EVERY ALARM I N Sergeant Mary Rodrigo's space suit

went off at once. Red lights flashed on her eyeball as her
heads-up di spl ay demanded her attention. She ignored

t hem

Mary had five noles laying a minefield for her. Mnes

were tricky beasts. Laying a field fromunderground was a
tight bitch, not to be left to unsupervised renotes. Twi tching
her right hand, she froze themin place.

Mary twi sted her right wist and blinked tw ce, cycling
her heads-up display to the screen her alarns were so hot
on. The newly deployed infrared sensors were scream ng
about hot targets. But there weren't supposed to be any—
yet!

She chinned her m ke to a new channel. "Lek, we got a
problem Either our sensors are spooked, or the col onials got
here wi t hout you know ng."

"Not bloody likely," the old guy said with a chuckl e.
"Check the angles fromthe two outer sensors, girl. W've
pi cked up the Colly attack fleet conmi ng around Ei np
Four!™

"Acid crap," Mary swore. "They're that sensitive!"

"Bet they made a fuel scoop and got their balloon heat
shields out," Dunont said beside her, "Wat a ride for real
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not just a vid-gane,’
wi stfully.

the young man fromthe streets said

"I better pass this to the LT," Mary grow ed. "Let's get
back to the mnes.” In the end, even Dunont and his street
ki ds had voted her for sergeant, but that didn't mean he
couldn't give her plenty of lip before he did what she said.
Today, w thout a word, Dunont went back to putting in

m nes. On the other side of Mary, reliable Cassie had never
quit work on the m nefi el d.

Mary switched to the command channel - "Lieutenant, we
got targets."

"Sergeant, where the hell have you been? What?" H s
voice died in nid-question as Mary passed through the vi-
sual - "Wat... Were ... How ... ?" he stanmered

"This is Mjor Henderson at battalion. Wat have you got

for me?" So the battalion CO was |urking on their command
channel, or had an alert on it. Considering all the |urking and
alerts Lek had rigged through nme brigade's net, Mary had no
conpl ai nt .

She shut up; let the young officer talk to the man. Only



when the wait stretched and started to bend did she speak
"Qur infrared sensors have picked up the colonials coning
around Eino Four. We don't have an ETA on them" she

sai d, though she suspected Lek did by now. No need telling
management what they didn't want to hear from dunb

wor ker bees.

"Brigade finally risked a radar sweep about the tine the
bandits went behind the gas giant," battalion draw ed.
"I"ll pass this report along. Colonials are right on sched-
ule."

Whi ch was not what the command net had been sayi ng

for the last fifteen hours. Lek had warned Mary not to be-
lieve the official word fromHQ She'd |earned | ong ago not
to trust what a foreman said. The old electronic w zard had
been passing along to Mary and the rest of the unenpl oyed
m ners the straight dope,

Battalion signed off; the young LT found his voice.
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"Sergeant, what the hell is going on here? W've got to
talk."

What the sergeant had going on here was her own usua

go at maki ng everyone happy, to give the LT what he

want ed, and the rest of the platoon what they wanted. \Wat
Mary wanted was to be light-years away fromall this with a
beer in one hand and a warm hunk on her shoul der. But

t oday, nobody was getting what they wanted. Wth a sigh
Mary got ready for a |ong talk.

Capt ai n Ander son, commander, 97th Defense Brigade,

frowned at his screen- "Since when does a leg infantry pla-
toon have infrared sensors that good? Not that |I'mcom

pl aining, but..."

H s XO, Comander |nez Urboto, grinned at the dis-

pl ay, showi ng no sign of surprise. "Half the troops of that
pl at oon are out-of-work mners. Remenber the conplaints
you fielded from several nine adm nistrators about m ssing
equi pnent, even a jet cart?"

"God, those things are expensive. Even the Navy can't af-
ford "em Though I'd | ove to have one."

Inez's grin dripped admiration for the culprits. "You
may. Each conpany of the First of the Eighty-eighth has
one pl atoon heavy with mners. Al three weighed in
heavy at boardi ng but not enough to conplain about." She
paused for a noment. "You renmenber how tickl ed Conm

was to get all those extra channels. It was an old mner
pul ling boards froma 'damaged parts' box, that got them
for us."

Capt ai n Anderson rai sed an eyebrow. "You didn't tel
ne."



"Sir, a good exec doesn't bother her boss with the de-
tails."”

"What el se haven't you bothered ne with, |zzy?"

"I wish | knew. There's a shitpot of stuff out there, and
I've only scratched the surface. Despite the runors, | am
only human and rarely can be in nore than three places at
once."
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Ander son ignored the hunor; today he needed an exec

who could be in a dozen places at once. Scow ing down at
hi s command di spl ay, he shook his head. He'd fought the
com ng battle hundreds of tinmes in his forty-year career—en
t he conmputer display-

Now he was fighting it for real, and it was going wong in
ways even the craziest unpire would not have thrown at him
in a war ganme. Wiy had a picketboat been waiting for them
the nonent they junped into this worthless systen? Wy

was a major colonial force reacting in only seventy-two
hour s?

He' d expected problenms on his side. Lasers were m ss-

ing parts; power plants were m ssing cables; crates were
m scoded, m splaced, or just plain nmissing. Most of his
grunts were ransacki ng containers, chasing the critica
parts he needed to get the central defenses up. Wthout
them the colonials could | and smack dab in the mddle of
his base crater. He'd expected time to work all this out.
Only one platoon from each conpany had been shoved
forward to block the three cracks in the crater wall.

Everyt hi ng had gone too fast or too wong. Mybe, just
maybe, the sensors fromthat platoon would | et himgive the
colonials a surprise or two.

Mary took a deep breath and tried to give the |ieutenant an
answer he'd like. "I set up the sensors you ordered, sir." She
keyed up the different coverages she'd depl oyed: video,
thermal , radar, electromagnetic. She ignored the Navy issue
crap—they were too big and too noisy to be anything but
targets.

"W don't have all that gear. Sergeant- How d you do it?"
That was two questions. Mary chose to answer the easy
one. Wth a flick of her wist, she called up the schematic

of the crater rimand the array she'd dug through it. "I used
diggers fromthe mnes to set this up. |I got the place cov-
ered.”

She activated the | aser designators one by one, let them
THE FI RST CASUALTY « 5

sweep the broken ground in front of the pass the platoon was
ordered to hold at all cost.

"By God, you do have it covered." The LT whistled. "But



how? The engineers are still at brigade. How d you do
this?"

Mary let her breath out slowy. How do you explain to a

kid that never wanted to be anything but a toy sol dier what
it's like to spend twenty years of your life in the asteroid
m nes, to never want to be anything but a mner? And to get
your pink slip and draft notice in the sane envel ope. "Qur
last shift at the mne, we figured if sonething m ght save our
life, and it wasn't wel ded to the deck, we night as well bor-
rowit. Boss nen had just installed a | ot of new equi pnent."”
Whi ch was why they could afford to let half their workforce
go—the senior half. They'd gotten all kind of media plau-
dits ... and ignored the seniority clause of their |abor con-
tract.

Mary shrugged, or tried to. Arnored space suits didn't

al  ow much body | anguage. "Wio knows what was gonna

be surplus, anyway?" Mary knew damm well the ol d equi p-
ment had al ready been sold off. She and the other nenbers
of her investnment club had wanted to buy it. They were
close, so close to setting up their own mne, having their
own pl ace, being their own people. But the gear went with-
out an auction. And Mary and her friends got thenselves a
war .

So Mary had wal ked of f her last shift with a jet cart.
"We're about done with the mnefield,"” Mary finished.

"Hurry up and get back here," the LT answered.

Now Mary did fidget. "Sir, remenber our deal."

"What part of it?" The LT's voice was cautious.

The first time Mary was el ected sergeant had been a Joke,

a setup by a tough drill instructor to break his ex-civilians of
t heir easygoi ng ways. The miners voted for her; Dunont's
kids voted for him but there were nore mners. Mary was
supposed to fall flat on her face. Instead, she'd found what
it took to pull this angry bunch of people together. Some-
ti mes beggi ng, sonetinmes cajoling, sonetines threatening,
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they'd coal esced into a teamfor her. Maybe not the teamthe
DI had in mind, but a teamthat pulled together when they
had to.

The Iieutenant had shadowed the platoon the |ast few
days of boot canp, |ong enough to see how things were.
Then he'd taken Mary aside. "You know how to work this
bunch, " he'd said.

"Seens that way," she'd answered cautiously.

"I know how to fight. You know how to make t hem work.
Toget her, we can get themout of this war alive. If anybody
can. You game to work with nme?"

He' d been the first to even nention survival; she'd taken
his offered hand. For the last two nonths they'd been a
team Now, she'd find out just how far she could stretch it.



"Lieutenant, | can't |leave this network I've built. In the
m nes, you get too far away fromthe work, something

goes wong and you can't fix it. Fromhere | can fix any-
t hi ng. "

"Sergeant, |'ve told you a dozen tinmes, your job is to tel
ot her people what to do. Assign sonebody to stay out
there."”

"Can't sir. If it's too dangerous for nme, it's too dangerous
for anyone." She had a long wait for his answer.

"You dug in good?" he asked.

Mary gl anced around the cavern she and Cassi e had

turned into an observation post—aybe a tonb- Once the
servos swung the half-meter-thick stone back, it would be
well closed. A billion years ago when the crater was made,

a pinnacle had slid fromthe still molten rock. It sheltered
her out post from observation from across the plain where

the attack would come. "Dug in as good as tine allows,

sir."

There was a | ong pause. "Ckay, Mary, you win this one.
Way didn't you tell ne what you had in nind?"

"Sir, you said you didn't want anyone on this side of the
rim just a few sensors. In the nm nes, when managenent
makes up its mnd, they don't want nore talk."

"What | meant. Sergeant, was | wanted all of the platoon
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behind the rim where their artillery couldn't w pe us out.
Maybe | didn't say it as well as | should have. Wen this is
over, we've got to talk about howto talk."

"Yes, sir." Mary said. Tal king was what she had in nind

She checked the one digger. Her best, it was hal fway across
the plain, towi ng one of Lek's fiber-optic patch |ines behind
it. If it didits job, even secure comunications woul dn't
keep Mary and the rest of the mners fromhaving a talk with
t he col oni al s before anybody got killed.

"Captai n Anderson, sensors here. My witches have sone-
thing we think you'll like."

"Did she say bitches?" Unboto grinned-

"Down, Commander, we've got a fight com ng, and that
col | ege professor is on our side."

"Ch, right, |I keep forgetting," the commander munbl ed.

The captain tapped the conm portion of his board. "Com
mander M1l er, what have you got for ne?"

I mredi ately his board changed to di splay the gas giant
and their nmoon. Three red lines inched fromthe giant to-



ward them "The colonial ships are right on schedule. | ex-
pect the vanguard in sixteen mnutes. The main body is

ni nety seconds behind them led by a pair of superheavy
cruisers. Jane's Fighting Ships says they have an even dozen

ni ne- poi nt-two-i nch | aser cannons.”" Only three nonths
fromcollege lecture halls. MIller did slip easily into lecture
node. Conmander Unboto hated it. Captain Anderson put

up with it. "There are two nore heavy cruisers with eight-

i nchers. Rest are light cruisers with six-inchers. They're in
three lines abreast."

"Probably plan to flatten us in one pass,"” the XO ob-
served.

"I agree with Commander Unmboto," MIler said.

That had to be the first time the two women had agreed on
anyt hi ng. Anderson w shed they'd picked a better subject. "I
concur," he said- And if they flattened the 97th, the only de-
fenses left to Pitt's Hope would be those in the Pitt system A
maj or i ndustrial and popul ation center like Pitt's Hope had to
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be defended here, at |east one systemout, where the collat-
eral danmage fromrockets and lasers wouldn't kill a mllion
peopl e. The problem was how to defend this worthless bit of
rock. "XO how s my Crossbow Project com ng?"

The conmmander's snmile was all teeth as she snapped to
and gave hima drill field salute. "Ancient as you are, sir, but
ready at your command."

"I just hope they're as good. Sensors, | need fast and ac-
curate altitude information."

"Not going to be as easy as |'d hoped,"” MIIler answered.
"They just dunped their scoop balloon shields and felt off
the infrared scanners.”

Inez and the captai n exchanged nods; that was a critica

requi rement. No commander willingly took a big, hot flag

into a fight, but if he didn't have spare shields, an admral
m ght have to. This one had dunped his, and was shooting
right into Andersen's trap. Assuming | haven't set a fox trap
for a bear.

Unawar e of the silent conmunication between the captain

and his XO, MIller continued. 'That infantry platoon has
some damm fine sensors. W' ve hyped up the gain on the
video and are tracking the Unity fleet, but. Captain, these
bastards are coming on fast. They're not going to make any
sudden changes. "

Ander son nodded. "At ny age, predictable is nice. Even

dull would be fine. But let's not assume anything, keep the
reports comng." He turned to Inez. "I need you at Cross-
bow. "

"That's where |' m headed. "



What Anderson really needed was a battle squadron rid-
ing top cover for him "Were is my damm Navy?" he nut-
tered.

Captain Matti m Abeeb needed for nothing. He had a beer, a
qui et comer in a relaxed bar... and three active readers.
Everyt hi ng he needed for another |ong evening studying
what the Navy thought a drafted ski pper needed to know.
Then Buck Ransey stormed through the barroom door
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"Dam the Navy. Damm themall to hell. First they com
mandeer ny ship. Then they blowit to hell."

A dozen other nerchant officers, also cranmng for the
Navy conmm ssions they' d been inpressed into, glanced up
but Buck | ocked eyes with Mattim "1've pushed that ship
t hrough space for ten years without a scratch. They have
her three nonths and she's gone." He stunbl ed toward
Mattim

Matti m put down his beer, pushed his readers aside, and
made ready to give Buck his full attention. If the Navy so
much as dented his Maggie D during the overhaul they were
giving her, Mattimwould not stop at a bar. He'd head for
Navy headquarters with a bonb in his hip pocket.

"What happened?" he asked as Buck pl opped into his
boot h.

' That damm power plant. Matt. They're strapping half of
a gigawatt dirtside power plant onto our ships."

"Certainly your engineer..."

"Daisy quit over Navy guff. They gave nme one of theirs
to replace her. 'Top of the line,' they told nme. 'Knows every-

thing there is about power plants.' Well, he's |earning how
to dodge pitchforks now, 'cause he blew the whole stern of
my ship to hell. Every one of ny engineers . . . except

Dai sy. "

Buck was running out of steam in a nonent the ful

meani ng of his words would slaminto him A waitress

showed up dressed in a smile and not much el se. Her |ack of
attire was lost on Mattimand Buck. Anger was crumnbling

into grief as it hit the captain just how many of his old crew
were dead. Mattim spoke without taking his eyes off his
friend. "Whiskey. Irish whiskey. Your best."

"The bottle," Buck added. "Dear God, Matt, all of them"

Matti m wat ched hel pl ess as tears rolled down his fell ow
captain's cheeks. On the vid above the bar, it was halftine
at the zero-g |l acrosse ganme. A grinning announcer told
them the evening news had first vids of the marine |anding
in the next star systemout. "An inpregnabl e defense that
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will keep any rimcrazies fromgetting close to Pitt's
Hope. "

"Bl oody damm hope so, *cause there's no fucking Navy,"
a civvy at the bar munbled ... |oud enough that the officers
in training had no troubl e hearing.

Mattim got an arm around Buck's shoul ders just fast

enough to keep his friend in his seat. Still, Matt had to agree
with the dirtbag. Until the Navy quit wasting tine teaching

nmer chant captai ns what they'd | earned twenty years ago.

Until the Navy turned | oose the engineers like his own |van

who knew the power plant of his ship better than his wife's
body, the Navy was going to get junk, not the made-over

war shi ps t hey want ed.

And the mari nes would be on their own.

The bottle arrived. He and Buck began the |ong, slow
process of getting the pain out.

Sergeant Mary Rodrigo edged her nole a fraction higher
checki ng the echo carefully. There was still two centineters
of dirt between it and the surface of the pass. She backed it
out and had it shove the mine back where it had been. To any
surface scan, the gap was as virgin as it had been a billion
years ago when the cooling rock of the rimcracked and split
open.

Good.

"dd | ady, what we gonna do?" Dunont was the cool est

of the kids, which was why they foll owed him Now he was
one of Mary's corporals and had listened in on the channe
Lek used to pass al ong what was really happening. He knew
the colonials were due any time now, and the rest of the
conpany was a long way out. "I nean, sone of those Colly
troops were killing people before us street kids were

hat ched. They gonna stonp right over us and not even sl ow
down. We got to get gone from here.”

If they ran, they'd die. "Du," Mary cajoled, "we' ve dug
you good solid holes with the m ning gears. Hunker down.
If we hang together, we can make it through together." How
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many tinmes had Mary said that? In the mnes it worked.
Wuld it work on a battlefield?

"You old fol ks al ways got sonething up your sl eeves.
What you dreamed up this tinme?"

Mary never lied to Cassie, Lek, or other nminers who'd

saved her ass too often to count. The same didn't apply to
Dumont and his kids. Still, she'd rather distract himthan lie
to him "You seen the mnefield. You know the sensors |'ve

put up. Your girls got us the extra rockets."



"Yeah, sone of the girls traded real nice for that shit.
But none of us gonna die for that joking green flag." Du-
nont shook his head; nost of the novenent was |ost in the
Suit.

Mary hadn't asked how Dunont's girls got the extra

gear, especially the big rockets. She was willing to do any-
thing to see her team conme out of this alive; they were too.
Maybe Dunont deserved the whole truth; Mary checked to

make sure she was on one of Lek's very private channels.
"Maybe we can talk to the colonials before the shooting
starts. Maybe we don't have to kill each other."

"You think so?" Dunont didn't sound nearly as happy

about the prospect as Mary had expected. "Them Colly

goons don't stop to ask no questions- They just roll up to you
and over."

"I heard that too. W'll try to catch themearly. And we
got enough here to slow them down. Maybe to talk to them

If not, to stop them Trust nme, Du, we're gonna get through
this."

"I"'mthinking maybe we just mght," the kid said softly.
"I"'mthinking the last mne's in and we ought to get

back." Cassie broke from her concentration, her right
hand the only part of her nmoving as she supervised her

nol es. She stretched tall, then wide. "Sure you don't want
conpany?" Cassie offered- "It's gonna get |onesone out
here.”

Mary owed her life to Cassie too many times to count,
and she'd returned the favor often enough. It would be
good to have soneone here, soneone to talk to when the
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time got slow, soneone to share the burden with when it
got through to Mary what she was doing, really doing.
"Thanks, Cassie. You're good, but | got to do this one ny-
self. No sharing."
"God go with you," Cassie whispered as she gave Mary a
hug, battle armor to battle arnmor, and ducked out the hole

and onto the jet cart.

Durmont cl apped Mary on the shoul der. "Suit |ooks good-
Take care. Sergeant," and he was gone.

As Mary ordered the jacks to swivel the massive stone

door closed and settle it solidly in place, it dawned on her
That was the first tinme Dunont had ever called her
"Sergeant” when the |ieutenant wasn't |istening. "He picked
a hell of atime to get respectful,” she muttered through a

grin.



Mary cycl ed her heads-up display through the sensor cov-
erage of the gap and both sides of nme crater rim Her diggers
were charged; if she had to juggle sonething, she was ready.
Thanks to the jet cart, there were no footprints on this side
of the rim She switched to a view of the platoon. Using the
excavator fromthe mne, everyone was dug in solid. The LT

had planned to use the rill for cover. Half the platoon was
still dug in there, but two squads now were scattered behi nd
it. Cood.

But sensors showed an awful | ot of tracks pointing to
where the fire teans had gone to ground. Mary wasn't the
only one checking. "Sergeant, you on |ine yet?"

"Yes, Lieutenant."

"W need to dust this place. Make footprints di sappear.”

"Yes, sir. Nan, use the cart and all the nitrogen we got left.
Bl ow away the footprints and cool down any hot spots. I'lI
pass you the sensor picture.”

"WII do, boss."”

On Mary's screen. Nan was out, gliding over the ground

in the can, blow ng conpressed nitrogen. The |ieutenant

was al so up, wal king toward the crest of the gap

"Li eut enant ?"
"Sergeant, |1'd like to see the other side, too. You can't
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have all the fun." This was the kid's first battle; she'd heard

the longing in his voice as he tal ked about it. She'd needed
t he sane chance to taste the ground, get the feel of how the
battl e would unfold. The kid was green as slinme, but not
dunb.

"Aye, aye, Lieutenant. |'ve turned the mnes off."

"Lek showed ne your plan. You've set up a good attri-

tion field, Sergeant. Thin them down before we hit them
You dug in deep?" The video showed hi m standing at the
crest, slowy turning his suit to take in the scene before
hi m

"Pretty deep, sir, in a cavern with a half-meter-thick stone
covering the entrance."

"Skunks, five mnutes out," the conmand circuit inter-

rupted. "Everyone to cover."
"Well. everything's done." The Lieutenant turned and
started a lowgravity hop down the gap. "Now we do our
duty. See you when we're done. Sergeant."

"Yes, sir," Mary said. One way or the other, she would.



Maj or Ray Longkni fe sat, his back ranrod straight. From
the spare seat on the bridge of the Unity attack transport
Friendship he had a good viewef the red Unity banner

with its yellow lightning bolt painted on the ship's nose,
and the blinking displays that nade his hands cl ench in-
to fists. The Navy was screw ng the ground-pounders—
agai n!

The adm ral had prom sed a cakewal k when he' d ordered

the 2nd Guard Assault Brigade aboard ship on an hour's no-
tice. "We'll blow those Earthie scumaway with relativity
bonbs, and seize Pitt's Hope before they know what hit
them™

Wll, the relativity bonbs hadn't hit a damm thing. He'd
known they were in trouble when Rita—orrection. Senior

Pil ot Nuu—owered her beautiful eyes at the admiral's

bl oody optim sm She'd explained during the three-day run

out here that the junp point they'd be using was horribly un-
stable. She'd been right.
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Every ship exited the junp point on a different heading.
Each captain followed his orders and | aunched bonbs as

soon as he was through and before slowi ng. None hit even
close to where ever so slight hints suggested his eneny was.
Damm!

The junp had one benefit. Scattered and | ow on fuel, the

fl eet had made a scoop pass on the gas giant. That at |east
sl owed the damm Navy down. The cruisers' |asers mght ac-
tually hit something on their firing pass.

"Quixote." Ray snarled the code word. On that order, the
admral would drop the 2nd right in me crater the Earthies
were using for their defense. Did he really expect grunts to
tilt with windmills and win? There was a second code word,
Rosebud, to land the transports outside the crater. One site
woul d even save them a | ow pass across the Earth def enses.
Ray and Senior Pilot Nuu both voted for Rosebud One.

Qui xot e and Rosebud. Conputer-generated code nanes;

Ray doubted the admiral even knew who Don Qui xote was.
He al so doubted the admiral had any idea what he was send-
ing the 2nd Guard up agai nst.

Then again, neither did Ray. That was me problem Wit

until you know nore, and you' d face nore. Boot the Earth
hirelings before they dug in, and he m ght get the easy win
the adm ral wanted. The 2nd was a proud outfit; it had never
lost a battle. Ray would not be its first COto break that
record.

Carefully, Mary settled into an al nost confortable slouch
Whoever designed battle suits had nmade them great for
runni ng, leaping, killing. They hadn't put nuch thought
into "hurry up and wait." The status |lights of the gear
around her provided the only light in the cavern. Mry
waited; it couldn't be | ong now.



As the now stretched into a private eternity, Mary found
herself with time on her hands and the first time to think in
way too |ong. Wat are you doing here, girl?

Mary scowl ed at herself. I'mno girl, and the question has
t oo nmany answers.
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She was here because she had no choice. A couple of kids
fromDunmont's gang ran after they got their boot canp
"haircut." Their bodies were found the next day, throats slit,
decorated with little green flags and a note fromthe "Patri -
ots for Humanity."

Nobody' d been arrested for the murders.

That night, the platoon talked it out after |lights out. Du-
nmont and the odier kids wanted to go over the wall, head for
the hills until the war was over. \Wen Cassie asked themif
any of 'em had ever hunted or eaten roots, they got quiet and
sul I en.

Sone of the miners wanted to strike. Lek asked themto

read their | abor contract, then unfolded his enlistnent pa-
pers. "Nothin' in here about a labor rep, but it do say we got
to obey the orders of our superior officers. | checked. They
can shoot us if we don't."

"They can't shoot all of us," soneone in back whined.

"Two kids ran, two kids dead. How nany of you got
wives that will raise a stink?" Lek asked. "Got family that
have any say at the Comm ssioner's O fice?"

About that time it had dawned on Mary. Slowy she'd

stood. "W got nobody," she said, |ooking around the room
"Nobody out there." She jerked a thunb at the rest of the
world. "But we do got sonebody. W got each other." She

opened her arns |ike sone kind of comer preacher—enly

she felt it. "W got to | ook out for each other, 'cause sure as
pay's gonna be shorted, nobody el se gonna | ook out for us.

W can't get out of this. But we can get through it. W can

if we do it together."

VWhi ch had probably been her first step on the way to

being the platoon's sergeant. Cassie told her, after the vote,
"We need a na. You're the closest sone of us will ever

cone to one." That had to be a | augh; Mary had never

known her own nma or pa.

So, to keep her friends alive, Mary was here, getting

ready to kill a lot of people in a war that didn' t mean a dam.
And when it was over, the only jobs open would probably be
farther out in what was now eneny space. Wy not do the
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job-hunting as prisoners of war? Mary checked; the digger
burrowi ng under the plain was about four klicks out,

hal fway to the escarpnent. "Hurry up, little nole. If they
ain't using radios, your little wire patch may be the only way
we can get a word in edgew se."

SENIOR PILOT RI TA Nuu liked having Maj or Ray

Longknife on her bridge. It hadn't always been so. He'd

done a good inmtation of a horse's rear end the first tine he
crossed her bridge coaming. As the senior woman in Wrd-
haven's attack transport squadron, she was used to male dis-
approval . It had taken her a while to realize that his attitude
had nothing to do with her and everything to do with his

bel oved brigade. Once that was straightened out, she dis-
covered she actually liked the guy. Love came |ater

They had di scovered, both on and off ship, that working
toget her was far nore fun than fussing. At the nonment, Rita
was putting the major's position to good use for her
squadron. As usual, the admral didn't think the transports
needed to know boo. However, Longknife's access to ne
conmand net was di spl ayed on her heads-up. It helped to
know what the hell was happeni ng.

To Rita's right. Junior Pilot Cadow had the conn; his
hands showed white knuckl es on the stick. Technician Hes-
per did double duty behind Rita, running the electronic
count erneasures stations and conmuni cati ons. Ray rode the
junp seat behind Cadow, his portable battle station |inked
with the Friendship's.

"The destroyers in the van are going in," the major re-
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ported. "The Dry Lightning is low The Storny Night is

hi gh. Shoul d have vi sual s and sensors sixty seconds before

the cruisers start dusting down the crater." Again Rita

wi shed they had a cruiser attached to the transports- Setting
down in that crater five mnutes after the cruisers shot it up
and two hours before they'd be back was not her idea of

smart.

Rita eyed two data screens. One showed strung-out lights
representing the gun line. The other waited for sensor data
on their target.

The rocket was old, and the dunbest of the dumb. In its nose
was a tiny proximty fuse to tell it to blow up a few neters
above the ground, scattering its plastic flechettes in a deadly
cloud to puncture battle suits or thin-skinned vehicles.

Today, the proximty fuse was disabl ed.

Today, it sinply waited for the backup timer to tick away
the seconds as its nmotors blasted at full power. The tiny
brain did face a chall enge, though. The wei ght distribution



of the rocket was off. The sinplem nded CPU had to adj ust
the rocket nozzles again and again until the mssile took on
a slight spin. The dunmb control unit had not intended the
spin, but it did make its job sinpler

The source of the rocket's problem if it had been w se
enough to seek out and sol ve problenms, was a collar that had
been added around its payl oad section. A thick cylinder of
sand, barely held together by glue, covered the entire war-
head.

Two of the rockets shed their dusty nantles. Three nore
could not solve the problens created by them and wandered
off on their own track. None of them heard Conmander
Urbot o' s proud shout. "Crossbows away. Captain. Thirty-
one runni ng hot, straight and nornal ."

"What's that?" Rita and Ray asked at the same nonent.

Hesper wor ked her board with quick, deft fingers.
"Stealthy sonething, not well guided. They'll miss the de-
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stroyers by a wide margin. Doubt if the cans'l| waste a shot
on them"

"Hope all their defenses are as shabby," Rita prayed.

The first sensor reports canme in—video of the crater. A
couple of piles of ice stood out, but they | ooked |ike ship
arnor that had been dunped there for |ater processing.

"G ve me sonme other scans," the major breathed. "Infrared,
el ectromagnetic. W can't go in there on visual alone.™

A new scan started working its way down the screen
"El ectromagnetic. Good," the major smled.

The picture went fuzzy, then turned to static.

"Hesper, get that back," Rita ordered

"No signal," ECM answered.

"Fix it."

"Can't, Skipper. It's not us. W got a beamfromthe flag,
but it's just noise."

"I's the Dry Lightning gone?" Cadow choked on the ques-
tion.

Rita gl anced at her display. "Everybody's still squawk-
ing."

"Hesper, can you get ne the flag's command net?"
Longkni fe asked softly.

"Lurk on it regularly, sir.



"Please put it on speaker," the mmjor requested. He never
gave an order on Rita's bridge. If he wanted sonething, he
went through her. Rita didn't begrudge himtoday's direct-
ness.

"Comm " the admiral shouted fromthe speaker, "get ne
t hrough to those tin cans.”

"No can do. sir, we got a brick wall ahead of us. No comm
to or fromthem"

"Sensors, what kind of brick wall?"

"Damed if | know. Those missiles that m ssed started ex-
pl odi ng and suddenly we got dust and somrething el se al
over the place."

"Qun squadron, begin acceleration at three gees. Now "
My, but the adnmiral was sounding a tad hysterical. "Trans-
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ports." Ah, the admral finally renenbered them "Exe-
cute ..."

"What ?" Cadow yel ped.

"Signal lost," Hesper reported.

"Can we accel erate?" Ray asked.

"We're in landing node," Rita answered. "Even if we go
to three gees, we'll float over their base |like target bal -
| oons. "

The maj or pursed his lips. "Set us down at Rosebud One."

"Once grounded," Rita nodded, "we can al ways | aunch
out into the opposite orbit."

Ray considered it for a nmoment, then shook his head.
"Political officer would have ny head on a platter."

Rita snorted.

"And these fol ks have]ust landed. It nust be a ness down
there. 1've got seven hundred conbat veterans. \Wat have
they got? A nob that's never had a shot fired at them"

"That's what the jollies tell us." Rita spat the epitaph for
political officers.

"We got to find out sooner or later who's right. If he is, |
damm sure want to find out sooner. Land us at Rosebud

One. "

"I"ve got the conn," Rita snapped, taking the sticks back
from Cadow. "Just once, Ray, | w sh you' d | et somebody
else find out if the buzzsaw is unplugged. Just once."



"\Where can you set us down?"
"How cl ose you want to be, grunt?"

"About thirty klicks fromthe pass,"” Ray ordered. "It'l|
make for a short approach march. Put the transports safely
out of range, and you can keep the rockets warmif we cone
runni ng back and need a quick ride out of here.™

"Just make sure you come back."

Mary junped when the infrared signals started scream ng
again. Six ships, rockets pointed her way, sunk over the
hori zon. "Landing force arriving," she announced, ready to
get to work. To do, as she had done every day of her work-
ing life, the job she was paid for
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She checked the digger; still not to the escarpnent. They

had to get a chance to talk to the col onials! But what do you
say? They sure as hell hadn't included that in boot canp.

She gl anced at her board; she was ready to fight. That they'd
taught her well. How do you not fight in a war when every-
body el se is?

Grandpa al ways told Ray a sol dier expects probl ens, and
problems were staring Ray in the face the second he di sem
barked. His |largest transport, the Loyal, stood at an angle,
one |l anding gear in a crater. The right edge of the roll-off
ranp was down—-the rest hung in space. Engineering pla-

toon was rigging a derrick to offload the artillery the hard
way.

The light assault teanms of Conpani es B and C bounced

buggi es off their transports and went about preparing for as
fast a start as Ray woul d have done when he commanded a
conpany. Good peopl e.

"Santiago." Ray called up his exec. "Use A conpany for

site security and to help the engineers. I'lIl nmove out with the
vanguard. Cet the heavies in D and E conpany novi ng as

qui ckly as possible. 1'll need artillery as soon as possible."

"Right, sir" was all the answer Ray needed.

Ten mnutes later, the Iight conpanies were nounted up

and inmpatient to |l ead the charge. "Santiago, how soon can
you give ne artillery?"

"How about two rocket |aunchers right now?"

"You're a miracle man. Cood | uck."

"Good | uck yoursel f, and Godspeed. Gve 'emhell. See

you for supper tonight in one of the Earthies' |uxury chow

halls."

"Wth real steaks and fresh potatoes.”



Longkni fe swung aboard C conpany's comand rig as it

passed and plugged hinself into the brigade network. Secu-

rity was guaranteed by the communication filanment trailing
out fromthe carrier to the command post back here. His or-
ders woul d not be intercepted or garbled. Second Guard was
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experienced and ready. He couldn't help pitying the poor
bast ards up ahead.

Mary foll owed the descendi ng ships, handing themoff to
battalion, who in turn bucked themto brigade. As Mary
lurked in the background, they ended up talking to a very
angry Navy type, a Commander Umboto, who was pissed as
hel | that nobody had any | ong-range rockets ready to go.

"Mller, you store those coordinates and |I'll go kick butt.
If we can't get sone rockets off the ground, my boot wll
damm sure get some lieutenants flying in that direction.”

The comm |l ink went dead with a loud click, as if the com
mander had bitten off her mke. Damm, there were sone rea
hard cases here. Mary wondered if they were tough enough
to win. She checked her digger... alnpbst to the escarp-
ment. What woul d happen to Urboto if their platoon cut its
own peace? She'd probably live through it. They all woul d.
Cone on. digger.

Mary call ed up her squad | eaders: Lek, Cassie, Thu, Du-
nont, and Berra. "Wat's it |ook |ike?"

Cassi e and Dunont were Mary's backup, neither wlling

to say who was primary. After a |ong pause, Dunont spoke
first. The kid was subdued. "We're dug in. | guess we're
ready. "

There was a beep. Mary focused on her heads-up. "Lieu-
tenant, we got rolligons headed our way."

"Thanks, Sergeant, | nake out a dozen."

Lek coughed gently to nake hinmsel f known on net. If the

LT was surprised to find a lurker, he said nothing. "Com
puter makes out ten wheel ed vehicles spread out in the |ead.
Two colums with another ten conming up behind them A
tracked vehicle is pulling up the rear of both colums. Looks
i ke anot her pair of colums about five klicks behind the
first."”

"Corporal, put that through to ny and the sergeant's
heads-ups inmedi ately."

"Yessir," Lek answered.
"Sergeant, |ooks |like we got two compani es com ng our
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way. The tracks are probably artillery of some sort. Damm, |
wi sh we had rockets with | onger reach than ten klicks."

The regul ar issue was short-ranged. The LT knew not hi ng

of what Dunont's girls had gotten them Just now, Mary
wasn't ready to |l et himknow what she had up her sl eeve.
He'd just want to start whopping the eneny sooner. Mary
wanted to keep her hole cards back for a bit. Mybe, if no-
body was hurt, nobody woul d have to be hurt. She checked
the nole she'd sent across. It was at the escarpnent, but
maki ng sl ow headway.

Mary adjusted a few of her sensors. Wen next she

| ooked up, the eneny was at the escarpnent, eight klicks
away, rolligons scattered | oosely. One nan had di snounted
and stared her way, taking in the gap and the rimaround it.
A gl eam canme off the fiber-optic cable streamng fromhis
Suit.

"\What cha gonna do, man?" she whi spered, hopi ng he
woul dn't do anything until her nmole could find his comm
wire.

Maj or Longknife studied the ground before him Unlike the

flat plain they'd just crossed, this was rolling and broken by
boul ders fromthe time of the creation of the huge crater, and
small craters since. He'd wal ked similar terrain with grand-
father, exam ning his defense of Goundo Pass Three on

Yama- 8. Grandpa had earned his colonelcy there. He'd al so
stopped just the kind of attack Ray was about to make.

Eyeing the ground with twenty years of training and ex-

peri ence, he |liked what he saw. The plain, rim and pass

| ooked untouched since creation. He maxed the zoomon his
suit binoculars. At the crown of the pass were footsteps. One
set.

"So you had to see for yourself." The man facing hi mwas
curious, or just needed to get personal with his battlefield,
get past the vid and heads- up.

Good man. Longknife woul d use that agai nst him

The major called up his deploynent on his heads-up. Two
conpani es here. One coming up, heavier with artillery. San-

aa-
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tiago was hol ding the | ast company back. He'd send them
forward with the |ast of the heavy stuff. For a nmonent,
Longkni fe cursed not having his command van with its ful

sensor suite. The XO had taken himat his order, artillery
first. Still, it would have been better to have slipped the van
in sonewhere in the middle. Wight of salvo was good, but
intelligence would be nice directing that salvo.

"Shoul d have thought of that when | was giving the



order." Usually Santiago used his head better in reinterpret-
ing his orders. Not today. Well, C conpany had recon assets.

"Tran, talk to me about that rim

"Sensors show standard-i ssue snoops and not mnuch el se.

Vell, we got sonething that m ght be a whiff of nitrogen

but it only showed for a second and we can't get it back. No
hot spots. No dust. It's clean. W are picking up sonething
underfoot- W've turned | ose a counternminer to hunt it

down. "

"You got anything to send over there?" Longknife asked.

"One Dervish Mod Three is up, other two are busted. W
couldn't fix themon the way out here ..."

"Not much a tech can do in three gees," the major said to
absol ve the support staff. "If you will, Captain, |aunch what
you can."

"Yes, sir. Tech Sergeant Callahan, boot that nother."
The Dervish was away in a blink

"What the hell?" Mary yel ped. Coning at her in a crazy
dance, now up, now down, now right, now | eft—aay too
fast to track—was sonet hi ng

"It's a scout," the LT observed. "A Dervish, | think. Laser
up and ready," he ordered. "Sergeant, feed us a track."

One of Dunont's kids had tested fastest on the one |aser

rifle the platoon rated. Despite Lek's best scrounging ef-
forts, one was all they had. Nobody woul d trade anything

for what few antim ssile weapons they had. Dumont had his
fire teamsleeping with theirs. Only 12 millimeters, it was
smal | conpared to the big Navy guns. Still, it was their |aser

Mary passed nunbers and hoped the team was as good at
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the real thing as they'd been with the vid-game they trained
on. The scout reached the base of the rim dodged right,
rose, then jinked left. At the top of the rim it went right,
then left, and slipped over the crest. If Mary hadn't had her
sensors covering every square inch of the place, she'd have
lost it-

"Durmont, it's yours," she said-

Even as she did the handover, the laser rifle spat a bolt.
First shot missed clean as the scout went right. Next shot
was cl oser, but the damm thing junped five neters. It jinked
to the left—directly into a bolt.

Whet her the kid guessed right, or just nmissed in the right
direction, he'd done it. Chunks of weckage shot out in a
dozen directions and began to fall slowy.

"W didit, we did it!" the youngsters screaned as one-
But had we done it soon enough? Mary turned her atten-



tion back to the wheels on the plain. Sonme were already ne-
gotiating their way through | ow places in the escarpnent.

"Here they conme," she announced on w de net, then gave
full attention to her far digger. It had to find that cable.

Longkni fe zoomed the picture on his heads-up display and
scowl ed. None were conpl eted before the Dervi sh was

popped. Infrared showed hot spots everywhere but a dust
down around the rill. Had the idiot deployed his people in
there? That was either stupid or a desperate move by an un-
prepared force. The el ectromagnetic scan that would show
himthe | ocation of every racing heartbeat was .

j amed!

In theory that was possible, but he'd never had it done to
hi m bef ore. The nmaj or blinked hard. What was he up agai nst
here? Soneone had downed his Dervish fast. Good shooter

or dumb luck? He wasn't supposed to be facing good troops,
just hasty conscripts who'd break at the first tap. "WAs the
dust down for real," Longknife nused, "or just to confuse
ne?"

"Mpjor, we're ready to nove out."
Longknife smled. It was tine to commit, and there was
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nowhere near enough to go on. For twenty years he*d faced
this, just like Dad and Grandpa before him Let's kick over
this anthill and see what happens. Wich was all there was
to do.

"Conpani es advance, C on the right, B on the left. Keep
your intervals |oose. Your objective is the rimwall. Keep
your heads up, use what cover you can. Until things de-

vel op, hang | oose and keep ready for anything. Good | uck
and Godspeed. Now let's show 'em Second Guard's the best
there is."

The fire teans answered with a shout as the carriers

nmoved out. Ten rifles to a carrier and two carriers to a pl a-
toon. The Earlhies still used the fifty-man platoon. In a few
m nutes, they'd | earn what the twenty troopers in a Unity

pl at oon could do. One hundred to a conpany, two hundred

rode by his command. D conpany was four klicks out with

three nore | aunchers and a pair of tube artillery. If he used
his two | aunchers now, they'd be rel oaded before the troops
reached the crater.

"Rockets, pop their sensors on the rim Use the rest of
your load to lay down a salvo on the other side. Standard
| ong box pattern. Use the rill as your center line."

"Roger. Salvo on the way." The tracks had | evel ed

t hensel ves on jacks as soon as they halted. Rockets began
buddi ng fromtheir | aunchers as the words echoed in his
ears.



Three neters from Ray, the ground erupted. He sniled;

the counterm ner had bagged its bug, too. The Earthies were
losing all their sensors. Hot dam!

"Dam, " Mary groaned as the digger across the plain went
dead. M ning diggers weren't rigged with sensors; still,
Mary had picked up readi ngs through the rock. Wth some-

t hi ng di ggi ng ahead of her, she'd pushed her digger to the
max, hoping to get a fast patch into the Collies' comm net.
The digger was gone, and with it their one chance to settle
this nice and easy.

Her heads-up went wild.
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"Rockets, incomng," Mary shouted. Pair after pair of
nm ssil es appeared on her display.

"Expect sixteen if they're the |large ones, sixty-four if
they're pelting us with the little stuff.”
provided the mlitary analysis. "Those dinky things can't
touch us in our holes, so stay |ow nmen and hug your boots."
Durmont didn't need the LT to tell himto stay |low. He and
Tina crouched as deep in their hole as they could, holding
each other tighter than when they nade | ove.

**\We got 'em" Blacky's voice rang in Dunont's ears.

"CGot what?" he asked, like they were back on the Pitt,
cruising for rags.

"The rockets. Watch me pop 'em"”

Durmont bl inked his heads-up to life. It overwote his

eyeball, mottling Tina's pale conplexion with the tracks of
fast-nmoving nissiles. Mary had prom sed that what she
could see, she'd show themall. And what Bl acky saw, he
shot at.

"Damm it. Blacky, those things'11l home on you." Around
Tina's nose a second and third dot w nked out.

"Not while | got "emin my sights," Blacky crowed.

A fourth di sappeared.

"Private, get that rifle in your hole," the |ieutenant
shout ed, his voice cracking. "Your anm won't hold out.
You're only making yourself a target." Two nmore dots just
bel ow Ti na's eyes vani shed. But her forehead | ooked like a
bad case of acne. And they were changing direction, arrow
i ng straight for Blacky.

"Can't you do sonething?" Tina whispered.
"Run over to Blacky's hole just in tine to get blown to

jelly with him" Dunmont wasn't about to do that, even if a
corporal was supposed to. And nobody had told hima cor-

The |ieutenant again



poral was. Two nore dots di sappeared.

"Damm, it's not shooting anynore," Bl acky screaned.
**Any, switch ne to another juice bag."

"Not enough tinme," Mary yelled. "Pull it in and get
down! "
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"I"'mgoing. |I'mgoing," Blacky hollered.

Durmont wanted to | ook, see if Blacky had finally done

what someone told himto. He kept his head down. Don't

make yourself a target. He could check on Bl acky when the
barrage was over. Check on what was left of him On Du-
mont's display, the dots were flocking to Tina's lips. He
wanted to kiss her. Damm suit. Sonme of the dots farther back
around her eyes, were still spread out. Dunont held his
breath and Tina tight. The expl osi ons began. He pissed in his
suit and his bowels let go. Tina screaned as he was thrown
agai nst her. He gripped the walls of their hole, trying to hold
hi nsel f, not smash agai nst her again.

The expl osi ons went on—forever.
"Report casualties," the lieutenant ordered on net as soon as
the | ast rocket was down. On her screen, Mary could see him
out of his hole, bounding for third squad.

No one el se was novi ng.

The lieutenant cane to a halt at the edge of a torn and
pocked area. Here, the rill was gone, broadened into a ten-
nmeter hole made up of a lot of tittle ones. 'Third squad,
you've lost two nen and the laser rifle." Mary knew it was
a man and a worman, two kids who'd played one too many

vi d- ganes.

"Lieutenant,” Mary said, her voice even, "lI've got traffic
moving in front of us.”

"How mnuch?"
' Twenty wheel ed vehicles. ™"

"Pick two, wi de apart, and give 'emeach a rocket." The
LT's words were bitter cold. She'd never heard anyone talk
quite that way. But then, Mary'd never been around when
mur der was deci ded upon

She selected two rigs, a bit out in front of the rest. By tri-
angul ating her vid, she got a good range and position on
them wi thout using a laser to range-find. She felt nothing.

"Fire in hole twelve," she called ... just another day at the
m ne.
"Clear," the lieutenant shot back
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Cold as death, Mary watched the two m ssiles process as

dots across her display. She didn't switch on the | aser desig-
nator until the nmissiles were over the rim She only high-
lighted the vehicles when they were halfway there. For a
monent the missiles did not respond; then they changed di -
rection. Mary grinned as the projected courses intersected
the rigs.

Al arms nmust have gone off in the vehicles when the des-
ignators hit them Plunms of dust shot out as they accel erated
and turned. They popped chaff—+oo late. Several battle-

suited figures tunbled out of the rigs. A laser bolt shot up—
m ssed.

The missiles hit. Parts of rig and bodies cartwheeled in
slow arcs. Mary zoomed a video in on both scenes, passed

t hem al ong. Let everybody see the payback. There were

cheers on net. Mary studied the picture, inprinting it solid.
How many tines in the nmines had she swal |l owed what ever

t he owners handed out? She'd stood, clinch jawed, and

taken it. Well, I'mnot taking it anynore. You got two of us.
W got a lot nore of you. Keep coming and there's nore

where that came from

"Li eutenant, can | have a couple nore mssiles?"
"Yeah." Her request was seconded by others on net.

"We've nade our point, Sergeant. W'Ill need what we got

in an hour or so." As the |ieutenant headed back to his hole,
Mary turned to the eneny. They'd gone to ground, rigs hid-
ing in the cover of rocks, infantry scattered.

