was fixed.

Tribarrels fired, the thunp of expanding air preceded mnutely by the hiss of the energy discharge
that heated a track to the target. Another salvo of nortar shells |anded, and an earthshock warned
of something nore substantial hitting in the near distance.

Not a tinme to be standing around outside, welding a patch on a tank's skirts.

Wth the first bolt in place, the second was a snap. O naybe Herman's Wore had just decided to
quit fighting himnow that the shooting had started. The bitch was Slamers' equi prment, after all
The tank shuddered. It was just Sinkins hitting the main switch, firing up the

cont ai nnent/ conpression lasers in the fusion bottle that powered the vehicle, but for a nonment

O tnahnme thought the fan he held was |ive.

And about to slice the top half of his body into pastram as it jiggled around in its nounting.
Shrapnel gl anced fromthe thick iridiumof the hull. It made a sharp sound that didn't echo the
way pieces did when they rang on the cavernous steel plenum chanber. Otnahnme found the | ast hole
with the nose of a bolt and triggered the nultitool. The fastener spun and stopped-too soon. Not
hone, not aligned.

Anot her earthshock, much closer than the first. Herman's Wore shuddered again, and the bolt
whirred the last centineter to seat itself properly.

Warrant Leader Henk Ortnahne, wheezing with nore than exertion, squirmed on his belly toward the
access port. He ignored the way the soil scraped his chest raw

He started to |ift hinmself through the access port-carefully: the nmine had stripped half the bolts
hol di ng down the cover plate, so there was sharp netal as well as a bloody tight fit.

Tribarrels ripped outward, across the berm To the south flares and tracers-nostly ai med hi gh, way
too high-fromthe Yokel lines brightened the sky.

Ot nahme was hal fway t hrough the access port when, despite the crash and roar of gunfire, he heard
t he whi sper of nore incomng nortar shells.

The 20cm mai n gun of another tank fired, blotting every other sight and sound fromthe night with
its thunderous cyan flash

When Ranson hit the deck, Dick Suilin's first reaction was that the woman of fi cer was having
convul sions. He turned to call for help, blinking because Fritzi's light had flared across him as
the caneranman spun to record a new subject: half-clad soldiers sprinting or sprawling all across
the detachnent area. Sonebody was ringing a raucous bell that-

Ranson, flat on the ground, grabbed Suilin's right ankle and jerked forward.

"Hey!" the reporter shouted, trying to pull away.

St andi ng straight, the woman didn't even cone up to his collarbone, but she had a grip like a wire
snare. Suilin overbalanced, flailing his arns until his butt hit the coarse soil and slamed al
the air out of his |ungs.

There was a white flash, a bang, and-about an inch above Suilin's head-sonething that sounded |ike
a bandsaw hitting a pineknot. Fritzi grunted and flung his canera in the opposite direction. Its
fl oodlights went out.
"Fritzi, what are you-'
bl ast s.

They were being shelled for God's sake! Not two hours' ride from Kohang!

The Sl ammers' captain had di sappeared sonmewhere, but when Suilin started to get up to run for
cover, Fritzi Dole fell across himand knocked himflat again.

Suilin started to curse, but before he got the first word out a nearby conbat car |ighted the
darkness with a streamof bolts froma tribarrel

The chunk of shrapnel which grated past Suilin a nonment before had chopped of f the back of his
canmeraman's skull. Fritzi's blood and brains splashed Suilin's chest.

Dick Suilin had seen death before; he'd covered his share of road accidents and nursing hone fires
as a junior reporter. Even so, he'd been on the political beat for years now This was a politica
story; the waste of noney on foreign nercenaries when the sane suns spent on the National Arny
woul d give ten tines the result.

And anyway, covering the result of a tavern braw wasn't the sanme as feeling Fritzi's warm remains
|l eak over the neat uniformin which Suilin had outfitted hinself for this assignment.

He tried to push the body away fromhim but it was heavy and as flexible as warm bread dough. He
t hought he heard the caneranman munbling, but he didn't want to think that anyone so horribly
wounded woul dn't have died instantly. Half of Fritzi's brains were gone, but he npaned as the
reporter thrust himaside in a fit of revul sion.

Suilin shouted, stopping when his words were punctuated by two nore
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Suilin rolled so that his back was toward the body.

The ground which he'd chosen for his interview was bare of cover, but a tank was parked agai nst
the bermtwenty neters fromhim He poised to scuttle toward the al nost astronomical solidity of
the vehicle and cower under the tarpaulin strung like a lean-to fromits flank

Before the reporter's | egs obeyed his brain's decision, a nan in the Slamers' dull khaki ran
past. The nercenary was doubl ed over by the weight of equiprment in his arms and fear of shrapnel
He was the only figure visible in what had been a | anguorously busy encanpnent. Suilin ran after
him toward the conbat car alnost as close as the tank, though to the opposite side.

The reporter needed conpani onship now nore than he needed the greater bul k of steel and iridium
close to his yielding flesh

The conbat car's driver spun its fans to life. Dust lifted, scattering the light of the tribarre
firing fromthe vehicle.

Three nore nortar shells struck. Through the corner of his eye, Suilin saw the tarp plastered
agai nst the side of the tank

The cloth was shredded by the blast that had flung it there.

"Hey, snake," said DJ Bell, snmling |like he always had, though he'd been dead three nonths. "How
t hey hangin' ?"

Sergeant Birdie Sparrow noaned softly in his sleep. "Go away, DJ," his dreamself nurnured. "I
don't need this."

"Via, Birdie," said the dead trooper. "You need all the friends you can get. We-"

The short, sniling man started to change, the way he did in this dream

"-all do."

Birdie didn't sleep well in the daytinme, but with a tarp shading him it was OK, even with the
heat .

He couldn't sleep at all after dark, not since DJ bought it but kept com ng back to see him

DI Bell was a little guy with freckles and red hair. He kept his helmet visor at ninety degrees as
an eyeshade when he rode with his head and shoul ders out of the commander's hatch of his tank, but
his nose was usually peeling with sunburn anyways.

He'd had a bit of an attitude, DJ did; little-guy stuff. Wanted to prove he was as tough as
anybody alive, which he was; and that he could drink anybody under the table-which he couldn't, he
just didn't have the body weight, but he kept trying.

That stuff only mattered during stand-downs, and not even then once you got to know DJ. Birdie'd
known DJ for five years. Been his friend, trusted himso conpletely that he never had to think
about it when things dropped in the pot. DJ'd covered Birdie's ass a hundred tinmes. They were the
kind of friends you only had when you were at the sharp end, when your life was on the line every
m nute, every day.

It'd been a routine sweep, G Conpany's conbat cars had pushed down a ridgeline while the tanks of
M Conpany's 3rd Platoon held a bl ocking position to see what the cars flushed. One tank was
deadl i ned with problens in its main-gun |oading nechanism and Lieutenant Henm ngs had cone down
with the rolling crud, so Birdie Sparrow was in charge of the platoon's three renmaining tanks.
Bei ng short a tank didn't matter; G Conpany bl ew a couple of deserted bunkers, but they couldn't
find any sign of Consies fresher than a nonth old. The conbat cars | aagered for the night on the
ridge, while the tanks headed back for Firebase Red.

They were in line abreast. Birdie' d placed his own Deathdealer on the right flank, while DJ's

W dowraker how ed along forty meters away in the center of the short line. They were riding over
fields that'd been abandoned years before when the National Government cleared the area of
civilians in an adnission that they could no | onger defend it from Conservative guerrillas

sli ppi ng across the encl ave borders.

Al three tank commanders were head-and-shoul ders out of their cupolas, enjoying the late
afternoon sun. DJ turned and waved at Birdie, calling sonething that wasn't neant to be heard over
t he sound of the fans.

The notion sensor pinged a warning in Birdie's helnet, but it was too late by then

Later-there was plenty of tine later to figure out what had happened-they decided that the stand-
of f m ne had been set alnpbst three years before. It'd been intended to hit the lightly-arnored
vehi cl es the Yokels had been using in the region back then, so its high-sensitivity fuze detonated
the charge 200 neters fromthe oncom ng tanks.

Birdie's tanks didn't have-none of the Hammer's tanks had-its detection apparatus set to sweep
that far ahead, because at that range the nmine's self-forging projectile couldn't penetrate the
arnmor even of a conbat car. What the notion sensor had caught was the warhead shifting slightly to
center on its target.
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The mine was at the apex of an al nmobst perfect isosceles triangle, with the tw tanks fornming the
other corners. It rotated toward W dowraker instead of Deathdeal er

Bot h tank conmanders' nminds were reacting to the dirty, yellowwhite blast they saw in the corner
of their eyes, but there hadn't been tinme for nmuscles to shift enough to wi pe away DJ's grin when
the projectile clanged agai nst Wdowraker's sloping turret and gl anced upward. It was a bolt of

al nost-nol ten copper, forged froma plate into a spearpoint by the explosive that drove it toward
its target.

DJ wore ceramic body armor. It shattered as the projectile coursed through the trooper's chest and
head.

As Birdie Sparrow hosed the countryside with both his tribarrel and main gun, trying to blast an
eneny who'd been gone for years, all he could think was, Thank the Lord it was himand not ne.
"Look, y' know it's gonna happen, Birdie," said DJ's ghost earnestly. "It don't nmean nothin'."

H s voice was normal, but his chest was a gaping cavity and his face had started to splash-the way
Birdie' d seen it happen three nonths before; only slowy, very slowy.

DJ had a netal filling in one of his nolars. It glittered as it spun out through his cheek

"DJ, you gotta stop doin' this," Birdie whinpered. H's body was shivering and he wanted to wake
up.

"Yeah, well, you better get novin', snake," DJ said with a shrug of his shoul ders al nost separated
fromwhat was |left of his chest. The figure was fading fromBirdie's consciousness. "It's starting
agai n, y'know. "

shoop

Birdie was out of his shelter and clinbing the recessed steps to Deathdealer's turret before he
knew for sure he was awake. He was wearing his boots-he hadn't taken themoff for nore than a few
mnutes at a time in three nonths-and his trousers.

Most troopers kept their body arnmor near their bunks. Birdie didn't bother with that stuff
anynore.

Despite the ringing alarmbell, there were people still standing around in the middle of the
conpany area; but that was their problem not Birdie Sparrow s.

He was diving feet-first through the hatch when the first nortar shell went off, hurling a figure
away fromits blast.

The body | ooked like DJ Bell wavi ng goodbye.

When the third nortar shell went off, June Ranson rolled into a crouch and sprinted toward her
conbat car. The Consies used 100nm automatic nortars that fired froma three-round clip. It was a
bl oody good weapon-a lot like the nortar in Hanmer's infantry platoons, and nuch nore effective
than the |ocally-made tube the National Army used.

The automatic nortar fired three shots fast, but the weight of a fresh clip stretched the gap

bet ween rounds three and four out |onger than it would have been from a manual | y-| oaded weapon.

O course, if the Consies had a pair of nortars targeted on Ranson's detachnent area, she was
right outta | uck.

@uns were firing throughout the encampnent now, and the Yokels had finally switched on their
war ni ng kl axon. A machi negun sent a stream of bright-orange Consie tracers snappi ng through the
air several neters above Ranson's head. One tracer hit a pebble in the earthen berm and ricocheted
upward at a crazy angl e.

A strip charge wheezed in the night, a nasty, intermttent sound like a cat throwing up. A drive
rocket was uncoiling the charge through the wire and minefields on which the Yokel s depended for
protection.

The charge went off, hanmering the ground and blasting a corridor through the defenses. It ignited
the western sky with a nonentary red flash |ike the sunset's afterthought.

Ranson caught the rear hand-hold of her conbat car, Warnonger-Tootsie One-three-and swng hersel f
into the fighting conpartnment. The fans were live, and both wing guns were firing.

Besi de the vehicle were the scattered begi nnings of an evening neal: a catal ytic cooker, open
rati on packets, and three bottles of |local beer spilled to stain the dust. Warnonger's crew had
been together for better than two years. They did everything as a team so Ranson could be nearly
certain her command vehicle would be up to speed in an emergency.

She was odd man out: apart from necessary business, the crewnen hadn't addressed a dozen words to
her in the nmonth and a half since she took over the detachnent.

Ranson didn't nuch care. She'd seen too many people die herself to want to get to know any others
cl osel y.

Hot plastic enpties ejecting fromStolley's left-wing gun spattered over her. One of the half-

mol ten disks clung to the hair on the back of her wist for |ong enough to burn.
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Ranson grabbed her hel net, slapped the visor down over her face, and thunbed it fromoptical to
thermal so that she could see details again. That di ckheaded Yokel reporter had picked a great
time to blind her with his canmera |ight.

A nortar shell burst; then everything paused at the overwhel ning crash of a tank's main gun. At

| east one of the panzers sent to Canp Progress for mai ntenance was up and running.

Fi gures, fuzzy and a bilious yellowgreen, |eaped fromconceal nent | ess than a hundred neters from
the berm Two of themintersected the vivid thermal track of Stolley's tribarrel. The third

fl opped down and di sappeared as suddenly as he'd risen

A cubical multi-function display, only thirty centinmeters on a side and still an awkward addition
to the clutter filling the blower's fighting conpartnent, was nounted on the front bul khead next
to Ranson's tribarrel. She switched it on and picked up her back-and-breast arnor.

"Janacek!" She ordered her right gunner over the pulsing thunp-hiss of the tribarrels to either
side of her. "Help ne on!"

The stocky, spike-haired crewran turned fromthe spade grips of his gun and took the wei ght of
Ranson's ceramic arnmor. She shrugged into the clanmshell and latched it down her right side.

Al'l six blowers in the guard detachnent were beads of light in the nulti-function display. Their
fusion bottles were pressurized, though that didn't nean they had full crews.

"Now your own!" she said, handing the conpartnent's other suit to Janacek

"Screw it!" the gunner snarled as he turned to his tribarrel

"Now, trooper!" Ranson shouted in his ear

Janacek swore and took the arnor.

Two bul l ets clanged agai nst the underside of the splinter shield, a steel plate a neter above the
coam ng of the fighting conpartnent. One of the Consie rounds how ed of f across the encanpnent
while the other disintegrated in red sparks that prickled all three of the Sl anmers.

Stolley triggered a long burst, then a single round. "My trick, sucker!" he shouted.

The air was queasy with the bolts' ionized tracks and the sullen, petrochem cal stink of the enpty
cases.

The bl owers of the guard detachment were spaced nore or |ess evenly around the 500-neter arc of
the Slammrers' area, because they were the only vehicles Ranson coul d depend on bei ng conbat ready.
Two tanks were in Canp Progress for nmaintenance, and a third one-brand new had been delivered here
for shake-down before being sent on to a |Iine conpany.

Al'l three of the panzers might be able to provide at least fire support. If they could, it'd make
a lot of difference.

Maybe the difference between |ife and death.

Ranson poked the control to give her all units with live fusion powerplants in a half-kiloneter
area. She prayed she'd see three nore lights in her display-

Sonebody who at |east said he was Col onel Banyussuf, the canp commander, was bleating for help on
t he general channel. " are overrunni ng headquarters! They're downstairs now "

Li kel y enough, fromthe crossfire inside the bermat the other end of the canp. And Banyussuf's
own bl oody problemuntil Ranson had her |ot sorted out.

There were ten blips: she'd forgotten the sel f-propelled howitzer in because of a traversing
probl em Somebody'd brought it up, too.

Ranson switched on her own tribarrel. A blurred figure rose fromwhere the two Consies Stolley'd
killed were cooling in her visor's image. She ripped the new target with a streamof bolts that
flung his armand head in the air as his torso crunpled to the ground.

They were Hamrer's Sl amrers. They'd been brought to Prosperity to kick ass, and that's just what
they were going to do.

Chapter Two

Hans WAger, his unlatched clanmshell flapping against his torso, lifted hinself onto the back deck
of his tank and reached for the turret handhol d.

He hated nortars, but the shriek of incoming didn't scare himas nmuch as it should ve. He was too
worried about the bl eeding cursed, huge whale of a tank he was suddenly in charge of in a
firefight.

And Wager was pissed: at Personnel for transferring himfromconbat cars to tanks when they
pronoted himto sergeant; at hinself, for accepting the pronotion if the transfer cane with it;
and at his driver, a stupid newbie naned Hol man who'd only driven trucks during her previous six
months in the regiment.

The tank was brand new. It didn't have a name. WAger'd been warned not to bot her nami ng the
vehi cl e, because as soon as they got the tank to D Conpany it'd be turned over to a senior crew
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whil e he and Hol man were given sonme piece of knackered junk.

Wager grabbed the hatch-just in tine, because the tank bucked as that dickhead Holman lifted her
on her fans instead of just building pressure in the plenum chanber. "Set-" WAger shouted. The

| ower edge of his body arnor caught on the hatch coanming and jolted the rest of the order out as a
wheeze.

Curse this bloody machine that didn't have any bl oody roomfor all its size!

The berm around the Yokel portion of Canp Progress was four neters high-good protection agai nst

i ncom ng, but you couldn't shoot over it. They'd put up guard towers every hundred meters inside
the bermto cover their barbed wire and m nefi el ds.

As Wager slid at last into his turret, he saw the nearest tower disintegrate in an orange flash
that silhouetted the bodies of at |east three Yokel soldiers.

Hol mran had switched on the turret displays as soon as she boarded the tank, so Wager had access to
all the data he coul d possibly want. Panoranic views in the optical, enhanced optical, passive
thermal, active infra-red, laser, nmllinetric radar, or sonic spectra. Magnified views in all the
above spectra.

Three separate hol ographic screens, two of which could be split or quadded. Patching circuits that
woul d display sinmlar data fed fromany other Sl ammer vehicle w thin about ten kays.

Full readouts through any of the displays on the status of the tank's ammunition, its fans, its
power pl ant, and all aspects of its circuitry.

Hans Wager didn't understand any of that cop. He'd only been assigned to this nother for eighteen
hours.

Hi s conmp hel met pinged. "This is Tootsie six," said the crisp voice of Captain Ranson fromthe
guard detachnent. "Report status. Over."

Ranson didn't have a callsign for Wager's tank, so she was highlighting his blip on her multi-
function display before sending.

Wager didn't have a callsign either.

"Roger, Tootsie six," he said. "Charlie Three-zero-" the C Conpany conbat car he'd crewed for the
past year as driver and wing gunner "-up and running. Over."

Hol man' d got her altitude nore or |ess under control, but the tank now hunched and sidled like a
dog unused to a | eash. Maybe Wager ought to trade places with Hol man. He figured from his conbat
car experience that he could drive this beast, so at |east one of the seats'd be filled by
sonmebody who knew his job.

Wager reached for the seat |ever and raised himself out of the cold electronic belly of the
turret. He mght not have |learned to be a tank commander yet, but

The night was bright and wel coming. Mizzle flashes erupted fromthe slimtrees fringing the stream
400 nmeters to Wager's front. Short bursts without tracers. He set his visor for persistent display-
prob'ly a way to do that with the main screens, too, but who the cop cared?-to hold the aimng
point in his vision while he aligned the sights of the cupola tribarrel with them

The first flash of another burst nmerged with the crackling inpact of Wager's powergun. There
wasn't a second shot fromthat Consie.

Wager wal ked his fire dowmn the course of the stream shattering slender tree trunks and igniting
what had been | ush grass an instant before the ravening cyan bolts rel eased their energy. The tank
still wasn't steady, but \Wager'd shot on the nove before. He knew his job.

A missile exploded, fuel and warhead together, gouging a chunk out of the creekbank where the
tribarrel had found it before its crew could align it to fire.

Hans Wager's job was to kill people.

The hel meted Sl ammers' trooper-with twenty kilos of body arnmor plus a | aden equi pnent belt gripped
in his left armcaught the handle near the top of the car's shield, put his right foot in the step
cut into the flare of the plenum chanber skirt, and swung hinself into the vehicle.

Suilin's skin was still prickling fromthe hideous, sky-devouring flash/crash! that had stunned
hima nonent before. He'd thought a bonb had gone off, but it was a tank shooting because it
happened again. He'd pissed his pants, and that bothered himnore than the way Fritzi was spl ashed
across the front of his uniform

Suilin grabbed the handle the way the soldier had. The netal's buzzing vibration startled him but
it was the fans, of course, not a short circuit to electrocute him He put his foot on the step
and junped as he'd seen the soldier do. He had to get over the side of the arnor which would
protect himonce he was there.

Hi s chest banged the hard iridium knocking the breath out of him H's I eft hand scrabbled for
purchase, but he didn't have enough strength to-

The trooper Suilin had followed to the conmbat car | eaned over and grabbed the reporter's shoul der.

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%...er's%20Slammers%20-%20The%20Tank%20Lords.txt (16 of 147) [5/20/03 10:15:28 PM]



file://IF|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%20-%20Hammer's%20Sl ammers%620-%20The%20T ank%20L ords.txt

He jerked Suilin aboard with an ease that proved it was as nuch a knack as pure strength-

But the fellow was strong, and Dick Suilin was out of shape for this work. He didn't bel ong here,
and now he was going to die in this fire-struck night.

"Take the left gun!" shouted the trooper as he slapped the arnor closed over his chest. He | owered
his helnet visor and added in a nuffled voice, "I got the right!"

A trio of sharp, white blasts raked the National Army area. Sonmething overflew the canp from south
to north with an accelerating roar that dwarfed even the blasts of the tank gun. It was visible
only as the dull glow of a heated surface.

Suilin picked hinmself up fromthe ice chest and stacked boxes which hal ved the space avail abl e
within the fighting conpartnent. One nan was al ready bent over the bow gun, ripping the night in
short bursts. Suilin's guide seized the grips of the right-hand weapon and doubled the car's

wei ght of fire.

Two of the guard towers were burning. Exploding flares and amunition sent sparkles of color
through the snoky orange flanes. The fighting platforns were arnored, but the towers were
constructed of wood. Suilin had known that-but he hadn't considered until now what the
construction technique would nean in a battle.

There wasn't supposed to be a battle, here in the South.

Suilin bent close to the third tribarrel, hoping he could nmake sonme sense of it. He'd had mlitia
training like every other male in the country over the age of sixteen, but Prosperity's Nationa
Arnmy wasn't equi pped with powerguns.

He took the double grips in his hands, that nuch was obvi ous. The weapon rotated easily, though
the surprising mass of the barrels gave Suilin's tentative swings nore inertia than he'd intended.
When his thunbs pressed the trigger button between the grips, nothing happened. The tribarrel had
a switch or safety sonewhere, and in the dark Suilin wasn't going to be able to overcone his

i gnor ance.

The gun in a tank's cupola snapped a stream of cyan fire south at a flat angle. There was a huge
flash and a separate flaring red streak in the sky above the National Arny positions. Two ot her

m ssil es detonated on the ground as three of the earlier salvo had done.

The nmercenaries clained they could shoot shells and missiles out of the air. Suilin hadn't
bel i eved that was nore than advertising puffery, but he'd just seen it happen. The Sl amers'
vehicles couldn't protect the National Arny positions, but missiles ainmed high enough to threaten
the nmercenaries' own end of Canp Progress were being gutted by conputer-ainmed powerguns.

The back of Suilin's mind shivered to realize that just now he really didn't care what happened to
his fellow citizens, so long as those Consie mssiles couldn't |and on him

The tribarrel was usel ess-the reporter knew he was useless with it-but a short-barrel ed grenade

| auncher and bandolier lay across the ice chest beside him He snatched it up and found the sinple
mechani cal safety with his left thunb.

Suilin had never been any good with a rifle, but his shotgun had brought down its share of birds
at the estates of family friends. In mlitia training he'd taken to grenade | aunchers like a child
to mlk.

A bul l et passed close enough to crack in Suilin's left ear. He didn't have any idea where the
round cane from but both the other men in the fighting conpartment swung their tribarrels and
began hosing a swale only a hundred nmeters fromthe berm So. . . .

Suilin lifted his grenade |auncher and fired. He didn't bother with the sights, just judged the
angl e of the barrel. The chook! of the shot was a little sharper than he'd expected; the Slamers
used lighter projectiles with a higher velocity than the weapons he'd trained on

They used a nore potent bursting charge, too. The grenade's yellow flash, fifty nmeters beyond
Suilin's point of aim |ooked Iike an artillery piece firing.

He I owered the nuzzle slightly and squeezed off. This time the projectile burst just where he
wanted it, in the swale whose lips were lighted by the tribarrel's crackling bolts.

Suilin didn't see the figure |leap fromconceal nent until the powerguns cl awed the Consie
dazzlingly apart.

"That's right!" his guide screamed fromthe right-hand gun. "Flush the bastards for us!"

The grenade | auncher's recoil woke a familiar warmth fromthe reporter's shoulder. He swing his
weapon slightly and wal ked three shots down the hidden length of the swale. The |ast was away
before the first was cratering the darkened turf.

An empty clip ejected fromthe weapon after the fifth round. Both tribarrels fired. There was a

di sembowel ed scream as Dick Suilin reached for the bandolier, groping for nore amunition

The turret hatch clanged above Birdi e Sparrow, he wasn't shivering any nore. Al bers, his driver,
hadn't boarded yet, so Birdie brought Deat hdeal er up hinself by touching the nain switch. The
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di splays lighted softly on auxiliary power while the fusion bottle built pressure.

Deat hdeal er' s hul |l deadened nobst sounds, but nmortar fragments rang on her skirts like sleet on a
wi ndow. "Booster, Screen Three," Birdie said, ordering the tank's artificial intelligence to bring
up Screen Three, which he habitually used for non-optical sensor inputs.

The tracks of nortar shells were gl owi ng hol ographic arcs, red for the first salvo and orange for
the second. Birdie conputed a vector and overlaid it on his main screen at the same tinme he fed
the data to fire control. The turret began to rotate on its frictionless magnetic bearings; the
breech of the main gun raised a few centineters as the nuzzle dipped onto its aimning point.

Deat hdeal er grunted as her fans took a first bite of air. Al bers had boarded, so they were fully
conbat ready.

Li ght enhancenent on the nain screen showed the shell tracks arcing froma copse 1800 neters from
the bermat a deflection of forty-three degrees east of true north. The orange pi pper on Screen
Two, the gunnery display, was centered on that point.

The Consies nmight be in a gully hidden by the trees, and there was a limt to the anount of dirt
and rock even a 20cm powergun coul d excavate, but-

Birdie rocked his foot switch, sending two rounds fromhis nmain gun crashi ng downrange.

Deat hdeal er shook. The anmount of copper plasnma bei ng expelled was only a few grans, but when even
that slight nass was accelerated to |light speed, its recoil force shifted the tank's 170 tonnes.
Spent casings ejected onto the turret floor, overwhelning the air conditioning with the stench of
hot matri x.

The copse exploded in a ball of fire and live steam A tree leaped thirty nmeters skyward, driven
by the gout of energy that had shattered the bole at root |evel.

Bi rdi e chuckl ed and coughed in the atnosphere of reeking plastic. The nortar crew m ght not've
bought it this tinme, but they bloody sure weren't going to call attention to thenselves for a
while. DJ'd have appreciated that.

The main screen highlighted novement in blue: two figures hunched with the weight of the burden
they carried between themtoward the berm

Birdie's left thunmb rocked the gun control frommain to coax while his right hand expertly teased
the joystick to bring the pipper onto his targets. They went to ground just as his foot was
tensing on the gunswitch, disappearing into a mnute dip that neant the difference between life
and deat h.

Birdie started to switch back to the main gun and do the job by brute force, but-

Y know it's gonna happen, DJ had said in his dream Birdie waited, ten seconds, twenty.

The Consi es popped up fromcover, their figures slightly blurred by phosphor delays in the
enhanced hologram Birdie's foot pressed down the rest of the way. A drive notor whirred as the
cupola tribarrel thunped out its five-round burst. Cyan inpacts flung the targets to left and
right as parts of their bodies vaporized expl osively.

Death had waited; thirty seconds for that pair, years for other men. But Death didn't forget.
Birdie was safe. He was inside the heaviest piece of |and-based arnor in the human universe.
Three artillery rockets hit in the near distance. A fourth runbl ed overhead, shaki ng Deat hdeal er
and Birdie' s vision of safety. Those were definitely big enough to hurt anything in their inpact
zone.

Even a tank.

The refl exes of five years' conbat, including a year as platoon sergeant, took over. Birdie kept
one eye on the panoranic main screen while his hands punched data out of his third display.

The other tanks in the encanprment were powered up. The tribarrel couldn't override it wthout
codes he didn't have. The third tank, an H Conpany repair job named Herman's Wore, didn't respond
when he pinged it, and a renote hook-up indicated nobody was in the turret.

From his own comrand console, Birdie rotated the Wore's tribarrel to the south and slaved it to
air defense. Until somebody overrode his comrand, the gun woul d engage any airborne targets her
sensors of fered her.

That left Birdie to get back to i medi ate busi ness. An alarm pinged to warn himthat a | aser
rangefi nder painted Deathdeal er's arnor. The gunnery conputer was already rotating the turret,
while a pulsing red highlight arrowed the source: an anti-tank missile |launcher twelve hundred
meters away, protected only by night and di stance.

Whi ch neant unprotect ed.

Deat hdeal er' s cl ose-in defense system would detonate the mssile at a distance with a sleet of
barrel -shaped steel pellets, but the Consies needed to |learn that you didn't target Col one
Hanmmer' s tanks.

Bi rdi e Sparrow thunbed the gunswitch, preparing to teach the Consies a main-gun | esson
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Henk Ortnahne, panting as he nmounted the turret of Herman's Wore, didn't notice the cupola
tribarrel was slewed until the bloody thing ripped out a bloody burst that al nost blew his bl oody
head off.

The plasma di scharge prickled his scalp and made the narrow fringe that was all the hair he had
stand out like a ruff.

O tnahnme ducked blindly, banging his chin on the turret. He couldn't see a bloody thing except

wi nki ng afterimages of the bolts, and he was too stunned to be angry.

The southern sky flashed and bl ed as one warhead detonated vainly and another mssile's fue

pai nted the night instead of driving its payload down into the Slamers' positions. Sure,
sonebody' d sl aved the cupola gun to air defense, and that was fine with Otnahne.

Seei ng as he'd managed to survive | earning about it.

He mounted the cupola quickly and | owered hinself into the turret, hoping the cursed gun woul dn't
cut | oose again just now The hatch was a tight fit, but it didn't have sharp edges |ike the
access port.

The port had torn Ortnahne's coveralls so he | ooked |ike he'd been westling a tiger. Then the

bl oody coverpl ate-warped by the mne that deadlined the tank to begin with-hadn't wanted to bolt
back in place.

But Ortnahnme was in the turret now, and Herman's Wiore was ready to slide.

The radi o was squawki ng on the command channel. Otnahne'd | eft the hatch open, and between the
racket of gunfire and incom ng-nost of that well to the south by nowthe warrant |eader couldn't
hear what was being said. If he'd known he was in for a deal like this, he'd ve brought the comp
hel met stashed in his quarters agai nst the chance that soneday he'd get back out in the field.

For now he rolled the volune control up to full and blasted hinself with, "-DO YOU HAVE A CREW O
Ot nahme dunped sone of the vol une.

"-ver.
"Roger, Tootsie Six," the warrant |eader reported. "Herman's Wiore i s conbat ready. Over."

He sat down, the first chance he'd had to do that since sun-up, and |leaped to his feet again as
the multitool he'd stowed in his cargo pocket clanged against the frame of the seat. Bl ood and
martyrs!

Ortnahme was itching for a chance to shoot sonething, but he'd spent too long with the fan and the
coverplate. There weren't any targets left on his displays, and he suspected that npbst of the
bolts still hissing across the bermwere fired by kids who didn't have the sense God gave a goose.
The Consies had hit in a rush, figuring to sweep over the encanpnent by sheer speed and nunbers.
You couldn't do that against the firepower the Slamers put out.

The rest of Canp Progress, though .

"Tootsie Six to all Red and Bl ue personnel," Junebug Ranson continued. "The Yokels report that
bandits have penetrated their positions. Red units will formline abreast and sweep south through
the encanpnents. Mobile Blue units-"

The three tanks. Ortnahne's tank, by the Lord's bl ood!

"-will cross the berm formon the TOC, and sweep countercl ockwi se fromthat point to interdict
bandit reinforcenents. Deathdeal er has command. "

Sergeant Sparrow. Tall, dark, and as junpy as a pithed frog. Usually Otnahnme got crewren to help
hi m when he pull ed maj or mai ntenance on their vehicles, but he'd given Sparrow a w de berth. That
boy was four-plus crazy.

"Remai ning Blue el enents,"” Ranson concluded, "hold what you got, boys. W got to take care of this
now, but we'll be back. Tootsie Six over."

Remai ni ng Bl ue el ements. The nmi ntenance and | ogi stics people, the medic and the |ight-duty
personnel . The peopl e who were crouched now in bunkers with their sidearns and their prayers,
hopi ng that when the arnored vehicles shifted front, the Consies wouldn't be able to nount another
attack on the Sl anmer positions.

" Deat hdeal er, roger."

"Charlie Three-zero, roger."

"Herman's Whore, roger," Otnahne reported. He didn't nuch |ike being under the command of Birdie
Sparrow, a flake who was technically his junior; but Sparrow was a fl ake because of years of |ine
service, and it wasn't a point that the warrant | eader would even think of mentioning after it al
settl ed down again.

Assum ng

He switched to intercom "You heard the lady, Sinkins," he said. "Lift us over the bloody berm"
And as the fan note built fromidle into a full-throated roar, Otnahme went back to | ooking for
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The conbat car drove a plunme of dust fromthe bermas it started to back and swi ng. The nman who'd
been firing the forward tribarrel turned so that Dick Suilin could see the crucifix gilded onto
the plastron of his body arnor. He flipped up his visor and said, "Wo the cop're you?"

"I'm ah-" the reporter said.

His ears rang. Afterimages |like nagnified algae rods filled his eyes as his retinas tried to
redress the chem cal inbal ances burned into them by the glaring powerguns.

He waggl ed t he snoking nuzzl e of the grenade | auncher

That must have been the right response. The man with the crucifix | ooked at the trooper who'd
guided Suilin to the vehicle and said, "Were the cop's Speed, O ski?"

The wi ng gunner grimaced and said, "Well, Cooter, ah-his buddy in Logistics got in, you know, this
nor ni ng. "

"Bl oody buggered fool!" Cooter shouted. He'd | ooked a big man even when he hunched over his
tribarrel; straightening in rage made hima giant. "Toni ght he's stoned?”

"Cut himsone slack, Cooter," OQski said, |ooking aside rather than neeting the bigger soldier's
eyes. "This ain't the Strip, you know "

Suilin rubbed his forehead. The Strip. The no-nman's-land surroundi ng the Terran Gover nment

encl aves in the north.

"Tonight it's the bleeding Strip!" Cooter snapped.

Cooter's hel met spoke sonething that was only a tinny rattle to Suilin. "Tootsie Three, roger,"
the big man said. O ski nodded.

A multiple explosion hanmered the center of the canp. Miunitions hurled thenselves in sparkling
tracks froma bubbl e of orange flane.

"Blood 'n martyrs," Cooter muttered as angry |light bathed his weary face.

He lifted a suit of hard arnmor fromthe floor of the fighting conpartnment. "Here," he said to
Suilin, "put this on. Wsh | could give you a hel net, but that dickhead Speed's got it with him™"
Their conmbat car was sidling across the packed earth, keeping its bow southward-toward the flanes
and the continued shooting. The car passed close to where Fritzi Dole lay. The photographer's
clothing swelled in the draft blasting frombeneath the pl enum chanber

Dust whi pped and eddi ed. The other conmbat cars were nmaneuvering also, formng a line. Here at the
narrow end of the encanpnent, the separations between vehicles were only about ten neters apiece
"The gun work?" Cooter denmanded, patting the breech of the tribarrel as Suilin put on the
unfamiliar arnmor. The clanshell seemed to weigh nmore than its actual twenty kilos; it was chafing
over his left collarbone even before he got it |atched.

"Huh?" the reporter grunted. "I think-1 mean, | don't-"

Maki ng a bad guess now meant someone might die rather than just a libel suit.

Meant Dick Suilin mght die.

"Ch, right," Cooter said easily. He poked with a big finger at where the gun's receiver was
ginbal l ed onto its pedestal. A green |ight glowed just above the trigger button. "No sweat,
turtle. I'Il just slave it to mine. You just keep bombin' 'emlike you been doing."

The hel met buzzed again. "Tootsie Three, roger," Cooter repeated. He tapped the side of his hel net
and ordered, "Mve out, Shorty, but keep it to a walk, right?"

Cooter and Qtski bent over their weapons. Wien the big trooper waggled his handgrips, the left
tribarrel rocked in parallel with his own.

"What are we doing?" Suilin asked, swaying as the conbat car noved forward. The big vehicle had

t he snooth, unpleasant notion of butter nelting as a grill heats.

The reporter pulled another |oaded clip fromthe bandolier to have it ready. He squinted toward

t he barracks ahead of them silhouetted in orange |ight.

"Huh?" said Cooter. His face was a blank behind his | owered visor as he | ooked over his shoul der
in surprise.

"We're gonna cl ear your Consie buddies outta Canp Progress," Oski said with a feral grinin his
voi ce.

"Yeah, right, you don't have a commp," Cooter said/apol ogi zed. "Look, anybody you see in a bl ack
uniform zap him Anybody shoots at us, zap him Fast."

"Anyt hi ng bl eedin' npoves,"” said Qtski, "you zap it. Any m stake you gotta make, make it in favor
of our ass, right?"

Suilin nodded tightly. There was a how and whunp! behind them For a nmonent he thought the noise
was a shell, but it was only one of the huge tanks lifting its mass over the berm

A conbat car on the right flank fired down one of the neat boul evards which served the Nationa
Arny's portion of the canp.
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"Hey, turtle?" the right wing gunner said. "You got a name?"

"Dick," Suilin said. He'd lifted the grenade | auncher to his shoul der tw ce already, then | owered
it because he felt like a fool to be ainming at no target. The noi se around hi mwas hi deous.

"Don't worry, Dick," Oski said. "W'll tell yer girl you was brave."

He chuckl ed, then lighted the wi de street ahead of themwith a burst fromhis tribarrel

"You nust send the 4th Arnored Brigade to relieve us!" Col onel Banyussuf was ordering his
superiors in Kohang. Since June Ranson's radio was picking up the call down in the short-range two-
met er push, there was about zip possibility that anybody 300 kiloneters away coul d hear the Yokel
commander' s pani cked voi ce.

Two nmen in full uniform poked their rifles gingerly southward, around the corner of a barracks.
Light reflected fromtheir polished | eather and brightly-nickeled Mlitary Police gorgets. The MPs
stared in open-nout hed amazenent as the conbat car slid past them

"About zip" was still a better chance than that District Command i n Kohang woul d do anyt hi ng about
Banyussuf's probl ens.

Troubl e here meant there was big trouble everywhere on Prosperity. District Command wasn't going
to send the arnored brigade based on the coast near Kohang haring off into the sticks to relieve
Banyussuf .

"Watch it," WIllens, their driver, warned.

Warnmonger slid into an intersection. A crowd of thirty or so wonen and children screanmed and ran a
step or two away fromthem then screanmed again and flattened as another car crossed at the next

i ntersection east. Dependents of senior non-cons, |ooking for a place to hide.

Ranson woul dn't have m nded having a Yokel arnored brigade for support, but it'd take too long to
reach here. Her teamcould do the job by thensel ves.

"Two o' cl ock!" she warned. Movenent on the second floor of a barracks, across the w de boul evard
that acted as a parade square every norning for the Yokels.

The left corner of her visor flashed the tiny red nuneral 2. Her helnet's mcroprocessor had
gathered all its sensor inputs and determ ned that the target was of Threat Level 2.

Col d neat under nobst circunstances, but in Canp Progress there were thousands of National Arny
personnel who | ooked the sane as the Consies to scanners. Wth her visor on thermal, Ranson
couldn't tell whether the figure wore black or a green-on-green nottled Yokel uni-

The figure raised its gun. 2 blinked to 1 in Ranson's visor, then vani shed-

Because a dead nan doesn't have any threat level at all. Ranson's burst converged with Janacek's;
t he upper front of the barracks flew apart as the powerguns ignited it.

Wllens slewed the car left. Sonebody |eaned out of a wi ndow of the same barracks and fired-nissed
even the conbat car except for one bullet ricocheting fromthe dirt street to whang on the skirts.
Ranson killed the shooter, letting Warnonger's forward notion wal k the flashing cyan cores of her
burst down the |ine of barracks w ndows. Janacek was raking the |ower story, and as they cane
abreast of the building, the One-five blower to Warnonger's right laid on a crossfire fromtwo of
its tribarrels.

A single bolt fromthe other car sizzled through gaps already blown in the structure and hit the
barracks on the other side of the street. The cyan track m ssed Ranson by little enough that the
ear phones in her helmet screaned piercingly with harnmonics fromthe energy rel ease.

She noticed it the way she'd notice a reflection in a shop wi ndow. Everything around her seened to
be reflected or hidden behind sheets of thick glass. Nothing touched her. Her skin felt warm the
way it did when she was on the verge of going to sleep

A tank's main gun flashed beyond the berm Ranson would' ve |iked the weight of the panzers with
her to push the Consies out, but their 20cm cannon were too destructive to use within a position
crammed with friendly troops and their dependents. If things got hot enough that the conbat cars
needed a bail -out -

She' d give the orders she had to give and worry about the consequences |ater. But for now

A group of arnmed nen ran froma cross street into the next intersection. Sone of themwere stil

| ooki ng back over their shoul ders when Warnonger's three tribarrels |ashed themw th converging
streanms of fire.

Figures whirled and disintegrated individually for a nmonent before a bl oomof white light-a

sat chel charge, a buzzbonmb's warhead; perhaps just a bandolier strung wi th grenades-envel oped the
group. The shockwave sl amed bodi es and body fragnents in every direction

Ranson was sure they'd been wearing black uniforns. Pretty sure.

"-must help ne!" whinpered the radio. "They have captured the |ower floor of ny headquarters!"

She hand- keyed the nicrophone and said, "Progress Conmand, this is Slamers' Conmand. Hel p's on
the way, but be bl oody sure your own people don't shoot at us. Qut."
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O else, her nmind added, but she didn't want that threat on record. Anyway, even the Yokels were
smart enough to know what happened when sonmebody shot at the Slamers. . . .

"Tootsie Six to Red elenents,” Ranson heard herself ordering. "Keep noving even if you' re taking
fire. Don't let "emget their balance or they'll chop us."

Her voice was echoing to her down corridors of glass.

Chapter Three

Callsign Charlie Three-zero hit hal fway up the berm s two-neter height. Hol man had the beast stil
accel erating at the point of inpact.

Even t hough Wager'd seen it coming and had tried to brace hinmself, the collision hurled his chest
agai nst the hatch coam ng. His clanmshell arnor saved his ribs, but the shock drove all the breath
from his body.

Air spilled fromthe tilted pl enum chanber. The tank sagged backward |like a horse spitted on a
wal | of pikes.

Hans Wager hoped that the smash hadn't knocked his driver's teeth out. He wanted to do that

hi nsel f, as soon as things got quiet again.

"Hol man," he wheezed as he keyed his intercomcircuit. He'd never wanted to command a tank

"Use lift, not your bloody speed. You can't-"

Dust expl oded around Charlie Three-zero as if a bonb had gone off. Hol man kept the bl ades' angle
of attack flat to build up fan speed before trying to raise the vehicle again. She wasn't
unski |l ed, exactly; she just wasn't used to nmoving sonmething with this rmuch inertia.

"-just ramthrough the bl oody berm "™ Wager concl uded; but as they backed, he got a good | ook at
the chunk they'd gouged fromthe protective dirt wall and had to wonder. They bl oody near had

pl oned their way through, at no cost worse than bending the front skirts.

Rugged nother, this tank was. M ght be sonething to be said for panzers after all, once you got to
know ' em

And got a bleedin' driver who knew 'em

Sonething in the middl e of the Yokel positions went off with walloping violence. Oher people's
probl ems weren't real high on Hans Wager's |ist right now, though

The acting platoon | eader, Sergeant Sparrow, had assigned Wager to the outside arc of the sweep
and taken the bermside hinself. Wager didn't |ike Sparrow worth spit. Wien Wager arrived at Canp
Progress, he'd tried to get sone pointers fromthe experienced tank sergeant, but Sparrow was an
unconmuni cati ve nman whose eyes focused wel|l beyond the horizon

The di spositions nade sense, though. The action was likely to be hottest right outside the canp.
Sparrow s refl exes made himthe best choice to handle it. Wager wasn't familiar with his new
hardware, but he was a conbat trooper who could be trusted to keep their exposed flank clear

The mddle slot of the sweep was a tank cobbled into action by the nai ntenance detachnent. The
lord only knew what they'd be good for

The Red team s six conbat cars had fornmed across the detachnent area and were starting toward the
bubbling inferno of the Yokel positions. As they did so, Sparrow s Deathdeal er eel ed over the berm
with only two puffs where the skirts dug in and kicked dirt high enough for it to go through the
fan intakes.

Even the bl ower from mai ntenance had nade the junp without a serious problem Wile Wager and his
truckdri ver -

Hol man had the fans howling on full power. A lurching clack vibrated through Charlie Three-zero's
fabric as the driver ranmed all eight pitch controls to maximumlift.

"Vial" Wager screaned over the intercom "Gve her a little for-"

Their hundred and seventy tonnes rose-bouncing on thrust instead of using the cushion effect of
air under pressure in the plenumchanber. The tank teetered |like a plate spinning on a

br oonmhandl e.

"-ward!"

The stern curtsied as Holman finally tilted two of her fan nacelles to direct their thrust to the
rear. Charlie Three-zero slid forward, then hopped up as the skirts gouged the top of the berm
like a cookie cutter in soft dough

The tank sailed off the front of the bermand dropped like the iridiumanvil she was as soon as
her skirts lost their tenporary ground effect. They hit squarely, ranmng the steel skirts ten
centinmeters into the ground and racki ng Wager front and back agai nst the coaning

Sonehow Hol man managed to keep a senbl ance of control. The tank's bow slewed right-and Charlie
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Three-zero roared off counterclockwi se, in pursuit of the other two nmenbers of their platoon
They continued to bounce every ten nmeters or so. Their skirts grounded, rose till there was nore
than a hand's breadth cl earance beneath the skirts-and spilled pressure in another hop

But they were back in the war.

The reason Warrant Leader Ortnahme fired into the rockpile 300 neters to their front was that the
overgrown nmound-a dunp for plowed-up stones before the governnent took over the area from Canp
Progress-was a likely hiding place for Consie troops.

The reason Ortnahne fired the main gun instead of the tribarrel was that he'd never had an excuse
to do that before in his twenty-three years as a soldier

H s screens danped automatically to keep from bei ng overl oaded, but the blue flash was reflected
onto Ortnahnme through the open hatch as Herman's Whore bucked with the recoil

The rockpile blew apart in gobbets of nolten quartz and bl azing vegetation. There was no sign of
Consi es.

Vial but it felt good!

Si nki ns was keeping them a hundred neters outside Sparrow s Deat hdeal er, the way the acting

pl at oon | eader had ordered. Sinkins had nmoved his share of tanks in the course of naintenance
wor k, but before now, he'd never had to drive one as fast as twenty kph. He was doing a good j ob,
but -

"Sinkins!" he ordered. "Don't jink around them bl oody bushes |ike they was the | andscapi ng at
headquarters. Just drive over 'em"

But the kid was doing fine. The Lord only knew where the third tank with its newbie crew had
gotten to

The air above the Yokels' high bermcrackled with hints of cyan, the way invisible |ightning
backl i ghted cl ouds during a summer storm The Red team was finding somebody to mix wth.

The tanks m ght as well be practicing night driving techniques. The Consies that'd hit this end of
the encampnent nust all be dead or runnin' as fast as they could to save their m serable-

VHANG

Herman's Whore slewed to the right and grounded, then began staggering crabwise with the left side
of her skirts scraping. They'd been hit, hard, but there wasn't any trace of the shot in the
screens whose sensors shoul d' ve reported the event even if they hadn't warned of it.

"Sir, I've lost plenum chanber pressure,” Sinkins said, a triunph of the obvious that even a

bl oody civilian with a bl oody rutabaga for a brain wouldn't've bothered to-

"Did the access door bl ow open agai n?" Sinkins continued.

Bl ood and Martyrs. O course.

"Lord, kid, I"'msorry," the warrant |eader blurted, apol ogizing for what he hadn't said-and for

the fact he hadn't been thinking. "Put 'er down and |I'Il take care of it."
The tank settled. Ortnahne raised his seat to the top of its run, then prepared to step out
through the hatch. Down in the hull, the sensor consol e pinged a warning.

O tnahne couldn't see the screens fromthis angle, and he didn't have a conmmo helnet to relay the
data to himin the cupol a.

He didn't need the electronic sensors. Hi s eyes and the sky-glow fromthe ongoi ng destruction of
Canp Progress showed hima Consie running toward Herman's Whore with an arnl oad of sonething that
wasn't roses

"Sinkins!" the warrant | eader screaned, hoping his voice would carry either to the driver or the
intercompick-up in the hull. "Go! Go! Go!"

The nuscl es beneath Ortnahme's fat bunched as he swung the tribarrel. The gun tracked as snoothly
as wet ice, but it was glacially slow as well.

Ortnahme' s thunbs cl anped on the trigger, lashing out a streamof bolts. The Consie fl opped down.
None of the bolts had cracked through the air closer than a neter above his head. The bastard was
too close for the cupola gun to hit him

Whi ch the Consie figured out just as quick as Otnahne did. The guerrilla picked hinself up and
shanmbl ed toward the tank again, holding out what was certainly a nagnetic nmine. It would detonate
a few seconds after he clanped it onto the Wore's steel skirts.

Ortnahme fired again. His bolts Iit the camouflaged Iid of the hole in which the Consie had hi dden-
twenty meters fromwhere the target was now.

There was a sinple answer to this sort of problem the close-in defense systembuilt into each of
Hamer's conbat vehicles, ready to blast steel shot into onconming mssiles or men who'd gotten too
close to be handled by the tribarrel

Troubl e was, Otnahme was a very conpetent and experienced nechanic. He'd dismantled the defense
system before he started the rebuild. If he hadn't, he'd ve risked killing hinself and fifty ot her

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%...er's%20Slammers%20-%20The%20Tank%20Lords.txt (23 of 147) [5/20/03 10:15:28 PM]



file://IF|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%20-%20Hammer's%20Sl ammers%620-%20The%20T ank%20L ords.txt

people if his pliers slipped and sent a current surge down the wwong circuit. He'd been going to
reconnect the systemin the norning, when the work was done.

The intake roar of the fans resuned three Consie steps before the tank began noving, but finally
Her man' s Whore staggered forward again. They were a great pair for a race-the tank crippled, and
the man bent over by the weight of the mine he carried. A novelty act for clows. . . .

Down in the hull the commp was babbling sonethi ng-orders, warnings; Sinkins wondering what the cop
his superior thought he was up to. Otnahnme didn't dare |eave the cupola to answer-or call for
hel p. As soon as they drew enough ahead of the Consie, he'd blast the bastard and then fix the
access plate so they could nove properly again.

The trouble with that plan was that Herman's Whore had started circling. The tank noved about as
fast as the nman on foot, but the Consie was cutting the chord of the arc and in a few seconds-
The warrant |eader lifted hinmself fromthe hatch and let hinmself slide down the snmooth curve of
the turret. He funbled in his cargo pocket. Going in this direction, his age and fat didn't

mat t er. .

The Consi e staggered forward, bent over his charge, in a triunph of will over exhaustion. He mnust
have been blowing |like a whale, but the sound wasn't audi bl e over the suction of the tank's eight
f ans.

O tnahrme | aunched hinself fromthe tank and crushed the guerrilla to the ground. Bones snapped,
caught between the warrant |eader's mass and the mine casing.

Ortnahme didn't take any chances. He hamered until the grip of the multitool thunped sliny dirt
i nstead of the Consie's head.

Herman's Whore was circling back. Ortnahne tried to stand, then sat heavily. He waved his |eft
arm

By the time Sinkins pulled up beside him the warrant |eader would be ready to get up and wel d
that cursed access cover in place.

Until then, he'd figured he'd just sit and catch his breath.

Terrain is one thing on a contour map, where a dip of three neters in a hundred is dead flat, and
anot her thing on the ground, where it's enough difference to hide an object the size of a tank
Which is just what it seemed to have done to callsign Tootsie Four, the maintenance section's
vehicle, so far as Hans Wager could tell fromhis own cupol a.

It wasn't Hol man's fault.

What with the late start, they'd had to drive like a bat outta Hell to get into position. It
woul d' ve taken the Lord and all his martyrs to save '"emif they'd stunbled into the Consies while
Wager was barely able to hang on, nuch | ess shoot.

But since they caught up, she'd been keeping Charlie Three-zero about 300 neters outboard of
Sparrow s blower, just like orders. Only thing was, there was supposed to be another tank between
t hem

Sparrow was covering a double arc, with his tribarrel swng left and his main gun offset to the
right. It was the main gun that fired, kicking a scoopload of fused earth skyward in fiery

sparkl es.

Wager didn't see what the platoon |eader'd shot at, but three figures junped to their feet near
the point of inpact. Wager tunmbled themto the ground again as bl azing corpses with a burst from
his tribarrel

They were doi ng okay. Wager was doi ng okay. His facial nuscles were locked in a tight rictus, and
he took his fingers nomentarily fromthe tribarrel's grips to massage the nunbness out of them
His driver was doing all right too, nowthat it was just a matter of noving ahead at noderate
speed. Deat hdeal er was traveling at about twenty kph, and Hol man had been hol ding Charlie Three-
zero to the sanme speed since they caught up with the rest of the platoon.

Because Sparrow s tank was on the inside of the pivot, it was slowy draw ng ahead of them Wager
felt the hull vibration change as Hol man fiddled with her power and tilt controls, but the tank's
inertia took nuch |onger to adjust.

The fan note built into a shriek

Wager scanned the night, w shing he had the eyes of two wing gunners to help the way he would on a
conmbat car. Having the main gun was all well and good, but he figured the firepower of another
pair of tribarrels-

Via! Wiat did Hol man think they were doi ng? Running a race?

-woul d nore than make up for a twenty centineter punch in this kind of war.

"Hol man!" he snarled into his intercom "Slow us bl oody-"

Charlie Three-zero's nmass had absorbed all the power inputs and was now rocketing through the
night at tw ce her previous speed. Way too fast in the dark for anything but paved roads. Rocks
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cl anged on the skirts as the tank crested a knoll -

And pl unged down the other side, alnost as steep as the bermthey'd crashed off mnutes before.
"-down!"

The ravine was full of Consies, junping aside or flattening as Charlie Three-zero hurtled toward
t hem under no nore control than a 170-tonne roundshot.

Wager's brui sed body knew exactly how the inpact would feel, but reflex kept that fromaffecting
anything he did. Charlie Three-zero hit, bounced. Wager's left hand flipped the protective cage
away fromthe control on the tribarrel's nmount-the sane place it was on a conbat car. He rammed
the mniature joystick straight in, firing the entire close-in defense systemin a single white
flash fromthe top of the skirts

Guerrillas flew apart in shreds.

The door of a bunker gaped open in the opposite side of the gully. Hol man had been trying to raise
Charlie Three-zero's bowto slowtheir forward nmotion. As the tank hopped forward, the bow did
lift enough for the skirts to scrape the rise instead of slanming into it the way they had when
trying to get out of Canmp Progress.

"Bring us-" \Wager ordered as he rotated his tribarrel to bear on the Consies behind them sone
squirmng in their death throes but others rising again to point weapons.

-around, he nmeant to say, but Hol man reversed her fans and sucked the tank squarely down where
she'd just hit. The unexpected i npact ranmed Wager's spine against his seat. Hi s tribarrel was

ai med upwar d.

"You di ckheaded fool!" he screanmed over the intercomas he | owered his weapon and the tank started
to lift in place.

A Consie threw a grenade. It bounced off the hull and exploded in the air. Wager felt the hot
flick of shrapnel beneath the cheekpiece of his helnmet, but the grenadier hinself flopped backward
with nmost of his chest gone.

The tribarrel splattered the air, then wal ked its |long burst across several of the guerrillas
still moving.

Hol man sl anmed the tank down again. They hit with a crunch, followed by a second shudder as the
ground col | apsed over the Consi e bunker

Hol man rocked her fans. Dust and quartz pebbles flew back, covering the corpses in the gully like
dirt spurned by a cat over its dung.

"Sergeant?" called the voice in Wager's intercom "Sergeant? Want to make anot her pass?”

Wager was trying to catch his breath. "Negative, Holman," he managed to say. "Just bring us |eve
wi t h Deat hdeal er again.

"Hol man, " he added a nonent later. "You did just fine."

Their position in line was second fromthe left, but Dick Suilin glinpsed the remai ning conbat car
on his side only at intersections-and that rarely.

Its powerguns lit the parallel street in a constant rem nder of its |ethal presence. A burst
quivering like a single blue flash showed Suilin a hump on what shoul d have been the straight

sl ope of a barracks roofline across the next intersection

The reporter fired; the enpty clip ejected with the choonk of his weapon.

Before Suilin's grenade had conpleted its lowvelocity arc toward its target, the figure fired
back with a stream of tracers that | ooked the size of bright orange baseballs. They sailed lazily
out of the flickering nuzzle flashes, then snapped past the reporter with dazzling speed.

The splinter shield above Suilin rang, and inmpacts sparkled on the iridiumside arnor. How coul d
the Consie have missed- the reporter thought.

A trenendous bl ow knocked hi m backwar d.

H s grenade detonated on the end wall of the building, a nmeter bel ow the machi negunner. Cooter
screaning curses or orders to their driver, squeezed his trigger button. Cyan fire ripped from
both the weapon he gripped and the | eft wing gun, slaved to follow the point gun's controls.
Suilin didn't hurt, but he couldn't feel anything between his neck and his waistband. He tried to
say, "I'mall right," to reassure hinself, but he found there was no air in his lungs and he
couldn't breathe. There were glowing dinples in the splinter shield where the machi negun had
hanmered it.

I''mdead, he thought. It should have bothered himnore than it did.

Hi s grenade had nissed the Consie. Tracers sprayed harnl essly skyward as the fellow junped back
whi |l e keeping a deathgrip on his trigger.

Cooter's powerguns lit and shattered rooftiles as they sawed toward, then through, their target.
The machi negun's amunition drumblew up with a yellow fl ash

Suilin's hands hurt like Hell. "Vial" he screaned. A flash of flam ng agony w apped his chest and
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rel eased it as suddenly, |eaving behind an ache many tinmes worse than what he remenbered fromthe
time he broke his arm

Both the nmercenaries, faceless in their visored helnets, were bending over him "Were you hit?"
Cooter demanded as Orski lifted the reporter's right forearmand said, "Vial But it's just
fragments, it's okay."

Cooter's big index finger prodded Suilin in the chest. "Yeah," he said. "No penetration." He
tugged at sonet hi ng.

Suilin felt a cold, prickling sensation over his left nipple. "Wat're you-" he said, but the

Sl amers had turned back to their guns.

The car must have paused while they checked him Now it surged forward faster than before.

They swept by the barracks. Cooter's |ong double burst had turned it into a torch.

Suilin lay on his back. He | ooked down at hinself. There was a charred circle as big as a soup
dish in the fabric cover of his clanshell. In the center of that was a thunb-sized crater in the
arnmor itself.

The pockmark in the ceramic plate had a netallic sheen, and there were highlights of glittering
metal in the bl ood covering the backs of both Suilin's hands. When the bullet hit the clanshel
arnor and broke up, fragnments splashed forward and cl awed the reporter's bare hands.

He rose, pushing hinself up with his arnms. For a nonent, his hands burned and there were icepicks
in his neck and | ower back

Cool ness spreadi ng outward from his chest washed over the pain. There were colored tabs on the
breast of the arnor. Suilin had thought they were decorations, but the one Cooter had pulled was
obviously releasing nmedication into Suilin's system

Thank the Lord for that.

He picked up the grenade |auncher and reloaded it. Shock, drugs, and the tiny bits of nmetal that
wi nked when he noved his fingers made himclunsy, but he did it.

Li ke worki ng agai nst a deadline. Your editor didn't care why you hadn't filed on tine; so you

wor ked when you were hung over, when you had flu

When your father died before you had had tinme to clear things up with him Wen your wife left you
because you didn't care about her, only your cursed stories.

Dick Suilin raised his eyes and his ready weapon just as both the conbat car and the imedi ate
uni verse opened up with a breathtaking inferno of fire.

They' d reached the Headquarters of Canp Progress.

It was a three-story building at the southern end of the encanpnent. Nothing separated the pagoda-
roof ed structure fromthe berm except the canp's peripheral road. The berm here, |ike the hundred-
meter square in front of the building, had been sodded and was nani cured daily.

There were bodies sprawled on the grass. Suilin didn't have time to | ook at them because lights
flared in several ground-floor wi ndows as Consies |aunched buzzbonbs and ducked back

The grenade launcher's dull report was lost in the blurred crackling of the three tribarrels, but
the reporter knew he'd gotten his round away as fast as the veterans had theirs.

Unlike the rest of Canp Progress, the Headquarters building was a nmasonry structure. At |least a
dozen powerguns were raking the two | ower floors. Though the stones spattered out pebbles and

nol ten glass at every inpact, the walls thensel ves held and continued to protect the Consies
within them

The grenade was a bl ack dot against the window lighted by bolts fromthe powerguns. It sailed

t hrough the opening, detonated with a dirty flash, and flung a guerrilla's corpse nmomentarily into
Vi ew.

The oncomi ng buzzbonmb filled Suilin's forward vision. He sawit with inpossible clarity, its

bul bous head swelling on a thread of snoke that trailed back to the grenade-smashed room

The cl ose-in defense systemwent off, spewing miniature steel barrels into the path of the free-
flight missile. They slashed through the warhead, destroying its integrity. Wen the buzzbonb hit
the side of the combat car between the left and center gun positions, the fuze fired but the
damaged booster charge did not.

The buzzbonb bounced fromthe arnmor with a bell sound, then skittered in tight circles around the
grass until its rocket notor burned out.

Cooter's driver eased the vehicle forward, onto the lawn, at barely wal ki ng speed. The square was
nornmally lighted after sunset, but all the poles had been shot away.

Dick Suilin had spent three days at or close to the Headquarters building while he gathered the
bul k of his story. Cean-cut, professional nenbers of the National Arny, doing their jobs with
qui et dedi cation-to contrast with ragged, brutal-Iooking mercenaries (many of whomwere female!),
who absorbed such a di sproportionate share of the defense budget.

"Hey turtle!" Oski called. "Watch that-"
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To either side of the grassed area were pairs of trailers, living quarters for Col onel Banyussuf
and his favored staff. The one on the left end was assigned to Sergeant-Mjor Lee, the senior non-
comat Canp Progress. Suilin was billeted with him The door was swinging in the Iight breeze, and
a dozen or so bulletholes dinpled the sidewall at waist height, but Suilin could at |east hope
he'd be able to recover his gear unharned when this was over

The car to their left fired a short burst at the trailer. The bolts blew the end apart, shattering
the pl ywood panels and igniting the light metal sheathing. The reporter swore at the unnecessary
destruction.

The air criss-crossed with machi negun bullets and the snoke trails of at |east a dozen buzzbonbs.
Al four of the silent trailers were nests of Consie gunners.

Sui lin ducked bel ow the car's arnored side.

Bullets hit the iridiumand rang | ouder than things that snmall could sound. The defense system a
different portion of the continuous strip, went off. The light reflected fromthe underside of the
splinter shield was white and orange and cyan, and there was no roomin the universe for nore

noi se.

The reporter nanaged to raise hinself, behind the nuzzle of his grenade | auncher, just intine to
see Sergeant-Major Lee's trailer erupt in a violent explosion that showered the square with
shrapnel and blew the trailer behind it off its slab foundation

There was a gl owi ng white spot on the arnor of the conbat car to Suilin's left. As he watched, the
driver's hatch popped open and a man scranbled out. Another crewran rolled over the opposite
sidewal | of the fighting compartnent.

The car bl ew up.

Because the first instants were silent, it seemed a drawn-out affair, though the process couldn't
have taken nore than seconds frombeginning to end. A streak of blue-green |ight shot upward,

spl ashed on the splinter shield and through the steel covering al nbst instantaneously.

The whol e fighting conmpartnent becanme a fireball that bulged the side arnor and lifted the
remmants of the shield |like a bat-w ng.

A doughnut of incandescent gas hung for a nonent over the w eckage, then inploded and vani shed.
Suilin screanmed and enptied the clip of his grenade |auncher into the other trailer on his side.

It was al ready burning; Cooter didn't bother to fire into its crunpled renmains as their car

accel erated toward the Headquarters buil di ng.

Two flags-one white, the other the red-and-gold of the National Governnent-fluttered fromthe top
floor of the building on short staffs. No one noved at those w ndows.

Now the | ower floors were silent also. OQski raked the second story while Cooter used the car's
slow drift to saw his twin guns across the | owest range of wi ndows. Cooter's rotating iridium
barrels were glowing white, but a ten-neter length of the walls collapsed under the point-blank

j ackhammer of his bolts.

Suilin rel oaded nechanically. He didn't have a target. At this short range, his grenades were nore
likely to injure hinself and the rest of the crew than they were to find some unlikely Consie
survivor within the Headquarters buil di ng.

He caught notion in the corner of his eye as he turned.

The noverent canme from a barracks they' d passed nonents before, on the north side of the square.
Tribarrels, Oski's and that of the next conmbat car in line, had gnawed the frame buil ding
thoroughly and set it alight.

A stubby black missile was sil houetted agai nst those fl anes.

Gear on the floor of the fighting conmpartnent trapped the reporter's feet as he tried to swing his
grenade | auncher. The close-in defense system slamred just above the skirts. The buzzbonb expl oded
inared flash, ten neters away fromthe conbat car

A jet of near-plasma directed fromthe shaped-charge warhead skewered the night.

The spurt of light was alnost lost to Suilin's retinas, dazzled al ready by the powerguns, but the
bl ast of heat was a shock as pal pable as that of the bullet that had hit himin the chest.

O ski fell down. Sonething flew past the reporter as he reel ed agai nst the arnor.

The barrel of the grenade | auncher was gone. Just gone, vaporized ten centineters fromthe breech
If the jet had struck a finger's breadth to the left, the grenade woul d have detonated and kil l ed
all three of them

The shockwave had snatched off Qiski's helnmet. The gunner's left armwas nissing fromthe el bow
down. That explained the stench of burned neat.

Suilin vomted onto his legs and feet.

"I'mall right," Oski said. He nust have been screaning for Suilin to be able to hear him "It
don't nean nothin'."

A line was charred across the veteran's clanshell arnmor. A finger's breadth to the |eft, and
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There were two tabs on the front of Qtski's back-and-breast arnor. Suilin pulled them both.

"I's it bleeding?" Cooter demanded. "ls it bl eedi ng?"
The bone stuck out a centineter beyond where the charred rmuscle had shrunk back toward the
gunner's shoulder. "He's-" Suilin said. "It's-"

"Right," shouted Cooter. He turned back to his tribarrel

"I'mall right," said Oski. He tried to push hinself erect. His stunp clattered on the top of an
amuni tion box. His face went white and pinched in.

Don't nmean nothin', OQski's lips forned. Then his pupils rolled up and he coll apsed.

The conbat car spun in its own length and circled the bl asted Headquarters building. There were
figures clinbing the bermbehind the structure. Cooter fired.

Dick Suilin | eaned over ski and took the grips of his tribarrel. Another car was follow ng them
a third had rounded the building fromthe other side.

When Suilin pressed the thunb button, droplets of fire as constant as a strobe-lit fountain
streamed fromhis rotating nuzzl es

Sod spouted in a line as the reporter wal ked toward the bl ack-clad figure trying desperately to
climb the steep berm ahead of them At the last nonment the guerrilla turned with his hands rai sed,
but Suilin couldn't have lifted his thunbs in time if he'd wanted to.

Ozone and gases fromthe enpty cases snothered the stink of Oski's arm

For a nonent, Consies bal anced on top of the berm A scything crossfire tunbled them as the tanks
and conmbat cars raked their targets from both sides.

When not hi ng nore noved, the vehicles shot at bodies in case sone of the guerrillas were shanmm ng.
Twi ce Suilin managed to expl ode the grenades or ammunition that his targets carried.

Cooter had to pry the reporter's fingers fromthe tribarrel when Tootsie Six called a ceasefire.

Chapt er Four

"I'"ve got authorization," said Dick Suilin, funbling in the breast pocket of his fatigues. The
"Extend all courtesies" card signed by his brother-in-law, Governor Sanuel Kung, was there, along
with his Press ID and his MIlitary Status Papers.

Suilin'"s mlitary status was Exenpt-111. That meant he woul d see action only in the event of a
call-up of all nale citizens between the ages of sixteen and sixty.
He was having trouble getting the papers out because his fingers were still nunb fromthe way

they' d been squeezing the tribarrel's grips.

For that matter, the National Governnent m ght've proclaimed a general call-up overnight-if there
was still a National Governmnent.

"Buddy, " snarled the senior non-comat the door of the comunications center, "I can't help you. |
don't care if you got authorization fromGod 'n his saints. | don't care if you are God 'n his
saints!"

"I"'mnot that," the reporter said in a soft, raspy voice. Ozone and snoke had flayed his throat.
"But | need to get through to Kohang-and it's your ass if | don't."

He flicked at his shirtfront. Some of what was stuck there cane off.

Suilin's wist and the back of his right hand were bl ack where vaporized copper fromthe buzzbonb
had recondensed. All the fine hairs were burned off, but the skin beneath hadn't blistered. Hs
torso was badly brui sed where the bullet-struck arnor had punched into him

The butt of the pistol he now carried in his belt prodded the bruise every tinme he noved.

"Wll, I'"'mnot God neither, buddy," the non-comsaid, his tone frustrated but suddenly |ess angry.
He waved toward his set-up and the two junior technicians struggling w th earphones and throat

m kes. "The land lines're down, the satellites're down, and there's jamming right across all the
bands. If you think you can get something through, you just go ahead and try. But if you want ny
ass, you gotta stand in line."

The National side of Canp Progress had three conmmp centers. The main one was-had been-in the
shi el ded basement of Headquarters. A few Consies were still holed up there after the rest of the
fighting had died down. A Slamrers' tank had nanaged to depress its mmin gun enough to finish the
j ob.

The training detachnment had a separate system geared toward the needs of honesick draftees. It
had survived, but Col onel Banyussuf-who'd al so survived-had taken over the barracks in which it
was housed as his temporary headquarters. Suilin hadn't bothered trying to get through the

pani cked crowd now surroundi ng the buil di ng.

The conmo room of the permanent mmintenance section at Canp Progress was installed in a three-
meter metal transport container. It was unofficial-the result of scrounging over the years. Suilin
hadn't ever tried to use it before; but in the current chaos, it was his only hope.
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"What do you nean, the satellites are down?" he denanded.

He was too logy with reaction to be sure that what he'd heard the non-com say was as absurd as he
thought it was. The m crowave |inks were out? Not all of them surely.

"Qut," the soldier repeated. "CGone. Blitzed. Qut."

"Bl ood and martyrs,"” Suilin said.

The Consie guerrillas couldn't have taken down all the comsats. The Terran encl aves had to have
becone directly involved. That was a stunning escal ation of the political situation-

And an escal ati on which was only conceivable as part of a planned deathblow to the Nationa
Government of Prosperity.