"Ckay, you bastards. Let's see how you take to getting
your own nose bl oodied."

"Where the hell did that come fron?" The newly arrived
conmander of D conpany joined his brigade commander at
the escarpment's edge, surveying the w eckage.

"I"d like to know." Longknife could feel the blood | ust
rising. They'd played himfor a sucker—and he'd taken the
bait. He wanted them dead. The question was how to do it
wi t hout throw ng troopers away. "Conpany conmmanders.
report."
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"Tran here.”
"Li eut enant Cohen, B conpany comander."

"Where's ..." Right, there'd been a | aser cannon on one
of the carriers—a conpany comander's rig. B conpany

had a new commander. Longknife took a deep breath.
"Slight change of plan. Send ne back your carriers. Keep
the infantry heading for the rim but advance on foot,

| eapfrog, use fire and nmovenent."



"Who do we fire at?" the lieutenant squeaked.

"Nobody, unless you see sonething. Just don't put too
many people out in the open until we know what we're up
agai nst."

"Sorry, sir.

"No stupid questions, only stupid answers." And how st u-

pid am| being? I"'mnot ready to put ny tail between ny

legs and run, that's for sure. O course, it would be nice if
t hose bastards in the pass Just disappeared. "Mve out, fel-
| ows, and keep your heads down. You got an hour to reach

the rim"

"Roger" cane back to him He went to the next item on
hi s agenda. "Senior Pilot Nuu, when's the Revenge due back
for a second shooting pass?"

"Don't know. Major. Whatever they ran into fried every
sensor and antenna on the boats. Even | ost a nine-inch gun
Sone eager turret commander ran his |aser out early. Got
something in its eye. Revenge and conpany will be | ow
when they go past here. You running into trouble?"

"Not hi ng we can't handle, but I wouldn't mnd the Navy
slagging this pass fromorbit."

"Sorry, hon."

"I"mhaving a busy day at the office. Call you later
friend." Ray clicked off. There m ght have been a whi spered
kiss just before the line went dead. He stowed it away some-
where behind his heart for later. R ght now, he had a battle
to win.

What the hell am | facing? The political officer had his
own official party opinion. O course. Jolly had stayed be-
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hind to make sure Santiago pushed the rest of the troops for-
war d.

But what was he facing? Really. "Major, artillery here, we
got tube artillery dialed in on the |aser designators that got
our two carriers. Mnd if we take them out?"

"Do it." That took no thought.

The gun carriages behi nd hi m bucked- The tubes puffed

fire silently. A noment |later two chunks of the crater rim
bl ew out. A ragged cheer cane over the artillery net.
"Artillery, what's your amo situation?"

"We got five units of fire on the transports, but only

| oaded out half of one. Sure could use those carriers you just
call ed back to bring up nore ammo."



"They're yours. Now, | need sonme tinme to think. Don't
bot her me unl ess the devil hinself shows up."

"No problem™

Maj or Longknife stood, |egs apart, arnms fol ded over his
chest, eyes staring at the pass.

What have | got in front of ne?
Damed if | know.
What do | know?

They had a damm good | aser gunner who kept nme from

knowi ng nore about themwho was no | onger anong the

living. Qutsy—but knew damm little about his weapon. Only

a green gunner would take on a sixty-four-rocket salvo with
no backup.

Are all the troops facing us that green? Wuld be nice.

The depl oynment along that rill Iine was sonmething only a
green second |l ouie would come up with. Are they there, or
was he only supposed to think they were? The rockets had
honed in on the laser gun, and they'd honed right in on the

rill. Could all that be a setup to sucker himin? The response
to that salvo had been quick. \Whoever coordinated it had de-
layed illum nating his targets until the |last second. Smart

nmove. Way two missiles? Did they have an amunition
problem or had the salvo killed two troopers? Only real
green troops would let battlefield deaths spark their re-
sponse.
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Everything pointed to green troops, but with surprises up
their sleeves. Wonder if they are green enough to surrender
Shoul d have nmade an offer. Longknife glanced at the weck-
age of two carriers—+oo0 |late now "Santiago, | want ny van
up here fast. | need sensors pronto."

"It's moving now. Sir- Sone artillery with it."

"Tell my driver to put pedal to the metal. He'll |ove that
order. | need analysis nore than he needs an escort."
"Yes sir."

Maj or Longknife squinted at the pass. Wwo are you?
Have | pegged you right yet? How do | get you out of ny
way ?

Mary studied the situation in front of her. She'd been dunb
not to nove those designators as soon as she'd used them
She' d reprogrammed the videos to order the | asers to scoot
back into their tunnels as soon as their targets were de-
st royed.

What el se am | forgetting?



To surrender. But that was out of the question now The
two blasted rigs and the bodies around them had cl osed t hat
door. She zoomed in on the solitary figure still standing, |egs
spread, arms folded across his chest. Mary couldn't make

her own suit do that. Wonder if that neans their suits are
better or worse than ours? Wnder if | offed that one, would
they all go hone? She doubted it. "Lieutenant, they're stil
com ng but hopping. Should we toss a few nore rockets at

t hen®?"

"Spread out, we wouldn't get nany. We don't have

enough to trade one rocket for three or four nen- No,
Sergeant, we wait for themto bunch up again. Then we'll
cut 'em down."

Mary didn't |ike what she was hearing, but she coul dn't
fault his logic. She switched channels. "Lek, when are those
rei nforcements gonna get here?"

"They haven't left. Ch, they' ve pulled A company out of
rummagi ng through | uggage, but the transports are spread to
hel | and gone."
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"What happened to that crazy |ady who was going to put
rockets down on the transports?"

Lek snorted. "She's got her rockets and got her command
unit to programthem but the fire control computers don't
have any power cables.”

"Lek, don't tell me they need a special cable.™
"Ckay, | won't tell you."
"These apes could never run a nine."

"Ever nove a nine hal fway across human space, offl oad

it three times at busy stations, shuffle the shipping contain-
ers and then try to get it put back together in two days?
Mary, they're doing the best they can."

"Lek, we got guys hopping toward us who intend to kil
us- Even your mld disposition has got to take of fense at
that."

"Ain't no use getting the dander up over what you can't
do not hing about. Now you stay cool, young |ady."

Only Lek would think of her as young or a |ady. Mary

agai n checked the situation before her. Nothing had
changed, except the guys with guns were closer. No, there
were nore rigs on the plain, just their side of the escarp-
ment. "Lieutenant, have you noticed the new stuff show ng
up back there?"

"Yes, Sergeant. A full battery of six rocket |aunchers, six
tube artillery and what | ooks |like a conmand van. | watched
them come up. | think the troop carriers they sent back are



headed this way, probably |oaded with nmore rockets and
shells."

"How can you sound so damm cal n?" Mary snapped
"They're gonna flatten us."

"'Cause | got no rockets with the range." He answered
her like she m ght speak to a newbie in the mnes. "Al we
can do is hit them where we can and take what they throw at
us."

"We can hit them" Mary whispered the secret.
"Wth what ?"

"We've got four SS-12's. They've got a range of fifteen
klicks, don't they?"

34 « M ke Moscoe
"You bunch of pot-bellied, sticky-fingered jokers wal ked

off with four SS-12's." The |ieutenant sounded al npst
gi ddy.

"Well, we had to have sonething up our sleeves, |ieu-
tenant."
The kid was laughing. "I love you crazy bunch of mlitary

di sasters. Were're the Twel ves set up?"
"In the rill, with the rest of the rockets."

"That makes it ten klicks to the escarpnent, another one

or two to the targets. |I'd been thinking of wheeling a couple
of Threes into the gap to see if they could do sonething.

Now, we got four that can really do the job."

"Shall | lay in coordinates and | aunch thenf"

There was a | ong pause. Mary wondered if the young man
had heard her. "Lieutenant, should I..." she started slowy.

"No, Mary. Let ne think for a minute." He was really let-
ting his hair down, what little his buzz cut left him He'd
even called her Mary. "You've been a nminer all your life,
Mary. You ever find an ore vein and have to wait to flush it
out? Is there any nineral that has to be aged in place?"

"No, sir." The LT knew not hi ng about m ning.

"My instructors said timng was everything. Now | think

| understand. If we blast their artillery now, they can adjust
their battle plan for what's left. No, Mary, we wait until they
commit. Wait until there's a lot of junk in the air and they
won't know what to hit with a laser bolt. No battle plan sur-
vives contact with the eneny. Let's wait and make that poor
bastard's plan go to hell in a handbasket."

Mary grinned; the kid did know how to fight. She went
back to her display. The advancing infantry were noving



faster, made bold by the |ack of attention. She focused on
the guy who'd spent such a long tinme staring her way. He
was moving toward a big, boxy rig with a garden of anten-
nas on its top and side. The |lieutenant said a comrmand van
had arrived. She could spot only one of those boxy bad-hair-
day things. That made it the command van, and that fell ow
the guy giving the orders to kill them You 're managenent.
You die first.
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Now, how do | fight this dam battle?

Maj or Longknife stepped into his comrand van- Hi s four

staff officers were busy bringing their boards up to date.
Most of what the boards showed he'd watched with his own
eyes. Here, it was displayed by platoons and with rate of ad-
vance precisely calculated. H s troops would be at the rimin
ten mnutes-

Longknife rested a hand on his sensor coordi nator
"Tanaka, there's sonething out there | can't figure out."

"Yeah, | watched that attack fromthe artillery net. They

got this place wired, but they're either load limted or |ow on
expendabl es. | would have targeted every troop carrier out
(here. Wy just two buggi es?"

"I'"ve been asking nyself that for the |last hour. Haven't
got an answer yet. You?"

"No, Sir."

"What | can do is adapt, scatter the troops until they're
not worth a rocket, and next time we go in, make sure their
laser illumnators aren't worth a damm." The maj or chi nned
his mke. "Artillery, what's your snoke situation?"

"Maybe not as good as | thought it was. W biased the
unit of fire for the real thing. 1've got WP, but maybe not as
much as we could use."

"Tell base canp to | oad extra snoke on the resupply run."
"Santiago's already got the troop carriers headed back."

"Tell himhe's too damm fast. Turn the |ast carrier around
and have it rel oaded with white phosphorus.™

"Yes, Sir."

"Ckay, folks, here's what we're gonna do." And together
the major and his team started putting together the famliar
pi eces that had won the 2nd so many battl es before.

Mary was kicking herself. She'd concentrated so rmuch on
defendi ng the platoon's position, she hadn't put that mnuch

thi nking into defending herself. Mst of the riflenmen headed
her way would hit the rimon the other side of the gap or

damm close to it on this side. Still about forty would wash up
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on the other side of her and wal k by her place on their way
to the gap.

What are the chances they won't notice ny hidey-hole ?
Dam slim with a centinmeter gap on both sides of the
door. Mary called up the map of the rims innards. There
wer e ot her chanbers; quickly she sent the nol es digging.
She needed a bolt-hole. Things were getting conplicated.

Captain Santiago scowl ed at the returning troop carrier that
now was an amunition carrier. The driver had to be crazy
to race a carrier, overloaded with expl osives, but this one
was. It nade a hard left turn and slid to a rocking halt not
two neters fromthe | oading dock. The driver was out of it
in a flash.

"Maj or wants snoke," the excited driver shouted, forget-
ting his commlink carried a whisper just as well. "He's got
enough hi gh expl osive. You got to reload me quick with
WIlly Peter."

Santiago threw open the rear door to the carrier. Pony

shells in their plastic cradles were cramred on the floor
Every shell was stanped with WP/V, white phosphorus

nodi fied for vacuum or WIly Peter, if you preferred. Each
round was |l aced with crystals to dazzle |asers and heat to
blind infrared sensors. A perfect screen for a man to hi de be-
hind on a battlefield. "Dam it. You are | oaded with Wlly
Peter."

The driver | ooked over the captain's shoul der. "Nobody
told me what | was carrying, sir. Artillery just said cone
back. "

Santiago gritted his teeth; artillery wouldn't know any
better. There'd been no tinme to inventory the load out to
each carrier. He'd assuned artillery wanted it fast. To hel
with the paperwork. It had worked—except for this | oad.

"Sol di er, now you know what you got. You are a bat out
of hell, so drive Iike one and get this chaff up the line."

The trooper whirled and bounced off the carrier as he
overshot his 180-degree turn. He took two running steps that
didn't sit well with the moon's | ower gravity and snagged
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the door to the driver's station before he fell flat on his face.
Pulling hinmself into the seat, he got the rig noving before
t he door cl osed.

Captain Santiago chinned his nmike. "Artillery, | got a |oad
of WP headed your way just slightly below light speed. 1"l
have a couple of nore | oads waiting for you as soon as you
get ne some rigs to put themin."



"We' || unload themfast on this end. Thanks for the quick
turnaround. | figured you for another five mnutes."

"Don't thank me, thank the driver. Assum ng the kid

doesn't nosedive into a crater. Santiago out." No use telling
hi m he coul d* ve had the WP ten minutes sooner if he hadn't
sent the kid in circles. In the eons of time and space, ten
m nutes wouldn't matter. Santiago tasted the lie. He'd been
under fire; he knew how |l ong a mnute could be.

Mary checked the outside situation. In the last five mnutes
they'd gotten closer. Here and there, pairs of soldiers had
reached the rimand waited. Inside, the noles had found a

pl ace that might save her life—f they had enough time to do
their thing. They were chonping away happily on rocks,

| eaving Mary to wonder if she'd finally given away too

much, taken too little. Cassie was always telling her she
couldn't make everyone happy. Mary swall owed hard and
checked out si de.

Troops were bunching up as they reached the rim That
promoted themto targets, but not easy ones. Mary had a

nole redrill a hole at an extreme downward slant and sent a
designator into it. A one-second light-up was all she risked
before sending it scuttling back deep into the rock. The
Unity artillery still had time to get a fix; a shell snashed
where it had been ten seconds ago.

The desi gnator squealed as it shook. Still, it reported
avai | abl e when things settled down. Mary was none too

happy with the test; the targeting beam had still been ten ne-
ters out fromthe foot of the rim Wll, rockets needed a

pl ace to expl ode and scatter flechettes. That would have to
do. She got six nmoles noving to redeploy |asers. Mre and
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nore hostiles were at the rim staying fairly spread out, but
still worth a rocket.

"Lieutenant, | think 1"'mgoing to need a fewmssiles in a
m nute or two."

"We' || have to do this quick. Their artillery has a hair trig-
ger." As if she hadn't noticed. "Sergeant, you al so have com

pany."

"Yes, sir," Mary growed. "If you give me a half dozen
rockets, | can send one ny way w thout making a spectacle
of nyself."

"The rockets are yours. Good shooting."

Thi s shoot would have to be timed to the split second.
"Lek, | need six missiles programmed for a quick U turn as
they come out of the canisters. Can you do it?"

"Piece of cake, miner. |I can hold themto a one-klick pop-
up. They'll go a few klicks out, then turn back. How do you
think the Unies will take to getting rockets in their back-



si de?"

"Maybe they' |l bitch to whoever's running those guns
and give them a good case of 'Did | do that?'" Mary man-
aged a chuckle. Wiile Lek finished his progranm ng, the
nmol es dug her hiding pl ace.

"They're yours." Lek cane back on. "Use two on the ri-
fles at your doorstep.”

So the others knew her predi cament- Mbisture rimed

Mary's eyes. Hadn't been many in her life who cared, cer-
tainly not when the nissile that saved her life mght be the
one that wasn't there to save his. Blinking the water away,
Mary got back to business. "Three to each side of the crater,
and only one on ny doorstep. Don't want to hang a wel -

cone mat out."

"You got a fallback position, Mary?" Lek asked.

"Wor ki ng on one now. "

' Take care.”

"I'f I was careful, | wouldn't be here," Mary breathed as
she switched of f. She did one nore check. Lasers were
warm but not in place. She edged them forward. Hol ding
her breath, she punched six mssiles out.
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"Rockets incom ng," sensors shouted

Maj or Longknife twisted around to face the sensor sta-
tion. "Any | aser designators?"

"None pointing. | got strange el ectromagnetic em ssions,
but they don't match anything in the Earthies* inventory."

"Artillery." Longknife kept his voice even. "I want WP
out there- Air burst at a hundred neters."

"On the way."
"Any laser rifles in range?"
"Two LR s at naxi mum range."

"Not much help. Artillery, as soon as the lasers light up, |
want them smashed. "

"W got twelve rounds of WIly Peter out there," artillery
reported, "and we're reloading with high expl osive. Few
problems can't be solved with a round of HE."

"Good." Longknife settled back. It would be a battle be-
tween their neasures and his counterneasures. He gl anced

at the sensors board; the rockets stayed low. A laser m ssed
Its target was turning back. "They're aimed at the rim O
course. "



Mary waited for the missiles to start their turn back to the
rimbefore she lit off the designators. One by one the six red
dots on her heads-up display turned to green. Target ac-
qui r ed.

Then all hell broke | ose.

The infrared sensors lit up like a fire. The | asers chirped
in protest as the mssiles' dots turned black. Targets not ac-
qui red. Quickly, Mary changed to vid. G ant puffs of white
stuff bl ossoned along the rim bl ocking the | asers.

"WIlly Peter, Mary." The LT's voice filled her hel net.
' They' ve bl anketing you with white phosphorus- Thick to

stop lasers, hot to stop infrared. It'll settle, but in |ow grav
not very fast. The missiles should hone on where they were
targeted, | hope. Douse your |asers and get them out of

there."”

Right. Mary had read about WP as a counterneasure for
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| asers. Damm, why hadn't she thought about it? Quickly she
ordered her lasers to scoot back. On second thought, she or-
dered everything to scoot. Rocks around her shook. Her
mssiles were hitting sonething. Then the chanber really
shuddered. Mary danced around |ike an upped hopper, w sh-

i ng she had the drugs in her that gave the hoppers the energy
as well as the oblivion

Maj or Longknife scowl ed. "Check fire, check fire. Hying
rocks are doing their job for 'em

"Roger," The artillery barrage ceased. The rain of rocks
and boul ders on his troops stopped. Wnder how many sen-
sors we killed? How nmany of our own troops? Damm war.

The incom ng rockets had been bad enough. A laser rifle

had gotten only one- Some ballsy assault rifle had clipped
another. It hadn't done much good; inertia kept the pieces
going in |loose formati on. Myst troops had taken off hopping
as soon as it was clear where a rocket was heading. Still,
flechettes had gotten too many, and the rockets' flight had
been short. Unspent solid fuel, still flam ng, had speckl ed
others. Plasti-armor that could stop a flechette bumed if
heat ed enough. The conputer took the injured off net, but
not before the first horrible screans. War never got easy.

"Artillery, you got any enpty carriers?"
"Sone. Was about to head them back for nore snoke and
HE. "

"Hang red crosses, stars, and crescents on 'em and send
them out there."

"You don't think they'll shoot 'en®"



"Win't know what kind of war these fol ks came to fight
until we see, will we?"

"Right, sir, 1'll ask for |ife-saver volunteers."

"Cet 'emout there, and get your gunners ready. |I'm
gonna start the show any tine now. "

The anbul ances were a nercy—and a ni ssion. Buddies

were caring for buddies. So long as first aid was the priority,
conbat was a distant second. But once their mates were

turned over to the medics, the blood |lust would conme fl ood-
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ing back to the survivors. The major glanced around. H s ar-
tillery was ready. D and E companies were ready to roll. GCet
t he wounded off the field, and it would be time. Longknife
gave hinself ten m nutes.

Mary risked two vids. The scene they showed was horri bl e.

Two hundred peopl e had been huddl ed under the rim
when the mssiles canme. There were still two hundred battle
suits out there, but a lot of themweren't people anynore.

She' d never considered unspent rocket fuel a weapon.

Burning figures withered on the ground, trying to put out

fire that carried its own oxidizer. The lucky ones sluffed the
fuel off as they rolled in the dust. No, the lucky were the
ones just lying there, dead and burning.

"CGod, what have | done?"

A red light flashed, drawi ng her attention to the top of
the picture. Weel ed vehicles were nmaking their way down

t he escarpment. They were going slower than she'd expect
for an attack rush, but Mary no longer trusted anything in
battle to be reasonable. "Lieutenant, we got wheel s headed
our way."

"Show ne. "

Happy to get away fromthe close-in picture, Mary
zoomed in on a pair of the approaching rigs.

"No shooting this time, Mary. Those carriers have red
crosses on 'em They're anmbul ances, cone for the wounded.
We don't shoot at red crosses.”

No way woul d Mary shoot at sonething come to take

those wetched pictures out of her vision. She shuddered; it
woul d take nore than anbul ances to get them out of her
menory- She'd buned and sl ashed and killed them And

they'd do the same to her if they got a chance. "Lieutenant,
m nd taking over the big picture for a while? | got house-
keepi ng chores to do."

"Di g deep, Mary. W've got a truce while the anmbul ances



are on the field. I'lIl mnd the store.™
Mary started | ooking for places to hide.
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"They're | eaving the anbul ances al one," sensors whi spered
as if even a strong word might disturb the delicate peace.

"M ght as well. They know we know how to cover vehicles
now," artillery butted in.

"Let's credit virtue where it's due,” Ray nuttered. "Ar-
tillery, your crew ready?"

"Just say the word."
"Enough of the right stuff?"

"I"d i ke nore WP, but you know where my anmo carri -
ers are."

"Yeah. "

"Sir," whispered sensors, "shouldn't we go now? The
nore time we give them the better dug in they'll be."

"Yes, son, but B and C conpanies are out of it. Their of-
ficers and nonconms need time to put them back into fighting
order. D and E are our reserves, but only E's got arnored
carriers. | don't want to send themforward until B and C are
in solid contact. And | got a flag of truce on the field.
They're honoring it, and | don't intend to make this war any
viler than it has to be. W will honor our own flag of truce."

"Yes, sir.

"But that doesn't mean we don't think for the next ten

m nutes. We've tapped them They've tapped us. To hel

with love taps. | want a knockout next. So far, 1 don't even
know what |'m up agai nst."

"Sir, | think |I've got something," said sensors slowy.
"I"'mlistening."

"I told you the background el ectronmagnetic noi se from
the rimdidn't match any stuff in the Earthies' inventory."

"Ri ght."

"I think | got a picture of what these folks are using."
Ray' s heads-up changed to an up-close picture of the rim
Shel |l s had gouged it; something dangled fromthe rock
"What's that?" artillery asked.

"It's not nmlitary issue," sensors answered. "It took a

maj or search of ne database to find. It's the | atest comer-
cial infrared sensor. They use it in nmines. It cost a fortune."
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"We're facing mning equi pnent?" Artillery wasn't per-
suaded.

"It looks like that to ne," Sensors stood his ground.

"That mght explain a lot," Longknife said slowy.
'They've dug in faster than | expected. They' ve got a few
savvy types and a |l ot of dunmb ones. And all of themare
green. Ckay, crew. Wiat do we do with that assunption? W
got ten mnutes before | want to kick this off. Talk to ne."

Ten minutes can go qui ckly when experts at organi zed
mayhem put their mnds to it.

The seconds ticked by, each one an hour |ong and not nearly

| ong enough. Mary had nothing to do while the noles did

their thing. Into that tine-twi sted void crept visions of the
hell Mary had created. She didn't turn on the vid. She didn't
have to. Al her life, Mary had been ... well, if not a good
girl, at least a woman who kept out of trouble. Go to work.
Gve the man his time. Don't tal k back. And cover your

nmout h when you | augh at the boss man or brown-noser as

they get theirs.

Mary got what she deserved. A few beers with friends. A

few parties. Here and there a night worth renenbering. That
was |ife, thank you very much. Now she had kill ed. Good

God, how she had killed. Now she could pray. Pray that

there was no God to see what she'd done. Qutside were peo-
pl e, buddies of the ones she'd killed. Al she had to do was
open the door. They'd find her. One shot froma needle rifle
and she woul dn't have to worry about forgetting the pic-
tures. One shot, hell. They'd probably enpty their maga-
zines into her. She wouldn't feel a thing.

Mary fingered the door. The jacks would swivel it.
They'd do the rest. Through her trenbling fingertips, Mry
felt novenent on the other side. They were coming for her

"Sergeant, take a look at this."

"Private, get a nove on. W' re wanted at the pass.”
"Not hi n' s gonna happen 'til the anbul ances are out of

here. Take a | ook. Sergeant. There's a hole in the rock."
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"There's holes all over this dam rock."

"Yeah, but not in a straight line."

"Straight |ine?" The sergeant had gone outside the rock
out croppi ng. The private had taken the inside. Two other

privates had joined himby the time the sergeant got back

"Shit, look." The second private fingered the gap in the



rocky wall. "It's straight, and as wide as ny little finger."
"You mean prick," put in the third private.

"You're just jealous, honey. | got one and you don't." He
| eaned agai nst the rock. "Doesn't nove."

"Honey, you never could make the earth nove. Now ne,

baby cakes, | can nake it shake, rattle, and roll." She patted
her hips, or nore precisely, the satchel of explosives hang-
ing there. "Mve out of ny way, boy, and I' 11 show you how

a woman does it."

"Hol d your horses, Roz," the sergeant put in as he joined
them "We got anbul ances on the Hel d. Nobody bl ows not h-
ing while we're under the red crescent."

"Course, Roz, if you got your heart set on bl owi ng sone-
thing, 1'mavailable."

"Go bl ow yourself, before | use sone C-20 to do it for
you. Sergeant, sonebody's had us under observation since
we started. That sonebody's caused us a lot of grief. If that

somebody's behind this rock, I want his ass.”
"Ckay, Roz, I'"Il call it up, but close that satchel. Nobody
does nothin' til | get the word. Understood?"

"Yes, Sergeant," three privates echoed |ike four-year-
ol ds.

Mary waited for the door to blow in, crush her under its
stony weight. "Mary," Cassie's voice whispered in her hel-
nmet, "you've been off net for a long time. You okay?"

"Yes," Mary sniffled. "No problemhere."
"Doesn't sound tike no problemto ne."

"Ckay, you want a problem How do you bl ow your nose
in one of these damm ape suits?"

"You got me. Don't think they made themw th crying in
m nd. Want nme to ask the |ieutenant?"
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"For God's sake, no!"
"Want to talk about it, Mary?"

She sniffed hard, trying to get control of all the drips.
Then she sneezed, splattering phlegmall over the inside of
her faceplate. Mst of it ran down in thin streaks. The face-
pl ate was supposed to be streak-free. It alnbst was. The suit
al ready stank of fear and sweat.

"I just killed a lot of people,” Mary finally said.

"So? That's wiat they sent us here to do."



"No, / just killed a ot of people. | saw them Lying out
t here burning."

"I know," Cassie whispered. "I saw the vid, too."
"But I'mthe one that killed them"™

"Yeah, | know. You laid out the sensors all by yourself.
Enpl aced the rockets, programmred them Did it all yourself.
Good going, girl."

"I"'msorry."

"No you're not, Mary. If we hadn't blasted those two rigs,
if we hadn't stonped themat the rim they' d have rolled
right over us a half hour ago. How many of us would be
dead? Me, Lek, Nan, Dunont, definitely the lieutenant.

How many, MNary?"

"I don't know. "

"Neither do I. But you saved our asses, Mary, and we're
kind of glad for it. Now, you go take care of yourself, girl."

"Thanks, Cassie. It's good to know soneone cares. | owe
you a beer."

"Then you definitely take care of yourself. | need all the
free beer | can get at ny age.”

"Cassie, | got a fewthings to do. Call you back in a cou-
ple of mnutes."

"I'f you don't, I'Il call you. We need you, girl. Digin
good. |f anybody knows how, you do."

"Thanks. Mary out." Mary gl anced around her cell. Not
L- rmuch bigger than her apartnent in the belt. Over there was
A roomfor the bed. The cook space was opposite it. The couch

woul d go agai nst the door |eaving a whole wall for the vid
' center. Where do | hide, under the bed or in the closet?
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The nol es must have finished. The jacks skittered away
fromthe original door and headed for a comer. Mary got
down on her hands and knees. Yeah, under the bed sounded

good.

She grabbed her gun and started craw ing.

"B COWMPANY, REPORT," Major Longknife ordered.

"Locked and | oaded. W want their skulls for hood orna-



ments. "

The maj or woul d have expected nothing less. "C com
pany, report."

"In position. There better be enough skulls for us, too.
Damed if 1*11 settle for their guts as antenna streaners
again."

"There' |l be enough. Weie're the anbul ances?"

"Last one just cleared the escarpnent... now

"Artillery, they're yours. D and E conpanies, forward at
a gallop. B and C, as soon as the snoke thickens, advance
and take the pass."

"Roger," "Yes, sir," and "On our way" answered him

"Li eut enant Cohen." The major called the new coman-
der of B conpany. "Your folks pretty sure they've found the
skunk that's been calling down all those rockets?"

"Yes, sir."
"Well, you don't have to wait for snoke to go after that
one. That's a skull | want, personally."

"It's yours, sir." The young voice held no doubt.
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Mary felt the pressure of the explosion even through vac-

uum She checked her heads-up display one last time before.

she doused it, and the hint of light it brought to the cavern
It was all red, hot, and ready. Damm. The mines! She'd

safetied themfor the LT's walk. Wth a flick of her wist, she
reactivated them Then she doused the heads-up

Mary eyed her old space through the slit she'd left open

to her new quarters. The stone slab lay half in, half out of the
doorway. Three grenades sail ed through the hole. Mary

ducked. Through the stone, she felt the expl osions and

shrapnel bouncing off walls. Sonething slanmed into her

hel met. Carefully, she fingered a bit of jagged netal sticking
in the plastic of her faceplate. Bent and twisted, it had rico-
cheted off the walls before coming to rest, spent, on her hel-
met. Wth a glob of safety goo in one hand, she gently pulled
the netal out. It had barely dinged the plastic. Mary, never
one to take a chance, sl apped goo sealant liberally on the
ding and risked a |l ook into her old space.

Four infantry, rifles at the ready, entered one after another
Rifl es and hel nets noving as one, they swept down the en-
tire cavern. Not one square mllineter went unexam ned. So
that's how professionals do it. Three stayed on point and
alert. One relaxed his aim probably a sergeant getting ready
to report. Mary didn't want that. She flipped on the |aser
designator high on the far wall. In its ruddy light, the dust
and gases of the explosion still swirled. Like puppets, every



gun and eye swiveled to face it.

Mary slipped her needle rifle into the notch left for it
bel ow the slit. Her heads-up display back on. it showed the
next room The sights settled on the cl osest back. Mary
squeezed the trigger, gently, like she'd been taught.

The gas vented out the sides of her rifle; she felt no recoil.
A three-round burst went into one back. Mary wal ked her
aimto the next closest back. Three nore for it, then the next.

That one wasn't a back. She caught hi m-Ao0, maybe it

was a her—turning. Mary stitched three rounds into her side
and changed aimfor the last one. He was diving for the
cover of the stone. Mary had to get him she couldn't hold
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off a siege. H's helnet was in her sights. She jerked off three
rounds. Only the first one hit. It was enough

The facepl ate shattered.

Mary lay, rifle in hand, fascinated as the blood flew in

| azy arcs, obedient to the gentle gravity of this noon. She
m ght have lain there, mesmerized by the deaths she'd
caused, but expl osions were seeping into her body.

Her m nes were going off.
She ordered a vid to keep an eye on her old space and put

it on motion detection. Swtching her heads-up to the out-
side picture, she nodded. Yep, the minefield was taking a

toll. There was still too nuch of the WP stuff to use a |aser
It took her a minute to regain the situation. Somewhere in
that mnute she was violently ill, but she kept nost of the

vomt off her faceplate. Her friends needed her

Li eut enant Cohen waited for the cloud of WIlly Peter to

t hi cken. After each burst of shell, he'd start counting. When
he got to fifteen without starting over, the swirl of white ob-
scured the end of the pass—and he coul d believe the ar-

tillery net's claimthat the barrage was over

"Foll ow me, crew," he shouted, and the nmen and wonen

of B conpany lit out after him He was near the crest of the

ri dge when sonething exploded at his feet. Arms and | egs
flailing, he flew up, then snashed into the pass's stone wall
five meters above the ground. O his feet, he felt nothing.

H s ears rang, but not enough to miss the hissing of pressure
fleeing his suit. Wth his last air, he shouted. "Cone on, sol-
diers, a few nmines can't slow the Guard down. Show the

others howit's done. Forward."

Troops doubl e-tinmed toward him sone shooting up as

expl osions bl ossomed at their feet, others making it through,
rifles up, shooting at what |ay ahead. Then darkness took vi -
sion fromthe lieutenant's eyes as his whol e body struggl ed
for breath- It was not a |ong struggle.



Each shell bounced Cassie around the inside of her dugout.
As best she could, she left space for Joyce to do her own rat-
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tling around. Then the |ieutenant bell owed on the platoon-
wi de net. "Infantry in the gap. Heads up. R fles out. Shoot."

She and Joyce stared at each other. Did that idiot really

want themto crawl out of their hole under this artillery bar-
rage? Then again, the place wasn't shaki ng anynore. Just

her knees. Through the faceplate, Cassie could see Joyce's
face. Sweat ran down it, vomit speckled the hel net. She was

in no shape to stand up, much | ess shoot Wonder what | | ook
i ke?

| sure as hell don 'tfeel like standing up and aimng a gun
Cassi e was shaking |ike an unbal anced motor. "I1'Il fire a

round if you will," Cassie said.

"Just one?"
"That's all | got in ne."

They came up out of their hole together, slapped their ri-
fles down on the rocky lip, and fired. Cassie didn't try for a
sight picture. She just pulled the trigger and held it down,
slowy sweeping the barrel over the gap three hundred ne-

ters away. Figures in arnored space suits poured through the
pass- Sone flew ... mines, she remenbered. Good | uck

Mary.

Her rifle quit spitting. For Mary, she popped the spent
magazi ne out and slamed in a new one. Cassie glanced at
Joyce. She slunped over her rifle, surprise still showing in
her enpty eyes. Her faceplate had taken a direct hit. She
hadn't suffered. A needle's tiny hole showed between her
eyes.

Cassie turned back to the gap, finger on the trigger, gun
venting. She wondered why her throat hurt. It wasn't unti
she slipped the fourth nmagazine in that she realized she was
screamng. She didn't try to stop

Captain Tran did a belly flop in the dust at the end of the
pass. He'd made it! Fromthe | ooks of things, he mght be

the only officer who had. Conpany B was taking a pasting.
They' d al ways been a hard luck unit. Tough luck. The rifle
fire on his side of the gap was lighter. "First and second pl a-
toon, keep going. Third and fourth, give themfire support.
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When they've got the rill, third and fourth will |eapfrog over
them™

Shout s answered him A dozen nen took of f hoppi ng.
Was that ail thai was left of the forty who junped off with ne
at the escarpnent?



Eight made it to the rill. They ducked down and started

| ooki ng for hidey-holes. "It's like shooting fish in a bow"
cane over the net. Tran would give thema mnute, then

order third and fourth up and forward.

Durmont held Tina. "I can't go out there," she whinpered.

"Don't worry, hon, we ain't going nowhere. No LT's
gonna make us."

"They shot her," screamed a voice on the squad net.
"They shot her right in our..."

"That was ..." Tina started.

"Yeah," Dunont cut her off. Har had the hole right down
fromthem Dunont raised his helnmet just enough to see.
Soneone in space arnmor with the red unity |ightning patch
was enptying his rifle into that hole. Unthinking, Dunont
pul l ed his gun out, sighted quickly, and bl ew t he gunner
away. Someone on the lip of the rill turned toward him Du-
nmont wal ked his fire up to blow himoff his feet.

Needl es stitched the other side of the rill's wall. Dunont
ducked before they got him Needles ricocheted all over the
pl ace, but none hit him

"Du, what is it?"

"Hon, if you want to live, you got to kill "em It's us or
themtime- Tina, can you stand up a bit nore and see what's
com ng up behind me?"

Trenbl i ng, she did.

" See anyt hi ng?"

"No. "
"Good girl. Now, something's coming up the rill behind
you. Don't turn around. |I'mgonna get 'em" He edged his

gun out a bit. The vid on it relayed the sight picture to his
heads-up. Not hing. He pushed the gun a bit nore. There was
someone, down a ways, hiding behind a twist in the rill. Not
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much to aimat- He held the gun with both hands and pull ed
the trigger. His target fell, kicking and trying to slap his
wounds. Duront put two rounds through his helnmet. He

didn't nove anynore.

Using his gun canera for a sweep, Dunont spotted noth-

ing nore at either end of the rill. Lying on his back, he
pushed out-hoping the whole time his suit would hook on
somet hing and keep himin his hole. Nothing. Crouching, he
ri sked a peek above the wall of the rill. Four dudes hopped
forward, firing at the old ladies in the hol es behind him
Wt hout thought, Dumont swung his gun over the four, trig-
ger finger |ocked down. They fol ded over backward. He felt



Tina's hand on his shoulder. "What do you want ne to do?"

"Cover ny back. 1'Il take care of our front." One of the
four bodies rolled over, grabbing for the gun nearby. Du-
nmont shot himthrough the soles of his feet.

Captain Tran blinked. First and second pl at oons were gone.
Just gone. He needed artillery before he'd order another as-
sault. He crawed to nme crest of the pass to get a line-of-
sight on artillery. Cinbing up on his knees, he got a signa
fromthe artillery net—and a needle in the back

It went right through him leaving a tiny hole that bubbled
bl ood i nto vacuum He grabbed for a patch even as he fell.
Front hol e covered, he wondered how he'd handl e the back
Two troopers crawl ed up behind him One sl apped his back
The pressure in his helnet quit dropping.

"Don't worry, sir, we'll get you back." They grabbed him

by the shoul ders and hustl ed himover the crest and down

t he other side, past blown mnes and body parts. He gl anced
around. There were tots of wounded bei ng hel ped by one or

two friends, all headed back. Here and there a single soldier
no wound vi si bl e, no wounded conrade apparent, drifted

back. The battle was over for B and C conpanies. D and E
woul d have to take the pass.

Tran gl anced up. D and E were rolling forward, naybe
three or four nore klicks out. D and E would do it.
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Mary studi ed her display- The platoon had held agai nst two
hundred. Now anot her two hundred were com ng up. It was
time to do somet hi ng—er surrender

She' d wat ched Dunont's squad hunker in their holes, try-
ing to make their own separate peace. Half of them were
dead for that. Surrender was no option today.

"Li eutenant, Rodrigo here. | want missile rel ease.”
"How many, Sergeant ?"
"Al'l you got."

There was a pause ... while the LT thought. No, the
background of the pause carried the ping, ping, ping of a
rifle. He was breathl ess when he cane back on. "They're
yours, Mary. W're too busy. Use 'emwell."

Mary counted her targets- Twenty carriers, half of them
tracked—that neant arnored—+ai sed dust plunes as they

raced toward her. She had to get them But there were |aser
rifles on several of them These missiles would have to fight
their way in. Ckay, flood them like they/loaded us. Then
there was the artillery. She'd heard the platoon whinper

under its nerciless, inpersonal pounding. She'd al so heard

the screans as they died. Artillery is gonna pay. And that big
square box owes nme. Omes ne big tine.



The WP stuff was settling. Maybe they'd run out. Mary

woul d not take that chance. She fed solid coordinates into
the four SS-12's, offsetting their course so they'd be a de-
flection shot until the last second. The rigs were different;

coming in fast, they kept their intervals. That nmade t hem
predi ctabl e. She assigned the SS-3's areas to search if they
| ost | aser |ock.

Al the mssiles were rigged to one | aunch button. She
shouted, "Fire in the hole!" and pushed it. Behind her, in two
sal vos, they leaped fromtheir canisters. Twisting into im
nmedi ate turns, they cleared the ridge by maybe one hundred
nmeters, hungry for targets. Mary lit off every designator she
had. This was it. But she didn't just play themon targets.
She' d | earned; these guys nust have sone kind of warning
system Those first two had taken off dodgi ng as soon as

she'd illum nated them She progranmed the |asers to play
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around the targets, ten meters to the right or left. Cl ose
enough so the missiles would know where to fly. Not so
close the rigs didn't keep racing forward—dnwar ned.

Here and there, a laser bolt shot upward, but the missiles
were not com ng head-on. Making a deflection shot at this
rate of closure, jostling in the speeding carriers, nobody

scor ed.

Ten seconds to inpact, Mary had the lasers light up their
targets. Rigs began to tw st They were going too fast. Two
bolts took m ssiles head-on, but that close, the weckage of
the missile was Just as deadly as an undanmaged one.

As a cheer went up on the platoon net, Mary concentrated

on the four remaining mssiles. The SS-12's reached out to
the plain. Two for rockets, one for guns. One for... No,
can't commit one mssile to just that conmand rig. But it

| ooks soft enough. Maybe if | target the gun closest to it?

Mary grinned and set her designators.

"Mpjor, mssiles in the air," sensors shouted.

"Artillery, give me WP now, and plenty of it."

"Don't got any. Carrier just pulled in- We're offloading it
straight to a tube. Dam, we needed it ten minutes ago."

"Cet it out there." Ray turned back to the battle. Assault
rigs still ran arrow strai ght across the broken terrain. Dunb.
"Sensors, did you pass the missile alert to thenP"

"Didn't want to juggle their el bow Mjor. They've got
their own warning systembeeping in their ears.”

"Don't look like it. Tell "emfor ne.



"Yes, sir.** There was a pause- When sensors canme back
his voice was low, |like a man who'd bet his wife and | ost.
"Sir, the beepers went off as | started tal king."

On the plain before him speeding carriers started to turn
Laser rifles fired. From where Longknife stood he woul d see
the twisty way the mssiles cane in, making the gunners' job
damm near inpossible- Carriers started exploding. Here a
mssile went wide. There a rig dodged. One slid sideways
into a boul der- The missile snmashed agai nst the rock. Troop-
ers poured out of the dempolished carrier, some running, too
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many craw i ng. Unable to | ook away, the najor watched in

di sbelief as sixteen of his troop carriers nmet the nissiles
head- on. Not hing survived the collision. But those carriers
each had ten of ny troops!

"Mpj or, Tran here. Request permission to withdraw B and
C conpanies.” There was a trenble in the officer's voice.
He was hit, or had just watched D and E conpani es di e—er
bot h.

"Perm ssion granted. Get back here any way you can.
W'll lay artillery on their positions.”

"Thanks, sir.
"I"ll try to get some transport out there for you."
"Don't bother, sir. W'd rather walk."

"Mpj or, we got four nore missiles incomng," sensors
squeaked.

"To where?" The maj or cane heads-up
"Us!

Longkni fe swung hinmsel f out of the van. No damm Earth

pl atoon had missiles with that range. Wat was he facing?

Why hadn't they used them sooner? Was this the start of a
counterattack? The missiles were above him Jets of fire
pushi ng t hem over, plunging them down. No | aser bolts rose

to neet them Al the rifles went with D and E. After all, they
were going in harms way. W were sitting back here safe

and sound.

"Duck, you idiot," sonebody call ed.

Whet her to the major or some other idiot. Ray didn't

know. But Ray hadn't ducked and he was an idiot. He

ducked, shouting, "Staff, bail out. Take cover." In the | ow
gravity of this moon, ducking took a while. He was only
hal f way down when the rockets hit.



Strange how you fall slowy in |ow gravity, but explo-

sions nove just as fast. To his left, a rocket |auncher was
hal fway t hrough rel oadi ng when the nissile hit. Wth its

own rockets not yet in the arnored |aunch canister, not one
but nine rockets blew Fuel, flechettes, and jagged chunks of
wr eckage flew, consum ng another |auncher, stripping a gun
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mount of its crew. Wite phosphorus blew in all directions,
taki ng out a second gun.

As if awed by that spectacle, the next two hits were hardly
noti ceabl e. One rocket hit one |auncher. Another rocket de-
nmol i shed a gun. Then the fourth nmissile hit. It had the

maj or' s nane, rank, and serial nunber on it.

Landi ng between two guns, its shower of flechettes wi ped

out half their crews. That covered two-thirds of the perime-
ter of expanding gas and plastic. The major and the com
mand van took the rest. Pain canme froma half dozen

pi npricks. Wrse, they threw himagai nst the bunper of the
van. Somet hing crunched, and he quit hurting- / don't want
to quit hurting. For the nonment, he had no choi ce.

It seened like a year before people started hopping
around among the fire and debris. Two found him "You
hurt, Mjor?"

"M nd patching these holes? My ains aren't working and

nmy ears are popping." They pulled goo out of the med pouch

on his belt; his air quit getting thinner. As they lifted himoff
t he bunper and settled himon a stretcher, he got a glance at

the inside of the van. He'd only caught the | ow edge of the
explosion. His staff, still at their stations, had taken the ful
force. They were pinned to the front wall like the targets at
some fairground knife-throw ng show

The knife-thrower had made a | ot of m stakes.
"Can you help ny tean"

"Yessir," the private answered. Through his faceplate,
Longkni fe saw t he sergeant just shake his head.

Longknife could still chin his mke. "Artillery, | want fire
on their position to cover our troops' wthdrawal."

No answer.

"Artillery? Is anybody on net? Who's in charge?"

"I guess | am sir. Second Lieutenant Divoba. | can |ay
sixty-four mssiles on themright now, but we need a mnute

to get a tube manned."

"Hold your missiles, son. We're not trying to win a battle,
we just want to keep their heads down while we wal k away.
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Use your tube artillery, and back your rockets off ten klicks.
Now do it, son."

The pain was coni ng back
"You want a shot, sir?"
"Not "til I'"'mon ship."

"W can get you on one of the carriers headi ng out now,
sir," the sergeant offered.

"I ride the |last one. Sergeant. You want to take an earlier
one?"

"Nosir." It was nice to see a sergeant smle the way they
did when they found an officer doing what an officer should.
Longkni fe hoped that smile wouldn't cost himhis life.

"Private, you want to take an early ride?"

"Nosir." Hi s voice broke, but he got the word out. Poor

kid. Stuck with two seniors playing it out by the code. Ray
knew he ought to order the kid out, but he m ght need him
to carry him A cannon shell arched over the mgjor's |ine of
sight. Usually he would have felt the ground shake. / rmust
be real bad. The sergeant tw sted around to follow the shel
for a noment. He got a good view of the troops struggling
back fromthe pass. "Looks pretty bad, sir."

"W've been in some tough ones. W al ways cone
t hr ough. "

Then it got worse.

"Captain Andy," Umboto chortled, "I got six mssiles ready
to have a go at those transports. | had to teach themtheir
nunbers on pencil and paper. |'ve tucked themin at night

and booted them out of bed for the last eternity, but they are
ready\ Perm ssion to launch, sir."

"You may | aunch when ready. Commander."

Capt ai n Anderson gl anced around his HQ It had gone

froma nmorgue to damm near |ooking like a winning cele-
bration on el ection night—ene of those rare ones where they
beat the polls. On his display, the captain watched six dots
| eave the crater and march slowy toward the eneny's
grounded transports. Wth them gone, the eneny troops
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woul d have but two choices: fight on with air getting stale,
or surrender.