"I'"ve got to call Kohang," said Dick Suilin, aloud but wthout reference to the other nmen nearby.
Al'l he could think of was his sister, in the hands of Consies deternined to nake an exanple of the
governor's w fe. "Suzi "

"You can forget bloody Kohang," said one of the techs as he stripped off his headphones. He ran
his fingers through his hair. The steel roomwas hot, despite the cool nobrning and the air
conditioner throbbing on the roof. "It's been bl oody overrun."

Suilin gripped the pistol in his belt. "What do you nean?" he snarled as he pushed past the
soldier in the doorway.

"They said it was," the technician insisted. He | ooked as though he intended to get out of his
chair, but the reporter was already | oom ng over him

"Somebody said it was," argued the other tech. "Look, we're still getting signals from Kohang,
it's just the janm ng chews the bugger outta it.”

"There's fighting all the hell over the place,"” said the senior non-com putting a gently
restraining hand on Suilin's shoulder. " 'Cept maybe here. Look, buddy, nobody knows what the
hel | 's goi ng on anywhere just now. "

"Maybe the nmercs still got conmp,"” the first tech said. "Yeah, | bet they do."

"Right," said the reporter. "Good thought."

He wal ked out of the transport container. He was thinking of what m ght be happeni ng i n Kohang.
He gripped his pistol very hard.

The chip recorder sitting on the cupola played a background of guitar nusic while a woman wail ed
i n Tagal og, a | anguage whi ch Henk Ortnahme had never bothered to learn. The girls on Esperanza al
spoke Spani sh. And Dutch. And English. Enough of it.

The girls all spoke nbney, the sane as everywhere in the universe he'd been since.

The warrant |eader ran his multitool down the channel of the close-in defense system The wre
brush he'd fitted to the head whined in conplaint, but it never quite stalled out.

It never quite got the channel clean, either. Pits in the steel were no particular problem

Her man's Whore wasn't being readied for a parade, after all. But crud in the holes for the bolts
whi ch both anchored the strips and passed the detonation signals . . . that was sonething el se
agai n.

Somet hi ng bl ew up nearby with a holl ow sound, like a grenade going off in a trash can. Otnahme

| ooked around quickly, but there didn't seemto be an i medi ate problem Since dawn there'd been
occasi onal shooting fromthe Yokel end of the canp, but there was no sign of Iiving Consies around
her e.

Dead ones, sure. A dozen of 'emwere lined up outside the TOC, being checked for identification
and anyt hing el se of intelligence value. Wen that was done-done in a pretty cursory fashion, the
warrant | eader expected, since Hamer didn't have a proper intelligence officer here at Canp
Progress-the bodi es woul d be haul ed beyond the berm covered with diesel, and barbecued |ike the
bl oody pigs they were.

Last ni ght had been a bl oody near thing.

Ortnahme wasn't going to send out a tank whose cl ose-in defenses were doubtful. Not after he'd had
personal experience of what that meant in action

He bore down harder. The notor protested; bits of the brush tickled the faceshield of his hel net.
He'd decided to wear his como helmet this norning i nstead of his usual shop visor, because-

Via, why not adnmit it? Because he'd really w shed he'd had the hel met the night before. He
couldn't change the past, couldn't have all his gear handy back then when he needed it; but he
could sure as hell have it on himnow for a security bl anket.

There was a lcmpistol in Otnahne's hip pocket as well. He'd never seen the face of the Consie
who' d chased himwi th the bonb, but today the bastard | eered at Ortnahne from every shadow in the
canp.

The singer noaned sonething exceptionally dismal. Otnahne backed off his multitool, now that he
had a sufficient section of channel cleared. He reached for a meter-long strip charge.
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Si nki ns, who shoul d' ve been buffing the channels while the warrant |eader bolted in charges, had
di sappeared mnutes after they'd parked Herman's Wore back in her old slot against the berm The
kid' d done a bl oody good job during the firefight-but that didn't nmean he'd stopped being a bl oody
mai nt enance tech. Ortnahne was going to burn hima new asshol e as soon as-

"M. Otnahne?" Sinkins said. "Look what | got!"

The warrant |eader turned, already shouting. "Sinkins, where in the nane of all that's holy have-"
He paused. "Via, Sinkins," he said. "Were did you get that?"

Sinkins was carrying a tribarrel, still in its packing crate.

"Tommy Dill at Logistics, sir," the technician answered brightly. "Ah, M. Otnahne? It's off the
books, you know. We set a little charge on the warehouse roof, so Tomry can claima nortar shel
conbat -l ossed the gun."

Just like that was the only question Otnahme wanted to ask.

Though it was sure-hell one of 'em that was God's truth.

"Kid," the warrant |eader said calmy, nmore or less. "Wat in the bloody hell do you think you're
gonna do with that gun?"

From the way Sinkins straightened, "nore or |ess" wasn't as close to "calnly'
t hought .

"Sir!" the technician said. "lI'mgonna nmount it on the bow. So | got something to shoot, ah .

you know, the next time."

The kid glanced up at the blaring recorder. He was holding the tribarrel with no sign of how rmuch
the thing weighed. He wouldn't have been able to do that before Warrant Leader Ortnahne started
running his balls off to teach himhis job.

O tnahnme opened his mouth. He didn't know which part of the stupid idea to savage first.

Before he figured out what to say, Sinkins volunteered, "M ster Otnahnme? | figured we'd use a
section of engineer stake for a nount and weld it to the skirt. Ah, so we don't have to chance a
weld on the iridium you know?"

Li ke a bl oody puppy, standin' there waggling his tail-and how in bl oody hell had he got Sergeant
Dill to agree to take a tribarrel off nanifest?

"Kid," he said at last, "put that down and start buffing this channel for nme, all right?"

"Yes, Mster Otnahne."

The kl axon blurted, then cut off.

O tnahne and every other Slanmer in the conpound froze. Nothing further happened. The Yokels
must' ve been testing the systemnow that they'd noved it.

The bl oody cursed fools.

"Sir," the technician said with his face bent over the buzz of his own nultitool. "Can | put on
sone di fferent nusic?"

"I Iike what | got on," Ortnahme grunted, spinning home first one, then the other of the bolts
that | ocked the strip of explosive and steel pellets into its channel

"Why, sir?" Sinkins prodded unexpectedly. "The nmusic, | nean?”

Ortnahnme stared at his subordinate. Sinkins continued to buff his way forward, as though cleaning
the channel were the only thing on his nind

"Because," Otnahnme said. He grinaced and flipped up the faceshield of his helnet. "Because that
was the kinda stuff they played in the bars on Esperanza, ny first landfall with the reginent.
Because it renminds nme of when | was young and stupid, kid. Like you."

He slid another of the strip charges fromits insul ated packing, then paused. "Look," he said,
"this ain't our tank, Sinkins."

"It's our tank till they send a crewto pick it up
brush. "It's our tank tonight, Mster Otnahne."
The warrant | eader sighed and fitted the strip into place. It bound slightly, but that was from
the way the skirt had been torqued, not the job Sinkins was doing on the channel

"All right," Otnahme said, "but we'll mount it solid so you swing the bowto aimit, all right? I
don't want you screwing around with the grips when you oughta be holding the controls."

Si nki ns stopped what he was doing and turned. "Thank you, Mster Otnahne!" he said, as though
he'd just been offered the cherry of the nobst beautiful wonman on the bl oody pl anet.

"Yeah, sure," the warrant |eader said with his face averted. "Believe ne, you're gonna do the work
while | sit on ny butt 'n watch."”

Ortnahme set a bolt, then a second. "Hey kid?" he said. "How the hell did you get Tommy to go
along with this cop?”

"I told himit was you blasted the Consie with the satchel charge when Tonmy opened hi s war ehouse
door."

O tnahrme blinked, "Huh?" he said. "Sonebody did that? It sure wasn't ne.

as O tnahne had

the technician said over the whine of his
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"Tomy's got a case of real French brandy for you, sir," the technician said. He turned and
grinned. "And the tribarrel. Because |I'myour driver, see? And he didn't want our asses sw ngin'
in the breeze again like last night."

"Bl oody hell,"” the warrant | eader nuttered. He placed another bolt and started to grin hinself.
"W won't use engi neer stakes," he said. "I know where there's a section of 10cm fuel -truck hose
sheathing. We'll cut and bend that. . . ."

"Thank you, Mster Otnahme."

"And | guess we could put a pin through the pivot,"
curst thing if, you know, we got bogged down again."
"Thank you, Mster Otnahne!"

Cursed little puppy. But a snmart one.

O tnahme went on. "So you coul d unl ock the

Two bl ocks fromthe comb room Dick Suilin passed the body of a man in | oose bl ack garnents. The
face of the corpse was twisted in a | ook of ugly surprise. An old scar trailed up his cheek and
across an eyebrow, but there was no sign of the injury that had killed himhere.

The Slamrers' TOC was al nost two kilometers away. Suilin was already so exhausted that his ears
buzzed except when he tried to concentrate on sonething. He decided to head for the infantry-

det achment notor pool and try to pronote a ride to the north end of the canp.

It occurred to the reporter that he hadn't seen any vehicles noving in the canp since the conbat
cars reformed and how ed back to their regular berths. As he fornmed the thought, a |ight truck
drove past and stopped beside the body.

A lieutenant and two soldiers wearing gloves, all of them|ooking norose, got out. Before they
could act, a group of scream ng dependents, six wonmen and at |east as many children, swept around
the end of one of the damage buil dings. They pushed the sol diers away, then surrounded the corpse
and began kicking it.

Suilin paused to watch. The enlisted nen glanced at one another, then toward the |ieutenant, who
seened frozen. One of the nen said, "Hey, we're s'posed to take-"

A woman turned and spat in the soldier's face.

"Murdering Consie bastard! Murdering little Consie bastard!"

Two of the older children were stripping the trousers off the body. A six-year-old boy ran up
repeatedly, lashed out with his bare foot, and ran back. He never quite made contact with the

cor pse.

"Murdering Consie Bastard!"

The officer drew his pistol and fired in the air. The scream ng stopped. One wonan flung herself
to the ground, covering a child with her body. The group backed away, staring at the man with the
gun.

The officer ained at the guerrilla's body and fired. Dust puffed fromthe shoul der of the bl ack

j acket .

The officer fired twice nore, then blasted out the remainder of his ten-round nagazi ne. The hard
ground sprayed grit in all directions; one bullet ricocheted and spanged into a doorjanb, nissing
a child by centinmeters at nost.

The group of dependents edged away. Bullets had disfigured still further the face of the corpse.
"Well, get on with it!" the lieutenant screamed to his men. H's voice sounded tinny fromthe
muzzl e bl asts of his weapon.

The soldiers grimced and grasped the body awkwardly in their gloved hands. A glove slipped as
they swung the guerrilla onto the tailgate of the truck. The body hung, about to fall back

The |ieutenant grabbed a handful of the Consie's hair and held it until the enlisted nmen could get
better grips and finish their task.

Suilin resumed wal king toward the notor pool. He was living in a nightmare, and his ears buzzed
i ke wasps.

"Now, to split the screen," said squat Joe Al bers, Deathdealer's driver, "you gotta hold one
control and switch the other one whatever way."

Hans Wager set his thunb on the left HOLD button and clicked the right-hand nmagnification contro
of the main screen to x4. The turret of the unnaned tank felt crowded with two men in it, although
Wager hinmself was slimand Al bers was stocky rather than big.

"Does it matter which control you hol d?" asked Hol man, peering down through the hatch

"Naw, whi chever you want," Al bers said while Wager watched the magi cal transfornmations of his
screen.

The left half of the main screen maintained its portion of a 360g panorama viewed by the |ight
avail able in the human vi sual spectrum Broad daylight, at the nonment. The right portion of the
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screen had shrunk into a 90g arc whose field of viewwas only half its original height.

Wager twi sted the control dial, rotating the nagnified sector slowy around the tank's
surroundi ngs. Snoke still snoldered upward froma few places beyond the berm here and there,
sunlight glittered where the soil seared by powerguns had enough silicon to gl aze.

The berth on the right side of the tank was enpty. The conbat car assigned there had bought it in
the clearing operation. Buzzbonmbs. The cl ose-in defense system hadn't worked or hadn't worked well
enough, sane difference. Al bers said a couple of the crew were okay.

Wager's field of viewrolled across the Yokel area. The barracks nearest the Slamers were in good
shape still; but by focusing down one of the streets and rolling the nmagnification through x16 to
x64, he could see that at |east a dozen buildings in a row had burned.

A few bolts froma powergun and those frame structures went up like torches.

The best protection you had in a conbat car wasn't arnor or even your speed: it was the vol une of
fire you put on the other bastard and anywhere the other bastard mi ght be hiding.

Tough luck for the Yokels who'd been burned out. Tougher |uck, much tougher, for the Consies who'd
tried to engage Hanmer's S| anmers.

"For the driver," Albers said with a nod up toward Hol nan's intent face, "it's pretty nmuch the
sane as a conbat car."

"The weight's not the bloody sane," Hol man sai d.

"Sure, you gotta watch yer inertia," the veteran driver agreed, "but you do the same things. You
get used to it."

He | ooked back over at Wager. The right half-screen was now projecting a magnified slice of what
appeared at one-to-one on the left.

On the opposite side of the encanpnent, a couple of the permanent nmintenance staff worked beside
anot her tank. The junior tech | ooked on while his boss, a swag-bellied warrant three, settled a
length of pipe inthe jig of a |aser saw

"Turret side, though," Al bers went on, "you gotta be careful. About half what you know from cars,
that's the wong thing in the turret of a panzer."

"l don't like not having two nore pair of eyes watchin' ny back," Wager nuttered as his visuals
swam around the circunference of the notionless tank

"The screens'|| watch for you," Albers said gently.

He touched a key without pressing it. "You lock one of '"emonto alert at all times. The Al in
here, it's like a thousand hel net systens all at once. It's faster, it catches nore, it's better
at throwi ng out the garbage that just |ooks like it's a bandit."

The hatches of the Tactical Operations Center, a command car w thout drive fans, were open, but
fromthis angle Wager couldn't see inside. The backs of two Slamers, peering within fromthe rear
ranp, proved there was a full house-a troop neeting going on. What you' d expect after a contact
like last night's.

"Not l|ike having tribarrels pointing three ways, though," Hol man said. Dead right, even though
she'd never crewed a conbat vehicle before.

Al bers | ooked up at her. "If you want,"” he said, "you can slave either of the guns to the threat
monitor. It'll swing 'emas soon as it pops the alert."

Deat hdeal er, Al bers' own tank, was parked next to the TOC. A tarpaulin slanted fromthe top of the
skirts to the ground, sheltering the nan beneath. "Via," Wager muttered. "He's racked out now?"
Birdie Sparrow s right hand was visible beneath the edge of the tarp. It was twitching. Albers

| ooked at the magnified screen, then laid his fingers over Wager's on the dial and rolled the

i mage away.

"Birdie's all right," the veteran driver said. "He takes a |ittle getting used to, is all. And the
past couple nmonths, you know, he's been a little, you know. . . |oose."

"That's why they sent you back here with the blower instead of using sone newbies for transit?"
Hol man asked.

Bent over this way, Holman had to keep brushing back the sandy brown curls that fell across her
eyes. Her hair was |onger than Wager had thought, and the strands appeared renarkably fine.

"Yeah, sonething like that, | guess," Al bers admtted. "Look, Birdie's great when it drops in the
pot like last night. Only . . . since his buddy DJ got zapped, he don't sleep good, is all."
"Newbi es |like us," Wager said bitterly. Not newto war, not himat |east; but newto this kind of
war .

"I can see this gear can do everything but tuck ne goodnight. But |I'm bl oody sure that | won't
remenber what to do the first time | need to. And that's liable to be my ass.” He gl anced upward.
"Qur ass."

Hol man flashed hima tight snile

"Yeah, well," Al bers agreed. "Sinulators help, but on the job training's the only gane there's

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%...er's%20Slammers%20-%20The%20Tank%20Lords.txt (32 of 147) [5/20/03 10:15:28 PM]



file://IF|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%20-%20Hammer's%20Sl ammers%620-%20The%20T ank%20L ords.txt

ever gonna be for sone things."

Al bers rubbed his scalp, grimacing in no particular direction. "You know," he went on, "you can
take care a' nost stuff if you know what button to push. But sonme things, curst if | know where
the button is."

It seenmed to Hans Wager that Al bers' eyes were searching for the spot on the nain screen where his
tank comrander |ay shivering beneath a sunlit tarp

When Dick Suilin was twenty neters fromthe nmotor pool, a jeep exploded within the wire-fenced
encl osure. The back of the vehicle |urched upward. The contents of its fuel tank sprayed in al
directions, then whoonped into a fireball that rose on the heat of its own conbustion

No one was in the jeep when it blew up, but soldiers throughout the area scattered, bawing
war ni ngs.

A few nen sinply cowered and screaned. One of them continued scream ng mnutes after the
expl osi on.

Suilin resunmed wal ki ng toward the entrance.

The conbi ned notor pool held well over three hundred trucks, fromjeeps to articul ated flat-beds
for hauling heavy equi pnent. The only gate in and out of Canp Progress was visible a block away. A
pai r of bunkers, mmssive structures with three-nmeter walls of |ayered sandbags and steel planking,
guarded the hi ghway where it passed through the wire, ninefields, and berm

The sliding barrier was still in place across the road. Wen the Consies cane over the berm they
took the bunkers from behind. Satchel charges through the open doors set off the munitions within
and the blasts lifted the roofs.

The bunkers had col | apsed. The craters were still snol dering.

One of the long sheds within the notor pool had been hit by an artillery rocket. The blast fol ded
back its metal roof in both directions. G enades and autonmatic weapons had raked and ignited sone
of the trucks parked in neat rows, but there were still many undanaged vehi cl es.

A three-tonne truck bl ew up. The driver junped out of the cab and col | apsed. Diesel fromthe
ruptured fuel tank gushed around himin an iridescent pool. Nobody noved to hel p, though other
soldiers stared in dazed expectation

Two officers were arguing at the entrance while a nunmber of enlisted nen | ooked on. A |ieutenant
wearing the green collar tabs of Mintenance & Supply said in a voice that wavered between
reasonabl eness and frustration, "But Major Schaydin, it isn't safe to take any of the vehicles
yet. The Consi es have booby-"

"God curse you for a fool!" screaned the magjor. H's Sunmer Dress uniformwas in striking contrast
to the lieutenant's fatigues, but a nearby explosion had ripped away nost of the right trouser |eg
and bl ackened the rest. "You can't deny nme! |I'mthe head of the Intelligence Staff! My orders

super sede any you may have received. Any orders at all!"

Schaydin carried a pair of white gloves, thrust jauntily through his left epaulet. H s hat hadn't
survived the events of the evening.

"Sir," the lieutenant pleaded, "this isn't orders, it isn't safe. The Consi es boobytrapped a bunch
of the vehicles during the attack, tine delays and pressure switches, and they-"

"You bastards!" Schaydin screanmed. "D you want to find yourselves playing pick-up-sticks with
your butt cheeks?"

He stal ked past the |lieutenant, brushing el bows as though he really didn't see the other man

A sergeant noved as though to block Schaydin. The |ieutenant shook his head in angry frustration.
He, his nen, and Suilin watched the najor junp into a jeep, start it, and drive past themin a
spray of dust.

"I need a jeep and driver," Suilin said, enunciating carefully. "To carry me to the Slanmrers

TOC." He deliberately didn't identify hinself.

The lieutenant didn't answer. He was staring after Mjor Schaydin.

Instead of following the road, the intelligence officer pulled hard left and drove toward the
berm The jeep's engine |lugged for a nonent before its torque converter caught up with the denand.
The vehicle began to clinb, spurning gravel behind it.

"He'd do better," said the lieutenant, "if he at least tried it at a slant."

"Does he figure just to drive through the mnefiel ds?" asked one of the enlisted nen.

"The Consies blew paths all the cop through the mnes,"” said a sergeant. "If he's lucky, he'll be
okay. "

The jeep lurched over the top of the bermto disappear in a rush and a snarl. There was no
i mredi at e expl osi on.

"Takes nore 'n luck to get through the Consies thenselfs,
t hi nks he's going. Bloody officers.”

said the first soldier. "Werever he

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%...er's%20Slammers%20-%20The%20Tank%20Lords.txt (33 of 147) [5/20/03 10:15:28 PM]



file://IF|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%20-%20Hammer's%20Sl ammers%620-%20The%20T ank%20L ords.txt
"I don't need an argument,"” said Dick Suilin quietly.
"Then take the bl oody jeep!" snapped the lieutenant. He pointed to a row of vehicles. "Them we've
checked, nore or less, for pressure mnes in the suspension housings and |inpets on the gas tanks.
They must've had half a dozen sappers working the place over while their buddies shot up the HQ"
"No guarantees what went into the tanks," offered the sergeant. "Nothin' for that but waiting-and
I'd as soon not wait on it. You want to see the nercs so bad, why don't you wal k?"
Suilin | ooked at him "If it's tinme," the reporter said, "it's time."
The nearest vehicle was a light truck rather than a jeep. He sat in the driver's seat, feeling the
springs sway beneath him No explosion, no flame. Suilin felt as though he were mani pul ating a
mari onette the size and shape of the man he had been
He pressed the starter tit on the dash panel. A flywheel whirred for a nonent before the engine
fired normally.
Suilin set the selector to Forward and pressed the throttle. No explosion, no flane.
As he drove out of the nmotor pool, Suilin heard the sergeant saying, " no insignia and them
eyes-he's froman Insertion Patrol G oup. Just wish themand the Consies'd fight their war and
| eave us normal peopl e al one. "

"Here he is, Captain Ranson," said the hol ogram of the conmp tech at Firebase Purple. The inmage
shifted.

Maj or Danny Pritchard | ooked exhausted even in hologram and he was still wearing body arnor over
his khaki fatigues. He rubbed his eyes. "Wat do you estinmate the strength of the attack on Canp
Progress, Junebug?" he asked.

"Maybe a battalion," Ranson replied, wondering if her voice was drifting in and out of tinbre the
way her vision was. "They hit all sides, but it was nostly on the south end."

"Col onel Banyussuf clains it was a division," Pritchard said with a ghost of a snmile. "He clains
his men've killed over five thousand Consi es al ready."

An i nexperienced observer could have m staken for transm ssion noise the ripping sounds that shook
t he hol ogram every ten or twenty seconds. Even over a satellite bounce, Ranson recogni zed the

di scharge of rocket how tzers. Hammer's headquarters was getting sone action too.

Cooter |aughed. "If the Yokels killed anybody, it was when one of "emfell out a w ndow and | anded
on 'im W got naybe three hundred."

"Stepped on?" demanded the i mage of Hamer's executive officer-and sone said, heir

" St epped on and gun canera, maybe two hundred,” Ranson said. "But there's a lot of stuff won't
show up till they start sifting the ashes. Cooter's right, nmaybe three. It was a line battalion
and it won't be bothering anybody else for a while."

The conmand car was crowded. Besides Ranson herself, it held a commp tech naned Bestwi ck at the
console, ready if the artificial intelligence nmonitoring the other bands needed a human deci si on;
Cooter, second in command of the detachnent; and Master Sergeant Wl de, who' d been a section

| eader before, and woul d be again as soon as his burns heal ed.

Wl de was lucky to be alive after the first buzzbonb hit his car. He shoul dn't have been present
now, but he'd insisted, and Ranson didn't have the energy to argue with him Anyway, between pain
and nedications, Wl de was too logy to be a problem except for the room his bandaged formtook up
"Hey?" said Cooter. He lifted his cormp helnet slightly with one hand so that he could knuckle the
line of his sweat-darkened auburn hair. "Major? Wiat the hell's happeni ng, anyway? Is this al
over ?"

Danny Pritchard sniled a great deal; usually it was a pl easant expression

Not this smle.

"They hit the three firebases and all but one of the line conpanies," the mgjor said. "W told
everybody hold what they got; and then the hogs-" Pritchard nodded; a how tzer slashed the sky
again frombeyond the field of view "-scratched everybody's back with firecracker rounds. Each
unit swept its circuit before the dust settled fromthe shellbursts.”

The smile hardened still further. "Kinda nice of themto concentrate that way for us."

Ranson nodded, visualizing the white flare of precisely-directed cluster bonblets going off. The
interlocking fields of fire fromFirebases Red, Blue, and Purple covered the entire Strip.
Querrillas rising in panic, to be hosed down by the tribarrels in the arnored vehicl es.

"Yeah," said Sergeant Wl de in a husky whi sper. The wounded man's face didn't nove and his eyes
weren't focused on the hol ogram "But how about the Yokels? Or is this a private fight fer us '
t he Consi es?"

"Right," said Pritchard with sonmething nore than agreenent in his tone of voice. "Hold one,
Junebug. "

The sound cut off abruptly as somebody hit the nuting switch of the console at HQ Mjor Pritchard

n
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turned his head. Ranson could see Pritchard's lips moving in profile as he tal ked to sonmeone out
of the projection field. She was in a dream watching the bust of a man who spoke silently.
VWhat's your present strength in vehicles and trained crews?

Junebug?

Capt ai n Ranson?

Ranson snapped al ert. Cooter had put his big armaround her shoulders to give her a shake.
"Right," she said, feeling the red prickly flush cover her, as though she'd just fainted and come
around. She couldn't renenber where she was, but in her dream sonmebody had been aski ng-

"We've got-" Cooter said.

"We're down a blower," Ranson said, facing Pritchard's worried expression calmy. "A conbat car."
"Mne," said Wlde to his bandaged hands. Ranson wasn't sure whether or not the sergeant was
wi t hi n the hol ogram pi ck- up.

"My crews, two dead," Ranson continued. "Three out for seven days or nore. Sergeant Wl de, ny
section | eader, he's out."

"Ch-yewtee," Wlde nmuttered. "Qut."

"Can you pick anybody up fromthe Blue side?" Pritchard asked.

"There's the three panzers," Ranson said. "Only one's got a trained crew, but they cane through

I i ke gangbusters |ast night."

She frowned, trying to concentrate. "Personnel, though . . . Look, you know, we're talking newbies
and people who're rear echelon for a reason.”

Peopl e even farther out of it than Captain June Ranson, who nodded off while debriefing to
Central . .

"Look, sir," Cooter interjected. "W shot the cop outta the Consies. | don't know about no 'five
t housand dead' cop, but if they'd had nore available, they'd a used it last night. They bl oody
sure don't have enough left to try anytinme soon."

"I believe you, Lieutenant," Pritchard said wearily. "But that's not the only problem" He rubbed
the palms of his hands together firmy. "Hold one," he repeated as he got up fromthe consol e.

Col onel Al ois Hammer sat down in Pritchard's pl ace.

The hologramwas as clear as if Hanmer were in the TOC with Ranson. The Col onel was nadder than

hell; so mad that his hand kept stabbing upward to brush away the tic at the corner of his left
eye.
"Captain . . ." Hanmer said. He funbled with the Iatches of his clamshell arnor to give hinself

time to formwords-or at |least to delay the point at which he had to speak them

He glared at June Ranson. "W kicked the Consies up one side and down the other. The National Arny
had probl ens. "

"That's why they hired us, sir," Ranson said. She was very calm Thick glass was beginning to form
between her and the inage of the reginental conmander.

"Yeah, that's why they did, all right," Hanmer said. He ground at his left eye.

He I owered his hand. "Captain, you saw what happened to the structure of Canp Progress during the
attack?"

"What structure?" Cooter nuttered bitterly.

Ranson shivered. The glass wall shivered also, falling away as shards of color that coal esced into
Hamrer's face.

"Sir, the Consies were only a battalion," Ranson said. "They coul d ve done a | ot of damage-they
did. But it was just a spoiling attack, they couldn't 've captured the base in the strength they
were."

"They can capture Kohang, Captain," Hamrer said. "And if they capture a district capital, the

Nati onal Government is gone. The people who pay us."

Ranson blinked, trying to assimlate the information.

It didn't rmake any sense. The Consies were beat-beaten good. Miltiply what her teanms had done at
Canp Progress by the full weight of the Regiment-with artillery and perfect artillery targets for
a change-and the Conservative Action Myvenent on Prosperity didn't have enough living nmenbers to
bury its dead.

"Nobody was expecting it, Captain Ranson," Hamer sai d. The whiskers on his chin and jow s were

white, though the cl ose-cropped hair on the colonel's head was still a sandy brown. "The Nati onal
Government wasn't, we weren't. It'd been so quiet the past three nonths that we-"
Hs eye twitched. "Vial" he cursed. "I thought, and if anybody'd told me different I'd 've |aughed

at them | thought the Consies were about to pack it in. And instead they were getting ready for
the biggest attack of the war."

"But Col onel," Cooter said. His voice sounded desperate. "They lost. They got their butts kicked."
"Tell that to a bunch of civilians," Hamer said bitterly. "Tell that to your Col onel Banyussuf-
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the bl oody fool!"

Sonebody at Central nust have spoken to Hammer from out of pick-up range, because the colonel half-
turned and snarled, "Then deal with it! Shoot "emall in the neck if you want!"

He faced around again. For an instant, Ranson stared into eyes as bleak and nercil ess as the scarp
of a glacier. Then Hanmer blinked, and the expression was gone; replaced with one of anger and
concern. Human enotions, not forces of nature.

"Captain Ranson," he resunmed with a formality that would have been frightening to the junior

of ficer were she not drifting again into glassy isolation. "In a week, it'll all be over for the
Consies. They'll have to nmake their peace on any terns they can get-even if that neans
surrendering for internnent by the National Governnment. But if a district capital falls, there
won't be a National Governnent in a week. Al they see-"

Hamer's | eft hand reached for his eye and clenched into a fist instead. "All they see," he
repeated in a voice that trenbled between a whisper and a snarl, "is what's been |ost, what's been
destroyed, what's been disrupted. You and I-"

Hi s hand brushed out in a slighting gesture. "W've expended sonme amp, we've | ost some equi prent.
W' ve | ost sone people. (bjectives cost. Wnning costs."

Sergeant Wl de nodded. Bl ood was seeping fromcracks in the Sprayseal which replaced the skin
burned fromhis | eft shoul der.

"But the politicians and-and what passes for an armnmy, here, they're in a panic. One nore push and
they'Il fold. The people who pay us will fold."

One nore push. . . . Ranson thought/said; she wasn't sure whether the words floated from her
tongue or across her mnd
"Captai n Ranson," Hamer continued, "I don't like the orders |'m about to give you, but |I'm going

to give them anyway. Kohang has to be relieved soonest, and you're the only troops in position to
do the job."

June Ranson was sealed in crystal, a tiny bead that glittered as it spun aim essly through the
universe. "Sir," said the voice fromher nouth, "there's the 4th Arnored at Canp Victory. A
brigade. There's the Yokel 12th and 23rd Infantry closer than we are.”

Her voice was enunciating very clearly. "Sir, |'ve got eight blowers."

"El enents of the 4th Arnored are attenpting to enter Kohang fromthe south," Hanmmrer said. "They're
maki ng no progress."

"How hard are they trying?" shouted Cooter. "How hard are they bl oody trying?"

"It doesn't matter," Ranson thought/said.

"Lieutenant, that doesn't matter," said Hamrer, nonentarily the man who' d snarled at an off-screen
aide. "They're not doing the job. W're going to. That's what we're paid to do."

"Cooter," said Ranson, "shut up."

She shouldn't say that with other people around. Screw it. She focused on the hologram "Sir," she
said, "what's the eneny strength?"

"We've picked up the callsigns of twenty-seven Consie units in and around Kohang, conpany-size or
battalion,”™ Hammer said, in a tone of fractured calm "The data's been downl oaded to you al ready.”
Bestwi ck gl anced up fromthe consol e behind the projected i rage and nodded; Ranson continued to
wat ch her commandi ng of fi cer

"Maybe t hree thousand bandits,"” Ranson said.

"Maybe tw ce that," Hammer said, nodding as Ranson was noddi ng. "Concentrated on the south side
and around Canp Victory."

"There's two hundred thousand peopl e i n Kohang,
the city."

"The Governnental Conpound is under siege," Hanmer said coldly. "Sonme el enents of the security
forces appeared to be acting in support of the Consies." He paused and rubbed his eye.

"A battalion of the 4th Arnored left Canp Victory w thout orders yesterday afternoon," he
continued. "About an hour before the first rocket attack. Those troops aren't responding to
nmessages fromtheir brigade commander. ™

"Bl ood and nmartyrs,"” sonebody in the TOC said. Maybe they all said it.

"Sir," said Ranson, "we can't, we can't by ourself-"

"Shoot your way into the conmpound," Hammrer said before she could finish. "Reinforce what's there,
put some backbone into 'em They got enough bl oody troops to do the job thensel ves, Captain

they just don't believe it."

He grinmaced. "Even a couple blowers. That'll do the trick until G and H conpanies arrive. Just a
coupl e bl owers."

"Cop," nuttered Wl de through his bandages.

"Bl oody hell," nuttered Cooter with the back of his hand tightly against his nouth.

Ranson said. "There's three thousand police in
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"May the Lord have mercy on our souls," said/thought June Ranson

"Speed' s essential," Hamrer resuned. "You have authorization to conbat-|oss vehicles rather than
sl ow down. The victory bonus'|I| cover the cost of replacenent.”

"I'"ll be conbat-lossing crews, Colonel," Ranson's voice said. "But they're repl aceabl e too.

Coot er gasped. Wl de grunted sonething that m ght have been either laughter or pain

Hamrer opened his nouth, then closed it with an audible clop. He opened it again and spoke with a
| ack of emotion as conplete as the white, colorless fury of a sun's heart. "You are not to take
any unnecessary risks, Captain Ranson. It is necessary that you achi eve your objective. You wll
accept such losses as are required to achieve your objective. |s that understood?"

"Yes sir," said Ranson without inflection. "Ch, yes sir."

Hamer turned his head. The viewers at Canp Progress thought their conmander was about to cal
orders or directions to sonmeone on his staff. Instead, nothing happened while the hol ogram pi ck-
ups stared at the back of Al ois Hammer's head.

"Al'l right," Hamrer said at last, beginning to speak before he'd conpletely faced around agai n.
Hi s eyes were bright, his face hard. "The Consies' night vision equipnment isn't as good as ours
for the nost part, so you're to | eave as soon as it's dark. That gives you enough tine to prepare
and get sone rest."

"Rest," Wl de nurnured

"The World Gov satellites'll tell the Consies where we are to the millineter," Ranson said. "W'|
have ambush teams crawling over us like flies on a turd, all the way to Kohang."

O however far.

"Junebug," said Hamer, "1'mnot hanging you out to dry. Thirty seconds before you start your
nmove, all the WG satellites are going to go down, recce and commop both. They'll stay down for
however long it suits me that they do."

Ranson blinked, "Sir," she said hesitantly, "if you do that . . . | nmean, that neans-"

"It neans that our conmo and reconnai ssance i s probably going to go out shortly thereafter
Captain,"” Hamer said. "So you'll be on your own. But you don't have to worry about tank killers

bei ng vectored into your axis of advance.”

"Sir, if you hit their satellites-" Ranson began

"They' || take it and snile, Captain," Hamer said. "Because if they don't, there won't be any
Terran World Governnent enclaves here on Prosperity to worry about. | guarantee it. They may think
they can cause ne trouble on Earth, but they know what ['Il do to them here!"

"Yessir," June Ranson said. "I'll check the status of ny assets and plot a route, then get back to
you. "

"Captain," Hammrer said softly, "if | didn't think it could be done, | wouldn't order it. No natter
how much it counted. Good luck to you and your team"

The hol ogram di ssolved into a swirl of phosphorescent nites, inpingenment points of the carrier
wave itself after the signal ceased. Bestw ck shut down the projector

"Cooter," Ranson said, "get the guard detachnment ready. I'l|l take care of the tanks nyself."
Coot er nodded over his shoulder. The big nman was already on the way to his blower. It was going to
be tricky, juggling crews and newbies to fill the slots that last night's firefight had opened.

I f Hamer took on the Wbrld Government, he was going to | ose. Not here, but in the nain arena of
politics and econom cs on Earth.

That bot hered June Ranson a | ot.

But not nearly as nmuch as the fact that the orders she'd just received put her neck on the bl ock
sure as Death itself.

Chapter Five

Speedin' Steve Riddle sat by Platt's cot in the nmedical tent, listening to machines punp air in
and out of his buddy's |ungs.
And t hi nki ng.

They sat on the lowered tailgate of Platt's truck, staring at the sky and giggling occasionally at
the display. At first there'd been only the | esser noon edgi ng one horizon while the other horizon
was saffron with the sunset.

Lights, flanes . . . streaks of tracers that painted letters in the sky for the drug-hei ghtened
awar eness of the two men. Neither Platt nor R ddl e could read the words, but they knew whatever
was being spelled was excruciatingly funny. .

"Speed, " called Lieutenant Cooter, "get your ass back to the blower and start running the prelim
checklist. W' re noving out tonight."
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"Wha . . . ?" Riddle blurted, jerking his head up like an ostrich surprised at a waterhole. He was
rapi dly going bald. To make up for it, he'd grown a luxuriant nmoustache that fluffed when he spoke
or exhal ed.

"Don't give ne any lip, you stupid bastard!" Cooter snapped, though Speed's response had been | ogy
rather than argunentative. "If | didn't need you bad, you'd be findin" your own ticket back to
what ever cesspit you call hone."

"Hey, El-Tee!" Oski called, sitting up on his cot despite the gentle efforts of Shorty Rogers to
keep himflat. "How they hangin', Cooter-baby?"

He waggl ed his stunp.

"Come on, Oski," Rogers said. Shorty was Flanethrower's driver and probably the best nedic in the
guard detachnent as well as being a crewmate of the wounded nman. "Just take it easy or I'll have
to raise your dosage, and then it won't feel so good. Al right?"

The medi conp netered Platt's breathing, in and out.

"Hey, lookit," OQtski burbled, fluttering his stunp again though he permtted Shorty to | ower him
back to the cot.

An air injector spat briefly, but the gunner's voice continued for a nonment. "Lookit it when
wave, Cooter. |'mgonna get a flag. Wole bunch flags, stick "emin there 'n wave 'n wave.
"Shorty, you're gonna have to get back to the car too," Cooter said. "W'll turn 'emover to the
Logistics staff until they can be lifted out to a permanent facility."

"Cop! None a' the Logistics people here'd know"

Ri ddl e t hought:

The parts shed bul ged around a puff of orange flame. The shockwave threw Riddle and Platt flat on
the sloping tailgate; they struggled to sit up again. It was hilarious.

The Consi e sapper rose fromhis crouch, silhouetted by the flam ng shed he'd just bonbed. He
carried a machi nepistol in a harness of |ooped rope, so that the weapon swung at waist height. His
right hand snatched at the grip.

"Looki e, Speed!" Platt cackled. "He's just as bald as you are! Lookie!"

"Lookie!" Riddle called. He threw up his arns and fell backward with the effort.

The machi nepistol crackled like the main truss of a house giving way. Its tracers were bright
orange, lovely orange, as they drew spirals fromthe nmuzzle. One of themricocheted around the
interior of the truck box, dazzling Riddle with its howing beauty. He sat up again

"Beauty!" he cried. Platt was thrashing on his back. Air bubbled through the holes in his chest.
The machi nepi stol pointed at Riddl e. Nothing happened. The sapper cursed and sl apped a magazi ne
into the butt-well to replace the one that had ejected automatically when the previ ous burst
enptied it.

The Consie's body flung itself sideways, wapped in cyan light as a powergun from one of the
conbat cars raked him The fresh nagazi ne expl oded. A few tracers zipped crazily out of the
flashing yellow ball of detonating propellant.

"Beauty," Steve Riddl e repeated as he fell backward.

Platt's chest wheezed.

"-a nediconp when it bit '"emon the ass!"

Air fromthe medi conp wheezed in and out of Platt's nostrils.

"Screw you!" called a supply tech with shrapnel wounds in his upper body.

"Then get 'emover to the Yokel side!" Cooter said. "They got facilities. Look, I'mnot |ookin'
for an argunent: we're novin' out at sunset, and none of mny able-bodied crew are stayin' to bl oody
screw around here. Al right?"

"Yeah, all right. One a the newbies had sonme training back hone, he says." Rogers stood up and
gave a pat to the sleeping Oski. "Hey, how | ong we gonna be out?"

"Don't bl oody ask," Cooter grunted bitterly. "Denzil, where's your driver?"

The left wing gunner from Sergeant Wl de's blower turned his head-all the notion of which he was
capabl e the way he was w apped. "Strathclyde?" he said. H s voice sounded all right. The nediconp
kept his coverings flushed and cool with a bath of nutrient fluid. "Check over to One-one. He's
got a buddy there."

"Yeah, well, One-five needs a driver," Cooter explained. "I'mgoing to put himon it."

Shorty Rogers | ooked up. "What happened to Darples on One-five?" he asked.

"Head shot. One a the gunners took over l|ast night, but | figure it nmakes sense to transfer
Strat hcl yde for a regular thing."

"Cop," nuttered Rogers. "1'll mss that snake." Then, "Don't nean nuthin' ."

"Riddl e!" Cooter snarled. "Wat the bloody hell are you doing still here? Get your ass noving, or
you won't bl oody have one!"

Ri ddl e wal ked out of the medical tent. The direct sunlight nmade hi msneeze, but he didn't really
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notice it.

Bri ght orange tracers, spiraling toward his chest.

He reached his conbat car, Deathdealer. The iridiumarnmor showed fresh scars. There was a

burni shed hal f-di sk on the starboard wall of the fighting conpartnent-copper spurted out by a
buzzbonb. The jet had cool ed froma near-plasma here on the arnor. Mist've been the round that

t ook out O ski.

Ri ddl e sat on the shaded side of the big vehicle. No one el se was around. Cooter and Rogers had
their own business. They woul dn't get here for hours.

O ski wouldn't be back at all. Never at all

Bri ght orange tracers .

Ri ddl e took a snmall cone-shaped phial out of his side pocket. It was dull gray and had none of the
identifying stripes that nmarked ordinary stimcones, the ones that gave you a mld buzz w thout
the aftereffects of al cohol

He put the flat side of the cone against his neck, feeling for the carotid pul se. Wien he squeezed
the cone, there was a tiny hiss and a skin-surface prickling.

Ri ddl e began to gi ggl e again.

Troops were noving about the Slamrers' portion of the encanmpnent in a nuch swifter and nore
directed fashion than they had been the afternoon before, when Dick Suilin first visited this
northern end of Canp Progress.

The reporter glanced toward the bell-a section of rocket casing-hung on top of the Tactica
Operations Center. Perhaps it had rung, unheard by himwhile he drove past the skel etons of
National Arny barracks . . . ?

The warning signal nerely swayed in the breeze that carried soot and soot snells even here, where
few sappers had penetrat ed.

Suilin had figured the comm gear would be at the TOC, whether Captain Ranson was there or not. In
the event, the black-haired female officer sat on the back ranp of the vehicle, facing three male
sol di ers who squatted before her

She stood, thunping out her closing orders, as Suilin pulled up; the men rose a nonent |ater. None
of the group paid the local reporter any attention

Suilin didn't recognize the men. One of themwas fat, at least fifty standard years old, and wore
a grease-stained khaki junpsuit.

"No problem Junebug," he called as he turned away fromthe neeting. "We'll be ready to lift-if
we're left alone to get ready, all right? Keep the rest a your people and their maintenance

probl ens of f ny back-" he was striding off toward a parked tank, shouting his words over his
shoul der "-and we'll be at capacity when you need us."

Suilin got out of his truck. They called their commandi ng of fi cer Junebug?

"Yeah, well," said another soldier, about twenty-five and an average sort of man in every way. He
lifted his helmet to rub his scalp, then settled the ceram c/plastic pot again. "Wat do you want
for a callsign? Charlie Three-zero all right?"

Ranson shook her head. "Negative. You're Blue Three," she said flatly.

Bl ue Three rubbed his scalp again. "Right," he said in a cheerless voice. "Only you hear 'Charlie
Three-zero,' don't have kittens, okay? | got a lot to learn."

He turned norosely, adding, "And you know, this kinda on-the-job training ain't real survivable."
Suilin stood by, waiting for the third male nercenary to go before he tried to borrow the

Sl ammer s’ comuni cati ons systemto call Kohang.

I nstead of |eaving, the soldier turned and | ooked at the reporter with a disconcertingly slack-

j awed, vacant-eyed stare. The green-brown eyes didn't seemto focus at all

Captai n Ranson's eyes foll owed her subordinate's. She said angrily, "Wwo the bloody hell are you?"
It wasn't the sanme face that Suilin had been interview ng the night before.

There were dark circles around Ranson's eyes, and her left cheek was badly scratched. Her face,
her hands, and her neck down to the scall op where she'd been wearing arnor, were dingy with
fouling spewed fromthe breeches of her tribarrel when jets of nitrogen expelled the enpty cases.
Ranson had been angry at being forced into an interview She'd known the power was in the
reporter's hands: the power to probe for answers she didn't want to give; the power to tw st
questions so that they were hooks in the fabric of her self-esteem the power to nake a fool out
of her, by the words he tricked her into saying-or the forminto which he edited those words
before he aired them

Now . . .
Now Sui | i n wondered what had happened to Fritzi Dole's body. He was al nbost certain that this
smal |, fierce nmercenary woul dn't shoot a reporter out of hand to add to the casualty count, no
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matter how angry and frustrated she was now. .

"I''m ah," he said, "Dick Suilin. I'm ah, we net yesterday when the-"

"The reporter,” Ranson said. "Right, the bloody fool who didn't knowt' hit the dirt for incom ng
The interviews off."

She started to turn. "Beat it," she added.

"I't's not-" Suilin said. "Captain Ranson, | need to talk to sonebody in Kohang, and your comoD nay
be the-"

"Buddy," said Ranson with a venom and di sgust that shocked the reporter nore than the content of
the words did, "you nust be out of your mind. Get out of here.”

The other soldier continued to watch w thout expression

"Captain, you don't understand,” Suilin called to Ranson's back. "I need to nake sure ny sister's
all right."

The wonan bent to re-enter the inmobile comrand bl ower

"Curse it! She's the wife of the District Governor. Now will you-"

Ranson turned. The reporter thought he' d seen her angry before.

"The District Governor," she repeated softly. "The District Bl eeding Governor."

She wal ked toward Suilin. He poised, uncertain as to what the fenmale officer intended.

She tapped himon the chest as she said, "Your brother-in-law doesn't have any balls, buddy." The
tip of her index finger was like a nallet.

"Captain-"

"He's got a brigade of arnor," Ranson continued, "and maybe ten battalions of infantry and
gendarnmes, according to the order of battle in ny data banks."

She tapped even harder. Suilin backed a step. "But no balls a'tall."

The reporter set his leg to lock himinto place. "Captain, you can't-"

Ranson sl apped him forehand and then back across the other cheek. Her fingers were as hard as the
popper of a bullwhip. "And he's got an ass, so we're going to get our ass shot off to save his!"
She spun on her heel. "Sparrow, get himout of my sight," she called over her shoul der as she
entered her TOC.

Suilin viewed the world through a blur of tears. Sparrow put a hand on his shoul der and turned him
with a detached gentleness that felt |ike conpassion to the reporter at the nonent.

"S' okay, turtle," the nmercenary said as he walked Suilin toward the truck he'd borrowed. "W just
got orders to relieve the District Governor ourself, and we got bugger-all t' do it with."

"What ?" the reporter said. "In Kohang?"

His right cheek burned, and his left felt as if soneone had flayed the skin fromit. He wondered

i f Ranson had been wearing a ring. "Wo's relieving Kohang?"

Sparrow waved an arm as deliberately as a stunp speaker gesturing. "You're lookin' at it, turtle,"
he said. "Three tanks, five cars . . . and maybe crews for nost of 'em
The veneer of carel ess apathy dropped away. Sparrow shivered. He was tall and thin with an olive
conpl exi on several shades darker than Suilin's own.

"Via," the nercenary nmuttered. "Vial"

Sparrow turned and wal ked, then trotted in a | oose-linbed way toward the tank across the encl osure
fromthe TOC. He clinbed the shallow steps up its skirts and battered hull, then popped into the
turret with the haste of a nan boarding under fire.

The hatch cl anged | oudly behind him

Dick Suilin sat in his truck, blinking to clear his eyes and nind. He started the vehicle and
turned it in a tight circle, heading back toward National Arny Headquarters.

Hi s own gear had been destroyed in the firefight, but he thought the barracks in which Fritz
Doyl e was billeted had survived. The caneraman had worn fatigues. One of his spare sets would fit
Suilin well enough.

Fritzi wouldn't mnd.

The corpse of a National Arnmy sergeant was sprawl ed at the doorway of a bonbed-out building. He'd
thrown on a uniformshirt, but he had no shoes or trousers. His left armwas outstretched while
his right was folded under his face as though cushioning it fromthe ground.

He'd been carrying a grenade |auncher and a satchel of reloads for it. They |lay beside his body.
Suilin stopped the truck, picked up the weapon and anmunition, and set the gear on the passenger
seat. As an afterthought, he tried to lift the dead man. The body was stiff and had al ready begun
to bl acken in the bright sun

Sonmeone whose job it was would deal with the sergeant. Not Dick Suilin

Suilin's hands felt slimy. He accel erated away, kicking gravel over the corpse in his haste to be
shut of it.
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"Blue One," said Captain June Ranson, checking the artificial intelligence in her multi-function
display. A digit on the hol ographic map blinked twice in yellow, then twice nore in blue |ight
when the transponder in Deathdeal er answered the call autonatically.

"Go ahead, Tootsie Six," said Sergeant Sparrow s voice.

"Li nkage check," Ranson said. "Blue Two."

Deat hdeal er led the line-to-be, quivering on its fans just ahead of Ranson's Warnonger

There wasn't enough roomin the Slamers' end of the encampnment to formup conpletely until the
bl owers started to nove south, toward the gate. Sound, re-echoing fromthe bermand the sl oped
iridiumsides of the vehicles, vibrated the flesh of everyone around.

Exclusion circuits in Ranson's commp hel net notched out as nuch of the fan's racket as possible,
but the sound of nultiple drive nacelles being run up to speed created an anbi ance beyond the
power of electronics to control. Air forced beneath the |lips of eight plenum chanbers picked up
grit which ricocheted into standi ng waves where the currents fromtwo or three bl owers

i ntersect ed.

Deat hdeal er's turret was already buttoned up. Nothing wong with that-it'd be quieter inside,

t hough the fan-driven chaos woul d penetrate even the nassive iridiumcastings that stopped all but
direct pointblank hits by the |argest powerguns.

Ranson had never seen Birdie Sparrow man his tank fromthe open cupola. A tank's electronics were
better than human senses, even when those senses were augnented by the Al and sensors in a conmp
hel met. The screens within a panzer's turret gave not only crisper definition on all the el ectro-
optical bands but al so gave multiple sinmultaneous options.

That information glut was one of the reasons nost tank commanders chose to fight their vehicles
fromthe cupola instead of the closed turret whenever possible.

It was difficult to get experienced crewren to transfer fromconbat cars to the panzers, even
though it usually meant pronotion. Mst tank commanders were pronoted fromdriver, while the
driver slots were filled by newbies with no previous conbat experience in the Sl amers.

Ranson had checked Birdi e Sparrow s personnel file-this afternoon; she'd had no reason to call up
the records from Central's dat abase before. .

Bef ore Col onel Hammer handed her command of a suicide m ssion

Sparrow had five standard years, seven nonths, service with the Reginent. Al but the training in
the first three nonths had been in |line conpanies, so there was no need to wonder how he handl ed
conbat: just fine or he wouldn't 've lasted out his fourth nonth. Hanmer's Sl amers weren't hired
by peopl e who needed themto polish their gear in barracks.

A few probl ens on stand-down; a nore serious one with a platoon |eader in the field that had cost
Sparrow a pay-grade-but it was the |ieutenant who'd been transferred back to Central and, after
the discreet interval required for discipline, out of the Slamrers. Sparrow had an excel |l ent
record and nust have been in line for his own platoon-

I nstead of which, he'd been sent down here to the quiet South for a little time off.

Junebug Ranson had an even better service record than Sparrow did. She knew curst well what she
was doi ng down here at Canp Progress

Task Force Ranson was real lucky to have a conpany conmmander as experienced as Junebug Ranson to
| ead the mission, and a tanker as good as Birdie Sparrow to head up the unit's tank el enent.

The troubl e was, they were both bughouse bl eeding crazy, and Ranson knew it.

It was her job to know it, and to conpensate the best way she coul d.

"Roger, Tootsie Six," said her helnet in the voice of Warrant Leader Ortnahnme as the digit 2
flickered on the map displ ay.

"Li nkage check," responded Captain Ranson. "Blue Three."

Needs must, when the Devil drives.

"Cooter," said Chief Lavel over the comm helnet's Channel 3. It was a | ock-out push normally
reserved for vehicle intercons, so that even Tootsie Six couldn't overhear w thout maki ng a point
of it. "I found '"im The sonuvabitch."

Fl amet hr oner shuddered violently and began to skid as the tank to starboard ran up its fans to
full pitch and thrust for a test.

The panzer's drivers had his nacelles vertical, so the hundred and seventy tonnes of tank sinply
rose a hand's breadth off the ground. The air bl eeding beneath the skirts was at firehose
pressure, though; the smack of it pushed the |lighter conbat car away until Shorty Rogers grounded
Fl anet hrower to oppose the friction of steel on soil to the blast of wi nd.

Cooter keyed Channel 3 and said, "Can you get himhere, Chief? W're gonna get the word any tine
now. "

"Cooter," said his friend, "I think you better take a ook at this one yourself."
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Chi ef Lavel had been a gun captain. He knew about tine and about nmovenent orders; and he knew what
he was sayi ng.

"Cop!" Cooter swore. "He in his doss, then?"

The tank, the nanel ess one crewed by a coupl e newbies, settled back onto its skirts. The sergeant
in the cupola | ooked down at Cooter. In formation, they'd be running well ahead of Flamethrower's
tailass Charlie slot.

"Negative," said Chief. "He's in his buddy's bunk-you know, Platt's? In the Logistics doss."

Ni ght fell like an axe at Canp Progress. Except for the red blur on the western horizon, the sun
had di sappeared conpletely in the past three m nutes.

Cooter switched his visor to enhancenent and checked to nake sure the nanel ess tank was between
himand Tootsie Six, then cut back to standard opti cal

Dept h perception was never quite as good on enhanced node. There were enough lights on in the
encanprent for Cooter to find his way to the Logi stics bunker/barracks.

Coot er tapped the shoul der of Gale, the right-wi ng gunner from Tootsie One-four, transferred to
Fl aret hrower now that Qi ski and the other blower had both becone casualties. Speaking on 12, the

ot her | ock-out push, to be heard over the fan noise, Cooter said, "Hold the fort, Wndy. |I'Il be
back in a couple mnutes nax."
"We' || be bloody gone in a couple minutes, Cooter," Gale replied.

He was an ol der man, nearly thirty; not a genius, but bright and conpetent enough that he'd 've
had a bl ower of his own years before had he not adamantly refused the pronotion

"Yeah, well," Cooter said, clinmbing awkwardly past Speed Ri ddle's clanshell and hel met stacked in
front of the left tribarrel. "W're last in line. Wrst case, Shorty'll have to nake up a little
time."

Worst case, Captain Ranson would notice her second-in-conmand hadn't pulled out on tinme and woul d
check Fl amethrower's own sensors. |If she found Cooter gone from his post now, she'd have him
dragged behind a blower all the way back to Canp Progress as soon as the nission was over.

VWhi ch was pretty nuch what Cooter had in mind for Speed Riddle.

He | unbered across the ground, burdened by his arnor and hal f-blinded by dust despite his | owered
visor. Cooter was a big nman, but no man was significant in an area packed with the huge, slowy-
maneuveri ng nmasses of arnored vehicl es.

Logi stics section-the warehouses, truck park, and bunkered sl eeping quarters for the associated
personnel -forned the boundary between the Sl ammers' positions and the remainder of Canp Progress.
Sappers who'd gotten through the Yokel defenses had bonbed a parts shed and shot up a few trucks,
but the Red section's counterattack put paid to the Consies here before they'd really gotten

rolling.
The doss-half dug into the berm half sandbagged-was undanmaged except for six plate-sized cups
which a tribarrel had blasted fromthe front wall. There was a gap in the line of glassy inpact

craters where one round had splashed a Consie sapper instead of hitting the sandbags.

Chi ef Lavel stood in the doorway. He gestured to Cooter but hunched his way into the doss before
the Iieutenant arrived.

Chief tried to give hinself a little advantage when there was anything tricky to do, like

negoti ati ng the double step that put the floor of the doss bel ow ground | evel for safety. He got
around amazingly well for a man missing his left armand | eg, though.

Qut side the bunker, arnored vehicles filled the evening with hot |ubricant and the sharpness of
ozone arcing away fromdirty relays. The bunker's interior stank of hunman waste.

"What the . . . ?" Cooter nuttered as he followed Chief down the narrow hallway al ong the front
wal | of the structure. A glowstrip was tacked to the ceiling; Cooter's helnmet scraped it. He
swore, ducked, and then straightened to bunp again.

Board partitions nade from packi ng cases divided the doss into roons-decent-sized ones for Lave
and his permanent staff and, at the far end, tiny cubicles to house transients like the drivers
maki ng supply runs. The roons were enpty; the personnel were either involved with the departure or
watching it.

Except for the last cubicle, where Speed Riddle lay spramed on a cot with a broad smle. The
bal di ng gunner had foul ed hinsel f thoroughly enough that waste was dripping fromhis pants' |eg
onto the fl oor.

Riddle's fingers held a drug phial. Two nore enpties lay beside his hand.

Cooter stared at the gunner for several seconds. Then he turned around and strode back down the
ai sl e.

Hi s hel met brushed the glowstrip. He punched upward with his knotted right fist, banging the flat
fixture against the ceiling of steel plank and causing grit to drift down through the perforations
fromthe sandbagged topcover.
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"Coot!" Lavel called, stunping along behind him "Hey Coot. Slow down."

"Chief," Cooter said without slowing or turning, "I want that bastard tied up until he can be
delivered to Central. Wth wire. Barbed wire'd be fine. Sonmethin' happens to ne, you take care of
the Court Martial, right?"

The end of Lavel's long crutch shot across the doorway, blocking Cooter's exit. "Wait a bl oody
mnute!" Chief said.

Lavel was |eaning against the right wall. The crutch was strapped to his stunp, since he didn't
have a left hand with which to grip it. He lowered it, a slimwand of boron nmonocrystal, when
Cooter turned at last to face him

"Going to use one of the newbies in Riddle' s place?" he asked.

Coot er shook his head violently, as nmuch to clear it as for a gesture. "Put the |last one | could
trust on One-five for a driver," he said. "I'Il be better off watching that side nmyself than
trusting some hick who's still got both thumbs up his ass."”

"Take me, Cooter," said Chief Lavel.

Cooter |ooked at his friend with a cold | ack of passion. Chief was so tall that he also had to
duck to clear the ceiling. H's shoul ders were massive. Lavel had been thin when he was a whol e
man, but the inertia of his years of injury gave hima grotesque pot belly.

"Pl ease, Coot," he said. "You won't regret it."

"I need you here, Chief," Cooter said as he turned. "You take care of Riddle, you hear?"

" Coot ?"

"CGotta go now," Cooter nuttered as he took both steps to the exterior with one stretch of his

I ong, powerful |egs.

The arnored vehicles were snorting, running up the speed of their fans again; and, as Cooter
strode toward Flamethrower, a tank fired its main gun skyward.

There were too bl oody many vehicles in too little space, and the bl oody drivers had too nuch on
their m nds.

A conbat car was drifting toward Herman's Wore. The |ighter vehicle was already so cl ose that
Ortnahme had to crank down his display to read the nunber stenciled on its skirts. "Tootsie One-
two!" he snarled. "You're fouling-"

The tank lurched. For an instant, Otnahnme thought Sinkins was trying to back away fromthe
oncom ng car. That wouldn't work, because Hernman's Whore had rotated in place and her skirts were
firmMy against the berm

"-us, you di ckheaded-"

The man in the fighting conpartment of Tootsie One-two turned, his face a ball of blank wonder as
he stared at the tank | oonmi ng above him He was probably gabbling to his driver over the intercom
but there was no longer time to avoid the collision. The skirts of both vehicles were thick steel
but the conbined mass woul d start seans for sure

"-fool! Watch your-"

The bow of Herman's Wore lifted slightly. Sinkins had run up his fans and vectored them forward.
The tank couldn't slide backward because of the berm so its bow skirts blasted a shrieking
hurricane of air into the conbat car

Tootsie One-two, Flanethrower, pitched as though it had just dropped into a gully. The trooper in
the fighting conpartnent bounced off the coam ng before he could brace hinself on the grips of two
of the tribarrels.

Why in blazes was there only one man in the back of Flamethrower when the task force was set to
nove out?

The conbat car slid two neters under the thrust of the tank's fans before Shorty Rogers dunped his
own ground effect and sparked to a halt on bits of gravel in the soil

The figure in the fighting conpartnent stood up again and gave Herman's Wore an ironic sal ute.
"Blue Two," said Ortnahne's helnet. "Sorry 'bout that."

"Tootsie One-two," the warrant | eader responded. He felt expansive and relieved, now that he was
sure they wouldn't be deadlined at the last instant by a stupid mstake. "No harm done. It's
prob'ly ny bloody fault for not seeing your nacelles were aligned right when we had tine to screw
with "em"

Herman's Whore settled, a little abruptly. Their skirts gave the ground a tap that rattled
Ortnahnme's teeth and probably cut a centineter-deep oval in the hard soil.

"Sinki ns-" the warrant | eader began, the word tripping the helnet's artificial intelligence to

i nt ercom node.

"Sir, I"'msorry," his driver was already blurting. "I let the sucker-"

"Blood 'n martyrs, Sinkins," Otnahme interrupted, "don't worry about that! Were dja | earn that
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little maneuver, anyhow?"

"Huh?" said the helmet. "Sir, it was just, you know, the |everage off the berm. . . ?"

He sounded |i ke he thought Otnahme was gonna chew his head off. Which had happened naybe a little
too often in the past . . . but bloody hell, you had t' break "emin the start.

"Sir?" Sinkins added in a little voice.

"Yeah?"

"Sir, | really like tanks. D ye suppose that-"

"Li ke bl oody hell!" the warrant |eader snapped. "Look, kid, you're nore good to nme and Col one
Hanmer right where you bl oody are!™

"Yessir."

Whi ch, cone t' think about it, was driving a panzer. Wl |, there'd be tine t' worry about that
| ater.

O there wouldn't.

The turret interior had darkened as the sky did, because the main screen was set on direct
optical. Otnahne frowned, then set the unit for progressive enhancenment, projecting i mages at 60%
of average daylight anbi ance.

The visual display brightened suddenly, though the edges of the snarling arnored vehicles |acked a
little of the definition they would have had in unaided sunlight. No matter what the sky did-sun
noons, or the Second Comi ng-the main screen would continue to display at this apparent light |eve
until Ortnahme changed its orders.

Henk Ortnahme knew tanks. He knew their systems backward and forward, better than al nbst any of
the panzers' regular crews.

Li ne troops found a few things that worked for them Each nman used his handful of sensor and
gunnery techni ques, ignoring the remainder of his vehicle's incredibly versatile nenu. You don't
fool around when your |ife depends on doing instinctively sonmething that works for you

The mai ntenance chief had to be sure that everything worked, every tine. He'd spent twenty years
of playing with systens that nost everybody el se forgot. He could run the screens and sensors by
reflex and instantly critique the performance of each bl ack box.

What the warrant |eader hadn't had for those twenty years was conbat experience.

"Sir," said the helnet. "Ah, when are we supposed to pull out?"

A bl oody stupid question.

Sunset, and Sinkins could see as well as Ortnahne that it was sunset plus seven. Captain Ranson
had said departure tine would be coordinated by Central, so probably the only people who knew why
Task Force Ranson was on hold were a thousand kiloneters north of-

Screen Two, which in default npde-as now was boresighted to the nmain gun, flashed the orange
war ni ng DI RECTOR CONTROL. As the letters appeared, the turret of Herman's Wiore began to rotate

wi t hout any input from Warrant Leader Otnahne.

The turret was being run by Fire Central, at Headquarters. Henk Otnahme had no nore to say about
the situation than he did regarding any other orders emanating directly from Col onel Hammer.
"Sir?" Sinkins blurted over the intercom

"Bl ue Two-" demanded at | east two other vehicles sinultaneously, alerted by the squealing turret
and rightly concerned about what the hell was going on. Screwing around with a tank's main gun in
these cl ose quarters wasn't just a bad idea.

"Sinkins," Otnahme said. His fingers stabbed buttons. "It's all right. The conputer up in
Purple's just took over."

As he spoke, Ortnahme set his gunnery screen to echo on Screen Three of the other tanks and the
mul ti-function displays with which the conbat cars made do. That'd answer their question better
anyt hi ng he coul d say-

And besi des, he was busy figuring out what Central thought it was doing with his tank

The warrant |eader couldn't countermand the orders com ng from Firebase Purple, but he could ask
his own artificial intelligence to tell himwhat firing solution was being fed to it. Screen Three
obligingly threw up the figures for azinmuth, elevation, and range.

"Blood 'n martyrs," Henk Ortnahne whi spered.

Now he knew why the departure of Task Force Ranson had been del ayed.

They had to wait for the Terran World Governnent's recce satellite to cone over the horizon-
Herman's Wore fired its main gun; cyan lightning and a thunderclap through the open hatch, a

bl ast of foul gases within the turret.

-so they could shoot it down.

n

The unexpected bolt didn't blind Cooter because his visor reacted in mcroseconds to block the
i ntense glare. The shock stunned himfor a noment anyway; then the big nan began to run through
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the mass of restive vehicles.

A tank- Deat hdeal er, Blue One-slid forward. Wen the big bl ower was clear, entering the Yokel area
bet ween the denoli shed shed and a whol e one, Captain Ranson's WArnonger fell in behind it. It was
as though the echoing blast fromHernman's Whore had triggered an iridium aval anche.

The third vehicle, another conmbat car, sidled up to the Iine of departure. That'd be One-five, its
driver a newbie on whom Cooter had decided to take a chance. The fell ow was natching his blower's
speed to that of the |eading vehicles, but he had his bow pointing thirty degrees off the axis of
nmot i on.

Sone di ckhead Yokel had parked a light truck just inside the Slamer's area. One-five's tai

skirts nanaged to tap the little vehicle and send it spinning hal fway up the berm a graphic
illustration of the difference between a tonne at rest and thirty tonnes in notion.

Cooter reached his car panting with exertion, anger, and a relieved awareness of how bl oody near
that asshole R ddle had made himcut it. One-one was already pulling into line for the run through
Canp Progress, though the second and third conbat cars would spread left and right as outriders as
soon as they left the gate.

A Yokel wearing fatigues cut for sonebody shorter put a hand on Cooter's shoul der as he set his
foot on Flanethrower's skirt. The fellow carried a slung grenade | auncher, a kitbag, and a satche
of ammuni ti on.

Cooter had never seen him before.

"Who the hell are you?" he snarled over the fans' intake how. The skirts were quivering with
repressed viol ence, and the nanel ess Blue Three was al ready headed into the Yokel comnpound.
"I"'mDick," the fellow shouted. "Fromlast night. Lieutenant, can you use a grenadier for this
run?"

Cooter started at hima second, five seconds . . . ten. One-six was pulling out.

"You bet your ass | can, turtle," Cooter said. "Wl conme aboard!"

Chapter Six

The upper half of June Ranson's visor showed a |ight-enhanced view of her surroundings. It flicked
fromside to side as her head bobbed in the nervous-pi geon notions of sonebody with nore things to
worry about than any human bei ng coul d handl e.

Deat hdeal er |l ed the colum. Even from 200 neters ahead, the wake of the tank's vast passage rocked
War nonger's own consi derable mass. Wllens was driving slightly left of the center of

Deat hdeal er' s track, avoiding some of the turbulence and giving hinself a better direct view
forward. It raised the danger from mines, though; the tank woul d set off anything before the
conmbat car reached it, if their tracks were identical

She let it go for now The roadway between Canp Progress and the civilian settlenent over the
ridge had been cleared in the fighting the night before.

Stolley had his tribarrel cocked forward, parallel to the car's axis of notion instead of sweeping
the quadrant to the left side like he ought to. Stolley figured-and they all figured, Junebug
Ranson as sure as her wi ng gunner-that first crack at any Consies hereabouts would cone fromthe
front.

But a ninety percent certainty nmeant one time in ten you were dead. Deat hdeal er and the bow
gunner, June Ranson, could handle the front. Stolley's job-

Ranson put her fingers on the top barrel of Stolley's weapon, well ahead of the nounting post, and
pushed.

The wi ng gunner's hands tightened on the grips for a nonent before he relaxed with a curse that he
didn't even try to nuffle. The gun nuzzles swung outward in the direction they ought to be
poi nt ed.

Stolley stared at his conmanding officer. H s face was a reflecting ball behind his | owered visor
"I'f you don't like your job," Ranson said, speaking over the wi nd noise instead of using intercom
"I can arrange for you to drive. Another blower."

Stoll ey crouched behind his gun, staring into the night.

Ranson nodded in approval of the words she'd been listening to, the words coming from her nouth.
Good command techni que-under the circunstances, under field conditions where it was nore inmportant
to be obeyed than to be liked. This crew wasn't going to like its blower captain anyway . . . but
t hey' d obey.

Ranson shook her head violently. She wasn't an observer, watching a hol ographic record from
command school on Friesland. She was

The i mages on the I ower half of her visor wobbled at a rate different fromthat of the conbat car
and didn't change when Ranson darted her head to the left or right. She'd slaved its display to
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that of the sensors on Deathdealer in the | ead. The tank's intakes sucked the tops of |ow bushes
toward her fromthe roadsi de. Then, as Deat hdeal er cane al ongsi de, the air |eaking beneath her
skirts battered them away.

Monments | ater, Warnonger swept by the bushes. The top of Ranson's visor repeated the i nages of the
| ower section as if on a five-second del ay.

Ranson shook her head again. It didn't help.

By an emergency regul ati on-whi ch had been in place for fourteen years-there were to be no private
structures within two kiloneters of a mlitary base. Col onel Banyussuf had enforced that reg
pretty stringently. There'd been drink kiosks all along the road to within a hundred neters of the
gate, but they were daylight use only.

Since the panzers swept through the night before, nothing remained of the flinsy stands but
splinters and ash that swirled to the passage of Task Force Ranson

Per manent civilian dwellings, nore serious entertainnent-whores, hard drugs, ganbling-as well as
the goods and services you'd normally find in a town the size of Canp Progress, were in Happy
Days. That settlement was just over the ridge the road clinbed as it ran southeast fromthe canp.
Techni cal | y, Happy Days was within the two-kiloneter interdict; but out of sight, out of nind
Bei ng over the ridge nmeant |ine-of-sight bolts fromthe Sl ammers' powerguns wouldn't 've hurt the
civilians. The National Arny mght've dropped sone indirect fire on Happy Days during the
fighting, but Ranson doubted the Yokel s had been that organized.

Janacek had taped a red-patterned bandanna to the | ower rear edge of his conmp helnmet. At rest, it
kept sun fromthe back of his neck, but when the car was noving, it popped and fluttered like a
mniature flag.

When Task Force Ranson got beyond the settlenment, they could open their formation and race cross-
country through the night; but the only practical place to cross the wooded ridge was where the
road did.

There were probably Consies hidden anong the civilians of Happy Days. One of themmight try a shot
as the arnored vehicles how ed past.