Fromthe reports he'd been getting back fromthe first pla-
toon of A conpany, the colonials were just about fought out.

"Everybody, get your head down," Mary shouted. "W got
i ncoming on the way. The bastards are running |like shit



downhi I I, but somebody's tossing artillery our way to keep
us out of their way. |I vole we let themrun, and dig deep."

There were a lot of cheers for that one. Even the |ieu-

tenant breathed a hearty "Amen." Then the net squawked

again. "First platoon, don't pull your heads out of your holes
for this, but if you can | ook up, those m ssiles going by are
on their way to the transports. Now we got the bastards be-
tween a rock and a hard pl ace. Yeehaa."

"Who is that?" one of Dunont's kids asked.

"That crazy worman who was on net a while back," Cassie
answered. *'| didn't get no nane."

"She's Commander Unboto, brigade XO " the |ieutenant
answered. "And those big missiles sure do | ook good goi ng
over. Mary, can you catch themon a vid?"

"No, sir, not till they cone down a bit."

"They sure | ook pretty."

"Li eutenant, shouldn't you get your head down?"
"It is down, Mary. Don't worry about ne."

The barrage was light, but steady. Every m nute or so an-
ot her shell would wander their way. Mary kept up a runni ng
conment ary—en the eneny running and on the general di-
rection of the next incom ng round. Most rounds went right
into the gap. Once in a while, one would go |ong.

"Ch, God, I"'mhit!" came the lieutenant's scream Mary
focused a vid where the lieutenant's hole was. A new and

bi gger one was right next to it. Rocks and debris were stil
falling.

"Li eut enant, you okay?" Cassie called.

No answer.

Mary took her system out of conbat nbde and into troop
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status. The lieutenant's suit was still on net, but it glowed a
yellowred. "He's alive, but we're losing him"

"Ckay, crew, let's dig himout," Lek sighed on net. On the
vid, first one, then three, finally six people were out of their
hol es, headed for the lieutenant's.
"Mary, you call the incomng artillery,"”
to get a good read on where it'll fall."

Cassie said. 'Try

"Yeah," Dunont nuttered. "I ain't never done sonethin'
(his stupid before. Hate to get killed the first time | try it."

More were out of their holes. Mary doubted they'd do any



good. "Six is enough. If we need nore, I'Il call. Don't need
anyone standi ng around watchi ng others dig."

"You bet nobody's gonna watch me dig," Dunont

snarl ed, but the bite was gone. Hi s usual snap drew a

[ augh. Mary divided her display, half on those digging,

half on the artillery. A gun puffed. Mary used her radar

sensors for the first time to plot its fall. "Shell's headed for
the crest of the gap. No sweat."

The diggers didn't even pause when the shell expl oded.
Second shot was no worse. "We've found him" Cassie
yel ped.

Across the plain, the gun carriage bucked. Mary did the
nunbers. "Ch, shit. You got inconming, and it's gonna be
dose. ™

Most of the diggers flattened thenselves in the shel

crater. Two didn't, huddling together just outside the crater
covering somet hi ng—soneone. Mary forgot to breathe as

she counted seconds. "Hail Mary, full of grace" came from
one suit. "Qur Father, who art in heaven" from anot her

"Sweet Jesus, help the fuck us" was bal anced by soneone's
prayer mantra.

Mary just counted down: "Four, three, two, one.

A dust plume sprouted twenty nmeters fromthe first crater
Agai n rocks and shell fragments cut their |azy arcs through
Ac vacuum Mary could only watch as it showered down.

Durmont vyel ped. "Goddamm it, sonebody pull that hot
hunk of netal out of ny ass." On vid, one of the two figures
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that had stayed exposed to cover sonmeone el se reached over
with a gob of goo and started rubbing it on the other's rear.
"Now, does that feel better?" Cassie cooed.

"Yes, Modther. You gonna kiss it, make it well?"

"Only in your dreans, kid. Ckay, crew. Gve nme a hand.

Li eutenant's still breathing, but he's out cold. Everybody
keep goo handy. | don't know how bad his suit's hol ed."

"Lek," Mary ordered, "bring the bubble.” Mne disasters
could hole a suit in too many places for goo—too many

pl aces to even find. The bubble could keep you alive for an
hour. Longer if they found nore air- The next three shells
stayed out of the way while they cared for their officer
"How bad is he?" Mary asked on Lek's private |ine.

"He don't | ook none too good. There's a | ot broken and

we got no way to take a peek at himthrough all this damm

arnor."
Mary switched to battalion. "Mjor Henderson. W got a

bad hurt |ieutenant here. You don't get us help fast, he's

dead. "



"Nearest set of wheels is yours." The voice wasn't the
maj or' s. Commander Umboto was back on the line. "Load
the Iieutenant on whatever shows up. We'll have an anbu-
lance with a ned team neet them ASAP."

"Thank you, ma'am" Mary answered.

"Thank you. Sergeant. You put up a damm good fight. The
Spartans couldn't have done better. No use | o0sing someone
who won the battle just before they get it over with. Unboto

out."
Mary put a vid on long-distance search. "I think | see a

dust cloud com ng our way."
"Looks so," Lek agreed.

"Who the Spartans?" Dunont wanted to know. Mary | et

themtal k, but the commander's words had hit her. They had

won their battle, but could still die under one of these ran-
dom shots. It didn't seemfair, to win a battle and get killed
before it was over. Mners hitched about owners and their
twisted idea of fair. War seened to have no idea of fair. No
idea at all.
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"Maj or Longknife, Senior R ot Nuu here, and we've got a
problem The Hardy, Noble and Gallant are unfit for space.

If the Earthies got nore where those came from we're in a
worl d of hurt- Santiago tells ne things aren't going well on
your end either. | got people who want to lift. What can | do
for you?"

"We're in bad shape. Falling back fast as we can. Lighten
what ships you got and pile troopers in. Launch them as fast
as you fill them™

"How many troopers do we have to | oad on each ship?
You of fl oaded seven hundred fifty-eight."

"The Second got bled plenty. | don't know what we've

got now. The gear's not worth the lift, but the troopers are
t he brigade. Honey, you got to get them back. Wth them we
can rebuild. Wthout them we're all dead."

"Ray, you okay?" The voice went soft, no nore the trans-
port commander's.

It was the softness that did it, took the lie fromhis nmouth
and let the truth out through clenched teeth. "No, friend."

"I could lift the Friendship, drop it down close to you."

"Probably on my head, girl. No, we evacuate by the num
bers. You fill up a transport, you launch it away fromtheir
damm base. We'Il make it," he ordered. "Captain Santiago,
you out there?"



"Yes, sir.

"Turn those carriers around as soon as they get back. Pul
drivers from A conpany. Tell themtheir ticket out is one trip
forward. You having any troubl e?"

"Nope. Few hot heads want to go up and show t he rest of
you how it's done, but | got themtaking care of the wounded
right now. Wen are you com ng back, sir?"

"On the last carrier.”
"Il be driving it."
"And 1'll be waiting for you," Rita whispered.

Maj or Longknife couldn't turn his head anynore. He
didn't have to. The vision of a battle bravely started and
badly wreaked was etched behind his eyes, never to go
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away. For two hours he waited as the remants of the 2nd
Guard streamed past. He should have ordered the artillery
silent when it was obvious there was no pursuit, but it

sl i pped his pai n-wacked m nd.

When Santiago | ooned over him he didn't resist the pain
spray. The battle was over. He'd lost this one big.

Trevor Hasconb Crossinshield the Ninth stripped naked. He
needed to neet the nobst powerful men on one hundred pl an-

ets. They were in the sauna; he had exactly five mnutes of
their tinme. If he took less, it would be accorded a virtue to
him He could not take nore.

W apping a towel around hinself, he slipped his feet into
sandal s and padded noisily toward his busi ness appoi nt -

ment. He opened the sauna door only enough to slip in.

These nen did not suffer cold interruptions. He took the ap-
propriate supplicant's seat on the Iowest of the four tiers of
cedar shelves, next to the hot stones. When asked, he would

| adl e water on themfor nore steam He would do whatever

he was tol d.

The room was hot- How can they take the heat? Not born

to this |life—er wealth—revor doubted he could stand the
heat of the highest tier. He would, however, find a place
along the niddle tiers nost confortable. Searching for the
one who had invited him Trevor risked a quick glance at

the upper tier. Steambillowed and drifted there, hiding the
men's faces. No, one was a wonan. Her towel open, she
stretched out |anguidly along the highest shelf, forcing nen
to either sit closer together or nove to a | ower bench. Was
she a "conpani on" on di splay? The body was scul pted, ex-
pensi ve. Earned or...



For a nonent, Trevor caught her eyes. There was cold

Fire there, but nothing for him He felt |ike he'd been
hacked, the entire contents of his nass storage revi ewed and
not found worth the effort to format. Trevor snapped his
eyes down, |ocked themon a floor tile and awaited noti ce.
The roomwas silent; here he would get no dropped scrap of
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information to sell. Are my five mnutes ticking away? Des-
perate, he forced hinself to quiet.

"How goes our little war?" a famliar voice spoke froma
coner of the highest tier.
"Your war. Henry, not ours," soneone in the opposite cor-
ner dared to interrupt, and interrupting, to correct—and to
chal |l enge. Trevor held his tongue.

"Edward, when all of hunmanity groans in birth, of course

we will be there. W raped her fair and square. The little bas-
tard will fall right into our tender clutches. OF course it is
ours." The voice held a chuckle ... enpty of mrth.

"Thank you. Henry. | love your poetry. But let us not for-

get, the colony planets are throwing their full weight behind
their tin dictator. On several fronts their Red Banner fleets
advance, spew ng their songs of 'One Humanity, United to-
gether. The only coin the sweat of the worker. The only just
pay what you've nade with your own hands.'"

"And | do | ove your poetry too, Edward, even if it is all
secondhand. Yes, they do press us here and there, but they
are |like any new entrepreneur with a penny vision. They
overreach, and just noments before they m ght have real -

ized a profit, they go bankrupt. That is when we step in with
a takeover bid. There is nothing they plant that we cannot
reap.".

Trevor risked a glance at his patron. Heat swirled around
him Beneath his words were fire, enough to cut down a
dozen CEO s of transplanetary corporations. Still he | eaned
back against the wall, talking coolly, body frozen in a pos-
ture of good cheer. Not even a finger twtched.

"You put much at risk."

"Because you were blind, Edward. People seeped out to
the frontier like water under a dam And you ignored them™

"They paid their bills. Living off the interest nmade you
fat. Henry, and left them nothing."

"Not hi ng, Edward. One nonment you speak of fleets

pressing in on us. Another nonent you call them nothing.

You have ignored the frontier worlds too long. It is tine to
bring them back into the wide river of humanity, to let them
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grow weal thy and confortable Iike Earth and her seven sis-
ters, like Pitt's Hope and the other two score that cane after-
The col oni es nmust be brought into the famly, not by sone

f oot - st anpi ng nessi ah, but our way. Peacefully, profitably,
confortably. There is no profit in surprises. Left long

enough on their own, anyone can dreamup a surprise. Ed-

ward, we nust elininate surprises.”

"And so you play with a war. Henry. Brute force foll ows
no | aws, physical or econom c. The hounds of war nip at any
heel they choose, not just the one you want. You ganble."

"When | ganble, Edward, the fix is already in. M.
Crossinshield, the fix is in, is it not?"

"Yes, sir." Trevor wasted no tine on the gulp he desper-
ately wanted. Hi s button pushed, he spewed his contents in
words too rapid to be interrupted. "W have nultiple con-
tacts in all major and m nor theaters of operations on both
the colonial and Earth sides. Information is being received,
collated, and analyzed daily. If President Umnms Unity
Movement cannot be properly guided, we have subcontrac-

tors in place to cancel him"

The woman rolled over, propped herself on one el bow,

and crossed her legs. "And there is no one to take his place
anong the collection of thieves with whom he has sur-
rounded hinself." .She grinned. There was no hunor behind
it, no evidence of any feeling at all. "Of course, sone of
those thieves are our thieves. Very good. Henry."

Trevor's patron opened his lips in an enpty smle and

went through the notions of a thank-you before turning

back to the nman across the room "You see, Edward, this is

a restructuring, not war. A growth of franchises that will be
handl ed delicately. Before the next annual reports are due,
we will have closed out our wartinme contracts profitably and
pl unged into the next econonic expansion fueled by the

unnmet needs of the colonies on the credit we extend, to man-
agers we select.”

"I'f you are right. If these puppets are truly yours and if
they do not slip their strings and discover a life of their
own," the questioner growed. H s face twisted in a grimace,
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and he threw up a hand. He knew none of these peopl e of
power could hear his words. He had | ost.

"I am always right. Thank you, M. Crossinshield. It is a
pl easure doi ng business with you. W nust tal k another tine
of expandi ng our relationship."

Trevor stood. "Thank you, sir.

He left. In the cool of the | ocker room sweat poured off
himthat had nothing to do with the sauna. Wen he coul d,
he wal ked unsteadily to the shower. Under the cooling

spray, he regained hinself. The fix is in. W have agents



everywhere. W know what is happening. It was a confort-
ing mantra.

THERE WAS NOTHI NG wor se than bei ng beached. Abeeb

men had shunned exile to the |l and for a thousand years,
since the first one set sail in a wooden dhow to cross the
bl ue waters off the east coast of Africa. Well, Uncle Dula
had chosen to squat dirtside until this war blew over. Mat-
timcould not. Uncle Dula had seniority and twenty years

of good solid profits; he'd be one of the first captains re-
cal l ed when peace cane again. Captain Mattim Abeeb had

no such track record.

He'd | eaped at the offer: command of his own ship at

thirty. He should have | ooked cl oser at what he was j unp-
ing into. The routes he drew were deep al ong the rim of
human space. He watched prices paid for his cargos plum

met as conpeting bidders were replaced by Unity nonop-
olies—ene offer, take it or leave it. And profit was a dirty
word, rapidly elevating into a crinme. Mattimcould only
wonder what the storekeepers were paying for his car-
gos—and who pocketed the difference.

As profits went down, expenses went up. Corporate
groused about the Westinghouse fire control he'd bought,
but Mattim and crew had been glad for it when they
needed it. Maybe that was why his crew, every one of
them had signed with himwhen the Maggi e D had been

THE FI RST CASUALTY 67

contracted for conversion to a Navy crui ser. They knew as
well as he that the Red Flag Line wanted its ships back on
routes as soon as the war ended. Wth luck, Mattimwould
have the Maggi e converted back and naki ng noney | ong
before Uncle Dula got his recall letter.

Assum ng the Navy hadn't nessed up the Maggi e too
badl y—and they lived through the war. Big assunptions.

Mattim studied his Maggie D; staring down past his

feet, out through the view ng port inbedded in the floor of
the station's corridor to where she lay at Pier 12. She took
some getting used to. Maggie was not the ship he'd |eft

t hree nont hs ago.

The bl ocky freighter he'd conmanded for five years

was gone. About all that hadn't changed was the thick ice
of the dust catcher at her bow. She was now an even five
hundred neters long, fifty added to make room for the
second reactor. In doubling the engines to twelve, the
stem had gone froma rectangle to sonething |ike an oval.
Better make sure the engi nes bal ance, he thought to him
sel f.

The hull was the nmaj or change. The bl ocks of thousands
of standard containers were replaced by a snooth



teardrop, no different fromany Navy cruiser. She glis-
tened, metal and ice arnor reflecting back the dimlight.
Ami dshi ps, a turret popped up, rotated, then retreated,

| eaving a smooth hull. Laser guns, ready to boil soneone
el se's arnor, were his new business.

Squaring his shoul ders, Mattim marched to neet the of-
ficers and crew that had breathed this different life into his
shi p.

"Sheffield arriving" blared the nonent his foot touched
deck plates. He returned the ensign's smart salute, saluted
the blue and green flag painted on the aft bul khead, and
turned to find hinself being saluted by a three-striper who
hadn't been there a second ago. "We've been expecting

you, sir. |I'm Commander Colin Ding, your exec. Wuld

you like to inspect the ship?"

Wthout waiting for an answer, his XO turned and
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began said tour. He followed the wonman of medi um

hei ght, nedi um age and medi um Asi an appear ance, won-
dering if it had all been issued to her. The Margarita de
Silva y Rodriguez Sheffield, Maggie to him Sheffield to
t he Navy, was big, one hundred neters at her w dest.
Plenty of roomfor fuet tanks and weapons—and redun-

danci es. The Navy was bi g on redundancy.

And peopl e. He now commanded two doctors. Abdu

still ran (he galley, though a freckle-faced ensign was in
charge. Al told, the crew was five hundred strong in
dozens of specialties, though four hundred were green as
hydr oponi ¢ goo. The bal ance was an equal nunber of old
hands fromthe Maggi e and Navy types.

Yes, the XO showed hima lot. Fuel storage, food stor-
age, peopl e quarters—everything about running a ship.
Not hi ng about running a warship. Interesting.

"Let's drop down to engineering." Mattim suggested.
"It's about tine to knock off for chow, sir."
"lvan was never first in line. Let's see."

Rel uctantly, the exec led off. The power plants for the
nmerchant cruisers were still a fleetw de problem Unti
somebody figured it out, the converted cruisers were nore
of a danger to thenselves than the col oni al s—and Mattim
conmanded not hi ng but an oversize hotel hitched to a
space station.

As Mattim expected, lvan was at his comsol e. From

the runpled state of his uniform he m ght have been there
all night. "There." Ivan stabbed at his board. "There,
That's what killed Ranmsey's Pride of Tul sa. A damm spi ke.
These dirtside generators throw spikes'"



"Then how cone we're still here?" the exec asked as if
every day she was greeted with the announcenment she
shoul d be dead.

"' Cause |'m keepi ng that piece of shit onits own cir-
cuits. The Maggie's power plant can generate enough to
handl e both plasnma contai nnent bottles. The juice from
t hat rud-ball power plant can feed the guns. They got
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t hose huge capacitors anyway. A spike or two won't faze
them™

D ng rubbed her chin. "Staff want the plants crossfed so
damage to one won't bring down any system" she said
slow y.

I van shook his head violently and tapped his board.
"That's the last telenmetry out of the Tulsa's engine room
That's what | Just got fromour own plant. Dirtside, they
hitch four or eight reactors together. They can swall ow a
spi ke and not |ose their nmagnetic fields around the
plasma. Wth just two here, the hit's too hard. The field
cones down and the denon's out of the bottle. How many

Tul sas do those idiots want? Just 'cause General Fusion's
got a war contract for a couple of thousand of '"emis no
reason for me and mne to get blown to bits."

The exec | ooked at Mattim "I can pass it along to
squadron staff, sir. In a month we may get somnet hi ng
back. "

"I'n the meantinme, those poor damm narines keep get-
ting pulverized," Ivan runbl ed.

"Let's talk with the chief of gunnery over dinner."

"The ot her engineers wanted to know how ny tests
went." lvan grinned. "lI've been passing themmny results
live. Bet this talk happens on a lot of ships.”

A gray-haired wi sp of a commander with Howard on
his name tag entered the wardroomas they did. "After-
noon, Captain," he said, extending his hand. "I'm Guns."

"CGot a question for you," and the XO | aunched into
[van's idea. Ivan hovered, |istening, nodding his agree-
ment. His wife Sandy, Mattims Junp Master fromthe old
Maggi e, joined them

@Quns stared at the ceiling as Ding finished. It was a

long m nute before he nodded. "I |ike redundancy, but I

can see why you don't want to crossfeed the second power
plant into the containment | oop. No power is better than
wild plasma. If you set up a feed fromthe first plant to ny
guns, |'d be happy."

"Let's think about this before we pass it along to the ad-
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mraTs staff."” Mattimconcluded the discussion. "I want to
make sure you're all one hundred percent behind it."

"Speaki ng of staff,” the XO put in, "we have an invita-

tion to dinner fromthe chief of intelligence to go over the
"big picture.' You, Captain, nme, anyone you want to bring

al ong. "

Mattimmull ed the thought. Information was power;

that he'd learned at his nother's knee. Since getting tied
inwith the Navy, he'd yet to get any briefing that was bet-
ter than a five-mnute browse of the news channels. Sup-

per woul d be a good place to take this guy's neasure.
Mattimrai sed an eyebrow at Quns.

"No, thank you, sir. This evening | want to go over

Ivan's report. Make sure that second plant's output is
within limts. | expect they will be. W design our guns to
be forgiving."

Mattim gl anced at |van and Sandy. He was shaking his
head; she was nodding firmy in agreement. "He's been
living in that damm engi ne room A night out is just what
he needs. Let me run himthrough the shower and he'l

even be presentable.” lIvan grow ed, but went when his

wi fe pushed himtoward their quarters.

Matti m | aughed, as he often did with those two.
"Tell..."

"Captain Whitebred," Ding supplied.
"There wll be four of us for dinner."

Colin Ding nervously brushed a hand down her bl ack

dress. In her thirty years growing up Navy and serving in
t he sane, she'd never been to an "0" Club as classy as
this one. O been in the conpany of a man as inpressive
as Captain \Witebred.

"The admiral wanted a proper club for the squadron's

senior officers. | knewif we left it to the accountants we'd
have some run-down slop joint- So | told the admiral to

leave it to me. Wth a bit of private negotiating, 1 cut a
deal with the proprietor. Wth a war on, he knew which

way to jump." Horacio -.. he'd asked her to call him Ho-
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racio ... guided her into the club as he spoke, his hand
gently on her elbow, his fingers occasionally brushing her
breast.

The Monaco was spectacul ar. He'd described his nego-
tiations at length the evening he'd entertained all the XO s
of the converted cruisers. It had been quite a night. Cap-
tain Wiitebred held her chair as she sat. lvan did the sane



for his wife Sandy; Colin had to wonder at an organi zation
that all owed people to marry and stay on the sane ship.
She'd heard a | ot about how nmerchies ran ships. Dam

| oose. Captain Abeeb settled into his chair with a fam|l-
iarity that brought a remark from Captain Whitebred
"You' ve been to the Mnaco before?"

"A few times on other people's expense accounts.”

"I assure you, service has inproved and there will be no
gougi ng of poor sailors.” Colin wondered when the | ast
"poor sailor" had passed through the door of this place.
Sandy gave a tight smle. "In war, one nust make do."

"A wi se woman," Witebred | aughed. "Just what a ner-
chant ship would need in accounting."

"I do the junp navigation. Captain." Sandy hid her
scowl behind a sip fromthe crystal water goblet before
her .

"Well, let us not talk shop tonight." Witebred s broad
smle took in all of them "As the tady renminds us, there is
a war on. Let us seize the noments life affords us and
squeeze pleasure fromthemwhere we will." Whitebred' s

snmle settled on Colin. The words, smle, and gentle way

his fingers caressed her hand sent shivers up her back
Abeeb's tight smile was downright puritanical. Witebred

is not in ny chain of conmand, and you gave this sailor

the ni ght off.

The neal, ordered by Captain Witebred beforehand,

was scrunptious. Drawn from a dozen planets, including
Peki ng duck fromEarth, it was a sensuous delight for the
eye and the taste buds. Horacio kept up a running descrip-
tion, nost of which she couldn't pronounce, nuch |ess

foll ow, though Abeeb traded himline for line. And Hora-
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cio's hand always returned to gently stroke her's. His
snmle was al ways open, offering her ... what? What
every man offered? O sonething nore?

Over dessert and brandy, the war came up. Though the

two captains orchestrated this part of the conversation just
as deftly as the earlier repartee, it was not |ong before Ivan
t hrew down his napkin. "Wy are we fighting? Al the

frontier wanted was decent prices for its raw materials,
reasonabl e prices for the stuff they brought fromthe de-

vel oped planets, and an interest rate on their debt that
wasn't just short of usury."

"Usury." Horacio chuckled. "That's a term| haven't
heard since college. And what is usury, comuander?"

"Chargi ng those poor folks an armand a leg."

"Al'l that the market will bear, wouldn't you say?" Ho-
racio smled as he settled his napkin tidily in place.

"Dam right," the engineer alnost spat. Hs wife rested
a hand on his arm patted himas if to soothe.



"Cone, cone." Horacio |eaned forward. "And what

woul d you charge them Comrander? Not hing has a fixed
worth. Its value is what the market gives it. They want,
need, the products of the devel oped planets so they can
devel op thensel ves. The raw materials they provide are
nice, but hardly worth the value they think, what with
transport costs. Every devel oped system has m nes that

are hardly played out. W buy fromthe frontier as a kind-
ness. If we didn't, there would be no way they could pay
for the machinery and goods they need fromus."

Ivan snorted. "You can't believe that. Wat kind of

ki ndness drives people to war? And a costly one. For the
war taxes we're paying, you could lower a |lot of interest
rates, forgive a lot of debts.”

Hor aci o shrugged. "If you pay the Danegeld, you al -
ways get the Dane back. Right, Colin?"

"That's what ny dad taught nme. The Navy's here to
keep bandits honest."

"That's what | told ny friends in the corporate world
when | asked for an appointnent to the Navy. Rough
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times call for the tough to get going. And what we do in
these harsh tines will be renenbered." He patted her
hand and wi nked.

As the engi neer opened his nouth. Captain Abeeb

pushed his chair back. "It's been a delightful nmeal, and a
pl easant conversation, but. Captain, |'ve got sone techni-
cal issues | want to talk over with ny engineer. If you'l
excuse us."

"You won't be taking Sandra with you?" Horacio asked
as the Junp Master al so stood.

"Sorry, | too nmust get back to the ship."

"Everyone is deserting ne before ny dessert is fin-
i shed. You won't be fleeing, ny dear Colin?"

Colin had spent the last three nonths getting that tub in
as good a shape as possible. Didn't she deserve a night
of f?

"Have you given much thought to what you will do
after this war?" Horaci o whispered.

"No. "

"You' ve benefited fromthe flood of war pronotions.™

"Yes," she scowed. It didn't take a history book to tel
her what the usual reward was for a victorious officer



Horaci o noved his chair closer, dessert forgotten. "The
Navy isn't the only world. There will be vast opportunities
once this"—he dismssed the war with a flick of his fin-
ger—is done. Let ne tell you of some of them™

Colin's career counseling had started at her father's

knee- She recognized this for just such a session, even if
Horacio's fingers roving her arm flicking by her breast,
made it quite different. She | eaned forward, not totally ig-
noring the lingering gl ance Horaci o gave what the scoop-
neck of her dress reveal ed. "Wat opportunities will there
be in the corporate world once we've made the gal axy

safe for business?"

He grinned. "There is nuch to share.”

At 0600 the next nmorning, Mattimtook breakfast in the
war droom he used it for a quick staff nmeeting. Ding sat at
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his right. She'd been two hours later returning fromdin-
ner—and what she did with the tinme was her own dam

busi ness. Guns was at his left. Ivan and Sandy sat farther
down the table. The ship's damage control officer, Tina
Gandhi, and comunications of ficer. Sparky Sanchez,

filled up the table.

"I want the Sheffield at underway watches even if we

are alongside the pier. Let's get the crew faniliar with
their jobs." That drew nods. "QGuns, any problemwth the
power fromthe new plant?"

"Looks okay. I'll check it out today."

"Good. 1'd like to spend the norning with your folks."
"dad to have you, sir."

"The admiral's called for a tel econference at oh-nine
hundred," Ding put in. "l suspect it has sonething to do
wi t h engi neering nodifications nmade recently."

"l van?"

The chi ef engi neer chuckled. "Got calls this norning.
Every ship's adopted the layout. W all worked together
onit. | just tested it first."

"I don't think Smiley's gonna like it," Guns draw ed.
"Smi |l ey?" Mattim echoed.

"Wait until you neet the man.'
tion.

@uns ducked the ques-

"I want everyone in ny day cabin for the conference."

Br eakfast was served and eaten quickly. Mattimwent wth
@uns when they finished. The tour of the weapons depart-
ment added flesh to the lectures Mattimhad sat through



Nine turrets were split fore. aft, and am dshi ps and di s-
tributed around the center line at different points so two-
thirds of themcould pour laser fire at any angl e.
Gravity-focused, they were theoretically lethal out to
twenty-five thousand kiloneters. "1'd hold nmy first salvo
"til fifteen thousand Ks if | could,"” QGuns suggested.
"Heat's a gun's eneny. Don't let the textbooks fool you.
Even with a gravity lens for the primary focus, heat

buil dup on the mirrors adds to the scatter. And the capac-
itors get hot. By the fourth salvo, it takes longer to
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recharge and we're getting | ess energy. Choosing your
timng and your range. That's what a battle's about."
"There's a lot | need to learn.” Mattimwas taking a
risk, but after tine with Howard, it | ooked |ike a good
one- @ns had answered a lot of Mattim s unspoken ques-
tions ... and not a few answers had gone agai nst the book
Mattim s brief course insisted be followed. Was this the
reason this man never made captain? Matti m knew he was

a student again. He knew how to manage a ship. Learning
how to fight one was his new job.

"Be glad to hel p. Skipper. Man and boy, |'ve studied
these guns for forty years. It'll be good to have soneone
new to listen to nmy space stories.” The old man | aughed.

"So why do you call him Smiley?" Mttim asked.
@uns gl anced at his watch. "About time you find out."

Mattim s day cabin was nore proof of the space in the
Sheffield. A VP at corporate didn't have an office this size,
t hough Mattim s was pie-shaped and | acked a wi ndow.

The wider end held a table with over a dozen chairs. The

m ddl e area was a confortable conversation area with

couch and overstuffed chairs around a |l ow table. Hi s desk
filled the narrow end; it was still fairly clear of paper-
wor K.

Behind Mattim the wall cane to life. The adnmiral held

the center block of the screen. Tables |ike the one Mattim
sat at filled the periphery sections—all seven cruisers
were present, even the ravaged Sendai, The admiral began

wi t hout preanbl e.

"Every captain is responsible for his ship's conbat

avail ability. These ships were in a sad state of repair when
the Navy took themover. | have filed several conplaints
with the conptroller concerning discrepanci es between

what was clai med by the shipping Iines and what ny staff
found. The executive officers have attenpted to make

whol e these problens.” The man smiled directly into the
canera. There was no hunor. Beside Mattim Ding' s face

was a frozen mask; he suspected she found no confort in

the admiral's faint praise
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"As nerchant captains you are no doubt aware you hold
primary responsibility for your ship." The smile grew

wi der. "That no | onger includes making a profit. Now it
solely consists of making it battle-ready. Al nonregul a-
tion equipment will be |anded to save wei ght. Sonme execs
have funbled this, unwilling or unable to make |ongtine
nmerchant officers foll ow Navy policy. You captains will
correct this."

Mattim gl anced at Sandy. He'd invested heavily in sen-
sors as well as that fire control conputer. Her detern ned
scow as nuch as Ding's shrug told himthey were stil
aboard. Good!

"I amalso advised ..." the admral went on, his grin
growi ng even wi der. How could a man's facial expression
be so out of touch with his words? Unease grew in Mat-

tims belly. ". . . that unauthorized nodifications have
been nade to the power plants. These will be corrected.
My staff will visit each ship and assure thensel ves per-

sonally that every ship is in conformty with proper ship
configuration."

There was a commoti on behind the admiral. A nessage

was handed to him At the sane tinme, Mattinls communi -
cation officer tapped the display before himon the table.
"Sir," he whispered, "we just got a message fromthe
Marines in the next system"”

"Put in on speaker," Mattimordered, knowing full well

it would be carried over the conference |link. A desperate
voi ce cane from several sources; Mattimwasn't the only
one listening to the admral's mail. "N nety-seventh Pl an-
etary Defense Brigade to Commander, Cruiser Squadron
Fifty-three. Eneny is one junp away. W will be under at-
tack in forty-eight hours. Request assistance. For CGod's
sake, don't let them pound us again. Captain Anderson
sends. "

The admiral was no longer smiling. He ignored the re-
peating of this comrunication as he tapped the nmessage
flimsy. "Pringle, can you get the Significant underway?"

Pringle was the only other regular Navy captain and his
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ship the only other regular cruiser. "W are ready now,
sir."

"Unfortunately, the Reply and the Significant are the
only ships ready to get under way. We can not engage an
eneny force of unknown conposition alone. Regrettably,
that will have to be my answer." He did not seem broken-
heart ed.

Matti mwas dammed if he'd sit here and be an excuse

for this man, not after all Ivan had done. He gl anced at his

engi neer and got the barest nod to the unasked question.



"Admiral, the Sheffield can get under way in four hours."
"Your ship has not been cleared by the yard supervisor."

"Yes, sir, but the ship has checked out in prelinnary
tests, and | expect we can finish up the | oose ends in four
hours."

"Your engines," the admral began

"Have been tested at full power." Ivan nodded force-
fully. "W are ready to get under way"—Mattim now eyed
@Quns—and we are fully conbat ready." @uns grinned

and gave him a thunbs up

"Well, maybe the captain of the Sheffield thinks he can
cone aboard one day and | eave for battle the next,
but..."

"The Aurora's ready too, sir," Captain Buzz Burka said,
never one to pass up a barroombraw. In a nonent, all the
rest had piled in.

Smiley was not smiling as he junped to his feet. "W

will see. No ship sorties without yard certification. No
ship junmps out of this systemuntil it's denonstrated com
bat availability."

The center screen went blank. "Sparks," Mattim

barked, "get ne the yard superintendent. Who's running
it?"

"Trong Thon," Ding answered.
"Torchy! Good."
In a minute the answer "Trong here" canme back

"Torchy, Matt here. | need to get under way in three
hours. Can you get a team over here to cover |oose ends?"
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"Matt, ny board's tit up like a fireworks display on
| andi ng day. Everybody headi ng out at once?"

"Yeah, Torchy, there's a war on."

"We' || be spread thin, but I'Il get you a teamif | have
to pull mnmy daughter out of grade school ." A
"Thanks, Torchy, | knew | could count on you."

"Hey, man, with all of you going out at once, there
won't be any staff weenies | ooking over our shoul ders. W
can get the job done. Thanks. See you in thirty mnutes."

Al'l around the table there were sniles, and sighs of re-
lief. Mattimeyed Ivan and Sandy. "What gives? You two
have been against this war from day one. Now you want



to go fight?"

I van shrugged. "Matt, you*ve never been here for a staff
i nspection. Smley's staff don'l know nuch about en-

gi nes, but they can bury you in paperwork." He glanced at
Q@uns.

"Every blue suiter knows the story behind Smiley. He's
conmanded a destroyer, cruiser, and battleship ... while
they were in the yard. After he damm near ran his de-
stroyer into an asteroid, they didn't even let himtake the
crui ser out of dock. As soon as we're operational, another
admral gets to take over."

Sandy shrugged as she took over from Guns. "G ven a
choi ce between spendi ng the war dockside with Smiley or
going out, the colonials got to be easier.”

"That remains to be seen. Let's get this ship tested and
out of here." Mattim stood.

Maj or Ray Longkni fe struggled upward to consci ousness,
fighting past corpses and expl odi ng guns. He knew who
he was and what he'd done. Because of that, he kept his
eyes cl osed.

He' d awakened before. On the transport, surrounded by
the noans of the other wounded. He'd wanted to tell them
he was sorry, search in their eyes and words for the for-
gi veness he'd never allow hinmself. He'd awakened ot her
times, screanming in agony as lancing fire shot through
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him President Unn's reward for defeated conmanders
was a bullet. Ray hadn't heard they'd added torture. It didn't
surprise him

H s body denanded a deep sigh; Ray controlled the

urge. He wanted neither the pain nor the bullet. If these
were his last nonents, he would enjoy them Menories
crowded his mind, nost of death and destruction. He

pushed t hem asi de, focused on Rita. The proud coman-

der the first time he saw her on her bridge- The dancer he
couldn't keep his eyes off as her whole body flowed to the
musi c. In that sundress, proudly show ng himaround the
garden at her parents' home. God, she'd been beautiful. If
he had to have a last menory, he'd hold tight to that one.

Warm lingers roved the palmof his hand, circling

slowy, then noving out to caress his thunmb and fingers.

H s breath caught in his throat; he opened his eyes. Rita
sat beside his bed. It was her fingers playing with his
hand. She wore the sundress. She | eaned forward, eyes

wi de, cheeks tear-stained. Her breasts didn't quite fall out
of the dress. Not quite.

He found hinself stirring, responding to her. He tried to
move. His legs weren't there; at |east the inmportant stuff
was. She reached for him He opened his arms. They



could damm well wait for a few minutes to shoot him
The executioner didn't show up for quite sone tine.

The hug grew to a kiss. It mght have gone further, but
Ray di scovered his body encased in sonmething a lot |ess
flexible than arnor.

"What the hell?" Startled, Rita stood, giving himroom
to grab the sheets covering himand throw t hem back
From his chest down, he was encased in white. Wll, not
A o entirely. "What the hell is this?"

i "A very nice hard-on," Rita said with a grin, "and | am
very glad to see it."

"Thank you very much, woman, but what is the rest of
this?"

"A body cast. You've got to hold your back rigid. No-
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tice the traction. It's hel ping you while your nerves regen-
erate.”

"A damm |l ot of expense just so | can stand up to be
shot . "

"Nobody's going to shoot you. Ray- You're a hero."

Ray | ooked Rita square in the eye. "Sone kind of hero.

Second Guard never ran 'til | took it to that damm rock.
God, all the good people killed." He I et the angui sh Hood
him bleed into his voice. "I wish to God they woul d shoot
me. "

Rita was back, holding him He wanted to weep. The
conmander of the toughest bunch of bastards Wardhaven
ever spawned did not cry. He pulled it back in, dammed up
the pain. Rita was crying; he would not. But that didn't
stop the question. "How could they beat us? How?"

"I was at the hearing. Dad demanded it be open. | testi-
fied why we chose Rosebud One. Santiago |laid out the
problems at the landing site and how the battl e devel oped-
Even your political officer was praising you. 'Mjor
Longknife took the risk in the best tradition of the CGuard.
He coul d not have known he faced a full conpany, rein-
forced with engi neers and heavy support.' The admiral
want ed you for the scapegoat. He didn't get you- | hear
he's out for a third sweep. He better cone back with a vic-
tory, or there's a bullet waiting."

Ray | eaned back on his pillow, tried to let it soak in. "I
can't think of a man nore in need of a new job. But a bul-
et ?"

Rita glanced at the ceiling. "You fail the will of the peo-
pl e, you owe them your blood." She repeated the official
['ine.



"Yes," he nmunbled for the hidden m ke, then threw off
t he dark nood. "Enough. Senior Pilot Nuu, what are you
doi ng here?"

She drew herself up, a junior officer answering a senior
but did not rel ease his hand. "The transports have stood
down until naval superiority is achieved. Wile the
Friendship is in for maintenance, | amon a well-deserved
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leave. I"malso fishing for a new assignnent." The officer
vani shed; she finished as lover. "Ray, | thought 1'd | ost
you. Enough. Where you are, | am Wile you' re recover-

i ng on Wardhaven, |'m not budging."
*Tf it pleases God and politicians,” he breathed.

FOUR HOURS LATER, Torchy stood beside Mattim As test

reports fromthroughout the ship flowed to his handhel d

board, it slowy turned fromred to green. At 1430, it was al
green.

"You got one good ship here," the superintendent crowed.
"I"'myours to the junp point. I'Il ride the target tugs back."
Matti m gl anced around; the bridge was four tinmes |arger

t han what he was used to, and nost of the people were
strangers. Sandy was at navigation and Thor Jaget now wore
lieutenant stripes as he sat in his usual place at the helm
Matti mturned to his exec.

"What does the ship's conpany say?"

"Qur boards have been green for a nonth, sir.

"Ivan," Mattimtapped his commlink. "One last tinme. Is
t he power plant safe?"

"As safe as a babe in his nother's arns."

"Comm send to the flag. Sheffield ready to get under
way. "

Thirty mnutes later they got their orders. The Reply and
Significant had cast off two hours earlier. They now trailed
the station in orbit by five hundred kil oneters. The five new
cruisers were to sortie as a group. To nmintain separation
odd ships were to duck below the station, even ships above.
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hul | nunmbers or their order along the station. Mattimraised

an eyebrow to the XO "Wat's the Navy way for this?"

"Captain, |'ve never been on the bridge for a multiship



departure. Al the ship handling manual says is follow the
admral's instructions."” She paused, then added softly.
"Smley may be trying to make you nerchant skippers fee

i ke, uh, feel dunmb."”

"He's succeedi ng. Now what ?"

Di ng pursed her lips. "Wenever navigation orders are

uncl ear, you have the right and obligation to ask for clarifi-
cation. But don't expect a thank-you for telling the admral
he doesn't know how to wite orders, sir."

"Right. Helns, keep us tied up. Conm send to flag.
Sheffield requests clarification. How do we determni ne which
ships are odd? No, make that even, | refuse to feed anyone
a straight line." Mattimglanced at the clock. "Wnder how
long this will take." Two minutes later, a w ndow opened on
the main view screen. Sniley was not smling.

"For all its claimed eagerness, the Sheffield does not seem
to know how to get under way. Ships count off, starting with
t he Sendai, and maneuver accordingly. Flag out."

Mattim stuffed his anger away. "I don't think he likes us."

"He did put us last in line," D ng added.

"We'll have to show himwe're better than that."

"W thout showi ng himup anynore,"’
dryly.

Sandy suggest ed

"Sir, we're an odd ship," the hel moffered.

"Very good." Mattimhad taken the Maggie out with just
hi nsel f. Sandy, and Thor. Not today, "XO, you have the
conn. Prepare to get under way."

She grinned. "I have the conn. Bos'n, order the crewto
underway stations. Announce wei ghtl essness in ten mnutes.
Quarternaster, initiate the mssion clock."

Ten minutes! Mattimusually got the Maggie away in two
mnutes. Wth ten times the crew and so nany green hands,
Mattim | eaned back in his chair, ready to see how t he Navy
didit. Achief pulled a bit of gleamng nmetal from her open
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collar and |l eaned close to her mke. After blow ng a couple
of notes that Mattimhad only heard on old vids, she an-
nounced. "Al't hands to underway stations. Wi ghtl essness

in ten mnutes."”

The XO depressed her conm button. "Deck in-port

watch, single up the lines. Prepare all attachnents for sepa-
ration. All departnents, report readiness to get under way to
the Oficer of the Deck on the Bridge." A young lieutenant

JG who' d been following the XOwith attention turned back

to his station as a |ight appeared. Mattimtapped the display



on his own comsol e, searched through his nenus and con-
verted his station to a copy of the JG s—and shook his head.
He didn't care about the doc's or supply's readiness. Going
back to his main nmenus, Mattim searched. Yep, Chief Aso

was bossing the underway detail. As hatches were secured
and attachnents cast off, Aso's board went green. This list
Matti m wat ched while Ding prow ed the bridge, checking

the quartermaster's log, watching the OOD s board, and
havi ng hi m hassl e departnents that were sl ow reporting.

When the bos'n reported "Five mnutes until weightless-

ness," the OOD s board was getting green. Three m nutes

later me XO ordered the | ast hatches secured. A half minute
later. Chief Aso's board was all green. Again, the XO paced
the bridge, |ooking over everyone's shoul ders, verifying for
herself that reports were accurate and the ship was ready for
space. Sitting in his chair, Mattimdid the sane, flicking his
commsol e through the stations. He got the sanme data—and

caused his crew a lot |ess stress.

Satisfied, the exec saluted and reported, "Ship ready to
get under way, sir."

He stood to return her salute. "OOD, engage the running
lights. Torchy, your gang got anything to say?"

The yard superintendent took a full mnute to scrol
t hrough his board. It was green fromtop to bottom "Quit
dilly-dallying. Matt. | want ny space pay."

Matti m reached for the brass bar overhead and braced
hi nsel f for wei ghtl essness. "Announce wei ghtl essness. M.
Jagel, back us out at five meters per second."” The hull rat-
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tied as the pier grapples slowy noved the ship backward

and kept it fromspinning into the next ship to port. As each
grappl e reached the end of the dock, it released. Thor softly
added power, hel ping the three, now two, now one grapple

nove them al ong, keep them parallel to the dock. Wth a

t hunk, the last grapple let go.

"I ncrease speed aft to ten meters per second. Sensors, |et
me know if any of those other cruisers so much as look in
our directions. We are not going to ding or be dinged."
Mich nmore slowy than normal, they backed clear of the
station.

Mattimtapped his commlink. "This is the captain. Police

up your stations for drifting gear. We'll get gravity back in a
mnute or two, and | don't want anyone hurt by falling ob-
jects."” Behind him someone got explosively sick. He went

on. "There are burp bags under your seats. You were issued
nmoti on meds when you came aboard. If yours aren't handy,

don't be ashaned to ask. O ficers and chiefs were issued ex-
tras. That is all."

"Bos'n, |'ve got sonme spare neds," he said, turning him
self on the overhead rod and pulling several pills fromhis



pocket. He cane to a quick halt. The chief bos'n's mate was
t he one hol ding a bag over her nouth.

"Sorry, sir, won't happen again," she rmunbl ed around the
bag. The chi ef quartermaster beside her slapped a patch on
her neck.

"No problem chief, too much shore duty will do that to
anyone. | took ny pill before lunch.” He got a weak snile
as he turned back to business.

"Helm bring us around one hundred twenty degrees to

port. Tell lvan to stand by for one-quarter gee acceleration.”
"One-two-zero degrees to port. Stand by for point-two-

five gees. Aye, aye, sir." That hadn't changed fromthe Mag-
gie D. Matti mwould boot any hel msnan of f his bridge who
didn't repeat his orders. Thor swung t hem about and brought
the ship to a deft halt in space. One by one, the other cruis-
ers dropped back toward the flag and took station behind it,
the Sheffield last. They came around smartly, but not quickly
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enough to avoid conments fromthe flag. Mattim shrugged
it off and studied the squadron from his uni que position at
the rear.

The | ead cruisers, Reply and Significant, were regular

Navy. Twel ve eight-inch guns made themthe squadron's

real hitting power, reaching out as rmuch as thirty thousand
kil ometers. The rest. Topeka. Garibaldi. Aurora, Jeanne

d' arc and Sheffield were conversions with six-inch batteries
made of off-the-shelf conponents- Their range was twenty-
five thousand klicks, but Mattim doubted they coul d toast
bread out there.

The next six hours held no nore than the usual surprises.
The new crew went through standard drills and got the stan-
dard sprains as they got used to noving in varying gravity.

The first real excitement cane when they put a defensive
spin on the ship. Gven enough tine, |asers could cut

t hrough any anount of reflector and ice. In battle the ship
spun around its long axis. This should spin damaged ar nor
out of the line of fire before burn-through. Spinning a

ni nety-t housand-ton ship required bal ance. Now Mattim

| earned not all of the reaction nmass was there for the en-
gi nes- As they spun up, punps noved fuel, keeping the ship
perfectly bal anced.

Right up to 2.6 gees when one punp | ocked.

The Sheffield shook Iike a belly dancer's hips. In the ten
seconds it took to slow down, a comsol e popped its bolts
and careened into his chair. Mattimgot his hand out of the
way a split second before he would have | ost fingers.