The lead tank crested the rise in a cloud of ash and charred wood. There'd been groves of mghty
trees to either side of the road. Panels of bright silk strung fromtrunk to trunk sectioned the
copses into open-air brothels in fine weather

Before. During the previous night, return fire and the backbl asts of bombardnment rockets had
torched the trees into ash and nenories. That pernitted Deat hdealer's driver to swing abruptly to
the right, off the roadway and any weapons targeted on it, just before com ng into sight of Happy
Days.

Debris momentarily bl anked the | ower half of Ranson's visor. It cleared with a view of the
settlement. The ground across the ridge dropped away nore steeply than on the side facing Canp
Progress, so the nearest of the one- and two-story houses were several hundred nmeters away where
the terrain flattened.

Happy Days was a ghost town.

Deat hdeal er was proceeding at forty kph, fractionally slower than her speed a few nonents before
Warnonger started to close the 200-neter separation, but Wllens throttled back and swung to the
|l eft of the road as the conbat car topped the rise. Ranson's | eft hand sw tched her visor off
remote; her right was firmon the tribarrel's grip.

Happy Days hadn't been danaged in the previous night's fighting. The buil dings crowded the stakes
mar ki ng the twenty-neter right of way, but their walls didn't encroach-another regulation
Banyussuf had enforced, with bull dozers when necessary.

Hal f the width was road surface which had been stabilized with a plasticizer, then pressure-
treated. The |lead tank slipped down the incline on the right shoul der behind a huge cloud of dust.
Not hi ng noved in the settlenent.

A few of the structures were concrete prefabs, but nost were built of |aths covered with enanel ed
metal . Uncut sheets already inprinted with the | ogos of soups or beers gleaned in an array nore
colorful than that of a race course. Behind the buildings thenselves, fabric barriers encl osed
yards in which further business could be conducted in the open air.

The | ead tank was al nbst between the rows of buildings. Ranson's visor caught and highlighted
moverent of the barred wi ndow of a popul ar knocki ng-shop across the street and near the far end of
the strip. She switched her display to thernal

Stolley swung his tribarrel toward the notion.

"No!" June Ranson shout ed.

The wi ng gunner's short burst snapped through the air like a single streak of cyan, past

Deat hdeal er and into a white coruscance as the window s iron grillwork burned at the inpacts.

A buzzbonb arced fromthe left and exploded in the niddle of its trajectory as the tank's close-in
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defense systemfired with a vicious crackling.

At | east twenty autonmatic weapons vol |l eyed orange tracers from Happy Days. The bullets ricocheted
from Deat hdeal er and cl anged |i ke hamrer bl ows on Warnonger's hull and gunshi el ds.

"Al'l Tootsie elenments!" Ranson shouted. WIIlens had chopped his throttles; Warnmonger's skirts
tapped the soil. "Bandits! Blue One-"

But it was too late to order Blue One to lay a mine-clearing charge down the road. The great tank
accel erated toward Happy Days in a spray of dust and pebbles, tribarrel and nmain gun blasting
ahead of it.

"Hey, snake?" said DJ Bell fromthe nmain screen as bolts froma powergun cracked past Deat hdeal er
"Watch out for the Pussycat, OK?"

"Go 'way, DJ!'" Birdie Sparrow shouted. "Albers! Goose it! Fast! Fast!"

The sound of bullets striking their thick arnor was lost in the roar of the fans whose i ntakes
suddenly tried to gulp nore air than fluid flow would permt. The inpacts quivered through
Sparrow s boots on the floorplate like the ticks of a nechanical clock gone hayw re.

Sparrow gripped a gunnery joystick in either hand. Mst tankers used only one control, thunb-
switching frommain gun to tribarrel and back at need. He'd taught hinself years ago to operate
with both sticks live. You didn't get sniper's precision that way, but-

"Bandits!" cried the captain. "Blue One-"

What ever she wanted woul d wait.

-when it was suppressing fire you needed, |ike now

What ever anybody el se wanted coul d wait.

Using the trigger on the right joystick, Sparrow rapped a five-round burst fromthe tribarre
across a shop midway down the Strip on the left side. Sheet nmetal blew away fromthe wood beneath
it, fluttering across the street as if trying to escape fromthe sudden bl aze behind it.

The main screen was set on a horizontally-conpressed 360 degree panorana. Sparrow was used to the
di stortion. He caught the puff of a buzzbonb | aunch before his electronics highlighted the threat.
A defensive charge bl asted from above Deat hdealer's skirts. It nmade the hull ring as none of the
hostile fire had managed.

Sparrow s tribarrel raked shop-fronts further down the Strip in a long burst. The bolts flashed at
an increasing separation because the tank was accel erating.

Deat hdeal er's turret rotated counter-clockw se, independently of the automatic weapon in the
cupol a. The | eft pipper, the point-of-aimindicator for the main gun, slid backward across the
facade of one of the settlenent's sturdier buil dings.

The neon sign was unlighted, but Sparrow knew it well-a cat with a Cheshire grin, gesturing with a
forepaw toward her [ifted haunches.

That was where the buzzbonb had cone from Three nore sparks spat in the darkness-light, |etha
mssiles, igniting in the whorehouse parlor-just as Sparrow s foot stroked the pedal trip for his
20cm cannon.

Deat hdeal er' s screens bl acked out the cyan flash. The displays were live again an instant |ater
when dozens of ready missiles went off in a secondary explosion that blew the Pussycat's walls and
roof into concrete confetti.

"Bl ue Three," the command channel was bl atting, "nmove forward and-"

Al bers brought Deathdealer into the settlenent with gravity aiding his desperatel y-accelerating
fans. He was hugging the right side of the Strip, too close for a buzzbonb | aunched fromt hat
direction to harm Anti-personnel mnes banged harm essly beneath them

"-lay a clearing charge before anybody el se proceeds!"

Across the roadway, shopfronts popped and sizzled under the fire of Sparrow s tribarrel and the
nmore raking bolts of conbat cars pausing just over the ridgeline as Tootsie Six had ordered.

Deat hdeal er brushed the front of the first shop. The building collapsed |ike a bonmb going off.
The tank accelerated to eighty kph. Al bers used his nmass and the edge of his skirts like a router
bl ade, ripping down the line of flinsy shops. The fragnents scattered in the draft of his fans.

A Consie took two steps froma darkened tavern, knelt, and ained his buzzbonb down the throat of
t he onconi ng tank.

Sparrow s foot twitched on the firing pedal. The nmain gun crashed out a bolt that turned a
tailor's shop across the road into a fireball with a plasma core. The blast was twenty meters from
the rocketeer, but the Consie flung away his weapon in surprise and tried to run

A conbat car nailed him half a pace short of the doorway that would have provided conceal nent if
not protection.

Sparrow had begun firing with his tribarrel at a ten o' clock angle. As Deat hdeal er raced toward
the far end of the settlenent, he panned the weapon counter-clockw se and stuttered bursts | ow
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into shop fronts. Instants after the tribarrel raked a facade, his main gun converted the entire
building into a sel f-devouring inferno.

Two controls, two pippers sliding across a conpressed screen at varying rates. The few bullets
that still spattered the hull were lost in the continuous rending i npact of Al bers' 170-tonne

wr ecki ng ball.

Choki ng gases fromthe cannon breech, garbled orders and warnings fromthe radio.

No sweat, none of it. Birdie Sparrow was in control, and they couldn't none of 'emtouch him

Anot her whorehouse flew apart at the touch of Deathdealer's skirt. A neter by three-meter strip of
metal enaneled with a hundred and fifty bright Lion Beer |ogos curled outward and sl apped itself
over the intake of #1 Starboard fan

The sudden | oss of flow dipped the skirt to the soil and sl ewed Deat hdeal er's bow before pl enum
chanber pressure could balance the mass it carried. The stern swiung outward, into the clang-clang
i mpact of bolts froma conbat car's tribarrel. Fist-sized chunks vaporized fromiridium arnor that
had i gnored Consie bullets.

Sparrow rocked in his turret's stinking haze, clinging grimy to the joysticks and bracing his

Il egs as well. The standard way to clear a bl ocked duct was to reverse the fan. That'd ground

Deat hdeal er for a nonment, and with the inertia of their present speed behind that touchdown-

Al bers may have chopped his #1S throttle but he didn't reverse it-or try to straighten

Deat hdeal er' s course out of the hook into which contact had canted it. They hit the next building
in line, bowon at seventy kph-shattering panels of pre-stressed concrete and sweeping the fan
duct clear in the aval anche of heavy debris.

Deat hdeal er bucked and pitched like a bull trying to pin a tiger to the jungle floor. The
collision was al nost as bad as the one for which Sparrow had prepared hinsel f, but the tank never
quite lost forward way. They staggered onward, cascadi ng chunks of wall, curtains, and ganbling

t abl es.

The tank's Al threw up a red-lit warning on Screen Three. Deathdeal er's ground-penetrating radar
showed a thirty-centineter tunnel drilled beneath the road's hard surface fromthe building they'd
just denolished. The cavity was | arge enough to contain hundreds of kil os of expl osive-

And it alnpbst certainly did.

W thout the blocked fan, Deathdeal er woul d' ve been over the nine before the radar warning. Maybe
past the mine before the Consie at the detonator could react-that was the advantage of speed and
the shattering effect of heavy gunfire, the elenents Sparrow d been counting on to get them

t hr ough.

And their arnor. Even a mne that big .

"All Mke-T-tootsie elenents," Sparrow warned. "The road's m ned! M ne!"

He'd frozen the gunnery controls as he waited for the collision. Now, while Al bers nuscled the
tank clear of the weckage and started to build speed again, Sparrow put both pippers on the

buil ding across the road fromthem He vaporized it with a long burst and three twenty-centineter
rounds, just in case the conmand detonator was there rather than in the shattered ganbling den

It mght have a pressure or nagnetic detonator. Speed wouldn't 've hel ped Deat hdeal er then, if
luck hadn't slewed themoff the road at the right nonent.

"Can't touch us!" Birdie Sparrow nuttered as he fired back over the tank's left rear skirts.
"Can't touch us!"

"Not this time, snake," said DJ Bell as bitter gases withed through the turret.

If he'd bothered to | ook behind him Hans Wager coul d've seen that the tail end of the colum had
yet to pass the gates of Canp Progress.

Just over the ridge, all hell was breaking | oose.

Wager's instinctive reaction was the sane as al ways when things really dropped in the pot: to
hunker down behind his tribarrel and hope there were panzers cl ose enough to | end a hand.

It gave hima queasy feeling to realize that this tine, he was the tank elenment and it was for
him Blue Three, that the CO was calling.

"-move forward and |lay a clearing charge!"

Sonet hi ng bi g enough to |light the whole sky orange blew up behind the ridge. Pray the Lord it was
Consi es eating sonme of their own ordnance rather than a mne going off beneath a bl ower.

The | ead tank and Tootsie Six had both dropped over the ridgeline. One-five and One-one pulled
forward. The first car slid to the right in a gush of gray-white ash colored blue by gunfire while
the other accelerated directly up the road.

Bl ue Three shuddered as her driver poured the coal to her. Through inexperience, Hol man swung her
fan nacelles rearward too swiftly. Their skirts scraped a shower of sparks for several neters

al ong t he pavenent.
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Wager found his seat control, not instinctively but fast enough. He dropped from cupola | eve

while the tank plowed stabilized gravel with a sound |ike nmountains screaning

Tracers stitched the main screen and across the sky overhead, nonentary flickers through the open
hat ch.

One-five vani shed behind the crest. One-one swung to the right and stopped abruptly with a flare
of her skirts, still silhouetted on the ridgeline. Blue Three was wall owing toward the sane patch
of | andscape under full power.

Wager shouted a curse, but Hol man had their mount under control. The namel ess tank pivoted |eft

i ke a wheel ed vehi cl e whose back end had broken away, avoiding the conbat car. They could see now
that One-one had pulled up to keep fromoverrunni ng Tootsie Six.

Bl ue Three began to slide at a slight sideways angle down the ridge they'd just topped. The three
cars ahead of themwere firing wildly into the snoke and flying debris of the settlenent.

Sparrow s Bl ue One had just smashed a building. It pulled clear with the notion of an el ephant
shruggi ng during a dust bath.

"All Mke-T-tootsie elenents,"” cane a voice that a nmask on the nmain screen would identify (if

Wager wondered) as Blue One, used to his old callsign. "M nes! Mnes!"

"Blue Three!" snarled Captain Ranson. "Lay the bl oody charge! Now "

If the bitch wanted to trade jobs, she could take this cursed panzer and all its cursed hardware
She could take it and shove it up her ass!

It wasn't that Hans Wager had never used a mine-clearing charge before. On a conbat car, though
they were special equi pnent bolted to the bow skirts and fired manually. Al the tanks were fitted
with integral units, controlled by the Al. So. .

"Booster," Wager ordered crisply. "Cl earance charge."
The gunsi ght pi pper on Screen Two dimred to half its previous orange brilliance. ARVED appeared in
the upper left corner of the screen, above RANGE TO TARGET and LENGTH OF FOOTPRI NT.

Magenta tracks, narrowed toward the top by foreshortening, overlay the inmage of the settl enment
toward which Blue Three was slipping with the slow grace of a beer stein on a polished bar

Instead of aligning with the pavenent, the aimng tracks skewed across the right half of the
Strip.

"Hol man! " Wager screaned. "Straighten up! Straighten the fuck out! Wth the road!"

Sparrow s Deat hdeal er had reached the end of the built-up Strip. The turret was rotated back at a
2209 angle to the tank's course. Its nmain gun fired, a blacked-out streak on Blue Three's screens
and a dazzl e of cyan radiance through her open hatch.

Wager heard the fan note rise as his driver adjusted nacelles #1S and #2S and boosted their speed.
The nanel ess tank seened to hesitate, but its attitude didn't change.

"Range," Wager called to his artificial intelligence. They were about a hundred neters fromthe
nearest buildings. Since they were still noving forward maybe he ought to-
Whang!

Wager | ooked up in amazenent. The bullet that had flattened itself against the cupola' s open hatch
dropped onto his cheek. It was hotter than hell.

"Sonuvabi tch!" Wager shout ed.

"Blue Two," ordered the radio, "nbve into position and |ay down a cl earance charge!"

"Sergeant," begged Hol man over the intercomchannel, "do you want nme to stop us or-"

She'd straightened "emout all right, for about a millisecond before the counter-clockw se
rotation began to swing the tank's bow out of alignment again in the opposite direction. The
aimng tracks marched across the screen with stately precision

The volunme of fire fromthe conbat cars sl ackened because Wager's tank bl ocked their aim Another
bul l et rang agai nst the hatch; this one ricocheted glowing into the darkness. Bl oody good thing
Wager wasn't manning the cupola tribarrel hinmself just now.

"Fire!" Wager ordered his Al.

He didn't know what the default setting was. He just knew he wasn't going to wait in his slowy-
revolving tank and get it right some tine next week.

Bl ue Three chugged, a sound nuch |like that of a nortar firing nearby. The charge, a net of

expl osive filanments depl oying behind a sparkling trio of rocket drivers, arched froma bow
conpart nent.

As soon as the unit fired, the conmputed aimng tracks transforned thensel ves into a hol ographic
overlay of the charge being |aid-the gossaner threads woul d ot herwi se have been invisible.

The net wobbl ed outward for several seconds, shuddering in the flane-spawned air currents. It
settled, covering five-hundred neters of pavenent, the road's |eft shoulder, and the fronts of
nost of the buildings on the |left side.

Mizzl e fl ashes continued to wink fromthe stricken ruins of Happy Days.
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The charge detonated with a white flash as sudden as that of |ightning. Dust and ash spread in a
dense pall that was opaque in the thermal spectrumas well as to normal optics.

Hundreds of small m nes popped and spattered gravel. The explosive-filled cavity whose inage,
renot ed from Deat hdeal er and frozen for reference on Wager's Screen Three, didn't go off.

Fuckin' A

Hans Wager shifted Screen Two to nmillimetric radar and gripped his gunnery control. "Hol man, drive
on," he ordered, aware as he spoke that Blue Three was al ready accel erati ng.

Hol man hadn't waited to be told. She knew as sure as Wager did that if the big mne went off, it
was better that a tank take the shock than the | esser mass of a conbat car

Better for everybody except maybe the tank's crew.

Wager triggered the nain gun and coaxially-1ocked tribarrel simnultaneously, throw ng echoing
swirls onto his display as the dense atnosphere warped even the radar patterns.

"Tootsie Six," he said as he felt the tank beneath himbuild to a lunbering gallop. "This is Blue
Three. We're going through.”

FI amet hrower cleared the rise. The settlement was a scene from Brueghel's Hell, and Dick Suilin
was being plunged into the heart of it.

Coot er | ooked back over his shoulder at the reporter. His voice in Suilin's earphones said, "Watch
the stern, turtle. Don't worry about the bowwe'll go through on Ortnahne's coattails."

Gale, the veteran trooper, had already shifted his position behind the right wing gun so that he
was facing backward at 120@ to the conbat car's direction of travel. Suilin obediently tried to do
the sane, but he found that stacked ammp boxes and the large cooler nmade it difficult for himto
stand. By folding one knee on the cooler, he managed to aimat the proper angle, but he wasn't
sure he'd be able to hit anything if a target appeared.

Fl anet hr ower was gat hering speed. They'd crawl ed up the slope, matching their speed to that of the
tank ahead of them That vehicle in turn was trying not to overrun the conbat cars pausing at the
hillcrest.

The first series of the |oud shocks occurred before Suilin's car was properly beyond the berm of
Canp Progress. After that, the hidden fighting settled down to the vicious sizzle of powerguns.
Each bolt sounded |ike sodiumdropping into water in blazing kil ogram packets.

When Fl amet hrower topped the ridgeline, offset to the left of the last tank in Task Force Ranson
Suilin saw the remai ns of Happy Days.

Four days before, he'd thought of the place as just another of the sleazy Strips that served arny
bases all over Prosperity-all over the human universe. Nowit was a roiling pit, as snoky as the
crater of a volcano and equally devoid of life.

"Blue Two," said a voice in Suilin's earphones, "this is Tootsie One-two. We're conin' through
right up yer ass, so don't change yer nind, all right?"

It was probably Cooter speaking, but the reporter couldn't be sure. The helnets transmtted on one
si deband, depriving the voices of normal tinbre, and static interrupted the words every tine a gun
fired.

"Roger that, Tootsie One-two," said a different speaker. "Sinkins, you heard the man. Keep yer

bl oody foot in it, right?"

Suilin's visual universe was a pattern of white blurs against a light blue background. The
solidity and intensity of the white depended on the relative tenperature of the object viewed.

I put it on thermal for you, Gale had said as he slapped a conmp hel met onto the reporter’'s head
with the visor down.

The hel met was | oose, slipping forward when Suilin di pped his head and tuggi ng back against its
chin strap in the airstreamwhen the conbat car accel erated uphill. There was probably an

adj ustment system but Suilin didn't know where it was . . . and this wasn't the time to ask

Their own car, Flanethrower, slid over the crest and slowed as a billow of dust and ash expanded
fromthe bow skirts like half a snmoke ring. The driver had angled his fans forward; they lifted
the bow slightly and kicked |ight debris in the direction opposite to their thrust against the
vehicl e' s nass.

The tank had offset to the right on the hilltop as Flamethrower pulled left. Nowit blew forward a
simlar but nuch |arger half-doughnut. The arc of dust sucked in on itself, then recoil ed outward
when the cannon fired. The gun's crash was deafening to Suilin, even over the how of the fans.
There was nothing to see on the flank Suilin was supposed to be guardi ng except the slight
differential rate at which rocks, gravel, and vegetation |ost the heat they'd absorbed during
daylight. He risked a | ook over his shoulder, just as the tank fired again and Cooter ripped a
burst fromhis tribarrel down the opposite side of what had been the settlenent.

A conmbat car was naking the run through Happy Days. The precedi ng vehicles of the task force
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waited in line abreast on the rising ground to the east of the settlenent. Their hulls,
particularly the skirts and fan intakes, were white; the nuzzles of their powerguns were as sharp
as floodlights.

The settlenment was a pearly anbiance that w apped and shrouded the car speeding through its heart.
A gout of rubble lifted. It had fused to glass under the inpact of the tank's twenty-centineter
bol t .

Suilin couldn't see any sign of a target-for the big gun or even for Cooter's raking tribarrel

The car racing through the weckage was firing al so, but the vehicles waiting on the far side of
the gauntlet were silent, apparently for fear of hitting their fellow

The road was outlined in flanes over which snoke and ash swept like a dancer's veils. Mlten
spatters lifted by the tank cannon cooled visibly as they fell. There was no return fire or sign
of Consi es.

There were no structures left in what had been a comunity of several thousand.

The tank beside Fl amet hrower shrugged like a dog getting ready for a fight. Dust and ash puffed
frombeneath it again, this tinme sternward.

"Hang on, turtle!" a voice crackled in Suilin's ears as Flanethrower began to build speed with the
decepti ve snoot hness characteristic of an air cushion vehicle.

Suilin gripped his tribarrel and tried to see sonethi ng-anythi ng-over the ghost-ring sight of the
weapon. The normal hol ographic target display wasn't picked up by his visor's thermal inmaging. The
air stank of ozone and inconpl ete conbusti on.

The car rocked as its skirts clipped high spots and debris flung fromthe buildings. The draft of
Fl amret hrower' s fans and passage shoul dered the snoke aside, but there was still nothing to see
except hot rubble.

Cooter and Gale fired, their bursts producing sharp static through Suilin's headset. The hel net

sl i pped back and forth on the reporter's forehead.

In desperation, Suilin flipped up his visor. G ow ng snmoke becane black swirls, white flanes
became sullen orange. The bolts from his conpani ons' weapons flicked the scene with an utter
purity of color nore suitable for a church than this boiling inferno.

Suilin thunbed his trigger, splashing dirt and a charred tinmber with cyan radiance. He fired
again, raising his sights, and saw a sheet of nmetal blaze with the light of its own destruction
They were through the settlenent and sl owi ng again. There were arnored vehicles on either side of
Fl amethrower. Gale fired a last spiteful burst and put his weapon on safe.

Suilin's hands were shaking. He had to grip the pivot before he could thunb the safety button
It'd been worse than the previous night. This tinme he hadn't known what was happeni ng or what he
was supposed to do

"Tootsie Six to all Tootsie el enments,
Execute."

The vehi cl es around them were novi ng agai n, though Flanethrower held a nervous, greasy bal ance on
its fans. They'd nove out |ast again, just as they had when Task Force Ranson left the encanpnent.
M nut es ago.

"How you doing, turtle?" Lieutenant Cooter asked. He'd raised his visor also. "See any Consies?"
Suilin shook his head. "I just . . ." he said. "I just shot, in case. . . . Because you guys were
shooti ng, you know?"

Cooter nodded as he lifted his helnet to rub his scalp. "Good decision. Never hurts t' keep their
heads down. You never can tell. L

He gazed back at the burning waste through which they' d passed.

Suilin swallowed. "What's this "turtle' business?" he asked.

Gal e chuckl ed through his visor

said the helnmet. "March order, conforming to Blue One.

Cooter sniled and knuckl ed his forehead again. "Nothin' personal,"” the big lieutenant said. "You
know, you're fat, you know? After a while you'll be a snake |ike the rest of us."

He turned.

"Hey," the reporter said in anazenent. "lI'mnot fat! | exercise-"

Gal e tapped the arnor over Suilin's ribs. "Not fat there, turtle," the reflective curve of the
veteran's visor said. "Newbie fat, you know? Civilian fat."

The tank they'd followed from Canp Progress began to nove. "Watch your arcs, both of you," Cooter
nmuttered over the intercom "They may have another surprise waiting for us."

Suilin's body swayed as the conbat car slipped forward. He still didn't know what the mercenaries
meant by the epithet.

And he was wondering what had happened to all the regul ar inhabitants of Happy Days.

"Go ahead, Tootsie," said the voice of Slamer Six, hard despite all the spreads and attentuations
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that brought it from Firebase Purple to June Ranson's earphones. "Over."

"Lemme check yer shoulder," said Stolley to Janacek beside her. "C non, crack the suit."

"Roger," Ranson said as she checked the positioning of her force in the multi-function display.
"We're OK, no casualties, but there was an anbush at the strip settlenent just out the gate."
Bl ue One was ghosting al ong 200 neters al nost directly ahead of Warnonger at sixty kph. That was
about the maxi mumfor an off-road night run, even in this fairly open terrain.

One-one and One-five had taken their flanking positions, echeloned slightly back fromthe | ead
tank. The remaining four blowers were spaced tank-car, tank-car, behind Warnonger like the tail of
a broadly di anond-shaped kite.

Just as it ought to be . . . but the ratfuck at Happy Days had cost the task force a good hour
"W couldn't 've avoided it," Ranson said, "so we shot our way through."

If she'd known, known, there was a conpany of Consies in Happy Days, she'd 've bypassed the place
by heading north cross-country and cutting east, then south, near Siu Mah. It'd 've been a hundred
kil ometers out of their way, but-

"Look, bugger off," said Janacek. "I'mfine. 1'Il take another pill, right?"

"Any of the bypass routes mght've got you in just as deep," said Col onel Hammer, taking a chance
that, because of the tine lag, his satellited words were going to step on those of his junior
officer. "It's really dropped in the pot, Captain, all the hell over this country. But you don't
see any reason that you can't carry out your m ssion?"

The question was so enptionless that concern stuck out in all directions |ike barbs froma burr
"Over."

"Quit screw n around, Checker,’
out and there's no sweat."
Ranson touched the scal e control of her display. The eight discrete dots shrank to a single one,
at the top edge of a large-scale noving nmap that ended at Kohang.

Lat ches clicked. Janacek had opened his clanmshell arnor for his buddy's inspection. A bullet had
disintegrated on the shield of Janacek's tribarrel during the run through Happy Days; bits of the
projectile had sprayed the wi ng gunner

Ranson felt herself slipping into the universe of the map, into a world of electronic sinulation
and hol ographic intersections that didn't bleed when they dropped fromthe display.

That was the way to win battles: nove your units around as if they were only units, counters on a
ganme board. Do whatever was necessary to check your enemy, to smash him to achieve your

obj ecti ve.

Commanders who thought about bl ood, officers who sawwith their nmind s eye the troops they
commanded screanming and crawl i ng through nuck with their intestines dangling behind them.

those officers mght be squeam sh, they might be hesitant to give the orders needful for victory.
The conmander of the guerrillas in this district understood that perfectly. Happy Days was a

deat htrap for anybody trying to defend it against the Slamrers. There was no line of retreat, and
the vehicles' powerguns were sure to blast the settlenent into ash and vapor, along with every
Consie init.

The conpany or so of patriots who'd tried to hold Happy Days on behal f of the Conservative Action
Movenent al nost certainly didn't realize that; but the man or woman who gave themtheir orders
froman office somewhere in the Terran Covernnent enclaves on the North Coast did. The anbush had
meant an hour's delay for the relief operation, and that was well worth the price-on the North
Coast .

Men and nunitions were the cost of doing business. You needed both of themto w n.

You needed to spit themboth in the face of the eneny. They could be replaced after the victory.
Stolley's hand-held nedi kit began to purr as it swallowed bits of netal that it had separated from
the gunner's skin and shoul der muscl es. Janacek cursed nildly.

Col onel Hanmer knew the rul es also.

"Slanmer Six," June Ranson's voice said, "we're continuing. | don't know of any . . . | mean,
we're not worse off than when we received the mssion. Not really.”

She paused, her nouth m mng words while her mind tried to deterni ne what those words shoul d be.
Hamer didn't interrupt. "W've got to cross the Padma River. Not a |lotta choices about where. And
we'll have the Santine after that, that'll be tricky. But we'll know nore after the Padna."
Warnonger's fans ruled the night, creating a cocoon of controlled sound in which the electronic
dot calling itself Junebug Ranson was safe with all her other dots.

Her chestplate rapped the grips of the tribarrel. She'd started to doze off again.

"Tootsie Six, over!" she said sharply. Her skin tingled, and all her body hairs were standing up
straight.

There was a burst of static fromher headset, but no response.

Stol l ey demanded. "You got bits a jacket netal there. | get 'em
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"Tootsie Six, over," she repeated.
Not hi ng but carrier hum
Ranson craned her neck to | ook upward, past the splinter shield. There was a bright new star in
the eastern sky, but it was fading even as she wat ched.
For fear of retribution, the Wrld Governnent had spared the Slanmers' recon and consats when they
swept the Yokels' own satellites out of orbit. Wen Al ois Hanmer raised the stakes, however, the
Terrans stayed in the gane.
"Now a little Sprayseal,"” Stolley nuttered, "and we're done. Easier 'n bitchin', ain't it?"
Task Force Ranson was on its own now.
But they'd been on their owmn fromthe start. Troops at the sharp end were always on their own.
"Awright, then latch me up, will ya?" Janacek said. Then, "Hey, Stolley. Wen ya figure we get
anot her chance t' kick butt?"
War nronger how ed through the darkness.

Chapt er Seven

"I think it's alittle tight now," Suilin said, trying gingerly to lift the combp hel met away from
hi s conmpressed tenples.

"Right," said Cooter. "Now pull the tab over the left ear. Just a cunt hair."

"Time t' stoke the ole furnaces," said Gale, handing sonething small to Cooter while the reporter
experinented with the fit of his hel net.

When Suilin drew down on the tab as directed, the helnet lining deflated with an i medi ate rel ease
of pressure. It felt good-but he didn't want the cursed thing sliding around on his head, either
so maybe if he pulled the right tab again, just a-

"And one for you, buddy," Gale said, offering Suilin a white-cased stimcone about the size of a
thunbnail. "Hey, what's your nane?"

"Dick," the reporter said. "Ah-what's this?"

Cooter set the base of his cone against the inner side of his wist and squeezed to inject

hi nsel f. "Wde-awakes," he said. "Alittle something to keep you alert. Not much of a rush, but it
beats noddi ng off about the tinme it all drops in the pot."

"Like Tootsie Six," Gale said, thunbing forward with a grin

The front of the colum was conpletely hidden from Fl anet hrower. Task Force Ranson had cl osed to
fifty-neter separations between vehicles as soon as they entered the forest, but even Bl ue Two,

i mredi atel y ahead of them had been only a snorting anbiance for nost of the past hour

"Junebug's problemain't she's tired," Cooter said with a grinmace. "She's . " He spun his
finger in a brief circle around his right ear. "It happens. She'll be okay."
"But won't this . . . ?" Suilin said, rolling the stimcone between his fingers. "I nean, what are

the side effects?"
As a reporter, he'd seen his share and nore of burn-outs, through his business and init.
Coot er shrugged. "After a couple days," the big man said, raising his armabsently to block a

branch swi shing past his gunshield, "it don't help any nore. And your ears ring |ike a sonuvabitch
about that long after. Better 'n getting your ass bl own away."
"Hey," said Gale cheerfully. "Promise ne |I'll be around in a couple days and I'Il drink sewage."

Suilin set the cone and squeezed it. There was a jet of cold against his skin, but he couldn't

feel any other inmrediate result.

FI amet hr ower broke into open terrain, a notch washed cl ean when the stream bel ow was in spate. The
car slid down the near bank, under control but still fast enough that their stern skirts sparked
and rattl ed against the rocky soil. Water exploded in a fine mist at the bottom as Rogers goosed
his fans to lift the car up the far side. They cleared the upper lip neatly, partly because the
bank had al ready been crunbled into a ranp by the passage of earlier vehicles.

Bl ue Two had been visible for a moment as the tank made its own blasting run up the bank. Now

Fl anet hr ower was al one agai n, except for sounds and the sl ender-boled trees through which the task
force pushed its way.

"Lord, why can't this war stop?" Dick Suilin nuttered.

"Because," said Cooter, though the reporter's words weren't really neant as a question, "for it to
stop, either your folks or the Wrld Governnent has gotta throwin the towel. Last we heard, that
hadn't happened. "

"May a bl oody happened by now," Gale grunted, |ooking sourly at the sky where stars no | onger
shared their turf with cormp and recce satellites. "Boy, wouldn't that beat hell? Us get our asses
greased because we didn't know the war was over?"

"It's not the Wrld Governnent," the reporter snapped. "It's the Terran Governnment, and that
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hasn't been the government on this world for the thirty years since we freed ourselves."

Nei t her of the nercenaries responded. Cooter |owered his head over his multi-function display and
fiddled with its dials.

"Look, I"'msorry," Suilin said after a nonent. He lifted his helnet and rubbed his eyes. Muybe the
W de- awake was having an effect after all. "Look, it's just that Prosperity could be a garden
spot, a paradise, if it weren't for outsiders hired by the Terrans."

"Sorry, troop," said Gale as he | eaned past Suilin to open the cooler on the floor of the fighting
conmpartnent. "But that's a big negative."

"Ninety percent of the Consies 're born on Prosperity,’
don't nean in the Enclaves, neither."

"Ni nety-bl oody-ei ght percent of the body count," Gale chuckled. He |lifted the cap off a beer by
catching it on the edge of his gunshield and thrusting down. "Wich figures, don't it?"

He sucked the foam fromthe neck of the bottle and handed it to Cooter. Wen he opened and sw gged
fromthe second one, Gale nmurmured, "I1'll say this fer you guys. You brew curst good beer."

He gave the bottle to Suilin.

It was a bottle of 33, cold and wonderfully snmpoth when the reporter overcane his nonentary
squeani shness at putting his lips on the bottle that the nercenary had licked. Suilin didn't
realize how dry his throat was until he began to drink

"Look," he said, "there's always going to be nalcontents. They wouldn't be a threat to stability
if they weren't being arned and trained in the Enclaves."

"Hey, what do | know about politics?" Gale said. He patted the breech of his tribarrel with his
free hand.

A branch slapped Suilin's helnmet; he cursed with doubled bitterness. "If Coraccio' d taken the

Encl aves thirty years ago, there wouldn't be any trouble now "

"Dreamon, turtle," Gale said over the nouth of his own beer

"Coraccio couldn't take the WG s actual bases," Cooter remarked, quickly enough to forestall any
angry retort. "The security forces couldn't hold nmuch, but they sure-hell weren't givin' up the
starports that were their only chance of going hone to Earth."

Gal e finished his beer, belched, and tossed the bottle high over the side. The noonlit glitter
seermed to curve backward as Fl amethrower ground on, at high speed despite the vegetation

"You shoulda hired us," he said. "Wll, you know sonebody |ike us. But we'll take yer nobney now,
no sweat."

Suilin sluiced beer around in his nmouth before he swallowed it. "Only a fraction of the population
supported the Consies,” he said. "The Conservative Action Mvenent's just a Terran front."

"Only a fraction of the people here 're really behind the Nationals, either," Cooter said. He
raised his hand, palmtoward Suilin in bar. "All right, sure-a bigger fraction. But what nost
people want's for the shooting to stop. Trust ne, turtle. That's howit always is."

"We've got a right to decide the government of our own planet!" the reporter shouted.

"You bet," agreed the big lieutenant. "And that's what you're paying Hamrer's Slamers for. So
their fraction gets tired of havin' its butt kicked quicker 'n your fraction does."”

"They're payin' us," said Gale, caressing his tribarrel again, "because there's nodammbody in the
Yokel army who's got any balls."

Suilin flushed. H's hand tightened on his beer bottle.

"Al'l Tootsie elements," said a voice fromSuilin's commp helmet. "We're approachi ng Phase Line
Mambo, so | ook sharp."”

The reporter didn't fully understand the words, but he knew by now what it meant when both
mercenaries gripped their tribarrels and waggl ed the nuzzles to be sure they turned snoothly on
their ginbal s.

Dick Suilin dropped the bottle with the remainder of his beer over the side. Hi s hands were clamy
on the grips of his weapon.

That was the trouble with his learning to understand things. Now he knew what was coni ng.

Coot er agreed wi thout | ooking up. "And

When Henk Ortnahme rocked forward violently, he reacted by bracing his pal ms against the nmain
screen and opening his nouth to bellow curses at Tech 2 Sinkins.

Herman's Whore didn't ground 'er bloody skirts, though, as Sinkins powered her out of the unmanned
gully between Adako Creek and the Padma River . . . and Warrant Leader Ortnahne wouldn't a been
bounci ng around the inside of his tank like a pea in a whistle if he'd had brains enough to strap
hinself into his bl oody seat.

He didn't shout the curses. Wen he rehearsed themin his nind, they were directed as nuch at

hi nsel f as the kid, who was doing pretty good. N ght, cross-country, through forested nountains-
pretty bl oody good.
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"All Tootsie elenents,"
sharp."
Phase Li ne Manbo: Adako Beach, and the only bridge for a hundred kays that'd carry tanks over the
Padna River. Consie defenses for sure. Maybe al erted defenses.
Sinkins wasn't the only guy in Herman's Whore who was getting a crash course tonight in his new
duti es.
"Conpany, " said sonebody on the unit push, nusta been Sparrow, because the view renoted onto
Ortnahme's Screen Three had the Bl designator in its upper |eft corner
The | ead tank overl ooked the nmain east-west road through the forest; Sparrow nust've eased forward
until Deathdeal er was al nbst out of the trees. Half a dozen |ight vehicles were approaching from
the east, still a kiloneter away. They were noving at about fifty kph-plenty fast enough for
anyt hi ng on wheels that had to negotiate the roads in this part of the continent.
A dull Dblue line began junping through the renoted inmage, three centineters fromthe right edge of
the screen. Nothing wong with the equi pment: Deathdeal er's transm ssion was just picking up
interference fromanother circuit, the one that aligned the tank's main gun
"Don't Shoot!" June Ranson snarled on the command channel before she bothered with proper
communi cati ons procedures.
Then, "Tootsie Six to all Tootsie elenments. Formon Blue One, east along the roadcut. Don't expose
your sel ves, and don't shoot wi thout ny orders. These're probably civilians. We'll wait till they
clear the bridge, then we'll blast through ourselves while the guards 're rel axing."
Herman's Whore rocked as Sinkins shifted a bit to the left, following the track of the car ahead
They' d intended to enter the roadcut in |ine ahead, where the slope was gentlest; now they'd have
to slide down abreast.
A sputter of static on the commo hel net indicated one of the subordinate | eaders, Sparrow or
Cooter, was talking to Tootsie Six on a | ock-out channel
Ranson didn't bother to switch off the command push to reply, "Negative, Blue One. Getting there
twenty mnutes |ater doesn't matter. The bridge guards'll 've seen the truck lights too; they'l
be trigger-happy until they see there's no threat to them"
No big deal. Line abreast was a little trickier for the drivers, but it was about as fast
and it put Task Force Ranson in a perfect anbush position, just in case the trucks weren't
civilian after all.
Her man' s Whore nosed to the edge of the trees, swung to put her port side to the roadcut, and
hal ted. She quivered in dynam c stasis.
Ortnahme cranked up the magnification on his gunnery screen, feeding enhanced anbient light to his
di splay. He had a better angle on the trucks than Blue One did, and when he focused on the figures
filling the canvas-topped bed of the | ead vehicle-
Bl ood 'n martyrs!
"Tootsie Six," hissed the general unit push before Ortnahnme could call his warning, "this is One-
Six. They ain't civilians."
The | eading truck had National Army fender stencils and a Yokel crest on the passenger door, but
the troops in back wore black uniforns. Otnahne scanned their faces at a hundred magnificati ons.
Bor ed, nervous-yeah, you could be both at the sane tinme, he knew that bl oody well hinself. And
very bl oody young.
"Roger," said the conmand channel crisply. "All Tootsie elenents, |'m highlighting your primary
targets. On command, take 'em out before you worry about anybody el se.™
That truckl oad wasn't going to get much ol der
Ortnahnme's renote screen pinged as the view from Deat hdeal er vani shed and was repl aced by the
corner tag R-for-Red 6 and a sinple string of magenta beads, one for each truck. The second bead
fromthe end was brighter and pul sing.
"Blue Two, roger," the warrant |eader said, knowing the Al would transmt his words as a green dot
on Ranson's display-even if all seven responses cane in simultaneously.
"When the shooting starts, team" the command channel continued, "go like hell. Six out."
The first soft-skin had passed beneath Hernman's Wore and was continuing toward the bridge. The
arnored vehicl es woul d have burning trucks to contend with in their rush, but Otnahne realized
Ranson coul dn't pop the ambush until all six targets were within the killing ground.
The second truck was a civilian unit with a mountain | andscape pai nted on the passenger door and
MASALLAH in big netalized letters across the radiator. Qther than that, it was the sane as the
first: a stake-bed with twelve rubber tires and about sixty bl oody Consies in back
MASALLAH. God hel p us. They'd need God's help when the tribarrels started slicing into 'em
The third truck canme abreast with its gearbox npaning. Yokel naintenance was piss-poor, at |east
fromwhat Ortnahme'd seen of it. Guess it didn't matter, not if they were handing over their

boonmed the conmand channel. "W're approachi ng Phase Line Manbo, so | ook
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hardware to the Consies.

Nobody in the trucks | ooked up, though they were within fifty nmeters of Task Force Ranson. Hal f
the distance was vertical . . . which was a problemin itself for Otnahne, since the guns in the
turret and cupola of Herman's Whore coul dn't depress as |ow as the pintle-nounted weapons of the
conbat cars
"Tootsie, this is Blue One," said the radi o. "Vehicles approaching the bridge fromthe west, too."
"Bl oody marvel ous," sonebody nuttered on the general push. It m ght have been the warrant |eader
hi nsel f.

"Roger, Blue One," replied Ranson coolly. "They're stopping, so it shouldn't affect us. Six out.”
The gunnery pipper didn't bear on the trucks when they were directly bel ow Hernan's Wore. Life
being what it bloody was, that's where Ortnahnme's target woul d be when the balloon went up
"Sinkins," the warrant | eader said, "when | give the word, get us over the edge. Got that? Not
even a bl oody eyeblink |ater."

"Yessir," agreed the intercom "Ah, sir . . . ?"

Ortnahme grimaced. The fourth truck was bel ow them "Go ahead.”

"Sir, won't the guards be even nore alerted if we start shooting before we cross the bridge? Than
if we'd gone sooner, | nean?"

"Yeah," Otnahne said, stating the bl oody obvious, but this wasn't the tine to tear a strip off
the kid. "But we don't want a Consie battalion waiting for us on the other side, do we? It's the
hand we got, kid, so we play it."

"Yessir," Sinkins agreed. "l just wondered."
From his voice, that's all it was.
Maybe Sinkins hadn't figured out that one real likely response froman altered guard detachnent

woul d be to blow the bl oody bridge-nmaybe with nost of Task Force Ranson |learning to fly a hundred
net ers above the Padma R ver

The fifth truck, Yokel Arny again, grunted and snarled its way onto Screen Two. Ortnahne's pipper
qui vered across the canvas top, bloody useless unless the Consies all died of fright when the main
gun ripped over their heads, but he still had a view of the troops. There was sonething funny
about this lot. They were wearing arnbands, and their uniforns-

"Al'l Tootsie elenents-"

"Sinkins, go!" the warrant |eader shouted.

Her man' s Whore | urched sideways and down. Startled faces gl anced upward in the magnified display,
warned at |ast but only a microsecond before the command push added, "Fire!"

The pure, heart-wenching blue of powerguns firing saturated the roadcut. Otnahne's foot took up
the slack in the gun pedal as his tank slid-and the orange pipper slid down onto one of the nouths
scream ng in the back of the fifth truck

The 20cm bolt nerged with a white and orange expl osi on. The whole truck was a fireball. Heated by
the plasma, the steel chassis blazed with even greater venomthan the contents of the fuel tanks
and the flesh of the soldiers at the point of inpact.

Ortnahme switched to his tribarrel as the tank rushed down the slope, its fans driving into a sea
of flane.

Not that it mattered, but the troops in the truck he'd just destroyed weren't wearing bl ack
uni f or ns.

Three bl azing figures lurched out of the inferno. Otnahnme shot them down, nore as an act of nercy
than of war.

They were in canoufl aged National Arny fatigues with black arnbands, and they were carrying
National Arny assault rifles.

Not that it mattered.

"Fire!" June Ranson heard her voice say. Her visor opaqued, shutting out the double m crosecond
dazzl es of Deathdealer's main gun firing alnost on top of her, but the nonentary blindness didn't
matter. The battle was taking place within a hol ographic screen while Ranson watched it from
above.

Her tribarrel scissored bolts across those of Stolley's weapon, turning fist-sized chunks of the
| eading truck into neter-dianeter flashes colored by material that vaporized and burned:

rubber/ metal /wood across the truck; cloth/flesh/rmunitions as the nuzzles lifted into the bed.
Metals burned with a gorgeous intensity of color, white and red and green

The target exploded into a |lake of fire that screaned. Wl ens kept Warnonger as high on her fans
as he could as the conbat car entered the roadcut at a barely-controlled slide and cranked hard
right to foll ow Deat hdeal er up the bridge approach

The filters of Ranson's hel nmet snapped into place as flanes whuffed out |ike crinolines encircling
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the conbat car. For a nmonent, everything was orange and hot; then \Warnonger was through

Junebug Ranson was back in the physical world in which her troops were fighting.

The Adako beach community was a few hovels on this east side of the Padma River. There were twenty
or thirty nore dwellings, still unpretentious, beyond the gravel strand across the stream The
bridge itself was a solid concrete structure with a sandbagged bl ockhouse on the far end and a
novenent -control kiosk in the center of the span

The bl ockhouse and ki osk had been added in reaction to the worsening security situation. Wen

Deat hdeal er' s mai n gun punched the center of the bl ockhouse twi ce, the |ow buil ding bl ew apart

wi th an enthusi asm which the ammunition going off within did little nore than color. Swatches of
fiberglass fabric fromthe sandbags burned red as they drifted in the updraft.

A bus was waiting on the other side to cross the bridge. It lurched off the road and heeled slowy
over onto its side, its headlights still burning. The truck behind it didn't nmove, but both cab
doors flew open and figures scuttled out.

A man wi thout pants ran fromone of the huts near the bridge approach and began firing an
automatic rifle at Deathdeal er. Sparrow i gnored-or was unaware of-the fleabites, but Stolley
triggered a burst in the Consie's direction

The hovel disintegrated into burning debris under the touch of the cyan bolts. The Consi e dropped
flat and continued firing, sheltered by the rocky irregularity of the ground. Another set of
nmuzzl ef | ashes sparkled yellow fromcloser to the streanbed. A bullet rang on Warnonger's hull

The | ong span between the concrete guardrails of the bridge had been narrowed by coils of
concertina wire, reducing the traffic flowto a single |lane past the central checkpoint. A round,
pol e-nount ed signal board, white toward the east and presumably red on the other face, reached
from the ki osk.

An attendant bolted out of the kiosk, waving his enpty hands above his head. He was running toward
the arnored vehicles rather than away, but he didn't have a prayer of reaching safety in either
direction.

The flash of Deathdealer's main gun ended the possibility of a threat lurking within the ki osk and
crisped the attendant on his third stride.

"Al'l Tootsie!" Ranson shouted. "Watch the left of the near side, there's bandits!"

The gunners on her conbat cars were nonentarily blind as they bucked out of the fireball to which
they had reduced the trucks. That nade them a dangerously good target for the riflenen firing from
t he downsl ope.

Those Consi es were good. Caught conpletely by surprise, hideously outgunned-and still managing to
meke real pests of thensel ves. Hammer could use nore recruits of their caliber-

To replace the troops this run was going to use up

Sparks cascaded in all directions as Deathdeal er entered the bridge approach and Al bers, the only
experienced tank driver in the task force, dropped his skirts so | ow they scraped. The truck-w dth
passage across the bridge was too narrow for the blowers, and there wasn't tinme for the | engthy
spooling and restringing of the barriers that woul d ve been required during a normal down-tine
nove.

June Ranson felt the satisfaction comobn to any conbat sol dier when circunstances pernit himto
use the quick and dirty way to achieve his objective. But that didn't nmean there weren't risks.

Deat hdeal er hit the first frame and smashed it to kindling while | oops of wire hunped Iike
terrified caterpillars. Strands bunched and sparkled. The tank slid forward at forty kph, grinding
the concertina wire between the guardrail and the vehicle's owm hundred and seventy tonnes.

The wire couldn't stop a tank or even a conbat car, but any |loop that snaked its way into a fan

i ntake would I ock up the nacelle as sure as politicians lie. A bulldozer with treads for traction
was the tool of choice for clearing this sort of entanglenent; but, guided by a driver as expert
as Albers, a tank would do the job just fine.

War nonger foll owed Deat hdeal er at a cautious fifty meters, in case a strand of wi re cane whipping
back unexpectedly. WIllens drove with his hatch buttoned up above him while Ranson and her two
gunners crouched behind their weapons. The bl ades of a drive fan weren't the only thing you could
strangle with a | oop of barbed wire.

Steel rubbed concrete in an aural counterpart of the hell-lit road the task force had | eft behind
them Sparks ricocheted in wild panic, scorching when they touched. Ranson snelled a | ock of her
hair that had grown beyond the edge of her hel net.

Deat hdealer's tribarrel fired. Ranson didn't bother renoting an i mage of Sparrow s target, and
there was nothing to see frombehind the tank's bul k now.

"Six," said her commp helnet, "Blue One. The bus 'n truck 're-"

Deat hdeal er swung onto the western approach, pushing as well as dragging tangl ed masses of
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concertina wire. The tank shook herself |ike a whore waggling a conme-on. A touch of her skirts

pul verized half a neter of bridge abutnent.

"-civvie, no threat. Over."

As Al bers accel erated forward, Deathdealer's stern rebounded fromthe concrete and sl apped the
three-axl ed truck that had been waiting to cross the bridge. The lighter vehicle danced away from
the inmpact with the startled delicacy of a horse shying. Ten neters fromthe pavenent, the
crunmpl ed weckage burst into flane.

"Al'l Tootsie elements,"” Ranson relayed. "Vehicles at the west approach are no threat, repeat, no
threat. Six out."

War nonger bl asted through a cl oud of powdered concrete as Wllens pulled themclear of the bridge.
Blue One fired his tribarrel into the houses to the right. There was no sign of hostile activity
or even occupation. A ball of wire still dragged twenty neters behind the tank, raising a pall of
dust .

One of the tires of the overturned bus revolved lazily. The vehicle lay on both its doors. Figures
were clinmbing out of the windows. They flattened as Warnonger swept by behind the tank

Stolley's tribarrel snapped over the civilians as he fired across the river, trying to nail the
Consie riflemen fromthis better angle. Rock flashed and gouted, but the nuzzl efl ashes bl coned
agai n.

A trooper screaned on the unit push

Junebug Ranson's eyes were gl azed. Her nouth was open

Ozone and matrix residues fromher tribarrel flayed her throat as she fired into the village,
shattering walls and roof sl ates.

It was very beautiful in the hol ogram of her mnd

Fi ve-year-old Dickie Suilin screaned, "Suzi!" as his older sister squeezed his nostrils shut and
cl apped her other hand over his mouth. The flames arcing over the skirts of Flanethrower roared
their |aughter.

He could breathe after all. A mask of sone sort had extended fromthe earpieces of the commo

hel net as soon as the inferno waved an arm of blazing diesel fuel to greet the conmbat car plunging
toward it. Suilin could breathe, and he coul d see again when overl oad reset his visor fromtherma
di splay to optical

Though there wasn't nmuch to see except flanes curling around bl ack steel skeletons, the chassis of
trucks whose flammuabl e portions were already part of the red/orange/yellow white bill ows.

Even steel burned when Suilin raked it with his tribarrel. Faces blooned into snears of vapor and
cal ci ned bones.

Bl ue Two grunted head-on down the road, spewi ng a wake of blazing debris to either side. Cooter's
driver followed, holding Flamethrower at a forty-five degree angle along the edge of the cut.

The slant threw the nen in the fighting conpartnment toward the fire their vehicle was skirting.
Gale clung to the starboard coam ng. Cooter must have | ocked his tribarrel in place, because he
was frozen like a statue of Effort on its grips.

And Dick Suilin, after a hellish nonment of feeling his torso swing out and down toward the
bel | owi ng fl ames, braced his feet against the inner face of the arnmor and grabbed Cooter by the
waist. If the big |lieutenant m nded, they could discuss it later.

Sonet hing as soft-featured and black as a tar statue reached out of the flanes and gripped the
coaming to either side of Suilin's tribarrel. The only parts of the figure that weren't black were
the teeth and the great red cracks withing in what had been the skin of both arns. The thing fel
away W thout trying to speak.

Only a shadow. Only a sport thrown by the flanes.

"Help me, Suzi," the reporter whispered. "Help me, Suzi."

Bl ue Two sucked fire along with it for an instant as the tank cleared the anbush site. Then the
return flow, cool sweet air, pistoned Hell back into its proper region and washed Suilin in its
freedom as wel |

This car was Flamethrower. For the first tinme, Suilin realized how black was the hunor w th which
the Sl amrers nanmed their vehicles.

The driver brought themlevel with a violence that banged the skirts on the roadway. Suilin
grunted. He reached for the grips of his tribarrel, obeying an instinct to hang onto sonething
after he lost his excuse to hold Cooter.

Power guns punctuated the night with flashes so intense they renmi ned for seconds as streaks across
the reporter's retinas. His mnd tried desperately to process the high-pitched chatter fromthe
commo helnet-a m xture of orders, warnings and shouted excl amati ons.

It was all neaningl ess garbage; and it was all terrifying.
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The downslope to the left of the roadway was striped orange by the firelight and | eaping with
shadows thrown from outcrops anchored too firmy in the fabric of the planet to be uprooted when
the Padma Ri ver flooded. Mizzl efl ashes pul sed there, shockingly close.

A bottl e-shaped yell ow gl ow swell ed and shrank as the gunman triggered his burst. The gun wasn't
firing tracers, but the corner of Suilin's eyes caught a flicker as glow ng netal snapped fromthe
muzzl e.

Specks of light raked the car ahead of Blue Two. Red sparks flashed up the side arnor.

On the como hel met, soneone screaned | ordl ordl ord.

The tribarrel wouldn't swing fast enough. Dick Suilin was scream ng al so. He unslung his grenade

| auncher.

Blue Two's nain gun lit the night. Rock and the danp soil beneath it geysered outward fromthe
poi nt of inpact, a white track gl owing down the slope for twenty neters.

Fl amet hrower's driver flinched away fromthe bolt, throwing the thirty-tonne car into a side-step
as dainty as that of a nervous virgin.

Blue Two and the conmbat car both accelerated up the bridge approach. The tank's turret continued
to rotate to bear on the cooling splotch which its first bolt had grazed. If it fired fromthat
angle, the bolt would pass within ten neters of Flane-

The tribarrel in Blue Two's cupola fired instead of the main gun

Suilin straightened and fired a burst fromhis own tribarrel in the same general direction. He'd
dropped the grenade | auncher when he ducked in panic behind the hull arnor. He was too rattled now
to be enbarrassed by his reaction-

And anyway, both the veterans sharing the fighting conpartnent had ducked al so.

You couldn't be sure of not being enbarrassed unless you were dead. The past night and day had
been a gut-wenching exposition of just what it nmeant to be dead. Dick Suilin would do anything at
all to avoid that.

Traces of barbed wire clung to the cast-in guardrail supports. Large sections of the rail had been
shattered by gunfire or smashed at the touch of behenoths |ike Flanmethrower. Blue Two swung its
turret forward again, releasing a portion of the fear that knotted Suilin's stomach, but only a
portion.

Gale fired his tribarrel over Flamethrower's stern. Bolts danced off the left guardrail and
streaked through the anbush scene. Their cyan purity glared even in the heart of the kerosene pyre
whi ch consunmed the trucks and their cargo. The bolts vanished only when they touched sonething
sol i d.

Fl amet hrower was the last vehicle in the colum. Suilin turned al so and hosed the fire-shot

dar kness, praying that there would be no wobbling nuzzl efl ashes to answer as a Consie riflenman
raked Fl amet hrower as he had the car ahead of them

They slid past the further abutnents at fifty kph. There'd been a bl ockhouse there, but it lay in
steaming ruins licked by rare red tongues of flame. A truck burned brightly, well down the steep
enbankment supporting the approach to the bridge.

On its side, between Flanmethrower and the truck, lay a tipped-over bus. A Consie gunman
silhouetted by the truck, ainmed at Suilin froma bus w ndow.

Li quid nitrogen sprayed into the chanmbers of Suilin's tribarrel as it cycled, kicking out the
spent cases and cooling the glowing iridiumof the chanber before the next round was | oaded. The
gas was a hot kiss bl owi ng back across the reporter's hands as he horsed his weapon onto the
unexpected threat. The tribarrel was heavy despite being perfectly balanced on its ginbals, and it
swung with glacial torpor.

"Not that-" screamed Suilin's headset. Two-cm bolts ripped across the undercarriage of the bus,
bright flashes that blew fuel lines, air lines, hydraulic lines into blazing tangl es and opened
hol es the size of tureens in the sheet netal.

The line of bolts missed by nillimeters the man whose rai sed hand had been shadowed into a weapon
by the flanes behind him The civilian fell back into the interior of the bus.

No- no- no-

Suilin's screans didn't help any nore than formal prayers would have done if he'd had leisure to
formthem

When it first ignited, the ruptured fuel tank engulfed the rear half of the bus. The flanes had
sped all the way to the front of the vehicle before any of the flailing figures nanaged to craw
free.

Sonebody patted the reporter's forearns; gently at first, but then with enough force to detach his
deathgrip fromthe tribarrel

" 'Sokay, turtle," a voice said. "All okay. Don't nmean nothin'."

Suilin opened his eyes. He'd flipped up his visor, or one of the nercenaries had raised it for
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him Cooter was holding his forearns, while Gale watched the reporter with obvious concern. He
wasn't sure which of the veterans had been speaki ng.

The river lay as a bl ack streak behind themas the road clinbed. Adako beach was a score of dul
fires, big enough to throw orange highlights on the water but nothing conparable to the hol ocaust
of the truck convoy.

And the simlar diesel-fed rage which consunmed the bus.

"No sweat," Cooter said gently. "Don't mean nothin'."

"It neans sonething to them " the reporter screaned. He couldn't see for tears, but when he cl osed
his eyes every terrified line of the civilian at the bus wi ndow cleared fromthe surface of his
mnd. "To them"

"Happens to everybody, turtle," Gale said. "There's al ways sonebody don't get the word. This tine
it was you."

"I't won't matter next century," Cooter said. "Don't sweat what you can't change."

Fl anet hr ower sl owed as Blue Two entered the woods ahead. When the trees cl osed about the conbat
car, Dick Suilin could no longer see the flanes.

Menory of the fire began to dull. Only a minute. Only a few seconds.

"Trust ne, turtle," Gale added with a chuckle. "You stick with us and it won't be the last tine,
nei ther."

Chapt er Ei ght

Bi rdie Sparrow curled and uncurled his hands, working out the stiffness fromtheir grip on the
gunnery joysti cks.

Gases fromthe breech of the main gun swirled as if fleeing the efforts of the air-conditioning
fans which tried to scavenge them The tw sted vapors picked up the patterns glowing in the

hol ographi ¢ screens, m xed and softened the colors, and turned the turret interior into a sea of
gentl e pastels.

The radi o crackled with reports of damage and casualties. That didn't touch Birdie. Deathdealer's
finish had been scratched by a bullet or two, and there were some new dents in her skirts; but the
Consies hadn't so nuch as fired a buzzbonb.

Tough about the crew of One-six, but a conmbat car . . . what'd they expect? That was worse 'n
ridin' with your head out the cupol a.

DJ Bell pointed froma whisp of mauve vapor toward the yell ow warning that had just blinked alive
in the corner of Screen Two.

Sparrow hit the square yell ow button marked Automatic Air Defense-easy to find now, because it
started to glow a mllisecond after the Aircraft Warning header came up on the gunnery screen. The
tribarrel in the cupola whined, rousing to align itself with the putative target.

Piss off, DJ, Sparrow thought/said to the phantomof his friend that grinned until the inevitable
change smeared its features

Al oud, certainly aloud, Sparrow reported, "Tootsie Six, this is Blue One. Aircraft warning. Sonic
signature only."

He was reading off the data cascading in jerks down the |eft edge of his screen |ike the speeded-
up i mage of a crystal growi ng. The pipper remained in the center of the holofield, but the
background di spl ayed on the screen junped nadly. The tracking systemwas trying to find gaps that
woul d pernmit it to shoot through the dense vegetation

"AAD has a | ock but not a wi ndow. " Sparrow paused then pursed his lips. "Signhature is consistent
with a friendly recce drone. W expectin' hel p? Over."

The bone-deep hum of Deat hdeal er grinding her way southward was the only response for severa
seconds.

"Blue One," Captain Ranson's voice said at last, "it may be friendly-but |et your AAD nmake the
choice. 1'd rather shoot down a friendly drone with a bad identification transponder than |earn
the Terrans were giving sone smart-help to their Consie buddies. Qut."

The pipper junped and quivered anmpong the tree imges, like an attack dog straining on its |eash.
"No, sweat, snake," whispered DJ Bell. "It's all copacetic. This time . "

"Blue Two lock," said Ranson's headset as the B2 designator glowed air-defense yellowin her nmulti-
function displ ay.

War nonger went airborne for an unplanned instant. WIIlens boosted his fans when he realized the
ground had betrayed him but the car | anded again |like a gymast dropping three neters onto a mat.
The three nercenaries in the fighting conpartnent braced for it, splay-legged and on their toes.
Shock gouged the edge of Ranson's breastplate into the top of her thighs.
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"Bl ue Three, ah, locked," said Sergeant Wager, but the designator didn't come on, not for a
further five seconds.

Wager, the recent transfer from conbat cars, was having problens with his hardware. Understandabl e
but a piss-poor tine for it. His driver, that was Hol nan, she wasn't any better. The nanel ess Bl ue
Three kept losing station, falling behind or speeding up to the point the tank threatened to
overrun the car directly ahead of it.

"Janacek! " Ranson snapped. "Don't point your gun! Now Lower it!"

"Via, Cap'n-" the wing gunner said fiercely. His tribarrel slanted upward at a thirty degree angle
on the rough southwest vector he'd gl eaned from seei ng Deat hdeal er's cupol a gun rouse.

"Lower it, curse you!" Ranson repeated. "And then take your cursed hands away fromit. Now "

There was al nost nil chance of a hand-ainmed tribarrel doing any good if three tank units failed on
air-defense node. There was a bl oody good chance that a human thunb would twitch at the wong tine
and knock down a friendly drone whose | FF handshake had passed the tank conputers, though. .
Deat hdeal er had to be the | eading panzer. Blue Three in the rear-guard slot wouldn't tear gaps the
way it did in the mddle of the line, but Wager's inexperience could be an even worse di saster
there if the task force were hit frombehind. Maybe if she put Deathdealer's driver in the turret
of Blue Three and nobved an experienced driver fromone of the cars to-

Command exerci ses. Arrange beads of light in a chosen order, then step back while the grading

of ficer critiques your result.

"Tight-ass bitch," the intercom nuttered. Handkeyed, Janacek or Stolley, either one, or even

W1l ens.

Veterans don't like to be called down by their new CO But veterans screw up too, just like
newbies . . . just like COs who drift in and out of an electronic non-world, where the graders
snarl but don't shoot.

Ranson t hought she heard the aircraft's engine over the how of Warnonger's fans and the constant
sl ap of branches against their hull. That was inpossible.

"Six, it's friendly!" Sparrow called, echoing the relayed information that flashed on the display
which in turn cross-checked the opinion of the conbat car's own el ectronics. And they could all be
wrong, but -

The aircraft was friendly. Its data dunp started.

Maps and nuneral s scrolled across the display, el bowing one another aside as know edge becane
chaos by its volume. Ranson was so focused on her attenpt to sort the electronic garbage with a
conbat car's inadequate resources that she didn't notice the drone when it passed overhead a few
seconds | ater.

The Sl ammers' reconnai ssance drones were slow, |oping along at |less than a thousand kph instead of
sailing around the globe at a satellite's ninety-mnute rate. On the other hand, no satellite
could survive in a situation where the eneny had powerguns and even the very basic fire-direction
equi prent needed to pick up a solid object against the vacant backdrop of interstellar space.
Stol | ey whispered inaudibly as the drone flicked past, barely visible against the slats of the
trees. The aircraft had a | ong, narrow chord wi ng nounted high so as not to interfere with the
sensors in its belly.

The drone's hi gh-bypass turbofan sighed rather than roared, and the exhaust dunped fromits twn
outlets was within fifty degrees C of anbient. Except for the panels covering the sensor bays, the
plastic of the wings and fusel age absorbed radi o-radar-waves, and the material's surface adapted
its nmottled coloration to whatever the background ni ght be.

Task Force Ranson could still have gul ped the drone down with the ease of a frog and a fly. The
Consi es operating here weren't nearly as sophisticated-

And that was good, because even a cursory glance at the downl oaded data convi nced June Ranson that
the task force was cold nmeat if it continued al ong the course she'd planned originally.
Information wiggled on her multi-function display. Task Force Ranson didn't have a command car
but the electronics suite of one of the panzers would do about as well

"Blue One," she ordered, "how close is the nearest clearing where we can | aager for-half an hour?
Si x over."

That shoul d be tine enough. There were wounded in One-six to deal with besides. Cooter could shift
crews while she-

"Six," said Sparrow in his usual expressionless voice, "there's a bald half a kay back the way we
cane. It'll give us a clear shot over two-seventy, naybe three-hundred degrees. Blue One over."
"Roger, Blue One," Ranson said. Wighing the alternatives, knowi ng that the grader would
denonstrate that any deci sion she nmade was the wong one, because there are no right decisions in
war .

Knowi ng al so that there is no decision as bad as no decision at all.
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"Al'l Tootsie elements," her voice continued, "halt and prepare to reverse course."

War nonger bobbed, its fan chuffing as Wllens tried to scrub off monentum snoothly while his eyes
darted furiously over the display showing his separation fromthe huge tanks before and behind
hi m

"Tootsie, One-two, |ead on the new course as displayed." Better to have a tank as a | ead vehicle,
but there wasn't nuch chance of trouble here in the boonies, and it was only half a kil ometer.

War nonger touched the ground monentarily, then began to rotate on its axis. A twenty-centineter
treebole, thick for this area, this forest, this planet, obstructed the turn. WIIlens backed them
grudgingly to the altered course.

Anyway, she wasn't sure she wanted Blue Two | eading. Ortnahne didn't have nuch field experience
ei t her.

"We'll l[aager on the bald. Break. Blue Three, 1'll be borrow ng your displays. | want you to take
over my position while we're halted. Over."

"Roger, Tootsie Six. Blue Three out."

"Al'l Tootsie el enents, execute new course. Tootsie Six out."

She' d get an eighty percent for that. Down on reversing, down on halting, down on not swapping
Cooter's conbat car for one of the panzers. But she'd be down on those points whichever way she'd
chosen.

Ranson rubbed her eyes vaguely surprised to find that they were open. Her body braced itself
reflexively as WIIlens brought Warnmonger up to speed.

She'd use Blue Three's displays. And she'd use the tank's commp gear al so, because that was going
to get tricky.

O course, it was always tricky to talk with Col onel Hamrer.

The bald was a barren, hundred-nmeter circle punched in the vegetation of a rocky knoll by fire,

di sease, or the chenmistry of the underlying rock strata. Flamethrower scudded nervously across the
clearing and settled, not to the ground on idle but in a dynamic stasis with its fans spinning at
hi gh speed.

Cooter spoke to his multi-function display, then poked a button on the side of it. Suilin's
tribarrel shivered

"Just let it be,” the big lieutenant said, nodding toward the weapon. "I put all the guns on air
defense."” He gripped the rear coanmng and swing his | eg over the side of the vehicle.

"There's not much chance of 'em hel ping, using car sensors," he added. "But it's what we got till
t he panzers arrive."

As Cooter spoke, Blue Two cane bellowi ng out of the trees. The tank's vast size was enphasi zed by
the narrow conpass of the bald. The warrant |eader from Maintenance, his bul ky form unm stakabl e,
waved fromthe cupola as his driver pulled to a |ocation 120 degrees around the circle from

War nonger. Further vehicles were follow ng closely.

"What's going on?" the reporter asked Gale. "Why are we in the, the clear?"

In only a few hours, Suilin had gotten so used to the forest canopy that he felt naked under the
open sky. Both npons were visible, though wisps of haze blotted many of the stars. He didn't
suppose the | eaves really provided nmuch protection-but, like his chil dhood bedcovers, they'd
served to keep away the boogeyrmen of his imagination

The veteran gestured toward the horizon donminated by a long ridge twenty kiloneters away. "Air
attack," he said. "O arty. Wiile we're novin' it's okay, but clunpin' all together like this, we
could get our clocks cleaned. If we see it comin', we're slick, we shoot it down. But with

powerguns, if a leaf gets in the way, the bolt don't touch the incomng shell it's s'posed t' get,
does it?"

"The Consies don't have air . . . ?" Suilin began, but he broke the statenent off on a rising

i nflection.

Gal e grinned viciously. "Right," he said. "Bet on that and kiss yer ass goodbye."

He gl anced at the conmbat car which had just pulled up beside them and grounded. "Not," he added,
"like we're playin' it safe as is."

Coot er cl anbered aboard the grounded car. Its sides were scratched, |like those of all the
vehi cl es, but the words Daisy Belle could be read on the upper curve of the arnorplate.

A cartoon figure had been drawn besi de the name, but it would have been hard to nake out even
under better lighting. A bullet had struck in the center of the draw ng, splashing the paint away
without cratering the arnor. A second bullet had left a semicircle of |ead on the coam ng.

There was only one nmercenary standing erect in the fighting conmpartnent to greet Cooter

"Wsht we had a better field that way," Gale nused al oud, nodding toward the crags that |urched up
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to the imediate north of the bald, cutting off vision in that direction. "Still, with the panzers-
" a second tank had joined Blue Two and the third was an audi bl e presence "-it oughta be okay.
What ever hardware does best, them big fuckers does best."”

Suilin clinbed out of the fighting conpartnent and junped to the ground. He staggered when he
found hinmself on footing that didn't vibrate. Despite the weight of his arnor, the reporter
mount ed the rear slope of Daisy Belle without difficulty. He'd | earned where the steps in the
arnmor wer e-

And he was no | onger entering an alien environnent.

Cooter was examining the right forearmof the standing crewran. The trooper's sl eeve had been torn
away. The bandage across the nuscles was brilliantly white in the noonlight except for the dots of
bl ood on opposite sides.

He nmust have bandaged hi nsel f, because the other two crewnen lay on the floor of the fighting
conpart nent -one dead, the other breathing but comatose.

"I'"mokay," the wounded man said sullenly.

"Sure you are, Titelbaum" Cooter replied. "Tootsie One-five," he continued, keying his hel net.
"This is Tootsie Three. Tommy, send one a' your boys-send Chal kin-to One-six. Over."

"I kin handle it!" Titelbauminsisted as the lieutenant |istened to the reply.

"One-five," Cooter said in response to a conplaint Suilin couldn't hear. "I'd like to be in bed
with a hooker. Get Chalkin over here, right? | need 'imto take over. Three out."

"I kin-"

"You got one hand," Cooter snapped. "Just shut it off, okay?"

"I'mleft-"

"You're a bloody liar." Cooter |ooked at Suilin, balanced on the edge of the arnor, for the first
time. "Good. G me a hand with McGaire. We'll sling her to the skirts and get a little nore space
for Chal kin."

Suilin nodded. He didn't trust hinmself to speak.

"Here, take the top," Cooter said. He reached beneath McGanire's shoulders and lifted the corpse
Wi th surprising gentl eness.

McGnire had been a small wonman with sharp features and a fine shimer of blonde hair. Her head was
bare. A bullet had entered beneath her right mastoid at an upward slant that lifted the comop

hel net when it exited with a splash of brains.