Torchy waited until they were back to 1 gee and no spin
before he undid his seat belt and checked his chair. One bolt



had snapped- "Matt, you pronised me a shakedown crui se.
You didn't have to put that much shake init."

' The Maggi e al ways satisfies the paying custoner. Dam
age control, find out what went wong and fix it."

"Comm here. The flag wants to know if we're returning
to dock."

Smiley was offering Mattiman out. |If enough of the mer-
chant skippers took himup on his offer, he'd be off the
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hook. Mattimreally did not want to spend tonmorrow up to
his ears in a space battle. But he wasn't about to give Smi -
| ey anot her chance to smirk down at himfromthe nmessage

Screen.

"Advi se hi mwe had a nminor problemand will be back on
station within an hour."

At her station. Sandy shook her head. "Boys."
"Fl ag says they'll delay gunnery practice until we rejoin."
"Damm. " Mattim nmuttered.

"Il get ny crewon it right away," Torchy said. A half
hour later, they nmet the specs ... 5 gees and 20 rpm

They rejoined just in time for the shoot. The | asers pow
ered up in al phabetical order. Turrets A B, and C forward,
D, E, and F amidships, and X, Y, and Z aft. C and Y refused

to hold a charge. "I'Il get teans on them i medi atel y" was
@ns' reaction. "We'll have themon tine in five mnutes."
"We'll wait until we've powered down the main battery,

@Quns. Let the yard people tackle themone at a tine."

"I't's not necessary, sir. The system has baffles to isolate
each turret."

"That hasn't been tested live." Mattimcut himoff. "Quns,
prepare for a seven-gun shoot. Captain out."

Then things got real bad. Tugs twelve thousand klicks off
to starboard fired targets, balloons that expanded until they
were the size of a ship. Turret A shot first.

"Quns," Mattim snapped, "three shots at this range to hit
a target that size?"

"Captain, that's damm good shooting. It would earn an E."

Not from Mattim but the other ships hadn't done any bet -
ter, even the flag. Mattimwas dammed if he'd fight colonials
wi th shooting that bad. "Sandy, is the Westinghouse SG 190
fire control on Iine?"



"And waiting, sir.
"Feed the nunbers to B turret," Mtti m ordered.

"What the hell are you sending ne?" came from Quns a
second later. "There are three firing solutions!"

"And a reconmended fourth,” Mttimanswered. "Use
it."

66 ¢« M ke Moscoe

"This isn't regulation,” @Quns snapped.
Mattimw ndowed into B turret's gun laying station. It

used nunbers that nust have come fromthe Navy's stan-

dard | ocal fire control—-and m ssed. The second shot used

t he updated nunbers from Sandy—and hit. Guns was back

a second later. "You' ve got a central line control up there?"
"Westi nghouse SG 190 series,” Mattim answered.

"They never passed ml| specs- You can't count on themto
take a pounding," @uns shot back

"This one's still working after our little bal ance problem™
@Quns was silent for a long mnute. "Please take the Wst-

i nghouse off line until | say so."

Sandy worked her board. "It's on standby,"” she said.

' Target launched," Guns said. "Bring systemon line."

"Systemon," Sandy answered. 'Target acquired. Solution
up. "
"Fire." @ns shouted. There was a brief pause. "Dam,

we got the target before it was a quarter size." There was a
| onger pause this time. "Captain, |'ve always wanted to get
nmy hands on an SG 190. Let's finish this shoot, then we

have to talk."

Al targets expended, the squadron continued its 1-gee ac-
celeration toward the junmp point. Wile Torchy's crew, sup-
pl ement ed by specialists from engi neering, worked on the

two recalcitrant lasers. Guns paid a visit to the bridge. As
Sandy put the SG 190 through its paces, he shook his head

"I been telling HQ for years we needed a central fire control
Sonet hing that could take every sensor—aser, gravity,

radar, visuals—and refine their results into a single firing
solution. What's a merchant doing with one of these?" He
changed t he subject.

Mattimsmled. "Long before the frontier planets decided
humanity needed a redistribution of the wealth, various in-

di vidual s took it upon thenselves to try their hand at it. W
only had a four-inch gun, but | wanted it to nake hits early
and often. That was usually enough to scare unidentified
shi ps away. Chief Aso was on the gun the one tine we had

to bum our way through a persistent one."
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"Aso. He's leading the deck crew," Guns nused. "Good
man?"

"Best."



@uns blew out a long breath. "Listen, Captain, this doesn't
cone easy for a Navy type like ne, but it |ooks to me |like
we're about thirty-six hours away froma live fire exercise.
I want to use your fire control, but | want an experienced
gunner on it."

Sandy | ooked about to come out of her chair. And Mattim
was not about to have anyone on sensors but his Junp Mas-
ter- There had to be a win-win solution to this. The bridge
was big enough. "Ding, could you rig a second station be-

si de Sandy' s?"

"If the adnmiral keeps us at one gee, it shouldn't take but a
coupl e of hours."

"Commander Howard, |'ve wanted someone from gun-
nery on ny bridge. You willing to nove your battle station
up here?"

@uns | aughed. "Saves ne from having to beg. XO you do

mat. | got sone guns to straighten out. At |east one of them
needs a new turret |lead. Chief Aso's crew is under engineer-
ing."

Mattimtapped his comm "lvan, mind | osing chief Aso to
gunnery?"

"That's where he bel ongs. Matt."
"@uns, | think you got yourself a new man."

"Thank you, sir." But Guns did not |eave. "Wen the
politicians decided to keep nmerchant shippers on the con-
verted cruisers, sone Navy types were a bit worried." Did
his eyes wander toward the XO? "I won't talk for other

shi ps, but we got a damm di nkum good ski pper here." QGuns
salute was the sane Mattimhad given his father. Not the day
he was comm ssi oned, but after he'd commanded a ship for

a year. After he'd learned just how tough the old nan's job
was.

Matti mreturned the salute with the sane feelings. Qut of
the coner of his eye, he saw the bos'n of the watch talk into
her comm What was happeni ng here woul d be throughout
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the ship in a mtter of mnutes. Guns and he had taken a
maj or step into welding the Navy and nerchant hal ves of

the boat into a single crew, into turning the collection of
bolts, chips, and flesh that rode the Sheffield into a living,
br eat hi ng shi p. Good!

The rest of the voyage out was drill and hard work. The
Sheffield was as ready as any green warship by the tine the
big jolt cane.

"Captain," the exec reported. "W are at the junp point."



"It's not there." Sandy cut her off.
"OfF course it's there. That's the buoy,"” Ding snapped as if
Sandy had called her a liar.

"That's the buoy, but | got three atom| aser gyros hunting

for the gravity variance of Gamma junp point. It's supposed
to be where you see the green dot. None of them are point-

ing there. The damn thing's wandered."

Mattimhit ne comm "Anything fromthe flag?"
"Not hing sir, not a peep."
"Sandy, find it for the admral."

"But, Man, if Smiley boy can't find the junp, no battle."
Mattimdidn't back down from his order; Sandy turned back
to her board. "Wth us all dressed up, it would be a shane
not to go help those poor marines." Then she grinned. "And
to see Smiley's face when a nerchie tells himwhere his
junp has wandered to."

"What do you nean, wandered?" @uns asked fromhis
new station at Sandy's el bow.

"This junmp point is a category Arisk. It's going to swal -
| ow one ship out of every thousand through it, maybe nore
if you don't treat it with respect.”

"The Navy hasn't lost a ship in fifty years. Technol ogy

has i nproved so there is no risk to ships." Ding gave a text-
book quote, which was alt she probably knew. In peacetine,
the Navy contracted for Junp Masters.

Today, Sandy wasn't buying a textbook answer. "W

haven't had a war in fifty years, and the Navy, |ike nost

shi pping lines that want reasonabl e insurance rates, only use
G and H junp points, and go through themat a few klicks a
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second. " Sandy raised a questioning eyebrowto Ding
"Ri ght ?"

The puzzl ed | ook was back on Ding's face. "I guess so."
"And you'd guess right," Sandy assured her. "Even as

much as Matt here wants fast voyages, he steers clear of
anyt hi ng hi gher than an E. Now, this dam war cones

along, and we're trying to support marines on the wong
side of an A. Wonder if anybody gave the damm politicians

a basic primer on junp point safety." She turned back to her
board. "Anyway, low junmps tend to wander, and this baby is
areal pilgrim D dn't anybody record where that hel p nes-
sage cane from yesterday?"

"That's inpossible. It's in orbit around the star." Sud-



denly Ding stopped and her eyes w dened. Sandy gri nned.
but said nothing. "Wich star is it orbiting?" D ng al nbst
whi spered. "This one, or the one on the other side?"

"You got it, sister. We didn't nake these suckers. W just
use what we found- Most dance to the gravity of two stars.
This one's got three, plus another ten percent. It's a rea

gypsy. "

"Anot her ten percent?" Guns asked. Mattimtook the no-
ment to check the bridge. The squadron continued decel er-
ating at | gee, following the admral who still hadn't
admtted he didn't know where he was goi ng.

"Yeah," Sandy went on. "Add up all the vectors from both

. stars and you should be able to figure an orbit. Gs and Hs
A you al nost can. Pick your average E and no matter how hard

A some col |l ege professor does the math, you're m ssing at

| east ten percent of ne vectors. This SOB is over twenty

percent. Damm, | w sh we understood these things better."

"I'n history class, they said we | ost one of the first three
ships that junped out fromEarth,” Ding said. "Is this why?"

"I don't know how they lost that first one. Earth's one

junp point is such a docile little Hthat you' d have to try to
get lost init." Sandy tapped her comm "lvan, honey, | need
your atom | aser."

"It's all yours, best friend."
/ “I'"1l thank you tonight." She switched off and nade a
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fourth display appear. "Wth our broadside to the junp, |
need a | ongi tudi nal baseline. Ah, there she be." The green
dot went red. A new one appeared with nunmbers next to it-
"Five thousand kilonmeters in just thirty days. Honey, you

got to pay your rent. You can't keep toddling around I|ike
this." Sandy | ooked up. "Do we really have to tell our little
admiral ?"

Matti m gl anced around his bridge. Ding and Guns took
the question for a joke. Mattim knew Sandy was seri ous.
"Yes."

Sandy took a deep breath and let it out slowmy. Then she
mashed her conm button. "Conm send my board to flag,
with the captain's conmplinents.”

Sergeant Mary Rodrigo slipped past the hospital's front
desk. They were busy, and Lek had told her which roomthe
LT was in; Lek'd even hacked his nedical charts. Reading
was not the sane as seeing, so the platoon had asked her to
check up on him Everyone hoped he was getting better
treatment than they were

The peopl e passing Mary in the halls, whether patients or
staff, all wore cloth. Since the hospital was buried fifty me-



ters under the crater's floor, she guessed they were safe.
Still, she was in battle arnor, hel net under her arm She'd
| earned not to take chances.

She al so hadn't had a bath since the battle. People passing
her tended to speed up, even those hangi ng onto intravenous
packets on rolling stands. Since Mary had a map of the hos-
pital layout, she didn't ask directions. Since the people were
nont hreats, Mary ignored them Crashing relativity bonbs

and sparkling | asers—those she paid attention to. \Wat

could not kill her, she ignored. It was amazi ng how sinple
life becane.

She paused before a cl osed door. For a noment she froze.

What if the lieutenant had forgotten them |like some in the
pl at oon said? What if they were a part of his life he wanted
to forget as quickly as he coul d? The rest of his life was
going to be screwed up. She hesitated, but only for a no-
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ment. You don't read your mail, you never know what's hap-
peni ng.

She slipped through the w de door

The LT sat in bed, his nose in a reader. He gl anced up
"Mary!" H's broadening grin left no doubt she was wel -
cone.

"Hi," she answered, giving himthe best salute she could.

"Don't waste that on me." He tossed it off with a wave of
his left hand. "Save it for sonme dunb |ieutenant who stil
thinks it matters. Tell me, what's the platoon up to?"

"Not much, sir. No colonials have tried to take our pass.
W're doing what we're told." No need telling himwhat that
was. "What's been happening w th you?"

"I got ny first lieutenant pronotion." He beaned. "And

the Navy Cross, or so they tell nme." Mary glanced at the
sheets covering him his body under them stopped too far
fromthe foot of the bed. She didn't know what to say; the
LT hel ped her.

"They couldn't save the | egs. Too nuch damage and too

| ong before the docs got me. But I'mgetting a new set rea
soon. In a nmonth they'll insert neural |eads in both stunps,
then attach prosthetics. |I've seen vids. I'lIl be good as new. "

Mary didn't hear much depth in his cheerful ness. "WII
you be comi ng back to the platoon then?" she asked.

"No. Worse luck. It's staff duty for ne. Just because a
Sthet can run doesn't mean they want you in conbat." He
scowl ed and | ooked away. Wen he faced her again, he'd

found his smle. "So tell me, what's the pl atoon been up to?
They got you and Cassie out telling everyone howit's done.
Lek a warrant officer, running battalion communications.



Talk to ne."

There were too many things Mary couldn't say, so she

munbl ed. "We're doi ng okay, sir. Sonme of us missed you

and they wanted to know how you were doing. | hitched a

ride back on a supply run. | got to be getting back or they'l
| eave ne."

As she talked, the lieutenant's eyes went from crinkl ed
snmle to hard and angry. "Damm it, woman, don't start treat-
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ing me like some stranger. You folks were there for nme when
I was up to my neck in din and bl eeding to death. | may have
been a standard issue shit-for-brains second | oui e nost of
the tine, but | got ny act together that day. So did all of
you." His voice ran down. "Don't start treating me like
don't exist." He glanced around, seenmed to take in the whole
hospital at a glance. "There're enough peopl e doing that.
Don't you do it too."

Then he | ooked her hard in the eye. "Sonething's
wr ong. "

"Not really wong, sir. Just everything back to normal, |
guess. The whol e conmpany's up and we're kind of under-
strength what with you gone and others. W got the detail of
cl eaning up the nmess we made, collecting the busted-up rol-
ligons, artillery, that stuff.”

"You didn't have to bring in the bodies?" the LT whis-
per ed-

"Sonmebody had to. Captain said we shoul d since the other

pl atoons were on full alert." The first night after the battle
had been bad—en Mary and a | ot of others. After |ooking

the corpses in the eyes, lugging themto the trucks, Mary
wasn't the only one who took herself off net each night. No
need to wake everybody when she came awake scream ng

"Mary, let me see the back of your helnet," the |ieutenant
said softly. She flipped it over; he glanced at it. "You' ve stil
got NCO markings on it. | put you in for a battlefield com

m ssion. They haven't given ny platoon to another LT?"

"No, sir."

"I's Captain Spoda including you in staff meetings?"

"Staff neetings, sir?"

"Ckay." The lieutenant glanced away, fixed his eyes on

the picture on the wall. Mary stared at it; ocean waves rose
up and tunbled onto yell ow dust. She'd seen vids of oceans;
all that water nade her unconfortable. She | ooked away.

The LT got her attention when he mashed a button beside his
bed.



"Yes, sir?" came a cheerful woman's voi ce.
"Doct or Mardan shoul d be about through his rounds.
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Coul d you ask himto drop by ny roon? It's a matter of
urgency."

"Yes, sir. Uh, your vitals are a bit elevated, but nothing to
set off alarms, sir."

"This is a mlitary matter, not nedical."
"Yes, sir." The voice clicked off, sounding puzzl ed.

"Sir, | really have to get back to the supply truck," Mary
sai d, edging toward the door

"Mary, you and | both know a supply run never arrived
back on schedul e- And now that | know what you peopl e
were scrounging, |I'mdam glad of it. Watcha after this
time?"

"Anything we can lay our hands on. Pickings are getting
slim and it's kind of hard to find good tradi ng stock. Du-
nmont al ways had t he best |uck when he took a few of the
younger girls in the platoon. But lately .. -"

The Iieutenant chuckled. "I heard soneone ran a ship in
here | oaded with booze and wonen and set up shop." He
studied Mary for a nmonment. "Haven't any of you had a
shower in the |ast nmonth?" Mary backed away; she hadn't
nmeant to bother him

"No, no, you get back here, worman. | spent a week on

jungle survival, and boy, did | stink. What is happening to
you? The platoon's got a support van assigned to it- You can
get a hot neal and a shower. Wy aren't you?"

"The captain's got us in reserve. W're back a coupl e of
klicks fromthe pass. The other two platoons are dug in

cl ose- W dug the command and support vans into the rim
They're solid, but ours is sitting out in the open. Ain't no-
body getting out of armor, not even Dunont's kids, no nat-
ter how hony they get."

The door opened; a gray-haired man with a silver oak | eaf

on one side of his collar and a nmedical insignia on the other
cane in. H s nose winkled, but in a second it was replaced
by a smile. "Mrning, Lieutenant. How you feeling?"

"Hangi ng in. Commander, 1'd like you to neet Sergeant
Mary Rodrigo, the fightingest nmarine in the corps and the
reason you aren't in a colonial POWcanmp." Mary turned
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red, wondered if she should have saluted this doctor-officer
She was starting to when he held out his hand. She shook it.



"dad to neet you, Sarge. You need anything, it's yours."

"W're fine, sir," she stuttered.

"I disagree with the sergeant,"” the lieutenant said and
quickly filled the doctor in on what he'd extracted from
Mary.

The doctor's smile quickly turned into a gl ower. He shook
his head as nme LT finished, "I've spent forty years attached
to the corps, patching up you boys and girls that refuse to
grow up. This is about the mpst childish stunt |'ve heard of.
You put her in for a commission, you say?"

"Yes, sir. The originals are on the hospital conputer in ny
personal files, along with a recommendation for the Silver
Star."

"Mnd giving me a hard copy? |I'm pl ayi ng poker tonight,
Conmmander Unboto usually shows up to | ose a few bucks
Tormorrow ni ght 1'm sharing supper and Shakespeare with
Captai n Anderson. | think both of them would enjoy hearing
about this."

Mary was on the verge of panic. "Sir, | don't want... |
don't mean ... The boss man'|I..."

The doctor didn't seemto understand a word she was say-
ing. The lieutenant waved a hand. "Mary and a | ot of her
crew had twenty years mning asteroids before they joined
the corps."

The doctor nodded. Then the crinkles around his nouth
and eyes turned into a smle, warmas the sun and under-
standing as a proud nother. "I imagine you heard in boot
canp that there's the right way, the wong way, and the
Navy way."

"COften, sir.

"Well, you are about to see that applied in spades. Don't
worry. Sergeant. |I've worn this uniformfor forty years and
never | ost a patient to bureaucratic ineptness.”

"Yes, sir." Mary didn't know the Navy or Marine way al
that well. She did know basic physics. Shit rolls downhill.
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She doubted even a doctor who was a conmander coul d
change that.

"I really have to get back." Mary needed away fromthese
peopl e. Nice was sonething she could only take in snall
doses, especially fromstrangers like the doctor... and the
LT.

As she edged toward the door, the doctor's hand cl osed on
her elbow |ike a vise. "Even with your suit's biocleaners, if



you haven't had a bath in a month, you're a first-rate candi -
date for skin disease. Wile you' re soaking, we'll get your
suit cleaned and |liner recharged. It's the |least we can do for
t he peopl e who keep us in business."

"CAPTAI N, LIVE MESSACE fromthe flag" conm said.
"Put it on screen," Mattim ordered.

"Squadron Fifty-three, the marines are in trouble," the

man wasn't smiling. "W arc going to their aid. Together
we' |l show those col onial amateurs how a real Navy fights.
Squadron will stay in formation behind ne, use only passive
sensors. Cood |uck, nen,"

The screen went dead.

"Not even a thank-you for us," Sandy pouted.

"Suddenly he's spoiling for a fight," Mattim nused.
@uns shook his head. "His stateroomis full of history
books, real ones. Maybe too full."

"Ceneral quarters," Mttimordered. "Today, we find
out."

Settled into his captain's chair, Mattimall owed hinself a
monent's reflection. Guns and Ding were visibly excited,
ready to put years of training to the test. Ivan and Sandy
hated the war, but they'd followed him Followed nme where
we could all get killed. Am1 |eading themright?

H s five years skippering the Maggi e had seen the red

Unity flag with its lightning bolt shoot through the sparsely
popul ated col onial worlds. One by one, his ports got new

har bor masters; his contacts changed fromworking folks to
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Unity henchmen who bought for nonopolies and held their
paws out for "donations" and "special considerations." Mat-
timm ssed the traders and factory managers who took him
hone to neet the famly. The Unity bullies' idea of a fun
eveni ng usual ly invol ved someone weak getting hurt.

Matti m suspected t hat boatl oad of Econom c Refornmers

they bl asted was crewed by Unity punks eager to cut out the
m ddle man. At thirteen, Mattimhad shipped out with his
dad. This wasn't the sanme universe

So now |'m heading into a battle to help people |I've never

met. Mattim are you getting a | ate-bloom ng case of

chivalry or whatever it is that causes a guy to get hinself
killed at mdlife ? Getting killed was low on his list of things



to do today. Yet he wanted to charge through mat junp, guns
bl azi ng, and save the poor doggies. This was crazy. / think
they call it war.

On the flag's orders, the squadron passed through the

junp at a few thousand meters per second. It shoul d have
been an easy junp, but the ships cane out scattered. Despite
the flag orders for tight conmunications, the admral was
quite liberal with irate orders to re-form Sandy just shook
her head. "This junp point is all kinds of flaky."

Matlim had other worries; where were the col oni al s? Pas-
sive sensors drew a bl ank. "Mist be under EMCon," Ding
concluded. "Don't use search radars and | asers, and no one
can foll ow your signals back to you."

"Sandy, do a visual search on every inch of space between
Al pha junp and the nmarines. Sonewhere are gl owi ng en-

gi nes."

"They' re decel erating engi nes away from us,"
sai d.

Sandy

"So maybe it' 11 reflect off the next ship in line. This arnor

reflects lasers. Maybe it reflects other things."

"Optimst. Mg, | bet they're in echelon toward us, reflect-
ing away fromus," Sandy chided him but went to work.

An hour later, Mattimgot his first hint of what |ay ahead.
"Captain, conmhere. W' ve picked up a nmessage tight-
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beamed fromthe Ninety-seventh to the flag. It's probably in
response to sonmething fromthe flag, but we didn't get that."

"I'"l'l take what | can."

H s station quickly displayed the answer to the adniral's
unknown question. ENEMY FORCE i s ESTI MATED AT 5 DDS AND

6 CCS, GUNS VARY FROM 6" TO 9.2". ETA HERE IS 22 HRS 18 WNTS.
THANKS FOR COM NG

"Let me guess, DDs are destroyers, CCs are any kind of
cruiser. Right?" Mttim asked D ng.

"Yes, sir.

"So how do they know? N nety-seventh isn't emtting
anyt hi ng. "

"Ship makes a gravitational pulse as it exits a junp. The

bi gger the ship, the bigger the pulse. In their first action
Ni nety-seventh spotted five DDs, nine CCs and transports.

No transports today. They're just here to pound the poor
joes."

"Sandy, you got anyt hi ng?"

t he



"Not hi ng. They're dark as space.”

"Sandy, we know where they cane from and where
they're going. Find them"

Four hours later, she did. "Matt, | got *em GGuns and | got
those puppies. It's beautiful." Ding was at Mattim s el bow a
second | ater as they hovered over Sandy's shoul der

"Visuals was a waste. They heard us come in- They knew

how to hide. So | gave up on eyeballs,"” Sandy ran on. "Ships
are big, but with that big gasbag's gravity well, | couldn't
get shit out of the gravity anonaly detector. So | tried el ec-
tromagnetic. There the gasbag helped. It's emtting across
the spectrumlike the biggest radar ever turned on."

"Yes," Ding cut in, "but they'll be operating in stealth
node. You won't get any radar bounces off themto pick

up. "

"Right." QGuns grinned. "That's what Sandy went | ooking
for. Those turkeys are a hole in the radar return.”

"Look there." Sandy pointed. "Five holes, then six bigger
ones. Five destroyers, six cruisers. You can hide, but you
can't hide the hole you're hiding in."
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"God damm," Ding breathed slowly. "She's got them"

"Wait 'til the admiral hears this," Sandy crowed.

"We're under radio silence," D ng said.

"They heard us come in," Mattim snarled. "Wat you

want to bet they've been followi ng us visually? Once we
flip, we'll be brighter than a star. If the admral has a battle
to plan, he'll want to know this. Conm get ne a tight beam
to the flag."

"You got it. Captain."

"Sheffield to Reply."

"Sheffield, you are under EMCon One. Use of tight beans
toward the eneny is not permtted. Cease your transm s-
sions at once."

Matti m went doggedly on. "This is Captain Abeeb."

Again he got the sane lecture, only louder; Mattimgrit-
ted his teeth. "W have | ocated the eneny el ectronagneti -

cally."

"You coul dn't have" was foll owed by the sane | ecture,
now at the top of soneone's |ungs.



Mattimcut his conm "QGuns, | need advice on how this
Navy way works. So, what is this shit fromflag?" Mattim
regretted his loss of control. Still, it felt good at the noment.

"I didn't recogni ze the voice, but you can assune the ad-
mral approved cutting you off. | expect sensors on the flag
is desperately trying to duplicate Sandy's achi evenent and
assuring the admral since he can't do it, no accountant
can."

"No use trying again?" Ding concl uded.
"No, ma'am Late in ny Navy career | concluded you
can't teach pigs to sing, at |east not those sporting nore gold

braid than you. Do nerchant sailors learn a sinilar |esson?"

Matti m chuckl ed. "Last few years, it was becom ng ap-
parent | should. So far | avoided it."

"Congratul ations, sir. You will have to decide for yourself
whet her to follow ny experience or your own |ead."

' Ti ght beam conming in, Captain, fromthe Aurora.”

"That's Buzz's ship. Let me see it."

"Congratul ations, Matt. No surprise Sandy did it. I've got
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a Navy type on ny sensors. She swears it can't be done. |

told her if Sandy did it, she can. | owe you all a round. Wen
the boss lets us comunicate, tight-beamne the full story.

Burka out."

"Captain, we got nmessage traffic fromall the reserve
cruisers. Do you want to see it?"

"How many of themoffer to buy the first round?" Mattim
grinned at Sandy. She preened-

"Uh, all of them | think."

"Boy, Saturday night's gonna be fun," Sandy crowed.

"Enough, Commander O Mally. Guns, could having the
eneny track help the others develop a firing sol ution?"

"No, Captain, we're hours away froma shoot."

"Then no nore communi cations until it's authorized.

@uns, does this tell you anything about what the eneny's up
tor'

"Yes, sir. We're in no danger, for the nmonment."

"And how long will that good fortune foll ow us?" Mattim
got ready for another educational experience.



@uns fingered nme display. "They cane out of the junp

headed for a fast pass on the marines. About ne tinme we
junped in, they sheered away. They're headed around

ELMD129-4 and will neet us head-on over the marines-

W' || have shoots twice an orbit until one of us breaks for a
junp. They've rigged it so they can bug out w thout us ob-
serving them"

Mattim chewed on his lower lip. "They're playing it
safe. ™

"For them sir. They've got DD's. [f they put two in polar
orbits, they'Il knowif we cut. W won't know the sanme for
them™

"That assunes,” Ding cut in, "they've got someone as
tactical -trai ned and professional as one of our war coll ege
grads- They we colonials."

@uns said nothing; Mattimtook a deep breath. "XQ
t hey' ve been fighting anong thenselves for fifty years. Just
because newscasts call it 'childish squabbling* doesn't nean
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smart fol ks haven't been learning. |'d expect some pretty
canny behavior."
"Yes, sir" canme fromboth the XO and Cuns.

There was little behavior of any kind fromthe flag. Over the
next eight hours Mattimrotated his crew to chow and a free
hour. The hostiles were just disappearing behind the gasbag
when the admiral finally ordered a full sensor sweep.

Mattimignored the huffy comruni cati ons between the

flag and the 97th. The adm ral demanded to know where the
"so-cal |l ed" eneny fleet was. The ground-pounders sarcasti -
cally voiced their joy that the adnmiral could see his way to
visit. Mattim passed Sandy's search nethods to the other
ships. Two had duplicated lier find. The others were gratefu
as well as inpressed.

Mattimlistened in on the gunnery net as Comander

Howar d sketched the enemy's probabl e past and future
nmoverments to the other gunnery chiefs, including the

Reply's and the Significant'”~. "W shoul d encounter hostiles
in sixty-seven mnutes, just as we pull away fromthe

mari nes. However, note that if the skunks nake a fast, fue
scoop orbit, they will arrive over the noon just as we do, in
fifty-two minutes. |'mbetting on a scoop and shoot." Quns
found no takers- And Mattim began to suspect his gunnery

of ficer was nore of a jewel than he could have hoped for

The admiral did nothing that Mattim had hoped for, neither
revising his sinple orders of "Follow nme" nor infornmng his
captai ns how he proposed to fight the conming battle- It was
as if he still didn't believe his eneny was in-system O
maybe out of sight, out of mnd

O maybe just out of his mnd.



"Shi ps comi ng out from behind the gasbag,"” Sandy re-
ported in a low, controlled voice. "They are | ow and fast.
@uns, | think you won your bet."

"Yes," he said, "skunks are clinbing out, using tots of

delta V. | suspect they did a fuel scoop. | have three cans and
six cruisers, including two Revenge-c\&ss super heavies."
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@Quns whistled. "I thought the grunts were just seeing willies
under their beds. Ocher four | ook |ike six-inch conversions."

"Thank God for m nor favors," Ding breathed.

"Cans look to be falling off to their unengaged side."

@uns frowned. "I'll concentrate on the skunks we've got.
Sandy, if it wouldn't be inconvenient, could you | ook around
for those other two DDs? They aren't much, but a chance
appearance at an inopportune tine could be nmpst unpl eas-
ant . "

"Got you. @Quns. |'Ill keep up the search.”
"Thank you. Commander."

"We ready for this?" Mattim asked Ding, hunting for
what he'd forgotten ... what could cost himhis ship.
"As ready as we'll ever be, sir." The young woman
grinned |like sone carnivore stal king prey. She was actually
excited by the prospects before them Wll, maybe if 1'd
spent the last ten years of ny life training for this nmoment.
I'd be excited too.

He hadn't. He wasn't.
"@Quns, XO when do we put spin on the ship?"

Ding deferred to Guns, who pulled a handhel d cal cul at or

out of his pocket. The Navy seened to go in for obsolete

technol ogy. "We're closing at six-hundred-twenty-thousand

kli cks an hour. Those ni ne-point-two-inch nmonsters could

hit you at forty thousand klicks, but | doubt it. I'd start spin-
ning at forty-five thousand, sir."

"Thanks, Guns. Sandy, range to ... what do they cal
them ... skunks?"
"Yes, sir," Ding assured him

"Just passing fifty thousand. Skipper."

"Bos'n, informthe crew we're putting spin on the ship in
five seconds and give them a countdown."

"Yes, sir.

Mattim | eaned back in his chair and got ready for the ride



of his life. H s Maggi e had been built the way you expected
a ship to be built. The screens that showed you what was out
there faced out. In a Navy ship, the damm screen was on the
i nside. You went around all day with your back to space. As
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the ship began to spin, the ship's 2-gee accel eration pulled
him "down"; the spin firmy put his back in his chair, cud-
dled up like a kid in his dad's lap watching a vid. O course,
this vid was about killing people—and it was interactive.

"Crew," the XO rem nded the bridge party, "do not |ean
forward if you can avoid it. You' ve got a big supply of burp

bags. If you nave to lose it, don't be bashful. You'll proba-
bly see ne or the captain use the bags. It's all just part of a
battle in space. You'll get used to it."

She sat down beside him He gave her a smle; she was

| oosening up with the crew. Wth a bit of work, she'd fit just
fine on the Maggie. Then he | eaned over, whispering,

"You' ve never been in a fight. How do you know?"

She didn't even blink. "Fleet exercises, sir. They say if
you' ve been in a couple of them battle holds no surprises. |
sure as hell hope so."

"Skunks, forty thousand klicks. Two | ead ships opening
fire on the flag," Sandy drawl ed. "One nust appreciate their
tastes."

"Quns, you nmind telling me what's going on? Better yet,
you got any problems with this going out to all hands?"

"No, sir." Guns mashed his commlink, "All hands, this is
the chief gunnery officer. The skipper asked me to keep you
i nfornmed as to what's happeni ng. Wien | get too busy to
talk, trust nme, you'll be too busy to listen." There was a
chuckl e on the bridge. Matti msuspected it ran the I ength of
t he ship.

"The col oni al s have opened fire on the flag at extrene

range. That's plain stupid. They're wasting energy, heating

up their lasers and just helping the flag let off a little steam
Since we're head-on to each other, that means that by the

time they pass us, their lasers will be hot and inaccurate.

Qurs won't be. Gunners, put on the kettle." That got a cheer

@uns was good. This m ght beconme a regular battle drill.

"Range to skunks, thirty-five thousand klicks.'
port ed.

Sandy re-
"The ol d gunner's nmate who taught ne ny trade," QGuns

went on, "liked to sucker theminto close range, say barroom
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length. Battery that gets the nmpbst energy out has a beer bust
on me." Another cheer, this time acconpanied with yel ps



fromthe crews of the secondary batteries.

"Ckay, two beer busts, one for the hottest six-inch turret,
the other for the best four-inch crew " The cheers were unan-
i mous agai n.

"Skunks at thirty thousand klicks ... now
"And the flag's opened fire." @uns continued his play-by-
play. "The rate of fire fromthe colonials is slowing. The
flag's steaming a bit. That water will pass down the line to
us, causing the end of their lasers to bloom Qurs, on the
other hand, will be fresh and cut right through it. If your
shipmate's fallen asleep, don't bother waking himyet. W
got a long minute or so before we'll do anything."

Mattim studi ed the screen. The two heavy cruisers were
applying a slow and deliberate fire to the enenmy's two
super - heavi es. The light cruisers on both sides were out of
range.

" Skunks passing twenty-five thousand."

"Well, crew, the Topeka has weighed in with her six-

i nchers. The range is long, but it [ooks |ike she's making
some hits. The eneny flag is switching fire to the Topeka.

i magi ne our flag's glad of that. By the way, if you' ve got
anybody snoring near you, you mght want to wake them up
W're about a mnute 'til showinme. Just enough tinme to wash
their face and brush their teeth before things get exciting.

"Ch, I've got a note here fromthe crew of turret A They
say they've already picked out the bar for their bust and the
rest of you can quit worrying. What do you think of that?"

The gunnery circuit was awash with boos.

Matti m checked the live mikes in each turret. Wile

@uns' verbal horseplay m ght be taking the edge off the raw
terror, the crews were going about their duties as they'd

been trained, dialing in their gear, verifying that, while the
target was available, they had it locked in their sights. They
were as ready as ninety days of training and drill could nake
t hem

"Lead skunk is at twenty thousand klicks."
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"Fol ks, at this point we will be signing off. Showine is

in just a few seconds. | hope you enjoyed the prelinmnary
and will stay around for the postganme review. This is your
chi ef of gunnery signing off." Guns shook hinmsel f. "Damm,

that was fun, | got to do that nore often. Tommy, show ne
your plot."

Around the bridge, the crew was grimbut determ ned.
Matti mtightened his seat belt, tightened his gut, and studied
the screen, neasuring the flow of the battle.



"Sir," the XO put in, "their two big R s are goi ng down

the line, switching fire fromone ship to the next. |I can dam
near tell you to the second when they'll take us on. Mnd if

| jink ship to put them off?"

"XO you've got the conn. Helm stand by for orders.
Ding, coordinate with Guns. Let's not jink himout of a hit."

"Right, Captain. Guns, |I'mgoing to bounce ship, ten ne-
ters per second high for three seconds, then ten neters per
second si deways."

"Hol d those bounces for five seconds,"” Gun nuttered.

"You're on."

"Fire!" @uns shouted. Lights dimmed as energy poured
fromthe ship. A green arrow on the nmain screen reached out
fromthe green dot that was his ship to touch the eneny fl ag.
The red triangle glowed yellowin a coner. WAs that an ac-
tual hit or w shful thinking by the conputer? Mattimdidn't
ask.

"Bounce," the XO said softly, "up ... right... NOWN"

The extra twist did wonders to Mattinmis inner ear. He
wasn't sure where he was going. A red arrow flashed from
die eneny flag to him He felt nothing.

"We' || cease bouncing for forty seconds. @uns. They're
taking forty-five or nore to recharge," Ding reported.

"I suggest bouncing in thirty-five. I'lIl fire the next salvo
at thirty."

"You're on."

Mattimlistened and did not interrupt. In theory, his ship
could get a salvo off every ten seconds. Wiy was Quns
hol di ng back? He'd ask | ater.
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An eternity ticked by, one endless second at a tine.

Then the ship's lights dimred. A second tinme, a green

line reached out for the eneny. Again the triangle turned
yellow. Ding ordered a bounce to starboard, and Mattims
inner world twirled. He wondered how the green kids in his
crew were taking this. A dimnutive guard by the hatch
reached for a burp bag.

Di ng bounced themtwo nore tinmes before the eneny

crui ser |lashed out at them Another mss. But Guns was |ay-
ing it on heavy now. Every ten seconds, another two-second
sal vo. Mattim had enough of the overprocessed pabl um on

the main screen. He tapped up gunnery on his own board,
selected the main battery, and found hinself staring at the
gun pictures of one of his six-inch lasers. It showed not hi ng
but stars tw sting by.



A pip at the upper edge drew his eye. In a blink, a stream
ing comet appeared. Quickly, the pip tracked the ship across
the screen. The laser was rechargi ng; nothing happened.
Mattimrisked a breath as the pip whi pped back to the top

When the conet reappeared, it was already transfixed by
spears of light fromthe other guns. One blinked off just as
this gun shot out its own spear. For two eternal seconds,
Mattimdid not breathe. Light, passing through the gossaner
swirls of steamfromthe ships ahead, shone |ike a gol den
road. The conet rode transfixed at the end, nore steam boil -
ing off her.

Then beam and conet were gone.

Matti m shook hinsel f; sonething like this could nmes-
nmerize. His job was to fight the ship. "Sandy, where are
those tin cans? Now would be a good time for a mssile
run. "

"They' ve dropped bel ow the eneny gun line, sir. They're
just... damm! They're coming in, jinking |ike mad."

"And their missiles are worse." Ding interrupted her own
bouncing to add to their problem

"Secondary batteries, prepare to take the destroyers under
fire as soon as they cone in range," Mattimordered. "Hit
them hard and hit themoften."”

THE FI RST CASUALTY « 109
"Captain, please belay that order,"” Guns snapped. "I'm
targeting crui ser engines. | need the energy."

"Secondaries, hold your fire. XO what about our own en-
gi nes?"

"We're about to do a fleet flip, but the flag hasn't ordered
one."

"Flip us. I"'mnot risking Ivan's engines."

"Aye, aye, sir. Helm use thrusters to rotate us around our
center. Do it... now." Hands flying over his board, Thor
echoed his orders, a few seconds before he foll owed them
Mattim s stomach lurched, twi sted, and left for points un-
known as the spinning ship flipped end over end.

In the process, a lightning bolt passed where their engines
woul d have been.

"Dam good, Colin, Thor." Mattim appl auded. "Damn
good. "

"Forward batteries, fire." As the eneny |line passed, the
forward batteries had been masked. For the last minute, only
the aft and ami dshi ps guns had done anything. The forward
battery cane back with a vengeance. The red triangle



gl owed yel l ow on the board again, but Guns was shouti ng.
"We got himup the kilt, we got himup the kilt. Sandy, is he
slowi ng? Tell e, girl."

"There's a crazy wobble in his course, as if he's m ssing
on a few of his engines. | think you got him Quns." The
cheer at that announcenment damm near shook the entire ship.
"Those cans are closing,"
t housand klicks."

Sandy continued. "Fifteen

"Al'l power to the secondaries," Quns shouted. "Lay it

into them" Now it was the turn of the twenty secondary

guns- The crews of the four-inch lasers turned to with a will.
Each destroyer had ten mssiles, any one of which could va-
pori ze the Sheffield.

"Hold course,” Ding ordered. "Let's give them our broad-

side for a while. Slow rotation by half, the big guns are out
of range, and we want to be steady for those buggers." The
colonial DD s closed to ten thousand klicks, dodging and
jinking all the tine. Finally, they launched three nissiles
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each and turned away. Four streaked for the retreating line
of Society cruisers—+two headed for the Sheffield.

'"The admiral's still headed away," Sandy call ed.
"But they'Il have to start decelerating soon to get into
orbit around the gasbag, and those missiles will be waiting

for them" Ding warned.

"\What about the ones headed straight for us?" Mattim
asked.
"That's another matter," Ding nuttered. "Quns, can you
take care of those little buggers?”

"Trying, XO They're a bit uncooperative."

"Keep trying. Helm take the spin off the ship. Now, when
| tell you, I want you to turn into those missiles. Counter-
nmeasures, you got the icemaker powered up?"

"Yes, ma'am " cane the answer.

"I cemaker," Mattim echoed. Had another critical part of
hi s educati on been gl ossed over?

"Ri ght now, those nmissiles are homing in on us, aimng

for the mddle of this nice long target. 'Course, we're throw
ing steamoff. That messes up their picture, but they're smart
enough to accomopdate it." Ding stared hard at the main
screen. It was expandi ng, showi ng only the Sheffield and

two missiles in ever greater detail.

"In a moment, |'mgoing to turn close on to their course
and spew i ce chunks and decoys to port. They should m s-



take them for us and keep heading for the mddle of it. Wth
| uck, one of those ice cubes will do a job on their warhead.
@Quns, in a nonent |'mgoing to need you to check fire."

"Charging the damm missiles. Way to go." @uns didn't
ook up fromhis station. "I never did like turning tail. Ready
on your order, XO"

"Helm steer for the mssiles, thirty degrees to port of
their reciprocal. Guns, check fire, check fire. Counternea-
sures, Jezebel One, Jezebel Two."

"Yes, ma'am s" echoed fromthe comnmlinks as an entire
ship did the XO s bidding. On screen, the green dot that was
the Sheffield swerved into the paths of the oncoming m s-

THE FI RST CASUALTY =« ill

siles. A white shadow grew to one side. The m ssiles stayed
on cour se.

"Good," Ding breathed softly, the hint of a snmle crin-

kling her lips. Was this the nonment a naval officer |ived her
life for? Damcm, 1'd settle for a well-done bargain where we
bot h wi n.

What Mattimdid was settle into his chair, | ook uncon-
cerned for the bridge crew, and struggle to keep his heart
fromracing. The gunfight had been wild and fast and over
This waiting could kill a man. "Sandy, you got any passive
sensors on those beasts?" he asked.

"Visual only. They're head-on. Not enough of a shift to
notice."

"Let me know the second you get any," D ng whispered,

eyes | ocked on the main screen. For a |long nmonent, there
was not hing. No one breathed on the bridge, probably on the
whol e shi p.

"First mssile, range opening to port. She's going to mss
us to port," Sandy yel ped.

"Put mssile on visual," Ding ordered. Half the main

switched to a live view of space. A nmissile noved across it

tail now plainly visible—and of fset—fromthe nose. "A

mss," she breathed as the missile entered the ice field. A
nmonent later the missile started shredding parts as it hit first
one then another bit of ice. At their relative speeds, it didn't
take much ice to rip its thin skin to shreds.

"Second missile is close, but it's a nmiss,"” Sandy said. It

was passing close down their port side, but it was a |lot |uck-
ier with the ice- Unscathed, it began a skewed U | um

"Quns, it's yours," Ding shouted. "Crew, prepare for
maxi mum accel eration. |van, your engines good for five
gees?"

"Zero to five in twenty seconds. Commander."



The turning target suppressed its jinking program Eight
secondary batteries reached out for it, crisscrossing space
around it. And threwit. The missile was suddenly an ex-
pandi ng ball of gl owi ng gas. Then not hi ng.
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"Quns," Mattim breathed, "I think we owe a | ot of people
a beer bust. Like the entire crew "

"I think you nmight be right, Skipper."

What ever the crew thought of the idea, they were too

blown to do nore than let out the breath they' d been hol d-
ing. Mattim s knees were shaking; he felt like collapsing.
Since he was already sitting, he settled for swallow ng hard
and tackling a long list of things left to do. "Wll done, XO
very well done."
"Thank you, sir." Now that the battle was over, Ding

| ooked pale. She nmade no effort to rise either. Sonmeone's
teeth were chattering. One of the guards. Ding sent himto
si ck bay-

"Captain has the conn. Thor, get us headed back to sta-
tion. | inmagine the admral's disappointed that we're out of
line. Sparky, any traffic fromthe flag?"

"We've been getting a steady flow of nessage traffic,

each sharper than the one before. I"'monly required to pass
nmessages along to you within ten mnutes. Allowance for if
you're in the head and stuff like that. The first one was four
m nut es ago."

"Thanks for not jiggling our elbow. Anything | need to
know?"

"No, sir, just get back in formation."

"Pass it to ny day cabin. 1'll use it for bedtine reading
tonight. Captain off." He turned to Ding. "You'd think the
bastard has better uses for his time." Mattimshook his head
and got back to business. "Sandy, where are the hostiles?"

"Decel erating, sir, pulling back into orbit."

"And our guys?"

"Decel erating, too
"Helm put us on course to rejoin the squadron.”

The prodigal son was not wel coned back. Mattim sus-

pected the admiral woul d have relieved hi mwhere he sat,
but there was no one on board who didn't share in his high
crimes and mni sdenmeanors and no way to transfer anyone.

The squadron decel erated, facing backward as they accepted
ELMD129-4's powerful tether. To Mattim it |ooked |like the
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Sheffield was now the head of the |ine. He doubted the ad-
mral shared his view

Wth things reasonably settled down, Mattimrel eased

hal f the crew for a quick chow Many needed a change of
underwear or to clean up fromburp bag overfl ows. The ne-
chanics of orbits guaranteed themtime. Gunners went about

| avi shing care on their lasers the way few had ever shown a
signi ficant other.

Whi |l e some of the danage control crews carried sand-

wi ches to the gun crews and engi neering, the hull and arnor
teamwaited for the course to settle in, then sent squat robots
out to exanmi ne the one |arge gash in the Sheffield s arnor.
Insul ated |ines began showering a mst into the hole, slowy
packing it with ice, |less dense ice, but arnor neverthel ess.

Mattimgot his teamon net. "Quns, great going. The

eneny flag will renmenber us. Engineering, solid perfor-
mance. Sandy, you were wonderful on sensors. Ckay, we

done great. W've got an hour before we neet those bastards
agai n. \Wat do we need?"

"Quns is ready" was all Conmander Howard had to say.

"Sensors are undamaged. |'ve got a couple of antennas

t hat have been shaken up a bit by all the jostling, probably
bum connectors, but | don't see us fixing themany tine
soon. "

" Ski pper"—+van's gravel voice had sonmehow gotten

even | ower—we've done a | ot of bouncing around, chang-

ing acceleration and the like. It's been a najor drain on our
reaction mass. | also don't think the stuff we |ast took on has
anywhere near the density required by Navy specs."

"How far down are we, |van?"
"Forty percent. Normally | wouldn't worry, but if we have

a few nore hours like the last, we could end up |inping
back. "

"Assum ng we were in one piece." Sandy scow ed.
"Quns, suggestions?"

"Book says you nust refuel at fifty percent, 'barring un-
avoi dabl e circunstances,' whatever those may be."

"Comm send to flag, Sheffield at sixty percent fuel state.
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However, reaction mass is not at required density, request
fuel scoop."



"Yes sir, sending."

"If we're all heading for fifty percent, why hasn't Sniley
laid on a fuel scoop pass?" Mattim asked.

Once again, his XO seened reluctant to offer an opinion
"@uns, " she said.

" Ski pper, data would seemto indicate he's made up his
m nd, one nore firing pass, then we head for the junp."

"Bit obvious, aren't we?" Sandy draw ed.
"I fear so," answered Guns. "Possibly to our detrinment."

"Comm here. Captain. Rag says mamintain station. Fue
state not critical."

"Whay am | not surprised? Thanks, comm" Mattim | eaned
back in his chair- "Any suggestions?"

Heads nodded on the bridge. The net was silent. "Ckay.

I"'mthe captain of this ship and ultimately responsible for its
safety. | read that sonewhere. Helm captain has the conn-
Break fromformation and do a fuel scoop pass. Use what -

ever fuel is necessary to get us down and back in one hundred
seventy degrees of orbit."

"Laying in course. W'll need some three gees decel era-
tion, sir."

"Gve the crew five mnutes warning." Mttim again
tapped his commlink. "Comm flag will be sending us nore

of the same nessages. Pass themto nmy day cabin -.. uh,

unl ess he threatens to shoot us. Pass that one direct to ne."

The fuel pass was smartly done. The flag, while fre-
qguently sending its displ easure, stopped short of shooting.
As they clinbed up. Sandy studied her boards.

"Skipper, | think 1've found one m ssing destroyer."

"Wher e?"

"She's on a high, elliptical orbit. Active on radar and

| asers. She's got us and squawki ng. What she knows, the
rest of those bastards know "

"Pass it along to the flag, if they'll let us get a word in
edgewi se. Conm put this on a broad beam Mke sure al

t he squadron picks this up."
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"Yes, sir. Sending."

Matti m | eaned back in his chair. "So, they know where
we are and we got no idea what's up behind this big ice ball.



D ng, GQuns, any ideas of what you'd be doi ng?"

"They put on a |lot of acceleration during that firing pass,
the XO mused slowy. "They'll be high this time around,
probably diving for a scoop run, maybe? Guns?"

"Agree with the high part. Not so sure about the scoop

That woul d depend on their fuel state. They seened to be
coming up fromone last orbit. Unless he's neurotic about
fuel, I'd skip it this pass. Captain, sorry we can't be nore
hel p- The skunks will be high and either com ng down to our
orbit or diving for a scoop."

"I'f they're high, when will Sandy catch then®"
"After the rest of the squadron. Renmenber, we're low "

"Hate to depend on the flag for anything." Mattimrubbed
his jaw. "Comm send to Aurora on tight beam Mttimto
Buzz. We're low, let us know when you topside fol ks spot
somet hi ng. "

"Sendi ng." There was a nonentary pause. "Buzz says

he'l'l 1 ook sharp." They waited. Damage control reported al
repairs made. Even one of Sandy's cable runs was repl aced.
Thi ngs were | ooking up. "Comm here. Aurora sends 'Hos-
tiles in sight,' and passes their sensor picture to us."

" Sandy?"

"CGot it. They're high, heading for our level. That's
strange. W ought to be getting an angle on their bow at this
distance in orbit, but they're keeping straight bow on to us."

"No change in formation. The three cans are a bit further
ahead, six cruisers behind in line. One of the cans is radiat-
i ng. Just what you'd expect," Ding concluded,

"Matt, I'mnot so sure,” Sandy cut in. "This is all radar
returns. Nobody's using gravity sensors."

"How soon until we get a |ook?" Mattim asked.

"Shoul d acquire me picture in ninety seconds." Sandy an-
swered. They waited. As the eneny line swng into sight,
Sandy went active. "I got 'em—+adar, visual, and gravity.
They may be head-on to the rest, but they ain't to us. The
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two big bastards are in front acting |ike destroyers, and they
got another cruiser with them The cans are in rear fornma-
tion this tine!"

Matti m mashed his commlink. "Send our board to the
flag."

"Doing it, sir.

"Any reply?"



"No, sir."

For five long minutes the squadron continued in |ine
ahead, the Sheffield playing catch-up

At forty thousand klicks, the eneny's | ead ships did noth-

i ng—as a destroyer would. The flag's targeting | asers cane
on. sweepi ng past the |lead ships to concentrate on the six in
line. "He doesn't believe us," Sandy nuttered. Fromtheir
perspective they could see the | ead cruisers sw nging

around, keeping their narrow face to the squadron

At thirty thousand klicks the Reply opened up on the |ead
"cruiser"” in line. The two | eading colonial "destroyers" were
at less than twenty-five thousand klicks when they pinned

the Reply in their conbined beans. Hit, the Reply threw

water like a fire hose and tw sted out of |ine—toward the

eneny.

The other cruisers of the squadron tried to take the new
target under fire, but it took tine to change firing sol utions,
especially at maxi numrange. Thirty seconds later, all three
col oni al cruisers snapped out at the Reply. Again she shed
steam It |ooked |ike her wobbling mght jink her out of the

| asers' paths. It didn't. The Reply buned-

"Quns, we in range of a target?" Mattim snarl ed.
"Not as close as | want to be."

"Cet their attention."

"Fire."

Li ghts di mred. Arrows reached out fromone electronic

icon to spear another. Mattim steadied hinmself for the shock
of return fire. The closest eneny was a light cruiser; it did
not respond. For the last few seconds, it had been firing at
will. Nowit fell silent. Mattim checked the chrononeter
Thirty seconds since the heavies |ast fired.
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The enemy line lit up. It reached out, pinned the Reply in
its focus, slamred it with all the power of bitter humanity.
The flag expanded, gas shooting off in jets and streans.
Then it bl ew

Chunks of hull rode the expanding gas out toward the
stars. The explosion turned out and in and then was gone.
Where a ship and six hundred peopl e had been—not hi ng.

"Quns, pour everything we've got, mains and secon-
daries, into that cruiser. Get her attention. Don't let her do
t hat again."

"Roger, Skipper. Can you get ne nore power?"
"Ivan, we aren't at high gees. Feed the guns.”
"I got backup cables to the mdship batteries. I'll feed



them of f ship's power. Next tine they recharge, 1'Il switch."
"You hear that, Guns?" Mattim checked to nake sure.

"CGot it. Just a second. Just a second." Light stabbed out
fromthe Sheffield, reaching for the other ship as it turned its
weapons on the Significant.

"Damm, they're going to do it again," Mattimsnarled
"Ivan, give ne the juice," @Quns shout ed.
"On the way."

The four-inch | asers reached out, raking the cruiser, boil-
ing off patches of the surface ice. Wien next Sheffield s six-
i nchers spoke, they stabbed at the already warmice. Slush
streamed off into space, |leaving fantastic patterns in the
crui ser's wake.

"We better start jinking," D ng said.

"Do it. XO has the conn," answered Mattim

They dodged left as the cruiser fired—at them Light

streamed harml essly by to port. Mattim hoped Pringle was
grateful for the help.

"Good call. Ding." H's voice broke. He swall owed hard.

Now t he XO danced with the eneny cruiser. She'd hold

the Sheffield steady on a zig while their battery unl oaded en-
ergy. Then, as the tenth second since the eneny |ast fired ap-
proached, she'd jink. Three times she dodged the | ancing
light. Three times the Sheffield slashed and cut at the
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eneny's frozen arnmor. Some of what streaned behind the
crui ser was not steamor ice.

"We' ve peeled her," QGuns shouted. Ding ordered a

dodge-up, but no fire came- As she turned to the helmto
order a second jink, the eneny battery stretched out to them

The Sheffield shuddered, but held to her spin. By the tine
Thor started the jink, the fire ceased. "Dam," D ng
snapped. "@uns, when's your next volley?"

"Soon as we're charged."

"Hold the one after that for closest approach.™

"Wl do."

Four | ong seconds passed. The four-inchers slashed out

every two or three seconds. Then the big |lasers spat. As soon
as the light blinked out. Ding started talking.

"Helm port thrusters, one one thousand, two one thou-

sand. Low thrusters, one one thousand, two one thousand.
Starboard thrusters, one one ..." The eneny cruiser's |lasers
passed harm essly to starboard. Two tried to track in to
where the Sheffield was, but wi nked out as they touched ice.

"You did it. Commander."

She didn't seemto hear Mattinms praise. Her eyes were



| ocked on the hostile cruiser as they closed the final dis-
tance. They couldn't be nore than three thousand kil oneters
out. "Helm prepare to rotate ship. Keep nose to hostile."

"Aye, aye. Conmander."
"@uns?"
"Ready. "

"Helm rotate now. " As (hey passed, the Sheffield spun on
her central axis, keeping her arnored hull between the
eneny and the vul nerabl e engi nes. The eneny spun too—a
second too | ate.

One of the four-inchers stabbed into the giant bell of a
rocket engine. Wth power no | onger equally applied, the
shi p wobbl ed, presenting nore of its vulnerable rear. Two
si x-inchers stabbed into engineering spaces. Qut of control
t he ship cartwheel ed.

"Sweet Lord," Sandy breat hed.

"Have mercy," Ding finished.

THE FI RST CASUALTY 119

"Check fire, check fire," Guns shouted. "Recharge and
switch fire to the target | designate.” The next four-inch
| aser reached out for the nearest cruiser—the eneny fl ag.

It was rotating, covering its engines fromthe one surviv-

i ng heavy cruiser. A Sheffield four-incher nipped an engi ne,
but the resulting spin twisted the flag's fantail away. When
the six-inchers spoke, it was to ice and steam Mattim
checked their first target. Its twi sting was sl ow ng, as was
the defensive spin. It coasted, struggling to put things right
before risking power. Its guns were silent.

Qur flagship blown to pieces, one eneny light cruiser
wrecked. Quite a battle. Nowlet's get the hell out of here.

That seemed forenost on everyone's mnd. Al the ships

were flipped now, falling backward away from each ot her

Fire was desultory. Maybe |asers were hot, nmaybe engi neers
had chewed their nails enough, watching reactors dip deep
into the red. Maybe a |l ot of things. A breathless peace hung
bet ween the ships as they receded out of range.

"Message fromthe Significant, Captain. Assum ng conm

mand. All ships nake best speed for Beta junp. Sheffield,
appreci ate taking the pressure off me. You are best fuel ed,
and best shooting. Continue rear guard station. |ndependent
nmoverrent aut hori zed. Godspeed and good | uck. Pringle
sends. "

"Cee, thanks," Matti m breathed.

"Should I send that reply?"



"No, conm send ' Thank you and good luck to all.""
Matti m went quickly on to what had to be done for what |ay
ahead. "Ding, Quns, Sandy, lvan, we've done such a good
job we get to stay in this hell a bit |onger."

"I keep telling you, boss." Sandy was not smiling- "Al
you get for doing a good job is a worse one."

"Point taken. Captain has the conn. Thor, put us in line
behi nd the squadron. Ivan, Guns, how do things |ook? Can
you join me in nmy day cabin for a few m nutes?"

"Yes, sir," they answered him Mttimstretched; it felt
good to be alive. "How | ong before we see the colonials
agai n. Sandy?"
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"Thirty-five mnutes or so."

"Ding, | want coffee and sandwi ches in nmy cabin for us."
"Quartermaster, have a runner lay down to the galley and
get us sandw ches and a couple pitchers of coffee.”

"Aye, aye, ma'am"”

Sergeant Mary Rodrigo had forgotten how good a warm

shower felt. By the tinme she got back to the supply truck, it
was | oaded. There were hostiles in the system but their
rocks had | anded well away fromthe base, deceived by the

noi senakers her platoon had put out. The Navy pukes had
finally got the colonial ships off the nmarines' backsides. It
was a good time to sleep ... so she did.

MATTI M WAS EXHAUSTED, terrified, and damm proud of his

crew. They'd taken Sheffield to the gates of hell and not only
survived but done good. At |east one enemy |ight cruiser

woul d not be nipping at their heels as they bugged out. As

the conmmand staff wandered into his day cabin, Mttimwas

glad to see he wasn't the only one with weak knees. Even

@Quns was a bit uneven on his feet before he sank into a
stuffed chair.

Settled around the coffee table, the Navy types | adl ed
heapi ng spoonful s of sugar into their coffee. Wen Sandy

and Ivan followed suit, Mattim broke his usual practice. Hs
tongue found the coffee overly sweet; his body appreciated
the jolt. His first sandwi ch gone, Mattim sat back. "Wat do
we face?"

"A day-long running gunfight,"” Guns grow ed, "with
t hem gunni ng and us running."

"We' || be a couple of hundred thousand klicks away from
each other when we break orbit," Sandy observed. "It ought
to take nost of the trip to close the range.”

"Maybe, maybe not," the XO observed. "They know



we're running for the junp. They know we want to get there
fast, but have to bleed off speed before we pass through
They' Il send ships clipping across our stemnms, aimng for our
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engines. W can do a lot of things, but change course is not
one of them"

"Ski pper," @uns observed, "all bets are off for today.
They' Il do whatever they can to damage us, cut us off from
each other, turn this into a rout where they can pick off
strays one at a tinme. W' ve got to hold together."

That turned out to be tougher than expected.

The Significant ordered the squadron to 3-5 gees accel era-
tion as soon as they left orbit. As the ships accel erated,
somet hing big flew off the Significant.

"Damm, her arnor's caving." Ding scow ed.

The new | ead ship sidestepped out of the columm even as
conmuni cati ons buzzed Mattim "Significant unable to ac-
cel erate above two gees. The rest of the squadron is to con-
tinue at three point five gees. Significant will take rear
guard. Godspeed and good | uck."

"And be cut to pieces," Ding predicted.

Mattimrang up hull and arnmor. "How solid is that patch
you put on us?"

"Readouts say it's clinging tight as ny coll ege boy-
friend."

"Can she trust her readouts?" Mattimasked D ng.
She wi nced. "Probably. Navy's done its best to under-
stand ice, but it's stilt iceaith a mind of its owm at tinmes."

"Comm send to Significant. 'Sheffield will guide on
you."'"

"Matt." Sandy turned in her chair. "Is this a good idea?"
The trader in Mattimcertainly agreed it wasn't. Another
part, the one that cane with the star of a Navy line officer
on his shoul der boards, said yes. He glanced at Ding. She
nodded slowy, her face a mask. "We've got the extra reac-
tion mass. The rest don't. They can't. W can. Therefore, we
must . "

Comm beeped. "Fl ag says thanks. Operate as you will."
Wth a deep breath, Mattim prepared to do just that.
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The opening ganbits were sinple. A light cruiser and two
destroyers shot across their stern, only halfheartedly threat-
ening as they covered for two cruisers that came out of orbit
a lot slower and headed for me other junp point. The two

cans cane on fast and shooti ng—+too fast. Their mssiles had
troubl e adjusting, and nbst went wild. The Sheffield evaded
and destroyed her three while hel ping Significant gun down

her five. The Aurora got clipped by a near-m ss expl osion.



One of her engines had to be taken off line, and a second to
keep accel erati on bal anced.

As the eneny destroyers edged over to join the exiting
cruisers. Buzz's cruiser slowy fell behind the others. "Fig-
ured 1'd join the crippled division," he quipped to Mattim
as he matched Significant'” accel eration

"G ves us a good concentration of fire," Mattim answered
with cheer he didn't feel

"Not bad," @uns drawl ed. "W nmangled two cruisers, and

they detached a third and a pair of tin cans to escort them
out. Odds are down to two superheavies and a light cruiser
to our heavy and two light cruisers."

For the next |long hours, the two opposing |ines acceler-
ated out and drew i nexorably closer. The lead half of the
squadron reached flipover a good five hours ahead of the
trailing units. The col onials seened content to |let them es-
cape; the three remaining eneny cruisers matched their ac-
celeration to Sheffield.

Mattimdid not waste the tine; he hoped Buzz and Pringle

kept their crew as active as he did his. At two gees there
were problens, and the inevitable casualties. Still, Mattim
made sure his arnor was in as good a shape as it could be.

He took accel eration down to one gee |ong enough to nend

a few cables, then took the ship up to three gees to verify it
could still take it. The Significant and Aurora slowed to one
gee with him So did the colonials. Wwo nmade the best use

of the tine?

"Fol ks, | want ideas," Mattimtold his bridge crew.
@uns pursed his lips. "Ever play chicken as a kid?"
"Nope," Mattim answered.
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"They know where we're goi ng, and about when we'll get
there. They got reach on us. W need a surprise.”

Sandy | ooked at her fingers. "W |oaded a dozen big
rocks."

"Relativity bonbs," Guns shook his head. "Throw a rock

fast enough and you can get quite a boomwhen you hit a

pl anet. But the relative velocity between us and the colonials
is pretty low, and the odds of a dunmb rock hitting aren't that
good. W don't have an accel erator on board, anyway."

"I'f we threwa lot of little rocks, we'd have a better
chance. And sand on a laser lens ..." Sandy shrugged.

"I's not my idea of fun," Quns finished for her

"W've got plenty of ice," D ng added.



"Ivan, how long to rig a slingshot?" Mattim asked, care-

ful to keep the excitenent fromhis voice. The damm col o-
nial 9.2-inchers had double his range. If he could nake their
life miserable, he wanted to.

"A few hours. Not quite the rail gun you Navy fol ks use,
but good enough. 1'll need one gee to work in."

"I"ll go to three point five gees now. Let nme know when
you' re ready. Who can grind ne up sone rocks?"

"I"ll take care of that," Di ng said.

"Let's do it," Mattim ordered.

No nessage canme from Buzz or Pringle as they fell away

from Sheffield. Two hours later, the Sheffield went to one
gee. Inthe time it took to rig the magnetic sting, create and
load bullets for it, and set everything up for |oading at high
gee, Mattim caught up with the two ships.

"dad to have you back," Buzz call ed.

"Had a few things needed doing," Mattim answered.

The col onials had slowed, falling a bit aft of the Signifi-
cant”™ rocket engines. Not a solid up-the-kilt shot, but too
damm cl ose. Pringle swng the group a few degrees closer to
the enemy and away fromthe junp point. Now he adjusted
course, paralleling the colonial fleet and keeping their fan-
tails angl ed enough away fromthe enemy. At Five hours to
junp, the two colums were forty thousand klicks apart—n
range of the 9.2-inchers.
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The dance with death was joi ned.

The enemy light cruiser cut deceleration, sliding to cut
across the Significant™ rear. Mattimcut decel eration too,
surgi ng ahead of his mates. The colonial quickly realized if
he held his course, Sheffield would be in a place to blast his
own vul nerabl e rear. For several minutes they traded shots;

then the col oni al edged back toward the others. Mattim held
his position.

"Well done," Significant sent.

It continued that way, one of the colonial cruisers trying
to edge around them drop behind them force theminto a
conprom sed position. The three Navy shi ps dodged,

zi gged, zagged, and ot herw se went the way they had to, al
the tine keeping the junmp point their final goal- The 9.2-
i nchers kept their fire slow and del i berate—every two or
three m nutes. Most shots went wide. They could afford to
bide their tine.

At thirty-five thousand klicks, Mattimwaited until the
heavies fired, then swng his fantail around and tossed out



a couple of ice and dust bullets to where the colonial line
shoul d be in an hour.

"Sir, isn't it a bit early?" D ng half asked-

"Yes, but the real surprise isn't what we've got. It's what
he's willing to do about them™"™ At thirty thousand klicks,
Matti m | aunched another six, then blew the first collection

of dust, gravel, and ice into puffy clouds. The next 9-2-inch
br oadsi de showed bright yellow as it passed through the thin
collection. It got the colonials' attention. Five mnutes |ater
their secondary battery began random firings, hunting for

the extent of the crud. trying to sweep it out of the way. They
must have m ssed at |east one big fragnent. Just before they
were due for another broadside, the eneny flag lit up am d-

shi ps.

Ding grinned. "Looks like a turret hit. Wth luck they'l
be fighting a major electrical fire for a while."

It was ten m nutes before the next eneny sal vo.
The closer they drew to the junp, the slower tine passed.
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Waiting for the big lasers to reach out got to be worse than
dodgi ng them M nutes becane hours.

"I"mgonna quit jinking after the next shot," Ding nut-
tered. When that salvo missed, she settled the ship on a
steady course, eyes glued to the chrononeter- Twenty-nine
seconds slid by. "Up thrusters," she said a fraction of a sec-
ond before the colonials broke with their practice and fired
as soon as they were | oaded.

"Tricked ya." Ding grinned ... and settled the Sheffield
on a steady course. She had the conputer generate a random
series of ones, twos, threes and occasional fours. Still, she

chose where in the random nunbers to start the sequence,
and when to junp around in the order. "Wth ny life, and
the ship, | don't trust a conputer,” she nmuttered

Mattim coul d only agree.

After each colonial salvo, he'd swing the ship around to
bring the sling to bear, and toss a few nore packets across
t he enemy course. The angle was carefully chosen. If the
eneny kept their deceleration even with Mattims, or swing
away, the chances of a hit would drop. For the next half
hour, their secondaries continued to sweep their course, and
they continued to cl ose.

"Damm, it's gonna be tight," D ng whispered.

Then everyt hi ng changed.
The eneny flag wobbl ed, then cut its deceleration to 1.5

gees. "W ni pped anot her engine," Ding crowed. "The
flag's falling ahead. The other two | ook to be holding their



course. W'll be rid of the flag in a half hour, but until then
she'll be getting a better angle on our stens."

To Mattim this looked Iike a hell of a situation, or a
gol den opportunity. "@uns, you got any suggestions?"

"W got reaction mass. W got the best damm shooting

I' ve ever heard of. I' mgetting bloody dam tired of doing it
their way. We can sit here on our hands, Skipper, dodgi ng,

or we can give them something to send themon their way."

"One for you Navy fol ks' history book."
"Yessir," Quns grinned.
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Matti m gl anced around his bridge. Ding was grinning and
breathing hard. At the helm Thor's eyes were fixed on the
board, hands on the controls, ready to answer orders. The

ki ds around the bridge | ooked scared, but ready. Sandy
swiveled to face him If there was any mature judgnent |eft,
it was hers. She hated war and all that went with it. "How
much maneuvering room do we have at three gees?" he

asked. She could squel ch any cowboyi ng around with one
sentence: We'll miss the junmp point.

Sandy reached behind her, tapped her board, and a red dot
wi th an expandi ng yel |l ow cone appeared on the main

vi ewer. "That assumes the jump point hasn't moved. |'m not
in sensor range yet."

Matti m studi ed the screen, projected the eneny course on

it. Weighed his own options, then mashed his comm button

> "This is the captain. W've dinged the eneny flagship and
she's falling out of line- Still, she can cause our friends trou-
ble in the next few mnutes. Alternately, we can cause them

a lot of trouble. Wth a little bit of luck, we can run the other
two colonials right out of range of our ships. W got the re-
action mass, and our shooting' s been hot. Strap down, folks,

for the ride of your life." He took his finger off the comm
button. "Exec, put us on a course to close with their flag."

It took the colonials five mnutes and two salvos at the
Significant before they realized Sheffield was headed for
themwi th a bone in her teeth. The dance turned into a nad
cavort. Ding woul d dodge a salvo then swi ng around and

use full thrust toward the enemy. At twenty-two-thousand
U cks, GQuns began to reply to the eneny salvos with con-

t empt uous singl e shots—that scored

"Now | et them wonder when |I'll smack '"emw th a broad-
side," @uns chortl ed.

It was amazing how good it felt to Mattim know ng he
wasn't the only one sweating out the unknown. The | ong
fight was telling on the colonials; their beanms were w der
The 9.2-inchers were a neter wide as they flashed through
, the ice Sheffield spewed at every chance—and hid behi nd
when she coul d.
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As expected, the Significant and the Aurora dropped off

the colonial target list; the Sheffield was it. Jinking becane
a constant as the colonials gave up -their slow salvo fire.
Each crui ser |lashed out as quickly as it could recharge. Still,
the tine between shoots stretched fromthirty to forty-five
seconds to a full mnute. Now Guns shot with everything he
had—the forward six guns at the flag, while the aft three

kept the other cruisers on their toes. The eneny flag had
gathered themin. They nade the Sheffield s life tenuous, but
rapidly fell out of position, giving the Significant and Au-
rora a clean shot for the junp.

"I't's working." Mattimgrinned.

"I found the junp," Sandy shouted. "It's noved!"

"Where?" Ding and Mattimroared together
"Refreshing the board," Sandy snapped.

One gl ance at the screen told Mattimhe was in trouble.
The red spot had only junped a few i nches on the display.
Those represented kil onmeters—and sone hard, unforgiving
maneuvering, if they were to catch their ride hone. "Ding,
change course."

"Already doing it," she breathed.
"Crui ser launching mssiles," @ns shouted.

"Only destroyers carry mssiles,” Ding nuttered, not |et-
ting this latest distract her from her course change.

"I fear our intelligence may be a tad out of date,"” Quns
drawl ed. "Launch ice. Secondary battery, stand by."

Lasers snapped at them m ssed, or grazed the Sheffield
when one side outguessed the other. The mssiles inched
cl oser.

"XO " Guns said slowy, "the missile spread is ained to-
ward the old junmp location. Most will miss."

"Thank you," Ding said as the ship swayed under her or-
ders, and nore |asers flashed through the steam and ice the
Sheffield streaned, sonme by intent, some from danage.

"It's gonna be close," Sandy whi spered.

"Cet ready for four gees," Ding ordered. A laser volley
raked themas Ding jinked left. The Sheffield shuddered in
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her spin even as punps struggled to rebal ance the hull. Ding
goosed themup to four gees.

"W're going to overshoot,"
have control of delta V."

Sandy cried. "l've got to

"You've got it for ten seconds,"” Ding shouted. "Put us
through the junp or lose it."

"Can you take off the spin?" Sandy yell ed back

"Not if you want to live," Ding answered.
"One mssile's still comng,” @Quns said evenly. "I got al
secondaries firing a pattern.”

"Here we go," Sandy cri ed.
"CGot the bastard," @uns exulted—as w eckage or evasion
drove Mattim sideways in his seat.

The main screen wavered as one set of stars was replaced
by another. Ding collapsed on her board. "Captain has the
conn," Mattim announced. "Cancel spin. Take us to one gee.
Lay in a course for the station."”

"He can't," Sandy croaked.

"Why not?" Mattim eyed the screen. He knew t he answer
even before Sandy spoke agai n.

'"Cause Pill's Hope ain't there."

MARY SLEPT ALL the way back to the platoon. Cassie
greeted her as they pulled in. "You see the space battle?"

"Nope. They throw any rocks?"

"A few, but we hardly felt '"em Captain wants us to head
over and replace any noi senakers they broke."

"Hope no nore rocks are on the way," Mary nuttered.

Once the supply truck was unl oaded, they used it to run
Cassie's squad over to where they'd "built" an HQ setting

up noi semakers to inmtate the el ectromagnetic and heat

you' d expect to |l eak froma base under twenty neters of

rock. The place was cratered, but not as bad as the last tine.
Apparently they were using smaller rocks or tossing them at

sl ower speeds. Mary noved the noi semakers away fromthe

new craters, and dialed them down. Even headquarter wee-

nies woul d know to dig deeper and be quieter

Movi ng the decoys, Mary found an extra one, canou-

fl aged al nost good enough to pass for a rock. Still, rocks
don't have thin antennas spreading out fromthem Mary

tossed a real rock at it. It blew up. Gngerly, she collected
the pieces. Lek would want a | ook at it.



"Repeater," he growl ed. "G ven enough di stance, even a
tight beamgets wide." He fingered different parts of the
wreckage. "Stuff here to intercept radios and | asers. Good
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wor kmanshi p. You say it was out where you set up the fake

HQ?"
Mary nodded.

"Better pass this along to brigade. If Collies don't inter-
cept anything at your fake, they gonna start dropping these
around until they do. Isn't the information war wonderful ?"

Mattim rubbed his eyes, driving his palnms into them trying
to wash away the fatigue clogging his brain. Wen he

| ooked again, the stars hadn't changed. How many tines had
Sandy warned himto respect junp points? So he dives

ball s-to-the-wal) into an A Instead of being blown to bits,
they'd hurled thenselves ... where? "Sandy," he asked
softly, "any idea where we are?"

"Leave ne alone, Matt, | need tine."

Matti m gl anced around his bridge crew. "lI'm open to sug-
gestions," he said softly.

@uns whispered into his mke. 'Tomy, put a save on al
t he gunnery sensors for the last five mnutes."

"Ckay. boss."

Thor at the hel mcoughed softly. "Skipper, |'ve got a
magni fi cation on the star, er, stars."

"On screen,” Mattimwhispered, not wanting to disturb
Sandy.

There were four, and they were beautiful. A giant blue star
was hi gh above a brilliant yellow one. Cose to the yell ow
was a red dwarf. Very close to the blue one was a ..

"It's a neutron star,"” Guns swiveled around. "I heard

about this foursome. They're hal fway across the gal axy.

What a junp. Quite a few vectors on the boat going in, but

at least we got it on tape." @ins spoke matter-of-factly, as if
he got hopel essly | ost anbng the stars on a regul ar basis.

Sandy | ooked up. "I1've |ocated enough pulsars to get a

rough fix. You're right. Conmander Howard. \W've gone

about thirty thousand light-years. 1'd like to have a took at
your data."

At Mattim s side, Ding had caught her breath, but now
she was struggling to stop shaking. The rest of the crew
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woul d be picking up runors before too long. It would be
better if they heard it fromtheir captain. Mattimkeyed his
m ke.

"This is the captain. W made it out of a hell of a ness

and punched a hole for the other ships. Wth all the shooting
going on, we hit the junp in a nonstandard configuration."
Sandy rolled her eyes at him Quns chuckl ed noi sel essly.

"We know exactly where we are and exactly where we want

to go, soit's only a matter of a few adjustnents and we'll be
headi ng back. In the neantinme, we'll keep the ship on a | ow
gee accel eration and concentrate on damage repair. That is
all.”

Mattimraced into a checklist. "OOD, get a list of all dam
age. Tell damage control to prioritize and coordinate. Ding,
you head up the navigation problem Let's go over it in ny
day cabin." He turned to the bos'n. "How about sone sand-

wi ches and |l ots of coffee? Sandy, could you get |van up

her e?"

She was doing that already. "Hon, |'ve got a bit of a prob-
lem and |I'd sure |like you handy when | brief Matt."

"Not hi ng poppi ng down here, love. Be right there."

The fight hadn't left Mattimw th much reserves; he

doubt ed anyone aboard had anything to spare. He'd have to
order his crewto a night's rest soon. But first, he wanted to
| ook this problemover while it was still fresh in everybody's
m nds, even if those mnds were far fromfresh

"Ckay, march soldier." Rita ordered, nean as any drill in-
structor. Ray hung between two handrails, trying to nove
his left leg. The mrror beside himshowed the knee nove up
a smdge. He didn't feel anything, but he concentrated
harder- The foot cane up. He swung it forward.

"That's cheating, Mijor," the physical therapi st

snapped—and noved the foot back to where it started.

"You' ve got control of that leg. Use it. You're not sonme crip-
ple with a busted back who's never going to wal k agai n.

Val k. "

That stung; Ray wanted to spin around and read the man
THE FI RST CASUALTY 133

out. Except he was right. That agony he'd m staken for tor-
ture had saved, regenerated, and ot herw se patched up

enough of his spine. He'd seen it on the doctors' view

boards. He could nove that |eg. He could wal k. He shook

his shoulders, gritted his teeth, and focused on his right knee
agai n. Mve, damm you

Slowy, the knee came up. Wth every nuscle in his body
tied in synmpathy knots, it noved three inches.

'That's the way, honey," Rita crowed. "Now the next one.
Show t hem you can walk and 1'lI1 get you checked out of



here."
" Checked out ?"

She came close. "Yeah. Once you're wal king, | can take

you hone. W've rigged rails for you. You can practice a | ot
at home. The tech will visit." She |eaned close to his ear
"And we better get you away fromthose damm m kes before
you get yourself shot."

He took four steps in the next hour, two with his right,

two with his left. The therapist left to fill out the discharge
paperwork. Back in his room Ray found a | arge envel ope on

his bed. After Rita hel ped himfromthe wheel chair, he

ripped it open. Ared box fell out. As a soldier, he recognized
it; only the contents would be a surprise. He flipped the lid
open. The Presidential Cross with D anbnds stared back at

hi mthe hi ghest honor Unity conferred on a fighting man.

He snapped it shut and tossed it to Rita. "See if you can't
find a bottomdrawer to lose that in."

Rita opened it. "Cross and Di anonds," she whi spered,
00zi ng respect and pride—and | ooking straight at the coner
they agreed held the mke. "Dad will be so proud. He'll have
it hung in the parlor. He was an early nmenber of the party
here on Wardhaven."

She handed it back to him and bent to kiss his ear
"W've got to get you out of here."

"Yes, |ove."

After a sponge bath, Rita helped himinto undress greens,
even draping his medal around his throat under the pretext
of bending to kiss him Like a child whose fussy not her was
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dressing himfor church, he put up with it. The therapi st
showed up. Yes, he was signed out. Yes, he could |leave im
nmedi ately. "You renenber what | told you," he said know
ingly to Rita.

She reddened, but nodded a quick reply.

"What was that all about?" Ray growl ed as she wheel ed
hi m down the hall.

"Il show you later."

What began as a quiet journey broken only by the creak-

ing of a wheel turned into a spectacle as staff and patients
paused to watch. Soneone cl apped. Ray waved, meaning to
silence the fool. Ot hers waved back and began cl appi ng too-
The appl ause grew. Neither shushing them nor rolling his
eyes to the ceiling, nor waving them down with both hands
did any good.

"Face it." Rita leaned forward to his ear. She al nbst had



to shout to be heard. "You are a hero to them Act |ike one."

Wth a sigh of resignation. Mjor Ray Longknife, Com

mander of Wardhaven's 2nd Guard Brigade, accepted the
acclaimof the hospital. Mst he ignored; others were harder
A cluster of his own nen in bathrobes stood to attenti on and
sal ut ed.

Now t he maj or wept.

Mattim ordered the Sheffield to a night schedul e once he
was sure everything that could be done was. It took Ivan
physically pulling Sandy to get her out of Mattim s day
cabi n.

"I"ll be back as soon as | put Ivan to bed." she insisted.

"lIvan, you two get eight hours sleep. Either of you touch
that terminal in your quarters and so help me, I'll rip it out
of the wall." The two went.

The exec held back until after the others. "Wat kind of
wat ch do you want to set?"

"Make it a skeleton watch tonight. Everyone gets serious
sack time. Then work their tails off so they don't have tine
to think. We took enough damage; let's fix what we can.
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Heaven knows, we may jump back just in tine for the next
shoot . "

"Right, sir. 1'll have tomorrow s Orders of the Day posted
before I hit the rack."

"Whi ch better not be nmore than a half hour from now "

She just sniled. He raised an eyebrow. "I didn't hear ny
order properly acknow edged. "

She grinned as she said, "Yes, sir.

Matti m wal ked her as far as the bridge. The four suns
were still on the screen. Space did turn up sone beautiful
oddities. "Thor, what's the systemlike?"

"Some small gas types, rocks not rmuch bigger than aster-

oids. Their orbits are as crazy as the suns. No sun orbits an-
other. The big blue and yell ow stars do sone kind of nutua
swing with the little ones near them then the two pairs do
their own swing around a center of gravity between them™

"Lay in a course for the nearest gas type. Hope it's got
what we need." Mattimrubbed his eyes to help himfocus on
the star picture. "Wre they hatched |Iike this?"

"Sir, if you'd like, I could run a full workup on the gas
types so you could select the better one. 1'd love to do one
on the stars, too, see if they share the same origin."



The new voi ce, speaking fromthe darkness beside the
hatch, startled Mattim "And you are?"

A girl, thick glasses falling over her nose, stepped for-
ward. "Excuse ne, sir, Security Striker Second Zappa, sir.
But | just got my masters degree in System Engi neering be-
fore they drafted me. My paper was on the ..." She paused

as if doing a translation in her head. "Sonething about junp
points, sir."

Matti m appreciated the interpretation. "You ve got an ad-
vanced degree, and we're naking you a guard?"

She drew herself up to what couldn't have been one hun-
dred twenty centimeters. "I've got my black belt, sir."

"You misunderstand ne." Mattimwaved a hand. "We' ve
just launched ourselves on a grand voyage of discovery ..

"So | noticed, sir," she interrupted dryly. "W know
where we are. W know where we want to be. So we'll nake
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a few mnor adjustnents, tw tch our noses, click our heels
t oget her and bingo, we'll be honme. That was quite a whop-
per, sir."

"That obvi ous, huh?"
"To those of us with any training."
"And how many m ght that be?"

"There's two of us with Ph.D.'s, nearly a dozen Masters
like ne, and twenty B.S.'s. Didn't you check the personne
rolls?"

"W were rather busy," Mttimflinched.

"I guess you were. We'd be glad to hel p." Eager eyes,
wi de with yout hful confidence and innocent folly, stared at
hi m

And who knows, they mght help. And he sure as hell did

not need nme rest of the crew getting an alternate vi ewpoint
fromtheir own science team of child wonders. Co-opt them
before they cl obbered him "I think you have a deal. Can
you stand this watch and be ready to formup in a teamin

t he norni ng?"

"No problem sir. I've pulled all-nighters and aced the test
the next day. We're kids, sir, not old fol ks.™

Matti m headed back to his cabin, not sure who was co-
opting whom A conmputer search verified what she said. As

a busi nessman, he shuddered at the waste. As the captain of
a ship hal fway across the gal axy fromthe nearest port, he
was glad. Wth that, he stunbled to bed. It was exactly one



hal f hour since he'd sent his officers off. Wen they asked,
he coul d answer that he'd foll owed his own orders. About
the tine his head hit the pillow, he was asleep

Ray sat in the passenger seat as Rita drove them honme. They
were del ayed by several troop convoys, red unity flags fly-

i ng, packed with recent draftees still in civilian clothes. The
new troops | ooked | ess than enthusiastic. A red flag be-

decked stoplight showed the alternative. Two bodi es swung
fromit. Around one neck was a sign reading "Earthie

symp," around the other "Draft Dodger."
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Rita scow ed. "W only have enough transports to lift one
di vision. Wy raise nore troops?" Ray had no answer.

Her parents had converted a second parlor on their spa-

cious ground floor into his bedroom The rails and mrror
were there for himto practice on at all hours. A housekeeper
and her husband were there to help. Recalling that Rita's fa-
ther was an early Unity Party nenber. Ray wondered if he'd
just traded a canera watcher for a human eye

Thrown into close proximty with Rita, even in his present
condition, the proprieties becane difficult to maintain.

"Mbt her wants to know when we can announce our en-
gagenent. | told her I wanted to announce the weddi ng date
i nstead. "

"And she was properly scandalized," Ray grow ed.
"No, she agreed. What is a good day for a weddi ng?"

Ray sighed; the day was too beautiful for this. Cd ouds
floated on a soft breeze. Flowers swayed; trees rustled in ful
dress greens. It was too good a day to argue. He was

spraw ed on the grass after another [ong hour on the bars;

Rita had put the wheelchair out of sight. He could al nost be-
lieve it was |ast sumer. But dreanms were one thing, reality
another. "Rita, I'mnot in any shape to be a husband. No j ob,
no... nothing."

I gnoring the verbal slap, she picked up a flower and set-
tled it behind her right ear. She wore the sundress; with the
sun behi nd her, he could al nost see through it.

"You | ook man enough for me," she told him Her eyes
slid fromhis face to his exercise shorts. He gl anced down;

t he bul ge was growing far too obvious. He tried to cross his
l egs. He couldn't quite nmanage it yet.

"Let's see." Rita grinned and grabbed for his shorts. If he
hadn't been trying to cross his legs, he' d have reacted faster
She had his shorts down before he grabbed for them By then
she'd yanked them over his sandals. For a nmonent she whirled

t hem above her head |ike some trophy. Then, |ooking down at



hi m and grinning at what she saw, she tossed his shorts away.
"Rita, the house."
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"I's blocked by the trees. It is tine we talked this through
and | think I have you where | can finally talk to you."

"Rita, | can't."
"You | ook ready enough." She fondl ed him

"Rita, the plumbing may be willing, but the back is not
behind it. | can't." He choked on the words.

"That's not what your physical therapist says."

"You' ve tal ked about this with him"

"And why not? He told me exactly how we can do this."

She reached for her dress. In one fluid nmotion, she swept it
up and over her head. It fluttered away on the breeze to | and
besi de his shorts.

"Now, |let ne show you." She stepped astride him

"I don't think there's any nore of you you could show
ne."

"Yes." She bent at the knees, slowy |owering herself.
One hand bal anced her, the other hand guided himin.

Lost forever, he reached for her breasts.

"Ch, yes," she said. "Oh, yes."

Later, she lay beside him "So, what do | tell Mother?"
"You're going to tell your nother?"

"A date for the wedding. Could we nake it soon? They're
sending an entire division to Eino Four-A, and 1'd like to go
as Senior Pilot Ms. Longknife."

He reached for her, pulled her halfway on top of him Iet
her breasts crush against him "You may tell your nother
anyt hi ng you wi sh,"

"Good, because Father wants to talk to you tonight, and
I'd rather he was talking to ny fiance than to sone
stranger."

"Your father doesn't own a shotgun, does he?"

" Shot gun?"

"An ancient earth appliance often used as a marriage aid."

"I"ve heard about those things. Maybe once |'ma married



| ady, 1 can get soneone to sell me one.™

Ray measured the distance to his shorts. It was not too
|ate to back out. This woman had been nothi ng but one star-
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ding surprise after another since he first saw her on the
bri dge of her transport. How could anyone go so quickly
fromefficient spacefarer to beguiling young wonan? Mar -
riage to her would be full of surprises. Hopefully |ess
pai nful than those he'd found conmandi ng the 2nd Guard.
But just as he could not think of not commandi ng the 2nd,
be could not think of not loving Rita.

Matti m had breakfast served to his "old folks" tiger teamin
his day cabin. He wanted to nmake sure they got one decent
meal, even if it was wol fed down. "By the way," he began

bl andly, "you know you're not the only science teamon this
problem™" He relished the dismay on every face—except

Q@uns.

He snorted. "You found out about ny brain trust How?"
"That little snippet of a guard. She offered last night to
run a mpjor workup on the suns. Also told me in very pre-
cise details of me whopper | told the crew "

"Ah." Quns grinned. 'The Kat who got away."

Mattim gl anced down his list. Guns was right; all but two
or three were in his department. "How good are they,

@ins?"

"Quite good. OF course, there're a fewthat aren't quite as
good as they think they are, but time will educate them™

"W need them now. "
'Then | suspect we need to adjourn to a ness deck. The
war droom woul d be better, if you don't mind turning a

bunch of strikers loose in officer's country."

"As a merchant skipper, 1've issued m dshi pman war -
rants.”

"No can do here. Captain," Ding said without hesitation

@uns gnawed his lower lip. "OF course, sir, you are still a
i censed merchant captain. |, for one, think these kids would
be a lot easier to deal with if they were not part of ny usua
chain of command. If you gave themtenporary m dshi prman

ranks and assignnents, it mght avoid a | ot of confusion."
"Exec?" Mattimraised an eyebrow at her

"I think it will be a bloody confusing chain of command
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any way you cut it, but 1'll go along with you. Sonebody
once told ne if you're going to screw up, screw up big."

"That was ny grandnot her,"” Mattim sighed.

The conputer accessed the old Red Flag portion of his

files, matched the nanmes on his overtrai ned and underem

pl oyed list and printed out merchant m dshi pman warrants.
When ordered, the kids reported to the wardroom al ong

with a dozen or so officers and chiefs that had been added to
the "science" side of the ship for the duration. Mattim
handed out the warrants. Ding swore themin. Then they got
down to business.

"Any with experience in the theory of junp navigation or
somet hi ng cl ose, join Lieutenant Commander O Mally's

team If you' re good with conputers or image enhancenent,
@uns keeps you. The rest hel p Lieutenant Jagel analyze this
system"”

"Are we honesteadi ng?" canme fromthe back of the
room

"No. Conmander O Malley has repeatedly told ne that

the gravity of the known systens acting on the junp points
only accounts for eighty or ninety percent of their nove-
ment. | want to know if this systemaccounts for the m ssing
twenty percent, or if we should be prepared for nore. I'm
open for other proposals for study. Wite themup and hand
theminto the Exec. Any questions?"

"Do we get new uniforns, sir?"

Matti m studi ed the questioner, who'd junped to attention

bef ore asking. He glanced at Guns, who rolled his eyes. So
this is one of themwho had a bit to |leam "W've got a dam
aged ship to repair. W'll see what we can do in our spare
tine." He took a bite out of the words to show there shouldn't
be any.

The questioner wilted back into her seat.

"Good. Let's get organized. | want action plans to nme by
oh-seven hundred tonmorrow." He hunted for Zappa, found

her. "Looks like an all-nighter to me. And 1'd like a teamto
run a full set of tests on the gas planets to see if we're
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headed for the right one. Good day, |adies and gentl enen.
Have fun."

Two days after the supply run. the roof fell on Mary.
"Sergeant Rodrigo, report to Conmpany HQ pronto."

Fromthe | ook on the captain's face, all Mary's |uck was
sludge. He stood, glowering at a nessage flinsy as she re-

ported in her best recruit manner. He left her hol ding her
salute. "Do you have any idea why I'mto report to brigade



tomorrow norning with you and a couple of your corporals
in tow?"

"Nosir."

He tossed the nessage on his desk and returned her salute
with a sour wave. "You ain't gone crying to your nomas?"

"Nosir."

"Yeah, nost of you are too old to have nmommas, and the
young ones aren't any better than whores' trash anyway.
Hear this, wonman. You w ecked one officer's career and
damm near killed him You aren't wecking mne. You bozos
may have gotten a few pissant colonials to bug out. Next

time they show up, they'll see howreal marines do it. You
hear ne."
"Yessir." Mary heard himloud and clear. She'd kept her

pl at oon ali ve—npst of themand his ego was all bent and
busted. Fuck you and the tail pi pe of what you rode in on

"Di sm ssed, worman. And get cl eaned up. Use sone |ip-
stick. Have one of those tranps show you if you don't know
how. Make sure the rest of those stinking bums get a bath."

The man expected her gone. She didn't budge- "Request

perm ssion to use one of the other platoons' facilities vans.'

"First platoon has its own."
"Yes, sir, a sitting target for a rock."

"I ordered you to dig it in. |I've got a hard copy right
here." So it was cover his ass tine.

"Yes, sir, but there is no location in the platoon area that
provi des reasonabl e protection. Us niners know our rocks,
sir."

The red was rising past his neck to his cheeks. Mary pre-
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pared for another blow "Perm ssion granted. Now get the
hell out of my sight."