MGrire's flesh was still warm Suilin kept his face rigid as his hands took the weight from

Coot er.

"Titel baum™ the lieutenant said, "where's your-oh."

The wounded crewran was already offering a flat di spenser of cargo tape. Cooter thrust it into a
pocket and grasped the corpse by the boots.

"Ckay, turtle," he said as he raised his |leg over the side coam ng-careful not to step on the
conmat ose soldier on the floor of the conpartnment. "Easy now We'Il fasten her to the tarp tie-
downs. "

Coot er paused for a nmonment on the edge, using a tribarrel to support his elbow Then he swung his
other leg clear and slid fromthe bulge of the skirts to the ground wi thout jerking or dropping
hi s burden.

Suilin managed to get down with his end also. It was a difficult job, even though he had proper
steps for his feet.

Gear - st akes, wire nesh, bedding and the Lord knew what all el se-was fastened al ong the sides of
all the conbat cars. Cooter spun a few centinmeters of tape into a | oop and reached behind a

footl ocker to hook the loop to the hull. He took two turns around McGwire's ankl es before snugging
themtight to the sane tie-down.

A trooper carrying a sub-machi negun and a bandolier of amunition jogged up to Daisy Belle,

gl anci ng around warily at the vehicles which snorted and shifted across the bald. "This One-six?"
he demanded. "Ch, hi, Coot."

"Yeah, try 'n keep Titelbaumtrackin', will you?" the lieutenant said. "He's takin' it pretty
hard, you know?"

"Aw, cop," the newconer nuttered, |ooking past Suilin. "Nandi bought it? Aw, cop."

"Foran's not in great shape neither, but he'll be okay," Cooter said.

The lieutenant's big, capable fingers wapped tape quickly around MGnire's shoul ders.

The corpse | eaked on Suilin's hands and wist. The reporter's face didn't nove except for a slight
flaring of his nostrils.

Chalkin clinbed into the fighting conpartnment. The barrel of his sub-nmachi negun rang agai nst the
arnor. "Dreaner," he said. "None of us'l|l be okay unl ess sone fairy godnother shows up rea

qui ck. "
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"Ckay, let's get back," Cooter said. He touched the reporter's shoul der, turned him "Dunno how
| ong Junebug's gonna stay here."

He gl anced up at the nmoons. "No |onger 'n she has to, | curst well hope."

Suilin found he had a voice. "It gets easier from here?" he asked.

"Naw, but it gets over," the big man said as he waved Suilin ahead of himat the steps of their
vehi cl e.

Sui lin paused, |ooking at the hull beneath the tribarrel he served. He hadn't had a good | ook at
the cartoon painted on the sides of the conbat car before. Above Flamethrower in crude Gothic
letters, a wvern withed so that its tail faced forward. Jets of blue fire spouted from both
nostrils, and the creature farted a third flanme as well.

He wondered whether a bullet would blast away the grinning drawi ng an instant before another round
lifted the top of Dick Suilin's head.

"It gets over," Cooter nused al oud. "One way or the other."

"Sir, are we s'posed to be watchin' this?" Sinkins nurnured through the intercomlink. The nap
sliding across the main turret screen was reproduced in mniature on one of the driver's displays
as wel |l .

"Junebug didn't put a bloody lock on it, did she?" Otnahne grunted. "Besides, we got all the data
t he drone dunped oursel fs.”

But the nen on Herman's Wore didn't know what the Task Force conmander was going to do with the
recce data; and therefore, what she was going to do with them

Warrant Leader Ortnahnme was pretty sure Captain Ranson didn't realize Hernan's Whore was echoi ng
the displays fromBlue Three; but as he'd told Sinkins, she hadn't thrown the nmechanical toggle
that woul d' ve prevented them from borrowi ng the signals.

And Hell, it was their asses too!

"Sir," said Sinkins, "where 're we?"

"We're off-screen, kid," Otnahne replied, just as the inmge rotated eight degrees fromGid North
to place as nuch as possible of the River Santine on the display at one tine. The Estuary was on
the right edge of the screen

Synbol s flashed at a dozen points-bridges, ferries; fords if there'd been any, which there
weren't, not this far down the Santine's course

The image jerked | eftward under June Ranson's control in the nanel ess tank. Mre synbols, but not
so very many nore; and none of 'ema bloody bit of good until you'd gone 300 kays in the wong

bl oody direction.

"Which way are we going to go, sir?" the technician asked.

The display lurched violently back to the southward. The imge junped as Ranson shrank the map
scale, focusing tightly on | a Reole. The nuneral | overlay the main bridge in the center of the
town. The synbol was fl ashing yell ow.

"Wi ch bl cody way do you think we're gonna go?" Ortnahne snarled. "You think we're pushin'
babycarts? There's only one tank-capable bridge left on the Santine till you've gone all the way
north t' bl oody bunfuck! And that bridge's about to fall into the river by itself, it |ooks!"
"Wwarrant Leader Otnahne? I'msorry, sir."

Blood 'n martyrs.

It nmusta been lonely, closed up in the driver's conpartnent.

The Lord knew it was |onely back here in the turret. Wnder if the background whi sper of a voice
singing in Tagal og cane through the intercomcircuit?

"S' okay, kid," Otnahnme muttered. "Look, it's just-ridin' on air don't nmean we're |light, you see?
There's still a hundred seventy tonnes t' support, even if the air cushion spreads it out as good
as you can. And there's not a bloody lotta bridges that won't go flat with that much wei ght on
Cem "

Ortnahme stared grimy at the screens. Beside |a Reole, there were two "I" designators-bridge of
unlimted capacity-across the lower Santine, as well as four Category |l bridges that nmight do in
a pinch. Updated information fromthe drone had colored all six of those synbols red-destroyed.
"Specially with the Consies blowi ng every curst thing up these coupla days," he added.

"I see, sir," the technician said with the nervous warnth of a puppy who's been petted after being
ki cked. "So we're going through |Ia Reol e?"

Ortnahnme stared glunmiy at the screen. The bridge designators weren't the only updated synbols the
reconnai ssance drone had painted on the map fromthe Slamers' database.
"Well, kid," the warrant |eader said, "there's sonme problens with that, too.

"Tootsie Six to Slanmer Six," June Ranson said, |loading the cartridge that would be transnitted to
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Firebase Purple in a precisely-calcul ated burst. "Absolute priority."

Even if you got your dick half into her, Colonel, you need to hear this now.

"The only tank crossing point on the lower Santine is la Reole, which is in friendly hands but is
encircled by dug-in hostiles. The bridge is damaged besides. The forces at ny disposal are not
sufficient to overwhel mthe opposition, nor is it survivable to penetrate the encirclenent and

proceed to the bridge with the bulk of the hostile forces still in play behind us."

She paused, though the transmi ssion would conpress the hesitation out of existence. "Unless you
can give us sone support, Colonel, I'mgoing to have to swing north till the river's fordable.
It'1l add tinme." Three days at |east. "Maybe two days."

A deep breath, drawn against the unfam liar, screen-lighted closeness of the tank turret. "Tootsie
Si x, over."
Wuld the Al autonatically precede the transmission with a map reference so that the Col onel could

respond?
"Slug the transm ssion with our coordinates and execute," she ordered the unit as she stared
bl eakly at the hol ographic map filling her main screen

Not hi ng el se was working out the way she wanted. Wiy should the tank's artificial intelligence
have the right default?

"Tootsie Three, this is Six," she said aloud. "You got One-six sorted out, Cooter?"

It nmight be mnutes before her own nmessage went out, and the wait for Hanmer's response woul d be
at least that long again. The heavens had their own program . . .

"Tootsie Six, roger," her second-in-command replied, panting slightly. "I gave Chal kin the bl ower.
M- "

The transmitting circuit zeeped, pulsing Ranson's nessage skyward in a tight packet which would
bounce fromthe ionized track that a meteor had just streaked in the upper atnosphere.

Meteorites, invisible to human eyes during daytinme, burned across the sky every few seconds. It
was just a matter of waiting for the track which would give the signal the narrowest, |east
interceptible path to the desired recipient. .

"-OmM re bought it and Foran's not a lot better, but there's no damage to the car. Over."

"Tootsie Three, how are the nmechanical s hol di ng-"

The inward workings of the console beneath Screen Three gave a satisfied chuckle; its anber Stand-
by light flashed green.

That qui ck.

"Cooter," Ranson said, "forget-no-" she threw a toggle "-listen in."

Staring at the screen-though she knew the transm ssion woul d be voice only-she said, "Play burst.”
Despite the nature of the transm ssion, the voice was as harshly clear as if the man speaki ng were
stuffed into the turret with his task force conmander. For intelligibility, the Al expanded the
bytes of transmitted information with sound patterns fromits database. If the actual voice wasn't
on record, the Al created a synthesis that attenpted to match sex, age, and even accent.

In this case, the voice of Colonel Al ois Hammer was readily available for conparison with the
burst transm ssion.

"Slanmmer Six to Tootsie Six," the Colonel rasped. "Absolute priority. You nust not, | say again
nmust not, delay. | believe we can provide limted artillery support for you when you break through
at la Reole. If that isn't sufficient, |I'mordering you to detach your tank el ement and proceed
with your conbat cars by the quickest route feasible to the acconplishnent of your mssion. |
repeat, | order you to carry on with conmbat cars alone if you can't cross your tanks at |a Reole.
Over."

Over indeed.

"Send target overlay," June Ranson said aloud. Her index finger traced across the main screen the
synbol s of Consie positions facing | a Reole. "Execute."

Artillery support? Had Hanmmrer sent down a flying colum including a hog or two, or was he
expecting themto risk their lives-and m ssion-on Yokel tubes crewed by nervous draftees?

The transmtter squeal ed again.

She didn't Iike being inside a tank. The view was potentially better in every respect than what
her eyes and hel net visor could provide fromWrnonger's deck, but it was all a sinulation

"What do you think, Lieutenant Cooter?" Ranson said, as though she were testing himfor pronotion

"Junebug," the lieutenant's worried voice replied, "let's run the gauntlet at la Reole, even with
the bridge damaged. Trying t' bust what they got at Kohang wi thout the panzers, that'll be our
butts sure.™

So, Lieutenant. . . . You'd conmit your forces on a vague suggestion of artillery support-when you

know t hat the eneny is in bunkers, with heavy weapons already targeted on the route your vehicles
must take fromthe point you penetrate the encirclenent?
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Ranson sl apped blindly to awaken hersel f, wincing with pleasure and a rush of warnth when her
fingers rapped sonething hard. Her skin was flushed.

"Right," she said-aloud, alert. "Let's see what kind of artillery we're tal king about."

She | ooked at the blank relay screen. "Tootsie Six to Hammer Six," No need for priority now "I
and ny XO judge the Blue Element to be necessary for the successful conpletion of our mission
Transmit details of proposed artillery support. Over."

Ranson rubbed her eyes. "Execute," she ordered the Al.

"Blue Two to Tootsie Six," her headset said.

She shoul d' ve i nvol ved Ortnahne-and Sparrow, he was Bl ue El ement Leader-in the planning. She had
to think Iike a task force commander, not a grading officer

"Junebug, if the friendlies can lay sonme sorta surface covering on the bl oody water," the warrant
| eader was saying, "agricultural filmon a wood frane, that'd do, just enough to spread the
effect, we can-"

"Negative, Blue Two," Ranson interrupted. "This is a river, not a pond. The current'd disrupt any
covering they could cobble together, even if the Consies weren't shelling. | don't want you
learning to swim Over."

"Tootsie Six," grunted Ortnahne: twice her age and in a parallel-though non-comand- pay grade.
"That bl oody bridge has major structural danage. | don't want to learn to dive bloody tanks from
twenty nmeters in the air, neither. Blue Two out."

If you want it safe, Blue Two, you're in the wong line of work tonight.

Chuckl e; green light.

"Play burst.”

"Slanmer Six to Tootsie Six. There's an operable hog at Canp Progress with nineteen rounds in
storage. Using extended-range boosters, it can cover |la Reole. One of the transit-conpany staff is
ex-artillery; he's putting together a crew. By the time you need sone bunkers hit, the tube'll be
ready to do it."

Zip fromthe console, as the Al replaced the pause which the burst conpression had edited out.
"Speed is absolutely essential. If you don't get to Kohang within the next six hours, we nay as
well all have stayed home. Over."

"Tootsie Six to Slamer Six," Ranson said with textbook precision. She could feel her soul nmnerging
with that of the nanel ess tank, viewing the world through its sensors and considering her data in
an el ectronic bal ance. "Task Force Ranson will proceed in accordance with the situation as it
develops. W will transmt further data if a fire mssionis required. Tootsie Six, out. Execute.”
She was the officer on-site. She would make the final decision. And if Col onel Hamer didn't |ike
it, what was he going to do? Put her in command of a suicide nission?

"Tootsie Six," said her headset, "this is Blue Two. The hog's operable, all right. The trouble's
in the turret-traversing nmechanism and that won't matter for a few rounds to a single point. But
| dunno about the bl oody crew. Over."

"Six, Three," Cooter's voice responded. "Chief Lavel's solid as they cone. He'll handle the fire
control, and the rest-that's just lift 'n carry, right? Getting the shells on the conveyor?

Not hin" even a newbie with a roomtenperature Qs going t' screw up. Over."

She woul d make the final decision

"Al'l Tootsie elenments," June Ranson heard her voice ordering calmMy. Her touch shrank the map's
scal e; then her index finger traced the course to la Reole on the screen

"Transmit," she said. "We will proceed on the marked trace to Phase Line Piper-" fingertip
stroking the crest across a shadowy valley fromthe Consie positions above the bel eaguered town on
the Santine Estuary "-and punch through eneny lines to the bridge after a short artillery
preparation. Prepare to execute in five mnutes. Tootsie Six out."

She used the seat as a step instead of raising herself to the hatch with its power lift. d ouds
streaked the sky, but the earlier thin overcast was gone.

The Lord have nercy on our souls.

Chapter N ne

"Sarge," said Holnman on the intercom "why aren't we just crossing the river instead of fooling
with a danaged bridge? When | was in trucks, we'd see the line conpanies go right around us while
we was backed up for a bridge. Down, splash, up the far bank and gone."

Now t hat the task force had noved into open country, Holnman was doing a pretty good job of keeping
station. You couldn't take sonebody straight out of a transport company and expect themto drive
blind and over broken terrain-with no nore than forty hours of air-cushion experience to begin

Wit h.
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If your life depended on it, though, that was just what you did expect.

"Conbat cars have that nuch lift," Wager explained bitterly. "These nothers don't. Vial but | w sh
| was back in cars.”

He was down in the turret, trying to get sone sort of enpathy with his screens and controls before
the next tine he needed them He was okay on mine-clearing, now, he had the right reflexes.

But the next tinme, Tootsie Six wouldn't be ordering himto lay a mne-clearance charge, it'd be
sonme other cursed thing. It'd be the butt of Hans Wager and the whol e cursed task force when he
didn't know what the hell to do.

"Look, Holman," he said, because |ift was something he did understand, |ift and tribarrels |aying
fire on the other nother before he corrected his aimat you. "We're in ground effect. The fans
pressurize the air in the plenum chanber underneath. The ground's the bottom of the pressure
chanber, right? And that keeps us floating."

"Right, but-"

Hol man swore. The columm was paralleling the uphill side of a wooded fenceline. She'd attenpted to
correct their tank's tendency to drift downslope, but the inertia of 170 steel and iridiumtonnes
had caught up with her again. One quadrant of Wager's main screen exploded in a confetti of
splintered trees and fence posts.

"Bl eedin' nmotherin' martyrs!" snarled the intercomas Hol man's commo hel net dutifully transnmitted
to the nost-recently accessed recipient.

Friction fromthe denolished fence and vegetation pulled the tank farther out of its intended
line, despite the driver's increasingly violent efforts to swing them away. Wen the cunul ative
over-corrections swng the huge pendulumtheir way, the tank |urched upslope and grounded its
right skirt with a shock that rattled Wager's head agai nst the breech of the nain gun

Bl oody anat eur!

Li ke Hans Wager, tank conmander.

Bl ood and martyrs.

"S' okay, Hol man," Wager said aloud, nore or less neaning it. "Any one you wal k away from"

He'd finally cleared the mnes at Happy Days, hadn't he?

"Look, the lift," he went on. "Wthout sonething pretty solid underneath, these panzers drop. Sink
i ke stones. But conbat cars, the ones you been watchin', they've got enough power for their

wei ght they can use thrust to keep 'emup, not just ground effect."

Wager wiggled the helmet. It'd gotten twisted a little on his brow when he bounced a nonent ago
Their tank was now sedately tracking the car ahead, as though the nmess behind them had been
sonmebody el se's problem

"Only thing is," Wager continued, "a couple of the cars, they're running' short a fan or two

t hemsel ves by now. Talkin' to the guys on One-one while we | aagered. Stuff that never happens when
you're futzing around a firebase, you get twenty kays out on a route nmarch and bl ooie."

"We're all systens green," Holman said. "Ah, sarge? | think I'mgettin' the hang of it, you know?
But the weight, it still throws me."

"Yeah, well," WAger said, touching the joystick cautiously so as not to startle the other
vehi cl es. The turret nmechani sm whined restively; Screen Two's swatch of rolling farm and, centered
around t he orange pipper, shifted slightly across the panorama of the nmain screen.

"Look, when we get to the crossing point, if we do, get across that cursed bridge fast, right?" he

added. "It's about ready to fall in the river, see, fromshelling? So put'cher foot on the
throttle 'n keep it there.”

"No, sarge."

"Huh?"

"Sarge, |'msorry," Holman said, "but if we do that, we bring it down for sure. And us. Sarge,

I ook, I'm you know, |I'mnot great on tanks. But | took a lotta trucks over piddly bridges, right?
W'l take it slow and especially no braking or acceleration. That'll work if anything does. |

prom se. Okay?"

She sounded nervous, telling a veteran he was w ong.

She sounded |ike she curst well thought she was right, though

Via, maybe she was. Hol man didn't have any line experience . . . but that didn't mean she didn't
have any experience. They needed everything they could get right now, her and himand everybody
el se in Task Force Ranson

"They say she's a real space cadet," Wager said al oud. "Her crew does. Cap'n Ranson, | nean."
"Because she's a wonan," Holman said flatly.

"Because she flakes out!" Wager snapped. "Because she goes right off into dreamand in the mddle
a' talking."

He | ooked at the disk of sky speeding past his open hatch. It didn't seem perceptibly brighter
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but he could no | onger nmake out the stars speckling its sweep.

"At least," said Holman with a touch nore enotion than her previous coment, "Captain Ranson isn't
so nuch of a flake that she'd go ahead with the m ssion wi thout her tanks."

"Yeah," said Sergeant Hans VWager in resignation. "Wthout us."

Canp Progress stank of death: the effects of fire on scores of materials; rotting garbage that had
been i gnored anong greater needs; and the varied effluvia each type of shell and cartridge |eft
when it went off.

There was al so the stench of the wastes which nen voided as they died.

It was a faniliar conbination to Chief Lavel, but sone of the newbies in his work crew stil

| ooked queasy.

A Consie had died of his wounds beneath the tarp covering the shells off-loaded fromthe self-
propelled howitzer. It wasn't until the shells were needed that the body was found. The corpse's
skin was as black as the cloth of the uniformwhich the gas-distended body stretched.

They'd get used to it. They'd better

Lavel massaged the stunp of his right armwith his remaining hand as he watched ei ght nen
cautiously lift a 200mm shell, then lower it with a clank onto the gurney. They paused, panting.
"Go on," he said, "One nore and you've got the |oad."

"Vial" said Riddle angrily. There were bright chafe lines on both of the balding man's wists. "W
can rest a bl oody-"

"Riddl e!" Lavel snapped. "If you want to be wired up again, just say the word. Any word!"

Two of the work crew started to | ower their clanp over the renmaining shell in the upper of the two
| ayers. The short, nassive round was striped black and nauve. Ridges inpressed in the casing
showed where it would separate into three parts at a predetermined point in its trajectory.

"Not that one!" Lavel ordered sharply. "Nor the other with those narkings. Just |eave them and
bring the-bring one of the blue-and-whites."

Fi recracker rounds that would rain over four hundred anti-personnel bonblets api ece down on the
target area. No good for smashing bunkers, but nmuch of the Consies' hasty siegeworks around |a
Reol e | acked overhead cover. The Consies'd die in their trenches like mce in a mncer when the
firecracker rounds burst overhead

Lavel stumped away fromthe crew, knowi ng that they could carry on well enough without him He was
nmore worried about the team bolting boosters onto the shells already | oaded onto the hog. A
trained crew could handle the job in a mnute or |less per shell, but the scuts left at Canp
Progress when the task force pulled out.

Scuts like Chief Lavel, a derelict who couldn't even assenble artillery rounds nowadays. A job he
could do drunk in the dark a few years ago, back when he'd been a man

But he had to admit, he felt alive for alnost the first tine since Gesham s counter-battery salvo
got through the net of cyan bolts that should ve swept it fromthe sky. It wasn't any part of
Lavel's fault, but he'd paid the price.

That's howit was in war. You trusted other people and they trusted you . . . so when you screwed
up-

-and Chief knew he'd screwed up lots of times in the past, you couldn't live and not transpose a
range figure once-

-it was sonme other bastard got it in the neck

O the armand | eg. What goes around, cones around.

Lavel began whistling "St. Janes' Infirnmary" between his teeth as he approached the self-propelled
howi t zer. His self-propelled howitzer for the next few hours.

Crai ge and Komar, transit drivers who hadn't been pronoted to line units after a couple years
service each, seemed to have finished their task. Six assenbled rounds waited on the hog's | oading
tray.

Bet ween each 200mm shell (color-coded as to type) and its olive-drab base charge was a white-

pai nted booster. The booster contained berylliumbased fuel to give the round range sufficient to
hit positions around | a Reole.

Lavel checked each fastener while the two drivers waited uneasily.

"Al'l right," he said at last, grudging themcredit for the task he could no | onger perform "Al
right. They should be coming with the next |oad now. "

He clinbed the three steps into the gun conpartnent carefully. The enclosure snelled of oil and
propellant residues. It snelled |ike hone.

Lavel powered up, listening critically to the sound of each notor and relay as it cane live. The
bank of idiot |ights above the targeting console had a streak of red and anber with a green
expanse: the traversing nmechanismfailed regularly when the turret was rotated over fifteen
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degrees to either side.

Thank the Lord for that problem Wthout it, the howitzer wouldn't 've been here in Canp Progress
when it was needed.

Needed by Task Force Ranson. Needed by Chief Lavel

He sat in the gun captain's chair, then twisted to | ook over his shoulder. "Are you clear?" he
shouted to his helpers. "Keep clear!"

For choice, Lavel would have stuck his head out the door of the gun conpartnment to nake sure
Crai ge and Konmar didn't have their hands on the heavy shells. That woul d nean picking up his
crutch and levering hinmself fromthe chair again.

Level touched the EXECUTE button to start the | oading sequence

The howi tzer had arrived at Canp Progress with nost of a basic load of ammunition still stowed in
its hull. For serious use, the hog would have been fed fromone or nore amunition haul ers,
connected to the | oading ranp by conveyor belts.

No problem The nineteen rounds avail abl e woul d be enough for this job.

Sevent een rounds. Two of the shells couldn't be used for this purpose. But seventeen was plenty.
The howi tzer began to swallow its neal of ammunition, clanking and wobbling on its suspension
Warrant Leader Otnahme had ordered the shells off-1oaded and stored at a safe distance-fromhim
as soon as the hog arrived for maintenance. That quantity of high explosive worried nost people.
Not Chief Lavel, who' d worked with it daily-until sone other cannon-cocker got his range.

CLUNK. CLUNK. The first six rounds would go into the ready-use drum from which the gun could
cycle themin less than fifteen seconds.

CLUNK. CLUNK. Each round woul d be | aunched as an individually-targeted fire m ssion. The hog's
conmput er chose fromthe ready-use drumthe shell that nost nearly matched the target paraneters.
For bunkers, an arnor-piercing shell or delay-fused high explosive if no arnor piercing was in the
drum So on down the line until, if nothing else were available, a paint-filled practice round

bl asted out of the tube.

CLUNK. The | oading systemrefilled the ready-use drumautomatically, until the on-board stowage
was exhausted and the outside tray no | onger received fresh rounds. Lavel could hear the second
gur ney-l oad squeal i ng cl oser

CLUNK.

The drum was | oaded-si x green lights on the console. He could check the shell-types by asking the
system but there was no need. He'd chosen the first six rounds to match the needs of his initial
sal vo.

A touch threw the target map up on the screen above the gunnery console. The drone's on-board
conput er had processed the data before dunping it.

Damage to buildings within | a Reol e-shell-burst patterns as well as hol es-provi ded accurate
information as to the type and bearing of the Consie weapons. When that data was superinposed on
the raw new siege works, it was easy for an artificial intelligence to deternine the |ocation of
the enemy's heavy weapons, the guns that were dangerous to an arnored task force.

One nore thing to check. "TOC," Lavel said to his comp hel net.

No response for ten seconds, thirty. . . . The first shell of the new batch clanged down on the

| oadi ng ranp.

"Tech 2 Helibrun," a harried voice responded at |ast. "Go ahead, Yellow Six."

Yellow Six. Oficer in cormand of Transit. Lavel's lips curled

"I"'mwaiting for the patch to Tootsie Six," he said, nore sharply than the delay warranted. "Wy
haven't | been connected?"

"The bl-" the commp tech began angrily. He continued after a pause to swallow "Chief, the patch
is in place. W don't have contact with the task force yet, is all. Fromthe data we've got from
Central, it'll be about an hour before they're on ground hi gh enough that we can reach them from
here. "

Anot her pause; instead of an added, you cursed fool, sinmply, "W'Il connect you when we do. Over."
Lavel swallowed his own anger. He was getting inpatient; which was silly, since he'd waited nore
than seven years already.

"Roger," he said. "Yellow Six out

Anot her shell dropped onto the ranmp. There would be plenty of tine to | oad and prepare al
seventeen rounds before the start of the fire m ssion

Over an hour to kill, and to kill

The | ower half of June Ranson's visor was a fairy procession of |lanterns. They hung fromtractor-
drawn carts and bicycles | aden with cargo.
"Action front!" Ranson warned. She was probably the only person in the unit who was trying to
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follow a renote viewpoint as well as keeping watch on her inmredi ate surroundi ngs.

The refl ected cyan crackle from Deathdeal er's stabilized tribarrel provided an even nore effective
war ni ng.

The main road fromthe southwest into la Reole and its bridge across the Santine Estuary was
studded with figures and crude vehicles. Hundreds of civilians, guided-guarded-by a few bl ack-cl ad
guerrillas, were lugging building materials uphill to the Consie siege |ines.

The | ead tank of Task Force Ranson had just snarled into view of them

Sparrow s first burst must have come fromthe bell owi ng darkness so far as the trio of Consies,
springing to their feet froma lantern-lit guardpost, were concerned. The guerrillas spun and died
at the roadside while civilians gaped in amazenment. Wthout |ight-enhanced optics, the tank
cresting a plowed knoll 500 neters away was only sound and a flicker of |ethal cyan.

Cvilians flung down their bicycles and sought cover in the ditches beside the road. Bagged
cenment; hundred-kilo | oads of reinforcing rods; sling-loads of brick-building materials necessary
for a work of destruction-lay as ungainly |unmps on the pavenent.

The | oads had been pushed for kiloneters under the encouragenent of arnmed Consies. Bicycle wheels
spun lazily in the air.

Arifleman stood up on a tractor-drawn cart and fired in the general direction of Deathdeal er
Sparrow s tribarrel spat bolts at a building on the ridgeline, setting off a fuel punp in a
fireball.

Ranson, Janacek, and at |least two gunners fromcar One-five, the left outrider, answered the
rifleman sinultaneously.

The Consie's head and torso di sappeared with a blue stutter. The canned goods which filled the bed
of the cart erupted in a cloud of steam The tractor continued its plodding uphill progress. Its
driver had junped off and was running down the road, screaning and waving his arns in the air.
There were no trucks or buses visible in the convoy. The Consies nmust have commandeered ordi nary
transport for nore critical purposes, using makeshifts to support the sluggish pace of siegework.
In the near distance to the east of Task Force Ranson, the glare of a powergun waked cyan echoes
from high clouds. One of the weapons which the Consies had brought up to bonbard | a Reole-a
pedest al - rount ed powergun. The weapon was heavy enough to hole a tank or open a conbat car like a
can of sardines.

"Booster!" Ranson shouted to her Al. "Fire mission Able. Break. Tootsie Three, call in Fire

M ssion Able directly-in clear-as soon as you raise Canp Progress. Break. Al Tootsie elenments,
follow the road. They can't 've mined it if they're using it like this. Go! Go! CGo!"

War nonger bucked and scraped the turf before clearing a high spot. WIllens had wi cked up his
throttles. Though he'd Iifted the car for as nuch ground cl earance as possi bl e, Warnonger's
present speed guaranteed a bunpy ride on anything short of a pool table.

Speed was life now These terrified civilians and their sleepy guards had nothing to do with the
ni ssion of Task Force Ranson, but a single lucky slug could cause an irreplaceable casualty.

Col onel Hamrer was playing this game with table stakes.

In the roar of wind and gunfire, Ranson hadn't been able to hear the chirp of her Al transmtting.
If it had transnmitted. If the electronics of a conbat car jolting al ong at speed were good enough
to bounce a transm ssion a thousand kays north froma nmeteor track. If Fire Central would relay
the message to Canp Progress in time. |If the hog at Canp Progress

Two nmen shot at Warnmonger fromthe ditch across the road.

Ranson fired back. Bolts ripped fromthe rotating nuzzles of her powergun and vani shed from her
sight. It wasn't until the | ower half of her visor blacked nonentarily and the upper half quivered
with cyan reflections that she realized that she'd been aimng at the renote i nage from

Deat hdeal er.

Part of June Ranson's m nd wondered what her bolts had hit, nmight have hit. The part in physica
control continued to squeeze the butterfly trigger of her powergun and watch the cyan |ight vanish
in the divided darkness of her mnd

The night ahead of Dick Suilin was lit spitefully by the fire of the other arnmored vehicles. He
clung to the coanming of Flamethrower's fighting conpartnment with his left hand; his right rested
on the grip of his tribarrel, but his thunmb was curled under his fingers as if to prevent it from
touching the trigger.

There were no signs of Consies shooting back, but a farmtractor had collapsed into a fuel fire
that rem nded Suilin of the bus after his bolts raked it.

OCh dear Lord. Oh dear Lord.

Gale was lighting his quarter with short bursts. So far as the reporter could tell, the veteran's
bolts were a matter of excitenent rather than a response to real targets. Lieutenant Cooter
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gripped the armor with both hands and shouted so loudly into his hel net m crophone that Suilin
could hear the sounds though not the words.

Both veterans had a vision of duty.

Dick Suilin had his menories.

When the arnored vehicles prickled with cyan bolts, they re-entered the reporter's universe. It
had been very easy for Suilin to believe that the three of themin the back of Fl anethrower were
the only humans left in the strait bounds of existence. The darkness created that feeling; the
darkness and the additional Wde-awake he'd accepted from Gal e.

Per haps what nost divorced Suilin fromthat which had been reality less than two days before was
the buzzing roar of the fans. Their vibration seened to jelly both his mnd and his nmarrow.
Since the driver slid his throttles to the top of their range, Flamethrower's skirt jolted
repeatedly against the ground. Suilin found the inpacts nore bearable than the constant,
enervating hum of the car at noderate speed.

Task Force Ranson swung raggedly at an angle to the left. Each arnored vehicle followed a separate
track, though the general line was on or parallel to the paved hi ghway.

Suilin had ridden the | a Reol e/Bunduran road a hundred tines in the past. It was easy to follow
the road's course now with his eyes, because of the fires lit by powerguns all along its course.
The truckers' cafe and fuel point at the top of the ridge, three kiloneters fromla Reole, was a
crown of flames.

Fl anet hrower | urched over a ditch and sparked her skirts on the gravel shoulder. The driver
straightened his big vehicle with port, then starboard sidethrusts. The notion rocked Suilin
brutally but seenmed to be expected by the veterans with himin the fighting conpartnent.

Gal e shot over the stern, and Cooter's weapon coughed bursts so short it appeared to be clearing
its triple throats.

A dozen civilians huddled in the ditch on Suilin's side of the car. Al but one of themwere
pressed face-down in the soft earth. Their hands were clasped over the back of their heads as if
to force thenselves still |ower.

The exception |ay on her back. A powergun had decapitated her

Suilin tried to scream but his throat was too rigid to pass the sound.

"Shot!" crackl ed his headphones, but there was shooting everywhere. As arnored vehicles

di sappeared over the brow of the ridge, all their weapons ripped the horizon in volleys. Cooter
had expl ai ned that the Consie siegewdrks were just across a shallow valley fromwhere Task Force
Ranson woul d regain the road.

A Consie wearing crossed bandoliers rolled upright in the ditch fifty neters ahead of

Fl anet hrower. He ained directly at Suilin.

Cooter saw the guerrilla, but the big lieutenant had been raking the right side of the road while
Gal e covered the rear. He shouted sonmething and tried to turn his tribarrel

Suilin's hol ographic sights were a perfect imge of the Consie, whose face fixed in a snarl of
hate and terror. The guerrilla's cheeks bunched and nmade his noustache tw tch, as though he were
trying to will his rifle to fire without pulling the trigger

The nmuzzle flashes were red as heart's bl ood.

Fl anet hrower jolted over debris in the road. A bicycle flew skyward; the air was sharp with

qui ckl i me as bags of cenent ruptured. Three bullets rang on the arnor in front of Dick Suilin and
ricocheted away in a blaze of sparks

As the car settled again, Suilin's tribarrel |ashed out: one bolt short, one bolt long . . . and
between them the guerrilla' s hair and the tips of his noustache ablaze to frame what had been his
face.

Fl anmet hr oner was past.

The sky overhead began to scream

Hans Wager was strapped into his seat. He hated it, but at |east the suspended cradle preserved
himfromthe worst of the shocks.

The tank grounded on the near ditch; sparked its skirts across the pavenent in red brilliance; and
grounded si deways on the ranp of the drainage ditch across the road. Hol man hadn't quite changed
their direction of travel, though she'd pointed themthe right way.

The stern skirts dragged a | ong gouge up the road as Hol man accel erated with the bow high. The
mai n screen showed a dazzling roostertail of sparks behind the nanel ess tank. Wager didn't care.
He had too nuch on his own plate.

Deat hdeal er fired its main gun

That was all right for Birdie Sparrow, an experienced tanker and riding the |ead vehicle. Wager'd
set the mechanical |ock-out on his own 20cm weapon.
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He didn't trust the electronic selector when there were this many friendly vehicles around. A bolt
fromthe main gun would make as little of a conbat car as it would of a church choir.

Hans WAager was determi ned that he'd nmake this cursed, bloody tank work for him Nothing would ever
convince himthat a tank's sensors were really better than three sets of human eyeballs, sweeping
the risks of a battlefield-

But there weren't three sets of eyeballs, just his own, so he had to nake the hardware work.

The threat sensor flashed a Priority One carat onto the main screen. Wager couldn't tell what the
target was in the laterally-conpressed panoranma. The cupola gun, slaved to the threat sensor the
way Al bers explained it could be, was already rotating left. It swung the magni fied gunnery

di splay of Screen Two with it.

Two bodi es and one body still living, a Consie huddling beside what had been a pair of civilian
femal es. The guerrilla's rifle was slung across his back, forgotten in his panic. He was too close
for the tribarrel to bear

The tank's skirts swept a bicycle and sling-load of bricks fromthe road, flinging the debris
ahead and aside of its hundred-and-seventy-tonne rush. Chips and brickdust pelted the Consie. He

| eaped up.

Hi s chest exploded in cyan light and a cloud of steam which sonersaulted the corpse a dozen neters
fromthe ditch.

There'd been a major guardpost at the truckstop on the hill, but Deathdeal er and the crossfire of
the two | eadi ng conbat cars had al ready ended any threat fromthat quarter. Fuel roared in an
orange jet fromthe courtyard punp. The roof of the cafe had buried whoever was still inside when

tribarrels cut the walls away.

"Shot," said his conmp hel net. The voice of whoever was acting as fire control was warning that
friendly artillery would inpact in five seconds.

Three bodi es spraw ed: a step, another step, and a final step, fromthe front door of the cafe.
Deat hdeal er dropped over the hill. Its main gun lighted the far valley. The nanel ess tank topped
the ridgeline with a roar. Their speed and Hol man's inexperience |lofted the vehicle thirty
centinmeters into the air at the crest.

Hans Wager, bracing hinself in his seat, toggled the main gun off Safe.

The low ridge a kiloneter away paralleled the Santine R ver and enbraced the western half of la
Reol e. The Consies had used the road to bring up their heavy weapons and building materials for
subst antial bunkers.

Three shells, dull red with the friction of their passage through air, streaked down onto the
eneny concentration. The earth quivered.

The initial results were unremarkable. A knoll shifted, settled; a hundred neters south of that
knol |, dust rose in a spout like that of a whale venting its lungs; a further hundred neters
sout h, black snmoke puffed-not fromthe hilltop but well beneath the crest where raw dirt narked
the nmouth of a recently-excavated tunnel

The knoll erupted, then settled again into a cavity that could have held a tank

Blue light fused and ignited dust as a store of powergun anmunition devoured itself and the weapon
it was neant to feed.

The tunnel bel ched orange flanme; sucked in its breath and bl azed forth again. The second tinme, the
edge of the shock wave propelled a human figure

Three nore shells streaked the sky. One of themhit well to the south. The others were ained at
targets across the estuary.

Deat hdeal er raked the far ridge with both nmain gun and tribarrel. The conbat cars shot up sandbag-
covered supply dunps on both sides of the road. Mst of the arned Consies would be in bunkers, but
any figure seen now was fair game for as many guns as could bear on it.

Long before they topped the ridge, Wager had known what his own target would be.

A nortar firing at night illumnates a thirty-meter henisphere with its skyward flash. There'd
been such a flash, needlessly highlighted by the tank's electronics, before the Consies realized
they were being taken in the rear

Wager hated nortars. Their shells angled in too high to be dealt with by the close-in defense
system and a direct hit would probably penetrate the splinter shield of a conbat car

Now a nmortar and its crew were in the center of \Wager's gunnery screen

Normal |y the greatest danger to a nortar was counterfire fromanother nortar. A shell's slow,
arching trajectory was easy for radar to track, and the nost rudinentary of ballistic conputers
could figure a reciprocal. The guerrillas here had been smart: they'd nmounted their tube on the
back of a cyclo, a three-wheeled mni-truck of the sort the civilians on Prosperity used for
everything fromtaxis to hauling farm produce into town.

At the bottom of the slope, work crews had cleared a path connecting several firing positions. The

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%...er's%20Slammers%20-%20The%20Tank%20Lords.txt (72 of 147) [5/20/03 10:15:28 PM]



file://IF|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%20-%20Hammer's%20Sl ammers%620-%20The%20T ank%20L ords.txt

cyclo had just trundled into a revetnment. Shell cartons scattered outside the position 200 neters
up the track showed where the crew had fired the previous hal f-dozen rounds.

The Consie nortarnen were turned to stare with amazenent at the comotion behind them The
sparkling inpact as Wager's tank |landed, half on the pavenent and half off, scattered the crew a
few paces, but the tanker's shot was in tine. . . .

The center of the cyclo vani shed: Wager had used his nain gun. The 20cm bolt was so intense that

t he expl osi on of cases of nortar anmo foll owed as an anticli max.

Several of the nortar shells were filled with white phosphorous. None of the crewren had run far
enough to be clear of the snoky tendrils whose hearts would blaze all the way through the victins
on whi ch they | anded.

The nanel ess tank swept past flam ng heaps of food, bedding, and material. Anmunition burned in
harnm ess corkscrews through the sky and an occasional ping on the arnor.

More shells from Canp Progress how ed overhead and detonated, six of them al nost sinultaneously
this time. A curtain of white fire cloaked the siegelines as hundreds of anti-personnel bonblets
conbed crevices to |lick Consie blood

The | eadi ng vehi cl es, Deathdeal er and two conbat cars, had slowed deliberately to let the salvo

| and. Hol man nmatched her tank's attitude to the slope and drew ahead with the inertia she'd built
on the downgrade. She spun the nanel ess tank with unexpected delicacy around the shell crater
gaping at the hillcrest.

The artillery had flung dozens of bodies and bodyparts out of eviscerated bunkers. Hol man sl owed
to a craw so that Wager could pick his targets on the reverse sl ope.

Men in black uniforms were clinbing or crawling fromtrenches which shells had turned into
abattoirs. Wager ignored them His Al highlighted the firing slits of bunkers which the shells had
spar ed.

Every tinme his pipper settled, his foot trod out another 20cm bolt.

Jets of plasma from powerguns traveled in a straight line and Iiberated all their energy on the
first solid object they touched. Wager's bolts couldn't penetrate the earth the way arnor-piercing
projectiles did-but their cyan touch could shake apart hillsides in sprays of volcanic gl ass.

The interior of a bunker when a negajoul e of plasnma spurted through the opening was indescribabl e
Hel I .

Deat hdeal er pulled over the crest a hundred neters to the |eft of Wager's tank. Its main gun spat
bolts at the pace of a woodpecker hammering. Sparrow s experience permitted himto fire in a
snoot h notion, again and again, w thout any pause greater than that of his turret rotating to bear
on the next target.

La Reole sprawed half a kiloneter away. The nearest buil dings had been shattered by shellfire and
the first flush of hand-to-hand fighting before the Consies retreated to lick their wounds and

bl ast the Yokel garrison into subnission

Smoke lifted froma dozen points within the town. A saffron hint of dawn gaped on hundreds of
holes in the tile roofs.

An anphi bi ous | andi ng vehicle pulled dowmm fromthe protection of a courtyard in the town and
opened fire with its machi negun. Consies energing froma shell-ravaged bunker stunbled and fell
Wager renmenbered the Yokels had a Marine Training Unit here at |a Reole. .

The tank's turret was thick with funmes. Wager breathed through filters, though he didn't renmenber
t hem cl anpi ng down across his nouth and nose.

He stanped on the firing pedal. The gun wheezed instead of firing: he' d shot off the entire thirty-
round basic | oad, and the tank had to cycle nore main gun anmmunition from storage deep in the
hul | .

There weren't any worthwhile targets anyway. Every slit that m ght have conceal ed a cannon or
powergun was a glowi ng crater. Streaks of turf snoldered where bolts had ripped them

Deat hdeal er was advanci ng again. The nuzzle of its main gun glowed white.

"Sarge, should I . . . ?" Wager's intercom demanded.

"Go, go!" he snapped back. "And Via! be careful with the bridge!"

He hoped the Yokels woul d have sense enough not to shoot at them For the nonent, that seened |ike
t he worst danger.

Three nore shells from Canp Progress screaned over head.

The howi tzer still rocked with the sky-tearing echoes of its twelfth round. Chief Lavel was

| aughi ng. Only when he turned and nmet Craige's horrified eyes did he realize that he wasn't al one
in the crew conpartnent.

Crai ge massaged her ears with her palms. "Ah," she said. "The guys wanta know, you know . . . are
we di sm ssed now?"
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Drives nmoaned as the gun nechanismfilled its ready-use drumw th the remaining shells in storage.
Lavel put his pal magainst an arnored side-panel to feel every nuance of the novement. It was |ike
bei ng reborn

"Not yet," he said. "Wen the |last salvo's away, we'll police up the area.”

The crew conpartnment was spaci ous enough to hold a full eight-nman crew under arnor when the
howi t zer was changi ng position. The 200mm shells and their rocket charges were heavy, and no
amount of hardware coul d obviate the need for humans during sonme stages of the preparation

pr ocess.

The actual firing sequence required only one man to pick the targets. The howitzer's Al and

el ectronechani cal drives did the rest.

It didn't even require a whole man. A ruin like Chief Lavel was sufficient.

He gl anced at the panoranic screen nounted on the slanted arnor above the gun nmantlet. A |ight
breeze had dissipated nmuch of the snmoke fromthe sustainer charges. They burned out in the first
seven seconds after ignition. Hi gh in the heavens, streaking south were dense white trails where
the ranjet boosters cut in.

The beryllium fuel was energetic-but its residues were intensely hygroscopic and | eft clouds thick
enough to be tracked on radar

The residues were lethal at extreme dilution as well . . . but the boosters ignited at high
altitude, and it wasn't Alois Hammer's pl anet.

Besides, Via! this was a war, wasn't it? There was al ways col |l ateral damage in war.

"Ah . . ." said Craige. "Sir? Wen are you going to shoot off the rest?"

"When | get the bloody update fromthe task force, aren't |?" Lavel snarled. He patted the
console. "It's thirty-three seconds to splash fromhere. W don't fire the last five rounds til
we see what still needs to be hit and where the bloody friendlies are!"

The console in front of Lavel began to click and whine. He had a voice link to the task force, but
the el ectronically-sensed information, passed fromone Al to another, was faster by an order of
magni t ude.

It was also | ess subject to distortion, even when, as now, it had to be transmtted over VHF

r adi o.

Besi des, the crews of Task Force Ranson had plenty to occupy themw thout spotting for the guns.
The new data swept all the previous highlights fromthe targeting overlay. G een splotches narked
changes in relief caused by shell-bursts and secondary expl osions. Denser pinheads of the sane hue
showed where bolts fromthe 20cm powerguns of tanks had gl azed the terrain, sealing firing

positi ons whether or not the bunkers thensel ves were destroyed.

No worthy targets remmined on the west side of the Santine.

Lavel's |ight pen touched a bunker on the near bank of the estuary anyway. It had been built to
hol d a heavy gun, though the Al was sure nothing was enplaced in it yet. That acconplished, Lave
checked the eastern arc of the siege lines.

The east side was lightly held, because npbst of the Consie forces across the Santine were
concentrated on Kohang. The Marine unit in |a Reole could probably have broken out-but in doing
so, they would have had to surrender the town and the crucial crossing point. Sonmebody-sonebody
with nore brains and courage than any of the Yokels at Canp Progress-had decided to hold instead
of running.

Lavel had two hi gh-expl osive shells, one target solid, and a firecracker round remaining. He chose
three east-side bunkers for the HE and the solid. The solid was intended to test the air-defense
systemof friendly units, but its hundred and eighty kilos weren't going to do anybody it |anded
on any good. He set his firecracker round to detonate overhead ten seconds after the others

spl ashed.

The consol e chittered, then gl owed green

Geen for ready. Probably the last time Chief Lavel would ever see that message.

He sighed and sl apped EXECUTE

The door to the crew conpartnent was open. Craige wasn't wearing a cormop hel net, but she got her
hands to her ears at the chunk! of the ignition charge expelling the first round fromthe tube.
The seven-second ROAR-R-R- R-R- R R- R R- R of the sustainer notor shook the world.

The remaining four rounds bl asted out at one-a-second intervals |ike beads on a rosary of thunder
Their backbl asts shoved the how tzer down on its suspension and raised huge doughnuts of dust from
the surrounding soil.

Al done. The fire mission, and the |ast shred of neaning in Chief Lavel's life.

There was still a green light on the ready-use indicator

"Booster!" Lavel snapped. "Shell status!"

"One practice ready," said the console in a feninine voice. "Zero rounds in storage."
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Lavel turned, rising fromhis seat with a face like a skull. "You!" he said to Craige. "How many
rounds did you load this last time?"
"What ?" said Craige. "How. . . ? Six, six like you told us. Isn't that-"

"You stupid bastards!" Lavel screaned as his hand groped with the patch to Task Force Ranson
changing it fromdigital to voice. "Those |last two shells were anti-tank rounds with seeker heads!
You killed "emall!"

Al'l the displays of Herman's Wore pulsed red with an Enmergency Authenticator Signal. A voice
Ortnahnme didn't recogni ze bel l owed, "Task Force! Shoot down the friendly incom ng! Tank Killer
rounds! Ditch your tanks! Ditch!"

O tnahme pushed the air defense selector. It was already uncaged. He'd been willing to take the
chance of bunping it by accident so long as he knew it would be that many seconds quicker to
activate when he nmight need it.

Li ke now.
"Sinkins," he said, surprised at his owmn calm "cut your fans and ditch. Soonest!"
H's calmwasn't so surprising after all. There'd been energenci es before.

There'd been the tine a jack began to sink-thin concrete over a bed of rubble had counterfeited a
solid base. Thirty tonnes of conbat car settling toward a technician. The technician was dead,
absolutely, if he did anything except block the | ow side of the car with the fan nacelle he'd been
preparing to fit.

O tnahnme had said, "Kid, slide the fan under the skirt now "-cal my-while he reached under the
hi gh side of the car. The technician obeyed as though he'd practiced the novenent-

And for the nonent that the sturdy nacell e supported the car's weight, Warrant Leader O'tnahne had
gri pped Tech 2 Sinkins by the ankle and jerked himout of the deathtrap

The kid was all thumbs when it came to powertools, but he took orders for a treat. Herman's \Wore
stuttered for a nonment as the inertia of the air in her intake ducts drove the fans. The big

bl ower grounded hard and skidded a twenty-neter trench in the soil as she cane to rest.
Ortnahnme's seat was raising him not as fast as a younger, slimrer man coul d've junped for the
hat ch wi t hout power assist-but Henk Otnahne wasn't bl oody young and slim

He squeezed his torso out of the cupola hatch. The tribarrel was rotating on its Scarf ring, the
muzzles lifting skyward in response to the air defense program

Bl ood and martyrs! It was going to-

The powergun fired. Ortnahnme couldn't help but flinch away. Swearing, bracing hinself on the
coanming, he tried to lever hinself out of the hatch as half-melted plastic burned the back of his
hands and clung to his shirtsl eeves.

He stuck. His pistol hol ster was caught on the snoke grenades he'd slung froma wre where he
could reach themeasily when he was riding with the hatch open

Bl ood and nartyrs.

The northern sky went livid with cyan bolts and the white wi nking expl osions they woke in the
predawn haze. Hernman's Whore and the other tanks were firing preset three-round bursts-not one
burst but dozens, on and on.

The inconing shells had been cargo rounds. They had burst, spilling their sheafs of subrunitions.
There were hundreds of blips, saturating the arnored vehicles' ability to respond. Gven tine, the
tribarrels could elimnate every target.

There woul dn't be that nuch tinme.

Sinkins rolled to the ground, pushed clear by the tank's own iridiumflank as its skirts pl owed
the sod. He stared up at the warrant | eader in amazenent.

O tnahne sucked in his chest, settled onto the seat cushion to get a centineter's greater

cl earance, and rose in a convul sive notion |ike a whale broaching. H's knees rapped the coam ng
but he woul d've chewed his | egs bloody off if that was what it took to get away now.

Hundreds of targets. A firecracker round, anti-personnel and surely targeted on the opposite side
of the river. Harm ess except for the way the hal f-kilo bonbl ets screened the three nuch heavier
segrments of an anti-tank-

O tnahnme bounced fromthe skirt of Herman's Wore and somersaulted to the ground. Hi s body arnor
kept hi mfrom breaki ng anyt hi ng when he hit on his back, but his breath wheezed out in an aninma
gasp.

Two brighter, bigger explosions winked in the detonating m st above him

The third anti-tank subnunition triggered itself. It was an orange flash and a streak of white,
nol ten nmetal reaching for Deathdealer |like a mounting pin for a doonmed butterfly.

It took Birdie Sparrow just under three seconds to absorb the warning and slap the air defense
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button. The worst things you hear for heartbeats before you understand, because the nind refuses
t o under st and.

The tribarrel slewed at a rate of 100g/second, so even the near one-eighty it turned to bear on
the threat fromthe sky behind was conplete in | ess than two seconds nore.

Four and a half seconds, call it. Deathdealer was firing skyward scarcely a half second after
smal | charges burst the cases of both cargo shells and spilled their subnunitions in overwhel m ng
pr of usi on.

It wasn't the first tinme that the distance between |life and death had been neasured in a fraction
of a second.

Al bers cut the fans and swung Deat hdeal er si deways on residual energy so that they grounded
broadsi de on, carving the sod |ike a snowpl ow and halting themwith a haste that lifted the tank's
off-side skirts a neter in the air

Sparrow s seat cradled himin the snoky, stinking turret of his tank. Screen Two showed a cl oud of
debris that junped around the pipper like snowin a crystal paperweight.

Ared light winked in a sidebar of the main screen, indicating that Deathdealer's integrity had
been breached: the driver's hatch was open. In the panoram c display Al bers, horizontally
conpressed by the hol ogram was abandoni ng the vehicle.

"Better ditch too, Birdie," said the horribly-ruined corpse of DJ Bell. "This is when it's
happeni ng. "
"Booster!" Sparrow screanmed to his Al. "Air defense! Sort by size, largest first!"

If it'd been two anti-tank rounds, no sweat. The handful of subrunitions in each cargo shel
woul d' ve been blasted in a few seconds, |ong before they reached their own | ethal range and

det onat ed

"Hey, there's still tinme." DJ's face was changing; but this tine his features knitted, heal ed,

i nstead of splashing slowy outward in a nist of blood and bone and brains. "Not a |ot, but
there's time. You just gotta |l eave, Birdie."

A pair of firecracker rounds, that was fine too. Their tiny bomblets wouldn't nore than etch

Deat hdeal er' s dense iridiumarnor when they went off. Hard lines for the conbat cars, but that was
sonebody else's problem. . . and anyway, none of the bonblets were going to land within a
kiloneter of the task force

The heavy anti-tank subnunitions weren't ainmed at this side of the river either. If the shell had
been of ordinary construction, it would've inpacted on a bunker sonewhere far distant fromthe
friendly tanks.

But the subrunitions had seeker heads. As they spun lazily fromthe casing that bore themto the
target area, sophisticated inaging systens fed data to their on-board conputers.

A bunker woul d've done if no target higher in the conputers' priorities offered.

A conbat car woul d've done very wel |

But if the imaging systemlocated a tank, then it was with electronic glee that the conputer

depl oyed vanes to brake and gui de the submunition toward that prine target.

Too little tine.

Bi rdi e Sparrow slamed the side of his fist into the buckle to disengage hinself fromthe seat
restraints. A fireball lighted the gunnery screen as Deathdeal er's reprogranmed tribarre
detonated a | arger target than the anti-personnel bonblets to which the | aw of averages had ai nmed
it.

"Birdie, quick," D) pleaded. H s face was al nost whol e again.

Sparrow sank back onto his seat as the screen flared again. "No," he whispered. "No. Not out
there. "

DJ Bell smled at his friend and extended a hand. "Wl cone hone, snake,
There was a white flash

he sai d.

Chapter Ten

"Watch it," warned Cooter, ducking beneath the level of his gunshield. Part of Dick Suilin's mnd
under st ood, but he continued to stand upright and stare.

The dawn sky was filthy with rags of black snoke, tiny noth-holes stream ng back in the wi nd when
bonbl ets expl oded. That was nothing, and the crackle of two tank tribarrels still firing as the
remai ni ng anti-personnel cloud inpacted on the far ridge was little nore.

Deat hdeal er was devouring itself.

The submunition's location, as well as its attitude and range in respect to Deathdeal er, were
determ ned by a conputer nore sophisticated than anything indigenously built on Prosperity. The
conputer's last act was to trigger the explosion that shattered it in an orange fireball high
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above the tank.

The bl ast spewed out a projectile that rode the shockwave, nmolten with the energy that forged and
conpressed it. It struck Deathdeal er at a ninety degree angle where the tank's arnmor was thinnest,
over the rear turtleback covering the powerplant.

Hamer's anti-tank artillery rounds were designed to defeat the arnor of the nost powerful tanks
in the human uni verse. This one perforned exactly as intended, punching its self-forging fragnent
through the iridiumarmor and rupturing the integrity of the fusion bottle that powered the huge
vehicl e's systens.

Pl asna vented skyward in a streamas intensely white as the heart of a star. It etched and ate
away the edges of the hole without rupturing the unpierced portion of the arnor. The interna

bul kheads gave way.

Plasma jetted fromthe driver's hatch an instant before the cupola bl ew open. Stored amunition
flashed from underdeck conpartnments. It stained the blaze cyan and vaporized the joint between
hul | and skirts.

The gl owi ng husk of what had been Deat hdeal er settled to the ground. Were the hull overlay
portions of the skirt, the thick steel plates nelted fromthe iridiumarnor's greater residua
heat .

The entire event was over in three seconds. It would be days before the hull had cooled to the
tenperature of the surrounding air

The thunderclap, air rushing to fill the partial vacuum of the plasma's track, rocked the thirty-
tonne conmbat cars. Suilin's breastplate rapped the grips of his tribarrel

Across the river, Consie positions danced in the |ight of hundreds of bonblets. They | ooked by
contrast as harmless as rain on a field of poppies.

"Al'l units," said Suilin's helnet. "Renmount and nove on. W've got a job to do. Six out."

Anot her conbat car slid between Deathdeal er and the figure of the tank's driver. He'd been running
away from his doomed vehicle until the initial blast knocked himdown. He rose to his feet slowy
and clinbed aboard the car whose bul k shiel ded himboth fromglowi ng netal and renenbrance of what
had just happened/ al nost happened.

Fl amet hrower rotated on its axis so that all three tribarrels could cover stretches of the bunker
line the task force had just penetrated.

"We're the rear guard," Cooter said. "Watch for novenent."

The lieutenant triggered a short burst at a figure who stunbled along the ridgeline-certainly
harm ess since he'd craw ed from a shattered bunker; probably unaware even when the two cyan bolts
cut hi m down.

Suilin thought he saw a target. He squinted. It was a tendril of snobke, not a person

He wasn't sure he woul d have fired anyway.

O her cars were advancing toward the town, but it took some nmoments for the crews of the surviving
tanks to reboard. One of the tanks jolted forward taking Deathdeal er's former place at the head of
the col um.

The fat maintenance officer who captai ned Herman's Wiore was still clinbing into the cupola of the
other giant vehicle. His belt holster flapped | cosely against his thigh

"Here," said Gale, handing Suilin an open beer

Cooter was already drinking deeply froma bottle. He fired a short burst with his |eft hand,
shappi ng whorls in the vapor above the ridge.

The Consie siege lines were gray with blasted earth and the snoke of a thousand fires. There nust
have been survivors fromthe artillery and the poundi ng, bunker-ripping fury of the powerguns, but
they were no longer a danger to Task Force Ranson

Suilin's beer was cold and so welcone to his parched throat that he'd drunk half of it down before
he realized that it tasted-

Tasted like transmission fluid. Tasted worse than the plastic residues of the enpty cases flung
fromhis tribarrel. He stared at the bottle in amazenent.

Fl aret hrower spun cautiously again and fell in behind Herman's Whore. Cooter dropped his bottle
over the side of the vehicle. He began talking on the radio, but Suilin's nunbed ears heard only
the Il aconic rhythm of the words.

Gal e broke a ration bar in half and gave part to the reporter. Suilin bit intoit, feeling like a
fool with the food in one hand and a horribly-spoiled beer in the other. He thought about throw ng
the bottle away, but he was afraid the veteran would think he was spurning his hospitality.

The ration bar tasted decayed.

Gal e, munching stolidly, saw the reporter's eyes wi den and said, "Aw, don't worry. It always
tastes like that."

He wi ped his mouth with the back of his hand, griny with recondensed vapors given off when his
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tribarrel fired. "It's the Wde-awakes, you know." He fished nore of the cones fromthe pouch
besi de the cooler, distributing two of themto Cooter and Suilin.

Suilin dropped the cone into a sidepocket. He forced hinself to drink the rest of his beer. It was
horrible, as horrible as everything else in this bl eedi ng dawn.

He nodded back toward Deat hdeal er, still as bright as the filanment of an incandescent |ightbulb
"I's it always like . . . ? Is it always like that?"

"Naw, that time, they got the fusion bottle, y'know?" CGale said, gazing at the hulk with only
casual interest.

Internal pressures lifted Deathdealer's turret off its ring. It slid a nmeter down the rear sl ope
before welding itself onto the arnor at a skew angle. "S always differ'nt, I'd say."

"Except for the guys who buy it," Cooter offered, |ooking backward al so. "Maybe it's the sanme for
them"

Suilin bit another piece fromthe chal k-textured, vile-flavored ration bar.

"Il let you know," he heard his voice say.

"Blue Two," said Captain June Ranson, watching white |ight from Deathdeal er quiver on the inner
face of her gunshield, "this is Tootsie Six. You' re acting head of Blue Section. Six out."

"Roger, Tootsie."

Sergeant Wager's nanel ess tank, now the first unit in Task Force Ranson, was picking its way
through rubbl e and shell craters at the entrance to la Reole. It had been a new vehicle at the
start of this ratfuck. Now it dragged | engths of barbed wire-and a fencepost-and its skirts were
battered worse than those of Herman's \Wore.

The tank's newbie driver swing wide to pull around a pile of bricks and roof tiles. Too wi de. The
wal | opposite collapsed in a gout of brick dust driven by the tank's fans. Unifornmed Yokels,

| ooki ng very young indeed, scurried out of the ruin, clutching a nachi negun and boxes of
anmuni ti on.

Warnonger slid into the choking cloud. Filters clapped thensel ves over Ranson's nose. Janacek
swore. Ranson hoped Wl ens had switched to sonic inaging before the dust blinded him

Dust enfol ded her in a soft blur. Static charges kept her visor clear, but the air a mllineter
beyond the plastic was as opaque as the silicon heart of a conputer

Sparrow was dead, vaporized; out of play. But his driver had survived, and she could transfer him
to Blue Three. Take over fromthe inexperienced driver-or perhaps for Sergeant Wager, also

i nexperienced with panzers but an asset to the understrength crew of One-six.

M x and match. Wat is your decision on this point, Candidate Ranson . . . ?

Sonet hi ng j ogged her arm She could see again

The tracked | andi ng vehicle had backed into a cross-street again, naking way for the |ead tank
The dust was far behind Warnonger. The third car in line was stirring it back to life.

A helmeted major in fatigues the color of nustard greens-a Yokel Marine-waved toward themw th a
swagger stick while he shouted into a hand comruni cat or

"Booster, match frequencies," Ranson ordered.

She saw t hrough the corners of her eyes that Stolley and Janacek were exchangi ng gl ances. How | ong
had her eyes been staring blankly before Stolley's touch brought her back to the physica

uni ver se?

" onsi der yoursel ves under ny command as the ranking National officer in the sector!"” the
headphones ordered Ranson as her Al found the frequency on which the major was broadcasting. "Halt

your vehicles now until | can provide ground guides and reform ny defensive perineter."
"Local officer," Ranson said, trusting her transnitter to overwhel mthe hand-held unit even if the
Yokel were still keying it, "this is Captain Ranson, Hanmer's Reginment. That's a negative. W're

just passing through.”

The Yokel major was out of sight behind Warnmonger. A ridiculous little man with creased trousers
even now, and a coating of dust on his waxed boots and nopustache.

Alittle nman who'd held la Reole with a battalion of recruits against an attack nuch heavi er than
that which crunpled three thousand Yokel s at Canp Progress. Maybe not so ridiculous after all.

"Local officer," Ranson continued, "I think you'll find resistance this side has pretty well

coll apsed. We'll finish off anything we find across the river. Slamrers out."

La Reol e had been an attractive conmunity of two- and three-story buildings of stuccoed brick
Lower floors were given over to shops and restaurants for bridge traffic. Shattered glass from

di spl ay wi ndows now j ewel ed the pavenent, even where shellfire had spared the renmi nder of the
structures.

The hi ghway ki nked into a roundabout decorated with a statue, now headl ess; and kinked again as it
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proceeded to the bridge approaches. The buildings on either side of the dogleg had been reduced to
rubbl e. The Consie gunners hadn't been able to get a clear shot at the bridge with their direct-
fire weapons or to spot the shells their nortars and howitzers | obbed toward the span

"No! No! No!" shouted the najor, his voice buzzy and attenuated by interference fromdrive fans.
"You' re needed here! | order you to stop-and anyway, you can't cross the bridge, it's too weak. Do
you hear ne! Halt!"

Anot her | anding vehicle sheltered in a walled forecourt with its diesel idling. The gunner lifted
his helnmet to scratch his bald scalp, then saluted Ranson. He was at |east twi ce the age of any of
the six kids in the vehicle's open bay, but they were all arned to the teeth and glaring out with
wi | d-eyed fury.

The Consies had attenpted a direct assault on |a Reole before they noved their heavy weapons into
position. That nust've gotten interesting.

A few civilians raised their heads above wi ndow sills, but they ducked back as soon as any of the
mercenaries gl anced toward t hem

"Local O ficer," Ranson said as echoes of drive fans hamrered her fromthe building fronts, "I'm
sorry but we've got our orders. You'll have to take care of your remaining problens yourself.

Sl ammers out . "

She split her visor to take the renpte fromthe new |l ead tank. The controls had reverted to direct
vi ew when transni ssion from Deat hdeal er ceased.

The bridge at |a Reole was a suspension design with a central tower in nmid-streamand slightly

| ower towers on either bank to support the cables. Consie gunners had battered the portions of the
towers whi ch stuck up above the roof peaks. They had shattered the concrete and parted the cable
on the upstream side

The span sagged between towers, but the | owest point of its double arc was still several neters
above the water. The downstream cabl e continued to hold, although it now stretched over piles of
rubbl e i nstead of being clanped firmy onto the towers. A guardpost of Marines with rocket

| aunchers, detailed to watch for raft-borne Consies, gaped at the huge tank that approached them
"W llens,"” Ranson ordered her driver, "hold up."

The | ower half of her visor swayed as the tank noved onto the rai sed approach

"Al'l Tootsie units, hold up. One vehicle on the bridge at a tine. Take it easy. Six out."

The lead tank was taking it easy. Less than a wal ki ng pace, tracking straight although the span

sl anted down at fifteen degrees to the left side. Flecks of gravel and dust flew off in the fan
draft, then drifted toward the sluggi sh water.

There were cracks in the asphalt surface of the bridge. Sonetines the cracks exposed the girders
beneat h.

The Yokel major was shouting demands at June Ranson, but she heard nothing. Her eyes watched the
bri dge span swaying, the images in the top and bottom of her visor noving alternately.

"Just drive through it, kid," snarled Warrant Leader Ortnahne as he felt Hernan's Wore pause.
Close to the bridge, |a Reole had taken a trenmendous pasting from Consie guns. Here, coll apsed
bui | di ngs cascaded bricks and beans fromeither side of the street.

The tank seemed to gather itself on a quivering colum of air. "Like everybl oodybody else did!"

O tnahme added in a raised voice.

Si nki ns grabbed handfuls of his throttles instead of edging themforward in the tiny increnments
with which he nornmally adjusted the tank's speed and direction. The pause had cost them nonentum
but Herman's Wore still had plenty of speed and power to batter through the obstacle.

Larger chunks of building material parted to either side of the blunt prow |ike bayou scum before
a barge. Dust billowed out frombeneath the skirts in white clouds. It curled back to feed through
the fan intakes.

Behi nd the great tank, weckage settled again. The pile had spread a little fromthe sweep of the
skirts, but it was built up again by bl ocks and bits which the thunder of passage shook from
damaged bui | di ngs.

"Sorry, sir," muttered Sinkins over the intercom

The kid's trouble wasn't that he couldn't drive the bloody tank: it was that he was too bl oody
careful . Maybe he didn't have the snmoothness of, say, Albers from.

Vi a. Maybe not think about that.

Sinkins didn't have the snoothness of a veteran driver, but he had plenty of experience shifting
tanks and conbat cars in and out of naintenance bays where centineters counted.

Centineters didn't count in the field. Al that counted was getting fromhere to there without

del ay, and doi ng whatever bl oody job required to be done al ong the way.

O tnahme sighed. The way he'd reaned the kid any tine Sinkins brushed a post or halted in the berm
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instead of at it, he didn't guess he could conplain nowif his technician was squeani sh about
dingin' his skirts.

Si nkins eased themto a halt just short of the bridge approach. Cooter's bl ower was meking the run-
the wal k, rather-and bleedin' Lord 'n martyrs, how the Hell did they expect that ruin to hold a
tank?

The near span rippled to the rhythm of Flanethrower's fans, and the span beyond the crunbling
central support towers still danced with the weight of the car that'd crossed minutes before. This
was bl oody crazy!

The Yokel s guardi ng the bridge nmust've thought so too, fromthe way they stared in awe at Herman's
Whor e.

O tnahnme, hidden in the tank's belly, glared at their hol ographic i mages. They'd | eaned their
buzzbonmb | aunchers agai nst the sandbagged wal |l s of their bunker

Hard to believe that ten-kilo missiles could really damage sonething with the size and wei ght of
arnmor of Herman's Wore, but Henk Ortnahne believed it. He'd rebuilt his share of tanks after they
took buzzbonbs the wong way-and, regretfully, had conbat-|ossed others when the cost of repair
woul d exceed the cost of buying a new unit in its place.

There were costs for crewtraining and, less tangibly, for the | oss of experience with veteran
crewnen; but those problens weren't in Ortnahne's bailiw ck.

"Sir?" the intercomasked. "The . . . you know, the guns they been hitting this place with. Wasn't
that a, you know, an awful |ot?"

"Don't worry about it, kid," the warrant |eader said snugly. "Qur only problemnow s this bl oody
bridge."

O tnahnme adjusted his nmain screen so that the panoranma's stern view was central rather than being
split between the two edges. The shattered bunkers were hidden by the sanme buildings that'd
protected the bridge from Consie gunfire. Snoke, turgid and foul, covered the western horizon

"Ah, sir?" Sinkins said. "Wat | nmean is, you know, we been fighting guerrillas, right? But al
this heavy stuff, this was like a war."

A Yokel jeep jolted its way over the rubble pile in the wake of Task Force Ranson. The driver was
young and | ooked desperately earnest. The Marine nmajor who'd gestured in fury as Herman's Wore
swept into la Reole at the end of the Slanmers' columm sat/stood beside the driver

The of ficer was covering his nmouth and nose with a handkerchief in his left hand while his right
gri pped the wi ndshield brace to keep his ass sonme distance in the air. The jeep could foll ow where
air cushions had taken the Slamrers, but the wheel ed vehicle's suspension and seat padding were in
no way sufficient to make the trip a confortabl e one.

"This war's been goin' on for bloody years, kid," Otnahne expl ai ned.

H's thunb rotated the panorana back to its normal orientation. Bad enough watching the bridge
sway, Wi thout having the screen's inmage split Flamethrower right down the niddle that way.

"They got, the Consies, they been hauling stuff outta the Enclaves all that tinme, sockin' it away.
Bit by bit till they needed it for that last big push. Al that stuff-" Otnahnme nodded toward the
roiling destruction behind them though of course the technician couldn't see the gesture "-that
means the Consies just shot their bolt."

O tnahne scratched hinmsel f beneath the edge of his arnmor and chuckl ed. "Course, it don't nean they
didn't hit when they shot their bloody bolt."

Cooter's bl ower had just reached the far end of the bridge-safely, Vial! but this tank wei ghed
five, six, times as nuch-when the inmage on the main screen changed sharply enough to recall the
warrant | eader fromhis grimattenpt to i magi ne the next few mnutes.

Though Herman's Whore pretty well bl ocked the bridge approach, the driver of the Yokel jeep
managed to slide around themwith two wheels off on the slope of the embanknent. As the jeep
gunned its way back onto the concrete, its image filled a broad swath of Otnahme's screen

What the bl oody Hel | ?

The maj or threw down his nmakeshift dust filter, rose to his full height, and began to shout and
gesture toward the tank. The young Marines at the bunker beside Hernman's Wore snapped to
attention-eyes front, |ooking neither toward the tank nor their scream ng officer.

O tnahnme coul d' ve piped the Yokel's words in through a commo circuit, scrubbed of all the anbient
noi se. Thing was, whatever the fellow was saying, it sure as hell wasn't anything Warrant Leader
Henk Ortnahne wanted to hear.

"Sinkins!" he said. "Can you get by these meatball s?"

"Ah . . . Wthout hitting the jeep?"

"Can you get bl oody by, you dickhead?"

Her man's Whore shifted sideways |like a beerstein on a slick, wet bar. The fan note built for a
monent; then, using all his maintenance-bay skills, Sinkins slid them past the jeep closer than a
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coat of paint.

The wheel ed vehi cl e shrank back on its suspension as the sidedraft fromthe plenum chanber
buffeted it, but netal didn't touch bl oody netal

That Yokel major was probably still pissed off. When the jeep bobbed in the wi ndthrust, he fel

si deways out of his seat. Let himfile a bloody conplaint with Colonel Hanmer-in good tine.

The left side of the tank tilted down, but that didn't bother the warrant |eader near as much as
the notion. It'd been bad watching the bridge sway when another vehicle was on it. The view on
Ortnahme' s screens hadn't nade his stomach turn, though, as the reality bloody well did. Blood and
martyrs, they were-

They were opening wide cracks in the asphalt surface as they passed over it. The tank's wei ght was
stretching the underlying girders beyond their design limts.

The cracks spread forward, outrunning Herman's Wwore in its sluggi sh progress toward the
supporting pier in the center of the estuary.

And that bl oody fool of a major had clinbed back into his jeep. Hs driver had two wheel s and nost
of the jeep's width on the narrow downstream si dewal k, using the span's tilt to advantage because
it prevented the tank's sidedraft fromflipping the lighter vehicle right through the danaged
guardrail .

Those sum bitch Yokels were trying to pull around the tank and block it on this shuddering

ni ght mare of a bridge.

"Kid," Otnahme began, "don't let 'em
He didn't have to finish the warning, because Sinkins was already pouring the coal to his fans.
The water of the Santine Estuary was sluggi sh and black with tannin fromvegetable matter that fed
it on the forested hills of its drainage basin. dutinous white bubbles streaked the surface,
giving the current's direction and velocity. The treetrunks, crates, and other solid debris were
more or less hidden by the fluid' s dark opacity.

Ortnahme had a very good view of the water because of the way Hernman's Wore tilted toward it.
They were approaching the central pier now while the span behind them flexed |ike the E-string of
a bass guitar. The jeep, caught in the pulses and without the tank's weight to danp them bounced
all four wheels off the gaping roadway while the two Yokels clung for dear life.

Consi e shells and the bolts fromtheir one bunkered powergun had reduced the central towers to
hal f their original height. The Yokels at the guardpost there were already clinbing piles of
rubble to be clear of the onconing tank. Herman's Wore wasn't rocketing forward, but a tank head-
on at twenty kph | ooks |ike Juggernaut on a joyride.

Their speed was four tinmes what Ortnahne had pl anned, given the flinmsy structure of the bridge. He
just hadn't realized how bl oody flinsy.

They had to go fast!

Ortnahnme's hel met crackled with angry denands fromthe east bank. He switched the sound off at the
consol e.

Tootsie Six could burn hima new one if she wanted, just as soon as Herman's Wore reached solid
ground again. Until then, he didn't give a hoot in Hell what anybody but his driver had to say.
They reached the central pier in a puff of dust and clanging gravel, debris fromthe towers. Task
Force Ranson's previous vehicles had rammed a track clear, but the kid was noving too fast to be
ni ce about what his skirts scraped.

The Yokel jeep halted on the solid pier. The major shook his fist, but he didn't seemto be
ordering his guards to try buzzbonbs where verbal orders had fail ed.

Via, maybe they were going to nake it after all. That newbie crew in Blue Three had crossed,
hadn' t -

A cabl e parted, whangi ng | oud enough to be clearly audible. A second whang!, a third-

The bow of Herman's Whore was tilting upward. The intake how of her fans proved that Sinkins had
both throttle banks slid w defl atopen

It wasn't going to be enough.

The cabl es parting were the short |oops every neter or so, attaching the main support cable to the
bridge span. Each tine one broke, the next ahead took the doubled strain of the tank's wei ght-and
broke in turn. The asphalt roadway crunbled instantly, but the unsupported stringers beneath
continued to hold for a second or two | onger-until they stretched beyond steel's nodul us of

t ensi on.

Thirty meters behind Herman's Whore, the span fell away fromthe central pier and splashed into
the estuary. Froth fromits inpact drifted sullenly downstream

The tank was accelerating toward safety at fifty kph and rising, but their bow was pointing up at
thirty-five, forty, forty-five-

For an instant, Hernman's Wore was clinbing at an angle of forty-seven degrees with the east tower
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within a hundred neters and the round, visored faces of everybody in the task force staring at
themin horror. Then the spray of the tank bellying down into the estuary hid everything for the
few seconds before her roaring fans stalled out in the thicker medi um

Warrant Leader Otnahne lifted his foot to the top of his seat and thrust his panting body upward.
Hi s eyes had just reached the | evel of the cupola hatch when water rushing in the opposite
direction net him

Easy, easy. He was fine if he didn't bloody panic. . . . The catches of his body arnor, top and
bottom shruggi ng sideways, feeling themrel ease, feeling the ceranic weight drop away instead of
sinking even his fat to a grave in the bottom ruck.

The water was icy and tasted of salt. Bubbles of air gurgled past Ortnahne as Hernman's Wore gave
its death rattle. Violet sparks flickered in the blackness as mllions of dollars worth of superb
state-of-the-art electronics shorted thenmselves into nmelted junk

O tnahne's skin tingled. His diaphragmcontracted, preventing himfromtaking the breath he
intended as a last great gurgling shivered past his body to enpty the turret of air. He shoved

hi msel f upward to follow the bubble to the surface.

He was hal fway through the hatch when his equi pnent belt hooked on the string of grenades again
The warrant | eader reached down for the belt buckle. The drag of water on his shirtsl eeves sl owed
the noverent, but it was all going to be-

The belt had twi sted. He couldn't find the buckle though his fingers scrabbled wildly and his | egs
strained upward in an attenpt to break web gear fromwhich Ortnahne's conscious mi nd knew you
could support a bloody howitzer in md-air.

Air. Blood and martyrs. He tried to scream

Her man' s Whore grounded with a slurping inpact that added nud to the taste of salt and blood in
Ortnahnme's nouth. They couldn't be nore than three neters down; but a millineter was plenty deep
enough if it was over your nouth and nose.

Pl enty deep enough to drown.

The darkness pressing the warrant | eader's eyes began to pulse deep red with his heartbeats, a
little fainter each time. He thought he felt sonething brush his chest, but he couldn't be sure
and he didn't think his fingers were noving anynore.

The wire parted. A grip on Ortnahme's belt added its pull to the warrant |eader's natura
buoyancy.

Sunl i ght came as a dazzling explosion. Otnahnme bobbed, sneezed in reaction. Water sprayed from
his nostrils.

Tech 2 Sinkins was dog-paddling with a worried | ook. He was trying to retract the cutting bl ade of
his multitool, but his face kept di pping beneath the surface.

One of the conmbat cars had just waddl ed down the bank. It was poised to |lift across the water as
soon as the man in the stern-Cooter, it was, fromhis size and the crucifix on his breastpl ate-
unlinbered a towline for the swimers to grab as the car skittered by.

"Sir," Sinkins said. His face was wet from dunking, but Ortnahne woul d swear there were tears in
his eyes as well. "Sir, I'msorry. | tried to hold it but I-"

He was bl ubbering, all right, but the black water slapped himagain when he forgot to paddle.
Sonetinmes being hog fat and able to float had advant ages.

"Sir-" the kid repeated as his streaming visage |lifted again.

"Via, kid!'" Otnahne said, alnbst choking on his swollen tongue. He'd bitten the bl oody hell out
of it as he struggled. "WII you shut yer bleedin' trap?"

Fl anet hrower roared as it noved onto the water

“I'f I ever have a son," Otnahme shouted over the fan noise, "I'Il name the little bastard

Si nki ns!"

Chapter El even

"I thought," said Dick Suilin, |ooking down at the silent trench |line as Flanethrower accelerated
past, "that we'd have to fight our way out of la Reole, too."

It nmust have rained recently, because ankl e-deep nmud slinmed the bottom of the trench. Two bodies
lay face down in it. Their black uniforns snol dered around the hol es chewed by shell fragnents.
The brui ses beneath Suilin's arnor itched unbearably. "I wonder what ny sister's doing," he added
i nconsequent ly.

"The Consies were just tacking the west bank down," Cooter said, his eyes on his nmulti-function
di splay. "Nothin' serious."

"Not hi n* that wasn't gonna run |ike rabbits when the shells hit-thens as could,” Gale interjected
with a chuckl e.
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"Al'l their heavy stuff this side of the river," the lieutenant continued, "that's at Kohang."
He shrugged. "Were we'll find it quick enough, | guess."
"Where's your sister?" Gale asked. The veteran gunner poked a knifepoint into the crust around the
ejection port of his tribarrel. Jets of liquid nitrogen were supposed to cool and expel powergun
rounds fromthe chanbers after firing. A certain anount of the plastic nmatrix remai ned gaseous
until it condensed on the outside of the receiver, narrow ng the port.
Suilin unlatched his body arnmor and began rubbing the raw skin over his ribs. Hs fatigue shirt
was sweaty, but the drenching in salt spray fromthe estuary seened to have made the itch much
Wor se.
"She's in Kohang," the reporter said. It was hard to renenber what he'd said to whom about his
background, about Suzette. "She's married to Governor Kung."
The past two days were a blur of gray and cyan. Maybe fatigue, maybe the drugs he was taking
agai nst the fatigue.

Maybe the way his life had been turned inside out, like the body of the Consie guerrilla his
tribarrel had centerpunched.
"Whoo-ie!" Gale chorted. "Well, if that's who she is, | sure hope she don't nind neetin' a few

good nmen. Er a few hundred!"

The reporter went col d.

Cooter reached over and took Gale's jaw between a big thunmb and forefinger. "Shut up, Wndy," he
said. "Just shut the fuck up, all right?"

"Sorry," muttered the wing gunner to Suilin. He brushed his mouth with the back of his hand.
"Look, the place's still holdin', far as we know. W'Ill get there, no sweat."

He nodded to Cooter. "Anything on your box, El-tee?"

"Not hi ng yet. Junebug'll report in pretty quick, | guess."

The task force was nmoving fast in the open country between | a Reol e and Kohang further up the
coast. A clunp of farm buil dings stood beneath an orchard-planted hillside two kil onmeters away.
Suilin found it odd to be able to see considerable distances with his normal eyesight. He felt as
though he'd crewed Flanethrower all his life, but this was the first time he' d been aboard the
conbat car during daylight.

Al nost daylight. The sun was still beneath the horizon. H's fingertips nmassaged his ribs.
"You okay?" Gal e asked unexpectedly.
"Huh?" Suilin said. He | ooked down at his bruises. "Oh, yeah. I-the arnor, last night a bullet hit

it."

He saw Gale's eyes widen in surprise a nonment before he realized the cause. "Ch," he corrected. "I
mean t he night before. At Canp Progress. | |ost track. "

Cooter handed out ration bars. The reporter stared at his with | oathing, renmenbering the taste of

t he previous one.

"Co ahead," Cooter encouraged. "You need the calories. The Wde-awakes, they'll keep you noving,
but you need the fuel to burn anyhow "

Suilin bit down, trying to ignore the flavor. This bar seemed to have been conpressed from nuck at
the bottom of the estuary.

The two tankers they'd rescued wanted to stay together, so Cooter had transferred themboth to One-
si x. The vehicles of Task Force Ranson were fully crewed at the nonment-over-crewed, in fact.

Dick Suilin had seen at Adako Beach how quickly a short burst could w pe out the crew of a conbat
car. Wthout the firepower of the two tanks |l ost at |la Reole

Funny to have another conbat car directly ahead of Flanethrower. The only view of the task force
the reporter'd had during nost of the night was the stern of the tank which now lay at the bottom
of the Santine.

"WIIl they raise her?" he asked. "The, that is, the tank that fell off the bridge?"

"Through the bl oody bridge," Gale corrected.

"The hull's worth sonething," Cooter said.

His Iips pursed in a nmoue. "Maybe the gun could be rebuilt to standard. But the really pricy
stuff's the electronics, and that's all screwed for good 'n all. | figure the Col onel, he'l
conbat-loss it and the other one both and try to squeeze a victory bonus outta your people to pay
for 'em
Hi s eyes swept the horizon, |ooking for an eneny or a sign. "Lord knows we'll 've earned a bonus.
If we win"

The di splay box beside Cooter's tribarrel clucked and spat.

"Cnon, El-tee," Gale demanded greedily. "What's she sayin' ?"

"Gve it amnute, will you?" the lieutenant said as he stared at his display. "lIt's a coded
burst, right? And that takes a while."
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Gal e nodded to Suilin. "Tootsie's talkin' to the AOd Man," the veteran explained. "Ain't nmeant for
us to hear, but this close, we kin read anything she kin code."
He giggled. "The black box giveth and the black box taketh away."

"Bl oody hell," Cooter mnuttered.

"Well, c'nmon!"

"She told himwe were across the Santine," Cooter said, still watching the display where hol ograns
spel | ed words decoded by the vehicle's Al. "She told himabout the casualties. Told himwe were
goi ng ahead with the mission."

"Well, what did ya bl oody expect?" Gale snorted. "Conme this far and settle down to rest 'n refit?"
Cooter turned to face the other two men. He | ooked very worn. "Also she told Central," he went on

"that we were getting nessages fromFirst of the Fourth Arnored Brigade. They're ahead of us and
they're requesting our positions so they can join up with us."

"Via," said Gale.

Dick Suilin blinked. "So we'll have a National arnored battalion to support us in entering
Kohang?" he said, puzzled at the nmercenaries' attitude. "I didn't realize there were any friendly
units this near the city."

"Via," Gale repeated. He scow ed at the tribarrel, picking at the ejection port with a cracked
fingernail. "How many bl oody tanks in a Yokel battalion?"

In the frozen nonent before anybody el se spoke, Dick Suilin remenbered the truck he'd ripped apart
near the Padma, a National Arny vehicle filled with troops in National Army uniforns.

"l said it was First of the Fourth," Cooter said. "I didn't say they were friendly."

War nonger had settled into a reed-choked draw. The other vehicles were invisible, but June
Ranson's display indicated that all of themwere in place and awaiting her orders.

Steamrising fromla Reol e behind themwas golden in the |ight of sunrise.

Janacek watched her expectantly; Stolley scanned the sky past the reed bracts with a scow of

di spl easure. He knew there wasn't a prayer that he'd be able to hit any inconming with his
tribarrel, but he was deternmined to try.

Bl ue Three was the only task force vehicle in the open, poised 300 neters to the east on what
passed for high ground in this coastal terrain. Its cupola gun quivered in air defense node.

Whet her their sole remaining tank could provide sufficient defense depended on what cane through
the air at the task force while its | eader held the vehicles grounded for a council of war

Maybe not hi ng woul d cone. Probably nothing would cone.

"Booster," said Junebug Ranson. "Council display, all Tootsie units."

Her nulti-function display humed and clicked. Faces glowed in the thirty-centinmeter cube,

repl aci ng the hol ographic map and | ocati on beads. She'd have done better to use the tank's big
screens, but she couldn't risk |eaving her command vehicl e here.

They were within twenty kays of Kohang. Everything that had occurred since they left Canp
Progress, the danger and the | osses, was only a prelude to what woul d happen in the next few

hour s.

Faces-the entire fighting-conpartnent crews of the other four conbat cars, and the tense,
tightlipped visage of Wager in the turret of Blue Three-crowded the mnulti-function display.

For a nonent, no one spoke; the crews were waiting for Ranson, and June Ranson's m nd was
extending into a universe of phosphor dots.

The i mage of Cooter's face brightened and swelled slightly to highlight it as the lieutenant said,
"Junebug, we gotta figure these guys've gone over to the Consies. They left Canp Victory without
orders, just before the general attack. Only question is, do we go around 'emor do we fight 'en®"
"We're tasked to get there, not to fight, ain't we?" said Tillnman, blower captain of One-five. At
the best of tines, Tillman was a thin, sallow man. The past two days had sweated off wei ght he
couldn't afford to | ose

"Look, just in case they are friendly . . ." said Chalkin. He | ooked sour, partly because he was
crowded in the fighting conpartnment of One-six with Otnahne and Sinkins as well as the shot-up
survivors of the car's original crew. "I wouldn't mind havin' fifty tanks al ongsi de us when we hit
Kohang, even if it's Yokels."

"Max of forty-four tanks," interjected Warrant Leader O'tnahme, |ooking at sonething of f-screen

| ow, probably his clenched knuckl es. There were problens on One-six, Daisy Belle; not just the
crowdi ng, but a fat non-conbatant with a ot of rank, dropped on a bl ower comranded by a nere
Seni or Trooper on transfer

"There were forty-four at their bloody |aager when the drone overflew 'em" Otnahme continued,

| ooki ng straight at the pick-up in the car's nulti-function display. "Sone'll be dead-Iined,
twenty percent given what passes fer Yokel maintenance."
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His fingers rose into the tiny field-of-view, ticking off the third point: "Sone nore drop out on

the route march to block us when they've fine'ly get the |lead out. So, say thirty-five max, naybe

thirty."

"And," said Cooter's voice in the enfolding electronic tendrils of June Ranson's mnd, "there's no
bl oody way-"

"-that those bastards're friendly," Cooter snapped at the hol ogram di splay beside his tribarre
while Dick Suilin shivered on the ribbed plastic crates of ammunition lining the interior of the
fighting conpartnent.

At the signal to halt in dispersed order for council, Flanethrower had forced its way into a

t hi cket of knotbushes. Their gnarled branches sprang back to full four-nmeter height behind the
vehi cl e, concealing the conbat car on all sides and even covering it fairly well from above.
"Look, just 'cause they sat out the |last couple days-" argued a voice that had spoken earlier, not
one that the reporter recognized.

The net wasn't wi de open, as Suilin first thought. The conputer-the Al-controlling the discussion
cut of f whoever was talking the instant soneone higher in the hierarchy began to speak

"There was no sign fromthe recce flight that they'd been hit," Cooter boomed onward. "Wth all
the Consies did the other night, there was no chance they'd 've ignored a tank battalion-except
it'd gone over or it was about t' go over."

Suilin's face was turned slightly away fromthe display. There was probably a way to nagnify the

i mges through his hel met visor, but he didn't much care.

He felt awful, as though he were in the nidst of a bad bout of flu. Despite his chills, his throat
felt parched. He gestured toward the cool er on which Gale sat.

The veteran shook his head, then nodded in explanation toward the display.

"Later," he said in a husky whi sper that presumably wouldn't carry to the pick-up. He tossed
Sui lin another Wde-awake. "You' re on the down side. No sweat. You'll get used t'it."
"Via, still wouldn't mnd havin' the help," nuttered a voice fromthe display. "Some cursed help."

The cone sent needl es of delicious ice up the throat vein to which Suilin applied it. Gay fog
cleared fromhis eyes. The hol ographic display sprang into focus, though the figures in it were
featurel essly small.

He realized that Captain Ranson hadn't spoken during the discussion

As though the jolt of stimulant in the reporter's bl oodstream had unbl ocked t he conmander's
tongue, the nercenary captain's cool-cold-voice said, "W are nearly in contact with a force of
uncertain loyalty, estimated to be a battalion of thirty to thirty-five arnored vehicles."
Tiny, toothed birds junped and chittered through the branches of the knotbushes, ignoring the
iridiumnonster in their mdst. Their wings were covered with pale fur, famliar to Suilin but
probably exotic to his mercenary conpani ons.

"If the battalion is allied with the Conservative Action Mvenent, it will threaten the rear of
Task Force Ranson as the task force perforns its mission of breaking through hostile forces
encircling the Governnmental Compound in Kohang."

The sense of glacial well-being reached Suilin's fingertips. H s hands stopped shaki ng.
Probably not exotic. The Lord only knew how many worlds, how many life-forns, these scarred

vet erans had seen uncaring on their career of slaughter for noney. .

"The loyalty of the battalion nmust first be ascertained. If hostile, the force nmust be engaged and
neutralized before Task Force Ranson proceeds with its primary mssion."

"Thirty bl oody tanks," Cooter whispered.

"W will proceed as follows. First, | will informthe arnored battalion that we have received
heavy casual ties and have taken refuge in the settlenent of Kawana."

"Even bl oody Yokel tanks. "

"Blue three-"

Hans Wager's head jerked up. You can only stay scared for so | ong. Ranson's clop-clop nechani ca
delivery had bored him so his attention had been on the hol ographic plan of a Yokel tank he'd
called up on Screen Three.

"-will take a position north of Kawana, behind Chin Peng Rise."

"Roger, Tootsie Six," Wager said, suddenly afraid that he'd actually fallen asleep and ni ssed sone
cruci al part of the Operations O der.

"Set your sensors for maxi numsensitivity," Ranson's voice continued wi thout noticeable enption
"You will supply the precise location and strength of the other force. In event the force proves
hostile, you will be the blocking element to prevent them breaking out to the north.”

"Roger, Tootsie Six," Wager repeated in a whisper
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They didn't operate with Yokel armor-the difference in speed was too great, and the nercenaries
had a well-justified concern about the fire discipline of the local forces in general

Still, Wager'd | ooked over Yokel tanks out of curiosity. Menories echoed in his mnd when his eyes
rested on the hol ographic inage.

"W can expect the other force to continue their approach fromdue south," Ranson's bored, boring
voi ce continued. "Tootsie Three, you'll conmand the eastern el ement. Proceed with your blower and
One-six clockwi se from Chin Peng Ri se, around Kawana by Hull Creek and Rai der Canmp Creek. Stay out
of sight. Wait at the head of Raider Canp Creek, a kilometer east of Sugar Knob to the south of
Kawana. "

Via, thirty of them If it wasn't thirty-five.

O forty-four, despite Blue Two's scorn of the Yokel's ability to keep their hardware operational
Each tank wei ghed sixteen point eight tonnes. They were track-laying vehicles with five road-
wheel s per side and the drive sprocket forward. Steel/ceram ¢ sandwi ch arnor. Diesel engine on the
right side, opposite the driver. A two-man turret with either a high-velocity 60nm automatic
cannon or a 130nm howitzer.

Li ghwei ght vehicl es, designed for the particular needs of the National Arny in a guerrilla war
that mght at any nmonent burst into pitched battles with a foe equi pped by the Terran Wrld

Gover nment .

Not hi ng Wager's panzer couldn't handle, one on one. Nothing a conmbat car couldn't handl e, one on
one.

Thirty. Or thirty-five. O nore.

"I will command the western elenent,” Ranson said coolly. "Cars One-one, One-three, and One-five
W'l circle Kawana by Upper Creek and wait a kiloneter west of Sugar Knob until the intentions of
the other force beconme clear."

A shaped-charge round fromthe 130mm howi tzer nmoved too fast for the close-in defense systemto
knock it down. A direct hit could penetrate the arnmor of a Slamers' tank

The 60nm guns fired either high-explosive shells or arnor-piercing shot. A single tungsten-carbide
shot wouldn't penetrate Blue Three's hull or turret arnmor. Three hitting the sane point mght.
Twel ve on the sane point woul d penetrate.

The clip-1oaded 60nm cannon coul d cycle twelve rounds in twelve seconds.

"Bl ue Three," Ranson said, "if the other battalion is hostile, we will need precise data on eneny
di spositions before we | aunch our counterattack. This nmay require that you nove into the open so
that your sensors are unmasked. Do you understand?"

"Roger, Tootsie Six."

Hans Wager's hands were wi ping thensel ves slowy against his pants | egs. The rhythm ¢, unconscious
gesture dried his palns for less than the tinme it took for his arns to nove back and start the
process again.

"Blue Three-" still no emotion in the voice "-if you like, for this operation | can replace you
and your driver with nore experienced-"

"Negative!" WAger snarled. He hand-keyed his helnet to break out of the council net. "Tootsie Six,
that's a negative. W'Ill do our job. W understand. Qut."

"Roger, Blue Three," said the voice. "All Tootsie units, courses and phase |ines are being down-

| oaded into your Als-now. "

Wager's pal ns rubbed his thighs.

"Sarge?" whispered his intercom "Thanks."

"Don't thank ne, Hol man," Wager said. "I think |I just bought us both the farm"

Thirty or nore guns ained at them and Blue Three wouldn't be able to reply until the conbat cars
had the data needed to target every one of the eneny tanks.

Yeah, he understood all right.

Chapter Twel ve

"D ye got nedics along?" the driver from Blue Three whined over the radio, a female voice in June
Ranson's ears.

She sounded stunned and terrified, just as she was supposed to. The tank was the only vehicle of
Task Force Ranson that would give a close-enough-to-correct reading to Yokel direction finders.

"Via, we need nedics. Via, we need help. This is ah, Tootsie Six, over."

A ganme, a test programfor the officer comanding 1st of the 4th arnored. An electronic construct
whi ch was perfectly believable, |ike any good test program The officer being tested would be
judged on his reactions.
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"Booster," Ranson nuttered. "Hostile Order of Battle."

She shoul dn't have to speak. Electrons should flow from her nerve endi ngs and race down the gol d-
foil channels of the artificial intelligence, then spring over high-frequency carrier waves to the
sensor array of Blue Three. June Ranson shoul d feel everything.

She shoul d be the vehicl es she commanded.

"Tootsie Six, this is Delta three Mke four one," replied the voice that had been unfamliar unti
it began whispering over the UHF Allied Conmobn Channel an hour before, requesting Task Force
Ranson's position. "W have doctors and nedical supplies. We're ten kilonmeters from Kawana. W'l |
bring your nedical help in half an hour, but you nust stay where you are. Do you understand? M ke
four one over."

The water of Upper Creek flared beneath Warnonger in a veil. The spray was iridescent where
daggers of sunlight stabbed it through the | ow canopy. The two cars closely follow ng Warnmonger
were hidden by the spray and the creek's wide | oops.

Upper Creek drained the area south of Sugar Knob. The trees here had been cropped about ten years
before so that their cellul ose could be converted by bacteria to crude protein for aninml feed.
The second-growth trees that replaced the original forest were densely packed and had thin bol es.
They provided good cover, but they weren't obstacles for vehicles of the power and wei ght of
conbat cars

Yokel tanks would find the conditions passable also, even if they left the trails worn by aninmals
and the | ocal popul ace.

"We can't go anywhere," Blue Three's driver whined. "We-"

Warnmonger's artificial intelligence threw a print sidebar on the hol ographi c condenser |ens.
"-only got two cars left and they're shot t' bloody hell. W're right at the little store, where
the road crosses the crik."

Wllens, followi ng the course Ranson and the Al set for him nosed Warnobnger agai nst the north
bank of the creek. The black, root-laced soil rose only a nmeter above the black, peat-rich water.
The car snorted, then nmounted to firmground through a bending wall of saplings.

The di stance between barren Chin Peng Rise and the thin trees of Sugar Knob was about a kil oneter
and a half. Ranson's western el enent followed a wi nding three-kay course to stay | ow and unnoti ced
while encircling the Yokels' expected depl oynent area. Cooter and the two-car eastern el enent had
an even longer track to followto their hide . . . but the Yokel tanks seenmed to be giving them
the tine they needed.

Wl ens advanced twenty neters further, to give roomto One-five and One-one behind him then
settled with his fans on idle.

Task Force Ranson didn't want to stunble into contact before they knew where all their targets
wer e.

Bl ue Three's sensors had greater range and precision by an order of magnitude than those cramred
into the combat cars, but the cars could process the data passed to them by the |arger vehicle.
The sidebar on Ranson's multi-function display listed callsigns, isolated in the cross-talk
overheard by the superb electronics of the tank pretending to be in Kawana while it waited behind
Chin Peng Rise north of the tiny hanlet.

There were twenty-five individual callsigns. The Al broke them down as three conpani es each

consi sting of three platoons-but no nore than four tanks in any platoon (five would have been ful
strength). Some pl atoons were postulated froma single callsign

Not all the Yokel tanks would be indulging in the |oose chatter that laid themout for Task Force
Ranson |like a roast for the carving; but nost of them would, nost of themwere surely identified
The red cross-hatching that overlay the relief map in the main field of the display was the Al's
best estimate thus far of the arnored battalion's dispositions.

Bl ue Three was the frane of the trap and the bait within it; but the five conbat cars of west and
east elements were the spring-loaded jaws that would snap the rat's neck

And this rat, Yokel or Consie, was lying. It was clear that the | eading el enents of 1st of the 4th
wer e al ready depl oyi ng onto the southern slope of Sugar Knob, half a kilometer fromthe store and
shanti es of Kawana rather than the ten kays their conmander cl ai ned.

In the next few seconds, the conmander of the arnored battalion woul d deci de whether he wanted to
nmeet allied nercenaries-or light the fuse that would certainly detonate in a battle nore
destructive than any a citizen of Prosperity could imagine. He was being tested.

The two sharp green beads of Lieutenant Cooter's elenent settled into position

She heard a whisper in the southern sky. Incom ng

"Al'l right, Holnman, nove us hull-down," Hans WAager ordered as his driver whined, "They're shooting
at us! They're shooting at us!" over the Allied Cormon Channel and the scream of the incom ng
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salvo wote its own exclamation point in four crashing inmpacts on the valley bel ow

The nanel ess tank lifted, scraped, and hopped forward-up and out of its stand-by hide to a
position so near the crest of Chin Peng Rise that the turret and sensor arrays had a clear sight
across Kawana to the slunping nmass of Sugar Knob beyond.

The ham et had never been prepossessing. It was |l ess so now that the ill-ained Consie salvo had
shaken down several shacks. Raider Canp Creek roiled with the nuddy aftermath of the shell that
had | anded on it, and the footbridge paralleling the ford had collapsed into the turbid current.
Men and woren in the sugarbush fields dropped their tools to run for their hones. The sandy rows
in which the bushes were planted woul d' ve given better protection than the board walls of the
shanti es.

That much canme to Wager's eyes fromthe direct view of his main screen. Screen Three displayed the
data his chuckling Al processed, a schematic vision of the terrain behind Sugar Knob and the
unseen Yokel tanks show ng thensel ves to Wager's sensors.

A sidebar on the nmain screen noted an incom ng second sal vo, ten rounds but very ragged-even for
Yokel artillery.

The Yokel vehicles were diesel-powered, so Wager's tank couldn't |ocate them precisely from
sparkcoil enissions; but their diesels had injector notors whose RF output could be pin-pointed by
the Sl ammers' sensors.

W thout the added shielding of Chin Peng Ridge to block Blue Three, the cross-hatched blur south
of Sugar Knob on Screen Three began to coal esce into bright red beads: Yokel tanks, located to
within a few neters.

Their disposition explained why the second sal vo was so scattered. The Consies were using the
130nm howi tzers on ten of their tanks to supplenent regular artillery firing fromthe vicinity of
Kohang.

For indirect fire, these tanks were concentrated in a tight arc along Upper Creek. They'd run
their bows up on the north bank in order to get nore elevation for their howitzers than their
turret mechani snms woul d permit.

The tank shells scattered around Kawana, detonating with white flashes and the hol | ow whoonps
characteristic of shape-charge anti-tank warheads. Sand spewed in great harnl ess fountains.

The store where the unpaved road forded the creek flung its walls sideways at a direct hit. Half a
body arced into the water and sank

"Six, this is Blue Three!" Wager shouted. "Am | clear to shoot?"

Then, though Ranson could see it herself as easily as Wager could if the crazy bitch saw anyt hing,
"Six, there's ten tanks a kilometer south of the Knob, just off the road, but the rest of the
bastards are noving onto the crest!”

The Yokels were noving into direct-fire positions covering Kawana . . . and which covered the tank
on Chin Peng Rise with no nore cover than the fuzz on a baby's ass.

The saplings on Sugar Knob shifted with the wei ght of black masses behind them the dark-
canmouf | aged bows of Consie tanks.

Two, three; seven tanks highlighted by Wager's Al. Their high-velocity 60mm cannons quested toward
Kawana |i ke the feelers of |oathsome crustaceans. There were nen in black uniforns riding on each
turret.

If Wager fired, the plasma jolt fromhis powergun would blind and deafen the sensors on which the
conbat cars depended.

One of the long-barreled cannon suddenly lifted and turned. The tank commander had seen the gray
gl eam of the real eneny |urking behind Chin Peng Ri se.

Red | ocation beads were still appearing on Screen Three, the sane view that was being renoted to
the conbat car Als, but surely Ranson had enough data to-
"Tootsie Six!" Hans Wager cried, "Can you clear us?"

"Sarge, |'m backing-" Hol man said.

"Al'l Tootsie units," said the voice of Captain Ranson. "Take 'em
The nuzzle flash was a bright yell ow bl aze agai nst the dark canoufl age. The tungsten-carbi de shot
rang |ike a struck cynbal on the turret of Wager's nanel ess tank.

"Wllens," said June Ranson, converting the hol ographic map on her display into a reality nore
concrete than the stens of young trees around her, "steer one-twenty degrees. Wst el enent,
conformto nmy novenents."

"Whay we doin' this?" Stolley shouted, grabbing the captain's left armand tugging to turn her

Of tothe left, only slightly nuffled by intervening vegetation, the flat cracks of high-velocity
guns sounded fromthe crest of Sugar Knob

Ranson slipped her armfromthe wing gunner's grip. "Thirty seconds to contact,’

her voice said.
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Warnonger's artificial intelligence had given her a vector marker. Her eyes were on it, waiting
for the vertical red line to nmerge with a target in her gunsights.

Stolley cursed and put his hands back on the grips of his tribarrel

The gunfire from Sugar Knob doubled in intensity. Warnonger and the two cars acconpanying it were
headed away fromthe knob on a slanting course. As Warnonger switched direction, the Al fed

anot her target vector to each gunner's hel net.

A wist-thick sapling flicked Ranson's tribarrel to the side. Her hands realigned the weapon with
the vector. They acted by reflex, unaided by the higher centers of her brain which slid beads of
light in a glow ng three-di nensi onal ganeboard.

Her solution to the Yokel attack had been as sinple and risky as Task Force Ranson's | ack of
resources required. She was using Slamers' electronics and speed to acconplish what their present
gunpower and arnor coul d not.

So, Candi date Ranson. You've decided to divide your force before attacking a superior
concentration. Rather like Colonel Custer's plan at the Little Big Horn, wouldn't you say?

But there was no choice. The Yokels would deploy along the ridge. Only by hitting them

si mul t aneously from behind on both flanks could her conbat cars roll up six or seven tines their
number of hostile tanks.

So, Candidate; you're confident that the opposing conmander won't keep a reserve? If he does, it's
your force-forces, | should say-that will be outflanked.

The Yokels hadn't held back a reserve . . . but the ten tanks | obbing shells over the knob froma
kil ometer to the rear would act as a reserve-if they weren't elinmnated first.

@uns fired from Sugar Knob a kil oneter away, guns on the Yokel left flank that Ranson had deci ded
to bypass only thirty seconds before-

War nonger burst into a clearing gray with powdersnoke and dust kicked up by the ten stubby

howi tzers firing at high angles.

The Yokel tanks had their engines forward and their turrets nounted well back, over the fourth
pair of roadwheels. Wth their hulls raised fifteen degrees by the stream bank, the vehicles
bucked dangerously every tine they fired their heavy weapons. The water of Upper Creek sl apped

bet ween the recoiling tanks and its gravel bed.

The tanks were parked in the creek to either side of the road. Less than a three-meter hull width
separated each vehicle fromits neighbors. Wile the turret crews fed their guns, the tank drivers
stood on both ends of the line of vehicles, mxing with a dozen guerrillas in black uniforns.

The di smounted nmen covered their ears with their palnms and opened their nouths to equalize
pressure fromthe muzzle blasts. Wen the three conbat cars slid fromthe forest, their hands
dropped but their nouths continued to gape |ike the jaws of gaffed fish.

Men spun and fell, shedding body parts, as Ranson's tribarrel |ashed them The group on the east
side of the lined-up tanks had tinme to shout and run a few steps before Warnonger raced down Upper
Creek as though the gravel bed were a hi ghway, giving Ranson and Stolley shots at them al so.

The Yokel tanks couldn't react fast enough to be an inmedi ate danger, but a single Consie rifleman
could clear Warnonger's fighting conpartnent.

Coul d have. Wien the | ast black-clad guerrilla flopped at the edge of the treeline, WIllens spun
Warmonger in a cataclysmof spray and the three tribarrels blazed into the backs on the renegade

t anks.

One-one and One-five had foll owed Warnonger into the stream but they hadn't had to worry about
the di smounted enemy. Two of the |left-side tanks were already wapped in sooty orange palls of
burni ng diesel fuel. The turret blew off a third as main gun amuniti on detonated in the hull.
Ranson centered her projection sight on a tank's back deck, just behind the turret ring. The
target's sl ope gave her a perfect shot. Cyan bolts streaned through the hol ographic inmage of her
sight, splashing huge craters in thin arnmor designed only to stop shell splinters.

In gunnery sinulators, the screaming tank crew didn't try to abandon their vehicle a second or two
after it was too late. Ranson's bolts punched into the interior of the tank. A blast of foul white
snoke erupted fromthe turret hatches and the cavity ripped by the tribarrel

The tank comander and the naked torso of his gunner flew several nmeters in the air. The tank
began to burn sl uggishly.

June Ranson's hands swung for another target, but there were no targets renaining here.

The tanks' thickest arnor was frontal. Striking fromabove and behind, the tribarrels ripped them
as easily as so many cans of sardines.

Cans of barbecued pork. The gunnery simulators didn't provide the odor of close action, either

Al'l the anmunition on a Yokel tank detonated sinultaneously, pushing aside the nearest vehicles
and flinging the turret roof fifty meters in the air in a colum of snoke.

"Wl lens, steer three hundred degrees," Ranson heard/said. "West element, formon ne."
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Her eyes sought the multi-function display, while part of her mnmind wondered why she coul dn't bl end
with Cooter's vehicles when she wanted to know their progress.

Dick Suilin's ribs slammed hard agai nst the edge of the fighting conpartnent as Fl anet hr ower
grounded heavily on its mad rush through the scrub forest. The reporter swore and wondered whet her
he'd be pissing blood in the norning, despite the clanshell arnor that protected his kidney from
the worst of the shock

In the norning. He nmade a hi gh-pitched sound sonewhere between | aughter and nadness.

He'd fallen sideways because the only thing that he had to hang onto were the grips of his
tribarrel. That was pointed over the left side, at ninety degrees to the conbat car's direction of
notion. The reporter swung back and forth as his weapon pivot ed.

The bl azing red-orange hairline on his visor demanded Suilin cover the left side. He horsed his
gun in the proper direction again, wincing at the pain in his side, and tried to find a target in
the whi ppi ng foliage.

There was no doubt where Flanethrower's artificial intelligence wanted himto aim though the

rati onal part of the reporter's m nd wondered why. They had-they were supposed to have-envel oped
the enemy's right wing, so the first targets would be on the right side of Flanethrower.

He supposed Dai sy Belle was sonewhere behind them He supposed the other vehicles of the task
force were sonmewhere al so. He hadn't seen nuch of them

Dick Suilin supposed a |ot of things; but all he knew was that his side hurt, his hands hurt from
their grip on the automati c weapon, and that he really should' ve pissed in the mnute while they
wai ted for the go signal

Fl anmet hrower slid through a curtain of reeds. Two neters fromthe nuzzle of Suilin's tribarrel
that close, was a tank with its hatches open, bogged in a swale. The soil was so danp that water
gleaned in the ruts the treads had squeezed before being choked to a halt.

Ri ght where the Al's vector had said it would be.

Suilin clanped his trigger so convul sively that he forgot for a nonent that he was pointing a
weapon. Two bolts splashed on the turret face, cyan and white, blazing steel, before severa

foll owi ng rounds expl oded stenms and flattened further swathes in the reeds with blasts of steam
and flying cellul ose.

Fl anet hr ower grunted past the tank's bow at the speed of a running horse. The reporter pivoted to
follow the target with his gun, ignhoring the way he thrust hinself against the sidearnor just as
the i nmpact had done nonents before.

Hi s sights steadied where a ball nmantlet joined the tank's slimcannon to the turret face. Panning
i ke a photographer with a noving subject, Suilin kept the nmuzzles aligned as they spat cyan hel
towithin mllineters, bolt by bolt.

Suilin would have kept shooting, but the cannon barrel sagged and a sharp explosion lifted the
turret a hand's breadth so that bright flane could flash nmomentarily all around the ring.

He didn't notice until they were past that there'd been a second tank on the other side of the
swal e, and that several nmen in National Arnmy uniforns had been stringing tow cabl es between the
vehi cl es. The second tank was burning fiercely. The crewnen were sprawed in the arc they'd
managed to run before Gale's tribarrel searched them down.

Suilin thought the nen were wearing black arnbands, but he no longer really cared.

Dick Suilin heard the CRACK- CRACK- CRACK of automatic cannons upslope, the sane tinbre as

machi neguns firing but |ouder, nmuch | ouder, despite the vegetation

Shorty Rogers was running the valley south of Sugar Knob at a hell bent pace for the conditions.
Warnonger cut to the right, bypassing some of the unseen tanks whose gunfire betrayed their

pr esence.

Maybe t he course was deliberate. Maybe Dai sy Bell e woul d take care of the other tanks. .
Suilin saw tank tracks slanting toward the crest an instant before he saw the tank itself, backing
the way it had cone. There was a guerrilla on the turret, hammering at the closed hatch. The
Consi e shout ed sonet hi ng i naudi bl e.

Suilin fired, aimng at the Consie rather than the tank. He missed both; his bolts sailed high to
shatter trees on the crest.

That didn't matter. Cooter's helmet had given himthe sane target. The lieutenant's tribarre
focused on the hull where flowing script read Queen of the South. Paint blazed an instant before
the arnor collapsed and a fuel tank ruptured in a belch of flane.

Beyond Queen of the South, backing also, was a command vehicle with a high enclosed cab instead of
aturret. Suilin caught only a glinpse of the vehicle before Gale's tribarrel punched through the
thin vertical arnmor of the cab

The rear door opened. Nothing came out except an armflopping in its black sleeve.
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They had al nost reached the top of the knob. If Daisy Belle fired at them the bolts would hit on
Gale's side; but if Flamethrower was closing with the three cars in Captain Ranson's el ements-
Dick Suilin ainmed downhill because the glowing line directed himthat way, but the artificial
intelligence was using data now mnutes old. The Consie tank was above them backing around in the
sl ender trees. It swng the long gun in its turret to cover the threat that bellowed toward it in
a drunmbeat of secondary expl osions.

Suilin tried to point at the unexpected target. Cooter was firing as he swng his own weapon, but
that tribarrel didn't bear either and the | ash of cyan bolts across treeboles did nothing to

di sconcert the hostile gunner

The cannon steadi ed on Flanethrower's hull.

A twenty-centineter bolt fromBlue Three across the valley struck, and the whole stern of the
Iight tank bl ew skyward

The Yokel tank's shot was a white streak in the sky as it ricocheted fromthe face of Blue Three's
turret.

Ragged bl ot ches appeared on Wager's nain screen as if the hologramwere a mirror losing its silver
backi ng. Booster spread the | oad of the damaged receptor heads anong the renai nder; the inmage

cl ear ed.

Hans Wager didn't see what was happening to his screen because he was bracing his head against it.
He hadn't strapped hinmself into his seat, and Holman's attenpt to back her hundred and seventy
tonnes finally succeeded in a rush.

Wager wasn't conplaining. His hatch was open and he could hear the crack-crack of two nore

hyper soni ¢ shots snappi ng over head.

The Yokels' arnor-piercing projectiles were only forty-three mllimeters in dianmeter when they
dropped their sabots at the gun's nuzzle, but even here, a kilometer and a half away, they were
traveling at 1800 neters per second. The shot that hit had smashed a di sh-sized concavity fromthe
face of Blue Three's arnor.

"Hol man! " Wager cried. "Open season! Get us hull-down again."

They grounded heavily. Wager thought of the strain the tank's huge wei ght nust be putting on the
skirts and wondered if they were going to take it. Still, Holman wasn't the first tank driver to
get on-the-job training in a crisis.

Anyway, the skirts'd better take it.

Chin Peng Rise had been tinbered within the past two years. None of the scrub that had regrown on
its |l oose, rock-strewn soil was high enough to conceal Blue Three's skirts, but the rounded crest
itself would protect the hull fromguns firing fromthe wooded knob across the valley.

The thing was, Holman had to halt themin the right place: high enough to clear their main gun but
still far enough down the backslope that the hull was in cover.

Shel I s boonmed anong the shacks of Kawana. The residents wouldn't 've had any idea that two arnies
wer e maneuvering around themuntil the artillery started to |and.

I nnocent victins weren't Hans Wager's first concern right now Via, it was their planet, their
war, wasn't it?

H s war too.

A plume of friable soil spewed from beneath the skirts as Holman fed power to her fans. Wager felt
Blue Three twist as she lifted. The silly bitch was losing control, letting 'emslide downhil

i nstead of -

"Hol man!" he shouted. "Bring us up to firing level! They need us over-"

As Wager spoke the tank lifted-there' d been no downward notion, just the bow shifting. They
clinmbed the twenty degree slope at a wal ki ng pace that brought a crisp view of Sugar Knob onto
both the main and gunnery displ ays.

Shot and shells from Yokel cannon ripped the crest beside Blue Three, where the Sl anmers vehicle
had lain hull-down before-and where they'd 've been now if Hol man hadn't had sense enough to shift
before she lifted theminto sight again.

Wager coul d apol ogi ze | ater.

He'd | ocked his main and cupola guns on the same axis. His left hand rotated the turret clockw se
with the gunnery screen's orange pipper hovering just above the projected crest of Sugar Knob.
When the dark bul k of a Yokel tank slid into the sight picture, needlessly carated by the
artificial intelligence, Wager thunbed his joystick control and |laced the trees with cyan bolts
fromthe tribarrel

A bolt flashed white on the screen as it vaporized netal fromthe Yokel tank. Wager stanped on the
pedal to fire his main gun

Two nore Yokel shots hit and gl anced from Blue Three. Their inpact was lost in the crash of the
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20cm mai n gun firing.

Across the valley, the rear end of the Yokel tank junped backward as the front becane a ball of

gl owi ng gas.

Wager's main screen was highlighting at | east a dozen targets, now. The Yokels had noved into
posi tions overl ooki ng Kawana so their direct fire could finish the tattered survivors of Task
Force Ranson as soon as the artillery began to inpact.

Some of the tank gunners were still focused on the innocent haml et. Through the corner of his eye,
Wager coul d see spouting tracks in the valley bel ow as automati c cannons raked shacks and the
figures running in terror anong the sugarbushes they'd been tending.

Dirt blasted up in front of Blue Three an instant before the turret rang to a doubl e hamer bl ow.
Not all the Yokels were deceived as to their real eneny.

There wasn't time to sort "emout, to separate the i mediate dangers fromthe targets that m ght
catch on in the next few seconds or minute. Hans Wager had to kill themall -

If he had time before they killed him

Wager let the turret rotate at its own speed, coursing the further crest. He ainmed with the cupol a
gun rather than the electronic pipper. During his years in conbat cars, he'd gotten into the habit
of hosing a tribarrel onto its target.

Wien things really drop in the pot, habit's the best straw to snatch

Ignoring the shots that hit Blue Three and the shots that blasted grab-loads of dirt fromthe
barren crest around them Wager stroked his foot-trip again-

A tank expl oded.

Agai n.

Too soon. The twenty-centineter bolt ignited a swathe of forest beside the Yokel vehicle, but the
tank's terrified crew was already bailing out. Wager's tribarrel spun their lifeless bodies into
the bl azing vegetation as his turret continued to traverse.

A huge pall of snoke | eaped skyward from somewhere south of Sugar Knob. It nushroomed when the
pillar of heated air could no | onger support the nmass of dirt, scrap metal, and pureed flesh it
cont ai ned.

The ground-shock of the explosion rolled across Kawana in a ripple of dust.

Sonet hing hit Blue Three. Three-quarters of Wager's gunnery screen went black for a noment. He
rocked forward on his foot-trip. The main gun fired, shocking the sunlight and filling the turret
wi th anot her blast of foul gases fromthe spent case.

The screen brightened again, though the display was noticeably fuzzier. Another of the tanks on
Sugar Knob had becone a fireball.

The Yokel s were running, backing out of the firing positions on the hillcrest that nade them
targets for Wager's nmain gun. He didn't know how the conbat cars were doing, but there were

col ums of snoke from behind the knob where his own fire couldn't reach

The cars'd have their work cut out for them playing hide 'n seek with the surviving Yokels in
thick cover. At point-blank range, the first shot was likely to be the |last of the engagenent and
the tanks' thick frontal arnor would be a factor

A target backed in a gout of black diesel exhaust as Wager's sight picture slid over it. He
tripped his main gun anyway, knowi ng that he'd hit nothing but foliage. His turret continued to
traverse, left to right.

The Yokel tank snarled forward again, through the trees the twenty-centimeter bolt had vainly

wi t hered. That sonuvabitch hadn't run, he'd just ducked back to shoot safe-

In the fraction of a second it took Hans WAger to realize that this target had to be hit, that he
had to reverse the snooth notion of his turret, yellow light flashed three tinmes fromthe nuzzle
of the Yokel's cannon

Hot netal splashed Wager and the interior of the turret. The cupola blew off above him The
tribarrel's amunition ripped a pencil of cyan upward as it burned in the |oading tube.

The gunnery screen was dead, and the central half of the mamin screen pulsated with random
phosphorescence. Mdtors whined as the turret began tracki ng countercl ockwi se across the | andscape
Wager could no | onger see.

"Blue Three, this is Tootsie Six-"

Thousand one, thousand two-

"-we had to bypass the east-flank hostiles. Cross the valley and help us soonest."

Wager trod his foot-trip. The gunnery screen cl eared-somewhat-just in tine to display the Yoke
tank disintegrating with an expl osion so violent that it snuffed the burning vegetation around the
vehi cl e.

"Roger, Tootsie Six," Hans \Wager responded. "Hol nan, nove us-"

But Hol man was al ready feeding power to her fans. You didn't have to tell her what her job was,

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%...er's%20Slammers%20-%20The%20Tank%20Lords.txt (92 of 147) [5/20/03 10:15:29 PM]



file://IF|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%20-%20Hammer's%20Sl ammers%620-%20The%20T ank%20L ords.txt

not that one. .

Four nore artillery shells burst in black plumes across the sandy furrows which Blue Three had to
cross. The renmains of Blue Three's cupola gl owed white, and there was no hatch to button down over
the man in the turret.

Hans Wager's throat burned fromthe gases which filled his conpartnent.

He didn't much care about that, either

"WIllens, bring us-" June Ranson began, breaking off as she saw the Yokel tank

It was crashing through the woods twenty neters to Warnonger's right, on an opposite and al nost
paral |l el course. The 60mm cannon was poi nted straight ahead, but the black-clad guerrilla riding
on the turret screanmed sonething down the gunner's open hatch as he unlinbered his autonmatic
rifle.

Janacek's tribarrel was on target first. Half the burst exploded bits of intervening vegetation
usel essly, but the remaining bolts sawed the Consie's legs off at the knee before hamering the
sl oped side of the turret.

The outer facing of the arnor burned; its ceranic core spalled inward, through the netallic
backing. It filled the turret Iike the contents of a shotgun | oaded with broken gl ass. Snoke

puf fed fromthe hatches.

The tank continued to grind its way forward for another thirty seconds while Janacek fired into
the hull without effect. The target disintegrated with a shattering roar

Ranson's multi-function display indicated that both the remaining blowers in her element were
within fifty neters of Warnonger, but she couldn't see any sign of them

She couldn't feel them They were real only as beads of light; and the red beads of hostile tanks
were no |l onger where Blue Three had plotted them before the Yokel s began to retreat. .

A tank ground through the screening foliage like a snorting rhinoceros, bowon with its cannon

| onered. June Ranson willed a burst through the nmuzzles of her tribarrel

Cyan bolts slashed and ripped at gl ow ng steel

Stolley swung forward. Hi s bolts intersected and nerged with the captain's. The cannon's slim
barrel lifted without firing and hurled itself away fromthe crater bubbling in the gun mantle.
"No!" Ranson screaned at her left wing gunner. "Watch your own-"

Anot her Yokel tank appeared to the left, its gun questing.

"-sidel™

Leaves lifted away fromthe cannon's flashing nmuzzle. The blasts merged with the high-expl osive
charges of the shells which burst on Warnonger's si de.

The conbat car slewed to a halt. The hol ographi ¢ display went dead; Ranson's tribarrel swung dully
wi t hout its usual power assist.

For the first tine in-nonths?-June Ranson truly saw the world around her.

The Yokel tank was within ten nmeters. It fired another three-round burst-shot this time. The
rounds punched through the fighting conpartnent in sparkling richness and ignited the ammunition
in Janacek's tribarrel

The gunner bellowed in pain as he staggered back. Ranson grabbed the bigger man and carried him
with her over the side of the doomed vehicle. Leaf nould provided a thin cushion over the stony
forest soil, but Warnobnger's bul k was between them and the next hammering bl asts.

"Stolley," Janacek whispered. "Were's Stolley and WI I ens?"

June Ranson | ooked over her shoul der. Dunnage slung to Warnonger's sides was abl aze. The thin,
dangerous haze of electrical fires spurted out of the fan intakes and the holes shots had ri pped
in the hull. Were Janacek's tribarrel had been, there was a glowing cavity in the iridiumarnor.
Wl ens had junped fromhis hatch and col |l apsed. There was no sign of Stolley.

Ranson rose in a crouch. Her legs felt wobbly. She nust have hit them agai nst the coanm ng as she
| eaped out of the fighting conpartnment. She staggered back toward WArnonger

Shots rang against the arnor. A chip of white-hot tungsten ripped through both sides to scorch her
t hi ghs.

She tried to call Stolley, but her voice was a croak inaudible even to her over the roar of the
flames in Warnmonger's belly.

The handgrips on the arnor were hot enough to sear layers from her hands as she clinbed back into
the fighting compartnent.

Stolley lay crunpl ed agai nst the bul khead. He was still breathing, because she coul d see bubbl es
formng in the blood on his lips. She gripped his shoulders and lifted, tw sting her body.

The synthetic fabric of her trousers was being burned into her flesh as she bal anced. Janacek
crawl ed toward them though what help he could be

Because her back was turned, June Ranson didn't see the tank's cannon rock back and forth as it
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fired, aimng lowinto Warnonger's hull. She felt the inmpacts of arnor-piercing shot ringing on
iridium
But only for an instant, because this burst fractured the car's fusion bottle.

Dick Suilin was |ooking over his shoul der toward the bow of Flanethrower when the center of his

vi sor bl acked. Through the corners of his eyes, the reporter saw foliage withering all around him
in the heat of the plasma flare. H s hands and the part of his neck not shielded by visor or
breastplate prickled painfully.

The gout of stripped atons |lasted only a fraction of a second. Warnonger's hull, enpty as the
shell of a fossil tortoise, continued to blaze white.

The Yokel tank, its cannon nodding for further prey, squeal ed past the weckage.

Suilin's tribarrel was still pointed to cover the car's rear quadrant. Cooter's burst splashed
upwards fromthe tank's glacis plate, blasting collops fromthe sheath and ceranic core.

Before the tribarrel could penetrate the arnmor at its point of greatest thickness, the tank's 60nm
gun cracked out a three-round clip. Dick Suilin's world went red with a crash that struck himlike
a falling anvil.

The i nmpact knocked him forward. He couldn't hear anything. The fighting conpartmnment was brighter
because cannon shells had bl own away the splinter shield overhead. The sun streamed down past the
bare pol es of plasma-w thered trees.

The ready light over his tribarrel's trigger no longer glowed green. Suilin rotated the switch the
way Gal e had denonstrated a lifetine earlier. The netal felt cool on his fingertips.

The cannon's nuzzl e began to recoil behind a soundl ess yellow flash. Warnonger shuddered as
Suilin's thunbs pressed his butterfly trigger. Cyan bolts roiled the bottle-shaped flare of

unbur ned powder, then carved the mantl et before the 60mm gun could cycle to battery and fire

agai n.
Steel bl azed, sucked inward, and blew apart |ike a bonb as the tank's ready anmunition detonated
Suilin's tribarrel stopped firing. H's thunbs were still |ocked on the trigger. A stream of

congeal ed plastic drooled out of the ejection port. The nolten cases had built up until they
janmed the system

The hull of the vehicle Dick Suilin had destroyed was burning brightly. Another tank craw ed
around it. The Consie on the second tank's turret was nout hing orders down the open hatch

The | ong cannon swung toward Fl anet hr ower.

Li eutenant Cooter rose to his hands and knees on the floor of the fighting conpartnent. Hi s hel net
was gone. There was a streak of blood across the sweat-darkened bl ond of his hair. He shook
hinself |ike a bear surrounded by dogs.

Gal e sprawl ed, hal fway out of the fighting conpartment. A high-explosive round had struck him

bet ween t he shoul derbl ades. It was a tribute to the trooper's ceranic body arnor that one arm was
still attached to what renai ned of his torso.

Suilin unslung his grenade | auncher, ained at the tank thirty neters away, and squeezed off. He
couldn't hear his weapon fire, but the butt thunped satisfyingly on his shoulder. H's eye foll owed
the missile onits flat arc to the face of the tank's swivelling turret.

The grenades were dual purpose. Their cases were nmade of wire notched to fragment, but they were
wr apped around a m niature shaped charge that could piece |light arnor.

Arnor lighter than the frontal protection of a tank. The guerrilla flung his arnms up and toppl ed,
his chest clawed to ruins by shrapnel, but the turret face was only pitted.

The tank noved forward as it had to do so that as the turret rotated, the long gun would clear the
burni ng w eckage of the sister vehicle.

Coot er dragged his body upright. He was still on his knees. The big nman gripped the hull to either
side of his tribarrel, blocking Suilin fromany chance of using that weapon.

No time anyway. The reporter's grenades burst on the turret, white sparks that gouged the arnor
but didn't penetrate, couldn't penetrate.

Two hits, three-not a hand's breadth apart, renmarkable rapid-fire shooting as the turret swung.
Sui lin thought he could hear again, but the bitter crack of his grenades was lost in the how of
an onconing storm The ground shook and nade the bl asted trees shiver

The last round in Suilin's clip flashed agai nst the arnmor as vainly as the four ahead of it. The
cannon's sixty-mllinmeter bore gaped toward Fl amethrower |ike the gates of Hell

Before the gun could fire, the great, gray bow of Blue Three rode downhill onto the rebel tank
scattering treeboles |ike natchwood.

The cl ang of inpact seened alnost as loud to Dick Suilin as that of the shells ripping

FI amet hr ower noments before. The Sl ammers' tank, ten tinmes the weight of the Yokel vehicle,
scarcely slowed as it slid its victimsideways across the scarred forest.
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A tread broke and withed upward like a snake in its death throes. The hull warped, starting seans
and rupturing the cooling systemand fuel tanks in a gout of steam then fire.

Met al screaned | ouder than men could. Blue Three's skirts rode hal fway up the shattered corpse of
the rebel tank, fanning the flanes into an encircling manacle. The Slammer's driver tw sted the
hundred and seventy tonnes she controlled |like a booted foot crushing an eneny's face into the
gutter.

Cooter stood up. Shorty Rogers raised his head fromthe bow hatch, glanced around, and di sappeared
again. A nonment |ater, Flanethrower shuddered as her fans spun up to speed.

Bl ue Three backed away fromthe crackling inferno to which it had reduced its victim Nothing el se
nmoved in the forest.

Dick Suilin's fingers were reflexively loading a fresh clip into his grenade | auncher

Chapter Thirteen

Task Force Ranson, consisting of one tank and four conbat cars under Junior Lieutenant Brian
Cooter, was within seven kiloneters of the outskirts of Kohang when it received word that Consie
resi stance had col | apsed.

The Governnental Compound within the city was relieved a fewmnutes later by elenments of the 12th
and 23rd Infantry Brigades of the National Arny.

Chapt er Fourteen

Dick Suilin | ooked at Kohang with eyes different fromthose with which he'd viewed the fine old
bui | di ngs around the Park and Governmental Conpound only days before.

The stone facades were bull et pocked now, but Suilin had changed nmuch nore than the city had
during the intervening hours.

"Good thing we didn't have to fight through these streets," he said.

Hi s voice was a croak from breathing powergun residues. He didn't know whether he'd ever regain

t he honey-snooth delivery that had been his greatest asset in the life of his past.

Tents had sprouted around the wheel ed conmand vehicles in the central park fronting the Conpound.
There was a line of tarpaulin-covered bodi es beside the border of shattered trees, but for the
nmost part, the National Arny sol diers | ooked nore quizzical than afraid.

"Yeah," said Al bers, now nmanning the right wing gun. He spoke in a simlar rasping whisper
"Narrow streets and every curst one a those places built |ike a bunker. Wul da been a bitch."
"W' d've managed, " said Cooter

| doubt it, Suilin thought. But we would have tried.

The Conpound's ornamental iron gates had been blown away early in the fighting. The makeshift
barri cade of burned-out cars which replaced them had al ready been pushed aside in the clean-up
Soldiers in clean fatigues bearing the collar flashes of the 23d Infantry stood asi de as Task
Force Ranson entered the courtyard.

Fl anet hrower settled wearily to the rubbl e-strewn cobbl estones. The car gave a deep sigh as Rogers
shut down its fans. The other vehicles were already parked w thin.

Blue Three listed to starboard since Kawana. The tank had brushed a stone gatepost to w den the
Conpound entrance, then dragged a sparking line across a courtyard-sized nosaic map of Southern
District with all the najor cities and terrain features descri bed.

Fl anet hr ower stank of burned plastic and blood. Gale's body was wrapped in his air-tight bedrol
and slung to the skirts, but the part of himthat had splashed over the interior of the fighting
conpartnent didn't take long to rot in bright sunlight.

They took off their body arnor. Suilin's fingers didn't want to bend. Al three nen were funbling
with their |latches. Cooter gripped the edge of the hull arnor and shivered.

"Blood and nmartyrs,” he nuttered tiredly. Then he said, "Tootsie One-five, this is Three. Take
over here till | get back, Tillman. Col onel wants me to report t' Governor Kung."

Suilin heard the electronic click of an answer on a channel the Al didn't open to him Surely
assent. Nobody had the energy left to argue.

Cooter | ooked at the reporter. "You conming?" the nmercenary asked.

Sui lin shrugged. "Yeah," he said. "Yeah, sure. That's what | came for."

He didn't sound certain, even to hinself.

"Al bers," Cooter said as he clinbed over the back of the conbat car. "See if you can help Till man
line up billets and rations, okay?"

Al bers nodded mi nusculy. He was sitting on the beer cooler. He didn't | ook at the big |ieutenant.
Except for the slight [ift of his chin, he didn't nove.
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Suilin slid down the last step and alnost fell. His legs didn't want to support him They seened
all right after a few steps.

"The Consies 're asking for a cease fire," Cooter announced as he and the reporter wal ked toward
the entrance to the Governor's Pal ace, the mddle building of those closing the Conpound on three
sides. "Not just here. Their Central Comand announced it."

"Fromthe Enclaves," Suilin said, thinking aloud.

The soldiers at the entrance thirty neters away wore fatigues with the crossed-saber collar tabs
of the Presidential Guard Force. They eyed the newconers cautiously.

A buzzbonb had cratered the second floor of the Palace, directly above the entrance. O her than
that, damage was limted to broken glass and bull et-pocks on the stone. The fighting hadn't been
serious around here after all

Di ck Suilin now knew what buil di ngs | ooked |ike when sonebody really neant business.

"WIIl they get it?" he said aloud. "The cease fire, | nean."

Coot er shrugged. "I'mnot a politician," he said.

Now t hat the reporter had taken off his clamshell arnor, the sling holding his grenade |auncher
was too |long. He adjusted the | ength.

The pink-faced captain comandi ng the guards blinked.

Cooter | ooked at his conmpanion. "lI'mnot sure you'll need that in here," he said mldly.

"I'"'mnot sure of anything," Dick Suilin replied without enmotion. "Not any nore."

"The hole in the skirt," said Warrant Leader Ortnahne in a judicious tone as he wal ked sl owly
toward Blue Three, "we can patch easy enough. "

"Yessir," said Tech 2 Sinkins through tight |ips.

When a Yokel tank blew up three nmeters from Sinkins' side of Daisy Belle, he'd been spattered with
bl azi ng di esel fuel. Bandages now covered the Sprayseal which replaced the skin of the
technician's left arm

He wasn't hurting, exactly; nobody carrying Sinkins' present |oad of analgesics in his veins could
be said to be in pain. Still, the technician had to concentrate to keep his feet noving in the
right order.

"The bl oody rest of it, though . O t nahne rnur nur ed.

Hans Wager had managed to find a can of black paint and a brush sonewhere. He was painting
something on the tank's bow skirts. His driver, a woman Ortnahne coul dn't put a bl oody nanme to,

wat ched with a drawn expression

The pair of '"emlooked |ike they'd sweated off five kilos in the |ast two days. Maybe they had.
The tungsten-carbide shot that holed the skirt nust have been so close to the nuzzle that its fins
hadn't had tine to stabilize it. The shot was still yawi ng when it struck, so it'd punched a | ong
oval in the steel instead of a neat round hole.

Ortnahnme estinmated the shot's probable further course with his eyes and called, "Did ye |lose a

bl oody fan when that hit you?"

Wager continued painting, attenpting a precision which was far beyond his present ability.

The driver turned slowy toward the pair of maintenance personnel. She said, "Yeah, that's right.
Number 3 Port went out. That was okay, but the air spilling through the hole here-" noddi ng toward
the gapi ng oval "-that was bad."

She paused for nenory before she added, "Can you fix it?"

"Sure," the warrant |eader said. "As soon as they ship in a spare.” He shook his head. "A whole

bl oody | otta spares.”

Si mpki ns nodded wit hout speaki ng.

"What, ah . . . are you doing?" Otnahme asked.

Wager turned at last. "We're putting the name on our tank," he croaked.

Wager's vacant expression turned to utter nal evol ence. "She's ours and we can call her anything we
bl oody pl ease!" he shouted hoarsely. "They're not takin' her and givin' us sone clapped out old
cow instead, d'ye hear? Not even the O d Man's gonna take her away fromus!"

The warrant | eader |ooked at the tank that had only been a callsign until now

The turret had taken at | east a dozen direct hits, nost of them from arnor-piercing shot. Otnahne
wondered if any part of the sensor array had survived.

One round had blasted a cavity in the stubby barrel of the main gun. It hadn't penetrated, but
until the tube was replaced, firing the 20cm weapon woul d be as dangerous as juggling contact

gr enades.

Even a layman could see that the tribarrel's anmmunition had chain-fired in its |oading tube,
vapori zi ng the weapon, the hatch, and the cupola itself. The warrant |eader knew what a |ayman
woul dn't: that when the bl oody ammo went, it would ve reamed its tubeway as wide as a cow s cunt,

file:/l/F|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%...er's%20Slammers%20-%20The%20Tank%20Lords.txt (96 of 147) [5/20/03 10:15:29 PM]



file://IF|/rah/David%20Drake/Drake,%20David%20-%20Hammer's%20Sl ammers%620-%20The%20T ank%20L ords.txt

seriously weakening the turret forging itself. The whole bloody turret would have to be repl aced
before Ortnahne would certify this nother as fit for action

Pl us, of course, the fan nacelle. Pray Lord it was the only one gone when he and Sinkins got
underneath to | ook

"No argunent from ne, snake," Henk Ortnahnme said mldly. "I figure you guys earned the right to
ri de what ever you bl oody well please."

Si nki ns had to keep noving for another half hour or so. Otnahme nodded to the tankers, then

wal ked on slowy with the technician's hand in his for gui dance.

Behi nd them Wager painted the last letter of Naneless on the skirt in straggling capitals.

Suzette, Lady Kung, wore neat fatigues and a look of irritation as she gl anced over her shoul der
toward the commotion by the door

"Suzi!" Dick Suilin called, past the sergeant-major who bl ocked himand Cooter fromthe
dignitaries mlling in the conference room

Hi s sister's expression shifted through bl ank anazenent to a nmixture of love and horror. "Dick!"
she cried. "Dick! Ch good Lord!"

She darted toward Suilin with her arms spread, striding fast enough to nake her lustrous hair
stream back from her shoul der bl ades.

The sergeant-major didn't know what was going on, but he knew enough to get out of the way of the
governor's wife. He sprang to attention and repeated in a parade-ground voi ce what Cooter had told
him "Sir! The representatives of Task Force Ranson."

There were twenty-odd people in the roomalready, too many for the chairs around the nmap-strewn
table. Most were officers of the National Arny. A few civilian advisors |ooked up fromthe circle
around Gover nor Kung.

Everyone was in fatigues, but several of the officers wore polished insignia and even neda

ri bbons.

Suzi hugged her brother fiercely, then gasped before she could suppress the reflex. Suilin had
forgotten how he nust snell

"Ch Dick," his sister said. "It's been hard for all of us."

The reporter patted her hand and | et her step away.

He pretended that he hadn't seen the | ook of disgust flash across her face. Couldn't blane her
He'd lived two days in his clothes, stinking of fear every nonent of the tinme . . . and that was
before the shell hit Gale beside him

Cooter wal ked toward the conference table, parting the clot of advisors with the shockwave of his
pr esence.

Governor Kung shoved his chair back and stood. He | ooked like a startled hiker who' d met a bear on
a narrow trail.

"Sir," Cooter said, halting a meter fromthe Governor in a vain effort not to be physically

t hreateni ng. "Col onel Hammer-"

"You' re Ranson, then?" Kung said sharply, his tenor voice keyed higher than Suilin renenbered
havi ng heard it before. "W were told you were going to relieve us. But | see you preferred to
wait until General Halas had done the job!"

Dick Suilin nmoved up beside the mercenary. The edges of his vision were becoming gray, like the
wal l's of a tunnel leading to the face of Governor Sanuel Kung. Suilin's brother-in-law wasn't a
handsone man, but his round, sturdy features projected unshakeabl e determ nation

Cooter shook his head as if to clear it. "Sir," he said, "we got here as fast as we could. There
was a lot of resis-"

"My troops nmet a lot of resistance, Captain," growed a mlitary nan-General Halas; Suilin had
interviewed hima few weeks ago, during another life. "The difference is that we broke through and
aconpl i shed our m ssion!"

The tunnel of Dick Suilin's vision was growing red and beginning to pulse as his heart beat.

Hal as' voi ce cane from sonewhere outside the present universe.

"Sir," said Lieutenant Cooter, "with all respect-the Consies put the best they had in our way.
When we broke that, broke them the troops they had left in Kohang ran rather than face us."
"Nonsense! " snapped Kung. "General Halas and his troops from Canp Fortune kept up the pressure
till the eneny ran. | don't know why we ever decided to hire nercenaries in the first place!l™
"Don't you know why we hire nercenaries, Governor?" said Dick Suilin in a voice trenbling like a
fuel fire. "Don't you know?"

He stepped closer; felt the nmassive conference table against the front of his thighs, felt it
slide away from his advance

"Dick!" called Suzi, the word attenuated by the pounding walls of the tunnel
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"Because they fight, Governor!" Suilin shouted. "Because they win, while your rear-echel on pussies
wait to be saved with their thunbs up their ass!"