There was sone serious cel ebrating that night. Nobody

had the foggi est idea what was up, but that didn't matter
They had the mm of second and third platoon's showers—

not just Mary and the three who were going with her, but al
the platoon. They used the vans' showers until the hot water
ran out, and were none too careful about the ness they

made.

Later, as Mary settled herself deep into her fighting hole,
she renenbered the captain's order about lipstick. She'd
forgotten. She didn't care either.

Thor brought Mattimthe analysis of the system It was over



an inch thick. He | ooked up at Thor with a | opsided frown.

"The top page is the summary. You woul dn't believe

some of the programs these kids have on their personal com
puters. One plugged his into the new antennae the Navy

hung on the Maggi e and dammed if he didn't have this in no
time. | figured you' d want the full report on hard copy. | got
lost in it on the computer.”

"We're headed for the right one, | take it."

"Yes, sir.

The watch woke Mary. She and the ot hers gathered beside
their holes and waited. At oh-four fourty five, a truck rolled
up. "You folks pile in the back," the driver said.

"I's the captain com ng?" Mary asked.

' The conmand car'H get himat oh-six thirty. You woul dn't
want an officer to miss out on his beauty rest?" Apparently
t he captain had done nothing to win a popul arity contest
anmong the drivers.

"Thanks for the ride," Mary said. "Sorry about the hour
but a truck is just fine by us. W'll sleep."

"W aimto please the good guys."

By the time Mary clinbed in, Lek and Dunmont were al -
ready fl aked out, snoring. Mary took them off net.

"You have any idea what's up?" Cassie asked.
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"No," Mary answered. She'd kept a few things back

about the talk with the lieutenant. There was no reason to
change now. Besides, how do you tell your friends that you
may get a nedal and a prompotion for what they all did to-
gether? If it happened, it happened. If it didn't, Mary didn't
want to nave to eat her words.

They settled on the truck's floor and quickly fell asleep
"Hey, folks, we're here," the driver hollered, opening the
tailgale. "You can take off your helnets. You got air." From
the I ooks of it, they had slept right through the base airlock
Mary gl anced at the ceiling—bare rock.

"Looks safe enough," she said, and cracked her hel net.
Dam, the air snelled good. The m xture of machine oil,
human sweat, and recycled air made her feel right at hone.

Beside the driver stood a navy chief in khakis. "1'm
Kawal ski, Master Chief of the Brigade. | got some spaces
reserved so you fol ks can change into dress uniforns."

Mary let herself down fromthe truck bed and tried to
think. "Uh, sir, we don't have any dress uniforns."



"You can call nme Chief, Sergeant. | work for a living just
like you." He | ooked them over; then a sparkle came to his
dark eyes. "On the other hand, | can't think of a better uni-
formfor an honest-to-God marine. You'll do just fine."

"Can we see the lieutenant?" Cassie asked.

"'"Why not? We got half an hour. Don't want the officers to
think we enlisted swine don't have anything better to do

than wait around on them Follow ne." They found the LT

in his hospital roomsitting in an unpowered wheel chair. He
was in full dress blues and trying to figure out how to place
hi s sword.

"I refuse to hold it in my lap,” he said, scowing.

"Let nme take a crack at it, sir." The chief measured the
sword and the wheelchair with his eyes for only a second be-
fore he started | oosening the | eather harness that held the
sword to the lieutenant's belt. At naxi num extension, the
sword hilt easily reached the handles on the chair. There it
rested, clearly his. The chief started to wheel himup to the
mrror; Mary stepped in to take over. Wile the |ieutenant
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checked hinself out, Mary could hear the chief doing his
own check. "So that's the way it is. It's a damm good of ficer
who can earn a nedal and the respect of his sergeant."

The lieutenant glanced up in the mrror. "They had their
doubts. Right, Mary? Cassie?"

Mary blushed. "Damm right, sir," Cassie answered.

The chief glanced at his wist. "'Bout tine. Can't keep
t he el ephants waiting."

"El ephant s?" Cassi e echoed.

"Big earth animal. Huge. 'Bout the size of sone officers

egos. Let's get nmoving, crew." He led the way. Mary fol -

| owed, pushing the LT. The rest came up the rear; they nade
quite a parade. And they weren't ignored. It seenmed every
patient, doctor, and nurse was in the hall to see themon their
way.

And they were all saluting.

Mary was trying to figure out how to push the chair one-
handed when the chief saved her. "W're working, Sarge.
Let the lieutenant salute for all of us."

Sandy and Guns took over a nmess deck for their teans and
pored over the gun data for the last seconds before the junp.
When they reported to Mattim Sandy was not happy; they

had no i dea what had gone wong. "Was it the spin?" Sandy
asked the overhead. "That missile near miss added | atera
nmoverrent at the [ ast noment. Nobody's taken a type A



junp point at our velocity, and we were still accelerating.”

She threw up her hands. "There's so many things. Wat did
it?"

"There was al so a wobble on the ship fromthe danage
we' d taken," Guns added. "So many factors to sort
t hr ough. "

"And any one or all of them may be why we're here,”
Matti m sumred up. "Wthout the right conbination, we
don't get back."

"Yes, sir." @uns nodded.
Matti m | eaned back into his chair as Guns did the sane.
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Sandy was up and paci ng. "Wich ones? Wi ch ones? W'l|
have to isol ate each one and test themone at a tine."

"Does anybody know how many shi ps have been lost in
t hese damm hol es?" Matti m asked.
' Three hundred and forty-seven,"
back.

@uns answered right

"Three hundred and forty-sevenT Matti m echoed.

"One of our middies researched that,” Guns said with a
chuckl e. "She has her paper on her own pet conputer, com
plete with all her research notes. W've got the full benefit
on the subject of every file on Pitt's Hope. She got an A on
t he paper," Guns added with a rai sed eyebrow

In the next month, she'd get her real grade, Mattim
drought. "Is there any thread running through the | osses?"

"She didn't find any then. At the nonent, she's review
ing her data with a | ot nore personal interest."

"Did any of the ships have sensors |ike ours?" Sandy
stopped dead in her pacing to shoot the question.

' There haven't been any tosses in fifty years, so we're
several generations of equi pnent up. Al so, none were bug-

ging out of a shoot with all gun sensors on. | think we've got
alegup. If we can just find the right leg in all the data."

"Are there any observations of a ship just before its | oss?"
Matti m asked.

"Only that first one fromEarth that didn't make it back,"
Sandy rmused. "Nobody saw anything wong with the Santa
Maria. Challenger and Morning Star made it through the
junp, but she just wasn't there." She shivered. "The Mria
had problens with one of her directional jets. That's why
they always told us to keep a ship perfectly steady into a

j unp.



"I'f we'd held the ship steady, we'd have been bl own
hal fway across the galaxy." @Quns left no room for doubt.

"Yes. Tough choice," Mttim agreed.

"We' || have to nmke sonme test junps, but we'll find our
way hone." @Guns sounded |ike a grandfather assuring a
chi | d.

"Yes, yes." Sandy was back to pacing. "Assuming there is
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points for fifty years and decided it was tinme to swallow a

ship."

"Sandy!" Mattim snorted.

She whirled on him "Well, it's not |ike we know what
makes the dam things tick. They're just there. W ride them
like rivers. W can't nake diem we use them |ike electric-

ity, but try to get some genius to explain that one." She
wound down |ike a robot on exhausted batteries. Mattim

went to her, held her; to hell with Navy regs. He'd seen her
exhausted and spun up, tasked by a problem she didn't think
she coul d beat. She always did. She just needed a hug. Guns
| ooked away.

"Sandy," he whispered to her, "maybe you're right and

the junp point denpon was overdue for a sacrifice and we

got tagged. But you and | both know that there're a hell of a
| ot of good, scientific reasons for this to happen. Let's | ook
them over. See what we see. 1 bet you the kids are having a
bal I . "

She chuckl ed through a sniff. "Bloody children don't
even know it's inpossible."

"Which is probably why they'll do it, and be shocked as
hell to discover it was inpossible afterwards. Come on
Sandy. You | ove puzzles. You' ve got some fun people to
chew at it with you. This ship's good for ninety days or
nore. We've got plenty of tinme. Let's go have fun."

She sniffled. Guns handed her a box of tissues. "Sorry,
Matt, Commander," she said, blow ng her nose- "I didn't
mean to get all blubbery on you. | didn't sleep well."

"No problem" Guns tossed off the apology. "And you

mght as well call ne Howie. Wiile | may insist Navy regs
stretch hal fway across the galaxy, |'mnot so sure about

Navy etiquette. Mst of those kids are on a first-name basis,
and | doubt | can keep themterrified once they' ve | ectured
nme a few tinmes about what was 'obvious' to themand | was
totally blind to."



Matti m wal ked themto the door. "Guns, when | came
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aboard, | wasn't too sure about how the Navy part of the
crew woul d take nme. You're a good nan."

"Wn't say | didn't have nmy own doubts, but right now I

can't think of anyone |I'd rather follow thirty thousand Iight-
years fromhonme with only three nonths worth of food.

You' re good. Captain."

"Matt, if you want."
"Captain."

Matti m wat ched them go. He'd taken care of his two nost
critical team players, given themthe assurance they needed.
But who' d take care of hinP Mattimreturned to his desk and
t he proposals Ding had passed al ong.

Mary squared her shoul ders. A clock struck two bells as the

chi ef pushed opened the door and led theminto the vast

*/, space of the command center. Across the | owceilinged

t room computer term nals gl owed; people were everywhere
khaki ed officers and enlisted in whites. They went about
their duties, but Mary doubted any missed the little proces-
si on.

The conpany conmmander stood in the middle of the

room beside the battalion CO Mary hadn't seen himvery
often, but the nmjor's bantam rooster stance was unm st ak-
able. The chief led themtoward the two marine officers, set-
tled the lieutenant to the major's right and the others to the
captain's left.

The captain gl owered. "Were's your dress blues?"

"W were never issued any," Mary whi spered.

The captain started to say something, but the chief's
boom ng voice interrupted him "Attention on deck. Cap-
tain's mast, neritorious. Captain Anderson commandi ng."

Mary coul dn't see anybody conmandi ng, but she dared

not nmove her head. Still, her eyes roved the center... and
spotted nmovenent. A tall, balding man in Navy whites

wound his way through all the work stations. There were

t hree—no four—stripes on his shoul der boards. So this was
the brigade's comander. Beside himwas a nuch shorter

but strikingly beautiful woman. There were three stripes on
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her shoul der boards. As they approached, the chief called,
"Hand salute."

The captain returned it. Beside Mary, Cassie breathed a
sigh of relief. So far, so good. Then the wonman conmander
| ooked Mary over, frowned, and turned away.



"You' ve done it now. Pissed off Conmander Umboto,"
t he conpany conmmander whi spered out of the side of his
nmout h.

What have we done? Mary wanted to ask, but knew bet -
ter. The Man nmade the rul es and The Man applied them
She'd find out sooner or later

'ASecond Lieutenant David S. Donovan front and center,”

t he brigade commander ordered. This time the chief

wheel ed the lieutenant up to the Navy officer. Urboto read

a conmmendation that started with himtaking charge of raw
recruits ... that nust be Mary and conpany ... training
themand instilling in themthe finest traditions of the corps,
and ended with himdefending their pass agai nst over-

whel m ng odds.

Mary breathed a slow sigh. That was the way it al ways

was. You did the work and The Man patted hinself on the

back and took the bonus. Did she really expect this bunch to
be different?

They finished up by promoting him taking the gold bars
off his collar and replacing themw th silver ones. Mary
shook her head. She knew these people put silver ahead of
gold, but after twenty years of mining, Mary woul d never
under st and why. They were crazy.

As the chief wheeled the LT back, she was glad they'd | et
them come see himget his medal. Fromthe | ook on his face,
there was no question it neant a lot to him He mght be part
of a crazy system but there was no reason to hold that

agai nst him

"Staff Sergeant Mary Rodrigo front and center."

Mary gl anced around for this other Mary Rodrigo. She
knew she was supposed to be at attention, but she couldn't
help it.

Cassi e nudged her. 'They nmean you, hon."
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"Mwve," the conpany commander grow ed under his

breath, "and act like a marine for a change." That |ast slap
made Mary mad-

She could dance their little dance with the best of them
Cutting every corner, she nmarched to the Navy captain.
"Reporting as ordered, sir," she snapped.

"Very good," the old captain whispered through a snile

"In the finest tradition of the corps,” the commander

began, then cut to the battle. "At great personal risk, Staff
Sergeant Rodrigo did establish herself in an exposed obser-

vation post..." Mary had a hard tinme believing what Com
mander Unboto was saying. She'd just done what she had
to do to save her friends' lives. She'd do it again if she had

to; it was not hing.



A Urbot o fini shed; the chief opened a blue box. The cap-
tain withdrew a beri bboned nedal. And sniled- There was

no way he could pin it to battle arnor. Beside him Unboto
cleared her throat, reached in her pocket, and pulled out a
roll of tape. "When | saw we had sone real marines with us
today, | thought you might want to inprovise, captain." She
' grinned.

So they taped the nedal, a gleanming Silver Star, on the

chest of Mary's arnor. Wile they inprovised, Mary strug-

gled with herself. Her eyes had gone npist, and she was
blinking a Iot. Her medal wasn't as fancy as the lieutenant's,
but the brigade CO was handing it out, and Comander

Urbot o t hought enough to hunt up tape so the nonent

woul dn't be spoil ed. She wanted to spin around and give the
conpany conmander the finger, but that didn't seemquite

right at the nonent.

They finished; the medal was at a crazy angle. Mary was

at a loss as to what to do next. She glanced at the chief for
hel p, but he was handing the brigade CO a new set of pa-
pers. The captain cleared his throat. "Staff Sergeant Ro-

' drigo, | amauthorized to offer you a Second Lieutenant's
Conmi ssion in the Society of Humanity's Marine Corps. Do

; you accept ?"
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"Ye ... yes," she stammered, all the tinme wondering how
she coul d say no.

"Rai se your right hand, and repeat after me. |, Mary Ro-
drigo ..." So Mary found herself swearing to bear true faith
and all egiance to a constitution she'd never read, and to de-
fend it against all foes, both foreign and donmesti c—and
wondering just how nuch freedom she had to distinguish
friend fromfoe

Nobody tried pinning the gold bars on her suit, but Um

boto had a single length of black electric tape to add to the
one bl ack Iine on the back of Mary's helmet. "Now every-

one behind you will know you're |eading. Makes you a bet-

ter target." She grinned.

Now the chief's eyes led Mary through a salute and a

march back to place. Cassie and Dunont were next. Bronze
Stars for each of themfor "courage in conbat above and be-
yond." Lek was last. A Navy Conmendation Medal, which

had to be the first time a claimjunper got a conmendation
Done, the chief brought themto attention and di snm ssed
them which wasn't really a disnissal at all. Nobody went
anywhere. Mary and me corporal s hugged each other, and
tried to keep the happy squeals down to a decorous |evel.
Urbot o j oi ned them and did sone squealing of her own ..
and hang the | evel

They swanped the |ieutenant as soon as the senior narine

of ficers nmoved off. Between Mary, Cassie, and Dunont

they lifted himout of the chair for a solid round of hugs and
back- poundi ng. "Damm, | don't get ny tegs until next



week, " he grunbl ed.

Urbot o tapped Mary's back and poi nted. The Navy cap-

tain was talking to the battalion CO conmpany CO at his

el bow. "I imagine this solves the hole in your officers' slots,
Carry," Captain Anderson said.

"Yes, sir, it does," the mmjor answered.

"I'f I were in your boots, |'d be passing these fol ks around
to the other conpani es- They cane up with sone pretty

uni que approaches to preparing a position."

"Already intended to," the major agreed. "Don't imagine
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the captain will mnd | oaning his conmand car to the new
LT and her teamfor a week so they can cover the other
passes. Do you, Ted?"

"Nosir," the conpany CO answered without a pause.

"Good." Captain Anderson nodded. "Keep ne inforned

how it goes. W haven't seen any col onial ground-pounders
for a while. Don't expect that will |ast forever."

"Never does," the nmajor and captain answered in unison
Urbot o turned back to the cel ebration around the |ieutenant.

*That ought to take a bit of the pressure off you for a while."
"Thank you, sir."

"You fol ks owe ne a bigger thanks than that. You re-
menber those rockets that took out the transports?”
"Yes," five marines answered.

"They were nmine. Let nme tell you what the rest of us were

A doing while you were having all the fun." One story led to

/ another. Then there was lunch. Unboto knew where a chi ef

. in supply kept a still, and that led to a private cel ebration
They were late getting to the truck for the ride back

e Sprawl ed out on the truck bed, Mary didn't even try to sleep
\ Dunont spoke first. "I'mglad for the nedal, but | didn't

*,, do nothing special. They were going to kill me if | didn't kil
them | did what | had to do to stay alive."

"Yeah," Cassie nunmbled. "I wanted to hide in ny hole,
Joyce and me, we were just going to stick our heads up |ong

* enough to fire a clip. Wien | started to duck, Joyce was
dead." Cassie was crying. "Were's the medal for Joyce?"

"This ain't no different fromthe mnes," Lek draw ed
slowy. "Sonetinmes you hit it big. OQther times you don't.
You never know why. It just happens.”

"It just happens." Mary repeated the words. Let themrol

of f her tongue slowly. She'd said that a lot in her life. It just
happens. She was getting awful tired of just hangi ng around



to see what happens next. She doubted Unboto did. That

was one worman who knew how to kick butt and take names

until she got what she wanted. |'man officer now Do | get
to be |ike Unboto?

It was a pleasant thought to fall asleep on
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The engagenment of Rita Nuu to Maj or Raynond Longknife

was a nost indecorous week |ong, though her "nother

seened no |l ess enthusiastic for the date. The honeynoon

was a very short week. Then Senior Pilot/bride Rita

Longknife reported to her ship for a lift the admral assured
everyone woul d end resistance on ELM 0129-4A

A week later they informed Ray he was a w dower.

LI EUTENANT MARY RODRI GO tried to keep an open

m nd about her new job. She was getting away fromthe
captain. O course, she'd be neeting two nore. Stil!. it
was a kick taking off with the captain's command car; Du-
mont said it was better than stealing wheels. The drive
over was like old tines after a shift. No beer, but it felt
like the freedomyou got after long hours in the hole.
Maybe they treated her a bit different, but not that mnuch.

At B conpany, there was a difference. The others

headed off to spend time with the sergeants. A runner, stiff
as a board, led Mary to the conpany HQ She hoped this

new captain woul dn't be as big an ass as hers. She passed

t hrough the airlock, prepared to report like she'd |earned

i n boot canp. What she saw stopped her dead in her

tracks. Not one captain but two were waiting for her. Both
sat, feet up on the desk, unlit cigars in their nmouths. Wen
she started to salute, the one that seened to be nost be-

hi nd the desk waved her off. "Damm fine bit of fighting,

Li eutenant. Damm fine.'"

"And even nore inpressive field preparations,” a third
man sai d, standing to shake her hand. "Lieutenant Hanp-
ton. They call me Hanbonc. |I'min charge of the engi-
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neering platoon. How the hell did you do all that in the
time you had?"

"Wth the mining gear we ... uh ..."

"Stole," the other captain put in. "Call me Hassle.

That's the best nost folks can do with ny nane. |'ve got
C conpany, but | figured I might as well trudge over here
so you can brief us together. Qur passes are only two hun-
dred klicks apart, so we're right neighborly. Right, Trou-
bl e?"

"Tordon, Conpany B." He reached across the desk to



shake Mary's hand. "Tordon to ny friends, Trouble to
anyone el se." Then he shrugged into a sly grin. "Okay,
Troubl e to everyone."

Hambone got her a chair. She was later to discover, not
fromhim that he was a first lieutenant, and therefore out-
ranked her. What she did di scover was a nman very intent

on |l earning everything he could about battlefield prepara-
tion. For the next two hours, they listened while she de-
scri bed the depl oyment and battle. Wien Mary fini shed,

t he engi neering |lieutenant wal ked around the desk, exam
ining the map Mary had called up. "Qutstanding killing
field."

"And hol ding those SS-12's to the last minute," Trouble
said slowy. "Brilliant timng by your lieutenant. And your
targeting was just as smart."

"The way you played the | aser designators." Hassle
| ooked up fromthe board and fixed her with a hard eye.
"Yours were progranmable. | could use a few like that."

Troubl e | eaned back in his chair. "W got a lot of re-
training to do. And a lot of work. W better get cracking."

"I figured on a day to fix you up like us." Mary ime-
diately felt dunb as all three officers shook their heads.

"They've tried straight on with you," Troubl e said.

"They'l|l be indirect on us," Hassle concl uded.

"We've got to prepare a lot of rim" the engi neer mut-
tered.

Mary kept her nouth shut as they worked their way
around a map of their own positions- They didn't expect

THE FI RST CASUALTY
155

anyone woul d be dunb enough to land in the crater. Wat
they did expect was small teams of spotters working their
way over the rimand around their positions. "W got to
spread out, Mary," Hassle told her. "Your diggers and sen-
sors can cover a lot of territory. Wth rockets and gunners
to back them up, we should be able to cover a big chunk

of the eight hundred klicks of rimwe got. How |l ong will

it take to bust your gear |oose from Ted?"

'There's a truck parked next to our rig. It's got every-
thing you'll need." Mary grinned. These guys were nice to
be around.

"Wiman, " Trouble said, "if you could cook, 1'd marry
you- On second thought, |'ve eaten so nuch marine chow
my taste'll never recover." He dropped to a knee. "WII
you marry me?"



"Better decide quick," Hassle cut in. "He's got a |lousy
menory, but | must say, his tastes are inproving."

"Well..." Mary hesitated as if in the throes of indeci-
sion. "It is the best offer I've had this week."

Troubl e was off his knee, reaching for a helnet behind
his desk. "Let's go see what Santa brought us good little
giris and boys in her truck."

"Too | ate, Mary, you've lost him" Hassle sighed.

The Sheffield s tanks were topped off. \Wat battle damage
they could fix was repaired. They floated a hundred Kklicks
fromthe unruly junmp point. Mattimtook his chair and
punched his mke. "All hands, this is the captain. W' ve
yyt the ship in as good a shape as we're going to, short of
« yard period. W've got a good handle on this system
Let's see how these junp points work."

Sandy had done her best with what they knew of this

poi nt's wanderings. This system ni ght account for as

much as ten percent of the travel, or as little as two per-
cent —dependi ng on how you factored in the inverse

ft~roare effect. In other words, they were guessing.

‘e "As you've probably already figured out, all we can do
fatry a few junps and see what happens. Since we're al -

156 « M keMoscoe

nost dead in space, we should be able to do themfairly
qui ckly. Strap yourselves in tight. Here goes the first test.”

He killed the mike. "Sandy, take us through.”

"Thor, activate course Sandy One. Let's see what« spin
with a bit of lateral novenment gets us. Keep her under one
klick per second."” Mattimforced hinself to breathe nor-
mally for the minute and a half it took to reach the junp.
When had ninety seconds been so long? Right, in battle.

He wait ed.

The Maggi e entered the junp without a shudder. One

monent the stars were there, twinkling in the unique way
the gravity fluctuation in the point made them Then they
were different. Mattimwaited for the specialists to tel
hi m how di fferent.

"It's not Pitt's Hope," Thor quickly reported.

Sandy and the three m ddi es around her said not hing.
"Scan the system" Mattim ordered.

"Doing it, sir," Thor answered. "Got a single yellow sun

down there. My middies will need a while to check for
pl anets."



"Thanks." Mattimlet out a long sigh. He'd have to do

better at waiting. He didn't like waiting. He'd better learn
"I"ll need a couple nore mnutes to refine this," Sandy
said a short time later, "but it looks Iike we're about fifty
light-years fromour |ast system"”

"Cl oser or farther from hunman space?" Matti m asked.
"Neither. We lateraled.”

"Sandy, how nuch of a workup do you want on this
syst en?"

"A pretty full one, Matt, if you don't mind."
"Thor."

"Gve us a few hours. My team s pretty excited. That

sun's got about the same heat and light as old Sol. If we
find a rock in the right place, we mght go into the real es-
tate busi ness when we get back."

O know where to go when we give up, Mattim added to
hi nsel f. "Quns, any ideas fromyour tean"

"One of them may have sonething. We aren't sure.
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Could we make the return trip at just a few meters per sec-
ond?"

" Sandy?"
"It's worth a try."

Time was a blur for Mary. Both conpanies had half a pla-
toon of miners. Once Mary gave them a chance to shine,

they were quick to open their own private stashes. The
captai ns were honest enough to admit they' d goofed,

heari ng about what Mary'd done and not |ooking in their
own ranks for the sane skills. They quickly corrected that,
establishing an interimtwo squads of engineers in each
conpany. Battlefield prep went quickly.

B and C conpani es spread out until they touched in the

m ddl e, then they stretched the other way as far as they
could. B conpany shoul d have touched A conpany, but
Captai n Teddy refused any assistance from Mary and her
team Digging in the other two conpanies turned into an
endl ess task. First they did it as far as they could, as
qui ckly as they could. Then they did it again, better. Fi-
nally, they did it a third tine, |ooking for what they'd
m ssed, inproving what they had. They were only half

done with the third iteration when all hell broke |oose.

The Maggie drifted toward the junp point at exactly ten
neters per second. Mattimhad this terrible urge to keep
asking "Are we there yet?" He had a monment of dizziness



as the stars changed; there was a ... bunp?

"What was that?" Sandy asked even as she started her
search to pinpoint their |ocation; four suns were not wait-
ing for them

"Felt just like when we hit a waterl ogged |log in the boat
back home on the | ake," Zappa nused w t hout | ooking up
fromher work. "Did we hit somethi ng?"

"Damage control," Mttim snapped.
"No alarms, sir. No reports. No visible damage to the
hul I, "
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"Quns, did that happen in the junp or around it? Wre
you expecting sonething like that?"

"I don't know, and no. W're stunped down here, too,
sir."

Mattim put the thunp aside for the noment. "Thor, am
| right, a new systen?"

"Yes, sir.
" Sandy?"

She rubbed her jaw |like she'd been hit. "Speed was the
only variable. But it's not supposed to have any effect!"

"It looks like it did this tinme. Flip this ship while we've
still got the same nmotion on it, and put us back through the
junp at the same slow speed. Now. " Mattimcouldn't wait

for this new disaster to shoot through the ship. The mid-

di es m ght be having a ball studying new worlds, but the
rest of the crew, not to nmention the captain, wanted to find
their way hore.

Thor did the flip. He headed them back at the same ter-
ribly slow pace. This tine, Mattimstill felt dizzy, but
there was no thunp. And the stars changed back to the | ast
systemthey'd been in. "W can repeat a trip," Mattim
breathed in relief.

"But velocity shouldn't have any effect," Sandy num
bl ed.
"It does now," Mattim concluded. "It does now. "

"No bunmp the second junp," Zappa noted. "Wnder
what it was?" Mattim had other questions. That one he'd
| eave to the Kkids.

Lek alerted Mary and the captains as soon as the first
junp poi nt coughed up activity. The Collies were ex-
pected; not thirty mnutes later, Pitt's Hope spat out its
contribution. Everyone dug in deep and sweated out the



ei ght hours for the relativity bonbs to hit. They did a | ot
of rocking and shaki ng, but there was no damage. Mary's
team si destepped to the right of B company. They woul d
cover the nidpoint between A and B. If the captain didn't
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want them at least they wouldn't be too far away if he
hol | er ed.

Ei ght hours later, the scene above Mary was hellish in

its beauty. The Navy and the colonials went at each other
with no holds barred. Lek showed Mary the situation.

There were thirty, forty transports. The Navy wanted at
them the colonials had to keep them away. I n the black
sky above Mary, ships burned yellow and red. Bright

conets swept across the sky, ships holed and bl eeding in-
candescent. Stars, as bright as Mary had ever seen, flared
up and di sappeared in a blink. She knew this was war and
peopl e were dying, but it was beautiful

Lek kept a running count of the transports destroyed.
The marines on net cheered at each he reported gone.

Rita held the Friendship in formation, jinking and dodg-
ing. The Earthies had not gone for a head-on pass, but had
angl ed over, matched orbits with them Two were now
dogging the formation's right flank, nipping and cutting at
any transport that cane in range. Rita jinked wong.

"We're hit. Losing pressure in tank five," Cadow re-
port ed.

"Punmp it dry," she snapped, and jinked again. Her little
transport didn't have the ice to take too many hits. Were
were those dam Unity cruisers? Three dropped fromthe

hi gher orbit, and the Humanity crui sers got busy and then
got gone.

She canme in fast and | ow for her |anding zone and hit

heavy. The troops didn't mind; they piled off in Iess than
ten mnutes. Their rigs and a nmonth's supplies added an-
other ten mnutes to the Friendship's stay. It was too |ong.

A rocket | anded close; fragnents rattled the ship. A sec-
ond m ssile took out the Brotherhood. Loaded with heavy
weapons and amuni tion, the ship disintegrated. A thick
slab of hult smashed down next to the Friendshi p—and
bounced in the other direction.

"That was cl ose, " Cadow br eat hed.

' Too damm cl ose. Hesper, we unl oaded?"
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No answer. Rita scanned through her video stations. An
out si de shot showed a supply rig upside down, smashed

by a jagged fragnent. Hesper's orange suit was half under
it. Ritatuned to the vitals fromHesper's suit. The suit was



still sending; it just had no vitals to report.

"Prepare to lift ship," Rita ordered

Mary hated each and every ship that | anded. They seened

to be setting up a base in the general direction of C com
pany. Mary was glad to have them over there—then

ashamed. Hassle and his crew didn't deserve what was

headed their way. "Mary. Trouble here. Can you spread

out to cover nmy right? Cs going to catch all hell, and I'm
shuffling sone teans to cover his right."

"No problem" Mary sent Cassie and Dunont to fill the

hol e. They'd be covering thirty klicks, but with the sen-
sors and rockets, they should be able to keep any surprises
under control.

"Mary," Lek interrupted her, "one, maybe two ships
have | anded in front of A company."

"If Captain Teddy Boy can't handle two ships with

twi ce the people we had to hold six ships, he's not nuch

of an officer." Lek didn't ask Mary what she honestly

t hought -

Ritalifted ship fast, but a Society cruiser was sw ngi ng by
just as she did. Wth no other target, it devoted itself to her
obliteration. Rita jinked and ducked the other way, head-
ing in-systemaway fromthe junp. It got her out of

range of that damm crui ser soonest. She was al nost ciear
when a laser sliced through the Friendship's, cockpit |ike
it was a ripe grapefruit.

Mary watched as the battle raged, in space and on the
ground. Transports didn't hang around this tine, but took
off fast. Still. Commander Urboto got a couple of |ong
range mssiles off at them That wonman is one bl oodthirsty
| adv.
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Mary didn't feel even a tiny bit guilty twelve hours |ater
when things started to settle down and her sixty klicks had
not been tapped. Only a fool |ooked for a fight.

"Li eut enant Rodrigo, battalion here. Report to A com
pany and assume command."

n Si r. ?Il
"Do | need to repeat nyself. Lieutenant?"

"Nosir." She recovered herself. No need to ask over the
net for what he didn't want to give her.

"Li eutenant, we're assumng all radio and cables are
conprom sed. There will be a coded situation report wait-
ing for you at A conpany HQ Try to straighten up that
nmess over there.”

"Yes, Major."



Mary was quite amazed at what a command rig could

do. She made it back to A conpany in two hours even with
stops to return fire. The HQ was a shanbl es, but casual -
ties were few. The miners and kids had | earned how to

| ook out for thensel ves.

She doubted there were nore than two conpani es at -

tacki ng, but they'd spread out and come in as infiltrators.
The captain had done a poor job of spreading his outposts.
When they broke through, he'd led a fire teamout to fil

t he hol e—and di ed.

It took Mary nost of the next day to stabilize the situa-
tion. Keeping a firmhold on her center, she threw her
teans first at her right flank, then at her left. Once the
colonials saw they weren't going to take the pass fromthe
rear, they fell back in good order. Mary tried to track
them but they spread out and went to ground. They'd be
back.

"A company, battalion here. Could you spare C com
pany a platoon? They're being pushed m ghty hard."

"They're on the way, Mjor."
"Thanks for cleaning up the ness."
Mary refused to say "You' re wel cone.”

She hadn't cleaned up all the nmess. She checked in
where they had the captain's body. The wound was in the
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back; it had conme at close range. So the mners and kids
had done what they had to do to keep their casualties
down.

She turned to the nedic who'd brought her. "d ean the

bum of f his arnmor and patch it. W may need it. Once you
peel the body out, make it presentable and send it back to
bri gade. "

"WIIl do, sir."

Mary wondered what ot her nesses she'd have to cl ean
up.

Qut of consideration for his rank, they inforned

Longknife the day before the casualty list was rel eased.
They asked himto invite a vid crew out. He shoul d nmake

a statenent, he and industrialist Ernest Nuu. They didn't
tell himwhat he should say, but sonething along the Iines
of "It is ajoy to die for the Fatherland" was strongly
hinted at. Ray told themto go to hell.

Ms. Nuu's wailing went long into the night. It did not
keep Ray awake. He sat in the chair he had been sitting in
when they brought himthe news. He had sat there ever



since. The doctors said he had to nove, to circul ate bl ood
and avoid skin | esions.

The doctors could go to the sane hell as the politicians.

About 0200 hours, M. Nuu came to his door to apol o-

gize for his wife. Ray invited himin, offered hima seat,
and pointed to where an untouched bottl e of cognac

wai ted. The man poured two gl asses, offered hi mone, and
sat. For a long tinme, they stared silently out the w ndow,
undi sturbed by the weeping. "I amsorry |I could not pro-
tect your daughter, M. Nuu. | always thought it was a
man's place to die, a wonan's place to live."

A wait fromupstairs punctuated Ray's sentence. It died

out and the night was quiet before M. Nuu shook his

head. "Since she was twelve, Rita wanted to be a pilot.
"How can | carry a man's child if he has faced death and
amtoo delicate to stare it in the eye? Let me fight, then
see the nmother 1'l1 be."" The man took a long drink. In the
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dimlight. Ray saw his eyes blinking. Ray's did too; it was
not easy to keep the tears back

"She woul d have been a very good nother," Ray finally
sai d.
"Yes," her father sighed. After a | ong nmoment, he nmut-

tered, "What a waste." He seenmed taken aback by his
words. He gl anced at Ray, expecting condemnation. Ray
was | ong past any enotions.

"It's all a waste. Al of it. This whole war is nothing but
a waste. Those who di ed under you. Your being crippled.
My daughter. It is all for nothing."

Ray | et the word—nothing—+oll around his skull. It

was a good word. To feel nothing. To be nothing. A good
word. For now, he could do nothing. Say nothing. Begin
bei ng not hing, as so nany of the nmen and wonen under
his command had beconme. Did their nothers still weep?
Were their fathers | ooking at what they had sacrificed
their lives for and seei ng not hi ng?

Ray deserved to be nothing with them

"We had such hopes, such dreanms when it all began

Unity would bring us together. United behind one power-

ful man, there would be nothing we and Urm could not do.
Foolish lies by those who said them Foolish dreans by

we who listened. And a foolish old man has killed his only
child." Now the man wept, deep, racking sobs that shook
his body. yet hardly a noise escaped him

Ray left himto his silent tears. He had nuch to con-
tenplate. He had ganbled with the Iives of so many nen

and worren. They had died, trying to make true the fool -
ish lies he spoke as orders. Rita had said he was forgiven



and in her body he'd found the words could be true. Now
she was gone, swept away by a commander's foolish |ies.
Gone, |eaving himalone with hundreds of faces, faces that
screanmed "nurderer” at him "foolish dreamer” at him
"not hi ng" at him

An officer and a gentleman would use a pistol. Yet
anong all his gear that Rita had brought to her parents*
house, neither pistol nor knife were present. He raised his
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glass in silent salute to the hundreds of eyes accusing him
in the dark. "To nothing," he whispered, and drained the
gl ass.

Havi ng successfully repeated one junp, they turned the
Sheffield into an experinment. |If speed mattered and ten
nmeters per second got themto one system where was the
change? Fifty meters, one hundred neters got themto the
same system Sonewhere between five hundred neters

and one klick per second found them staring at a new sun

Mattim rel axed only when he was once nore gazing at

four suns. Or, rather, he returned to that |level of tension
t hat had becone his norm since the dead adniral ordered
himto the tag end of the squadron tine. Matti mwondered

if he'd ever rel ax again.

Usi ng both hands to push hinmself up fromhis chair, he
stood. "All right, crew, we can repeat junps. Let's knock
of f, get some rest, and | ook things over in the norning."
There were a few nutters, but nost of the bridge watch
headed for the hatch, the m ddies chattering enthusiasti-
cally to each other. Tonorrow, he suspected, they'd have
alot to say.

"@uns, have your chiefs make sure those m ddi es get at
| east eight hours sleep.”

@uns was chuckling. "I've already had a few chiefs ask
me if 1'd back themup. | told themthere was a basebal
bat behi nd ny stateroom door they were wel come to."

"Exec, set a mnimm watch. Keep the m ddies out of

it."

"WII do, sir."

"Sandy, do | need to get lvan to haul you away?"

"No, |'ve fought nmy denons. |I'Il get a good night's
sleep and return a hardheaded rationalist.” Wth a wave,
she went.

Mattimtreated hinself to a long, thoughtful shower.
They' d gone where no human had gone—and cone back

There was a logic to these damm junp points. Yet, they
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still didn't understand something. What was it about their
original junp?
The question did not keep hi m awake.

Ray was still in his chair the next norning; he doubted he
had sl ept. The day passed slowy, marked by the ticking of
the clock on the fireplace. Ray let the tick-lock fill his

m nd. For a man who had been forever active—thinking,

pl anni ng, doing—this was the closest to nothing he'd ever
been. They offered himfood. He ignored it, as he did the
pitcher of tea they left.

Ni ght and day and ni ght came again. The cook begged
himto eat, to drink. M. Nuu pleaded with him "Even ny
wife eats something. Drinks a little tea. Please, Major."

He answered them wi t h not hi ng.

Captain Santiago arrived and sat beside him The si-

| ence between them stretched. They spun it into soft noth-
ing. Cccasionally, the captain would add words, nore to
ornament the silence than break it. First words were about
the brigade- It was being rebuilt as a division. Its com
mander had two stars, though until recently he'd been a
party hack. Santiago had wangled command of a com

pany of old hands.

The quiet grew. Others left themalone. Only then did
Santiago weep—and it was not for Rita. Hs kid sister had
shared with her church group how nuch she didn't want

her only son drafted. The police had come for her in the
night. The fam |y had been required to pay for the bullet.
Only the captain had dared to face the police and coll ect
her ashes.

Paying for the bullet was an old tradition. Santiago had
never thought he would serve a governnent that followed
it. Neither had Ray. For this Rita had died?

Ray did not notice when the captain left.

Anot her ni ght and day passed ... maybe two. The doc-

tor cane; he nmuttered of dehydration and punctured Ray's
armwith a needle, left a pole standing beside his chair
with a plastic bag that slowy enptied clear liquid into
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him That night Ray rempved the needle. They did not put
another into him

Ti me passed into nothing. A car drove up the tree-lined
driveway. Rita raced across the grass. It was not the first
time he had seen her. This time, she seemed so happy.

Maybe this time she had come for him He closed his

eyes, willed hinself to nothing.

The door slanmed open. "Ray, Mother, Father. |'m not
dead. |I'm hone." Ray opened his eyes- Rita... bedrag-



gl ed, begrinmed, still in a pilot suit that stank of fear and
old vomit -.. threw herself at his knees. "lI'malive, and
you |l ook like shit."

If he had the noisture to spare, he mght have cried.

First Lieutenant Mary Rodrigo stared at the map projected

on her eyeball. The damm col oni al s had | anded anot her
ship on her front. Just one. Not nore than a conpany-
More people to kill. More people killing her own. Wth an

exhaust ed si gh, she began noving her forces to neet
t hem

For the next three hours, they cane at her in twos and

t hrees. Nothing bigger. Mst of the time, Mary did noth-
ing. Her troops were dug in; sensors out, rockets ready.
Colonials died trying to cross her rim find her people, fix
themin place or force theminto the open, do anything that
would let themkill the pass's defenders, punch a hole
through the wall into the crater

The col oni al s canme, and fought, and died.

And through it all, Mary hardly felt a twitch.

She felt nothing even when she sent Dunont out with a

fire teamto nop up what was left of half a platoon of

col oni al s. She watched the hostile icons disappear from
her map, but felt no relief. There were nore behind those.
She wasted no time on visuals of the fight. The eneny was
col ored pixels. Just that, no nore. Her forces were differ-
ent-colored icons. Just that. No nore. Friendship was

somet hing hardly remenbered froma distant, forgotten
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past. She sent a sergeant here, another there. She tried not
to think of the name—€assi e, Dunont, whatever name
had been attached to the rank

In four hours, this battle was over, the weckage of the
col oni al s slinking back. She I et them go; she had nothing
torisk in pursuit. She'd held them and kept them from

| ear ni ng what they could not be allowed to know. Com
pany A was not here.

Mary commanded the remmants of first platoon, puffed

up with a few green replacenents. Second and third pl a-
toons were | ong gone, gone to reinforce bled and shattered
C conpany. Mary coul d not renmenber how many tines

she'd held the pass. She'd held it again, and woul d keep
holding it until...

Hol d until relieved, her orders said. She wondered if
there woul d be anything left of themby the time relief
cane. She shivered, and shook that thought off. She had
t hi ngs to do.

She keyed her mike. "Sergeant, fourth squad. The left
needs sone shoring up. Can you loan a fire section to
first?"

"W're getting a little thin." Cassie answered as the



tough sergeant, then softened. "But Dunont |ooks to be
even thinner. They're on their way, Lieutenant."

"Thanks, Sergeant."

"Mary." The voice was soft, full of nmenories Mary
couldn't afford to touch. "Wen are you going to take
some R&R? Everyone's been back to brigade for a couple
of hours. Everyone but you. Mary, you can't carry this
damm pass forever."

"Thank you for your opinion, Sergeant. |'Il take it
under consi deration. HQ out."

Mary switched off before Cassie could argue with her.

Before the soft voice would rem nd her of another person

she no | onger could afford to be. "Rest is for the dead,"

Mary muttered, and checked the amrunition expenditure

for the last four hours. Battalion wouldn't like it, but she'd
forward the list to them If she had to | ook |ike a conpany,
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she had to shoot |ike one. Supplies and how they got here
was a Navy problem It was her job to see that every round
count ed.

She' d taken care of her job. Those Navy pukes had bel -
ter take care of theirs.

Mary glanced at the list of the messages that had backed

up during the firefight. One said she was a first |ieutenant.
The rest were end-of-nmonth reports; she'd be all night.

She didn't mind all the reports She didn't even mind al

the colonials. She just wi shed they'd get their acts to-

get her and coordi nate.

Rita told her story as she spooned soup into Ray, her
not her and father at her el bow, the handyman and cook
standing at the door of his parlor. "They knew we were
com ng. There were Earthie ships all over the place." A
spoonful of brol h.

"I think our adm ral goofed when he killed their |ast
one. This one's a fighter." A spoonful of broth.

"They went straight for us transports. It doesn't take a
genius to know that you can dash around in space all you
want, but Ray's ground-pounders were the ones who'd

gi ve us that damm noon." A spoonful of broth.

"I took hits, but |anded in one piece. | had a hundred
troopers, and every one of themwas alive when they |eft
t he Friendship" A spoonful of broth.

"We had cargo rigged for a quick drop 1 offl oaded de-
spite a mssile damm near taking the rockets out from
under us. The Brotherhood wasn't so lucky." A spoonfu
of broth.



"When we booted out of there, | thought the worst was
over, but the Earthies weren't done with us. They hit us
hard. Cadow di ed. Hesper died. W |ost nost of our comm
gear. The main tanks were hit, stream ng, naking us a tar-
get, so | ducked and ran, headed in-system away fromthe
fight. There were other, smaller, gas planets. | refueled
from one."

The bowl of broth was in her hand. Her eyes were
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somewhere el se. Ray had been there. He was hungry now,
but not hungry enough to call her back. He waited.

"W patched her tank as best we could. Comm was | ost.
W coul d barely navigate. Once everyone had left, we
tried for the junp. Mdre by luck than anything el se, we

found it. | even nade it to the next junp point. There was
a tiny picketboat that took us aboard. W ainmed 'the
Friendship at the sun and left her. | tried to call. They said

the battle was under strict secrecy. The Earthies kicked
ass, and our brass doesn't want anyone to know. Chri st,
the Earthies damm well know what they did." She gl anced

at her father. "The Earthies aren't the ones the brass are
keepi ng secrets from" Her father, her nother, and Ray
nodded. The handyman and cook just stared.

"I landed a half hour ago. They said | needed to debrief.
| told them where they could go and grabbed the first car
I could get my hands on. I'mafraid. Dad, it may be con-

sidered stolen.”

"Wlliamand | will returnit. WIlliam you rmay drive
my car. | will drive the borrowed one."
"Yes sir." The handyman | ooked relieved.

"Ch, Ray, it must have been horrible for you." She

threw her arns around his neck. The soup bow , inconve-
niently placed and forgotten, spilled its contents. Neither
not her nor cook fussed. For a long tine. Ray just held
Rita as she cried. Now the tears came. She was here, safe
in his arms. He would never |et her |eave.

Mattim joi ned the wardroom for breakfast- Guns presided
like a proud grandfather over a table of chattering md-
dies. At Sandy's table, personal conmputers took up as

much space as trays. The damage control officer, Gandhi

had a table with one vacancy; he headed for it. The offi-
cers at her table were watch-standers, |eaders of the divi-
sions that kept environnmental support going, the ship

wor ki ng while the flashy kids explored stars. They led the

1-,"'young and scared abl e spacers who held the ship together
11 , They deserved his attention
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They also felt silent as he sat down. Half his plate was
enpty, this table a quiet island in the sea of stormy, ex-
cited conversation, when one JG put his fork down and

| ooked square at him "Are we going to make it back, sir?"
Forks hesitated just short of nouths. Eyes, directly or
furtively, were on him They had a right for a straight an-
swer fromtheir captain.

"W' ve gone out, and we've cone back."

"Yes sir, but we didn't..." An ensign fell silent as she
was nudged by the officers on either side of her.

"Right, Ensign. W went, but not where we wanted to

go. Not yet. The team we've put together here on the
Sheffield has | earned nore about the junmp points in the

| ast couple of days than the best scientists have learned in

the last three hundred years. W've still got some trial and
error. 1'd like to tell you we'll have it all together for the
next junp, but it may be the fifth or the tenth. Still, if I
was a betting man, |'d give better than even odds we're

hone in a nonth. Six weeks at worst. And you can pass

that along to your chiefs, and they can tell the crew. W've
got sensors like no other ship before us. The best the Navy
has and the best nmy Maggi e had as a nmerchant ship going

t hrough junps the Navy woul d never touch."

"Right," Commander Gandhi agreed. "W got the best
of both worlds. And those kids may have been a pain in
the ass to |l ead, but no one ever said they weren't smart."

There were murnurs of agreenment around the table.

Most plates were enpty. A collection of late-rising md-

dies were just exiting the steamtables, plates full. The of-
ficers around Matti m excused thensel ves. He sent them

on their way with a smle, hoping he'd nmade their day bet-
ter.

Qui ckly, he found hinself surrounded by the kids, talk-

i ng between thensel ves. Argunents over the data were
settled by dueling conmputers. Arguments over the signifi-
cance of the results were settled with rising voices. Fol-
lowing Guns' lead, he let it roll for a while before rapping
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a glass with a fork, "Let's take it down to a dull roar. Vol -
ume does not nake truth.”

Shanefaced, the two culprits did. Afew nmnutes |ater,
Mattim di smssed hinself. H s departure did not interrupt
a di scussion of sonething he knew not hi ng about.

The house returned quickly to the bustling, happy place it
had been. Rita had Ray on the rails, walking. It took him
two days to recover to where he had been; Rita was nmer-
ciless. She was al so | oving.



M. Nuu watched the news each day. The propagandi sts
were in hyperdrive. The dead were saints; Earthies were
devils. Every man, wonman, and child along the frontier
nmust avenge the fallen martyrs- More workers were call ed
up, divisions fornmed- Ray frowned at the reports. Wy or-
gani ze troops you could never use?

Rita discovered she was an unwanted commdity. Less

than half the transports had survived, and nost needed
major tinme in the body and fender shops. Despite the ca-
sualties among the crews that came back, the brass
weren't sure they would have a ship for her. She cut the
flip-flopping at Personnel by demanding to be seconded to
Mlitary Intelligence.

"They knew we were conming. Who's | ooking for the
| eak?"

She got her reassignnent, but to Threat Assessnent, not
Internal Security. "At least | can stay close to you," she
told him That was all that now mattered to Ray.

Rita's father was changi ng. The near death of his
daught er had drai ned sonething out of the buff, confident
i ndustrialist. There were no nore references to his early
party menbership, and the news reports did not go un-
comment ed upon, though never when the cook or handy-

man was in the sane room

Still it was a surprise when he asked Ray to visit his
plant. "I'll go too," Rita junped in. Ray shrugged; he'd
had enough of being the invalid. It was clear, even to him
that he woul d never command troopers again. He night as
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wel |l get to know the industrial side. He had married the
boss's daughter; there had to be sonething he could do
wi th hinsel f.

The "plant" turned out to be a spraw ing conpl ex that

they drove through on an electric cart. "This is just the
ground side. We've got mnes in the asteroids. The dirty
work is done there. One of the larger shipyards in orbit is
m ne, too."

"Dad began with that little shop we started at," Rita
said, pride shanelessly dripping fromher voice. "Wen
was just a little girl, I'd go there. I've watched it grow'

' These were good tinmes." Ernest—yes, they were now

Ernest and Major; Ray had been offered and ignored—
shrugged off his daughter's praise, but with a happy smle
"Peopl e were | ooking for work. | gave them jobs. The

nmore work we did, the nore opportunities cane our way.

W grew together, nme and the crew "

"Have you been able to keep them together, your work-
ers, what with the draft?"



"Some volunteered. |'ve promi sed them jobs when they
return.” It was kind of himto say "when," not "if." "Qut
inthe mnes. | just installed some new equi pnent, reduced
my starring needs by half. 1'd intended to spread the nin-
ers out and expand. I'Il save that for after the war. Unlike
ot her comnpanies, |'ve managed to keep the raw material s
flowing to the plants. My people are busy, and the draft
boards have plenty of idle workers el sewhere." He
shrugged. "Sonme say |'musing ny connections with the
party. Maybe, but if | did not deliver the ships, war sup-
plies and other gear, they would not renmenber ny | ow

party card nunber for long."

Ray had been checki ng out the equipnent; jigs, presses,
drills in one shop; chip fabrication in another building.
"You have a very sophisticated setup. The names on your
heavy equi prent read |ike a who's who of the |argest cor-
porations in devel oped space. How could you afford it?"

"It is close to lunchtine." Ernest's face had gone flat.
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"W have a picnic basket, and | always keep green around
nmy plants. Let us eat anong the trees.”

As usual, Mattims check with Guns and Sandy showed

teans hard at it and swappi ng nenbers back and forth.
Thor's teams, done with the present system had expanded
the scope of their study to the galaxy's core. Nobody had
ever been this close. Kids at Christmas coul d not be hap-
pier. Matti mwasn't sure how that would get them hone,

but he wouldn't rain on their parade.

Si nce nobody had any miracles to report, Mattimdid

what he usually did when things were sl ow aboard the

Maggi e D\ he took a wal k. Starting at the bow, he worked
his way down. Any work party got a few nonents' pause

to observe. Sone seened a bit flustered by the attention
but there were enough hands fromthe Maggi e who knew

him After one old chief asked his officer's perm ssion and
invited Mattimover to see how they'd patched sone bat-

tl e danage, the rest got the hang and invited himover for
proud sessions of show and tell

The Sheffield wasn't just being patched. |maginative
ratings and recruits were changi ng her, adding inprove-
ments, making her stronger. None of these were sol o per-
formances; each involved checking with the chiefs and

of ficers. Each nbd went into danage control's data file.
Here was a captain's job as Mattimhad | earned it. Ob-
serve and praise. Toss in a suggestion here and there. Run-
ning a ship, that he understood. Running the gal axy he'd

| eave to any god who wanted the job.

He enjoyed the day, including |unch and supper on the
mess decks with what ever team he happened to be with
when they got the word to knock off for chow The crew

| ooked a | ot happier, and even a bit relieved. How bad
could it be? The old man had tinme for us enlisted sw ne.



Thi ngs were | ooki ng up

Mattim found hinself relaxing, too. He finished his day
with a drop by the teans. Guns' and Sandy's teans | ooked
wi lted. He shooed them out of the roomand threatened to
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post a guard on it until 0800 tonorrow. Mittering coun-
terthreats of nutiny, rebellion, and a strike, they went.

Thor's stargazers were in just as grubby a state. Mattim
consi dered giving themthe sane treatnent, flipped a coin,
and decided no. If sonebody wanted to see into the heart
of their god, why interfere? He did turn up the air flow.

The industrialist was strangely quiet as he guided the cart
anong the trees, as if hunting for just the right place for
their lunch break. Rita did the final preparations while her
fat her meandered around them whistling off key and fre-
qguently glancing at his watch. "Father, | am working as

fast as | can.”

"Ch. Sorry, dear. Not you at all. Sonething else."

"WIl someone be meeting us?" Ray asked from where
he still sat in the cart."

"I certainly hope not."

Sandwi ches prepared to order, Rita settled on the bl an-
ket she had spread. Ray took a bite, swall owed, then ca-
sual ly said, "Ernest, how could you afford the pl ant

machi nery? The costs and the duties for half of that would
beggar a business man. You do not live in poverty."

Ernest | aughed, gl anced once nore at his watch, and

shook his head. "No, my family does not |live in poverty.
My plants were built debt-free. Or at |east they were be-
fore those crushing war taxes were passed." He pursed his
lips, studied his daughter and Ray. "Major, | hope you and
nmy daughter will have a | ong and happy marriage. | hope

to pass all of this along to you"—now his face took on the
i mpish grin Ray saw so often on Rita—and ny grand-
children. I wi sh you much success growi ng this business,
so let me tell you how ny garden grows."

And Ray | earned that not all trade between planets went

t hrough custons. No surprise; everyone bought wine,

whi skey, perfunes, silks, and vids with custom seal s that
woul d not stand scrutiny. This was the frontier. Thunbi ng
your nose at Earth's laws was a duty sol enmly observed

by all. But entire factories'
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"It can be done. Best by skipping the usual ports.”

"Dad, I'ma junp pilot. You conme through a junp hol e,
you better stop at the nearest station and clear custons.”



"I'f you cone through the usual junp points. Others are
not so closely watched."

Rita sat back to nunch her sandwi ch. Ray was no

| onger hungry. "Corporations, like armes, take inventory
seriously. | can not lose arifle or rocket-1 can't imagine a
corporation that takes no notice when an expensive pl ant

vani shes. "

"Not a plant," Ernest agreed, "but scrap nmetal, ah, that
is another matter. Upgrade, inprove, replace is the
l'ifeblood of business. If you do not inprove productivity,
you are out of business. And what do you do with the in-
efficient machi nes?"

"Sell themto sonmeone less efficient,” Ray said slowy.

"Yes, Major. If you are great Earth or one of her seven
sisters, you sell off to one of the newer forty. But the forty
devel oped planets are the end of the Iine. We frontier plan-

/ ets do not exist. No, on Pitt's Hope, the end of the line is
wort hl ess scrap, worth a few pennies a pound.™

"But.. ." Ray kept the door open. Ernest slowy turned
around, his eyes on his watch. Ray hadn't heard that an-
tilistening devices could be fitted into a watch case. Then
again, he was learning a | ot today.

Ernest turned back to them a grin on his face. He

tapped the watch. "Froma friend on Pilt's Hope. Very ver-
satile. If you know the right people, you can get anything.
Scrap nmetal, for exanple. A check for a few pennies a

- pound froma legitimte scrap dealer. A second check of
equal val ue on anot her account to the right person, and
| ook what you have!" H's arnms stretched out, taking in his

e domain like a proud king.

"But how do you get it here. Dad?" Rita's sandw ch was
down.

"Pitt's Hope is easy. Two junps, one hardly noticed, the
>4 other hardly known but to a few smugglers.”
A Ray and Rita | ooked at each other. Her eyes were w de.
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"Dad, it's seven junps to Pill's Hope. It's four even by the
shortcut through ELM what' s-its-nunber.”
"You don't know all the junp points." '
"Dad, |I've junped into ELM There are two junps. W
got one. they got the other."

Ernest gl anced at his watch. "There is a third."



And it came to Ray why that hunk of rock was worth al

t he bl ood that had been and would be paid for it. It was
not the junping-off point to seize a fully devel oped

pl anet. Earth had them by the dozen. No, it was the | ast
line of defense between the Earthies and Wardhaven, one
of the few planets the frontier had nmaking ships and the
heavy equi pnent war ate so voraci ously.

Unity knew this. Had Earth | earned yet?

As Mattimleft the wardroom Sandy fell in step with him
a half dozen m ddi es behind her. "W need anot her test

jump. "
"What's up?"

"Velocity, sir." One of the m ddies stepped on Sandy's
line just as her nouth opened.

"Al'l right, Chandra, you tell the captain.”

"Sorry, ma'am but look at it. We hit that first junp

point racing like a tiger. W went thirty thousand |ight-
years. We tapped the same junp at a wal k, and only go
fifty light-years. At a crawl, we went even |less. The nore
energy you have, the farther you go. W need sone high-
energy test junps to see if it's acceleration or velocity."

Mattim saw the point; testing would eat tinme. "Sandy?"

"That seens to be what we're learning, Mitt. Speed

never made a difference, but every junp point has a max-
i mum posted speed. You don't exceed it, and no one
makes money goi ng slower. Damm, | w sh we knew what

we were doing, not just flopping around in the dark. But
we ought to try some nore test runs.”

Five days later, they headed into the jump with the sane
spin, velocity, and lateral displacenent as on the sour
junp. The stars looked famliar to Mattimas they exited,
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but not enough to say anything. Wile the bridge waited
silently for Sandy and her teamto do their search, Thor
said, "lIt's a single star system"

Sandy did her nunbers, shushed a m ddl e before he

sai d somet hing, then spent five mnutes rechecking all the
nunbers again. "We're about one hundred |ight-years
fromPitt's Hope."

"I"ve found two, maybe three junp points,"” a niddle
chirped in. "Maybe one of themw || take us hone."

Matti m shook his head. "W know one junp point took

us there and will take us back. W are not going to go
chasi ng down every blind alley. Thor, turn us around and
head us back."

"Aye, aye, sSir.



"Well, at |east we know speed or accel erati on does have
something to do with reach,"” Sandy sighed.

"Sir, would you please conme | ook at this?" The speaker
was Zappa, the guard, now m dshi pman, who'd started the
whol e crazy process with her offer to run tests for Mattim

' The text book says the junp is instantaneous, right?"

"That's the way it's always | ooked to me,’
agr eed.

Sandy

"For proof," Zappa went on, "they offered the behavior

of the atom | asers that keep the ship stable and spot junp
point gravity fluctuations. They don't show any change,

ri ght?"

"Right." Sandy nodded.

"I al ways wondered. Nobody's done any hi gh-speed

data recovery on the gyros recently." Zappa sniled.
"Everybody knows." Mattimwondered if he'd put up with

a boy doing this slow routine on him Zappa was cute as a
button; he kept |istening.

"We hitched a computer to one gyro. Next coupl e of

junps didn't do nuch; the digital readout kept m ssing the
nmonent of junp. We changed to analog this junmp so we

could choose just what point we wanted. Look at this."

The films elapsed time in the corner was neasured in
nanoseconds. One showed the usual screen. The next
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showed a wavering. The third was all over the place. By
the fifth shot, everything was back to normal. .

"Does it usually do that?" Mattim asked.
"No," Sandy answered slowy, pulling on her ear

"M ght be why | felt dizziness on the sl ow speed
jump. "

Zappa reran the five shots. "There's another question
sir, ma'am Near graduation, what with a war com ng on
the profs had us do sone practical stuff, things that m ght

help us land a safe job in a wartime econony. | tested ex-
pl osives. They didn't cone out right." Mattimraised an
eyebr ow.

"Expl osi ves shoul d expand equally in all directions.

That's what the manufacturers advertise. Mne didn't. It
wasn't mxed properly, so it didn't explode evenly. D d

the mssile that mssed us before we junped expl ode

evenly, or did its shrapnel hit us unevenly? Wat did it do
to our spin?"

Matti m mashed the commlink at Sandy's station



"@uns, pull up those pictures fromjust before we junped.
Enhance themall you have to, but tell me exactly what our
spin was."

He turned to Thor. "Hold us at a gee and a half. Turn us

around fast. We're going back through the junp. This tine
don't bother with [ateral displacenent, just spin and ve-
locity."

"Yessir."

Two days |l ater they were back to the four-star system

It took another two days to get turned around. The expl o-
sion had changed their rotation. The tiny fraction of one
percent spin had been a bear to hunt down. Still, it had
been there, and they added it as they approached the junp.
The stars twi nkled, then changed.

"Two suns," Thor shouted.
A moment | ater Sandy confirmed, "We're hone."

"Comm " Mattimordered, "get ne the watch at N nety-
sevent h Brigade."

"CGCot them sir."
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"Ni nety-seventh Brigade, this is the Sheffield. Are there
any col oni al warships in systen®"

"Hey," came a surprised voice, "we |lost the Sheffield a
coupl e of battles back. Who are you? Uh, code Delta
Al pha, one three seven. Respond."

Matti m | ooked at Ding. She gl anced at the quarternas-
ter of the watch. "W got any answer to that chall enge?”

"No, ma'am"”

The exec rai sed an eyebrow. "You're on your own. Cap-
tain."

"N nety-seventh Brigade, this is Sheffield. W are not

| ost, just misplaced. Helm begin a three-gee decel eration
Ni nety-seventh, do you have a science officer of sone

ki nd?"

"Commander M Iler on sensors was a coll ege profes-
sor."

"Pl ease patch me through to him"

"I shouldn't, but the longer you talk, the better targeting
fix we get. It's your funeral."

"Conmander M Iler here,” a wonman's voice said-
conmander, this is Captain Abeeb of the cruiser
Sheffield. W sour-junped thirty thousand |light-years. It's



taken us this long to get back. W have several new theo-
ries about how junps work. Before we risk a junp to
Pitt's Hope, I'd Iike to downl oad themto you."

"I imagine you would, colonial, but I don't want to
crash our systemnearly as much as you do."

"Mlter, all our codes are a nonth old. If you'll give us
some calls that we can answer, we will."

"And since New Canton was raped two weeks ago, you
colonials got plenty of codes to answer with. Still no tak-
ers, you Unity bastard."

Mattim gl anced at Ding; apparently the war had taken a
bitter turn since they left. He took a deep breath. "By now,
you know it was Beta jump we used. | can convert our

data dunp into encapsul ated packets. Wat's in them

stays in them Load themto a stand-al one conputer and
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bring it up with no network attachnent. It can't crash what
it's not hooked to." '

Bef ore any answer could conme back, Mttim found

M dshi pman Zappa at his el bow. "Are you professor
Elaine MIler? | studied under Professor Uxbridge at
Nuevo Madrid University. He still speaks of you as his
best student."

"So how s G npy getting around? Does that beer belly
still look tike he's ten nonths pregnant?"

Zappa eyed the m ke |ike she mght a snake. "He's thin
as a rail and jogs. Are you thinking of soneone el se?"

"Nope, and you do know the old prune. Captain, what
is this data you want to send ne so nmuch?"

"I"d rather not go too deeply into it on voice. W' ve put
it in our highest code. Is it enough to repeat that we've
been hal fway across the gal axy and are back?"

"The first ship back froma sour jump" canme in awe

fromthe speaker. "Yes. Yes, | do want that data! Send ne
your first packet. If it causes us any trouble, | swear "
"I't won't."

Twel ve hours later, the Sheffield had killed all its no-

ment um and was headi ng back for the junp point when
Commander M Il er cane back. "Sweet CGod. | can't be-
lieve it- This worked?"

"We're here."
"Yes. Hey, is there any chance you could come down

here? 1'd love to go over this data with your specialist.
What are you doing with a team of scientists on a conbat



crui se anyway?"
Matti m expl ai ned their brain trust.

"Jesus, this war is a waste. On second thought, when
woul d a bunch of kids get a chance to cut |oose and show
what they can do in a situation |like that? You |ucky
bunch. "

"W weren't so sure of our luck after three bum junps."

"Well, say hello to the new admiral. She's a real scrap-
per."

"W got a new adniral ?"
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"We're on our fourth."

"That bad?"

"Up there and down here both."

The Sheffield junped, ship steady as a rock, and nov-
ing at only a few klicks a second. Pitt's Hope never | ooked
so good.

Every junp point has a navigation buoy. It would go

t hrough before a ship did, announcing its pending arrival
avoiding a collision in space. Many buoys had a second
duty, transferring speed-of-Ilight nessages from one side
of a hole to the next side.

In wartine, buoys becane |istening stations.

The buoy at Al pha junp had acquired additional anten-

nas, a faster conputer, and nore storage. The struggling
colonial troops on the rock called it to order supplies. In-
tercepted nmessages anong the Earthies were passed to it.
Only very high-priority messages could cause the buoy to
make a trip through the junp before it had filled its stor-
age. The code the Earthie cruiser used raised a flag.

The buoy slipped through the junp, transmtted the

contents of its storage to the next buoy, and then returned.
The nessage passed from one buoy to another severa

times, each tine its code raising a flag. Enotional surprise
was not registered until a human downl oaded t he nmessage

on Wardhaven. "This nust be a beauty. Let's see if any of
the codes from New Canton like it."

One di d.

The technician knew a | ot about conmmuni cation proto-

cols and a bit about the theory behind the codes he used.
The rest of his education stopped at middle school. Still
what he saw made hi mwhistle. "Wrlds as nunberl ess as
the stars. Hey, Senior Tech, know anyplace | could get ny
hands on a ship?"



"They're either on guard or in the yard. Wy?"

The junior tech explained the nmessage to his senior
who shook his head. "Ain't you heard, kid? There's a war
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on. If it don't help the party kill Earthie scum it ain't
worth shit."

The junior didn't argue, but he did take special care to
send a copy of the package to the folks at Intelligence As-
sessnent Some of those people used their brains.

RI TA BOUNCED QUT of her car and across the | awn. She

| ooked as excited as a puppy . . . and cuter. Ray smled, in
spite of his own day. First he would listen to whatever

made her dance; his news could wait. The front door flew
open. "Ray, you won't believe it. Dad, are you hone?" she
cal | ed.

"No, hon," her nother answered fromupstairs. "But | ex-
pect him hone early."'*

' Rita gave Ray a hug where he sat in his chair, then settled
down at his feet. "Hon, the nost wonderful thing happened.

W intercepted a nessage froma ship that was |ost."

"Li ke we wote your ship off." Ray | eaned forward; a
forehead so excited needed a kiss. Rita accepted it de-
murely, then captured his cheeks with both her hands and
kissed himsolidly. H s wife was excited, and not just about
her news.

Wth her tongue wandering his mouth. Ray coul d al nost

forget the letter in his pocket. Rita came up for air. "W
will save that for later. First you' ve got to hear what hap-
pened. "

Licking his lips slowy, Ray asked, "Wat happened?"

"The message got shuffled to Technol ogy. There's only
three of them but they knew what they had after a page. One
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ran down the hall |ooking for me. 'Ms. Longknife, you're a
pilot. WIl you read this? It's so nice when they call ne Ms.
Longknife." She snmiled, the tip of her tongue escapi ng her

lips.

Bendi ng quickly for a kiss. Ray asked, "And what was
this they wanted you to read, Ms. Longknife?"

"Ray, a ship cane back froma bad junp!"



The bl ank | ook on his face was not what Rita expected.

"Ray, ships have been going into junps and never com
ing out for centuries. If you make a bad junp, you don't
cone back."

"And why were we poor passengers never tol d?" he
grow ed.

"Because we pilots worry about it enough for all of you."

Ray drew back, aware he'd stonped his bride's profes-
sional pride. He kept his mouth shut. Excited, her gl ower
was short-lived. "In the early days, they had a | ot of bad
junps. For a century they've becone rarer and rarer. W
haven't had one in fifty years. You know what causes

t hen?" Ray shook his head, not about to risk another mis-
st ep.

"Speed! Speed and spin. The faster you go into a junp,
the farther you go."

Now Ray was puzzled. "You said you took the junp into
that hellhole at twice the speed you would have if the adm -
ral hadn't ordered it?"

"Spin and speed,"” Rita repeated. "Spin the ship up. hit a
hol e at high speed, and zoom you're hal fway across the

gal axy. Think about it. Ray, a whole new bunch of junp
lines to survey. MIlions of systenms to visit. Enough cheap
resources and good land for humanity to stretch out in. Ray,
we' ve got to get this damm war stopped so we can get on
with the real stuff of lifel"

VWhi ch brought Ray back to the letter in his pocket- He
pulled it out and handed it to her. "It appears that few share
your ent husiasm for peace," he said dryly.

Rita glanced at the letter. "You're invited to brief the Pres-
i dent on the progress of the war?"
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"Pl ease gl ance at the second page."

It took her a nonent to read that letter. Handwitten by an
acquai ntance of Ray's who was now on the CGeneral Staff, it
of fered him "advice" on how to handl e—nore |ike sur-
vive—the briefing. Do not interrupt the President- Do | ook
attentive to everything the President says, no matter how

| ong he speaks. Do not correct him And, nost inportant, do
not say anything that woul d cast doubt on the eventual vic-
tory of Unity forces.

Rita scowed. "That's not a briefing, that's a ..
"Deaf-mute leading the blind," Ray offered.

"I was groping for sonething truly obscene. But nothing
I've heard in ny Navy tine was bad enough. Ray, people



are dying, and the President has his head buried in the
sand. "

Ray | eaned back in his chair, took a deep breath, and let it

out slowy. "I'"ma soldier, Rita, but sitting here, trying to
make this body nmore than a lunp of wasted tissue, |'ve had
time to think. Your father is an interesting source of infor-
mati on. As are you. W need a private talk. | inmagine vio-

lating any of the general's DOS and Don'ts would be a
career-endi ng decision.” Ray glanced down at his |egs.
"Somehow | suspect | do not have rmuch of a career |left.

Maybe it woul dn't be a bad thing to go out in a blaze of

glory .. -" He hadn't intended to pause, but the words cane

to glaring life behind his eyeballs before he finished.

" telling the President what no one el se has the guts to tel
him"

Rita pal ed; the pause had not gone unnoticed. "Father
shoul d be hone soon. Let ne help you to the garden. |
think he would Iike to talk about this anmong the fl owers.
Mot her, send Dad to the garden when he gets hone," she
shout ed.

"Yes, dear. Dinner will be at seven."
"Thank you, Mother."

Ray managed to nmeke it under his own power to the hidden
gl ade of pleasant nenory. Rita was at his el bow, carrying
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three light awn chairs under one arm They were just set-
ding in when Rita whispered, "Father is comng."

Coat thrown over his shoul ders, sleeves rolled up, and
whi stling, M. Nuu sauntered toward them "Mther told ne
you had sonething to tell ne."

"Yes, Father, |'ve had a very exciting day." Her voice
didn't sound excited. Ray wi shed he could turn back the
hour, let Rita once nore bubble of doors opening and the
galaxy falling into their hands. Maybe he shoul d not have
mentioned his tetter. Being a husband was nore difficult
than he'd expected.

"Can you tell us what time it is, Father? Mther was very
speci fic about dinner."

"OfF course." He glanced at his watch, then raised an eye-
brow at them Ray nodded.

Ernest frowned and turned around slowy. "Can't read it
in the sunlight. Just a nonment. Ah, yes." He took his chair.
"We are in the clear. Wat nust we tal k about?"

Ray nodded to Rita. 'Tell himof your discovery."

"It's nothing," she said, but she quickly told her father of
the ship that returned fromthe lost."



"Sweet Mt her of God," he breathed. "Each junp point

| eads to a dozen, and we have only nade use of one. Ch, ny
daughter, what this will mean to you and your grandchil -
dren.™

"There may be no children. Father." She handed him
Ray's letter.

He read both pages; finished, his hands collapsed into his

| ap. He stared at them nouth agape, no words com ng out.
"I... have ... been hearing things." He shook his head as if

to free hinmself of a daze. "I have known powerful fools who

like to rewite history, sonetinmes events only a week in the

past. But the Unity Party is living in fantasy."

"What can we do, Father, to make them see?" Rita
pl eaded.

Slow y, Ernest shook his head. "Maybe it's too late.
Maybe t hey' ve gotten away wi th changi ng the past for so
long that they no |l onger fear the future. Major, a friend of
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mne sits in the Wardhaven | egi sl ature. The night we voted

to join Unity, they suspended the rule barring nonnmenbers
fromthe floor of the |legislature. Thugs with billy cl ubs wan-
dered the hall. Thugs

"But even with clubs, they could not thwart our traditions.
The vote of the menbers was to join Unity after the people
approved the issue in a referendum Do you renenber that
vot e?"

Ray shook his head. "As a soldier, | ignored politics."
"Father, | have not mssed a vote since | turned twenty-
one. | don't ever renenber hearing of that ballot."

"You and the rest of the planet. | recently had cause to re-

view the law that brought, us into Unity. The official one
posted on net has several differences fromthe one | down-
| oaded the norning after our |egislature voted."

'"They can do that." Ray left the words hanging. Not a
guestion, not quite a statenent of fact.

"They did it," Ernest answered.

Rita rose fromher chair and went to stand behi nd Ray.

Gently she rubbed his back. "Ray is thinking of using this
invitation into the presence of the President to end his mli-
tary career in a blaze of glory, telling himwhat he does not
want to hear. Wuld words nmean anything to hinP" Rita

choked on the question

For a long time, no one said anything. When soneone
nmoved, it was Ernest. G ancing at his watch, humm ng a pa-
triotic tune, he paced around them After one circuit, he con-



ti nued pacing, but talking low, as if to hinself. "I have a
friend you two may wish to nmeet. It mght shock you
daughter, but | know a spy. He nay see in the mgjor's sum
nons opportunities that nost people only dream about. Let
us tal k again tonorrow afternoon.”

He quit studying his watch, | ooked Ray in the eye with a
gently twisted smle. "Let me help you up. Major. You have
got a lot of wal king ahead of you."
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If Mattimdidn't care for the greeting they got fromthe 97th,
he liked Pitt's Hope's even less. Ordered to i medi ately
halt, they hung in space while four heavy cruisers cane out
to neet them They were scanned by everything Sandy had

ever heard of and a few she hadn't. Only after they'd been
boarded were they allowed to head for Beta Station. Even
then, security teanms spread out over the ship while ten very
suspi ci ous types under the direct supervision of Captain Ho-
rati o Wiitebred kept everyone on the bridge under close
scrutiny. The Sheffield ended up in dock while Matti mwas
hustl ed off to report to ne admral

The new adnmiral, or the newest admral, received him

wi t hout waiting. "Captain Abeeb, you were nentioned

very promnently in Captain Pringle' s report of the first
battle. Highly flexible approach to fighting, but good in-
stincts."

"I did what | had to do to get us out of that mess. WAs the
Signi ficant badly damaged?"

"No, they patched her up before the next shoot, and | ost
her with all hands in that one, sorry to say."

It was a kick in the gut. At the risks Mattimhad taken to
get themout alive only added a few days to their |ives.

Dam! |If the adnmiral noticed his reaction, she only hesitated
a nonent- "The Sheffield s going to be a while in dock
Captain."

"W nmade nost of her battle damage good," Mattimin-
terrupted. "The crew needed work to keep their m nds off
being |l ost. The ship's in good shape."

"l don't doubt that, Mattim but we've learned a lot in the
| ast six weeks, and your ship is about two npbds behind in
hardware, three or four in software. What was good enough
for fifteen or twenty years of peacetine service gets re-
placed in two or three weeks now.

"I"ve been wanting to do something since | took com

mand | ast week, but didn't have anyone. Now, | think | do.
While the Sheffield is being updated, 1'd Iike to detach
you to the Ninety-seventh. Captain Anderson and Com
mander Unboto are damm good, but they've spent nost of
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their careers on the defense. The squadron keeps getting
cl obbered in running gun battles. They keep getting cl ob-
bered from space when we're not around. W're each

fighting our own separate battles. | want us to fight to-
get her."
Mattimliked her point. Still, he hardly saw hinself as ne

man to glue two different Navies together. "You nust have
soneone better at this than ne."

"Captain, 1 came in with the Forty-ninth Crui ser Squadron

Ri ght now every ship, except the Sheffield, is battle ready. |
know what kind of battle | want to fight. Until Gamma junp
starts hollering that colonials arc in-system | intend to spend
every mnute training the ships |I've got to fight just that
battl e.

"You fought the Sheffield pretty independently. |'m gane

to give you that freedom next battle, too. But for now, | want
you with Andy, coming up with ways we can support each

ot her."

What coul d he say? "Yes, ma'am Wen do | |eave?"

She returned to her desk, tapped it a few tinmes, and

gl anced up. "A couple of destroyers were due to nmake a sup-
ply run tonorrow. | just nmoved themup. They leave in two
hours. That enough tine to get your kit together?"

Mattimsaluted. "On ny way."

Next afternoon, Ray and Rita were taking the sun in what

had come to be their part of the garden, when M. Nuu ap-
proached, a short, roly-poly man huffing al ong beside him
Rita offered himher chair, then settled on the grass beside
Ray. The two nmen carried on a running comentary on the
trees, flowers, and bushes, while the newconer produced
several gadgets fromthe pockets of his disheveled suit. He'd
gl ance at each, nmove it around or hold it up, glance at it
again, then nmake it disappear. Finally satisfied, he | eaned

f or war d.

"Ernest tells me you would like the President to see the
light, grasp the hopel essness of his policy, and end the
war . "
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Ray nodded; so did Rita.

"You realize that answer is itself a capital offense.”

"Al ready?" Enest failed to sound surprised.

"The Presidential Proclamation canme in yesterday. Any-

one found defaming either the President or the glorious war
against the Earth scumis to be arrested immediately, hurried

before a peoples' court, and executed within twenty-four
hours."



"The peopl e of Westhaven won't stand for that," Rita
sai d.

Ray renmenbered Santiago's sister. Wat the people
woul d stand for and coul d survive were not the sane any-
nor e.

"Most of Westhaven is in uniform I|ike you two, and sub-
ject to even nore draconian neasures. You haven't been
reading your mail. Senior Pilot." Rita blushed.

"You're saying," Ray nmused, "that nmatters are totally out

of hand. They are drafting an arny they cannot depl oy. But

it can enslave the people on the planet it is supposed to de-
fend. "

"I amafraid so," the newconer agreed.
"How did we get ourselves into this mess?" Ernest
si ghed.

"I'f I may be to the point,'* Ray said, |leaning forward, "the
matter before us is howto get out of this ness. | take it that
either no efforts have been nade to redeemthe situation, or
they have all failed."

"Many fine nmen and wonen have died trying to strike at
the head of this gang that throttles us, but our President only
i ncreases his security.”

"Then what chance have we?" Rita whi spered.

"More than you might think." The fat man pursed his lips.
"Mpjor, the tools at our disposal are quite good, but not per-
fect. Your disability opens doors closed to others. Your no-
bility is presently limted. For a long journey it would be
only natural to fit you for wal king assi stance. \Wal kers are
very hel pful, but the skin nust be toughened. | know just the
nmedi ci ne you shoul d use." The spy grinned.
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Rita swal l omed hard. Her hand clutched at his. "This is
not a suicide mssion. Ray will survive it, won't he?"
"OfF course, Ms. Longknife," the spy naster assured her

"The President needs to see the light. |I think Ray has a very
sound grasp of the problem™

"OfF course, honey. | will do the job, like a soldier." /
m ght survive. "There's no defense | can't handle,"

She rose up on her knees, |ooked himhard in the eye,
searched his face. He dared not | ook away. "Good, because
I"mgoing with you. I want to be carrying your chil d—eur
chil d—before you neet the President."

The Destroyer Navy was an interesting place to visit. WMat-
timwould not want to live in a tin can. The officers and crew
wer e young enough to handl e four gees with panache, if not



wi t hout grunbling. For him they had a full water tank, and
he was glad for it when the John Paul Jones and the Ya-
manot o dashed for the junp point. They backed through it

at a few klicks per second. In-systemwas a surprise. "Colo-
nials. Looks like a couple of their cans just nade a supply
run," the skipper told him "Doubt they' |l cause us any trou-
ble."

If the trip was boring, the ending made up for it in stark
terror. On final approach, the Jones held to two gees and
they introduced Mattimto his drop shuttle. The Jones
woul d not |and. Supplies and the single passenger were cut
| oose in packing crates with rockets and a tiny navigation
control.

"Does this work?" Mattim asked incredul ously as they
crammed himinto a space no bigger than a bed, and a nar-
row one at that.

"Never had any conplaints fromthe others,"” the chief su-

pervising his installation assured him
"Dead men tell no tales," the second class tightening
down Mattim s straps nuttered.

"Knock it off, Peadee."
"Right, Chief."
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Mattim gl anced around his tiny cell. "How often do you
use this drop systen?"

"Whenever we drop replacenents to the N nety-seventh.
W only | and when we've got casualties to lift out,"” the
chi ef said.

Mal ti m gl anced at the second class. "W deliver the
poor jarheads." He shrugged |ike a boathand on the River
Styx.

Wth that kind of |ead-in, Mattimexpected the worse. He
was not di sappoi nted. The cani ster creaked and groaned as
it dropped away fromthe Jones. Rockets slamred himinto
the thin cushion of his seat. Something snapped; Mattimdid
not like the sound of it, but he had no control over this thing.
It began to spin. He had no view out. After twenty years in
space, he di scovered what cl austrophobia was. Gitting his
teeth, he concentrated on what he could control —his breath-
ing. And his bowels. Tightening his gut, he waited. The
damm suit he'd been [ oaned didn't even have a chrononeter
Matti mwasn't a strong believer in hell; this bucket intro-
duced himto it.

W thout warning, he hit with a cormch that jarred himto

t he bone and sent a spasm of pain through his back. The can-
i ster stood for a nonment, then slowy collapsed, |eaving him
dangling fromhis straps. Someone was supposed to be right
along to collect him



"Hell o, N nety-seventh, this is Captain Matti m Abeeb
Anybody t here?"

Dead silence. He glanced at his air supply. The backup
cani ster showed twenty-nine mnutes. The main supply
showed—-not hing. He tapped it. It still showed not hing.

He rapped it hard. For a second it showed zero m nutes.
Then it went back to blank. Then the entire canister went
dar k.

"Ch, CGod," he breathed. Mattimwasn't any surer about

heaven than he was about hell. At the nonent he hoped

there was a God watching over him 'cause the Navy was
doi ng a damm poor job of it. He started to shiver. It wasn't
that cold. Yet.
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"Conmpany A, brigade here. W got a stray supply canister in
front of your position. Could you collect it?"

Mary had sent her radio operator to the sack after a
thirty-two-hour shift. She had nanaged to catch a two-
hour nap during that thirty-two, so she considered herself
fresh. "Supplies or replacenents?" she asked w t hout

t hi nki ng.

"Neither. Navy sent a captain down for a little talk-talk

wi th Anderson, then msplaced him W've got to pick him

up. He's got two hours of air and a half hour backup. No big
rush.”

The miner in Mary took that in, divided themby two, then
took the smaller. She gave herself fifteen mnutes. "Roger
brigade, we're on it."

She gl anced at her boards. Dunont had the reserve squad.
"Du, how many rolligons have we got working today?"

"Four. Who wants to take a drive in the country?"

She passed along the situation. "Put a driver and gunner
in each, and a driver in my command car. |1'll take this one
out"

"Good, | can get back to catching up on ny beauty rest.
Dam, this being in reserve is great."

Mary woul d bet a nonth's pay the gunner on the lead rig
woul d be Dunont. Her command rig was slow ng as she ex-

ited the HQ She grabbed a handhold, and it accel erated
away. She kept the rig open to space, but it could be closed
up and pressurized.

Four captured rolligons were already raising dust as

they hustled through the pass; she joined the tag end of the
colum. The colonials had just tried their hand at wal ki ng

i n singles, heavy expl osives packed on their backs to

| eave behind as calling cards. It had been a real snipe



hunt, but those that hadn't been chased down had been
chased of f.

And they were now barreling out into the ground they'd
di sappeared into. Isn't life in the corps wonderful ?

Mary had a rough position for the capsule, and the fre-
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qguency it should be squawking on. No surprise; it was silent.
"Lek, a tittle rocket ship | anded on our front door a few
m nutes ago. Did our sensors pick up anything?"

"Have them ai mred down, | ooking for man-sized nove-

ment, and not finding a hell of a lot. You want ne to repro-
gramthem and go over their records? 1*11 need a good half
hour . "

"Better do it, Lek. May be a friendly out there trying to
breat he vacuum "

"I"'mon it. Just a second, Mary. |'ve got novenent siXx
klicks fromthe pass, forty degrees left."

"Unknown or col oni al ?"

"One ... no, three colonials, comng fromdifferent direc-
tions, closing on sonething in a deep crater, if | can trust ny
map.

"Durmont, swing us left."

"Heard, already doing. |I'mpoint. Kip, you keep right.

Dag and Zori, swing to my left. Start zigzagging." Dunont's
timng couldn't have been better. A rocket |lofted from be-
hind a rock, hung in space for a nonent, then arrowed
straight at the rightnost rig. Kip popped chaff, then ducked
right. Chaff went up again; then the rig cane to a bouncing
hal t behind a boul der.

The rocket ignored the first chaff cloud but dove straight
for the second, dispensing bonmblets as it crashed into its
center. A nonent later, Kip's rig was at full speed, head-
ing in the general direction the rocket had cone from The
rigs dodged two nore small rockets, each one froma dif-
ferent | ocation. They ended up with two captives. The third
took too | ong decidi ng between POV and fighter. She

di ed.

Durmont raced past the crater Lek thought m ght hold

their wayward Navy type. "Sonething's down there, and it

didn't shoot at me. M ght be what you're |ooking for

Mary. Squad, spread out, keep noving, don't make a good

target, and don't draw attention to that crater. It's all yours,
Mary. "

Mary told the driver to slow as they passed the crater. She
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grabbed two different energency kits. She'd made tots of
rescues in the mnes; this was just a different twist on a fa-
mliar job. O course, Dumont coul d have nissed some-

thing, and the crater's contents m ght be unfriendly. Rifle
ready, energency kits dangling fromboth el bows, she

stepped fromthe rig and slid down the crater's crunbling
wal I s. A standard, nman-rated canister rested on the opposite
side of the crater, nose down.

It had the green and blue Society of Humanity enbl em

She tried opening the red emergency exit hatch; it didn't
budge. Mary tossed her rifle aside and unzipped the first of
her kits. Powered rescue gear gleanmed. She only got to use
three of her new toys before she was in the canister and
staring at the cheapest excuse for a space suit she'd ever
seen. The helnmet was fogged; it didn't take an engineer to
know that the two and a half hours of air hadn't been up to
specs.

She dragged her second kit over and unzipped it. The

oxygen bottle had several attachnments. She grabbed the

sharp one and slipped it through the soft material at the neck
joint of the suit, slapped goo around it and opened the bottle
a crack while she twisted the manual override on the suit's
vent. Through her gl oves, she could feel stale air hissing out,
repl aced by the good oxygen. Dam suit had no nonitors;

she guessed at how much, watching the plastic faceplate as
it slowy unfogged. The Navy officer's lips were blue, but he
was breat hi ng,

"Du, get ny rig back here. You got a |ifesaver in your
squad?"

"Ki p's gunner is.
"Il gun for Kip. Get both rigs back here.™
"How s the Navy doi ng?"

"Not breathing too well. They nmake a nan a captain,
then give hima suit | wouldn't wear to a Sunday school pic-
nic."

"Never went to one, nyself. No beer. Ckay, Kit, you head
kind of sly but quick for the crater. Rest, keep your heads up
If anyone's left, they want our hide."
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Careful of the oxygen bottle, Mary dragged the uncon-

scious man up the rimof the crater- She left himlying there
as she dropped back to collect her rifle and emergency kits.
She al so checked in the capsule. The guy had a briefcase and
cl ot hes bag. She added themto her |oad and made it easily

out again just as two rigs came to a quick stop beside the of-
ficer.



The oxygen nust have been hel pi ng, because he pulled
hinsel f up on his el bows. Mary patted her nmouth and ears

t hrough her helnmet, then nade a quick slit across her
throat. You're not sending or receiving, Joe. He seened to
nod; then the others were on him lifting himinto the com
mand car, slanming its door shut with the captain and the
lifesaver inside. The driver secured his hatch, and Mary
spotted dust bl owi ng every which way as pressure built up
Good.

As the command rig took off zigzagging for the pass,

Mary swung herself up into the gunner's slot on Kip's rol-
[igon. "Okay, everybody, we've done this the easy way.
Let's back up careful |ike and keep this a cakewal k. "

"This is fun, old lady," Dunmont chortled. "W got to go
out like this nore often.”

At her feet, a PONwas taped like a nmumry. Mary

doubt ed he—o, she—eonsidered today fun. Wll, one per-
son's fun was soneone el se's bad day. At |east you' re out of
t he shooting, hon. Then Mary snorted. Once, a long tine

ago, all she'd realty wanted was to surrender. \Wo was the
wi nner here?

Rita drove next norning as they headed into the country-
side. There was a thirty-mnute wait at a checkpoint. Though
they were waved through with only a glance at their ID
cards, the wait left themplenty of time to contenplate the
three bodies twisting on red flag waving gallows. "Earthie
Traitors" the sign read.

"Already," Rita whispered as she pulled away.

The hangi ng bodies stayed with Ray. He was sworn to de-

fend these people. Now his uniformwas being used as an
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excuse to kill young nen. This was not what he and his fa-
ther and grandfather had bled for. The hangnmen, and the
Presi dent signing their orders, had to be stopped.

Rita found the dirt road that |ed into the abandoned
quarry. They went well past a swimmng hole on a rarely
driven path. In a blighted opening anmong the trees, the spy
master waited, a briefcase in hand- The fat man showed Ray
how to open the case. "W've included a conputer with

your slide show on it and extra batteries for the conputer
and your power wal ker."

"So, | amto bludgeon the President to death with batter-
i es?" Ray observed dryly.

The other closed the briefcase. "Now put in five-nine-
three for the conbination.”

Ray did, and did not open the briefcase. He felt a very
slight hum then not hing.

"It is armed now Open it, and there will be a very big



hole in the ground, and very little of us for forensics to find.

"Let's see its effect.”
"W only have three."

"A soldier practices with his weapon. Until you have fired
t he weapon, you are just reading a book."

"Not an unexpected attitude, Mjor." The spy naster

ducked into his car, returning with a strange gi zno. Brief-
case under his arm and whistling a happy aria, he plodded
away. At three hundred paces, he stopped, did sonething,
and hastened back to them He offered Ray a snall box.
"Wuld you do the honors?"

The box was a cliche: one red button. Ray pushed it.

Across the distance, he could hear the click as the briefcase
fasteners were pushed open, a snap as the |id popped up. The
expl osi on was not nuch | ouder than the noise the |lid nade.

A smal |l puff of snoke rose fromthe case.

"I'"ve seen nore dangerous firecrackers on Landi ng Day, "
Ri ta snapped.

The spy stared at the quickly dissipating cloud for a no-
ment, then nervously licked his lips. "I would appreciate it
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if you two left. | have sone bonb disposal work to do. | wll
get in touch with you in a day or two."

They left.

Rita turned on the radio; all stations were blaring marches
or patriotic songs. She called up nusic of her own choosing
fromthe car's nenory and headed away fromtown.

"There's a lake | used to love when | was a little girl" was
all she said.

Ray | eaned back in his seat, took a deep breath of the
spring air, and concentrated on Rita beside him Tonorrow
could wait. Rita tal ked about yesterdays, sharing what it had
been like growing up the treasured only child of a father
rapidly building an enpire and a not her both beautiful and
vai n. Ray inmagi ned somewhere in there were the roots of the
worman he | oved. A woman who woul d insist on piloting her
own starship and now very nuch wanted a child of her own.
H's child would probably grow up Iike Rita. Assumi ng he or
she did grow up. Assuming the bonb killed the President

and brought down the governnment. |f Ray fail ed, everyone
who ever knew hi m woul d be denounced, tortured, and nur-
dered. / n'i7; not fail.

They left the main road, neandered through trees and

dales until Rita took off down a dirt road. A lovely I|ake
cane in view, but the trees hid it nore often than not. Its
waters reflected back the blue of the sky. Its surface was
ruffled by the wind, but Ray saw no boats. Then Rita



turned down a path that was nore a hint than a road. For a
few minutes the car fended off tree Iinbs and brush; then
they came to a halt in a grassy area that gently rolled down
to the water-

"Mom and Dad used to canp here, |ong ago, before they

bought the sunmer home where everyone had a sunmer

hone. | asked Dad not to sell this patch. He gave it to ne."
She hel ped himfromthe car, settled himon a bl anket that
just happened to be in the trunk, then began to undress.
Slowy, methodically, conpletely, the clothes cane off.
"Now, we talk. No nore bullshit. No nmore hiding behind

nice words. W talk."
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It was unconfortable, sitting there in uniform facing his
naked wi fe. But Ray was not willing to so much as | oosen

his tie. It was not the bare skin that he feared, but the bare
soul Rita demanded. That, he nmpbst certainly was not pre-

pared for. 'Tal k about what?" he dodged.