Kung's face vani shed. Suilin could see nothing but a core of flane.

"They saved you, you worthless bastards!" he screaned into the blinding darkness. "They saved us
al !

The reporter floated without volition or sight. "Reaction to the Wde-awakes," he heard someone,
Cooter, nmurnmur. "Had a pretty rough tine. . . ."

A door closed, cutting off the babble of sounds. The air was cool, and someone was gently hol ding
hi m upri ght.

"Suzi ?" he said.

"You can't let '"emget t' you," said Cooter. His right armwas around Suilin's shoulders. Hs
fingers carefully detached the grenade | auncher fromthe reporter's grip. "It's okay."

They were back in the hallway outside the conference room The walls were veneered with zebra-
patterned marble, clean and cool

"It's not okay!" screanmed Dick Suilin. "You saved all their asses and they don't care!"

"They don't have t' like us, snake," said Lieutenant Cooter, neeting Suilin's eyes. "They just
have t' nake the paynent schedule."

Suilin turned and bunched his fist. Cooter caught his arm before he could smash his knuckl es on
the stone wall.

"Take it easy, snake," said the nercenary. "It don't nean nothin'.

Ni ght March

Panchi n heard Sergeant-Conmander Jonas swear softly as he tried to coax anything nore than a
splutter fromthe ionization-track conmunicator. The wind blew a hiss of sand against Hula Grl's
i ridium arnor.

On a map of any practical scale this swatch of desert would look as flat as a mrror, but brush
and rocky knobs linted Reg Panchin's viewto a hundred neters in any direction fromthe conbat
car's right wing gun. Night stripped the terrain of all color but grays and purple grays. Panchin
coul d have added false color to the light-anplified view through the faceshield of his commo

hel net, but that would have made the | andscape even nore alien-and Panchin nore |onely.

"I"'mcurst if | know what they're fighting over," muttered the driver, Trooper Rita Cortezar, over
Hula Grl's intercomchannel. "I sure don't see anything here worth getting killed over."

Frosty Ericssen chuckled fromthe left gun. "Did you ever see a stretch of country that | ooked
much better than this does, Tits?" he asked. "At |east after we got through blowing it inside out,
I mean."

Panchin was a Cl erk/Specialist with G Conpany's headquarters section. He rode Hula G rl during the
change of base because the conbat car was short a crewnan and HQ s command car was overl oaded. You
had to know Cortezar better than he did to call her "Tits" to her face.

Hula Grl carried three tribarreled powerguns-left wing, right wing, and the comuander's weapon
mount ed on the forward bul khead to fire over the driver's head. Space in the rear fighting
conmpartnent was always tight, but the change of base nmade the situation even worse than it would
have been on a normal conbat patrol

A berylliumfishnet hung on steel stakes a meter above the bul kheads. It was nmeant to catch nortar
bonbs and similar |owvelocity projectiles before they I anded in the fighting compartnent, but
inevitably it swayed with the weight of the crew s personal baggage. Mre gear was slung to the
outside of the arnmor, and the deck of the conpartment was covered with a | ayer of ambp cans.
"They're fighting about power, not territory," Panchin said. Spiky branches quivered as w nd swept
a hillock, then danced toward Hula Grl in a dust devil that quickly dispersed. "Everybody on

Sul ewesi's a Malay, but they came in two waves-original colonists and the batch brought in three
generations afterwards. The first lot claims to own everything, including the folks who cane
|later. Eventually the other guys decided to do sonething about it."

Reg Panchin wasn't so nmuch frightened as enpty: he'd never expected to be out in the mddle of a
hostile nowhere like this. He supposed the line troopers were used to it. Tal ki ng about sonething
he knew didn't help Panchin a lot, but it hel ped.

"We're working for the old guys, right?" Frosty said.

"Right," Panchin said. "Hammer's S|l ammers support the Sul emesi government. The rebels have a

Council. | don't guess there's a lot to choose except who's paying who."
Sgt. Jonas straightened and patted the conmunicator. "Well, this thing's fucked,"” he said in a
conversational tone. "I can't get more than three words at a tine from Scepter Base. If they've
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got a better fix on the nmissing colum than we do, they can't send it so | hear it."

Hula Grl's crew knew exactly where they were. Sul ewesi had been mapped by satellite before the
war broke out, and the conmbat car's inertial navigation systemwas accurate to within a neter in a
day's travel. That didn't tell the Slamrers where the nissing platoon of |ocal troops was, though
"So let's go hone," Frosty said. He relaxed a catch of his clanshell body arnor to scratch his
arnpit. "I'mnot thrilled being out alone in Injun Country like this."

"I't might be the transnmitter at Scepter Base," Panchin said. He squeezed the edge of the bul khead
bet ween thunb and forefinger to remnd hinself of how thick the arnor was between himand hostile
guns. "Gol dman was working on it before the nove. She said the traverse was getting wonky."
"Fucki ng wonderful ," Cortezar said. "Just wonderful."

Long- di stance comuni cations for Hamer's Sl amrers on Sul ewesi were by mcrowaves bounced off the
nmonentary ionization tracks neteors drew in the upper atnosphere. The commo bursts were tight-beam
and couldn't be either janmed or intercepted by hostile forces.

That same directionality was the probl em now. Unless the bursts were precisely aligned, they
didn't reach their destination. Hula Grl's crew had been out of comunication wi th the renai nder
of the force ever since Captain Stenhuber sent themoff to find a colum that had gotten separated
fromthe nain body during the change of base.

"Rita, ease us forward a half klick on this heading,
that doesn't work we'll head for the barn."”

He gave Ericssen a gloomy nod, then lifted his como helnmet with one hand to rub his scalp with
the other. The sergeant was conpletely bald, though his eyebrows were unusually thick for a man of
African ancestry.

"That won't be too soon for nme," Frosty nuttered.

Cortezar switched on the fans and let themspin for a nonent before she flared the blades to |ift
the car. Even on idle the drive fans roared as they sucked air through the arnored intake vents.
There was no chance of hearing the missing colum while the fans were runni ng, though the
acoustics of a |andscape baffled with gullies, knolls, and clunps of brush up to four nmeters high
made sound a doubtful guide here.

Hula Grl lifted with a greasy shudder. Sand sprayed through the narrow gap between the ground and
the | ower edge of the steel skirts enclosing the air cushion on which the conbat car rode. A
fusion bottle powered the eight drive fans. They in turn raised the pressure in the plenum chanber
hi gh enough to support the vehicle's thirty tonnes on ground effect. A conbat car couldn't fly,
but it could dance across qui cksand or bodies of still water because the bubble of air spread the
car's weight evenly over any surface.

"What did the locals do before they had us for guide dogs?" Cortezar asked as she took Hula Grl
down one of the channels wi nding though the desert. The car wasn't noving nuch faster than a man
coul d wal k.

Wnd and the occasional flash flood scoured away the soil here except where it was bound by rocks
or the roots of plants. The desert vegetation stood on pedestals of its own naking.

"They used positioning satellites,” Panchin said. "The whole constellation got blasted as soon as
the shooting started."

He'd read up on the planet when the Slammers took the Sul ewesi Governnent contract. Mstly the
line troopers didn't bother with the briefing naterials. The information usually didn't affect
mercenari es enough to matter nore than a poker gane did, but Panchin was interested.

"That puts both sides in the sane | eaky boat, don't it?" Frosty asked. "You'd think they could ve
figured that out and left the satellites up so that we could get sonme sleep.”

"In a few mnutes we'll head for Scepter Base," Jonas said in a reasonable tone. "I'll see if |
can't keep us off perineter watch for tonight. Wiat's left of it."

The sergeant obviously didn't like the situation either, but his rank kept him from grunbling
about orders. Ericssen would have probably acted the same as Jonas if their positions had been
reversed. Mercenary soldiering had never been the easiest way to earn a living. People who didn't
know t hat when they signed on with the Slammers | earned it quick enough thereafter

Hula Grl's intakes made the brush to either side wobble toward the vehicle. Gossamer fuzz as |ong
as a man's fingers hung fromthe branches. The tendrils sucked noisture fromthe air at night when
the relative hum dity rose, though the vegetation only flowered after a rain.

It might not rain here for years.

"If they'd left the satellites up to begin with," Panchin said, "then one side or the other
woul d' ve knocked them down when they thought that gave them an advantage. Maybe before an attack
when they had their people in position already. We'd still be out here."

War is a costly business. Inporting nercenaries and their specialist equiprment fromoff-planet is
devastatingly expensive, but at least in the short run it costs |less than |osing. Both sides on

Jonas said. "We'll check again there. If
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Sul ewesi had hired a few of the best and npbst expensive troops in the human universe. Hanmer's

Sl amrers were paid by the governnent, while the rebels had three conparable arnored battalions
fromBrazil on Earth.

Four or five thousand soldiers, no matter how well equi pped, weren't enough to fight a war across
the whol e surface of a planet; locally-raised forces could only be trained as nechani zed i nfantry
because tinme was so short. To bridge the gap between the general mass and the highly-paid cutting
edge, the government and rebels both used | ess-sophisticated nmercenaries. The m d-range troops
provi ded weapons and comuni cati ons of a higher order than those produced on Sul ewesi, but at a
tenth the cost of outfits Iike the Slamers and the Brazilians.

A tenth as effective too, the Slamers thought; but a pipe gun throwing a chunk of |ead was stil
enough to splash your brains across the deck of a tank if you happened to be in the wong place.
War didn't stop being a dangerous business just because you were good at it.

Cortezar goosed the fans to take Hula Grl onto a ridge whose rocks had resisted the wind better
than the light soil to either side. The skirts rubbed stones, clanking and throw ng sparks. Ball-
shaped vegetation flattened and shivered away fromthe gale that squirted under the plenum
chanber.

Panchin held firmy onto the twin spade grips of his tribarrel as the deck slanted beneath his
boots. "I don't see why they had to split the Reginment up this way," he said. "You can't blane
Capt ai n St enhuber sending us out alone when all he's got to work with is seven conbat cars and the
G Conmpany comand vehicle."

"Yeah," Frosty agreed. "If we were all together we'd go through everything else on this planet
like a spike through an eyeball."
"You bet we would," Jonas said in grimdisapproval. "And while we were doing that, the rebels'd

smash the rest of the government army, putting a platoon or two of Brazilian arnor on point each
time. The people who hired us want to win the war, not just one battle."

"The odometer says this is half a kilometer, sarge," Cortezar said with an edge in her voice. Reg
Panchin felt alone, but really he was elbow to elbowwith two fellow troopers. Cortezar sat by
herself in the driver's conpartnent, and she was a neter closer to the nost likely direction for a
first shot besides.
"Yeah, all right,"
to dodge-"

A hand fl are popped agai nst the heavens and drai ned back to the desert floor as a shower of silver
dropl ets. Panchin wasn't an expert at judging distances at night, but he didn't imagine the signa
coul d have been launched fromnmore than half a kil oneter away.

"Bl oody hell," said Ericssen. "W found themafter all."

Jonas tilted the nuzzles of his tribarrel skyward and tapped out three spaced rounds on the
butterfly trigger between the grips. Each bolt of copper plasma |lit the night cyan. Heated air
cracked shut behind each hissing di scharge.

"Head for the flare, Rita," the sergeant ordered. "But take it easy-l1 want to raise themwth the
| aser comuni cator before we go barreling in.”

Frosty nodded. "There's no such thing as friendly fire," he agreed. "And if they're not trigger
happy, they ought to be with as nmany rebels as there are operating in this sandbox."

Three flares and at | east a dozen bursts of automatic gunfire lofted skyward fromthe previous

| ocation northeast of Hula Grl. Distance thinned the nuzzleblasts to a nervous rustling, like
brushes stroking a drumhead. The tracers were the white used by local forces and a strobing pink
that Panchin hadn't seen before.

He switched through the UHF and VHF bands on his commp hel net but only picked up static. He
couldn't tell whether the problemwas the hel net-even intercomwas scratchy; this desert, where

m neral deposits and tenperature inversions played hell with everything in the el ectro-optica
spectrumor nost likely, that nobody in the missing colum was transnmitting on any push that Hul a
Grl's crew had been given for the operation

The conbat car anbled toward the flares as Sergeant Jonas bent over the nultifunction display
fixed to the bul khead beside his tribarrel. Panchin echoed the display for a nonent on his
faceshield but cut back quickly to light anplification of his normal viewpoint. If he'd been in
the Tactical Operations Center at Scepter Base where he belonged, it mght have been interesting
to watch blurs resolve into icons against a terrain map as the car processed sensor data on the
colum Hula G rl was approaching. Qut here it mght nmean that Reg Panchin, right wi ng gunner
didn't see the hostile who was ainmng a buzzbonb at Hula Grl.

Eri cssen nmust have been thinking the same thing. He touched a button on the tribarrel's pintle.
The barrel group rotated a third of a turn; a flat 2-cmdi sk clucked fromthe ejection slot. The
di sk was a pol yurethane matrix hol ding an alignment of copper atons which, when stripped in a

Jonas agreed. "I nake Scepter Base forty-two degrees fromhere, but we'll want
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power gun's chamber, streamed downrange as a ravening cyan plasma. Frosty was checki ng-agai n-to
make sure that his weapon was | oaded and ready.

There was nothing on Panchin's side of the car. Nothing but wi nd and desert.

"Hold here, Rita," Jonas ordered. He started to raise the conmunications nmast even before Hul a
Grl settled on idling fans.

Panchi n hel ped set the bracing wires of the telescoping five-neter mast; this was sonething he'd
done before. Jonas used a joystick to align the transceiver head and began to speak into the
separate m crophone. The lens on top of the mast directed his words over the intervening brush and
sand to the local colum in the formof a nodul ated | aser beam

After a nmonent the sergeant straightened. "All right, they're expecting us,
Rita."

To save tinme he coll apsed the mast w thout undoing the wires; they wound |ike spiderweb across the
fighting compartment. Panchin coiled them quickly on their spools, smoothing kinks with his left
hand.

Hula G rl wall owed over another crest. The colum they'd been searching for was halted in the
broad gully bel ow. That was probably part of the reason they'd been out of communications for so

| ong. Panchin had been a soldier too long to be surprised that nobody'd had sense enough to drive
one of the working vehicles onto a ridge for a better signal

There were four Sul ewesi-built 6-wheel ed arnored personnel carriers and a command vehicle that was
simlar but slightly larger than the APCs; it had four axles instead of three. The recovery/repair
vehicle with a crane and parts | ockers used the | onger chassis as well.

Besi des the locals, the columm contained three mediumtanks with caterpillar tracks, ceramc
arnor, and a long coil gun in the hull. The tanks' turbine engi nes whi ned, but power for the coil
guns mnmust cone from anot her source-probably nmagnet o- hydrodynani ¢ generators. A snmall cupol a of fset
on the hull contained an autonatic weapon.

One tank towed another. The third tank was towi ng an APC. The recovery vehicle towed a second APC
and, judging by the renoved cover plates, the command vehi cl e had broken down al so. Troops in a
vari ety of uniforms stood around the vehicles. Sonme of them waved.

"Typical ratfuck," Jonas nmuttered. "Ninety klicks is too far for a change of base even when
everybody knows what he's doing."

Hula Grl started down the slope. Cortezar deliberately broke away the gully rimto ease the
angl e. Sand and pebbl es, some of them big enough to whang like bullets against the skirts, blasted
ahead of the car in a spreading cloud.

"We going to be able to talk to these people?" Frosty asked. He had to use helnet intercom for
Jonas to hear the question over the fan noise.

"The CO, Mjor Lebusan, spoke good Standard,"” Jonas said. "The rest of them | dunno. Probably
not."

Most rich people on Sul ewesi were well educated and spoke Standard, the interstellar conmercia

| anguage. Mdst rich people also managed to stay out of the mlitary, at |east the part of the
mlitary that mght have to do sone fighting. A few of the Slamers | earned | anguages for fun, but
nobody aboard Hula Grl knew nore Mal ay than was necessary to ask for sex or a drink

Cortezar slowed to a halt beside the command vehicle and cut the fans. A small man covered his
face with a spotted bandanna until the dust had settled, then stepped forward. He wore a saucer
hat with gold braid and his uniformwas tailored; he'd probably been dapper some twenty hours
earlier at the start of the march

"l am Maj or Lebusan,"” the local said. "Can you fix my vehicle? That woul d be best."”

"We're not nechanics, mmjor," Sergeant Jonas said. He swng a | eg over the bul khead.

"I''"ve worked on diesels," Cortezar said as she clinbed out of the driver's conpartnent.

"We'll take a look then," Jonas said. He junped to the ground. "Frosty, you keep an eye on the
sensors, wll you?"

Panchin took that as clearance for himto | eave Hula Grl also. The ground would feel good for a
change, and it'd be nice to have nore el bow roomthan there was in the fighting conpartnent.

A burly man with a full black beard wal ked over to Panchin. He wore a rippl e-canoufl aged uniform
of a style Panchin hadn't seen before. The hol ster across the center of his chest held a heavy
sidearmwith a fol ding stock

"l Dol gov," the man said, extending a big hand to Panchin. Panchin took it, expecting-correctly-
that Dol gov woul d squeeze hard as they shook. "Zaporoskiye Brigade. Tanks!"

Dol gov pointed to the tank being towed. "Electrics all go out, poof! Kaput. These Sul ewesi

nonkeys, they not real mechanics. Good for nothing nonkeys!"

Panchi n wondered how wel | the Zaporoski ye nmaintenance section would do with Hula Grl if she broke
down. The range in sophistication was no greater. O course, the locals didn't seemable to repair

he said. "Take us in,
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their own conmand vehicle. Aloud he said, "We'll guide you to the firebase. Sonebody there can fix
you up, right?"

"Yah, monkeys," Dol gov said, shaking his head norosely. He spat into the night.

Bef ore Panchin could figure out whether that was a "yes" or a "no," Jonas called, "Hey Panchin

Get over here, will you?"

He nodded to Dol gov and joined the group around the command vehicle. Cortezar had stepped away and
the locals were closing the engine conpartnment again. A gas |lantern hanging froma cable hook on a
fender threw white |light across the ground and nearby personnel fromtheir waists down.

"You doubl e-checked the base coordinates, didn't you?" Jonas asked bluntly. "The mmjor here says
it's grid A27, 4-4-9, 1-3-0."

"Negative!" Panchin said, feeling cold inside. He had checked the coordinates in the TCC before
Hula Grl left Trident Base, though. "A-2-7, that's a roger, but the block was 6-2-1, 5-2-5."
Maj or Lebusan took off his fancy hat and slapped it angrily against his thigh. H's uniformwas
green with a touch of rnustard yellow. Though the major wore short-sleeved field kit except for the
hat, an array of nedal ribbons spilled fromhis left breast to his right.

"That is not right!" he said. "Look, |I show you!"

He snapped his fingers. An aide handed hima clipboard holding a map covered in clear plastic.
Panchin and the sergeant both bent to read it. The crayon markings on the plastic were in cursive
Mal ay script, but the circle drawn over Knoll 45/13 on the printed map was cl ear enough

"Sarge," Frosty said over the intercom "I'Il bet they're in one of the outlying comnpanies.

never saw those tanks at any of the firebases we've operated out of."

"1"I'l bet he's right," Panchin said. He wasn't sure if Zaporoskiye was a place or just the name of
a freelance unit raised on sone Slavic planet.

Sergeant Jonas lifted his helnet and rubbed his bare scalp again. "All right," he said tiredly.

"Scepter Base is ten klicks away. | wasn't willing to tow this pig-"
He nodded at the command vehicl e.
"-that far. But | guess we can manage three. Panchin, give ne a hand. W'Ill use our own towines."

Under his breath to Panchin as they wal ked to Hula Grl, the sergeant added, "Because their bl oody
cables won't be worth any nore than any of the other bloody equi pnent on this bl oody planet!"”
"And you will carry ne in your tank, please," Mijor Lebusan called after them

Maj or Lebusan's presence made Hula Grl's fighting conpartnent a little nore cranped, but he was a
smal |l man and didn't wear body arnor |ike the three Slammers. Panchin couldn't blame the major for
riding with them The broken-down command vehicle had no power for its conmunication devices, and
Hula Grl's fans kicked a quite astoundi ng anbunt of sand and dust over it besides.

The grip of the Sul ewesan vehicle's wheels nmeant that sonetinmes it jerked Hula G rl unexpectedly,
even though the conbat car was heavier and had plenty of excess power for the tow Friction with
the soil was a nore efficient neans of braking than the vectored thrust of an air-cushion vehicle
like Hula Grl.

For three kiloneters it was bearable. There were rebels all over this stretch of desert.
Abandoni ng a broken-down vehicle could nmean making the other side a gift of it.

"Are there going to be any friendlies at this outpost?" Cortezar asked over the intercom
"Slammers, | nean.”

"Negative," Panchin said. "I'd have handl ed their supply requests if there were."

That was his job: supply clerk for the 1st and 2nd Pl at oons of G Conpany, Hammer's Sl anmers;
assigned to the governnent's Desert Dragons conbat group, a notley assortnent of |ocals and off-

pl anet nercenaries in roughly reginental strength. The Sl ammers' conbat cars had been perineter
security for the main body during the change of base. It was Hula Grl's bad luck that she was the
nearest car to where the mssing colum was supposed to be; and Reg Panchin's bad |uck that he
happened to be riding her instead of another vehicle.

The colum was echel oned back to the left of Hula Grl and her towto avoid the worst of the dust.
The personnel of broken-down vehicles were all packed onto others. A rebel anbush would nean a
massacre; but again, Panchin understood why the weary |ocals wanted to escape choking di sconfort
even at the risk of their lives.

"Sarge, we ought to have a sight of themfromthe next rise," Cortezar said. Her conpartment had a
mul tifunction display |ike the commander's, so she didn't have to echo the terrain map on her
faceshield as Panchin could have done.

"Right, I'mgetting their signatures already," Jonas said. He sounded a little concerned. "Keep us
hull down and I'Il let the major talk us in on the laser. W don't have any of the codes for this
| aager."

Cortezar slowed Hula Grl carefully, then cut her steering yoke to the left so that the Sul ewesan
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command vehicle didn't slamthemfrombehind as it rolled off the last of its inertia. Flares were
the only way to signal the remminder of the columm, and Jonas wasn't willing to target Hula Grl
that way. The other vehicles, |ocal and Zaporoskiye alike, stopped anyway w t hout conmand. Their
crews didn't know how cl ose the | aager was, and they didn't want to be |l eading a trek through the
desert. Both sides had troops scattered throughout the region

Sergeant Jonas depl oyed the mast. Panchin stared at the desert, switching his faceshield
repeatedly fromthermal viewing to light anplification and back again. He thought one enhancenent
techni que mi ght disclose sonmething that he'd nmissed using the other. Rebels could be |urking just
outside the |laager, their electronmagnetic signatures hidden by those of the friendly vehicles;

wai ting to anbush | ate-coners like Hula Grl and the colum she was shepherding in

There was not hing but sand and bushes bending in the night wind. In the fal se-col or thernal

di splay, dewgathering tendrils were a cool blue against the warmer orange of the branches from
whi ch they hung.

Maj or Lebusan tal ked ani matedly on the conmuni cator, waving his arns. Jonas wat ched the ni ght
ahead, his hands on his tribarrel's grip. The line troopers knew even better than a clerk like
Panchin that this was a dangerous | ocation.

Troops on the other halted vehicles called questions. Wen that brought no response, an officer in
a |l ess-ornate version of Lebusan's uniformjunped fromthe nearest APC and ran over to Hula Grl.
He spoke in quick Mal ay beside the conbat car. The skirts and bul khead were so high that the snal
man close to the vehicle couldn't see the major in the fighting conpartnent.

Frosty Ericssen | ooked down fromhis gun. "W're talking to the | aager, buddy," he said to the
local in Standard. "Do you understand? Your friends are right over the hill there.”

"Ah!" said the local. He ran back to the APC, chattering |oudly.

Lebusan turned fromthe nicrophone fixed at the base of the mast. "Yes, yes, we're clear to
enter," he said angrily to Jonas. "Were was |? they ask! They abandon me in the desert and they
claiml'mat fault?"

Jonas tel escoped the mast. Mving stresses woul d break the rai sed wand. Panchin hel ped the
sergeant coil the braces as he had before.

An engi ne roared. The nearer APC started forward, spraying gravel fromall six wheels. The

remai nder of the columm followed a monment later. It was |ike watching the starting grid of a race.
Two routes over the |ow ridge nmerged beyond a grove of shrubs with intertw ned branches. Panchin
expected to see a collision, but the recovery vehicle gave way at the |last nmonment to the tank
towi ng an APC

Jonas shook his head in disgust as he |ocked the mast in place. "Take us in, Rita," he said. "I
guess we eat dust for the last half klick."

Hula Grl accelerated slowy: a quick jerk against the inertia of the conmand vehi cl e woul d snap
the tow cables. Dust fromthe rest of the colum was alnost a wall rather than a cloud. Panchin
breat hed through his helmet filters. An electrostatic charge was supposed to keep his faceshield
clear, but some of the grit was too large to be repelled. Lebusan covered his face with his
bandanna agai n.

This ridge was a slightly Iower step of Knoll 45/13. Wen Hula Grl topped it, the |laager was in
view just ahead. APCs and Zaporoskiye tanks faced out froma circle so that their thicker bow
arnmor and nmai n weapons were toward a potential eneny.

There were many nore vehicles than Panchin had expected to see.

"Via, sarge!" Ericssen said. "That's the firebase, not an outpost. Did they give us the wong
coor di nat es?”

So quietly that his crew could barely hear himover the intercom Sergeant Jonas said, "Those are
Brazilian free-launch artillery vehicles. They aren't ours."

Maj or Lebusan bobbed his head enthusiastically. "I used to conplain because the Council spent so
much nmoney on you Brazilians but didn't pay its own officers properly,” he shouted through the
bandanna. "Now | know you're worth the expense!"

Panchi n | ooked over his shoulder. The locals still aboard the conmand vehicle were inside with the
hat ches cl osed; dust turned all the surfaces white, arnor and vision blocks alike. Nobody could
see what was happeni ng aboard Hula Grl.

He sniled at Major Lebusan and kneed himin the groin.

The rebel officer doubled up with a squeal. His hat fell off. Ericssen chopped Lebusan on the back
of the head with the butt of a grenade |auncher.

Panchin felt cold and sick to his stomach. He had to consciously force his lips to strai ghten out
of the frozen snile

Eri cssen tossed the rebel nmmjor over the side. Lebusan was a snall man, but it was still an

i mpressive one-handed |ift by the gunner. Hysterical strength, very likely.
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"Awai ting instructions!" Cortezar said urgently.

"Keep going," Sergeant Jonas said. He sounded calm "W'I||l never get away if we turn around a
hundred nmeters fromthem W'Ill proceed till they notice us, then bull straight in and raise so
much hell that maybe we'll be able to get out the other side."

"I make it four Brazilian |aunchers and a calliope," Cortezar said. Her voice was an octave higher
than normal, but she didn't speak any faster than usual. "The rest of the hardware's |ocal or
Zaporoskiye like the folks in the colum. That what you've got too, sarge?"

"There ought to be a second calliope with a battery of artillery,” Jonas said. "Maybe it's
deadl i ned, but don't count on that."

The Sl amrers depended on the 2-cmtribarrels of their tanks and conbat cars to sweep inconing
shells and nmissiles fromthe sky. Mst other high-end nercenary units used specialized equi pnent
to protect thenselves fromartillery. Calliopes, eight- or nine-tube fixed powergun arrays, could
bl ast incom ng even if one or nore of the individual guns janmed.

They could al so shred a conbat car the way a shark tears a man

"Brigadier Vijanta's going to be pleased to know where to find the rebel main body,
sourly. "If we get to Scepter Base to tell him that is."

Panchi n was suddenly thankful for the dust. H s sweaty hands wouldn't slip fromthe grips of his
tribarrel

"Rita, when | give the word, break the tow lines," Jonas said. "W won't have tine to do it any
other way. Wng guns shoot at everything on your side. Try to get the |aunchers and any rel oad
vehi cl es. Renenber, we need to confuse themfor |ong enough to get away."

The Sl amrers' own rocket howitzers fired individual rounds froma tube with a cl osed breech. The
Brazilians | aunched from open troughs, a less efficient technique. In exchange for needing nore
fuel to reach a given range, the Brazilians were able to nount their artillery on much |ighter
chassis than the Sl anmers' massive Hogs.

Eri cssen turned his head. "You okay with this, Panchin?" he asked.

Panchi n nodded. "I1'm okay," he said. Hi s nouth was dry and his soul was already trying to squeeze
free. He knew in a nmoment his body would be ripped and burned.

The rebels hadn't raised a dirt berm around the encanpnent for protection, but the air-cushion
artillery vehicles were dug in hull deep. Soldiers were filling sandbags under artificial |ight.
The | ayout was at |east as professional as that of a government firebase.

A pair of female soldiers |ounged agai nst a sandbag bunker near the entrance, drinking froma
bottl e they passed back and forth. They wore chanel eon-weave unifornms whose fabric adjusted to
mat ch the background patterns.

One of the soldiers straightened and spoke to her conpanion. They both stared at Hula Grl, now
only forty neters away.

"Hit it!" Sergeant Jonas shouted as his tribarrel |lashed the night. His cyan bolts missed the
Brazilian wonmen, but he blew the side of the bunker in. The netal -plank roof buried the gun

posi tion.

Hula G rl lurched forward on the full thrust of her fans. The right tow cable parted. The conbat
car and the comand vehicl e whi psawed on the renmaining cable. Hula Grl sidesw ped the Zaporoskiye
tank being towed by its fellow ahead of them The inpact hel ped Cortezar fight her controls
straight. She continued to accelerate, pulling the comand vehicle into the pair of tanks in a
crash that finally broke the cable.

Panchin pressed his trigger with both thunbs, blinking reflexively. The barrel group spun at 500
rpm Each stubby iridiumtube fired with a hi ssCRACK when it rotated into the top position, then
ejected the spent natrix fromthe port in a spurt of liquid nitrogen before loading a fresh round
in the third station on the receiver

He ai ned at a parked APC but shot high, raking the roof of a tent in the center of the encanpnent.
The sidewall s were heavily sandbagged, but the centerpole shattered and dropped bl azi ng canvas
into the interior.

Frosty Ericssen's bolts glanced crazily fromthe turtle-backed hull of a Zaporoskiye tank. Wen
the ceramic arnor finally failed, the tank exploded in a nushroom of flane-fuel for the turbine
and the nmain gun's MID generator.

Hula Grl drove into the crowded firebase at 40 kph and still accelerating. Panchin squeezed the
butterfly trigger, renenbering to fire short bursts. Hs faceshield blanked the bolts' intense

bl ue-green glare to save his vision. He didn't hit what he ainmed at-he was constantly behind his
targets even though he tried to allow for the conbat car's acceleration. He'd | owered his nuzzl es,
and there were too nmany targets to mss everything.

When he shot at the three crew nenbers running for a Zaporoskiye tank, his bolts slapped the flank
of their vehicle instead. The cyan reflection threw the men down anyway, their clothing afire.

Eri cssen said
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Hula G rl skidded. Panchin aimed at the open rear hatch of an APC cl ose enough to spit into but
punched the side of a carrier twenty meters away. The steel arnor burned white in the heat of the
pl asma; then the whol e vehicle erupted. The commander's cupol a spun out of the fireball.

Cortezar was dodgi ng obstacles as best she could, but Hula Grl repeatedly brushed a vehicle or a
sandbag wall. The skirts were sturdy, but they weren't a bulldozer blade. If the plenum chanber
was too damaged to hold high-pressure air, the car became a sitting duck for everything a

regi mental firebase could throw at her

An explosion with three distinct pulses hanmered the canmp. Hula G rl spun ninety degrees before
Cortezar got her under control again. The quivering yellow flare threw the shadows of nmen and
equi pnrent a kilonmeter across the desert. Jonas or Ericssen had hit an artillery vehicle,
detonating sonme of the ready anmo.

Met al cl anged di scordantly. Pink tracers clipped one of the stakes holding Hula Grl's overhead
screen and ki cked snol dering dinples in the baggage.

Panchin tried to swing his tribarrel onto the Zaporoskiye tank firing at themw th the automatic
weapon in its cupola. Sergeant Jonas was faster, pounding the tank's md-hull with a |Iong burst
that crunbled the ceramic. The tank didn't explode violently, but a red flash lifted all the

hat ches. The nmachi ne gun stopped firing.

Panchin shot at a supply truck and for once hit his target. Geasy flanes envel oped the crates
stacked on the bed. Men junped off the other side of the vehicle and ran unharned into the night.
Panchin's iridiumbarrels glowed so brightly that his faceshield had to gray out their glare. The
| ong burst Sergeant Jonas fired to destroy the tank had jamred his tribarrel. He tilted his weapon
up to chip with a knifeblade at the matrix material gumm ng his ejection port.

Cortezar swung Hula Grl hard left on the track within the outer ring of vehicles. Half a dozen
rebel soldiers squatted behind their APC and the sandbag wall they'd started for a sleeping
bunker. They fired at Hula Grl with automatic rifles. Panchin slewed his gun toward them A
bul I et whanged Jonas' weapon. The inpact spun the tribarrel on its pintle. Like a white-hot
basebal | bat, the | ower nuzzle knocked the sergeant down.

A second artillery vehicle blew up. This tinme at |east four rounds detonated simultaneously. The
blast threw Hula Grl ten neters sideways into a heavy tractor with an earthnoving bl ade. The
conbat car rotated a half turn and stalled because Cortezar had dropped the controls when her

hel net bounced of f the side of her conpartnent.

Panchin screamed in fear and clanmped his trigger. There was a sound |ike water dropped into an
ocean of hot grease, and the center of his faceshield became a shadow with cyan edges. The
protective spot collapsed to show the ruin of an air-cushion vehicle, still glow ng but no | onger
so bright that it could etch retinas.

"Drivel" Sergeant Jonas said. "Drivel"

Hula G rl shuddered, rose minusculy, and turned to lurch off the northern edge of the knol
between a pair of Sul ewesan APCs. One burned sluggishly; the other was as still as a grave though
appar ent |y undanaged.

More Brazilian rockets exploded. Hula Grl pogoed twi ce even though this time high ground shiel ded
them fromthe shockwave. Debris froma previ ous expl osi on nust have set this one off because
Frosty wasn't shooting and Panchin's tribarrel had janmed.

Hula Grl tore through the night. Tracers arched across the sky, but the rebel |aager was out of
direct sight. There was a risk that the car might hit a |arge boul der, but Cortezar was driving
with a touch as deft as a brain surgeon's.

Panchin knelt with his hands cl asped over the chestplate of his arnor. He knew he ought to clear
his tribarrel, but his whole body was shaki ng.

Eri cssen worked on Sergeant Jonas' forearm "It's just a bruise!" the sergeant said. H s voice was
tight with pain.

"So the medics at Scepter Base take the splint off," Ericssen said equably. "Were's the harmin
that? Now, you just relax until the blue tab-" the analgesic injector built into Slanmmers body
arnmor, beside the red tab which injected stimulant "-kicks in."

The ni ght behind them bel ched yel |l ow agai n. The shockwave was a dull thunp instead of a world-
devouring roar when it reached Hula G rl several seconds |ater

"I never thought it'd work," Panchi n whispered.

"Hey snake?" Ericssen said. "You did good to nail that second calliope before it waxed us. |
didn't even see it till you lit the spics up."

"I"'mglad," Panchin said. He closed his eyes, then opened them again very quickly. He'd throw up
if he closed them

"Bl ood and nmartyrs!" Cortezar said. "I don't get it. W were shaking hands with those bastards and
we didn't even know they were the other side. And themtoo! It don't nmake sense that if
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everybody's the sane they're all trying to kill each other."
The overhead net sagged. The bul |l et -danmaged st ake had bent and might break at any nonent.
"Maybe in some universe there's got to be a difference before people kill each other,” Panchin

said to his clasped hands. "That's never been a requirenent in the universe humans live in,
t hough. "

Code- Nane Feirefitz

"LORD, WE GOT ONE! " cried the trooper whose detector wand pointed toward the table that held the
smal|l altar. "That's a powergun for sure, Captain, nothing else'd read so nmuch iridiumn"

The three other khaki-clad soldiers in the roomw th Captain Esa Moya tensed and cl eared guns
they had not expected to need. The villagers of Ain Chelia knew that to be found with a weapon
meant death. The ones who were willing to face that were in the Bordj, waiting with their
househol ds and their guns for the Slammers to rip themout. Wiiting to die fighting.

The houses of Ain Chelia were decorated externally by screens and colored tiles; but the tiles
were set in concrete walls and the screens thensel ves were cast concrete. Narrow cul -de-sacs |ined
by bl ank, gated courtyard walls tied the residential areas of the village into knots of
strongpoi nts. The rebels had el ected to nake their stand outside Ain Chelia proper only because
the fortress they had cut into the walls of the open pit mine was an even tougher objective.
"Stand easy, troopers," said Mioya. The househol der gave hima tight smle; he and Moya were the
only blacks in the roomor the village. "I'Il handle this one," Captain Moya continued. "The rest
of you get on with the search under Sergeant Scratchard. Sergeant-" calling toward the outside
door- "come in here for a nonent."

Besi des the househol der and the trooper, a narrowfaced civilian naned Youssef ben Khedda stood in
the room On his face was dawni ng a sudden and terrible hope. He had been Assistant Superintendent
of the ilnmenite mne before Kabyles all over the planet rose against their Arabized central
government in al-Madi nah. The Superintendent was executed, but ben Khedda had joined the rebels to
be spared. It was a common enough story to nen who had sorted through the ruck of as nmany
rebellions as the Slamrers had. But now ben Khedda was a |oyal citizen again. Openly he guided G
Conpany from house to house, secretly he whispered to Captain Moya the nanes of those who had
carried their guns and fanilies to the nine. "Father," said ben Khedda to the househol der

| owering his eyes in a nockery of contrition, "I never dreamed that there would be contraband
here, | swear it."

Junma al - Habashi smled back at the small man who saw t he chance to becone undi sputed | eader of as
much of Chelia as the Slammers left standing and alive. "I'"msure you didn't dreamit, Youssef,"
he said nore gently than he hinself expected. "Wy should you, when I'd forgotten the gun nysel f?"
Sergeant Scratchard stepped inside with a last glance back at the courtyard and the other three
men of Headquarters Squad waiting there as security. Wthin, the first sergeant's eyes touched the
civilians and the tense enlisted nen; but Captain Moya was calm so Scratchard kept his own voice
calmas he said, "Sir?"

"Sergeant," Moya said quietly, "you're in charge of the search. If you need ne, I'll be in here."
"Sir," Scratchard agreed with a nod. "Well, get the | ead out, daisies!" he snarled to the
troopers, gesturing themto the street. "W got forty copping houses to run yet!"

As ben Khedda passed him the captain saw the villager's control slip to uncover his glee. The
sergeant was the |last man out of the roony Mdoya | atched the street door after him Only then did
he neet the househol der's eyes again. "Hello, Juma” he said in the Kabyl e he had sl eep-| earned
rather than the Ki kuyu they had both probably forgotten by now. "Brothers shouldn't have to neet
this way, should we?"

Jurma smiled in mad irony rather than hunor. Then his nouth slunped out of that bitter rictus and
he said sadly, "No, we shouldn't, that's right." Looking at his altar and not the soldier, he

added, "I knew there'd be a-a unit sent around, of course. But | didn't expect you' d be |eading
the one that came here, where | was."
"Look, | didn't volunteer for Qperation Feirefitz," Esa blazed. "And Via, how was | supposed to

know where you were anyway? We didn't exactly part Kkissing each other's cheeks ten years ago, did
we? And here you' ve gone and changed your name even-how was | supposed to keep from stunbling over

you?"

Jurma' s face softened. He stepped to his brother, taking the other's wists in his hands. "I'm
sorry,"” he said. "OfF course that was unfair. The-what's going to happen disturbs ne." He nanaged a
genuine smle. "I didn't really change ny nane, you know. 'Al -Habashi' just neans 'the Bl ack,' and

it's what everybody on this planet was going to call ne whatever | wanted. W aren't very comon
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on Dar al-B heed, you know. Any nore than we were in the Slamers."

"Well, there's one fewer black in the Slamrers than before you opted out," Esa said bitterly; but
he took the civilian's wists in turn and squeezed them As the nmen stood |inked, the clerica
collar that Juma wore beneath an ordinary jellaba caught the soldier's eye. Wthout the harshness
of a nonent before, Esa asked, "Do they all call you 'Father'?"

The civilian |laughed and stepped away. "No, only the hypocrites |ike Youssef," he said. "Ch, An
Chelia is just as Islamic as the capital, as al-Madinah, never doubt. | have a small congregation
here . . . and | have the respect of the rest of the community, | think. |I'm head of equi pnent

mai nt enance at the m ne, which doesn't nean assignhing work to other people, not here." He spread
hi s hands, palns down. The fingernails were short and the grit beneath their ends a true black and
no nere skin tone. "But | think I'd want to do that anyway, even if | didn't need to eat to live.
|"ve guided nore folk to the Way by showi ng them how to bal ance a turbine than | do when | nunble
about peace."

Captai n Mooya wal ked to the table on top of which stood an altar triptych, now closed. Two drawers
were set between the table |l egs. He opened the top one. In it were the altar vessels, chased
brasswork of |ocal manufacture. They were beautiful both in sumand in detail, but they had not
tripped a detector set to locate tool steel and iridium

The | ower drawer held a powergun.

Jurma wat ched wit hout expression as his brother raised the weapon, checked the full magazi ne, and
ran a fingertip over the manufacturer's stanpings. "Heuvel mans of Friesland," Esa said
conversationally. "Past couple contracts have been let on Terra, good products . . . but | always
preferred the one I was issued when they assigned me to a tribarrel and | rated a sidearm™ He
drew his own pistol fromits flap holster and conpared it to the weapon fromthe drawer. "Right,
consecutive serial nunbers," the soldier said. He laid Juma's pistol back where it came from "Not
the sort of souvenir we're supposed to take with us when we resign fromthe Sl amrers, of course."
Very carefully, and with his eyes on the wall as if searching for flaws in its thick plastered
concrete, Juma said, "I hadn't really . . . thought of it being here. | suppose that's grounds for
carrying ne back to a Re-education Canp in al-Mdinah, isn't it?"

His brother's fist slammed the table. The triptych junped and the vessels in the upper drawer rang
Ii ke Poe's brazen bells. "Re-education? It's grounds for being burned at the stake if | say so!

Li sten, the reporters are back in the capital, not here. My orders fromthe District Governor are
to pacify this region, not coddle it!" Esa's face nelted fromanger to grief as suddenly as he had
swung his fist a moment before. "Via, elder brother, why'd you have to | eave? There wasn't a man
in the Reginment could handle a tribarrel the way you could.”

"That was a long tinme ago," said Juma, facing the soldier again.

"I remenber at Sphakteria," continued Esa as if Juma had not spoken, "when they popped the anbush
and killed your gunner the first shot. You cut 'emapart |ike they weren't shooting at you too.
And then you |l ed the whol e platoon clear, driving the jeep with the wick all the way up and
wor ki ng the gun yourself with your right hand. Nobody el se coul d' ve done it."

"Do you renenber," said Juma, his voice dropping into a dreany caress as had his brother's by the
tinme he finished speaking, "the night we left Nairobi? You |l ed the Service of Farewell yourself,
there in the starport, with everyone in the terninal joining in. The faith we'd been raised in was
just words to nme before then, but you nade the Way as real as the tiles | was standing on. And |

t hought 'Why is he going off to be a soldier? If ever a man was born to | ead other men to peace,

it was Esa.' And in time, you did lead me to peace, little brother."
Esa shook hinself, standing |ike a centipede in his body arnmor. "I got that out of ny system" he
sai d.

Jurma wal ked over to the altar. "As | got the Slammers out of ny system" he said, and he cl osed

t he drawer over the powergun within.

Nei t her man spoke for noments that seened longer. At last Juma said, "WIIl you have a beer?"
"What ?" said the soldier in surprise. "That's pernmitted on Dar al-B heed?"

Juma chuckl ed as he wal ked into his kitchen. "Ch yes," he said as he opened a trapdoor in the
floor, "though of course not everyone drinks it." He raised two corked bottles fromtheir coo
recess and wal ked back to the central room "There are sone Arab notions that never sat very well
wit h Kabyl es, you know. Many of the notions about wonen, veils and the |ike. Youssef ben Khedda's

wife wore a veil until the revolt . . . then she took it off and wal ked around the streets like
the other wonen of Ain Chelia. | suspect that since your troops swept in, she has her veil on
again."

"That one," said the captain with a snort that threatened to spray beer. "I can't inagi ne why

nobody had the sense to throttle himat |east before they went off to their damed fortress."
Jurma gestured his brother to one of the rooms sinple chairs and took another for hinself. "Not
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everyone has seen as nany traitors as we have, little brother," he said. "Besides, his own father
was one of the martyrs whose death ignited the revolt. He was caught in al-Mdinah with hypnocubes
of Kabyl e | anguage instruction. The government called that treason and executed him"

Esa snorted again, "And didn't anybody here wonder who shopped the old man to the security police?
Vial But | shouldn't conplain-he makes ny job easier." He swallowed the |ast of his beer, paused a
nmonment, and then pointed the nouth of the bottle at Juma as if it would shoot. "What about you?"

t he sol di er denmanded harshly. "Were do you stand?"

"For peace," said Juma sinply, "for the Way. As | always have since | |left the Reginment. But -
my closest friends in the village are dug into the sides of the mne pit now, waiting for you. O
they're dead al ready outside al - Madi nah. "

The soldier's hand tightened on the bottle, his fingers darker than the clear brown glass. Wth a
conscious effort of will he set the container down on the terrazzo floor beside his chair.
"They' re dead either way," he said as he stood up. He put his hand on the door |atch before he

added, pausing but not turning around, "Listen, elder brother. | told you |l didn't ask to be
assigned to this nop-up operation; and if I'd known |'d find you here, 1'd have taken | eave or a
transfer. But I'mhere now, and I'll do ny duty, do you hear?"

"As the Lord wills," said Junma from behind him

The walls of Juma's house, like those of all the houses in Ain Chelia, were cast fifty centineters

thick to resist the heat of the sun. The front door was on a scale with the walls, close-fitting
and too massive to slam To Captain Moya, it was the last frustration of the interview that he
could elicit no nmore than a satisfied thunp fromthe door as he stanped into the street.

The ballistic crack of the bullet was all the louder for the stillness of the plateau an instant
bef ore. Captain Moya ducked beneath the Iip of the headquarters dug-out. The report of the

sni per's weapon was lost in the fire of the powerguns and nortars that answered it. "Via,

Captain!" snarled Sergeant Scratchard fromthe parked commp jeep. "Trying to get yourself killed?"
"Vial" Esa wheezed. He had bruised his chin and was thankful for it, the way a child is thankfu
for any punishnent [ ess than the one i magi ned. He accepted Scratchard' s silent offer of a fiber-
optics periscope. Carefully, the captain raised it to scan what had been the Chelia M ne and was
now t he Bordj-the Fortress-hol ding approxi mately one hundred and forty Kabyle rebels with enough
supplies to | ast a year.

Satellite photographs showed the mne as a series of neatly-stepped terraces in the center of a

pl ateau. Fromthe plateau's surface, nothing of significance could be seen until a flash

di scovered the position of a sniper the nmonent before he dodged to fire again.

"I't'd be easy," Sergeant Scratchard said, "if they'd just tried to use the pit as a big foxhole.

. Have Central pop a couple antipersonnel shells overhead and then we go in and count bodies.
But they've got tunnels and spider hol es-and conmand- det onated m nes-laced out fromthe pit like a
giant wormfarm This one's going to cost, Esa."

"Bl ood and nmartyrs,"” the captain said under his breath. When he had received the Ain Chelia

assi gnment, Moya had first studied reconnai ssance coverage of the village and the mne three
kiloneters away. It was now a nonth and a half since the rebel disaster at al-Mdinah. The
Slanmers had raised the siege of the capital in a pitched battle that no one in the human universe
was better equipped to fight. Surviving rebels had scattered to their hones to make what
preparations they could against the white terror they knew woul d sweep in the wake of the
government's victory. At Ain Chelia, the preparations had been dammed effective. The recce showed
clearly that several thousand cubic neters of rubble had been dunped into the central pit of the
nmne, the waste of burrowings fromall around its five kil oneter circunference.

"W can drop penetrators all year," Muoya said, aloud but nore to hinself than to the non-com

besi de him "Bl ow the budget for the whole operation, and even then | wouldn't bet they coul dn't
tunnel ahead of the shelling faster than we broke rock on top of them"”

"If we stormthe place," said Sergeant Scratchard, "and then go down the tunnels after the hold-
outs, we'll have thirty percent casualties if we |ose a man."

Arifle flashed fromthe pit-edge. Al nost sinmultaneously, one of the conpany's three-barreled

aut onati ¢ weapons sl ashed the edge of the rebel gunpit. The trooper nust have sighted in his
weapon earlier when a sniper had popped fromthe pit, knowing the site would be re-used
eventual ly. Now the air shook as the powergun detonated a bandolier of grenades charged wth

i ndustrial explosives. The sniper's rifle glittered as it spun into the air; her head was by
contrast a ragged blur, its long hair uncoiling and snapping outward with the thrust of the
expl osi on.

"CGet that gunner's nane,
as we stand down. But to get all the rest of them.

Mooya snapped to his first sergeant. "He's earned a week's | eave as soon
" and the officer's voice was the nore
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stark for the fact that it was so controlled, "we're going to need sonmething better. | think we're
going to have to talk themout."

"Via, Captain," said Scratchard in real surprise, "why would they want to conme out? They saw at al -
Madi nah what happens when they faced us in the field. And nobody surrenders when they know al
prisoners're going to be shot."

"Don't say nobody," said Esa Mooya in a voice as crisp as the gunfire bursting anew fromthe

Bordj. "Because that's just what you're going to see this lot do."

The dead end of Jumm's street had been bl ocked and turned into the conpany nai ntenance park
between the tinme Esa |l eft to observe the Bordj and his return to his brother's house. Skimers,
trucks, and a gun-jeep with an intermttent short in its front fan had been pulled into the cul -de-
sac. They were walled on three sides by the courtyards of the houses beyond Juma's.

Sergeant Scratchard halted the jeep with the bul ky commp equi prent in the open street, but Moya
swung his own skinmer around the supply truck that formed a makeshift fourth wall for the park. A
guard saluted. "Muller!" Esa shouted, even before the skirts of his one-man vehicle touched the
pavenment. "Wat in the name of heaven d'ye think you' re about! | told you to set up in the main
square!"

Bog Mul l er stood up beside a skimer raised on edge. He was a bulky technician with twenty years
service in the Slanmers. A good adm nistrator, but his khakis were clean. Operation Feirefitz had
requi red the conpany to nove fast and |l ong, and there was no way Miller's three hal f-trai ned
subordi nates coul d have coped with the consequent rash of equipnent failures. "Ah, well, Captain,"”
Mul I er tenporized, his eyes apparently focused on the row of wall spikes over Esa's head, "we ran
into Juma and he said-"

"He what!" Mooya shout ed.

"I said," said Juma, rising frombehind the skimer hinself, "that security in the mddle of the
village woul d be nore of a problemthan anyone needed. W' ve got some hot-heads; | don't want any
of themto get the notion of stealing a gun-jeep, for instance. The two househol ds there-" he
pointed to the entrances now bl ocked by vehicles, using the grease gun in his right hand for the
gesture- "have both been evacuated to the Bordj." The hal f-snile he gave his brother could have
been nmeant for either what he had just said or for the words he added, raising both the grease gun

and the wire brush he held in his left hand: "Besides, what with the mne closed, |'d get rusty
myself with no equi prent to work on."
"After all," said Muller in what was nore expl anation than defense, "I knew Juma back when."

Esa took in his brother's snmile, took in as well the admring glances of the three Tech I's who
had been watching the civilian work. "All right," he said to Miuller, "but the next tine clear it
with me. And you," he said, pointing to Juna, "conme on inside for now. W need to talk."

"Yes, little brother," the civilian said with a bow as subm ssive as his tone.

In the surprising cool of his house, Juma stripped off the gritty jellaba he had worn while
wor ki ng. He began washing with a waterl ess cleaner, rubbing it on with snooth strokes of his
palns. On a chain around his neck glittered a tiny silver crucifix, normally hidden by his

cl ot hi ng.

"You didn't do nuch of a job persuading your friends to your Way of Peace,
he had not intended to display.

Esa said with an anger

"No, I'mafraid |l didn't," the civilian answered mldly. "They were polite enough, even the Kaid,
Ali ben Cheriff. But they pointed out that the Arabizers in al-Mudinah intended to stanp out al

traces of Kabyle culture as soon as possible . . . which of course was true. And we did have our
own nartyr here in Ain Chelia, as you know. | couldn't-" Juna |ooked up at his brother, his dark

skin glistening beneath the lather- "argue with their nmilitary estinmate, after all, either. The
Way doesn't require that its followers |ie about reality in order to change it-but |I don't have to
tell you that."

"Go on," said the captain. H's hand touched the catches of his body arnor. He did not rel ease
them however, even though the hard-suit was not at the nonent protection agai nst any physica
threat.

"Well, the National Arnmy was outnunbered ten to one by the troops we could field fromthe

backl ands, " Juma continued as he stepped into the shower. "That's without defections, too. And
weapons aren't much of a problem Qut there, any jack-1eg nechanic can turn out a truck piston in
his back room The tolerances aren't any closer on a nachi negun. But what we didn't expect-" he
rai sed his deep voice only enough to override the hiss of the shower- "was that all six of the
other planets of the al-Ittihad al-Arabi-" for Arab Union Juma used the Arabic words, and they
rasped in his throat like a file on bars- "would club together and hel p the sancti noni ous butchers
in al-Mdinah hire the Slamers."
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He stepped shining fromthe stall, no |onger pretending detachnent or that he and his brother were
merely chatting. "I visited the siege lines then," Juma runbl ed, wholly a preacher and wholly a
man, "and | begged the nen fromAin Chelia to conme hone while there was tinme. To nake peace, or if
they woul d not choose peace then at |least to choose life-to lie lowin the hills till the noney
ran out and the Slanmmers were off on sonebody else's contract, killing sonebody el se's eneni es.

But ny friends would stand with their brothers . . . and so they did, and they died with their
brothers, too many of them when the tanks canme through their encirclement |ike knives through a
goat-skin." His smle crooked and his voice dropped. "And the rest canme home and told me they
shoul d have |istened before."

"They'll listen to you now," said Esa, "if you tell themto cone out of the Bordj w thout their
weapons and surrender."

Jurma began drying hinself on a towel of coarse local cotton. "WII they?" he replied w thout

| ooki ng up.

Squeezing his fingers against the bands of porcelain arnmor over his stomach, Esa said, "The Re-
education Canps outside al-Mdinah aren't a rest cure, but there's too nmany journalists in the
city to let thembe too bad. Even if the hold-outs are willing to die, they surely don't want
their whole famlies wiped out. And if we have to clear the Bordj ourselves-well, there won't be
any prisoners, you know that. . . . There wouldn't be even if we wanted them not after we bl ast
and gas the tunnels, one by one."

"Yes, | gathered the Re-education Canps aren't too bad," the civilian agreed, wal ki ng past his
brother to don a light jellaba of softer weave than his work garnment. "I gather they're not very
full, either. A-a cynic, say, mght guess that nost of the troubl e-makers don't nake it to al-

Madi nah where journalists can see them That they die in the desert after they've surrendered. O
they don't surrender, of course. | don't think Ali ben Cheriff and the others in the Bordj are
going to surrender, for instance."

"Dam you!" the soldier shouted, "The choice is certain death, isn't it? Any chance is better than
that!"

"Well, you see,"” said Juma, watching the knuckles of his right hand tw st against the palmof his
left, "they know as well as | do that the only transport you arrived with was the m nimumto haul
your own supplies. There's no way you could carry over a hundred prisoners back to the capital. No

way in. . . Hell."
Esa slammed the wall with his fist. Neither the concrete nor his raging expressi on showed any
reaction to the loud inmpact. "I could be planning to put themin comuandeered ore haul ers,

couldn't 1?" he said. "Sone of them nust be operable!"

Juna stepped to the younger man and took himby the wists as gently as a shepherd touching a
newborn lanb. "Little brother," he said, "swear to ne that you'll turn anyone who surrenders over
to the authorities in al-Mdinah, and I'll do whatever | can to get themto surrender."”

The sol di er snatched his hands away. He said, "Do you think | wouldn't lie to you because we're
br ot hers? Then you're a fool!"

"What | think, what anyone thinks, is between himand the Lord," Juna said. He started to nove
toward his brother again but caught the notion and turned it into a swaying only. "If you wll
swear to me to deliver themunharned, |1'lIl carry your nessage into the Bordj."

Esa swung open the nassive door. On the threshold he paused and turned to his brother. "Every one
of my boys who doesn't nake it," he said in a venonmous whisper. "His blood' s on your head."
Captain Mioya did not try to slamthe door this time. He left it standing open as he strode
through the courtyard. "Scratchard!" he roared to the sergeant with an anger not neant for the man
on whomit fell. "Round up ben Khedda!" Mdoya threw hinself down on his skimer and flicked the
fans to life. Over their whine he added, "Get himup to me at the command dugout. Now! "

Wth the skill of |ong experience, the captain spun his one-man vehicle past the truck and the
jeep parked behind it. Sergeant Scratchard gl oonmily watched his commander shriek up the street.
The captain shouldn't have been goi ng anywhere without the jeep, his cormp link to Central, in
tow. No point in worrying about that, though. The non-com sighed and lifted the jeep off the
pavenent. Ben Khedda would be at his house or in the cafe across the street fromit. Scratchard
hoped he had a vehicle of his own and wouldn't have to ride the junp seat of the jeep. He didn't
like to sit that close to a sliny traitor.

But Jack Scratchard knew he'd done worse things than sit with a traitor during his years with the
Sl amrers; and, needs nust, he woul d again.

The nortar shell burst with a white flash. Seconds |later came a distant chunk! as if a rock had
been dropped into a trash can. Even after the report had died away, fragments continued
ricocheting fromrock with tiny gnat-songs. Ben Khedda flinched beneath the clear night sky.
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"I't's just our harassing fire," said Captain Moya. "You rag-heads don't have hi gh-angl e weapons,
thank the Lord. O course, all our shells do is keep themdown in their tunnels.”

The civilian swall owed. "Your sergeant,” he said, "told ne you needed ne at once." Scratchard
stirred in the darkness at the other end of the dugout, but he nade no conment of his own.
"Yeah," said Moya, "but when | cooled off | decided to take a turn around the perinmeter. Took a
while. It's a bloody |ong perinmeter for one cursed infantry conpany to hold."

"Well, 1," ben Khedda said, "I cane at once, sir. | recognize the duty all good citizens owe to
our liberators.” Firing broke out, a burst froma projectile weapon answered promni scuously by
power guns. Ben Khedda wi nced again. Cyan bolts fromacross the pit snapped overhead, mniature
lightning following mniature thunder

Wt hout | ooking up, Captain Moya keyed his commp hel net and said, "Thrasher Four to Thrasher Four-
Three. Anybody shoots beyond his sector again and it's ten days in the glass house when we're out

of this cop." The main unit in Scratchard' s jeep purred as it relayed the anplified signal. Al
the firing ceased
"WIl ben Cheriff and the others in the Bordj listen to you, do you think?" the captain continued.

For a nonent, ben Khedda did not realize the officer was speaking to him He swall owed agai n,
"Well, I . . . | can't say," he blurted. He began to curl in his upper lip as if to chew a

nmoust ache, though he was cl ean shaven. "They aren't friends of nine, of course, but if God wills
and it would help you if | addressed themover a | oudspeaker as to their true duties as citizens
of Dar al-B' heed-"

"We hear you were second in command of the Chelia contingent at Madi nah," Mooya said inflexibly.
"Besi des, there won't be a | oudspeaker, you'll be going in person.”

Horror at past and future inplications warred in ben Khedda's nind and froze his tongue. At | ast
he stammered, "Ch no, C-captain, before Ggod, they've lied to you! That accurst al-Habashi w shes
tolie anay ny life! | did no nore than any man would do to stay alive!"

Mbooya waved the other to silence. The pale skin of his pal mw nked as another shell detonated
above the Bordj. When the echoes died away, the captain went on in a voice as soft as a l|leopard's
paw, "You will tell themthat if they all surrender, their lives will be spared and they will not
be turned over to the governnent until they are actually in al-Madinah. You will say that | swore
that on ny honor and on the soul of ny house."

Ben Khedda raised a hand to interrupt, but the soldier's voice rolled on inplacably, "They nust
deposit all their arms in the Bordj and come out to be shackled. The tunnels will be searched. If
there are any hold-outs, three of those who surrendered will be shot for each hold-out. If there
are any boobytraps, ten of those who surrendered will be shot for every man of nmine who is
injured. "

Mbooya drew a breath, long and deep as that of a power lifter. The civilian, tight as a house-jack
strangl ed his own words as he waited for the captain to conclude. "You will say that after they
have done as | have said, all of themw |l be |oaded on ore carriers with sun-screens. You wl|
explain that there will be food and water brought fromthe village to support them And you will
tell themthat if sone of themare wounded or are infirm they may ride within an ambul ance which
will be air-conditioned.

"Do you under st and?"

For a nonent, ben Khedda struggled with an inability to phrase his thoughts in neutral terms. He
was unwilling to neet the captain's eyes, even with the darkness as a cushion. Finally he said,

"Captain-I, | trust your word as | would trust that of no man since the Prophet, on whom be peace.
When you say the lives of the traitors will be spared, there can be no doubt, may it please God."
"Trust has nothing to do with it," said Captain Moya w thout expression. "I have told you what
you will say, and you will say it."

"Captain, Captain," whinpered the civilian, "I understand. The trip is a long one and surely sone
of the nost troublesome will die of heat stroke. They will know that thenselves. But there will be
no . . . general tragedy? | nust live here in Ain Chelia with the friends of the, the traitors.

You see ny position?”

"Your position," Mooya repeated with scorn that drew a chuckle from Scratchard across the dugout.
"Your position is that unless you talk your friends there out of the Bordj-" he gestured.

Aut omati ¢ weapons began to rave and chatter as if on cue. "Unl ess you go down there and cone back
with them 1'Il have you shot on your doorstep for a traitor, and your body left to the dogs.
That's your position."

"Cheer up, citizen," Sergeant Scratchard said. "You're getting a great chance to pick one side and
stick with it. The change'll do you good."

Ben Khedda gave a despairing cry and stood, his dun jellaba flapping as a | esser shadow. He stared
over the rimof the dugout into a night now brightened only by stars and a random powergun bolt,
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harassment |ike that of the nortars. He turned and shouted at the notionless captain, "It's easy
for you-you go where your col onel sends you, you kill who he tells you to kill. And then you cone
all high and noral over the rest of us, who have to make our own decisions! You despise nme? At

|l east I'ma man and not sonebody's dog!"

Mooya | aughed harshly. "You think Colonel Hanmmer told us how to clear the back country? Don't be a
fool. My official orders are to co-operate with the District Governor and to send all prisoners
back to al -Madinah for internnent. The col onel can honestly deny ordering anything el se-and
letting himdo that is as much a part of ny job as co-operating with a governor who knows that
anybody really sent to a Re-education Canp will be back in his hair in a year."

There was a silence in the dugout. At last the sergeant said, "He can't go out now, sir.'
of a ricochet underscored the words.

"No, no, we'll have to wait till dawn," the captain agreed tiredly. As if ben Khedda were an

unpl easant machi ne, he added, "Get himthe hell out of ny sight, though. Stick himin the bunker
with the Headquarters Squad and tell themto hold himtill called for. Vial but I wish this
operation was over."

The guns spat at one another all through the night. It was not the fire that kept Esa Moya awake,
however, but rather the dreans that plagued himwi th gentle words whenever he did nanage to nod
of f.

The noan

"Well," said Juma, scowing judiciously at the gun-jeep on the rack before him "I1'd say we pul
the wiring harness first. Half the tine that's the whole problemgrit gets into the conduits and
when the fans vibrate, it saws through the insulation. Even if we're wong, we haven't done
anyt hi ng that another few nonths of running on Dar al-B heed wouldn't have required anyway."

"You shoul d have seen himhandl e one a' these when |I first knew him" said Bog Muller proudly to
his subordinates. "Beat it to hell, he would, Via-bring her in with rock scrapes on both sides
that he'd put on at the sane tine!"

The Ki kuyu civilian touched a valve and | owered the rack. Hi s hand caressed the sand-burni shed
skirt of the jeep as it sank past him The joy-stick controls were in front of the left-hand seat.
Fi nesse was a natter of touch and judgnment, not sophisticated instrunmentation. He waggl ed the
stick gently, remenbering. In front of the other seat was the powergun, its three iridiumbarrels
poi sed to rotate and hose out destruction in a nearly-continuous stream

"You won't believe it," continued the technician, "but | sawit with ny own eyes-" that was a lie-
"this boy here steering with one hand and working the gun with the other. Bloody mracle that was-
even if he did give Mintenance nore trouble than any three other troopers.”

"You learn a | ot about a machi ne when you push it, when you stress it," said Juma. His fingers

reached for but did not quite touch the spade grips of the tribarrel. "About nen, too," he added
and | owered his hand. He | ooked Miuller in the face and said, "Wat | |earned about nyself was that
I didn't want to live in a universe that had no better use for nme than to gun other people down. |
won't claimto be saving souls . . . because that's in the Lord' s hands and he uses what
instruments he desires. But at least |'mnot taking lives."

One of the younger techs coughed, Miller nodded heavily and said, "I know what you nmean, Juma
|'ve never regretted getting into Maintenance right off the way | did. Especially times |ike
today. . . . But Via, if we stand here fanning our lips, we won't get a curst bit of work done
will we?"

The civilian chuckl ed without asking for an explanation of 'especially tinmes |like today.' "Sure,
Bog," he said, latching open the |eft-side access ports one after another

"Somebody dig out a 239B harness and we'll see if | renenber as nuch as | think | do about

changi ng one of these beggars." He glanced up at the truncated nmass of the plateau, w ping his
face with a bandanna. "Things have quieted down since the sun cane up," he remarked. "Even if |
weren't-dedicated to the WAy-1 know too nany people on both sides to like to hear the shooting at
the mne."

None of the other nmen responded. At the time it did not occur to Junm that there m ght be
sonet hi ng about his words that enbarrassed t hem

"There's a flag," said Scratchard, his eyes pressed tight to the | enses of the periscope. "Bl ood
and nartyrs, Cap-there's a flag!"

"No shooting!" Moya ordered over his conmp as he noved. "Four to all Thrasher units, stand to but
no shooting!"

Al'l around the mne crater, nen watched a white rag flapping on the end of a | ong wooden pol e.
Sone | ooked through periscopes like those in the command dugout, others over the sights of their
guns in hope that sonmething woul d give them an excuse to fire. "Wll, what are they waiting for?"
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the captain nuttered.

"I't's ben Khedda," guessed Scratchard wi thout |ooking away fromthe flag. "He was just scared
green to go out there. Now he's just as scared to cone back."

The flag staggered suddenly. Troopers tensed, but a nmonent |ater an unarned nman clinbed ful

hei ght fromthe Bordj. The high sun threw his shadow at his feet like a pit. Standing as erect as
his age permitted him Ai ben Cheriff took a step toward the Slammers' lines. Wnd plucked at his
jellaba and white beard; the rebel |eader was a patriarch in appearance as well as in sinple fact.
On his head was the green turban that marked himas a pilgrimto al-Meccah on Terra. He was as
devotedly Msl em as he was Kabyl e, and he-1like nbost of the villagers-saw no inconsistencies in the
facts. To ben Cheriff it was no nore necessary to becone an Arab in order to accept Islamthan it
had seened necessary to Saint Paul that converts to Christ first beconme Jews.

"We've won," the captain said as he watched the figure through the foreshortened | enses. "That's
the Kaid, ben Cheriff. If he cones, they all do."

Up fromthe hidden tunnel clanbered an old woman wearing the stark black of a matron. The Kaid
paused and stretched back his hand, but the woman strai ghtened wi thout help. Together the old
coupl e began to wal k toward the waiting guns.

The flagstaff flapped erect again. Gipping it like a talisnman, Youssef ben Khedda stepped from
the tunnel nmouth where the Kaid had shoul dered aside his hesitation. He picked his way across the
ground at increasing speed. When ben Khedda passed the Kaid and his wife, he skirted them w dely
as if he were afraid of being struck. More rebels were leaving the Bordj in single file. None of
them carried visible wapons. Mst, nen and wonen alike, had their eyes cast down; but a red-
haired girl leading a child barely old enough to wal k glared around with the haughty rage of a

| i oness.

"Well, no rest for the wi cked," grunted Sergeant Scratchard. Settling his sub-nmachi negun on its
sling, he clinbed out of the dugout. "Headquarters Squad to me," he ordered. Bent over against the
possi bl e shock of a fanatic's bullets, experienced enough to know the reality of his fear and
brave enough to face it nonethel ess, Scratchard began to walk to the open area between pit and
siege lines where the prisoners would be i mmobilized. The seven nen of HQ Squad foll owed; their
corporal drove the jeep |oaded with leg irons.

One of the troopers raised his powergun to bar ben Khedda. Scratchard waved and called an order
the trooper shrugged and | et the Kabyl e pass. The sergeant gazed after himfor a nonent, then spat
in the dust and went on about the business of searching and securing the prisoners.

Youssef ben Khedda was panting with tension and effort as he approached the dugout, but there was
a hard glint of triunph in his eyes as well. He knew he was despi sed, by those he led no | ess than
by those who had driven him but he had dug the rebels fromtheir fortress when all the nen and
guns of the Slammers m ght have been unable to do so without him Now he saw a way to ride the

bl oody crest to permanent power in Ain Chelia. He tried to set his flag in the ground. It
scratched into the rocky soil, then fell with a clatter. "I have brought themto you," ben Khedda
said in a haughty voice.

"Sone of them at least,"” said Moya, his face neutral. Rebels continued to straggle fromthe
Bordj, their faces sallow fromnore than the day they had spent in their tunnels. The Kaid had
subnitted to the shackles with a stony indifference. Hs wife was weeping beside him not for
hersel f but for her husband. Two of the nervous troopers were fanning the prisoners with detector
wands set for steel and iridium Anything the size of a razor blade would register. A lead

bl udgeon or a brass-barrel ed pistol would be ignored, but there were sone chances you took in the
service of practicality.

"As God wills, they are all com ng, you know that," ben Khedda said, assertive wth dreaned- of

lordship. "If they were each in his separate den, many of themwould fight till you bl ew t hem out
or buried them All are willing to die, but nost would not willingly kill their fellows, their
famlies." His face worked. "A fine joke, is it not?" If what had crossed ben Khedda's |ips had
been a snile, then it transnuted to a sneer. "They woul d have been glad to kill me first, | think

but they were afraid that you woul d have been angry."

"More fools them" said the captain.

"Yes . . . ," said the civilian, drawing back his face like a rat confronting a terrier
fools them And now you will pay nme."

"Captain," said the helmet speaker in the first sergeant's voice, "this one says he's the last."
Mooya climnbed the four steps to surface level. Scratchard waved and pointed to the Kabyl e who was
just joining the scores of his fellows. The number of those being shackled in a continuous chain
at | east approxi mated the one hundred and forty who were believed to have holed up in the Bordj.
Through the clear air rang hamrer strokes as a pair of troopers stapled the chain to the ground at
intervals, |ocking the prisoners even nore securely into the killing ground. The captain nodded.

nore
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"We'll give it a minute to |l et anybody still inside have second thoughts," he said over the radio.
"Then the search teans go in." He | ooked at ben Khedda. "All right," he said, "you've got your
life and whatever you think you can do with it. Now, get out of here before I change ny nmind."
Mboya gazed again at the long line of prisoners. He was unable not to imgine themas they would

|l ook in an hour's tinme, after the Bordj had been searched and their existence was no |onger a too
agai nst potential hold-outs. He could not have broken with the Way of his chil dhood, however, had
he not replaced it with a sense of duty as unconprom sing. Esa Mwoya, Captain, G Conpany, Hammer's
Regi ment, woul d do whatever was required to acconplish the task set him They had been hired to
pacify the district, not just to quiet it down for six nonths or a year

Youssef ben Khedda had not left. He was still facing Moya, as unexpected and unpl easant as a rat
on the pantry shelf. He was saying, "No, there is one nore thing you nust do, as God wills, before
you |l eave Ain Chelia. | do not conpel it-" the soldier's face went blank with fury at the

suggestion- "your duty that you talk of conpels you. There is one nore traitor in the village, a
man who did not enter the Bordj because he thought his false god would preserve him"

"Little man," said the captain in shock and a genuine attenpt to stop the words he knew were about
to be said, "don't-"

"Add the traitor Juna al -Habashi to these,"” the civilian cried, pointing to the fluttering
jellabas of the prisoners. "Put himthere or his whines of justice and other words and his fal se
god will poison the village again |like a dead rat stinking in a pool. Take him™"

The two men stood with their feet on a level. The soldier's helnet and arnor increased his

advant age in bul k, however, and his wath lighted his face |ike a cleansing flame. "Shall | slay
my brother for thee, |ower-than-a-dog?" he snarl ed.

Ben Khedda's face jerked at the verbal slap, but with a wave of his armhe retorted, "WII| you now
claimto follow the Way yoursel f? There stand one hundred and thirty-four of your brothers. Mke
it one nore, as your duty commands!"

The absurdity was so conplete that the captain trenbled between | aughter and the feeling that he
had gone insane. Carefully, his tone touched nore with wonder than with rage until the world

should return to focus, the Kikuyu said, "Shall |, Esa Moya, order the death of Juma Mooya? My
brother, flesh of ny father and of ny nother . . . who held ny hand when | toddled nmy first steps
upri ght ?"

Now at |ast ben Khedda's confidence squirted out like blood froma slashed carotid. "The nane-" he
said. "I didn't know "

Mooya's world snapped into place again, its realities clear and neatly dove-tailed. "Get out,
filth," he said harshly, "and wonder what | plan for you when I cone down fromthis hill."

The civilian stunbl ed back toward his car as if his body and not his spirit had received the
nortal wound. The sol di er considered himdispassionately. |If ben Khedda stayed in Ain Chelia, he
woul dn't last long. The Slammers would be out anong the stars, and the central governnent a

t housand kil ometers away in al - Madi nah woul d be no better able to protect a traitor. Youssef ben
Khedda woul d be a rem nder of friends and relatives torn by blasts of cyan fire with every step he
took on the streets of the village. Those steps would be few enough, one way or the other

And if in the last fury of his well-earned fear ben Khedda tried to kill Juma-well, Juma had nade
his bed, his Way . . . he could tread it hinself. Esa |aughed. Not that the traitor would attenpt
nmurder personally. Even in the final corner, rats of ben Khedda's stripe tried to persuade other
rats to bite for them

"Captain," murrmured Scratchard' s voice over the command channel, "think we've waited | ong enough?”
I nstead of answering over the radio, Moya nodded and began wal ki ng the hundred neters to where
his sergeant stood near the prisoners. The rebels' eyes followed him sone with anger, nost in
only a dull appreciation of the fact that he was the nearest noving object on a static |andscape
Troopers had clinbed out of their gun pits all around the Bordj. Their dusty khaki blended with
the soil, but the sun woke bright reflections fromthe barrels of their weapons.

"The search teans are ready to go in, sir," Scratchard said, speaking in Dutch but stepping a pace
further fromthe shackl ed Kaid besi des.

"Right," the captain agreed. "I'lIl lead the teamfrom Third Pl at oon."

"Captain-"

"Where are the trucks, unbeliever?" demanded Ali ben Cheriff. His voice started on a quaver but

| ashed at the end.

"-there's plenty cursed things for you to do besides crawling down a hole with five pongoes. Leave
it to the folks whose job it is."

"There's nothing left of this operation that Mendoza can't wap up," Moya said. "Believe ne, he
won't like doing it any less, either."

"Where are the trucks to carry away our children, dog and son of dogs?" cried the Kaid. Beneath
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the green turban, the rebel's face was as savage and unyielding as that of a trapped wolf.

"I't's not for fun," Mioya went on. "There'll be tinmes I'll have to send boys out to be killed
while |I stay back, safe as a staff officer, and run things. But if | lead fromthe front when |
can, when it won't conpronmise the missionif | do stop a load-then they'll do what they're told a

little sharper when it's nme that says it the next tine."

The Kaid spat. Lofted by his anger and the breeze, the gobbet slapped the side of Moya's hel net
and dri bbl ed down onto his porcel ai n-sheat hed shoul der.

Scratchard turned. lgnoring the automati c weapon slung ready to fire under his arm he drew a | ong
knife fromhis boot sheath instead. Three strides separated the non-comfromthe |ine of
prisoners. He had taken two of them before Moya caught his shoul der and stopped him "Easy,
Jack," the captain said.

Ben Cheriff's gaze was focused on the knife-point. Fear of death could not make the old nan yield,
but neither was he unnoved by the approach of its steel-w nking eye. Scratchard' s own face had no
nmore expression than did the knife itself. The Kaid's wife lunged at the soldier to the Iimt of
her chain, but the |look Scratchard gave her husband dried her throat around the curses within it.
Mooya pul |l ed his nman back. "Easy," he repeated. "I think he's earned that, don't you?" He turned
Scratchard gently. He did not point out, nor did he need to do so, the three gun-jeeps which had
swung down the fifty neters in front of the line of captives. Their crews were tense and stil

with the weight of their orders. They nmet Mdoya's eyes conprehendi ngly but w thout enthusiasm
"Right," said Scratchard mildly. "Well, the quicker we get down that hole, the quicker we get the
rest of the job done. Let's go."

The five tunnel rats from Third Pl atoon were already squatting at the entrance from which the
rebel s had surrendered. Captain Mioya began wal king toward them "You stay on top, Sergeant," he
said. "You don't need to prove anything."

Scratchard cursed without heat. "I'Il wait at the tunnel mouth unless sonething pops. You'll be
out of radio contact and I'Il be curst if | trust anybody else to carry you a nessage."

The tunnel rats were rising to their feet, silent nen whose faces were in constant, tiny notion
They carried detector wands and sidearns; two had even taken off their body arnor and stood in the
open air |ooking paler than shelled shrinp. Moya cast a glance back over his shoul der at the
prisoners and the gun-jeeps beyond. "Do you believe in sin, Sergeant?" he asked.

Scratchard gl anced sidelong at his superior. "Don't know, sir. Not really nmy field."

"My brother believes init," said the captain, "but | guess he left the Slamers before you
transferred out of combat cars. And he isn't here now, Jack, | am so | guess we'll have to

di spense with sin today."

"Team Three ready, sir," said the bl ack-haired man who probably woul d have had sergeant's pips had
he not been stripped to the waist.

"Right," said Moya. Keying his helmet he went on, "Thrasher to Club One, Club Two. Let's see
what they left us, boys." And as he stepped toward the tunnel's nouth, w thout really thinking

about the words until he spoke them he added, "And the Lord be with us all."
292927777

The bed of the turbine driving Youssef ben Khedda's car was enough out of true that the vehicle
announced its own approach unni stakably. Juma wondered in the back of his mind what brought the
little man, but his main concentration was on the plug connector he was trying to reeve through a
channel made for sonething a size smaller. At last the connector shifted the last two millineters
necessary for Juma to slip a button-hook deftly above it. The three subordinate techs gave a
collective sigh, and Bog Mull er beaned in reflected glory.

"Father!" ben Khedda wheezed, oblivious to the guard frowning over his powergun a pace behi nd,
"Father! You've got to. . . I've got to talk to you. You nust!"

"Al'l right, Youssef," the Kikuyu said. "In a nonent." He tugged the connector gently through its
channel and rotated it to nate with the gun | eads.

Ben Khedda reached for Juma's armin a fury of inpatience. One of the watching techs caught the
Kabyle's wist. "Touch him rag-head," the trooper said, "and you better be able to grow a new
hand." He thrust ben Khedda back with nore force than the resistance demanded.

Juna straightened fromthe gun-jeep and put an arm about the shoul ders of the angry trooper
"Wrse job than replacing all the fans," he said in Dutch, "but it gives you a good feeling to
finish it. Run the static test, if you would, and I'lIl be back in a few minutes." He squeezed the
trooper, released him and added in Kabyle to his fellow villager, "Conme into ny house, then
Youssef. What is it you need of me?"

Ben Khedda's haste and nervousness were obvious fromthe way his car lay parked with its skirt

fol ded under the front froman over-hasty stop. Juna paused with a frown for nore than the
mechani cal problem He bent to lift the car and let the skirt spring away fromthe fan it was
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probably touching at the nmonent.

"Don't worry about that," ben Khedda cried, plucking at the bigger man's sleeve. "W've got to
talk in private.”

Jurma had left his courtyard gate unl atched since he was working only a few neters away. Before ben
Khedda had reached the door of the house, he was spilling the words that tornmented him "Before
God, you have to talk to your brother or he'll kill me, Father, he'll kill ne!"

"Youssef," said the Ki kuyu as he swung his door open and gestured the other nan toward the coo
interior, "l pray-lI have been praying-that at worst, none of our villagers save those in the Bordj
are in danger." He smiled too sadly to be bitter. "You would know better than |, | think, who may
have been marked out to Esa as an eneny of the governnent. But he's not a cruel nan, ny brother
only a very-determ ned one. He won't add you to whatever |ist he has out of nere dislike."

The Kabyle's |lips worked silently. His face was tortured by the explanation that he needed to give
but could not. "Father," he pleaded, "you nust believe ne, he'll have nme killed. Before God, you
must beg himfor nmy life, you nust!”

Ben Khedda was gripping the Ki kuyu by both sleeves. Juna detached hinself carefully and said,
"Youssef, why would ny brother want you killed-of all the men in Ain Chelia? D d sonething
happen?"

The snmaller man jerked hinself back with a dawning horror in his eyes. "You planned this with him
didn't you?" he cried. His armthrust at the altar as if to sweep away the closed triptych. "This
is all alie, your prayers, your Way-you and your butcher brother trapped ne to bleed like a sheep
on ld al-Fitr! Traitor! Liar! Mirderer!" He threw his hands over his face and flung hinself down
and across a stool. The Kabyle's sobs held the tornment of a man without hope.

Junma stared at the weeping nman. There was sonet hi ng uncl ean about ben Khedda. Hi s back rose and
fell beneath the jellaba |like the distended neck of a python bolting a young child. "Youssef," the
Ki kuyu said as gently as he could, "you nmay stay here or |eave, as you please. | prom se you that

I will speak to Esa this evening, on your behalf as well as that of . . . others, all the others.
Is there anything you need to tell me?"

Only the tears responded.

The dazzling sun could not sear away Junma's disquiet as he wal ked past the guard and the
barricadi ng truck. Sonething was wong with the day, with the very silence. Though all things were
with the Lord.

The jeep's inspection ports had been | atched shut. The techs had set a pair of skimers up on

their sides as the next project. The civilian smled. "Think she'll float now?" he asked the
trooper who had grabbed ben Khedda. "Let's see if | renenber how to put one of these through her
paces. You can't trust a fix, you see, till you've run her under full |oad."

There was a sil ence broken by the whine of ben Khedda's turbine firing. Juma managed a bri ef
prayer that the Kabyle would find a Way open to hi mknowi ng as he prayed that the inpulse to do so
was fromhis nmind and not at all fromhis heart.

"Juma, ah," Bog Muller was trying to say. "Ah, look, this isn't-isn't our idea, it's the job, you
know. But the captain-" none of the four techs were | ooki ng anywhere near the civilian- "he
ordered that you not go anywhere today until, until . . . it was clear."

The silence fromthe Bordj was a cloak that snothered Juna and squeezed all the blood fromhis
face. "Not that you're a prisoner, but, ah, your brother thought it'd be better for both of you if

you didn't see himor call himtill-after.”
"I see," said the civilian, listening to his own voice as if a third party were speaking. "Unti
after he's killed ny friends, | suppose . . . yes." He began wal king back to his house, his

sandal ed feet noving w thout being consciously directed. "Juma-" called Miuller, but the tech

t hought better of the words or found he had none to say.

Ben Khedda had left the door ajar. It was only by habit that Junma hinmself closed it behind him
The di m cool ness within was no balmto the fire that skipped across the surface of his nind
Kneel i ng, the Ki kuyu unl atched and opened w de the panels of his altar piece. It was his one
conscious affectation, a copy of a triptych painted over a mllenniumbefore by the Master of
Hel I, Hieronynus Bosch. Atop a haywain rode a couple. Their innocence was beset by every form of
tenptation in the world, the Wrld. Wiere would their Way take then? No doubt where it took al
Manki nd, saving the Lord's grace, to Hell and the grave-good intentions be danmed, hope be damed,

i nnocence be damed. . . . Obscurely glad of the harshness of the tiles on which he knelt, Juma
prayed for his brother and for the souls of those who would shortly die in flames as like to those
of Hell as man could create. He prayed for hinself as well, for he was dammed to endure what he

had not changed. They were all travel ers together on the \Way.
After a tinme, Juma sighed and raised his head. A denon faced himon the triptych; it capered and
pi ped through its own blue snout. Not for the first time, Juma thought of how pleasant it would be
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to personify his own weakness and urgi ngs. Then he could pretend that they were sonmehow apart from
the true Juma Mioya, who renai ned whol e and incorruptible.

The | ower of the two drawers beneath the altar was not fully cl osed.

Even as he drew it open, Juma knew fromthe | ack of resistance that the drawer was enpty. The
heavy-barrel ed powergun had rested within when ben Khedda had acconpani ed the search team It was
there no | onger.

Striding swiftly and with the dignity of a | eopard, Mdoya al -Habashi crossed the room and his
courtyard. He appeared around the end of the truck barricade so suddenly that Bog Muller junped.
The Ki kuyu pointed his index finger with the deliberation of a pistol barrel. "Bog," he said very
clearly, "I need to call nmy brother at once or sonething terrible will happen.”

"Via, man," said the technician, |ooking away, "you know how | feel about it, but it's not ny
option. You don't |eave here, and you don't call, Juma-or it's my ass."

"Lord blast you for a fool!" the Kikuyu shouted, taking a step forward. Al four technicians
backed away with their hands lifting. "WIIl you-" But though there was confusion on the faces

wat ching him there was nothing of assent, and there was no tine to argue. As if he had planned it
fromthe start, Juma slipped into the left saddle of the jeep he had just rewired and gunned the
f ans.

Wth an oath, Bog Muller grappled with the civilian. The nuscles beneath Juna's | oose jellaba had
shifted driving fans beneath ore carriers in lieu of a hydraulic jack. He shrugged the technician
away with a notion as slight and as masterful as that of an earth trenor. Juma waggl ed the stick
using the vehicle's skirts to butt aside two of the younger nen who belatedly tried to support
their chief. Then he had the jeep clear of the repair rack and spinning on its own axis.

Mul l er scranbled to his feet again and waited for Juma to realize there was not enough room
between truck and wall for the jeep to pass. If the driver hinself had any doubt, it was not
evident in the way he dialed on throttle and | eaned to bring the right-hand skirt up an instant
before it scraped the courtyard wall. Using the wall as a running surface and the force of his
turn to hold himthere, Juma sent the gun-jeep howing sideways around the barricade and up the
street.

"Hey!" shouted the startled guard, rising fromthe shady side of the truck. "Hey!" and he

shoul dered hi s weapon.

A techni cian grabbed him westling the muzzle of the gun skyward. It was the sanme | anky nan who
had caught ben Khedda when he woul d have plucked at Juma's sleeve. "Via!" cried the guard,

wat chi ng the vehicle corner and di sappear up the nmain road to the mne. "W weren't supposed to
let himby!"

"We're better off explaining that," said the tech, "than we are telling the captain how we just
killed his brother. Right?"

The street was enpty again. Al five troopers stared at it for some nonents before any of them
noved to the radio.

Despite his haste, Youssef ben Khedda stopped his car short of the waiting gun-jeeps and began
wal ki ng toward the prisoners. His back crept with awareness of the guns and the hard-eyed nen
behind them but, as God willed, he had chosen and there could be no returning now.

The captain-his treacherous soul was as black as his skin-was not visible. No doubt he had entered
the Bordj as he had announced he woul d. Agai nst expectation, and as further proof that God favored
his cause, ben Khedda saw no sign of that dammable first sergeant either. If God willed it, mght
they both be blasted to atons sonmewhere in a tunnel

The soldiers watching the prisoners froma few neters away were the ones whom ben Khedda had | ed
on their search of the village. The corporal frowned, but he knew ben Khedda for a confidant of
his superiors. "Go with God, brother," said the civilian in Arabic, praying the other would have
been taught that tongue or Kabyle. "Your captain wished me to talk once nore with that dog-" he
pointed to ben Cheriff. "There are docunents of which he knows," he concl uded vaguely.

The non-com s |ip quirked nervously. "Look, can it wait-" he began, but even as he spoke he was
glancing at the leveled tribarrels forty neters distant. "Blood," he muttered, a curse and a
prophecy. "Well, go talk then. But watch it-the bastard's mean as a snake and his woman's worse."
The Kaid wat ched ben Khedda approach with the fascinati on of a nongoose awaiting a cobra. The
traitor threw hinself to the ground and tried to kiss the Kaid' s feet. "Brother in God," the
unshackl ed man whi spered, "we have been betrayed by the unbelievers. Their dog of a captain wll
have you all nurdered on his return, despite his oaths to ne."

"Are we to believe, brother Youssef," the Kaid said with a sneer, "that you intend to die here
with the patriots to cl eanse your soul of the lies you carried?"

O hers along the line of prisoners were peering at the scene to the extent their irons permtted,
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but the two nen spoke in voices too |low for any but the Kaid's wife to follow the words.

"Brother," ben Khedda continued, "preservation is better than expiation. The captain has confessed
his wicked plan to no one but nme. If he dies, it dies with himand our people live. Now, raise ne
by the hands."

"Shall | touch your bloody hands, then?" ben Cheriff said, but he spoke as nmuch in question as in
scorn.

"Rai se ne by the hands," ben Khedda repeated, "and take fromny right sleeve what you find there
to hide in yours. Then wait the tinme."

"As God wills," the Kaid said and rai sed up ben Khedda. Their bodies were nonentarily so close
that their jellabas fl owed together.

"And what in the blaze of Hell is this, Corporal!" roared Sergeant Scratchard. "Blood and nartyrs,
who told you to let anybody in with the prisoners?"

"Via, Sarge," the corporal sputtered, "he said-1 mean, it was the captain, he tells ne."

Ben Khedda had begun to sidle away fromthe line of prisoners. "Were the hell do you think

you' re goi ng?" Scratchard snapped in Arabic. "Corporal, get another set of leg irons and clanp him

onto his buddy there. If he's so copping hot to be here, he can stay till the captain says

ot herwi se. "

The sergeant paused, | ooking around the circle of eyes focused nervously on him Mre calmy he
continued, "The Bordj is clear. The captain's up fromthe tunnel, but it'll be a while before he

gets here-they came up somewhere in West Bunfuck and he's borrowi ng a skinmer fromFirst Platoon
to get back. We'll wait to see what he says."” The first sergeant stared at Ali ben Cheriff,

i npassive as the wailing traitor was shackled to his right leg. "W'Il wait till then," the
sol di er repeated.

Mooya lifted the nose of his skimer and grounded it behind the first of the waiting gun-jeeps.
Sergeant Scratchard trotted toward himfromthe direction of the prisoners. The non-com was
panting with the heat and his arnor; he raised his hand when he reached the captain in order to
gain a nonent's breathing space.

"Wl | ?" Mooya pronpt ed.

"Sir, Mintenance called,"” said Scratchard jerkily. "Your brother, sir. They think he's conming to
see you."

The captain swore. "All right,” he said, "if Juma thinks he has to watch this, he can watch it.
He's a cursed fool if he expects to do anything but watch."

Scrat chard nodded deeply, finding he inhaled nore easily with his torso cocked forward. "Ri ght,
sir, | just-didn't want to rebroadcast on the Comrand channel in case Central was nonitoring.
Right. And then there's that rag-head, ben Khedda-l caught himtalking to green-hat over there and
t hought he maybe ought to stay. For good."

Capt ai n Mooya gl anced at the prisoners. The nmen of Headquarters Squad still sat a few neters away
because nobody had told themto withdraw. "Get themclear," the captain said with a scowm. He
began wal king toward the line, the first sergeant's voice turning his direction into a tersely-
radi oed order. Sonewhere down the plateau, an aircar was being revved with no concern for what
pebbl es would do to the fans. Juma, very likely. He was the nan you wanted driving your car when
it had all dropped in the pot and Devil took the hindnost.

"Jack," the captain said, "I understand how you feel about ben Khedda; but we're here to do a job,
not to kill sons of bitches. If we were doing that, we'd have to start in al-Madi nah, woul dn't
we?"

Mbooya and his sergeant were twenty neters fromthe prisoners. The Kaid watched their approach with
his hands folded within the sleeves of his jellaba and his eyes as still as iron. Youssef ben

Khedda was crouched beside him a study in terror. He retained only enough conposure that he did
not try to run-and that because the pressure of the leg iron binding himto ben Cheriff was just
sharp enough to penetrate the fear

A gun-jeep how ed up onto the top of the plateau so fast that it bounced and dragged its skirts,

still under full throttle. Scratchard turned with nmuttered surprise. Captain Moya did not | ook
around. He reached into the thigh pocket of his coveralls where he kept a magnetic key that would
rel ease ben Khedda's shackles. "W can't just kill-" he repeated.

"Now, God, now " ben Khedda shrieked. "He's going to kill me!"

The Kaid's hands appeared, the right one extending a pistol. Its nuzzle was a gray circle no nore

pl acabl e than the eye that ained it.

Mooya dropped the key. H's hand clawed for his own weapon, but he was no gunman, no qui ck-draw
expert. He was a conmpany commander carrying ten extra kilos, with his pistol in a flap hol ster
that woul d keep his hand out at least as well as it did the w nd-blown sand. Esa's very arnor
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sl owed him though it would not save his face or his fenoral arteries when the shots cane.

Behind the captain, in a jeep still skidding on the edge of control, his brother triggered a one-
handed burst as accurate as if parallax were a nyth. The tribarrel was | ocked on its col unm; Juna
Il et the vehicle's own side-slip saw the five rounds toward the man with the gun. A single two-
centinmeter bolt mssed everything. Beyond, at the lip of the Bordj, a white flower blooned froma
cyan center as ionic calciumreconbined with the oxygen fromwhich it had been freed a nonent
before. C oser, everything was hidden by an instant glare. The pistol detonated in the Kaid's

hand under the inpact of a round fromthe tribarrel. That was chance-or sonething else, for only
the Lord could be so precise with certainty. The | ast shot of the burst hurled the Kaid back with
a hole in his chest and his jellaba aflane. Ali ben Cheriff's eyes were free of fear and his nouth

still wore a tight smile. Ben Khedda's face woul d have been | ess of a study in virtue and nanhood,
no doubt, but the two bolts that flicked across it took the traitor's head into oblivion with his
menory. Juma had wal ked his burst on target, |like any good man with an automatic weapon; and if

there was sonet hi ng standi ng where the bolts wal ked-so much the worse for it.

There were shouts, but they were sucked lifeless by the wind. No one else had fired, for a wonder.
Troops all around the Bordj were rolling back into dugouts they had thought it safe to | eave.
Junma brought the jeep to a halt a few neters fromhis brother. He doubled over the joy-stick as if
he had been shot hinself. Dust and sand puffed from beneath the skirts while the fans wound down;
then the plunme settled back on the breeze. Esa touched his brother's shoul der, feeling the dry
sobs that wracked the jellaba. Very quietly the soldier said in the Ki kuyu he had not, after all
forgotten, "I bring you a souvenir, elder brother. To replace the one you have lost." Fromhis

hol ster, now unsnapped, he drew his pistol and laid it carefully down on the enpty gunner's seat
of the jeep.

Juna | ooked up at his brother with a terrible dignity. "To remind ne of the day | slew two nen in
the Lord's despite?" he asked formally. "Ch, no, ny brother, |I need no trinket to renind ne of
that forever."

"If you do not wish to renenber the ones you killed," said Esa, "then perhaps it will rem nd you
of the hundred and thirty-three whose lives you saved this day. And ny life, of course.”

Juna stared at his brother with a fixity by which alone he adnmitted his hope. He tugged the silver
crucifix out of his jellaba and Iifted it over his head. "Here," he said, "little brother. | offer
you this in return for your gift. To rem nd you that wherever you go, the WAy runs there as well."
Esa took the chain. Wth clunmsy fingers he slipped it over his helnet. "All right, Thrasher
everybody stand easy," the captain roared into his como link. "Two-six, | want food for a hundred
and thirty-three people for three days. You' ve got ny authority to take what you need fromthe
village. Three-six, you're responsible for the transport. | want six ore carriers up here and

want themfast. If the first truck isn't here loading in twenty, that's two-zero mkes, I'Il burn
sonmebody a new asshol e. Four-six, there's drinking water in drunms down in those tunnels. Get it up
here. Now, nove!"

Juma st epped out of the gun-jeep, his left hand gripping Esa's right. Skinmers were already
lifting frompositions all around the Bordj. G Conpany was surprised but no one had forgotten that
Captai n Mooya neant his orders to be obeyed.

"Ch, one other thing," Esa said, then tripped his comb and added, "Thrasher Four to all Thrasher
units-you get any argunment fromvillagers while you' re shopping, boys . . . just refer themto ny
br ot her."

It was past midday now. The sun had enough westering to wink fromthe crucifix against the
soldier's arnmor-and fromthe pistol in the civilian's right hand.

The Tank Lords

They were the tank | ords.

The Baron had drawn up his soldiers in the courtyard, the twenty nmen who were not detached to his
estates on the border between the Kingdom of Ganz and t he Kingdom of Marshall -keepi ng the uneasy
truce and ready to break it if the Baron so willed.

I think the King sent nercenaries in four tanks to our place so that the Baron's will would be
what the King wished it to be . . . though of course we were told they were protection agai nst
Ganz and the nercenaries of the Lightning D vision whom Ganz enpl oyed.

The tanks and the eight men in themwere fromHammer's Sl anmers, and they were nagnificent.

Lady Mriam and her entourage rushed back fromthe barred wi ndows of the wonen's apartnments on the
second floor, squealing for effect. The tanks were so huge that the mirror-hel neted nen watching
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fromthe turret hatches were nearly on a level with the upper story of the pal ace.

| junped clear, but Lady Mriam bunmped the chair | had dragged closer to stand upon and watch the
arrival over the heads of the wonen | served.

"Leesh!" cried the Lady, false fear of the tanks replaced by real anger at ne. She slapped with
her fan of painted ox-horn, cutting nme across the knuckles because | had thrown a hand in front of
ny eyes.

| ducked | ow over the chair, westling it out of the way and protecting nyself with its cushi oned
bul k. Sarah, the Chief Mid, rapped my shoulder with the silver-nmounted brush she carried for |ast-
m nute touches to the Lady's hair. "A nonkey woul d nake a better page than you, Elisha," she said.
"A gel ded nonkey."

But the blow was a |ight one, a reflexive copy of her mistress' act. Sarah was nore interested in
reclai ming her place anmong the others at the wi ndows now that nodesty and feminine sensibilities
had been satisfied by the brief charade. | didn't dare slide the chair back to where | had first
pl aced it; but by balancing on tiptoes on the carven arnms, | could | ook down into the courtyard
agai n.

The Baron's soldiers were nostly off-worlders thensel ves. They had boasted that they were better
men than the nercenaries if it ever cane down to cases. The fear that the wonmen had nined from
behi nd stone walls seenmed real enough now to the soldiers whose bluster and assault rifles were

i nsignificant against the iridiumtitans which entered the courtyard at a slow wal k, barely
clearing the posts of gates which would have passed six men marching abreast.

Even at idle speed, the tanks roared as their fans maintained the cushions of air that slid them
over the ground. Three of the Baron's nen dodged back through the pal ace doorway, their curses

i naudi bl e over the intake whi ne of the approachi ng vehicles.

The Baron squared his powerful shoulders with his dress cloak of scarlet, purple, and gold. |
could not see his face, but the back of his neck flushed red and his | eft hand tugged his drooping
moust ache in a gesture as meaningful as the angry curses that woul d have acconpanied it anot her
time.

Beside himstood WIfitz, his Chanberlain; the tallest man in the courtyard; the ol dest; and,
despite the weapons the others carried, the npost dangerous.

When | was first gelded and sold to the Baron as his Lady's page, Wl fitz had hel ped ne continue
the studies | began when | was training for the Church. Qut of his kindness, | thought, or even
for his anusenent . . . but the Chanberlain wanted a spy, or another spy, in the wonen's
apartments. Even when | was ten years old, | knew that death lay on that path-and life itself was
all that rerained to me.

| kept the secrets of all. If they thought me a fool and beat ne for anusenent, then that was
better than the inpal ement which awaited a boy who was found nmeddling in the affairs of his
betters.

The tanks sighed and | owered thenselves the last finger's breadth to the ground. The courtyard,
clay and gravel conpacted over generations to the density of stone, crunched as the pl enum chanmber
skirts settled visibly into it.

The man in the turret of the nearest tank ignored the Baron and his soldiers. Instead, the
reflective faceshield of the tanker's hel net turned and nade a sl ow, arrogant survey of the barred
wi ndows and t he wonmen behind them Maids tittered; but the Lady Mriamdid not, and when the
tanker's face shield suddenly lifted, the nercenary's eyes and broad snile were toward the Baron's
wife.

The tanks whi spered and pinged as they cane into bal ance with the surroundi ngs which they

domi nated. Over those nuted sounds, the man in the turret of the second tank to enter the
courtyard called, "Baron Hetziman, |'mLieutenant Kiley and this is ny nunber two-Sergeant
Conmander Grant. Qur tanks have been assigned to you as a Protective Reaction Force until the
peace treaty's signed."

"You do us honor," said the Baron curtly. "W trust your stay with us will be pleasant as well as
short. A banquet-"

The Baron paused, and his head turned to find the object of the other tanker's attention

The |ieutenant snapped sonething in a | anguage that was not ours, but the nane "G ant" was
distinctive in the sharp phrase

The man in the nearest turret lifted hinself out gracefully by resting his palns on the hatch
coaming and swinging up his long, powerful I[egs wthout pausing for footholds until he stood atop
the iridiumturret. The hatch slid shut between his booted feet. H's crisp noustache was sandy

bl ond, and the eyes which he finally turned on the Baron and the fornmal welcom ng comittee were
blue. "Rudy Grant at your service, Baron," he said, with even less respect in his tone than in his
wor ds.
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They did not need to respect us. They were the tank |ords.

"W will go down and greet our guests,"” said the Lady Mriam suiting her actions to her words.
Even as she turned, | was off the chair, dragging it toward the inner wall of inmported polychromne
pl astic.

"But, Lady . . ." said Sarah nervously. She let her voice trail off, either through |ack of a firm

obj ection or unwillingness to oppose a course on which her mstress was determn ned.

Wth coos and fluttering skirts, the wonmen swept out the door from which the usual guard had been
renoved for the sake of the showin the courtyard. Lady Mriam s voice carried back: "W were to
nmeet them at the banquet tonight. W'Ill just do so alittle earlier.”

If | had foll owed the wonen, one of them would have ordered nme to stay and watch the suite-though
everyone, even the tenants who farned the plots of the home estate here, was outside watching the
arrival of the tanks. Instead, | waited for the sounds to die away down the stair tower-and

sl i pped out the w ndow.

Because | was in a hurry, | lost one of the brass buttons fromny jacket-ny everyday livery of
buff; 1'd be wearing the black plush jacket when | waited in attendance at the banquet tonight, so
the loss didn't matter. The vertical bars were set close enough to prohibit nost adults, and few
of the children who could slip between them woul d have had enough strength to then clinb the
bracing strut of the roof antenna, the only safe path since the base of the Wst Wng was a

t hi cket of spikes and razor ribbon

I was on the roof coping in a mtter of seconds, three quick hand-over-hand surges. The wonmen were
only beginning to file out through the doorway. Lady Mriamled them and her hauteur and lifted
chin showed she woul d brook no interference with her plans.

Most of the tankers had, |ike Grant, stepped out of their hatches, but they did not wander far

Li eutenant Kiley stood on the sloping bow of his vehicle, offering a hand which the Baron angrily
refused as he mounted the steps recessed into the tank's arnor.

"Do you think I'ma child?" runbled the Baron, but only his pride forced himto touch the tank
when the nercenary made a hospitable offer. None of the Baron's soldiers showed signs of wanting
to look into the other vehicles. Even the Chanberlain, aloof if not afraid, stood at arm s |length
fromthe huge tank whi ch even now trenbl ed enough to nake the setting sun quiver across the
iridiumhull.

Because of the Chanberlain's studied unconcern about the vehicle beside him he was the first of
the wel comng party to notice Lady Mriamstriding toward Grant's tank, holding her skirts clear
of the ground with dainty, bejewel ed hands. WIfitz turned to the Baron, now | eaning gingerly
agai nst the curve of the turret so that he could | ook through the hatch while the |ieutenant
gestured fromthe other side. The Chanberlain's nouth opened to speak, then cl osed again

deli berately.

There were matters in which he too knew better than to become invol ved.

One of the soldiers yel ped when Lady Mriam began to mount the nearer tank. She |oosed her dress
in order to take the hand which G ant extended to her. The Baron gl anced around and snarled an
inarticulate syllable. Hs wife gave hima | ook as conposed as his was suffused with rage. "After
all, ny dear," said the Lady Mriamcoolly, "our lives are in the hands of these brave nen and
their amazing vehicles. OF course | nust see how they are arranged."”

She was the King's third daughter, and she spoke now as if she were herself the nonarch

"That's right, milady," said Sergeant Grant. Instead of pointing through the hatch, he slid back
into the interior of his vehicle with a nurnur to the Lady.

She began to foll ow.

I think Lady Mriamand |, alone of those on the estate, were not nervous about the tanks for
their size and power. | |loved them as shi mering beasts, whomno one could strike in safety. The
Lady's | ove was saved for other subjects.

"Grant, that won't be necessary," the lieutenant called sharply-but he spoke in our |anguage, not
his own, so he must have known the words would have little effect on his subordinate.

The Baron bellowed, "Mr-" before his voice caught. He was not an ungovernabl e man, only one whose
usual conpani ons were nmen and wonen who lived or died as the Baron willed. The Lady squeezed fl at
the flounces of her skirt and swung her legs within the hatch ring.

"Murphy," called the Baron to his chief of soldiers. "Get up there with her." The Baron roared
nmore often than he spoke quietly. This tine his voice was not |oud, but he would have shot Muirphy
where he stood if the soldier had hesitated before clanbering up the bow of the tank.

"Vision blocks in both the turret and the driver's conpartnent,"” said Lieutenant Kiley, pointing
within his tank, "give a three-sixty-degree view at any wavel ength you want to punch in."

Mur phy, a grizzled nan who had been with the Baron a dozen years, |eaned against the turret and

| ooked down into the hatch. Past him | could see the conbs and |lace of Lady Mrianis el aborate
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coiffure. I would have given everything | owned to be there within the tank nyself-and | owned

not hing but ny life.

The hatch slid shut. Miurphy yel ped and snatched his fingers clear

Atop the second tank, the Baron froze and his flushed cheeks turned slatey. The nercenary

| i eutenant touched a switch on his helnet and spoke too softly for anything but the integra

ni crophone to hear the words.

The order must have been effective, because the hatch opened as abruptly as it had cl osed-
startling Mirphy again.

Lady Mriamrose fromthe turret on what nust have been a power lift. Her posture was in awkward
contrast to the smooth ascent, but her face was conposed. The tank and its apparatus were new to
the Lady, but anything that could have gone on within the shelter of the turret was a famliar
experience to her.

"W have seen enough of your equipnent," said the Baron to Lieutenant Kiley in the same controlled
voi ce with which he had directed Mirphy. "Roons have been prepared for you-the guest apartnents
alongside mne in the East Wng, not the barracks below. Dinner will be announced-" he gl anced at
the sky. The sun was | ow enough that only the height of the tank's deck pernitted the Baron to see
the orb above the courtyard wall "-in two hours. Make yoursel ves wel cone."

Lady Mriamturned and backed her way to the ground again. Only then did Sergeant Grant follow her
out of the turret. The two of them were as powerful as they were arrogant-but neither a king's
daughter nor a tank lord is inmortal.

"Baron Hetziman," said the nercenary lieutenant. "Sir-" the nodest honorific for the tension, for
the rage which the Baron m ght be unable to control even at risk of his estates and his life.
"That building, the gatehouse, appears disused. W'l|l doss down there, if you don't mind."

The Baron's face cl ouded, but that was his nornmal reaction to disagreenment. The squat tower to the
left of the gate had been used only for storage for a generation. A rusted barrow, upended to fit
farther within the doorway, alnmost bl ocked access now.

The Baron squinted for a nonment at the structure, craning his short neck to | ook past the tank
fromwhich he had just clinbed dowm. Then he snorted and said, "Sleep in a hog byre if you choose,
Li eutenant. It nmight be cleaner than that."

"I realize," explained Lieutenant Kiley as he slid to the ground instead of using the steps, "that
t he request sounds odd, but Col onel Hammer is concerned that conmandos from Ganz or the Lightning
Di vi sion mght |launch an attack. The gatehouse is separated fromeverything but the outer wall-so
if we have to defend it, we can do so wi thout endangering any of your people."

The lie was a transparent one; but the nmercenaries did not have to lie at all if they wished to
keep us away fromtheir sleeping quarters. So considered, the statenment was al nost generous, and
the Baron chose to take it that way. "Wl fitz," he said offhandedly as he stanped toward the
entrance. "Organize a party of tenants-" he gestured sharply toward the pattern of drab garnents
and drab faces lining the walls of the courtyard "-and clear the place, will you?"

The Chanberl ai n nodded obsequi ously, but he continued to stride along at his nmaster's heel

The Baron turned, paused, and snarled, "Now," in a voice as grimas the fist he clenched at his

si de.

"My Lord," said WiIfitz with a bow that danced the |ine between brusque and dilatory. He stepped
hastily toward the soldiers who had broken their rank in lieu of orders-a few of themtoward the
tanks and their haughty crews but npbst back to the stone shelter of the pal ace.

"You men," the Chanberlain said, making circling motions with his hands. "Fifty of the peasants,
qui ckly. Everything is to be turned out of the gatehouse, thrown beyond the wall for the tine

bei ng. Now. Move them™

The wonen followed the Baron into the pal ace. Several of the maids gl anced over their shoul ders,
at the tanks-at the tankers. Some of the women would have drifted closer to neet the nen in the
khaki uniforns, but Lady Mriam strode head high and w thout hesitation

She had acconplished her purposes; the purposes of her entourage could wait.

I leaned fromthe roof |ledge for alnost a minute further, staring at the vehicles which were so
snoot h-ski nned that | could see ny anorphous reflection in the nearest. Wen the sound of wonen's
voi ces echoed through the window, | squirnmed back only instants before the Lady reentered her
apart nent.

They woul d have beaten ne because of nmy own excitenment had they not thensel ves been agog with the
banquet to cone-and the night which would followit.

The hi gh-arched banquet hall was so rarely used that it was alnost as unfamiliar to the Baron and
hi s household as it was to his guests. Strings of small lights had been |l ed up the cast-concrete
beanms, but nothing could really illumnate the vaulting waste of groins and coffers that formed
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the ceiling.

The shadows and lights trenbling on flexible fastenings had the | ook of the night sky on the edge
of an electrical storm | gazed up at the ceiling occasionally while | waited at the wall behind
Lady Mriam | had no duties at the banquet-that was for house servants, not body servants |ike
mysel f-but my presence was required for show and agai nst the chance that the Lady would send ne
off with a nessage.

That chance was very slight. Any nmessages Lady Mriamhad were for the second-ranking tank |ord,
seated to her left by custom Sergeant-Commander G ant.

Only seven of the nmercenaries were present at the nonment. | saw nostly their backs as they sat at
the high table, interspersed with the Lady's nmaids. Lieutenant Kiley was in aninmated conversation
with the Baron to his left, but | thought the officer wished primarily to distract his host from
the way Lady Mriamflirted on the other side.

A second keg of beer-estate stock; not the stuff brewed for export in huge vats-had been broached
by the time the beef course followed the pork. The serving girls had been kept busy with the nugs-
in large part, the nol ded-glass tankards of the Baron's soldiers, glowering at the | ower tables,
but the nmetal -chased crystal of the tank lords was refilled often as well.

Two of the nercenaries-drivers, separated by the ol dest of Lady Mriam s maids-began arguing with
i ncreasing heat while a tall, black-haired server watched in anmusenment. | could hear the words,
but the | anguage was not ours. One of the men got up, struggling a little because the arns of his
chair were too tight against those to either side. He wal ked toward his commander, rolling
slightly.

Li eutenant Kiley, gesturing with his nug toward the roof peak, was saying to the Baron, "Has a
certain splendor, you know. Proper lighting and it'd look like a cross between a prison and a
barracks, but the way you've tricked it out is-"

The standing nercenary grunbled a short, forceful paragraph, a question or a demand, to the

i eutenant who broke off his own sentence to listen

"Ah, Baron," Kiley said, turning again to his host. "Question is, what, ah, sort of regulations
woul d there be on ny boys dating | ocal wonmen. That one there-" his tankard nodded toward the bl ack-
hai red servant. The driver who had remai ned seated was caressing her thigh "-for instance?"
"Regul ati ons?" responded the Baron in genuine surprise. "On servants? None, of course. Wuld you
like ne to assign a group of themfor your use?"

The lieutenant grinned, giving an ironic tinge to the courteous shake of his head. "I don't think
that' Il be necessary, Baron," he said.

Kiley stood up to attract his nen's attention. "Open season on the servants, boys," he said,
speaking clearly and in our |anguage, so that everyone at or near the upper table woul d understand
him "Make your own arrangenents. Nothing rough. And no less than two nen together."

He sat down again and expl ai ned what the Baron al ready understood: "Things can happen when a

fell ow wanders off alone in a strange place. He can fall and knock his head in, for instance."

The two drivers were already shuffling out of the dining hall with the bl ack-haired servant
between them One of the nen gestured toward another buxom server with a pitcher of beer. She was
not particularly well-favored, as nmen describe such things; but she was cl ose, and she was willing-
as any of the wonen in the hall would have been to go with the tank | ords. | wondered whether the
four of themwould get any farther than the corridor outside.

| could not see the eyes of the maid who watched the departure of the nercenaries who had been
seat ed besi de her.

Lady Mriam watched the drivers | eave al so. Then she turned back to Sergeant Grant and resuned the
conversation they held in voices as quiet as honey flowing froma ruptured conb.

In the bustle and shadows of the hall, | disappeared fromthe notice of those around nme. Snall and
silent, wearing ny best jacket of black velvet, | could have been but another patch of darkness.
The two nmercenaries left the hall by a side exit. | slipped through the end door behind ne,

unnoticed save as a nonmentary obstacle to the servants bringing in conmpotes of fruits grown
locally and inported from across the stars.

My place was not here. My place was with the tanks, now that there was no one to watch ne dream ng
as | caressed their iridiumflanks.

The sole guard at the door to the wonen's apartnments gl owered at nme, but he did not question ny
reason for returning to what were, after all, nmy living quarters. The guard at the nain entrance
woul d probably have stopped ne for spite: he was on duty while others of the househol d feasted and
drank the best quality beer.

| did not need a door to reach the courtyard and the tanks parked there.

Unshuttering the sane wi ndow | had used in the norning, | squeezed between the bars and cl anbered
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to the roof along the antenna nount. | was fairly certain that | could clear the barrier of points
and edges at the base of the wall beneath the wonen's suite, but there was no need to take that
risk.

Starlight guided ne along the stone gutter, junping the pipes feeding the cistern under the pal ace
cellars. Buildings fornmed three sides of the courtyard, but the north was closed by a wall and the
gat ehouse. There was no spi ked barrier beneath the wall, so | stepped to the battlenments and
junped to the ground safely.

Then | wal ked to the nearest tank, silently fromreverence rather than in fear of being heard by

sonmeone in the palace. | circled the huge vehicle slowy, letting the tip of my left index finger
slide over the netal. The iridiumskin was snooth, but there were nmany bunps and irregularities
set into the arnor: sensors, lights, and strips of close-range defense projectors to neet an eneny

or his nmissile with a blast of pellets.

The tank was sl eepi ng but not dead. Though | could hear no sound fromit, the arnor quivered with
inner life like that of a great tree when the wi nd touches its highest branches.

I touched a recessed step. The spring-loaded fairing that should have covered it was mssing, torn
away or shot off-perhaps on a distant planet. | clinbed the bow slope, nmy feet finding each higher
step as if they knew t he way.

It was as if | were a god.

I mght have attenpted no nore than that, than to stand on the hull with ny hand touching the
stubby barrel of the main gun-raised at a sixty-degree angle so that it did not threaten the

pal ace. But the turret hatch was open and, half-convinced that | was living in a hope-induced
dream | lifted nyself to look in

"Freeze," said the man | ooking up at ne past his pistol barrel. H s voice was calm "And then

we'll talk about what you think you' re doing here."
The interior of the tank was coated with sul phurous light. It was too dimto shine fromthe hatch
but it provided enough illunination for me to see the little man in the khaki coveralls of the

tank lords. The bore of the powergun in his hand shrank fromthe devouring cavity it had first
seened. Even the 1 cmbore of reality would rel ease enough energy to splash the brains fromny
skull, 1 knew

"I wanted to see the tanks," | said, amazed that | was not afraid. All nmen die, even kings; what
better time than this would there be for me? "They would never let nme, so | sneaked away fromthe
banquet. I-it was worth it. Watever happens now. "

"Via," said the tank lord, lowering his pistol. "You're just a kid, ain'tcha?"

I could see ny inage foreshortened in the vision screen behind the nmercenary, ny enpty hands shown
in daylit vividness at an angl e which neant the camera nust be in another of the parked tanks.

"My Lord," | said-straightening nomentarily but overriding the reflex so that | could nmeet the
mercenary's eyes. "l am sixteen."

"Right," he said, "and |I'm Col onel Hanmer. Now "

"Ch Lord!" | cried, forgetting in ny joy and enbarrassnent that someone el se m ght hear me. My

vision blurred and | rapped ny knees on the iridiumas | tried to genuflect. "Ch, Lord Hamer,

forgive me for disturbing you!"

"Bl ood and nmartyrs, boy!" snapped the tank lord. A punp whirred and the seat from which, cross-
| egged, he questioned me rose. "Don't be an idiot! Me nanme's Curran and | drive this beast, is
all."

The nmercenary was head and shoul ders out of the hatch now, watching me with a concerned

expression. | blinked and strai ghtened. When | knelt, | had alnost slipped fromthe tank; and in a
few nonents, ny bruises nmight be nore painful than ny present enbarrassnent.

"I"'msorry, Lord Curran,"” | said, thankful for once that | had practice in keeping nmy expression
calmafter a beating. "I have studied, | have dreamed about your tanks ever since | was placed in
my present status six years ago. Wen you cane I-I'mafraid | lost control."

"You're a little shrinp, even alongside ne, ain' tcha?" said Curran reflectively.

A burst of laughter drifted across the courtyard froma wi ndow in the corridor flanking the dining
hal | .

"Aw, Via," the tank lord said. "Cone take a | ook, seein's yer here anyhow. "

It was not a dream My grip on the hatch coaming nade the iridiumbite ny fingers as | stepped
into the tank at Curran's direction; and besides, | would never have dared to dreamthis paradise.
The tank's fighting conpartnment was not neant for two, but Curran was as snmall as he had inplied
and |-1 had grown very little since a surgeon had fitted ne to becone the page of a high-born

| ady. There were screens, gauges, and arnored conduits across all the surfaces |I could see.
"Drivers'll tell ye," said Curran, "the guy back here, he's just along for the ride 'cause the
tank does it all for '"em Been known t' say that nyself, but it ain't really true. Still-"
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He touched the lower left corner of a screen. It had been black. Now it becane gray unmarked save
by eight short orange lines radiating fromthe edge of a two-centinmeter circle in the mniddle of
the screen.

"Fire control," Curran said. A hem spherical switch was set into the bul khead beneath the screen
He touched the control with an index finger, rotating it slightly. "That what the Slamers're all
about, ain't we? Firepower and novenment, and the tricky part-novenment-the driver handles from up
front. CGot it?"

"Yes, My Lord," | said, trying to absorb everything around ne without taking nmy eyes from what
Curran was doing. The West Wng of the pal ace, guest and baronial quarters above the ground-fl oor
barracks, slid up the screen as brightly illuminated as if it were daylight.

"Now don't touch nothin'!" the tank lord said, the first tine he had spoken harshly to ne. "Got
it?"
"Yes, My Lord."

"Right," said Curran, softly again. "Sorry, kid. Lieutenant'll have ny ass if he sees nme twiddlin
with the gun, and if we blow a hole in Central Prison here-" he gestured at the screen, though I

did not understand the reference "-the Colonel'll likely shoot ne hisself."

"I won't touch anything, My Lord," | reiterated.

"Yeah, well," said the nercenary. He touched a four-position toggle switch beside the hem sphere

"We just lowered the main gun, right? | won't spin the turret, 'cause they'd hear that likely
inside. Matter of fact-"

Instead of denmonstrating the toggle, Curran fingered the sphere again. The pal ace dropped off the
screen and, now that | knew to expect it, | recognized the faint whine that nust have been the gun
itself ginbaling back up to a safe angle. Nothing within the fighting conpartnent noved except the
i mage on the screen.

"So," the tanker continued, flipping the toggle to one side. An orange nuneral 2 appeared in the
upper left corner of the screen. "There's a selector there too-" he pointed to the pistol grip by
my head, attached to the power seat which had folded up as soon as it lowered nme into the tank at
Curran's direction.

His finger clicked the switch to the other side-1 appeared in place of 2 on the screen-and then
straight up-3. "Main gun," he said, "co-ax-that's the tribarrel nmounted just in front of the

hat ch. You nusta seen it?"

| nodded, but ny agreenent was a lie. | had been too excited and too overl oaded wi th wonder to
noti ce the automati c weapon on which | might have set ny hand.

"And 3," Currant went on, nodding also, "straight up-that's both guns together. Not so hard, was

it? You're ready to be a tank commander now and-" he grinned, "-with six nonths and a little |uck
I could teach ye t' drive the little darlin' besides."
"Ch, My Lord," | whispered, uncertain whether | was speaking to God or to the man beside nme. |

spread ny feet slightly in order to keep fromfalling in a fit of weakness.

"Watch it!" the tank lord said sharply, sliding his booted foot to block ne. Mre gently, he
added, "Don't be touching nothing, renmenber? That-" he pointed to a pedal on the floor which I had
not noticed "-that's the foot trip. Touch it and we give a little fireworks denonstration that
nobody' s gonna be very happy about."

He snapped the toggle down to its original position; the numeral disappeared fromthe screen
"Shoul dn't have it |live nohow, " he added.

"But-all this," | said, gesturing with my armclose to nmy chest so that | would not bunp any of
the cl ose-packed apparatus. "If shooting is so easy, then why is-everything-here?"
Curran smled. "Up," he said, pointing to the hatch. As | hesitated, he added, "I'|l|l give you a

| eg-up, don't worry about the power lift."

Fl ushing, sure that | was being exiled from Paradi se because | had overstepped nysel f-sonmehow wi th
the last question, | junped for the hatch coam ng and scranbled through with no need of the
tanker's help. | supposed | was crying, but | could not tell because ny eyes burned so.

"Hey, slow down, kid," called Curran as he lifted hinmself with great strength but less agility.
"I't's just Wiichard' s about due t' take over guard, and we don't need himt' find you inside.

Ri ght ?"

"Ch," | said, hunched already on the edge of the tank's deck. | did not dare turn around for a
monent. "Of course, My Lord."

"The thing about shootin'," explained the tank lord to my back, "ain't how so much's when and

what. You got all this commb and sensors that'll handl e any wavel ength or take renpte feeds. But
still sonebody's gotta decide which data t' call up-and decide what it means. And decide t' pop it
er not-" | turned just as Curran | eaned over to slap the iridiumbarrel of the main gun for

enphasis. "Wich is a nother-huge decision for whatever's down-range, ye know. "
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He grinned broadly. He had a short beard, rather sparse, which partly covered the pockmarks | eft
by sone chil dhood di sease. "Maybe even puts tank commander up on a level with driver for tricky,
right ?"

Hi s words opened a window in nmy mnd, the frames branching and spreading into a spidery, infinite
structure: responsibility, the choices that came with the power of a tank

"Yes, My Lord," | whispered.

"Now, you better get back t' whatever civvies do," Curran said, a suggestion that would be snarl ed
out as an order if | hesitated. "And don't be shootin' off yer nouth about t'night, right?"

"No, My Lord," | said as | junped to the ground. Tie-beans between the wall and the masonry
gat ehouse would let ne clinb back to the path I had followed to get here.

"And thank you," | added, but varied enotions choked the words into a nunble.

I thought the wonen might already have returned, but | listened for a nonent, clinging to the

bars, and heard nothing. Even so | clinbed in the end window It was nore difficult to scranble
down without the aid of the antenna brace, but a free-standing wardrobe put that windowin a sort
of al cove.

I didn't know what woul d happen if the wonen saw ne slipping in and out through the bars. There
woul d be a beating-there was a beati ng whenever an occasion offered. That didn't nmatter, but it
was possible that Lady Mriamwoul d al so have the openings cross-barred too straitly for even ny
slight formto pass.

I woul d have returned to the banquet hall, but fermale voices were already greeting the guard
outside the door. | only had enough tinme to snooth the plush of ny jacket with Sarah's hairbrush
before they swept in, all of themtogether and their nmistress in the | ead as usual

By standing agai nst a col or-washed wall panel, | was able to pass unnoticed for some m nutes of
the excited babble without being guilty of "hiding" with the severe flogging that would surely
entail. By the tine Lady Mriamcalled, "Leesh? Elisha!"™ in a querul ous voice, no one else could
have sworn that | hadn't entered the apartnent with the rest of the entourage.

"Yes, My Lady?" | said, stepping forward.

Several of the wonen were drifting off in pairs to help one another out of their formal costunes
and coi ffures. There would be a banquet every night that the tank |ords renained-providing

occupation to fill the otherw se featureless lives of the maids and their mstress.
That was time consumng, even if they did not becone nore invol ved than public occasion required.
"Leesh," said Lady Mriam noderating her voice unexpectedly. | was prepared for a blow, ready to

accept it unflinchingly unless it were ainmed at ny eyes and even then to dodge as little as

possi ble so as not to stir up a worse beating.

"Elisha," the Lady continued in a honeyed tone-then, swi tching back to acid sharpness and | ooking
at her Chief Miid, she said, "Sarah, what are all these wonen doing here? Don't they have roons of
their own?"

Wonen who still dallied in the suite's combn roomseveral of the |ower-ranking stored their
garments here in chests and clothes presses-scurried for their sleeping quarters while Sarah
hectored them arns aki nbo.

"I need you to carry a nessage for nme, Leesh," explained Lady Mriamsoftly. "To one of our
guests. You-you do know, don't you, boy, which suite was cleared for use by our guests?"

"Yes, My Lady," | said, keeping ny face blank. "The end suite of the East Wng, where the King

sl ept last year. But | thought-"

"Don't think," said Sarah, rapping me with the brush which she carried on all but fornal
occasions. "And don't interrupt mlady."

"Yes, My Lady," | said, bowi ng and rising.

"I don't want you to go there, boy," said the Lady with an edge of irritation. "If Sergeant G ant
has any questions, | want you to point the roonms out to himfromthe courtyard."”

She paused and touched her full lips with her tongue while her fingers played with the fan. "Yes,"
she said at |ast, then continued, "I want you to tell Sergeant Grant oh-four hundred and to answer
any questions he may have."

Lady Mriam | ooked up again, and though her voice renained nild, her eyes were hard as knife
points. "Oh. And Leesh? This is business which the Baron does not wi sh to be known. Speak to
Sergeant Grant in private. And never speak to anyone el se about it-even to the Baron if he tries
to trick you into an adm ssion."

"Yes, My Lady," | said bowi ng.

| understood what the Baron would do to a page who brought himthe news-and how he woul d send a
message back to his wife, to the king's daughter whom he dared not inpale in person
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Sarah's shrieked order carried me past the guard at the wonen's apartnent, while Lady Mriams
signet was ny pass into the courtyard after normal hours. The soldier there on guard was nuzzy

with drink. I mght have been able to slip unnoticed by the hall alcove in which he sheltered.
| skipped across the gravel-in-clay surface of the courtyard, afraid to pause to touch the tanks
again when | knew Lady Mriamwould be peering fromher wi ndow. Perhaps on the way back . . . but

no, she would be as intent on hearing how the nessage was received as she was anxi ous to know t hat
it had been delivered. | would ignore the tanks-

"Freeze, buddy!" snarled someone fromthe turret of the tank | had just run past.

I stumbled with shock and ny will to obey. Catching ny balance, | turned slowy-to the triple
nmuzzl es of the weapon nounted on the cupola, not a pistol as Lord Curran had pointed. The nman who
spoke wore a shielded helnet, but there would not have been enough |ight to recogni ze hi manyway.

"Pl ease, My Lord," | said, "I have a nessage for Sergeant-Comrander G ant?"

"From who?" the nercenary denanded. | knew now that Lieutenant Kiley had been serious about
protecting fromintrusion the quarters allotted to his men.

"My Lord, I . . ." | said and found no way to proceed.

"Yeah, Via," the tank lord agreed in a relaxed tone. "None a' ny affair." He touched the side of
his hel met and spoke softly.

The gat ehouse door opened with a spill of light and the tall, broad-shoul dered sil houette of
Sergeant Grant. Like the mercenary on guard in the tank, he wore a communicati ons hel net.

Grant slipped his face shield down, and for a noment nmy own exposed skin tingled-or nmy mnd
thought it perceived a tingle-as the tank lord' s equi pmrent scanned ne.

"C non, then," he grunted, gesturing ne toward the recessed angle of the building and the gate

| eaves. "We'll step around the corner and tal k. "

There was a trill of feninine laughter fromthe upper story of the gatehouse: a servant naned
Maria, whose hoots of joy were unm stakable. Lieutenant Kiley |eaned his head and torso fromthe
wi ndow above us and shouted to Grant, his voice and his anger recogni zabl e even though the words
t hensel ves were not.

The sergeant paused, clenching his left fist and reaching for me with his right because | happened
to be closest to him | poised to run-survive this first, then worry about what Lady M riam woul d
say-but the tank lord caught hinself, raised his shield, and called to his superior in a tone on
the safe side of the insolent, "Al right, all right. I'Il stay right here where Cermak can see ne
fromthe tank."

Apparently Grant had renenbered Lady Mriam al so, for he spoke in our |anguage so that I|-and the
principal for whom | acted-would understand the situation

Li eutenant Kiley banged his shutters cl osed.

Grant stared for a nonent at Cernak until the guard understood and dropped back into the interior

of his vehicle. We could still be observed through the marvel ous vision bl ocks, but we had the
nm ni mal privacy needed for nme to deliver ny message.
"Lady Mriam" | said softly, "says oh-four hundred."

| waited for the tank lord to ask me for directions. Hs breath and sweat exuded sour echoes of
the strong estate ale.

"Wn't go," the tank lord replied unexpectedly. "I'Il be clear at oh-three to oh-four." He paused
before adding, "You tell her, kid, she better not be playin ganes. Nobody plays prick-tease with
this boy and |ikes what they get for it."

"Yes, My Lord," | said, skipping backward because | had the feeling that this man would grab ne
and shake nme to enphasize his point.

I would not deliver his threat. My best small hope for safety at the end of this affair required
that Lady Mriambelieve | was ignorant of what was going on, and a small hope it was.

That was a slim hope anyway.

"Well, go on, then," the tank lord said.

He strode back within the gatehouse, catlike in his grace and lethality, while | ran to tell ny
m stress of the revised tine.

An hour's pleasure seened a little thing against the risk of two |ives-and ny own.

My "roont was what had been the back staircase before it was bl ocked to convert the second fl oor
of the West Wng into the wonen's apartnment. The dark cylinder was furnished only with the
original stone stair treads and whatever my mnistress and her nai ds had chosen to store there over
the years. | nornally slept on a chair in the conmon room creeping back to ny designated space
bef ore dawn.

Toni ght | slept beneath one of the large chairs in a corner; not hidden, exactly, but not visible
wi t hout a search.
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The two wonmen were qui et enough to have slipped past soneone who was not poised to hear them as
was, and the tiny flashlight the | eader carried threw a beamso tight that it could scarcely have
hel ped them see their way. But the perfunme they wore, inported, expensive, and overpoweri ng-was
nore startling than a shout.

They paused at the door. The latch rattled Iike a tocsin though the hinges did not squeal

The sol di er on guard, warned and perhaps awakened by the | atch, stopped them before they could

| eave the apartment. The glow anp in the sconce beside the door enphasized the ruddy anger on his
face.

Sarah's voice, low but cutting, said, "Keep silent, my man, or it will be the worse for you." She
thrust a gleamof gold toward the guard, not paynment but a richly-chased signet ring, and went on
"Lady M riam knows and approves. Keep still and you'll have no cause to regret this night.

O herw se . "

The guard's face was not bl ank, but enptions chased thensel ves across it too quickly for his nood
to be read. Suddenly he reached out and harshly squeezed the Chief Miid s breast. Sarah gasped,
and the man snarled, "What've they got that | don't, tell me, huh? You' re all whores, that's al
you are!"

The second wonman was al nost hi dden fromthe sol dier by the Chief Maid and the panel on the half-
opened door. | could see a shinmer of light as her hand rose, though | could not tell whether it
was a bl ade or a gun barrel

The guard flung his hand down from Sarah and turned away. "Go on, then," he grunbled. "Wat do
care? Go on, sluts."

The weapon di sappeared, unused and unseen, into the folds of an anple skirt, and the two wonen
left the suite with only the whisper of felt slippers. They were heavily veiled and wore garnents
coarser than any | had seen on the Chief Mid before-but Lady Mriamwas as recogni zable in the
grace of her wal k as Sarah was for her voice.

The wonen left the door ajar to keep the latch fromrattling again, and the guard did not at first
pull it to. | listened for further noments against the chance that another maid would come from
her roomor that the Lady woul d rush back, driven by fear or conscience-though | hadn't seen
either state control her in the past.

| was poised to squeeze before the wi ndow bars again, barefoot for secrecy and a better grip, when
I heard the hum of static as the guard switched his belt radio live. There was silence as he keyed
it, then his |ow voice saying, "They've left, sir. They're on their way toward the banquet hall."
There was anot her pause and a radio voice too thin for me to hear nore than the fact of it. The
guard said, "Yes, Chanberlain," and clicked off the radio.

He | atched the door

I was out through the bars in one novenent and well up the antenna brace before any of the naids
coul d have entered the common roomto investigate the noise.

I knew where the wonen were going, but not whether the Chanberlain would stop themon the way past
the banquet hall or the Baron's personal suite at the head of East Wng. The fastest, safest way
for me to cross the roof of the banquet hall was twenty feet up the side, where the builder's
forms had left a flat, thirty-centimeter path in the otherw se sl oping concrete.

Instead, | decided to pick ny way along the trash-filled stone gutter just above the w ndows of
the corridor on the courtyard side. | could say that my life-my chance of |ife-depended on know ng
what was going on . . . and it did depend on that. But crawling through the starlit darkness,

spying on ny betters, was also the only way | had of asserting nyself. The need to assert nyself
had becone unexpectedly pressing since Lord Curran had showed ne the tank, and since | had

experi enced what a man coul d be.

There was movenent across the courtyard as | reached the vertical extension of the |oad-bearing
wal | that separated the West Wng fromthe banquet hall. | ducked beneath the stone coping, but
the activity had nothing to do with ne. The gatehouse door had opened and, as | peered through
dar k- adapt ed eyes, the nercenary on guard in a tank exchanged with the man who had just stepped
out of the building.

The tank lords talked briefly. Then the gatehouse door shut behind the guard who had been relieved
while his replacenent clinbed into the turret of the vehicle parked near the Wst W ng- Sergeant
Gant's tank. | clanbered over the wall extension and stepped carefully along the gutter
regretting now that | had not worn shoes for protection. I heard nothing fromthe corridor bel ow,
al t hough the casenments were pivoted outward to catch any breeze that would relieve the sumer
still ness.

Gravel crunched in the courtyard as the tank lord on guard slid fromhis vehicle and began to
stride toward the end of the East W ng.
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He was across the courtyard from ne-facel ess behind the shield of his conmp hel met and at best
only a shadow agai nst the stone of the wall behind him But the man was Sergeant G ant beyond
question, abandoning his post for the nost personal of reasons.

I continued, reaching the East Wng as the tank | ord di sappeared anbng the stone finials of the
outside staircase at the wing's far end. The guest suites had their own entrance, nore formally
ornanented than the doorways serving the estate's own needs. The portal was guarded only when the
suites were in use-and then nost often by a mixed force of the Baron's soldiers and those of the
guests.

That was not a formality. The guest who would entrust his |ife solely to the Baron's good will was
a fool

A corridor nuch like that flanking the banquet hall ran along the courtyard side of the guest
suites. It was closed by a cross-wall and door, separating the guests fromthe Baron's private
apartment, but the door was | ocked and not guarded.

Lady Mriamkept a copy of the door's mcrochip key under the plush lining of her jewel box. | had
found it but left it there, needless to ne so long as | could slip through w ndow grates.
The individual guest suites were | ocked also, but as | lowered nyself fromthe gutter to a w ndow

| edge | heard a door snick closed. The sound was mnuscule, but it had a crispness that echoed in
the lightless hall

Skirts rustled softly against the stone, and Sarah gave a gentle, troubled sigh as she settled
herself to await her m stress.

I waited on the | edge, wondering if | should clinb back to the roof-or even return to my own room
The Chanberl ain had not bl ocked the assignation, and there was no sign of an alarm The soldiers,
barracked on the ground fl oor of this wing, would have been clearly audible had they been aroused.
Then | did hear sonething-or feel it. There had been notion, the ghost of notion, on the other
side of the door closing the corridor. Soneone had entered or left the Baron's apartnment, and

had heard them through the open w ndows.

It could have been one of the Baron's current favorites-girls fromthe estate, the younger and
nmore vul nerable, the better. They generally used the little door and staircase on the outer

peri meter of the pal ace-where a guard was stationed against the possibility that an axe-w el di ng
relative would follow the [ucky child.

I lifted nyself back to the roof with particular care, so that | would not disturb the Chief Mid
waiting in the hallway. Then | followed the gutter back to the portion of roof over the Baron's
apartnments.

I knew the wait would be less than an hour, the length of Sergeant Grant's guard duty, but it did
not occur to ne that the interval would be as brief as it actually was. | had scarcely settled
mysel f again to wait when | thought | heard a door unlatch in the guest suites. That coul d have
been i magi nation or Sarah, deciding to wait in a roominstead of the corridor; but nonents |ater
the hel meted tank | ord paused on the outside staircase.

By taking the risk of |eaning over the roof coping, | could see Lord Grant and a wonan enbraci ng
on the landing before the big nmercenary strode back across the courtyard toward the tank where he
was supposed to be on guard. Desire had not waited on its acconplishnment, and nutual fear had
prevented the sort of dalliance after the event that the wonen dwelt on so lovingly in the privacy
of their apartnment . . . while Leesh, the Lady's page and no man, |istened of necessity.

The wonen's slippers made no sound in the corridor, but their dresses brushed one another to the
door which clicked and sighed as it let themout of the guest apartnents and into the portion of
the East Wng reserved to the Baron

| expected shouts, then; screans, even gunfire as the Baron and Wl fitz confronted Lady Mriam
There was no sound except for skirts continuing to whisper their way up the hall, returning to the
wonen's apartnent. | stood up to follow, disappointed despite the fact that bl oody chaos in the
pal ace woul d endanger everyone-and ne, the usual scapegoat for frustrations, nost of all

The Baron said in a tight voice at the window directly beneath nme, "G ve ne the goggles, WIfitz,"
and surprise alnost made ne fall.

The strap of a pair of night-vision goggles rustled over the Baron's grizzled head. Their franes
clucked agai nst the stone sash as ny naster bent forward with the unfamliar headgear

For a nonent, | was too frightened to breathe. If he | eaned out and turned his head, he would see
me poised like a terrified gargoyl e above him Any nove | made-even flattening nyself behind the
wal | coping-risked a sound and di saster.

"You're right," said the Baron in a voice that would have been normal if it had any enoti on behind
it. There was another sound of something hard against the sash, a netallic clink this tine.

"No, My Lord!" said the Chanberlain in a voice nore forceful than | dreaned any underling woul d
use to the Baron. Wl fitz nust have been seizing the nettle firmy, certain that hesitation or
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uncertainty neant the end of nore than his plans. "If you shoot himnow, the others wll bl ast
everything around themto glowi ng slag."

"Wl fitz," said the Baron, breathing hard. They had been struggling. The flare-nouthed nob gun
fromthe Baron's nightstand-scarcely a threat to Sergeant Grant across the courtyard-extended from
t he wi ndow openi ng, but the Chanberlain's bony hand was on the Baron's wist. "If you tell nme |
nmust | et those arrogant outworlders pleasure ny wife in ny palace, | will kill you."

He sounded |ike an architect discussing a possible staircase curve.

"There's a better way, My Lord," said the Chanberlain. H s voice was breathy al so, but | thought
exertion was less to account for that than was the risk he took. "W'I|l be ready the next time the-
outwor | der gives us the opportunity. We'll take himin, in the crine; but quietly so that the
others aren't aroused."

"Idiot!" snarled the Baron, hinself again in all his arrogant certainty. Their hands and the gun

di sappeared fromthe w ndow | edge. The tabl eau was the vestige of an event the nmen needed each

other too nmuch to renmenber. "No matter what we do with the body, the others will blane us. Blame
me. "
Hi s voice took a dangerous coloration as he added, "Is that what you had in mnd, Chanberlain?"

Wl fitz said calmy, "The renai nder of the platoon here will be captured-or killed, it doesn't
matter-by the nercenaries of the Lightning Division, who will also protect us fromreaction by
Ki ng Adrian and Col onel Hanmer."

"But . . ." said the Baron, the word a placehol der for the connected thought which did not formin
his mind after all

"The King of Ganz won't hesitate an instant if you offer himyour fealty," the Chanberlain
continued, letting the words display their own strength instead of speaking loudly in a fashion
his master night take as badgeri ng.

The Baron still held the nob gun, and his tenper was doubtful at the best of tines.

"The mercenaries of the Lightning Division," continued WIlfitz with his quiet voice and persuasive
ideas, "will accept any risk in order to capture four tanks undamaged. The val ue of that equi pnent
is beyond any profit the Lightning Division dreamed of earning when they were hired by Ganz."

"But . . ." the Baron repeated in an awestruck voice. "The truce?"

"A matter for the kings to dispute," said the Chanberlain of fhandedly. "But Adrian will find
little support anong his remaining barons if you were forced into your change of allegiance. Wen
the troops he billeted on you raped and murdered Lady Mriam that is."

"How qui ckly can you nake the arrangenents?" asked the Baron. | had difficulty in follow ng the
words: not because they were soft, but because he grow ed themlike a beast.

"The delay," Wlfitz replied judiciously, and | could inmagine himlacing his long fingers together
and staring at them "wll be for the next opportunity your-Lady Mriam and her |over give us.
shoul dn't inmagine that will be |onger than tonorrow night."

The Baron's teeth grated |ike nutshells being ground agai nst stone.

"We'll have to use couriers, of course," WIfitz added. "The |ikelihood of the Slammers
intercepting any other form of communication is too high. . . . But all Ganz and its nercenaries
have to do is ready a force to dash here and defend the pal ace before Hamrer can react. Since
these tanks are the forward picket, and they'll be unnanned while Sergeant G ant is-otherw se

occupi ed-the Lightning Division will have al nost an hour before an alarm can be given. Anple tine,
I'"msure."

"Chanberlain,” the Baron said in a voice fromwhich amazenent had washed all the anger. "You think
of everything. See to it."

"Yes, My Lord," said Wbl fitz hunbly.

The tall Chanberlain did think of everything, or very nearly; but he'd had nuch [ onger to plan
than the Baron thought. | wondered how |l ong WIfitz had waited for an opportunity |like this one;
and what paynent he had arranged to receive fromthe King of Ganz if he changed the Baron's

al | egi ance?

A door slammed cl osed, the Baron returning to his suite and his current child-nistress.
Chanberlain Wlfitz's roons adjoined his naster's, but ny ears followed his footsteps to the
staircase at the head of the w ng.

By the time | had returned to the West Wng and was starting down the antenna brace, a pair of the
Baron's soldiers had clinbed into a truck and gone rattling off into the night. It was an unusual
event but not especially remarkable: the road they took led off to one of the Baron's outlying
est at es.

But the road led to the border with Ganz, also; and | had no doubt as to where the couriers
message woul d be received.
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The tank | ords spent nost of the next day busy with their vehicles. A squad of the Baron's

sol diers kept at a distance the tenants and house servants who gawked whil e the khaki-clad tankers
crawl ed through access plates and handed fan notors to their fellows. The bustle racks welded to
the back of each turret held replacenent parts as well as the crew s personal bel ongi ngs.

It was hard to imagi ne that objects as huge and powerful as the tanks would need repair. | had to
renenber they were not ingots of iridiumbut vastly conplicated assenbl ages of parts-each of which
coul d break, and eight of which were human

I glanced occasionally at the tanks and the lordly men who ruled and serviced them | had no
excuse to take ne beyond the wonen's apartment during daylight.

Excitement roused the wonen early, but there was little pretense of getting on with their

| acemaki ng. They dressed, changed, prinped-argued over rights to one bit of clothing or another-
and prinmarily, they talked.

Lady Mriamwas |less a part of the gossip than usual, but she was the nost fastidious of all about
the way she woul d | ook at the night's banquet.

The tank | ords bathed at the wellhead in the courtyard |like so many herdsmen. The wonen wat ched
hungrily, edging forward despite the scandalized demands of one of the ol der nmaids that they at

| east stand back in the roomwhere their attention would be | ess blatant.

Curran's mnuscles were knotted, his skin swarthy. Sergeant Grant could have passed for a god-or at
| east a man of half his real age. Wen he | ooked up at the wonen's apartnments, he sniled.

The truck returned in late afternoon, carrying the two soldiers and a third man in civilian

cl ot hes who coul d have been-but was not-the manager of one of the outlying estates. The civilian
was closeted with the Baron for half an hour before he clinbed back into the truck. He, Wlfitz,
and the Baron gripped one another's forearnms in | eave-taking; then the vehicle returned the way it
had corme.

The tank lord on guard paid |ess attention to the truck than he had to the colum of steamdriven
produce vans, chuffing toward the nearest rail term nus.

The banquet was |ess hectic than that of the first night, but the glitter had been replaced by a
fog of hostility now that the newness had worn off. The Baron's soldiers were nore openly angry
that Hammer's nen picked and chose-food at the high table and wonen in the corridor or the
servant's quarters bel ow.

The Slamrers, for their part, had seen enough of the estate to be contenptuous of its isolation

of its Iow technol ogy-and of the folk who lived on it. And yet-1 had talked with Lord Curran and
listened to the others as well. The tank lords were nen |ike those of the barony. They had wal ked
on far worlds and had been placed in charge of instrunents as sophisticated as any in the human
gal axy-but they were not sophisticated nmen, only powerful ones.

Ser geant - Commander Grant, for instance, made the child's m stake of thinking his power to destroy
conferred on hima sort of personal inmmortality.

The Baron ate and drank in a sullen reverie, deaf to the lieutenant's attenpts at conversati on and
as blind to Lady Mriamon his left as she was to him The Chanberlain was seated anong the
sol di ers because there were nore guests than nmaids of honor. He watched the activities at the high
tabl e unobtrusively, keeping his own counsel and betraying his nervousness only by the fact that
none of the food he picked at seenmed to go down his throat.

| was tenpted to slip out to the tanks, because Lord Curran was on duty again during the banquet.
H s absence must have been his own choice; a dislike for the food or the society perhaps . . . but
nmore probably, fromwhat | had seen in the little man when we tal ked, a fear of |arge, fornal

gat heri ngs.

It woul d have been nice to talk to Lord Curran again, and blissful to have the controls of the
huge tank again within nmy hands. But if | were caught then, | might not be able to slip free later
in the night-and | would rather have died than m ssed that chance.

The Baron hunched over his ale when Lieutenant Kiley gathered his men to return to the gatehouse
They did not march well in unison, not even by conparison with the Baron's sol di ers when they
drilled in the courtyard.

The skills and the purpose of the tank lords |ay el sewhere.

Lady Mriamrose when the tankers fell in. She swept fromthe banquet hall regally as befit her
birth, dressed in anber silk from T Terra and topazes of ancient cut fromour own world. She did not
| ook behind her to see that her nmaids followed and | brought up the rear . . . but she did glance

aside once at the formation of the tank | ords.
She woul d be dressed no better than a servant later that night, and she wanted to be sure that
Sergeant Grant had a view of her full splendor to keep in mnd when next they net in darkness.

The sol di er who had guarded the wonen's apartnents the night before was on duty when the Chief
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Maid | ed her mistress out again. There was no repetition of the previous night's dangerous bypl ay
this time. The guard was subdued, or frightened; or, just possibly, biding his tine because he was
aware of what was going to cone.

| followed, nore famliar with nmy route this tine and too punped with excitenent to show the
greater care | knew was necessary tonight, when there would be many besides nyself to watch, to
I'isten.

But | was alone on the roof, and the others, so certain of what they knew and expected, paid no
attention to the part of the world which |lay beyond their immediate interest.

Sergeant Grant sauntered as he left the vehicle where he was supposed to stay on guard. As he
neared the staircase to the guest suites, his stride | engthened and his pace picked up. There was
not hi ng of nervousness in his manner; only the anticipation of a nan focused on sex to the
extinction of all other considerations.

| was afraid that Wl fitz would spring his trap before | was cl ose enough to foll ow what occurred.
A nore reasonabl e fear would have been that | would stunble into the mddle of the event.

Nei t her danger came about. | reached the gutter over the guest corridor and waited, breathing
through nmy nouth alone so that | wouldn't nake any noi se.

The bl ood that pounded t hrough ny ears deafened me for a nonment, but there was nothing to fear

Voi ces murnured, Sarah and Sergeant G ant, and the door that had waited ajar for the tank lord
clicked to shut the suite.

Four of the Baron's soldiers nounted the outside steps, as quietly as their boots permitted. There
were faint sounds, clothing and one nuted clink of metal, fromthe corridor on the Baron's side of
t he door.

Al day |'d been telling nyself that there was no safe way | could clinb down and watch the events
through a wi ndow. | clinbed down, finding enough purchase for my fingers and toes where weathering
had rounded the corners of stone blocks. Getting back to the roof would be nore difficult, unless
I risked gripping an out-swing casenent for support.

Unl ess | dropped, bullet-riddled, to the ground.

| rested a toe on a wi ndow | edge and peeked around the stone toward the door of the suite the

| overs had used on their first assignation. | could see nothing-

Until the corridor blazed with silent |ight.

Sarah's face was white, dazzling with direct reflection of the high-intensity floods at either end
of the hallway. Her mouth opened and froze, a statue of a scream but w thout the sound that fear
or self-preservation choked in her throat.

Feet, softly but many of them shuffled over the stone flags toward the Chief Maid. Her head
jerked fromone side to the other, but her body did not nmove. The illumi nation was pinning her to
t he door where she kept watch

The lights spilled through the corridor windows, but their effect was surprisingly slight in the
open air: highlights on the parked tanks; a faint wash of outline, not color, over the stones of
the wall and gat ehouse; and a distorted shadowplay on the ground itself, men and weapons tw sting
as they advanced toward the trapped maid from both sides.

There was no sign of interest fromthe gatehouse. Even if the tank |ords were awake to notice the
Iights, what happened at night in the palace was no affair of theirs.

Three of perhaps a dozen of the Baron's soldiers stepped within ny angle of vision. Two carried
rifles; the third was Murphy with a chip recorder, the spidery wands of its audio and video pick-
ups retracted because of the press of nen standi ng nearby.

Sarah swal | owed. She cl osed her nmouth, but her eyes stared toward the infinite di stance beyond
this world. The gold signet she clutched was a drop fromthe sun's heart in the floodlights.

The Baron stepped close to the woman. He took the ring with his left hand, |ooked at it, and
passed it to the stooped, stone-faced figure of the Chanberlain.

"Move her out of the way," said the Baron in a husky whisper

One of the soldiers stuck the nmuzzle of his assault rifle under the chin of the Chief Mid,

poi nting upward. Wth his other hand, the man gri pped Sarah's shoul der and gui ded her away from

t he door panel

Wl fitz | ooked at his nmaster, nodded and set a nagnetic key on the lock. Then he too stepped

cl ear.

The Baron stood at the door with his back to ne. He wore body arnor, but he can't have thought it
woul d protect him against the Slamer's powergun. Mirphy was at the Baron's side, the recorder's

central light glaring back fromthe door panel, and another soldier poised with his hand on the
| at ch.
The Baron slamed the door inward with his foot. | do not think I have ever seen a man nove as

fast as Sergeant Grant did then.
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The door opened on a servants' al cove, not the guest roons thenselves, but the furnishings there
were sufficient to the lovers' need. Lady Mriamhad lifted her skirts. She was standi ng, |eaning
slightly backwards, with her buttocks braced against the bedfrane. She screanmed, her eyes bl ank
refl ections of the sudden light.

Ser geant - Commander Grant still wore his helnet. He had slung his belt and hol stered pistol over

t he bedpost when he unsealed the lower flap of his uniformcoveralls, but he was turning with the
pistol in his hand before the Baron got off the first round with his nob gun

Aerofoils, spread fromthe flaring nmuzzle by asymmetric thrust, spattered the |overs and a two-
meter circle on the wall beyond them

The tank lord's chest was in bloody tatters and there was a brai n-deep gash between his eyebrows,
but his body and the powergun foll owed through with the notion reflex had begun

The Baron's weapon clunked twi ce nore. Lady Mriam fl opped over the footboard and |lay thrashing on
the bare springs, spurting blood from narrow wounds that her clothing did not cover. |ndividua
projectiles fromthe nob gun had little stopping power, but they bled out a victims life like so
many kni fe bl ades.

When the Baron shot the third tinme, his gun was within a neter of what had been the tank lord's
face. Sergeant Grant's body staggered backward and fell, the powergun unfired but still gripped in
the mercenary's right hand.

"Call the Lightning Division," said the Baron harshly as he turned. His face, except where it was
freckled by fresh blood, was as pale as | had ever seen it. "It's tinme."

Wlfitz lifted a comunicator, short range but keyed to the main transmitter, and spoke briefly.
There was no need for conmunications security now. The man who shoul d have intercepted and

eval uated the short nessage was dead in a snear of his own wastes and bodily fluids.

The snell of the nob gun's propellant clung chokingly to the back of ny throat, anong the nore

fam |iar slaughterhouse odors. Lady Mriam s breath whistled, and the bedsprings squeaked beneath
her uncontrol |l ed notions.

"Shut that off," said the Baron to Murphy. The recorder's pool of l|ight shrank into shadow wthin
t he al cove.

The Baron turned and fired once nore, into the tank lord's groin.

"Make sure the others don't |eave the gatehouse till Ganz's nercenaries are here to deal with
them" said the Baron negligently. He | ooked at the gun in his hand. Strong lights turned the heat
and propellant residues rising fromits barrel into shadows on the wall beyond.

"Marksmen are ready, My Lord," said the Chanberl ain.

The Baron skittered his nob gun down the hall. He strode toward the roonms of his own apartnent.

It nust have been easier to clinb back to the roof than | had feared. | have no nenory of it, of
the stress on fingertips and toes or the pain in nmy nmuscles as they lifted the body which they had
supported for what seened (after the fact) to have been hours. M nutes only, of course; but

i nstead of serial menory of what had happened, ny brain was filled with too many frozen pictures
of details for all of themto fit within the real tinefrane.

The plan that | had nmade for this nonent lay so deep that | executed it by reflex, though ny brain
roil ed.

Executed it by instinct, perhaps; the instinct of flight, the instinct to power.

In the corridor, WIfitz and Murphy were arguing in | ow voi ces about what should be done about the
nmess.

Sol di ers had taken up positions in the wi ndowed corridor flanking the banquet hall. Mre of the
Baron's nen, released fromtrapping Lady Mriam and her |over, were joining their fellows with
words too soft for me to understand. | crossed the steeply-pitched roof on the higher catwal k, for

speed and fromfear that the nmen at the wi ndows night hear ne.

There were no soldiers on the roof itself. The wall coping mght hide even a full-sized man if he
lay flat, but the narrow gutter between wall and roof was an inpossible position fromwhich to
shoot at targets across the courtyard.

The corridor wi ndows on the courtyard side were not true firing slits like those of all the

pal ace's outer walls. Nonethel ess, nen shooting fromcorners of the wi ndows could shelter their
bodi es behind stone thick enough to stop bolts fromthe Slamers' personal weapons. The sl eet of
bullets fromtwenty assault rifles would turn anyone sprinting fromthe gatehouse door or the pair
of second-floor wi ndows into offal |ike that which had been Sergeant G ant.

The tank | ords were not inmmort al

There was conmotion in the wonmen's apartnents when | crossed them Monentarily a |light fanned the
shadow of the wi ndow bars across the courtyard and the gray curves of Sergeant Gant's tank. A
mal e voi ce cursed harshly. A lanp casing crunched, and fromthe returned darkness canme a bl ow and
a worman's cry.
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Some of the Baron's soldiers were taking positions in the West Wng. Unless the surviving tank
lords could blow a gap in the thick outer wall of the gatehouse, they had no exit until the
Lightning Division arrived with enough firepower to sweep themup at will.

But | could get in, with a warning that would come in time for themto summon aid from Col one
Hamer hinsel f. They would be in debt for my warning, owing ne their lives, their tanks, and their
honor .

Surely the tank lords could find a place for a servant willing to go with them anywhere?

The battlements of the wall closing the north side of the courtyard formed ny pathway to the roof
of the gatehouse. Grass and brush grew there in ragged clunps. Cracks between stones had trapped
dust, seeds, and noisture during a generation of neglect. | craw ed along, on ny belly, tearing ny
bl ack vel vet jacket.

Eyes focused on the gatehouse door and wi ndows were certain to wander: to the sky; to fell ows

sl ouchi ng over their weapons; to the wall connecting the gatehouse to the West Wng. If | stayed
flat, | merged with the stone . . . but shrubs could quiver in the wong pattern, and the Baron's
l'ight-anplifying goggles m ght be worn by one of the watching soldiers.

It had seenmed sinpler when | planned it; but it was necessary in any event, even if | died in a
burst of gunfire.

The roof of the gatehouse was reinforced concrete, slightly domed, and as proof against indirect
fire as the stone walls were against srmall arns. There was no roof entrance, but there was a
capped flue for the stove that had once heated the guard quarters. |'d squirned my way through
that hol e once before.

Four years before.

The roof of the gatehouse was a neter higher than the wall on which | lay, an easy junp but one
which put nme in silhouette against the stars. | reached up, feeling along the concrete edge |ess
for a grip than for reassurance. | was afraid to |l eave the wall because ny body was telling itself

that the stone it pressed was safety.

If the Baron's nmen shot me now, it would warn the tank lords in tine to save them | owed them
that, for the glinpses of freedom Curran had showed ne in the turret of a tank

I vaulted onto the smpoth concrete and rolled, a shadow in the night to any of the watchers who
m ght have seen ne. Once | was on the gatehouse, | was safe because of the flat done that shrugged
off rain and projectiles. The flue was near the north edge of the structure, hidden fromthe eyes
and guns waiting el sewhere in the pal ace.

I'"d grown up only slightly since | was twelve and begi nning to explore the palace in which I
expected to die. The flue hadn't offered nmuch margin, but nmy need wasn't as great then, either
I'd never needed anything as nuch as | needed to get into the gatehouse now.

The metal snoke pipe had rusted and bl own down decades before. The wooden cap, fashioned to close

the hole to rain, hadn't been maintained. It crunbled in my hands when | lifted it away, soggy
wood with only flecks remaining of the stucco which had been applied to seal the cap in place.
The flue was as narrow as the gap between wi ndow bars, and because it was round, | didn't have the

| uxury of turning sideways. So be it.

If ny shoulders fit, my hips would follow. | extended nmy right arm and reached down through the
hole as far as | could. The flue was as enpty as it was dark. Flakes of rust nade nouselike
patterings as my touch dislodged them The passageway curved snmoothly, but it had no sharp-angl ed
shot trap as far down as | could feel fromoutside

I couldn't reach the | ower opening. The roof was built thick enough to stop heavy shells. At |east
the slimy surface of the concrete tube woul d make the job easier

I lowered nmy head into the flue with the pit of my extended right armpressed as firmy as |I could
against the lip of the opening. The cast concrete brought an electric chill through the sweat-
soaked velvet of ny jerkin, rem nding me-now that it was too late-that | could have stripped off
the garment to gain another nmillimeter's tolerance.

It was too | ate, even though all but my head and one armwere outside. If | stopped now, | would
never have the courage to go on again.

The air in the flue was dank, because even now in |ate Summer the concrete sweated and the cap
prevent ed condensate from evaporating. The sound of ny fear-Ilengthened breaths did not echo from
the end of a closed tube, and not even panic could convince ne that the air was stale and woul d
suffocate me. | slid farther down; down to the real point of no return.

By leading with ny head and one arm | was able to tip ny collarbone endw se for what woul d have
been a relatively easy fit within the flue if my ribs and spine did not have to follow after. The
concrete caught the tip of nmy left shoulder and the ribs beneath ny right arnpit-let me flex
forward minutely on the play in nmy skin and the vel vet-and held ne.

I woul d have screaned, but the constriction of nmy ribs was too tight. My legs kicked in the air
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above the gatehouse, unable to thrust me down for lack of purchase. My right armflopped in the
tube, battering nmy knuckles and fingertips agai nst unyi el ding concrete.

I could die here, and no one would know.

Menory of the tank and the wi ndows of choice expanding infinitely above even Leesh, the Lady's
page, flashed before ne and cooled ny body like rain on a stove. My nuscles relaxed and | could

br eat he agai n-though carefully, and though the veins of nmy head were distending with bl ood trapped
by my present posture.

Instead of flapping vainly, ny right pal mand el bow | ocked on opposite sides of the curving
passage. | breathed as deeply as | could, then let it out as |I kicked my | egs up where gravity, at
| east, could hel p.

My right armpulled while ny left tried to clanp itself within ny rib cage. Coth tore, skin tore,
and nmy torso slipped fully within the flue, lubricated by blood as well as condensate.

If | had been upright, | might have bl acked out nonmentarily with the rel ease of tension. I|nverted,
I could only gasp and feel ny face and scalp burn with the flush that darkened them The |ength of
a hand farther and ny pelvis scraped. My fingers had a grip on the | ower edge of the flue, and
pulled like a cork extracting itself froma wine bottle. My being, body and m nd, was so focused
on its task that | was equally unnoved by |osing ny trousers-dragged off on the lip of the flue-
and the fact that ny hand was free.

The concrete burned ny left ear when ny right armthrust my torso dowmn with a real handhold for
the first time. My shoulders slid free and the rest of nmy body tunbled out of the tube which had
seened to grip it tightly until that instant.

The light that blazed in nmy face was nmeant to blind ne, but | was already stunned-nore by the
effort than the floor which I'd hit an instant before. Someone laid the nmuzzle of a powergun
against my left ear. The dense iridiumfelt cool and good on ny damaged skin.

"Where's Sergeant Grant?" said Lieutenant Kiley, a neter to the side of the |light source.

| squinted away fromthe beam There was an open bedroll beneath me, but | think | was too linp
when | dropped fromthe flue to be injured by bare stone. Three of the tank lords were in the room
with me. The bul bous commp hel nets they wore expl ained how the |ieutenant already knew sonet hi ng
had happened to the guard. The others would be on the ground floor, poised.

The guns pointed at me were no surprise.

"He slipped into the palace to see Lady Mriam" | said, amazed that nmy voice did not break in a
throat so dry. "The Baron killed them both, and he's sumopned the Lightning Division to capture
you and your tanks. You have to call for help at once or they'll be here."

"Blood and martyrs,"” said the man with the gun at ny ear, Lord Curran, and he stepped between ne
and the dazzling light. "Douse that, Sparky. The kid's all right."

The tank lord with the light dinmed it to a glow and said, "Wich we bloody well ain't."

Li eutenant Kiley noved to a wi ndow and peeked through a crack in the shutter, down into the

courtyard

"But . . ." | said. | would have gotten up but Curran's hand kept me bel ow the possible Iine of
fire. I'd tripped the nercenaries' alarnms during ny approach, awakened them enough to save them
surely. "You have your helnets?" | went on. "You can call your col onel ?"

"That bastard Gant," the lieutenant said in the sane enotionl ess, dianond-hard voice he had used
in questioning me. "He slaved all the vehicle transceivers to his own hel net so Conmand Centra
woul dn't wake ne if they called while he was-out fucking around."”

"Via," said Lord Curran, holstering his pistol and grinmacing at his hands as he flexed t hem
together. "I'll go. Get a couple nore guns up these wi ndows-" he gestured with jerks of his
forehead "-for cover."

"I't's ny platoon," Kiley said, stepping away from the wi ndow but keeping his back to the others of
us in the room "Via, Vial"

"Look, sir," Curran insisted with his voice rising and wobbling like that of a dog fighting a
choke collar. "I was his bloody driver, 1"II-"

"You weren't the fuck-up!" Lieutenant Kiley snarled as he turned. "This one conmes with the rank
trooper, so shut your-"

"Il go, My Lords," | said, the squeal of ny voice lifting it through the hoarse anger of grown
men argui ng over a chance to die.

They paused and the third lord, Sparky, thunbed the light up and back by reflex. | pointed to the

flue. "That way. But you'll have to tell me what to do then."
Lord Curran handed nme a disk the size of a thunbnail. He nmust have taken it from his pocket when
he planned to sprint for the tanks hinmself. "Lay it on the hatch-anywhere on the netal. Inside, t

the right a' the nain screen-"
"Curran, knot it, will you?" the |ieutenant denanded in peevish amazenment. "W can't-"
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"I don't want mny ass bl own away, Lieutenant," said the trooper with the |ight-which pointed toward
the officer suddenly, though the pistol in Sparky's other hand was lifted idly toward the ceiling.
"Anyhow, kid' s got a better chance'n you do. O ne."

Li eutenant Kiley | ooked fromone of his nen to the other, then stared at ne with eyes that could
have nelted rock. "The main screen is on the forward wall of the fighting conpartrment,"” he said
flatly. "That is-"

"He's used it, Lieutenant," said Lord Curran. "He knows where it is." The little nercenary had
drawn his pistol again and was checking the | oads for the second tine since | fell into the m dst
of these angry, nervous nen.

Kil ey | ooked at his subordinate, then continued to ne, "The commp screen is the small one to the

i Mmediate right of the nmain screen, and it has an al phanuneric keypad beneath it. The screen will
have a nunmeral two or a nuneral three on it when you enter, depending whether it's set to feed
anot her tank or to Grant's helnmet."

He paused, wet his lips. Hs voice was bare of affect, but in his fear he was unable to sort out
the mninmumdata that ny task required. The nercenary officer realized that he was wandering, but
that only added to the pressure which already ground himfromall sides.

"Push nuneral one on the keypad," Lieutenant Kiley went on, articulating very carefully. "The
nuneral on the visor should change to one. That's all you need to do-the transceiver will be
cleared for nornmal operation, and we'll do the rest fromhere." He touched his helnet with the
barrel of his powergun, a gesture so controlled that the iridiumdid not clink on the

t her mopl asti c.

"1"I'l need,” | said, looking up at the flue, "a platformtables or boxes."

"We'l'l Iift you," said Lieutenant Kiley, "and we'll cover you as best we can. Better take that
shirt off now and make the squeeze easier."

"No, My Lord," | said, rising against the back wall-out of sight, though within a possible |ine of
fire. I stretched my muscles, wincing as tags of skin broke | oose fromthe fabric to which bl ood
had glued them "It's dark-colored, so I'll need it to get to the tank. I, I'Il use-"

I shuddered and al nost fell; as | spoke, | visualized what | had just offered to do-and it

terrified ne.

"Kid-" said Lord Curran, catching ne; though | was all right again, just a brief fit.

“I''ll use ny trousers also," | said. "They're at the other-"

"Vial" snapped Lord Sparky, pointing with the Iight which he had dimed to a yell ow gl ow that was
scarcely a beam "What happened t' you?"

"l was a servant in the wonen's apartnents,” | said. "I'lIl go now, if you'll help me. | nust
hurry."

Lord Curran and Lieutenant Kiley lifted nme. Their hands were noist by contrast with the pebbl ed
finish of their helnets, brushing nmy bare thighs. | could think only of how ny nakedness had j ust
humi | i ated me before the tank I ords.

It was good to think of that, because ny body eased itself into the flue w thout conscious
direction and ny nmind was too full of old anger to freeze me with com ng fears.

Going up was initially sinpler than wornm ng nmy way down the tube had been. Wth the firmful crum
of Lieutenant Kiley's shoul ders beneath ne, ny legs |levered ny ribs and shoul der past the point at
whi ch they caught on the concrete.

Sonmeone started to shove ne farther with his hands.

"No!" | shouted, the distorted echo unintelligible even to ne and barely heard in the room bel ow.
Sonmeone under st ood, though, and the hands | ocked instead into a platform agai nst which ny feet
could push in the cautious increnents which the narrow passage required.

Sliding up the tube, the concrete hurt everywhere it rubbed ne. The rush of blood to ny head nust
have dulled the pain when | craw ed downward. My right armhad no strength and ny |egs, as the
knees cramped thensel ves within the flue, could no longer thrust with any strength.

For a nonent, the touch of the tank lord's lifted hands left ny soles. | was wedged too tightly to
slip back, but | could no nore have clinbed higher in the flue than | could have shattered the
concrete that trapped ne. Above, partly blocked by ny | oosely-waving arm was a dimcircle of the

sky.
Hands gripped ny feet and shoved upward with a firm inexorable pressure that was now nmy only
chance of success. Lord Curran, standing on his |eader's shoulders, lifted ne until ny hand

reached the outer lip. Wth a burst of hysterical strength, | dragged the rest of ny body free.

It took ne alnost a minute to put ny trousers on. The tine was not wasted. If | had tried to junp
down to the wall without resting, ny nuscles would have let me tunble all the way into the
courtyard-probably with enough noise to bring an i mediate stormof gunfire fromthe Baron's
sol di ers.
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The light within the gatehouse nust have been visible as glinmrers through the sane cracks in the
shutters which the tank | ords used to desperately survey their position. That neant the Baron's
men woul d be even nore alert . . . but also, that their attention would be focused even nore
firmy on the second-floor w ndows-rather than on the wall adjacent to the gatehouse.

No one shot at nme as | craw ed backwards fromthe roof, pressing nyself against the concrete and
then stone hard enough to scrape skin that had not been touched by the flue.

The key to the tank hatches was in nmy nouth, the only place fromwhich | could not lose it-while
l'ived.

My knees and el bows were bloody fromthe flue already, but the open sky was a relief as | wornmed
my way across the top of the wall. The nonents | had been stuck in a concrete tube nore strait
than a coffin convinced nme that there were worse deaths than a bullet.

O even than by torture, unless the Baron decided to bury me alive.

| paused on my belly where the wall nated with the corner of the West Wng. | knew there were
gunmen waiting at the windows a few neters away. They could not see ne, but they m ght well hear
the thump of ny feet on the courtyard' s conpacted surface.

There was no better place to descend. dinbing up to the roofs of the palace would only delay ny
danger, while the greater danger rushed forward on the air cushion vehicles of the Lightning

Di vi si on.

Taking a deep breath, | rolled over the rimof the wall. |I dangled a nonent before ny strained
arms let ne fall the remaining two neters earlier than | had intended to. The sound ny feet, then
fingertips, made on the ground was not |oud even to ny fearful senses. There was no response from
the wi ndows above ne-and no shots fromthe East Wng or the banquet hall, fromwhich I was an easy
target for any soldier who chanced to stare at the shadowed corner in which | poised.

I was six nmeters fromthe nearest tank-Lord Curran's tank, the tank from which Sergeant G ant had
surveyed the wonen's apartnents. Craw i ng was pointl ess-the gunmen were above nme. | consi dered
sprinting, but the sudden novement woul d have tripped the peripheral vision of eyes turned toward
t he gat ehouse.

| strolled out of the corner, so frightened that | could not be sure ny joints would not spill ne
to the ground because they had becone rubbery.

One step, two steps, three steps, four-

"Hey!" soneone shouted behind nme, and seven powerguns raked the wonmen's apartnments with cyan

I i ght ni ng.

Because | was now so close to the tank, only soldiers in the West Wng could see nme. The covering
fire sent them ducking while glass shattered, fabrics burned, and fl akes spalled away fromthe
face of the stone itself. | heard screams fromw thin, and not all of the throats were fenmale.

A dozen or nore autonatic rifles-the soldiers el sewhere in the pal ace-opened fire on the gatehouse
with a sound like wasps in a steel drum | junped to the bow slope of the tank, trusting ny bare
feet to grip the metal without delay for the steps set into the iridium

A bolt froma powergun struck the turret a centineter fromwhere nmy hand slapped it. | screaned
with dazzled surprise at the glowing dinple in the netal and the droplets that spattered ny bare
ski n.

Only the tank lords' first volley had been ainmed. Wen they ducked away fromthe inevitable return
fire, they continued to shoot with only their gun nuzzles lifted above the protecting stone. The
bolts which scattered across the courtyard at randomdid a good job of frightening the Baron's nen
away from accurate shooting, but that randommess had al nost killed ne.

As it was, the shock of being fired at by a friend nmade ne drop the hatch key. The circular field-
i nduction chip clicked twice on its way to disappear in the dark courtyard.

The hatch opened. The key had bounced the first tine on the cover

I went through the opening head first, too frightened by the shots to swing ny feet over the
coanming in normal fashion. At |east one soldier saw what was happeni ng, because his bullets raked
the air around nmy |egs for the nonent they waved. H s tracers were green sparks; and when | fel
safely within, nore bullets disintegrated agai nst the dense arnor about ne.

The seat, though fol ded, gashed nmy forehead with a corner and cane near enough to stunning ne with
pain that | screaned in panic when | saw there was no commp screen where the |ieutenant had said
it would be. The saffron glow of instrunments was cold nockery.

| spun. The main screen was behind ne, just where it should have been, and the small conmp screen-
readi ng 3-was beside it. | had turned around when | tunbled through the hatch

My finger stabbed at the keypad, hit 1 and 2 together. A slash replaced the 3-and then 1, as | got
control of my hand again and touched the correct key. Electronics whirred softly in the belly of
the great tank.

The West Wng slid up the main screen as | palnmed the control. There was a 1 in the corner of the
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mai n screen al so

My worl d was the whol e universe in the hush of ny mind. | pressed the firing pedal as my hand
rotated the turret countercl ockw se

The tribarrel's mechanismwhined as it cycled and the bolts thunped, expanding the air on their
way to their target; but when the blue-green flickers of rel eased energy struck stone, the night
and the facade of the wonen's apartments shattered. Stones the size of a nan's head were bl asted
fromthe wall, striking ny tank and the other palace buildings with the violence of the inpacts.
My tank.

I touched the selector toggle. The nuneral 2 shone orange in the upper corner of the screen which
the lofty mass of the banquet hall slid to fill.

"Kid!'" shouted speakers sonewhere in the tank with ne. "Kid!'"

My bare toes rocked the firing pedal forward and the world burst away fromthe axis of the nain
gun.

The turret hatch was open because | didn't know how to close it. The tribarrel whipped the air of
the courtyard, spinning hot vortices snoky fromfires the guns had set and poi soned by ozone and
gases fromthe cartridge matrices.

The 20 cm nmai n gun sucked all the | esser whorls along the path of its bolt, then expl oded themin
a cataclysmthat lifted the end of the banquet hall ten meters before dropping it back as rubble
My screen bl acked out the discharge, but even the nultiple reflections that flashed through the
turret hatch were blinding. There was a gout of burning stone. Torque had shattered the arched
concrete roof when it lifted, but many of the reinforcing rods still held so that slabs danced
toget her as they tunbl ed inward.

Ri fl enen had continued to fire while the tribarrel raked toward them The 20 cmbolt silenced
everything but its own echoes. Servants woul d have broken down the outside doors ninutes before.
The surviving soldiers followed themnow, throwing away weapons unless they forgot themin their
hands.

The screen to ny left was a panorana through the vision blocks while the orange pips on the main
screen provided the targeting array. Men, tank lords in khaki, junped aboard the other tanks. Two
of themran toward nme in the vehicle farthest fromthe gatehouse.

Only the west gable of the banquet hall had coll apsed. The powergun had no penetration, so the
roof panel of the palace's outer side had been danaged only by stresses transmtted by the pane
that took the bolt. Even on the courtyard side, the reinforced concrete still held its shape five
meters fromwhere the bolt struck, though fractured and askew.

The tiny figure of the Baron was running toward ne fromthe entrance

I couldn't see himon the nmain screen because it was centered on the guns' point of inpact. |
shouted in surprise, frightened back into slavery by that man even when shrunken to a doll in a
panor ama

My left hand dialed the main screen down and across so that the center of the Baron's broad chest
was ringed with sighting pips. He raised his nob gun as he ran, and his nouth bell owed a curse or
a chal | enge.

The Baron was not afraid of ne or anything el se. But he had been born to the options that power

gi ves.

My foot stroked the firing pedal

One of the nmercenaries who had just |eaped to the tank's back deck gave a shout as the world
became ozone and a cyan flash. Part of the servants' quarters beneath the banquet hall caught fire
around the three-neter cavity blasted by the gun.

The Baron's di senbodied right |eg thrashed once on the ground. O her than that, he had vani shed
fromthe vision bl ocks.

Li eutenant Kiley came through the hatch, feet first but otherwise with as little cerenony as | had
shown. He shoved nme hard against the turret wall while he rocked the gun switch down to safe. The
orange nuneral blanked fromthe screen

"In the Lord's nane, kid!" the big officer denanded while his left hand still pressed ne back
"Who told you to do that?"

"Lieutenant," said Lord Curran, |eaning over the hatch opening but continuing to scan the
courtyard. His pistol was in his hand, nmuzzle lifted, while air trenbled away fromthe hot netal

"We'd best get a nmove on unless you figure t' fight a reinforced battalion alone till the supports
get here."

"Well, get in and drive, curse you!" the |lieutenant shouted. The words rel axed his body and he

rel eased ne. "No, | don't want to wait around here alone for the Lightning D vision!"
"Lieutenant," said the driver, unaffected by his superior's anger, "we're down a nman. You ride
your blower. Kid' Il be all right alone with ne till we join up with the colonel and cone back t'
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kick ass."

Li eutenant Kiley's face becane very still. "Yeah, get in and drive," he said mldly, gripping the
hatch coamng to |ift hinmself out w thout bothering to use the power seat.

The driver vanished but his boots scuffed on the arnor as he scurried for his own hatch. "G me
your bl oody key," he shouted back

Instead of replying at once, the |ieutenant | ooked down at nme. "Sorry | got a little shook, kid,"
he said. "You did pretty good for a new recruit." Then he muscled hinself up and out into the

ni ght .

The drive fans of other tanks were already roaring when ours began to whine up to speed. The great
vehicle shifted greasily around ne, then began to turn slowy on its axis. Fourth in line, we
maneuver ed through the courtyard gate while the draft fromour fans lifted flanmes out of the

pal ace wi ndows.

We are the tank |ords.

Appendi x
Supert anks

Tanks were born in the nuck and wire of Wrld War One. Less than sixty years later, there were
many who believed that technol ogy had nade the behenoths as obsol ete as horse cavalry. [|ndividua

i nfantrymen of 1970 carried missiles whose warheads burned through the arnmor of any tank. Slightly
larger m ssiles ranged kiloneters to blast with pinpoint accuracy vehicles costing a thousand
tinmes as nuch. Simlar weaponry was nounted on helicopters which skinmred battlefields in the nape
of the earth, protected by terrain irregularities. At the last instant the birds could pop up to
rip tanks with their mssiles. The future of arnored vehicles | ooked bl eak and bri ef.

Technol ogy had dragged the tank to the brink of abandonment. Not surprisingly, it was technol ogy
agai n whi ch brought the panzers back. The primary breakthrough was the devel opment of portable
fusi on power plants. Just as the gasoline engine with its high horsepower-to-weight rati o had been
necessary before the first tanks could take the field, so the fusion unit's alnost linmtless

out put was required to nove the nass which nade the new supertanks viable. Fusion units were bul ky
and noderately heavy thensel ves, but |oads could be increased on a fusion-powered chassis with

al nost no degradati on of performance. Arnmor becane thick-and thicker. Wth the whol e gal axy

avail abl e as a source of ores, iridiumreplaced the less effective steels and ceram cs w thout
regard for weight.

Arnor alone is not adequate protection. Stationary fortresses can always be battered down-as the
French |l earned in 1940, having forgotten the | esson Caesar taught their ancestors at Alesia two

m |l ennia before. Caterpillar treads had given the first tanks cross-country ability; but at the
cost of slow speed, frequent breakage, and great vulnerability to attack. Now that power was no

| onger a factor, even the arnored bul k of a tank could be mounted on an air cushion

The air cushion principle is a very sinple one. Fans fill the plenum chanber, a solid-skirted box
under a vehicle, with air under pressure. To escape, the air nust |lift the edges of the skirts off
the ground-and with the skirts, the whole vehicle rises. Fans tilt with the velocity and angl e of
attack of the blades determ ning the anmount and direction of thrust. The vehicle skins over
surfaces it does not touch

On tanks and conbat cars, the |lift was provided by batteries of fans nmounted on the roof of the

pl enum chanber. Each fan had its own arnored nacelle. Mnes could still do considerabl e danage;
but while a single broken track bl ock woul d deadline a tracked vehicle, a wecked fan only nade a
blower a little nore sluggish.

Successful protection for the supertanks went beyond arnor and speed. Wre-guided mssiles are
still faster, and their sharp-charge warheads can burn holes in any practical thickness of any
conceivable material-if they are allowed to hit. Reconnai ssance satellites, conmputer fire control
and power guns conbined to claw missiles out of the air before they were dangerous. The satellites
spotted mssile launchers usually before they fired and never later than the nonent of ignition
Fire control conputers, using data fromthe satellites, |ocked defensive weaponry on the nissiles
in mcroseconds. And a single light-swift tribarrel could hose any missile with enough fire inits
seconds of flight to disintegrate it.

Hand- | aunched, ungui ded rocket s-buzzbonbs-were anot her problem and in some ways a nore dangerous
one despite their short range and small bursting charges. Individual infantrynmen fired them from
such short ranges that not even a conputer had tine enough to lay a gun on the little rockets. But
even here there was an answer-beyond the inpossible one of killing every eneny before he cane
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within two hundred neters.

Many arnored vehicles were already fitted with a band of anti-personnel directional mnes just
above the skirts. Radar detonated the nines when an object came within a set distance. Their bl ast
of shrapnel was designed to stop infantry at close quarters. Wth only slight nodification, the
system coul d be adapted agai nst buzzbonbs. It was not perfect, since the pellets were far |ess
destructive than powergun bolts, and the m nes could not be used in close terrain which would
itself set themoff. Still, buzzbonmbs were apt to be ill-ainmed in the chaos of battle, and a
tank's armor could shrug off all but a direct hit by the small warheads.

So tanks roamed again as lords of battle, gray-gleanm ng phoeni xes on air cushions. Their guns
could defeat the thickest armor, their arnmor could blunt all but the nost powerful attacks. They
were fast enough to range continents in days, big enough to carry a battery of sensors and
weaponry whi ch nmade them i npossible to escape when they hunted. The only real drawback to the
supertanks was their price.

A tank's fire control, its precisely metered Iift fans, the huge iridiumcasting that formed its
turret-all were constructs of the highest sophistication. In all the human gal axy there were
probably no nore than a dozen worl ds capabl e of manufacturing war tools as perfect as the panzers
of Hammer's tank comnpani es.

But Hanmer paid for the best, nan and tank alike; and out of them he forged the cutting edge of a
weapon no eneny seened able to stop

The Church of the Lord's Universe

Per haps the nobst surprising thing about the faith that men took to the stars-and vice versa-was
that it appeared to differ so little fromthe liturgical protestantism of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. |Indeed, services of the Church of the Lord's Universe-al nost al ways, except
by Unitarians, corrupted to "Universal Church"-so resenbled those of a high-flying Anglican parish
of 1920 that a visitor fromthe past would have been hard put to believe that he was watching a
sect as extreme in its own way as the Society for Krishna Consciousness was in its.

The Church of the Lord's Universe was officially launched in 1985 in M nneapolis, M nnesota, by
the merger of 230 existing protestant congregations-Mthodi st, Presbyterian, Episcopalian, and
Lutheran. In part the new church was a revolt agai nst the extrene fundanmentalism peaking at that
time. The Universalists sought converts vigorously fromthe start. Their liturgy obviously
attenpted to recapture the traditional beauty of Christianity's greatest age, but there is reason
to believe that the extensive use of Latin in the service was part of a design to avoid giving
doctrinal offense as well. Anyone who has attended both Presbyterian and Mt hodi st services has
felt uneasiness at the line, "Forgive us our debts/trespasses . . ." St. Jerone's Latin version of
the Lord's Prayer flows snoothly and unnoticed fromthe tongue of one raised in either sect.

But the Church of the Lord' s Universe had a m ssion beyond the entertainment of its congregations
for an hour every Sunday. The priests and laity alike preached the salvation of Mnkind through

H s works. To Universalists, however, the neans and the end were both secular. The Church taught
that Man must reach the stars and there, anong infinite expanses, find roomto live in peace. This
tenporal paradi se was one which could be grasped by all nen. It did not detract fromspiritua
hopes; but heaven is in the hands of the Lord, while the stars were not beyond Man's own
strivings.

The Doctrine of Salvation through the Stars-it was never |abeled so bluntly in Universali st
writings, but the peevish epithet bestowed by a Baptist theol ogian was not inaccurate-gave the
Church of the Lord's Universe a dynam smunknown to the Christian center since the days of

Archbi shop Laud. It was a naive doctrine, of course. Neither the stars nor anything el se brought
peace to Man; but realists did not bring nen to the stars, either, while the hopeful romantics of
t he Universal Church certainly hel ped.

The Uni versalist credo was expressed nost clearly in the BOOK OF THE WAY, a slimvol unme

conmi ssioned at the First Consensus and adopted after numerous enendations by the Tenth. The BOOK
OF THE WAY never officially replaced the Bible, but the cormittee of laynmen which framed it struck
a chord in the hearts of all Universalists. Despite its heavily Eastern | eanings (including
suggestions of reincarnation), the BOOXK spoke in an idiomintelligible and profoundly noving to
men and wormen who in another milieu would have been Technocrats.

While the new faith appealed to nmen and wonen everywhere, it by no neans appealed to every man and
worman. By their unconpronising refusal to abandon future dreans to cope with present disasters-the
fam nes, pollution, and pogronms of every day-the Universalists faced frequent hatred. During the
Food Riots of 2039, three hundred Universalists were cerenmonially nurdered and eaten in a packed
anphi theater in Dakkah, and there were other martyrs as well. But the survivors and their faith
drove on. Their ranks swelled every tinme catastrophe proved Man was incapable of solving his
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probl ems on Earth al one.

Thus, when Man did reach the stars, the ships were crewed in | arge neasure by Universalists. Those
who had prayed for, worked for, and even sworn by the Way of the Stars, Via Stellarum were
certain to be anong the first treading it. On Earth, the Church of the Lord's Universe had been a
vocal mnority; in the colonies spreading |ike a bacterial culture through the gal axy,

Uni versalists were frequently in the majority.

There were changes. Inevitably, fragnentation followed success as centuries and the high cost of
interstellar communi cati on nade each congregation a separate entity. But the basic thrust of the
Church, present peace and safety for Mankind, remai ned even when reality diluted it to |lip service
or less. Mercenaries were recruited nostly fromrural cultures which were used to privation-and

steeped in religion as well. Cccasionally a trooper nmight feel uneasy as he swore, "Via!" for the
Way had been a way of peace.
But nmercs swore by blood and the nartyrs as well; and few had better know edge of either blood or

i nnocent victinms than the gunnen of the nercenary conpanies.

Power guns

By the 21st century, missile-firing small arns appeared to have reached the pinnacle of their

devel opnent, and there was nothing on hand to replace them The mass and velocity of projectiles
could be juggled but they could not be increased in sumw thout a corresponding increase in recoi
or backbl ast. Explosive bullets were very destructive on inpact, but they had no penetration
beyond the i medi ate bl ast radius. An explosive bullet mght vaporize a leaf it hit near the
muzzl e as easily as the intended target down-range, and using expl osives in heavy brush was worse
than usel ess because it endangered the shooter

Lasers, though they had air-defense applications, were not the infantryman's answer either. The
problemw th | asers was the power source. @Guns store energy in the powder charge. A machi negun
with one cartridge is just as effective-once-as it is with a thousand-round belt, so the

ammuni tion |load can be tailored to circunstances. Man-killing lasers required a four-hundred-kilo
fusion unit to drive them Hooking a laser on line with any | ess bul ky energy source was of zero
nmlitary effectiveness rather than | esser effectiveness.

Science lent Death a hand in this inpasse-as Science has always done, since the day the first
wedge became the first knife. Thirty thousand residents of St. Pierre, Martinique, had been killed
on May 8, 1902. The agent of their destruction was a "burning cloud" rel eased during an eruption
of M. Pelee. Popular nyth had attributed the deaths to normal vol cani ¢ phenonena, hot gases or
ash i ke that which buried Ponpeii; but even the nbst cursory exanination of the evidence

i ndi cated that direct energy rel ease had done the | ethal damage. In 2073, Dr. Marie Wygand
headi ng a team under contract to Oin-Anerika, nmanaged to duplicate the phenonenon

The key had cone from spectroscopi c exam nation of pre-1902 |avas from Pelee's crater. The ol der
rocks had shown i nexplicable gaps anbng the nmetallic el ements expected there. A year and a half of
enpirical research followed, guided nore by Dr. Wygand's intuition than by the battery of
scientific instrumentation her enployers had rushed out at the first signs of success. The
principle ultimately di scovered was of little utility as a general power source-but then, din-
Aneri ka had not been | ooking for a way to heat hones.

Weygand deternined that netallic atons of a fixed nagnetic orientation could be converted directly
into energy by the proper conbination of heat, pressure, and intersecting magnetic fields. dd
lava locks its rich netallic burden in a pattern dictated by the nagnetic anbiance at the tinme the
flow cools. At Pelee in 1902, the heavy Gauss | oads of the new erupti on made a chance ali gnment
with the restressed lava of the crater's rim Matter flashed into energy in a line dictated by the
intersection, ripping other atonms free of the basalt matrix and converting themin turn. Below in
St. Pierre, humans burned.

VWhen the principle had been discovered, it remained only to refine its destructiveness.
Experiments were held with different fuel elements and matrix materials. A copper-cobalt charge in
a wafer of microporous pol yurethane becane the standard, since it appeared to give maxi num ener gy
rel ease with the | east tendency to scatter. Because the discharge was linear, there was no need of
a tube to channel the force as a rifle's barrel does; but sone inmediate protection fromair-

i nduced scatter was necessary for a hand-hel d weapon. The best barrel material was iridium
Tungsten and osmium were even nore refractory, but those el ements absorbed a | arge conponent of
the discharge instead of reflecting it as the iridiumdid.

To function in service, the new weapons needed to be cooled. Even if a white-hot barrel did not
nmelt, the next charge certainly woul d vaporize before it could be fired. Liquified gas, generally
nitrogen or one of the noble gases which woul d not thenselves erode the netal, was therefore

rel eased into the bore after every shot. Miultiple barrels, either rotating |like those of a Gatling
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gun or fixed like those of the mitrailleuse, the Gatling's French contenporary, were used to
achieve high rates of fire or to fire very high-intensity charges. Personal weapons were generally
sem -automatic to keep weight and bul k within manageable |inmts. Sub-nmachineguns with |arge gas
reservoirs to fire pistol charges had their uses and advocates, as their bullet-firing
predecessors had.

Power guns-the first usage of the termis as uncertain as that of "gun" itself, though the
derivation is obvious-greatly increased the range and destructiveness of the individual soldier.
The weapons were so destructive, in fact, that even on nost frontier planets their use was limted
to homicide. Despite that limted useful ness, factories for the nmanufacture of powerguns and their
ammuni ti on woul d probably have been early priority itens on nost worlds-had not that manufacture
been utterly beyond the capacity of all but the nost highly industrialized planets.

Precision formng of metal as hard as iridiumis an incredible task. Gas reservoirs required a nul -
conductive sheath if they were not to bleed enpty before they even reached the field. If

ammuni tion wafers were rolled out in a fluctuating electronic field, they were as likely to bl ow
out the breech of a weapon or gang-fire in the |oading tube as they were to injure a foe. Al the
pl anetary pride in the cosnos woul d not change | aws of physics.

O course, sonme hunan cultures preferred alternate weaponry. The seven worlds of the Gorgon
Cluster equipped their armies-and a nunber of nercenary units-with flechette guns for instance.
Their hypervelocity osmium projectiles had better short-range penetration than 2 cm powerguns, and
they cycled at a very high rate. But the barrels of flechette guns were of synthetic dianond,
maki ng themat least as difficult to manufacture as the nore common energy weapons.

Because of the expense of nobdern weapons, woul d-be conbatants on rural worlds often del ayed
purchasi ng guns until fighting was inevitable. Then it becane natural to consider buying not only
the guns but nmen who were used to themfor powerguns were no |uxury to the nercenaries whose |lives
and pay depended on their skill with the best possible equipnment. The gap between a citizen-
sol di er holding a powergun he had been issued a week before, and the professional who had trained
daily for years with the weapon, was a w de one.

Thus if only one side on a poor world hired nercenaries, its victory was assured-numnbers and

i deol ogy be dammed. That neant, of course, that both sides had to nake the investment even if it
meant nortgagi ng the planetary incone for a decade. Poverty was preferable to what cane with

def eat .

Al'l over the galaxy, men with the best gifts of Science and no skills but those of murder | ooked
for patrons who would hire themto bring down civilization. Business was good.

Backdrop to Chaos

The nercenary conpanies of the late Third MIIenniumwere both a result of and a response to a
spurt of enpire-building anong the new industrial giants of the human gal axy. Earth's first flash
of colonization had been explosive. Transit was an expensive proposition for trade or tourism but
on a national scale, a star colony was just as possible as the high-rise Palace of Government

whi ch even nost of the underdevel oped countries had built for the sake of prestige.

And col onies were definitely a natter of prestige. The major powers had them So, just as Third
World countries had squandered their resources on jet fighters in the twentieth century (and on
ironclads in the nineteenth), they bought or |eased or even built starships in the twenty-first.
These col oni es were al nost invariably nono-national, under-capitalized, and stratified by class
even nore rigidly than were their nother countries. Al of those factors affected |l ater galactic
history. There was a plethora of suitable words on which to plant col onies, however, so that even
the nost ineptly-handl ed groups of settlers generally managed to survive. Theirs was a hand-to-
mout h survival of farm ng and barter, though, not of spaceports shipping vast quantities of

m neral s and protein back to Earth.

A few of the better-backed col onies did becone very successful. Mst of them had been spawned by
the larger nations, though a few were private ventures (including that of the Dutch consortium

whi ch founded Friesland). Success left their backers in the same situation of those whose col onies
were barely surviving, however, since the first result of planetary self-sufficiency was
invariably to cut ties and find the best prices available for manufactures on the open market.
There foll owed a spate of secondary colonization fromthe successful colony worlds. These new
colonies were planted with a specific product in mnd: a mneral; a drug; sonetimes sinply
agriculture, freeing nore valuable real estate on the homeworlds. Even a planet could be filled in
a few centuries by the asynptotic popul ati on growth which enpty spaces seemto engender in human
bei ngs. Secondary colonies were frequently joint efforts, conbining settlers and capital from
several worlds. They were a business proposition, after all, not natters of national honor
Unfortunately for the concept, the new y-m xed national and racial groups got along just as badly
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as their ancestors had a few centuries earlier on Earth. The planetary governnents of Hiroseke and
Stewart, for instance, conferred placidly with each other; but in the iridiummining colony they
had founded together on Kal an, Japanese and Scotsnen were shooting at each other within five
years.

The new col oni zers had t hought they would be able to control their colonies without mlitary
force. Their own experience had taught themto control space transport to the new col onies.

Wthout the ability to sell its produce in markets of its own choice, a colony could not strike
off on its own-as the homeworlds had thensel ves done.

But a colony could be forced into a pattern of |ogical subservience only if its popul ace was
willing to be logical. If instead the settlers decided to eat their own guts out through internal
war fare, the col ony woul d beconme as commercially val uel ess as Gernmany in 1648. Inevitably,
honmewor | ds attenpted through military force to control and unify their colonies; also inevitably,
they increased the disruption by their activities.

And even if sone sort of a military solution was inposed, there remained the question of howto
deal with the defeated troubl emakers-however they were defined-to avoid a new out break of

fighting. ldeally, they could be used as expendables in battles el sewhere. It was a course which
had been followed with success often in the past-Gernans in French I ndo-China in 1948, and Scots
borderers in Uster in 1605, for two exanples. The course required that there be other battles to
fight-but there were other unruly colonies as well as backwater worlds whose produce woul d be
useful if it could be controlled at acceptable cost. Perhaps the first case of this occurred in
2414 when Mnumnent equi pped four thousand Sikh rebels from Ramadan and shi pped themto Portales to
take over that planet's tobacco trade, but there were nany other exanples |ater

And in any case, there was al ways soneone willing to hire soldiers, sonewhere. Wrld after world
armed its nmisfits and sent themoff to soneone el se's backyard, to attack or defend, to kill or
die-so long as they were not doing it at home. Because of the pattern of colonization, there were
only a few planets that were not so tense that they might snap into bloody war if mercenaries from
across the gal axy were avail abl e.

Even for the stable elite of worlds, Friesland and Kronstad, Ssu-ma and Wlie, the systemwas a

| osing proposition. Wars and the warriors they spawned were short-term sol utions, binding the
industrial worlds into a fabric of short-termsolutions. In the long run, off-world markets were
destroyed, internal investnent was channel ed into what were basically non-productive uses, and the
civil popul ace becanme restive in the omipresence of violence and a foreign policy directed toward
its continuance.

On rural worlds, the result was nothing so subtle as decay. It was |ife and society shattered
forever by the sledge of war.

The Bondi ng Authority

Wars result when one side either msjudges its chances or wishes to commt suicide; and not even
Masada began as a suicide attenpt. In general, both warring parties expect to win. In the event,
they are wong nore than half the tine.

Enpl oyi ng mercenaries adds new | evel s of uncertainty to the already risky business of war. Too
often in history a nercenary force has di sappeared a nonent before the battle; switched sides for
a well-tinmed bribe; or even conquered its enployer and brought about the very disasters it was
hired to prevent.

Mercenaries, for their part, face the chances commobn to every soldier of being killed by the
enemny. In addition, however, they nust reckon with the possibility of being bilked of their pay or
massacred to avoid its paynent; of being used as cannon fodder by an enpl oyer whose distaste for
"noney- grubbing aliens" may exceed the eneny's; or of being abandoned far from hone when defeat or
political change erases their enployer or his good will. As Xenophon and the Ten Thousand | ear ned,
in such circunstances the road hone may be | ong-or as short as a shall ow grave.

A solution to both sets of special problenms was nade possible by the conplexity of galactic

conmmer ce. The recorded begi nnings cane early in the twenty-seventh century when several planets
caught up in the Confederati on Wars used the Terran firm of Fel chow und Sohn as an escrow agent
for their nercenarys' pay. Felchow was a conmercial banking house which had retained its

preem nence even after Terran industry had been in sonme measure supplanted by that of newer
wor | ds. Neither Fel chow nor Terra herself had any personal stake in the chaotic rise and fall of
the Barnard Confederation; thus the house was the perfect neutral to hold the pay of the
condottieri being hired by all parties. Paynent was scrupul ously nade to nercenaries who perforned
according to their contracts. This included the survivors of the Dal housi e debacl e who were abl e
to buy passage off that ravaged world, despite the fact that |ess than ten percent of the popul ace
whi ch had hired themwas still alive. Conversely, the pay of Wangel's Legion, which had refused
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to assault the Confederation drop zone on Montauk, was forfeited to the Mntauk government. The
Third Armistice intervened and Wangel's troops were hunted across the face of the planet by both
sides, too faithless to use and too dangerous to ignore.

Fel chow und Sohn had perforned to the satisfaction of all honest parties when first used as an

i nternediary. Over the next three decades the house was simlarly involved in other conflicts, a
passi ve escrow agent and paynmaster. It was only after the Ariete Incident of 2662 that the concept
coal esced into the one stable feature of a gal axy at war.

The Ariete, a division recruited nostly fromanong the mlitias of the A doni System was hired by
the rebels on Paley. Their pay was banked with Fel chow, since the rebels very reasonably doubted
that anyone would take on the well-trained troops of the Republic of Paley if they had already
been handed the carrot. But the Ariete fought very well indeed, losing an estinmated thirty percent
of its effectives before surrendering in the final collapse of the rebellion. The conbat | osses
have to be estimated because the Republican forces, in defiance of the "Laws of War" and their own
proni ses before the surrender, butchered all their fifteen or so thousand nercenary prisoners.

Fel chow und Sohn, seeing an excuse for an action which would raise it to incredi ble power, reduced
Pal ey to Stone Age savagery.

An industrialized world (as Paley was) is an interlocking whole. Of-planet trade may anount to no
nmore than five percent of its GDP; but when that trade is suddenly cut off, the remainder of the
econony resenbles a car lacking two pistons. It nay nmake whirring sounds for a tine, but it isn't
goi ng anywher e.

Huge as Fel chow was, a single banking house could not have cut Paley off fromthe rest of the

gal axy. When Fel chow, however, offered other conmercial banks nenbership in a cartel and a share
of the lucrative escrow business, the others joined gladly and w t hout exception. No one would
underwrite cargoes to or from Pal ey; and Pal ey, already wacked by a war and its afternath,
shuddered down into the slag heap of history.

Lucrative was indeed a mld word for the nercenary business. The escrowed noney itself could be
put to work, and the escrow ng bank was an obvi ous agent for the other comercial transactions
needed to run a war. Mercenaries replaced equi pnent, recruited nen, and shi pped thensel ves by the
t housands across the gal axy. The new banking cartel served those needs snoothly-and nmaximzed its
own profits.

Wth the banks' new power cane a new organi zati on. The expanded escrow operations were made the
responsibility of a Bonding Authority, still based in Brenen but managed i ndependently of the
cartel itself. The Authority's fees were high. In return, its Contracts Departnent was expert in
preventing expensi ve m sunderstandings fromarising, and its investigative staff could neither be
bri bed nor deluded by a violator. Under the Authority's ruthless nurture, the business of war
becanme as regul ar as any other commercial endeavor, and nore profitable than nost.

Tabl e of Organi zati on and Equi prent, Hammer's Regi nent

Sec |: Headquarters Battalion

Except for Artillery and Replacerment, all the support elenments were grouped for adm nistrative
convenience in HQ Battalion. In practice, a |large percentage of the strength of these units was
parcel ed out to |ine conpanies according to need.

a) Headquart ers Conpany- Col onel Hanmer and his personal staff, including battalion officers;
satellite launch and mai ntenance personnel; finance; and a security elenment. Total: 153

ef fectives.

b) Mai nt enance- Capabl e of handling anything short of full hull rebuilds and internal work on
fusion units. Conpany included three tank and six conbat car transporters, stretched-chassis
vehicles with fans at either end; ACVs cannot, of course, be towed. Total: 212 effectives.

c) Conmruni cati ons-1ncluded not only the staff of Command Central, but the staffs of |oca
headquarters with area responsibilities. Total: 143 effectives.

d) Medi cal - Twenty-four first line nmedics with nmediconps linked to Central, and a field
hospital with full Iife-support capability. Total: 60 effectives.

e) Suppl y- I ncl uded Mess and Quarternaster functions. Total: 143 effectives.

f) Intelligence-Order of Battle was performed nostly by conputer. Inagery Interpretation
study of satellite recce, was in large nmeasure still a human function. There were three nechanica
interrogation (i.e., mnd probe) teans. Total: 84 effectives.

9) Transport-312 men (heavily suppl enmented from Repl acenent Battalion) and 288 air cushion

trucks for local unit supply from spaceport or planetary logistics centers. True aircraft, flying
above the nape of the earth, would have been suicidally vul nerable to powerguns.
h) Conmbat Engi neers-Carried out bridging, clearing, mne-sweeping, and very frequently
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fighting tasks. Forned in three 16-man pl atoons, each nounted on a pair of tank-chassis Engi neer
Vehicles. Total: 50 effectives.

i) Recreation-Field brothels. The strength and conposition of this unit varied fromworld to
world. Generally, teans of 3-6 were put under the direct control of conpany supply personnel

Sec Il: Conmbat Cars

Ei ght conbat car conpani es, each of a conmmand section (one car) and four |ine platoons. Each
pl at oon contained a command car and five conbat cars, or six conbat cars. Conpany total: 100
ef fectives.

Sec I11: Tanks
Four tank conpani es, each of a command tank and four |ine platoons. Each |ine platoon contained
four tanks. Conpany total: 36 effectives.

Sec IV: Infantry

Four conpani es, each of four platoons. Each platoon contained four 10-man |ine squads; two 2-man
tribarrel teans (jeep-nmounted); one 2-nman 100 mm nortar team (j eep-nounted); and a conmand
elenment. Al but Heavy Wapons were on 1-nan skinmmrers. Buzzbonbs coul d be issued for special
purposes; but in general, support fromthe arnored vehicles allowed the Slamers' infantry to
travel lighter than nost pongoes. Conpany total: 202 effectives.

Sec V: Artillery
Three batteries of self-propelled 200 mmrocket how tzers. Each battery contained six tubes; one
conmand car; and two munitions haulers. Battery total: 37 effectives.

Sec VI: Repl acenent

The training and reserve conponent of the Slammers, normally totaling 1500 nen (including cadre)
with about ten tanks, twenty-five conbat cars, and a hundred trucks. Because Hamrer had no

per manent base world, training had to be performed wherever the Regi nent was | ocated. Because nen
were nore vul nerable than the arnored vehicles they rode, and the vehicles were too valuable to
run undercrewed or held out of service while replacenents were trained, a pool of trained nen had
to be on hand to fill gaps immediately. Until they were needed in conbat slots, they acted as
extra drivers, loading crews, canp police, and firebase security.

Not e: as personal weapons line infantry were issued 2 cm shoul der powerguns and grenades. Vehicle
and Heavy Weapons crewren carried 1 cmpistols (unless they had picked up shoulder arns on their
own). O ficers carried pistols or 1 cm sub-machi neguns as they desired.

Afterword: We Happy Few

W few, we happy few, we band of brothers;

For he today that sheds his blood with nme

Shall be ny brother; be he ne'er so vile,

This day shall gentle his condition.

And gentl emen in Engl and now abed

Shal | think thensel ves accursed they were not her e,
And hol d their manhoods cheap whil es any speaks
That fought with us upon Saint Crispin's day.

- Shakespear e

I wouldn't have-and couldn't have-written these stories wthout being a Namvet. Because of that
and because |I'm sonetines accused of believing things that | certainly don't believe, |'ve decided
to state clearly what | think about Viet-Nam and about war in general. | don't insist that I'm
right, but this is where | stand.

The speech Shakespeare creates for Henry V to deliver on the norning of Agincourt (the Speech on
St. Crispin's Day) is one of his nost nmoving and effective. The degree to which the sentinents
therein are true in any absol ute sense, though-that's another natter

My own suspicion is that nost soldiers (and maybe the real Henry anong them a soldier to the
core) would have agreed with the opinion put in the nmouth of the Earl of Warwick earlier in the
scene. Warwi ck, noting the odds were six to one against them w shes that a few of the nen having
a holiday in England were here with the arny in France. One of the |leader's jobs is to encourage
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his troops, though. If Henry'd had a good enough speechwiter, he mnmight have said exactly what
Shakespeare cl ai ns he did.

A soldier in a conbat unit may see the world, but he or she isn't likely to "nmeet exotic people"
in the sense inplied by the recruiting posters. (Mnd you, one's fellow soldiers may turn out to
be exotic people, and one may turn into a regrettably exotic person oneself.) | travelled through
a fair chunk of Viet-Nam and a corner of Canbodia. My only contact with the | ocals as people cane
on a couple MedCAPs in which a platoon with the conpany nmedics and the Gvil Affairs Oficer
entered a village to provide m nor nedical help and gather intelligence.

My ot her contacts involved riding an arnored vehicle past silent locals; searching a village whose
i nhabitants had fled (for good reason; the village was a staging post for the North Vi etnanese
just over the Canbodi an border, and we burned it that afternoon); the Coke girls, hooch naids and
boom boom girls who were really a part of the U S. involvenent, not of Viet-Namitself.

And of course there's also the chance that sone unseen Vietnanmese or Canbodi an was downrange when
I was shooting out into the darkness. That doesn't count as neeting people either

I was in an arnored unit: the 11th Arnored Cavalry, the Bl ackhorse Reginent. Infantrynen probably
saw nore of the real |ocal people, but not a lot nore. The tens of thousands of U S. personne
wor ki ng out of air-conditioned buildings in Saigon, Long Binh, and other centers saw nerely a

| arge-scal e version of the Coke girls, hooch mai ds and boom boom girls whom conbat units net. The
relative handful of advisors and Special Forces were the only American citizens actually living
anong the Vi etnanmese as opposed to being geographically within Viet-Nam

I very much doubt that things were significantly different for soldiers fighting foreign wars at
any other period of history. Sensible civilians need strong econonic notives to get close to
groups of heavily-arned foreigners, and the needs of troops in a war zone tend to be nore basic
than a desire to inbibe foreign culture.

Soldiers aren't any nore apt to like all their fellows than nenbers of any other interest group
are. In school you were friends with some of your classmates, had no particul ar feelings about
nmost of the rest, and strongly disliked one or two. The same is true of units, even quite smal
units, in a war zone. The stress of possible external attack nakes it harder, not easier, to get
along with the people with whomyou're isol ated.

And isolated is the key word. W changed base frequently in the field. One day we shifted an
unusual |y long distance, over fifty mles. The tank | was riding on was part of a group that got
separated fromthe remai nder of the squadron. We had three tanks, four arnored personnel carriers
nmodi fied into fighting vehicles (ACAVs), an APC with added headroom and radi os (a command track),
and a light recovery vehicle that we called a cherrypicker though it had just a crane, not a
bucket. We ran out of daylight.

By this point three ACAVs and the conmand track had broken down and were being towed. The
remai ni ng ACAV and one of the tanks were going to blow their engines at any nonent. Al the
vehi cl es were badly overl oaded with additional weapons and arnor, and the need to pack all the
squadron's gear for the nove had exacerbated an al ready bad situation

We shut down, trying by radio to raise the new base canp which had to be sonmewhere nearby. The

ni ght was pitch dark, a darkness that you can't inagine unless you've seen rural areas in a poor
part of the Third Wrld. W were hot, tired, and dizzy fromtwelve hours' hamrering by tracked
vehicles with half of the torsion bars in their suspensions broken

And we were very nuch alone. So far as | could tell, nobody in the group woul d have descri bed

hi nsel f as happy, but we were certainly a few Personally, | felt Iike a chunk of raw nmeat in
shark waters

The squadron conmmander's helicopter lifted fromthe new base, |ocated our flares, and gui ded us
in. No eneny contact, no harmdone. But I'Ill never forget the way | felt that night, and the

i nci dent can stand as an unusually striking exanple of what the whole tour felt like: | was al one
and an alien in an environnment that might at any instant explode in viol ence against ne.

Don't mistake what |'m saying: the environnment and particularly the people of Viet-Nam and
Canbodi a were in nuch greater danger fromour violence than we were fromtheirs. | saw plenty of
exanpl es of that, and | was a part of sone of them |'mjust telling you what it felt like at the
tinme.

So Shakespeare was right about "few' and wong about "happy.
about fol ks who nissed the war counting their nanhoods cheap.

I'd like to think people had better sense than that. The one thing that ought to be obvious to a
civilian is that war zones are an experience to avoid. Nonetheless, | know a couple nmen who've
noaned that they missed "Nam" the great test of nmanhood of our generation. They're idiots if they
believe that, and twits if they were just nouthing words that had becone the in thing for their
soci al circles.

The jury (in nmy head) is still out
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I haven't tested ny manhood by having ny | eg anputated w thout anesthetic; | don't feel less of a
man for |ack of the experience. And believe me, | don't feel nore of a man for anything | saw or
did in Southeast Asia.

The people | served with in 1970 (the enlisted nen) were alnost entirely draftees. At that tine
nobody | knew i n-country:

? t hought the war could be won;

? t hought our governnent was even
trying to w n;

? t hought the brutal, corrupt Sai gon
government was worth saving;

? t hought our presence was doi ng the

| east bit of good to anybody,

particul arly oursel ves.
But you know, I'mstill proud of ny unit and the men | served with. They weren't exactly ny
brothers, but they were the fol ks who were alone with ne. G ven the remarkably high percentage of
those eligible who've joined the association of war-service Bl ackhorse veterans, ny feelings are
normal for the 11th Cav.
Nobody who mi ssed the Viet-Nam War should regret the fact. It was a waste of bl ood and tinme and
treasure. It did no good of which |I'maware, and did a great deal of evil of which I'mfar too
aware. But having said that
I rode with the Bl ackhorse.

Dave Drake
Chat ham County, NC
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