"Ch, God, Ray." She turned away in exasperation

"Sonmebody jiggered the bonmb. Face it, our security is hash.
Two to one you're walking into a trap. Even if you get past
t he guards and searches, how much you want to bet the

dam bonb doesn't work?"

That was one question Ray could answer. "The bonb will
work. | don't leave here until |'mabsolutely sure it will
bl ow t he President and everyone in the roomto whatever
they expect after this life."

She turned back to him settled to her knees across from
him swallowed hard. "And you too."

"This bonb will kill the President. Oher considerations
are secondary." There, he'd said it.

Rita shot to her feet, paced around himlike a cat stal king
a nouse caught in a trap. "God damm you. Ray. No, God

bl ess you. You always were a good soldier." She did not
ook at him "And there's no bl oody way | can change your

m nd. "

"I's the President killing mllions?" he asked her

She shivered as she had when she saw t he hangi ng bod-
ies. "Yes."

"Does he have to be stopped?"
"Yes."

"Do you know of anyone with a better chance of killing
hi nP"

"Dam it. Ray, how should |I? That spy says you're his
best bet, but there're a hundred col onial worlds. How nmany
of them have guys |ike our spy, all trying to kill our Unity



i di ot ?"

"I don't know. | just know |l can do it. Rita, |'ve seen

green soldiers freeze, and die for that [ost noment. |'ve been

a soldier all nmy life, and a killer for nmobst of it. There's a |ot
of things | can't do. This is one | can."
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"And you owe it to all those brave soldiers of the Second
Guard that followed your orders and died. | watched you
break down at the hospital when you faced your men. Do
they mean nore to you than me?" Tears streanmed down

Rita's face. Ray wanted to kiss them away. She kept pacing,
far beyond his reach.

"Rita, | owe it to the nen and wonen who died at ny
command. | owe it to your father, and the people working in
his factories. Because | can do it, | owe it to every nan,

worman, and child on a hundred col ony worl ds and, yes,

even Earth." He paused, then played his last card. "And the
child of ours that you want so nuch. You spoke of a mllion
worl ds opening to us. What will be left tous if we let this
damm war bum hunmanity down to a husk? Sonmeone has to

stop the nadness. | can. Wuld you really expect me not to
try? Try with all | anP"

Rita was sobbing now, and tears were coming to his eyes.

He et themflow. Rita ceased her pacing and settl ed beside
him her arnms around his neck. It took his left armto keep
hi m bal anced upright. H's right armwent around her. For a
long time, they cned together, holding each other as best

t hey coul d.

Then Rita began to undress him "I know | married a

wonder ful man. Sone wonen | ook at a husband and see a

man to remake. | |ooked at you and fell in love with what |
saw. Even if |1'd known then the price I'd pay for loving you,
| couldn't have wal ked away. | | oved the commander of the
Second Guard. | knew when |I flew you into battle that |

m ght not bring you back. So what is so different about this
m ssion fromthe others?"

Ray knew the difference. In one he took a soldier's risk.

Canes | eft behind, she helped himinto the water. Free of
his own weight, he floated. Rita let the water wash away
their tears, the sun warmthem Then she brought out joy
and happi ness from her vast storehouse and made him

| augh.

She started a water fight. In chest-deep water, he found he
could stand well enough to splash back. The fight ended
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with them standing |ike lovers with four good | egs, arns en-
twi ned. They explored each other. When Rita drew himinto
the shall ows and nade |l ove to him he had forgotten about
tonorrow. She loved him He |oved her back



Washed cl ean by the sun and water of both hope and fear
they |l ost thenselves in |ove. For today, that was enough

"LI EUTENANT RODRI GO, HOW 1 ong since you' ve had a
br eak?"

"I take one every day, sir." Every few days battalion
woul d ask that question. Each time she ended up talking to
a higher-ranking officer. Mary was up to the battalion CO
Li eut enant Col onel Henderson was on the horn this tine.

"Lieutenant, | don't nean the last tine you caught a nap
I mean the last tinme you really kicked back and rel axed for
a couple of days. Before they drafted you, right?"

Seni or nmanagers were usually idiots. Wy did this one
have to be different? "Pretty nuch, sir."

"Li eutenant, you get your ass in here. If you don't report
to ny HQ before oh-eight hundred tonmorrow, I will relieve
you and put the greenest LT | can find in conmand of A
conpany. You hear me?"

"Yessir."
"Mary, I'mnot just being a stickler. Troopers who survive

their first week on the line get sharp, damm sharp. But stay
on the tine too long and you get hollow. Start making m s-

takes. | don't want to |lose troops to dunmb. If | could, I'd give
you a couple of weeks off, but | can't trust the colonials for
that |long. Couple of days will have to do. Come on, woman,
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get in here. Get drunk. Get anything else you want. You'll be
in alot better shape when you go back."

Mary gave up. "1'll be there, sir.
"Good. See you soon. Battalion out."

"Dam busybody," Mary grow ed at the phone. "Don't
you got nothing else to do?"

Mary | ooked up as several throats were cleared. Cassie,
Lek, and Dunont filled her doorway. Cassie held a packed
kit bag; they were smiling |ike the canary that ate the
Cheshire cat.

"What are you all grinning at?" she tried to snap, but their
sm |l es were contagious.

"At how well you obey orders. Sir." Cassie shot back
"Your kit's all packed for three days."

"Your coach awaits." Dunont bowed and swept a hand



out war d.

"And since ain't nobody around here gots a glass slipper
we figured you might as well be on your way," Lek finished.

"Sonmebody's been listening in on nmy mail," Mary
char ged.

"A time-honored practice by worker bees who survive the
confused m sdirections they get from nmanagement," Lek re-
torted.

Whi ch knocked the wind out of Mary. Did they really see
her as managenent ?

"Come on, Mary." Dunont cane around the desk and,

taki ng her hand, pulled her up. "As the col onel said, we

can't have you stupid. And we sure as hell don't want to
break in another officer. Two in one war ought to be a limt."
Ann gently on her el bow, he urged her toward the door. "CGo

on, Mary, have fun."

The vote seened unani mous. Mary col |l ected her hel net,

accepted her kit, and two minutes later was in her conmand
rig, the driver going hell for breakfast for the center of the
crater. Mary wondered if he had a three-day pass in his
pocket, too.

Then she renenbered. Except for a few nmending in hos-
pital, no one else in A conpany had R&R just now. For bet-
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ter or worse, she could let her hair down and not worry
about someone telling tales to the troops. She woul dn't have
to save anyone's bacon. Neither would she have anyone to
pul | her out of any brawl she started. She could never re-
menber a time when she'd been this free of strings. Mre
surprising, she liked the idea. Nobody to take care of; wth
a sigh, she spread herself out on the back seat. Wat do we
want, girl?

A bath. A bath and a decent neal. After that..

She was asl eep before she got to whatever m ght cone
after.

"We're here, Lieutenant. You can take off your helnet."

Her driver hel ped her out, made sure she had her gear

t hen headed back just as fast as he'd come. She really was

on her own. Looking ridiculous with her helmet on, she un-
dogged it and gently put it in her kit bag. A corporal gave her
directions to battalion HQ She reported to a sergeant only

to find the colonel had left for C conmpany two hours ago.

"He's taking out replacements and trying to come up with



some new tw sts on Hanbone's def ense,’
her.

the sergeant told

"Well, if the colonel asks, tell himl got my butt in here.
Know any place a wonan can get a nice |long bath and a
good neal ?"

The sergeant tapped her board, then scow ed. "BOQ s

full, as usual. You don't want to go near the Sommrersby
joints. Naom's Place is good for a bath and a bed. Make
sure she knows you're renting by the day ... and want clean
sheets."

Mary wondered how noisy the traffic would be in the hall.
She' d slept through worse lately. "And a drink?"

"Officers usually drink at Joe's."
"And honest peopl e?"

This time the sergeant |aughed. "Try the Dog Pal ace.
Honest drinks and no nore than one fight a night."

"Thanks. Where's a safe place to stow nmy battle gear?"
"Arnmory's down the hall. Tell Sergeant Datril you' ve
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been on the tine for a while and will be back for it in a cou-
ple of days. He'll see that it gets recharged and updated."

' Thanks." Mary hefted her kit and started down the hall.
"Tell Naom that Bern sent you."
Mary waved wi t hout | ooki ng back.

An hour later, clad in a sweat-stained suit-liner that was
enough for any off-duty mner, Mary went hunting for
Naom's Place. It wasn't hard to find the general direction
A dozen bl azi ng neon storefronts al ong one underground av-
enue prom sed everything a man coul d dream of —booze,

boobs, and all the rest.

It took sharp eyes to find Naomi's small sign. "Baths,

Beds, Honest Rates." Mary whistled at the rates. Wen had
hi ghway robbery becone honest? Since she hadn't spent a
dime of her pay in nonths, she figured she could survive
three days. Mary sauntered into a roomthat wasted no

nmoney on lighting. "Bern told me to ask for Naom ," she
told the small oriental woman behind the counter. The

worman backed, bowi ng, through a door, |eaving Mary won-
dering if she'd hel ped herself... or just announced she was
a pigeon ready for the plucking.

Morents later, a tall, olive-skinned woman appeared be-
hind the counter. "Wat may | do for you?" she sniled.

"A bath and a bed for three days. Beth at battalion says to



rem nd you I want clean sheets.™

"OfF course. Sergeant... ?" The worman eyed Mary, as if
nmeasuring her for a ball gown or a coffin.

"Does it matter whether I'm NCO officer or civilian?"
"Not if you do not want it to" cane the fluid answer.
"My noney's good. Just treat nme |ike a human being."

There was only a brief pause before the woman nodded.
"They make the best guests. You may call me Naom ."

"Mary, just Mary." She presented her credit chit. If the
worman wanted to know nore about Mary, the chit woul d

give it away. Naom fed the card into a nmachine and did not
gl ance at the screen while it was processed. Wen the ma-
chi ne beeped contentedly, she handed it across to Mary, stil
unread. Mary signed for three deluxe baths and three nights
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| odgi ng, renmoved her card, w ped the screen and handed it
back.

"Please follow ne while | draw your bath. Do you have
clothes to wash or nmend?"

Mary did a quick nental inventory of her kit bag. She had

no intention of wearing the uniforms. And not because they
still had sergeant stripes. Everything else in the bag was un-
derwear or toiletries. "Only the clothes on ny back."

"May | | oan you sonething? We can't have our guests
bei ng m staken for dirt miners or space riggers."

O whores, Mary suspected. No, nore than likely a | ot of

her customers were. Then again, the woman was offering to
share clothes with Mary that weren't mlitary issue. "lI'd be
grateful for anything you m ght Iend ne that would keep

| onely troopers fromsniffing around ne." \When the bath

was full, Naom squirted several bottles into the tub, |eaving
it smelling like a garden Mary had once visited. Stripping

qui ckly, Mary let herself down into the tub slowy, |uxuriat-
ing in every delicious nmonent.

Naom took her suit-liner and cl osed the door behind her-

For the next forever, Mary |lost herself in the sheer joy of
the fragrant liquid. Its warnth soaked through her, taking
tensi ons and unki nki ng nmuscl es she coul dn't renmenber not
hurting. Its buoyance lifted her, and her spirits rode right
al ong. Now she knew what she wanted to be if she survived
this war ... a professional bath taker. To Mary's surprise,
when the water cooled, there was nore hot water waiting.

Del uxe!

A soft knock at the door. Naom entered before Mary
could manage a response. "How is the bath?"



"l know what hell's |like. Now |'ve been to heaven."

"I'f you should ever choose to | eave heaven, | believe this
dress will be nost confortable.” Mary had heard of the sim
ple black dress; this one fit the bill. It said she was a woman.

If she said no, the dress wouldn't confuse nen. She had no
i ntention of saying yes.

"Thank you-1 amtruly grateful ."
"You are not the first woman | have met who wanted free
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of her present for a few days. | amglad to | oan you ny
dress-1 have included nylons and a bra. They are di sposabl e.
Wear themif you wi sh sonmething nore feminine than the
corps gave you."

"I's marine tattooed on ny ass?" Mary | aughed.

"I't was when you canme in. | think it has washed off by
now." The ot her woman smil ed.

Mary coul dn't renenber the last tinme she'd worn fancy
underwear. "I'll take it. Add it to nmy bill." She grinned.

"I'f you do not wish to | ook winkled as a newboro, you
m ght want to consider ending your bath."

"I never want to get out," Mary groaned.

"I can arrange a full body massage, " Naoni offered.

"I'"ve never had one," Mary answered, suddenly unsure
what was bei ng of f ered.

"It can reacquaint you with your skin and nake every
muscl e in your body happy to share that skin with you. If
you' ve never had one, you really should try one." So Mary
found herself wapped in a towel, paddi ng barefoot down
the hall to a warmroomw th a raised bed. Monents after
she had settled under the clean sheets, a knock at the door
and "Are you ready" cane.

What followed proved to Mary that there were two | evel s

of heaven: one for baths, the other for massages. On the line,
her battle suit touched her constantly. Now, the delicious ca-
ress of fingers worked up and down her arms, |egs, and

back. Every inch of her skin got a personal monent of at-
tention. Muscles Mary thought had rel axed now turned to

wat er as the masseuse worked them or just rested her warm
hands on them If Mary had gone linp in the tub, she be-

cane a puddl e on the table.

A few strokes went |ong, touching on soft, intimate areas,
offering to ignite them God knows, Mary was hungry. But

the enptiness inside her was too vast, too threatening to risk
a quick tunble. Mary feared if she ever dared try to fill that



voi d, she'd inplode. She edged her |egs closer together. The
strokes were shorter, but no |l ess relaxing, no | ess pleasur-
abl e.
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Her hour done, the nasseuse left Mary al one to dress.

Getting up enough strength to roll off the table took a smal
eternity. Mary loved the feel of the bra and panty hose as she
drew t hem across her reawakened skin. Shoes were waiting

just outside the door—edi um heel s she coul d just manage

to balance on. Atiny purse, like a lady m ght carry, was al so
there. Mary quickly transferred her ID and credit card, dis-
covered her roomwas not yet ready, placed her gear in a

| ocker, and left Naomi's Place to ook for food and a drink

The wonman | eaving was a far cry fromthe one who
went in.

Mattimstared into his beer, wondering if sonewhere in the
chaoti c bubbles he might find his answer. After two |ong
days of talks with Anderson, Urboto, MIler, and company
he was no cl oser than he had been when they started.

The adm ral wanted some way the Navy and the marines

could work together. It sounded |ike a good question in her
of fice, but out here, the answer was a bitch. Brigade |asers
| acked the range. Kinetic weapons |ike rockets, rocks, or
anything with energy and mass came with a problem New

ton was wong; what goes up doesn't necessarily cone

down. That change in the |law had damm near killed Mattim
Suspi cion was that his capsul e had been dinged by a grain of
sand left over fromthe first desperate defense of this rock
No one offered to send a teamto retrieve the capsule. Mat-
timhad seen what the marines went through to save his life;

dammed if he'd order them back out there.
Matti m gl anced around the Dog Pal ace as his brain spun

no famliar faces- Good. The brigade's officers were desper-
ate for news fromthe outside or just a new joke, and Pro-
fessor MIler took every chance to squeeze himabout their
junp data. Tonight. Mattim had ditched the others, sw tched
to casual sweats, and was letting his mnd wander. The pl ace
slowy filled as nore peopl e knocked of f for the day. Most
cane in twos and threes, with group joining group and ta-
bles growing full. Except for a woman across the room from
him he was the only one drinking al one.
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He | eaned back and stared at the ceiling Iights. Rock

m nes sounded great, if you could keep them from becom

i ng equal opportunity enemes. MIler had tracked the orbits
used by colonials and the Navy in the six battles so far; no
pi ece of space was not shared. Lofting ainmed rockets at the
hostiles wasn't likely to get past the four-inch secondary
battery- Show them a | arge enough target and they'd dust it.
Even a dust cloud Iike Anderson had used in the first battle



could be partially swept by the four-inchers if they knew
what to look for. Dust hadn't worked since that battle.

A few hundred stealthy m nes, cranmed with passive

scanners and the necessary computing power to recogni ze
friend fromfoe, would change everything, but none were as-
signed to this sector. Ships that took years to build were
under construction in every dock avail able, but only one

pl ant made the relatively cheap m nes. And neither Mattim
nor anyone else on this rock could think of a good stand-in
for them

He took a long pull on his drink, then flipped through
MIller's analysis once nmore on his reader. Damn good
wor kup. Damed if he could spot anything she'd m ssed.

He gl anced around the room It was getting crowded.

Friends were holding private conversations at the top of
their lungs. Lots of four-chair tables had ei ght people gath-
ered around them and not a few gals were hol ding guys on
their |aps.

He took in a deep breath and let it out slowy. It was re-

| axi ng wat chi ng peopl e just be people. For once, he had no
responsibilities. A man approached the | one woman at the
tabl e across the room A quick shake of her head sent him on
his way. Another woman noticed himand sauntered his way,
hi ps swayi ng. "Want anything, sailor?"

Now it was his turn to shake his head; it had been a | ong
time, but a quick, mndless tunble was hardly worth the ef-
fort. She shrugged and noved off. A waitress made a quick
wal k by. "Never seen a beer last so long," she nuttered.

Matti m spent anot her half hour peopl e-watching, letting
his brain idle, waiting for something to junp out and yel
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"Surprise!™ Nothing did. Then the bartender popped his own
surprise. "Youse |eaving anytime soon, tike right now?"

"No," Mattim shook his head.

"Well, | think youse should. Sees, ifs Friday night, and
the boss don't like for any enpty seats. Youse got an enpty
seat." He pointed at the other chair at Mattinm s table.

"She's got an enpty chair." Matti mnodded toward the
worman in the black dress across the roomfrom hi m

"Well, likes | talks to hers as soon as youse | eaves."
"Or | sit in her other chair."

"Suits yoursel ves."

Matti m wat ched the worman fend off anot her approach

Maybe he ought to just cut his |l osses and run. But staring at
the ceiling in his BOQ roomwas not where his mind cared



to wander. Picking up his drink and his reader, he headed
across the room Four people imediately filled his vacant
tabl e.

She spotted his approach and pointedly | ooked away. He
stopped in front of her anyway.

"I ain't buying whatever you're selling, sailor," she said

in a voi ce that neant busi ness.

Mattim heard a bit of shop foreman or sergeant in there.
Maybe sone officer too. Hard to tell. "I'mnot selling, but I
woul d appreciate renting your spare chair. It may be to our
nmut ual benefit."”

"That's a line |I've never heard. You got a | ease on that
chair for just long enough to show nme your fellowthrough
Li ke five seconds."

Mattimslipped into the chair. "Mss .. - Ma"am... ?"

Nei t her one of themdrew a reaction, nor did she offer an-

ot her handle. He charged on. "The nanagenent here likes to

fill all its chairs, preferably with two. You now have the only
table with an enpty chair. Since we both seemto enjoy quiet
peopl e-wat ching, | thought we mght ignore each other to-
gether and watch the rest. If we don't, I'mafraid that you are
next in line to be invited to share your table or |eave."

"By who and what arny?" she grow ed
Bl ack dress or no, Mattim quickly revised his assessnent
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of the woman, addi ng sergeant stripes to her bare shoul ders.
She was too old to be a junior officer, and there was no
doubt that she was confortable in the company of troop-
ers—ake that killers of the Iine variety. If this woman got
into a brawl tonight, he would be wise to distance hinself
very rapidly. Now might be a good tinme to start. Instead, he
found, in his best negotiator's voice, he was still trying to
maintain his claimto the chair. "No arny'11 be needed if we
simply twist their rules to our benefit. W both want a qui et
corner to watch the human theater. And," he said with a grin,
"by us occupying this table, we keep themfromloading it
with four drink-swilling sponges.”

"You a nerchant trader?"

"In a previous incarnation | night have tried nmy hand at
it."

"' Cause you could sell refrigeration plants on an ice
pl anet. Prewar, of course.™

"Anci ent history," Mattim agreed.
"And getting nore ancient with every endl ess second."

Matti m nodded slowy. No question, this one was a



fighter like the ones who'd rescued him He'd nmet a | ot of
dangerous people in his life, but never the col d-bl ooded
killer this one | ooked to be. Once again, the exit sign | ooked
attractive.

"Tell you what I'll do," the woman said, arm spraw ed

across the table. "You buy the next round, and you've got a

| ease on that chair until at |east midnight. About that tine,
I"'mcrawing into a bed with nice clean sheets.™

The "cl ean sheets" clinched it. The Navy took their bunks
with them The conmbat Joes sl ept where they coul d. Her
drink |l ooked to be as full as his. "You ve got a deal."

A silent half hour l|ater, about the tine he ordered the
prom sed round of drinks, she | eaned forward. "What's it
like, merchant trading, free to go where you pl ease, do what
you want ?"

Matti m | aughed. "For about six minutes if you don't show
a twenty percent profit. No excuses accepted.”

"Bet you've seen some beautiful sights.”
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Matti m t hought of the four stars he'd recently seen, and
how beautiful this wetched system | ooked when they fi-
nally junped back. "Sister, you don't know the half of it."

"Call me Mary."

"Mary, I'mMattim" he said, offering his hand.

"Mattimthe trader, |I'm Mary the mner,’
hi s hand a qui ck shake.

she said, giving

They sipped their beers in silence for several m nutes.
Then Mattimpointed his glass at two tables where a strange
swappi ng of wonen and men was underway. "l don't know
what's going on there, but I'lIl bet you the next round of
beers that there's going to be a fight."

Mary grinned. "l have it on good report that there's rarely
nore than one fight a night here. That doesn't | ook hot
enough for me, trader."

Mattimrai sed a shoulder in a shrug. "One fight is one
fight. 1'"mbetting on that one."

Mary | ooked at themfor a long mnute. "One table's ful

of line animals, fresh in. The other one is headquarter wee-
ni es." She shook her head. "Maybe there'll be a punch or
three throwm, but a fight? Naw. It'Il be over too fast."

One of the wonen at the animal table was approached by

a man fromthe other. Muths noved. He put his hand on her
shoul der. She col dcocked hi mso fast he never saw the
punch coning. He fell into the waiting arnms of his friends
whi |l e she turned back to hers, gave soneone a quick kiss,



and hefted a beer high
"You owe nme a round." Mary | aughed.

"Night's young. | think your animals are spoiling for a
fight. Your glass is half full. Let's see how things are when
it's enmpty. Time will tell.”

Mary said somet hing that was lost in the background roar
as she | eaned back in her chair.

"What' d you say?" Mattim asked, moving his chair a foot
cl oser around the table.

She | eaned forward; the neckline of the dress wasn't so
high that he didn't get a pleasant view of well-defined
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breasts. "Time always tells. Well, trader, what'll you do after
t he war?"

So, the woman was defining the rules. Before the war and
after the war were okay topics. Now was taboo. Wt hout

t hi nki ng, Matti m nodded agreenent and really | ooked at the
woman across fromhim The lines of her face and neck were
drawn hard. But the hint of a smle and the gleamin the eyes
behind the hard lines ... sonmething was different there. He
wouldn't call it soft. "Same thing | did before the war, push
freight between the stars.” That m ght not be true, not with
what he now knew about junp points. But surveying new

Junmp points was hardly a topic to excite a deadly |Iine beast.
"\What about you?"

She | eaned back in her chair, eyes lost in the dark. "M

and sonme friends plan to start our own mine." She shifted in
her chair. Suddenly she was facing him aggressive as an
arnmy in full advance. "Like you, starman, we just want to go
back to where we were. Safe and grateful to be alive."

She paused, |ooked away. "Stupid, aren't we?"

That was a question Mattimwasn't willing to tackle. He

drai ned his beer. She followed suit. Since no fight had bro-
ken out, Mattim ordered the next round, and upped the order
to the best Irish creamthey had. Mary raised the question
with an exquisite eyebrow ... and let himtake the first sip.

Her first taste was nore tentative than he'd yet seen Mary.
Eyes wi de, she snmacked her lips. "Good stuff." Two sips

| ater, she was back in form "Nowtell me, starman, after
what we' ve seen, what we've done, do you really think we
ought to go quietly back to our coner and keep doi ng just
what the boss nan wants?"

Matti m noved his chair closer. If they were going to be

phi | osophers tonight, he did not do phil osophy at the top of
his lungs. She nmeasured himfor a nonment. He got ready for

a punch that would put himout for the night. Then she re-

| axed.



"And if you | ove doi ng what the boss says?" Mttim said.
"Yes, starman, but what if you don't?"

"Then why do it?"
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"How | ong can you breathe space or eat vacuun®"

"Man does not live by bread al one.”

"Speak for yourself. This woman doesn't live without it."

Their shared | aughter broke the ice. She noved her chair
closer to himthe next time he spoke. H s arm brushed hers,
and she did not draw back. The woman's thoughts were

deep, as were her scars. He doubted her education had gone
past the basics before she had been channeled into a techni-
cal specialty. But her m nd had never been turned off. She
studi ed people the way Sandy studi ed sensors and |van stud-
i ed engi nes.

Now, sitting close, Mattim al so caught the scent of her

lilac and woman. Hi s nose didn't agree with what he saw

But what he saw was changi ng; her eyes deepened. Linpid,
they drew himin past the | ocked and cocked guns that stood
guard. It had been a long tinme since Matti mwondered what
was real behind the face a worman presented to the world.
The conflict and conplexities that were Mary drew himin.

Mary let her fingers rove the nman's arm The nmassage had
started her mind wondering. What would it be like to have
soft, pliant flesh under her own fingers? It felt good just
NOW.

Mattimclearly was a Navy type and an officer to boot,

just like the puke she'd risked her neck to rescue. She m ght

i ke Captain Anderson and Commander Unboto, but she

had little use for the rest of them supply officers who coul dn't
supply shit, ships captains who couldn't keep the dam

colonials off her back

She'd damm near KO d the guy fust time he noved in on

her. She | aughed at the nenory. It would have felt good, but
she'd have m ssed this conversation. She was talking, just
talking to a guy. And he was listening. The COs of B and C
conpani es had listened to her, but their |ives depended on
what she said. This fell ow was enjoying her just for what
she had to say. It felt good in a way she hardly renenbered.

When a fight finally broke out between her beasts and the
weenies, it wasn't over nearly as quickly as she'd expected.
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O course, three other tables piled in to help. The bartender
et themget their exercise, then brought out a stun rod and



threatened to sticky-net the whole of them The |ights went
up enough to show they were directly under said net. Even
ani mal s know when the fun's over. Mary offered to buy the
next round.

Mattimsaid it was nore like a tie; they both ordered a

round. Mary had vented enough of her anger at the powers

that be. As their drinks di sappeared, she asked himto tell her
about the places he'd been, the beauty he'd seen. Being

stuck iff the mnes didn't mean she hadn't | ooked up

dreamed of what was out there.

The guy was quite a storyteller. He didn't just paint her a
picture of this or that, but peopled the places. She found her-
self laughing at his m sadventures anong the | ocals as well

as some of the strange things they did. Wen they |left at

m dni ght, she had an arm around him and she actually en-

joyed the feel of his armaround her. Rather than head any-

pl ace, they just wal ked.

Wherever they wal ked was just a shabby base, hastily dug

out of rock, but that was not what Mary saw. Mattim painted
her pictures. She stood with himat the flowing |ava falls of
Ki nsi nka and glided through the perpetual clouds of Tris-
tram It was when he told her of the four dancing suns that
she pull ed away and al nost slugged him

"I may be a dunb miner, but |'ve heard of them No-
body's been there. They're hal fway across space. You liar
You' ve been shoving ne a line. You probably haven't been
anywhere you' ve said. Wat are you, some shit supply

cl erk?"

The man didn't back away from her, nor did he have the
good sense to get ready to defend hinself. He just stood
there. "I guess | shouldn't have nentioned them™

"No shit, Sherlock." Mary's arnms twitched; fists clenched

wi t hout thought. All the anger, hate, and fear the | ast weeks
had force-fed her wanted out. She wanted to reduce this liar
to a bloody pulp the docs woul d have to sponge up

He eyed her, defensel ess as a newbomin a creche. Mad
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as she was, it was still hard to snash sonmeone so hel pl ess.

If only he'd run or fight, she could pound him He took a
qui ck breath. 'Two weeks ago, ny ship was |ost and orbit-

ing those stars " He spoke so softly, so matter-of-factly, she
was slowto react. Hs words were like a rocket comng in

| ow, under her sensors.

She studied him his eyes were what drew her. They held
the distant echoes of terror and triunph. No weenie could
fake that. "Really!" she gasped. Her fists were hands again.

"Yeah. W saw some pretty spectacul ar places. None as
lovely as this collection of junk when we found our way
back. "



"How?" she found herself whispering.

"We' ve been using one jump point to go one place. If you
know how, you can go dozens, nmaybe hundreds of places."

Mary had a hard tinme breathing. Planets, asteroids, nml-
lions of them Good places for people like her. "Shiiiit, the
m ne we could set up. Not some crappy passed-over claim

but a real goer." The joy took her; she twirled, arns high
dress spinning out. Again she faced the spacer. Wthout

t hi nki ng, she found her arms around him her lips on his. For
a nonent, he held back. She hadn't frightened himoff with
her fists. Just her luck; now he was afraid of her lips. Then
he ki ssed back

Oh, but this wonan was wild. One second cold, then hot.

One mnute ready to take his head off, the next squeezing
himin a bear hug just as life threatening, even if her intent
was quite the opposite. For a noment, Mattim held hinself

on tight reins as a captain had to. Then he tossed hinself to
the wind. The worman wasn't asking for a twenty-year con-

tract with right to offspring. He'd probably never see her
again. And few wonen in the last twenty years had tugged

at his heart like this Mary had.

When they cane up for air, she danced around him

"You' ve changed the whol e bl oody gal axy! You' ve opened
doors no one can close. You'll be up there with Neil Colum
bus, Chris Arnstrong and Jon-Luc Jones of the Chall enger
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You nmade it happen. The rest of us can hope again." Her

eyes gleaned; her lips split in a grin, not the cynical one that
had watched the other drinkers, but the wondrous snile of a
child with her first butterfly.

Too worried about getting back, and too busy afterwards,
Mattim had never permitted hinmself to feel what they'd
done. Now he did, and he was lost in the joy and admration
of this wonman's eyes.

It hit him He had! H s people and his Maggi e had damm

wel | opened a door, a door any ship could cruise through. It
took six or eight junps to reach sonme pretty inhospitable

pl aces. Wth just four jumps he had found a paradise pl anet.
Four junps ... one paradise. Not a bad set of odds.

Now he did swing Mary off her feet—and kiss her.

"I got a room" she nmunbl ed agai nst his shoul der when
t hey broke the next tine.

"And a bed with clean sheets."
"Very clean." She chortl ed.

'The wonan | net a few hours ago seemed pretty happy
to have those clean sheets to herself."



"But the worman you're with nowis too full of herself to
fit in that bed alone.” Armin arm and ignoring the rest of
t he universe, they made their way to Naom's Pl ace.

Next norning, Mattim came awake of 0515. Mary was stil

sl eeping. He pulled on his clothes quietly and put his shoes
on in the hall. Tonight, he'd be at the Dog Palace. |If Mary
was there and willing, so was he. O herw se, he had one fine
ni ght .

Mary awoke to a soft knock at the door and an enpty bed.
She suspected it was | ate enough that a sailor not on |eave
had better be on the job-whatever that job was. The knock
repeated itself. Mary w apped the sheet around her naked-

ness and opened the door a crack. Naom was in the hall, the
credit machine held out to Mary. "Battalion called. Colo-
nials are in-system Al |eaves are cancel ed. They want you
back. "
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Mary gl anced at the machine; it chained her for one nas-
sage, and gave her back two nights |odgi ng and two bat hs.
"No time for even a bath." Mary heard her voice take on a
whi ni ng tw st.

"We civilians have one hour to report to the deep shel -
ters."” Naom shrugged

"Sounds a hell of a lot nmore sensible than reporting to the
line," Mary snorted as she took the machine and si gned.

"Here's your suit-liner."

Mary dropped her sheet and pulled it on. She still snelled
of flowers and nan. Wnder how long that will |ast? She
double-timed to battalion. The arnory had at |east refreshed
her suit. There was a truck headed for A conpany w th sup-
plies and six replacenents. The kids | ooked terrified; she
gat hered the nuggets around her. "First, forget everything
they told you at boot canp." Eyes grew wi de behind hel -

nets. Good.

"Second, do what your corporals and sergeants tell you
They want you alive as nmuch as you want to stay alive

Third, you're going to be scared shitless. Wll, let your suit
take care of that. You got fifty rounds in your rifle. Once
you' ve enptied that first magazine, you'll be over the hunp.

Now enough, crew. Rule four is sleep whenever you can
The col onial s are headed our way, and you don't sl eep when
there's Collies around. Flake out and get sone sleep."

They obeyed, as she woul d have expected of green kids.

At | east they stretched their bodies across the crates. Mary
doubt ed many woul d sl eep. She made herself confortable.

Her mind was a junble, part going down the conpany's de-

pl oyment, who would get this fresh neat. That was the |ieu-
tenant's job.



But the miner in her yelped with glee. Wait until Cassie
and Lek hear! Maybe an entire solar systemto thensel ves!
Al they had to do was stay alive.

Mary awoke to a start at Cassie's voice. "Mary, you nade
it back. Thank God. The col onials are rounding El no. W
got thirty mnutes before conpany arrives."

Mary sighed. She wasn't hone, but she was back.
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Trevor H Crossinshield approached his patron. The man

was feedi ng ducks' Trevor gl anced around. In the trees ring-
i ng the pond, people noved, in pairs and singles. How nany
are security guards? Certainly a man of his patron's wealth
did not risk hinself in the open. Wasn't the virtual world
enough for hinf

"How goes ny war, M. Crossinshield?"

"Very well, sir. The danage to New Canton is greatly ex-
aggerated in both col onial bragging and Earth propaganda."

Wth a flick of his wist, the patron dism ssed the rape,
pillage, and killing of fifty thousand—er five mllion, de-
pendi ng on which report you accepted. Even Trevor's
sources varied fromone hundred to five hundred thousand.
"Not my investnment. Now, ny President Um is he well

pr ot ect ed?"

"The best security guards and equi pnment nobney can buy,
sir."

"And anong then?" H's patron sml ed-

"A squad of people also in our pay who can turn him off
like a light when you wish."

"Very good. It nmay be necessary to turn this war off rather
suddenl y- Six, maybe nine months nore. 1'll tell you when."

"Yes, sir.

"I's there anything el se, M. Crossinshield?"
The proper answer to that was "No, sir." Today, Trevor
paused before risking, "There is one other matter, sir."

Did an eyebrow twitch? "Yes."

"A cruiser, the Sheffield, has nade a rather interesting
voyage of accidental discovery." Qickly, Trevor filled in
the essentials for his master. "It might be possible to visit
every star in the galaxy with no nore effort than it takes to
go fromEarth to LomaDo," he fi nished.

"Fascinating, but a tad too rmuch change for ny tastes.
Hardl y manageabl e. Who knows of this?"



"One of our nen has it. It has yet to enter the normal
Navy info stream |t appears that one outpost and a col oni al
pl anet have al so accessed the information."
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"Such insignificant places should not be hard to rmake dis-
appear," his patron nurnured. "Yes, M. Crossinshield, pay
our man well and have him keep this away from Navy eyes.

See what he can do to plug the | eak, nmake them di sappear."

Trevor nodded. "Yes, sir.

A WEEK LATER M. Nuu asked Ray and Rita to acconpany
himto work. In the basenent of an unused building, the spy
master waited, identical briefcases in either hand. "I have
been over both of these personally. Wich one would you
like to test?"

Ray pointed at the one in his left hand. There was an
abandoned vault behind the spy. He entered it, exited a
mnute later, and secured the door. Ernest started wal ki ng
for the other end of the basement. Rita, Ray, and the fat nman
fol | oned.

"You have no detonator," Ray observed.
"I doubt any signal could penetrate the safe. It is on a
timer." The spy gl anced at his watch. "About now. "

Thunder and sharp pings came fromthe safe. The spy

headed back for the vault. Ray put out an armto stop his
bride fromfollowing. "If it worked, a few nonents' del ay
means not hing. Until he says so, | do not intend to approach
hi s expl osives."

Ray, Rita, and her father waited.

Edgi ng the safe's door open, the nan peered in, then
pushed it open wi de. "Cone see what this was neant to do."

What greeted Ray was promising. Driven into the steel of
the door and vault were thin metal and plastic darts. The
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spacing was relatively even. Ray tried to pry a dart | oose—

and sliced his finger. The spy master offered a pair of pli-
ers. On his fourth try. Ray levered one | oose. A centineter

l ong, maybe two nmillineters square, it was ugly and effec-
tive.
The spy opened the last briefcase. 'The shell is a sand-

wi ch of netal and plastic. Both fragment into deadly
flechettes. Between is an extrenely powerful explosive
coated to alnost totally elimnate any outgassing. Sniffer
dogs will find nothing. The nost powerful sensors probably



woul d al so draw a bl ank. In your case, they will be over-
powered by your neds."

"Very good." Ray nodded.

"And who, anong your so secure staff-Rita sniled
through gritted teeth—arranged for one to go off with only
a pop?"

The spy master at |east had the honesty to | ook uncom
fortable. "A total surprise, but it is taken care of."

Rita took a breath, but before she could get a word out,

Ray preenpted her. "Not acceptable. If you trust us to send
your fondest regards to the President, you trust us to know
what we are up against. If you must keep ne in the dark, |
go nowhere."

That took Rita by surprise; Ray turned to her. "Being
willing to do the job, |ove, does not nean | amwlling to
fait." He turned back to the spy naster. "Soneone knows
these briefcases exist. That sonmeone knows three are gone.
That same soneone | would not count among ny friends.

Who is he, and what have you done to elimnate or contain
hi nP"

"Her," the spy corrected him He rubbed his chin. "W

have identified everyone connected with Unity and ot her
governments. This woman i s drawi ng her second paycheck

t hrough a very conpl ex arrangement with Earth, but with no
government involved." He glanced up. "I do hate contrac-
tors. They conplicate personnel situations terribly. One
does know who is working for whom"

"You' ve taken care of her?" R ta demanded.
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"Young worman, her family is far too well connected for

us to use a drastic approach. No, there are three briefcases
where three should be. W will be careful what we |et her
know in the future, and of you, Mjor, she knows not h-

ing."

"Thank you for that small favor," Ray draw ed. "For the
monent, we will assume surprise is on our side. | will need
to maintain sone flexibility. A man of ny rank and condi -
tion should have an aide to carry mny briefcase. Captain San-
tiago woul d be the |ogical choice. | understand he might be
avail able. "

The spy master nodded- "The new general of the Second
Guards is not inpressing him"

"So our task force is conplete,” Ray concl uded.
"You forgot ne," Rita said firmy. "I won't jiggle your

el bow, but the daughter of a social clinbing, early party
menber would surely go along to accompany you to the

ball. There will be a ball, to celebrate the President and his



hero," she said.

"Yes." The spy nodded. "But you need not be there,"

"What conspirator would bring along his bride?"

The spy master rolled his eyes. "I can nake reservations
for two or three.”

"Make themfor three," Ray ordered. "You can al ways
cancel one if | succeed in talking sense into this wonderfu
fool ."

Try," she challenged him
He woul d, but he had no optini smhe woul d succeed.

"So, Matt, did spending a day stuck to the bull's-eye help
you think?" The admiral's brown eyes sparkled. The eigh-
teen ship's captains in the room | aughed.

"It did tend to concentrate ny thinking. Up '"til then we
didn't have nuch of an idea. | personally would like to

thank the colonials for providing their denpnstration." At
that, even the admiral |aughed. Actually, the chance to watch
a battle froma single point had hel ped. At MIler's behest,
he spent it at her sensor console. Now, she had passive sen-
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sors in high polar orbit above the gas giant. Even when the
skunks were on the other side of the nonster, she knew

where they were. That started himthinking. Support didn't
have to be ail-inctusive. At the right second, an extra thunb
on the scale could be all they needed. He outlined that help
to the admral.

As she listened, her head slowy began to nod. Wen he

fini shed, she shook her head. "1'd hoped for sonething

nore, but | can't fault what you've done. Nobody on ny

staff has cone up with anything better. We'll do it your
way." She then sunmarized a set of drills and maneuvers

she intended for the next two days. Several captains groaned
behi nd their hands. Apparently, she had worked her

squadron hard whil e he was gone.

It showed; the sortie went smartly. Ships backed out in an
established order and were in battle Iine fromthe get-go.
This admiral had no enotional attachnent to the head of the
line. Drills saw the ships formng nultiple colums and
cones with the flag in the best position to command, wher-
ever that m ght be.

Matti m and Di ng found thensel ves working hard in the

new dance of warship with warship. \Wile individual ships
jinked around in their own space to avoid the |aser bolts
that were not here at the noment, coordinated nmaneuvers
had to be perfect. This adm ral knew how she wanted to use
her ships, and her captains knew their parts well. Wse
worman. Mattim found hinself | ooking forward to the next



encounter with the colonials, even if he was, once nore, tag
in charlie.

Hs wait was much briefer than expected.

They'd just pulled a pass by the gas giant near Beta Sta-
tion, using its mass to slingshot the entire formation into
hi gher accel erati on, when comm cal |l ed the bridge.

"Colonials are one junp out from ELM 0129. Task

force will lay a course for Gamma junp and mai ntain two-
gee accel eration. W go through the junp fast, but steady
as a rock. This tinme we surprise the colonials. Admral
sends. "
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Matti m gl anced around. He'd hoped for another week of
practice drills. Sandy shook her head. "Should never have
et that woman in on our secret." Then she | aughed. "But if
| got to go, |I'd rather follow a gutsy gal like her into a
fight."

Captain Horati o Whitebred studied the nmessage he'd Just
decoded. So, ny enployer is happy with ny find. He

checked again the nunber of zeros behind the "1" that his
enpl oyer was adding to his private and very secret account
on Hel vetica, adding very nicely to the tidy sumthe Som
nmersby sisters had paid himfor helping themrun their ship
of booze and broads into the 97th. He'd even known who in
supply woul d make sure they got a wel cone and not the

boot. Yes, this war was very profitable!

Wth the fleet out, Horatio had tinme to renove references

to the Sheffield s message fromthe official |ogs. Navy com
puters were so old, it hardly took nore than a tap with the
tools he'd brought. Mlitary secrets were a | ot easier to crack
than comrercial ones. Then again, the Navy hadn't had a

war in fifty years. Corporations were at war every mnute.

The Navy was smart to bring in professionals |like hinself

when they got into a real war. Not smart enough to pay him

what he was worth, but that just nade it easier for himto

do what he was doi ng now.

Quickly he rel eased his search prograns into the conm
system In five mnutes, they had corrupted every nessage
on the net about the junp point, and left a resident behind.
Any restore from backups would find a garbled file when
they opened it. Sorry, all backups are corrupted, too. He'd
repeat this when the flag came back on net. If it cane

back.

Fl agshi ps had such a delightful tendency not to return

Horati o, of course, never spent any nore tinme aboard the

flag than he had to. People got killed on those damm t hings.
There was no probl em finding people on his staff only too

eager to brief the admral. Well, at least the first three adni-
rals. The one out today was no volunteer; he'd nade the
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nm st ake of beating Horatio at poker. Badly. If he returned,
Horati o now had the nmoney to pay up. If he didn't re-

turn ... Welt, he'd never spoil the boss's Friday night poker
gane agai n, now woul d he?

Life was arranging itself very satisfactorily. No slow
climb up the corporate | adder for himlike the one that had
worn down his dad. No. Grab it quick. Grab it all. Then sit
back and watch the others drop like rats. He put his feet up
on the desk. Nice.

There was a knock at his door. Sitting up and dimrng the
obsol ete screen that Naval Intelligence insisted its people
use, Horatio said, "Enter." H s nunber two-man did. Com
mander Stuart might be regular Navy, but he had the m nd

of a first-rate corporate weasel. Horatio had told himso, and
made vague prom ses about postwar opportunities. This one
wasn't dense like so many of the btue-suiters who m ssed

his meaning. If he interrupted, he had good cause. "Wat

you got, Stu?".

"What we've been | ooking for." The man grinned.

"We've been | ooking for a lot," Horatio rem nded him
"After the Sheffield thing | did a search on junp points.
I thought you night like to know who was tal ki ng about
them both nessage traffic and real tinme." He held up a
di sk.

Dam! |If this guy had a search log, it was al ready obso-
lete. And the backup he was waving was the only evidence
Horatio had conmitted treason. Visions of splitting his fee
with this enterprising fellow did not go down easy. Maybe
I've found ny next briefing officer

"Most of the messages you' d expect," the comrander
went on, unaware of the problemhe'd just becone, "but

there were verbals that intrigued nme. A couple of tug skip-
pers get together every night to bitch about the war and how
it's costing them business. They checked out harnl ess, so

we ignored them Then | ran the junp search. They tal ked
about junps a lot."

"I's there an end to this story. Conmander ?"
"Eimo has a third jump point."
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"I npossi bl e. That systenmis been checked out thor-
oughly. "

"Junmp's not where you'd expect it. Deep in the gravity
wel |, between the two stars.”

"Can't be." Horatio didn't know nmuch about junp points,
but he knew they had to be well away fromlarge gravita-
tional bodies.



"I know. But this one is. Mist have been trapped by the
rogue when it entered the system W hauled in one of

them Interrogated him It's there, and it's a one-junp trip
to Wardhaven, the colonials' biggest industrial power-
house. "

Also the only world the Sheffield s information had

| eaked to. Horatio needed tinme to think. "Thank you. Com
mander. Get me a full report on the tug pilot's interrogation
| want to study this carefully. Used properly, this could sig-
nificantly shorten the war. W don't want to throw this away,
now, do we?"

"No, sir," the commander said, tossed himthe floppy and
a sloppy salute, and left imrediately.

Horatio studied his fingers. He had ignored the paragraph
of his nessage suggesting it would be appreciated if he
coul d di sappear the outpost and pl anet that knew of the new
junp data- Until a nmonent ago, that option did not seem
possi bl e.

Now, if he commanded the squadron, who knows what

m ght happen? O course, a reserve captain being fleeted up
to admral was rare. Then, his enployer had showed ad-
mrable initiative. There was the mnor problemof the pre-
sent admiral. But they had proven to be so temporary, hadn't
t hey?

Two days later, Mattimthrew hinself in his bed, ex-
hausted. It should have been a piece of cake. Wat went
wWr ong?

They' d barreled into the systema good ten m nutes ahead
of the colonials. The skunks, all twelve of them cane
through their junp point at even intervals, but slower.
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"Destroyers on a resupply mssion," Ding announced.

Shuttling between Thor and Sandy, Matti m quickly

formed a picture of the comng battle. Their task force
woul d get to the gas giant first and catch the tin cans as
they did their swing around. Good. For once, the Navy
could keep the grunts out of a pounding. The adm ral kept
t hem depl oyed in | oose echelon. Any reflection on a ship
fromthe drive ahead was on the side away fromthe eneny.
The colonials were in for a surprise. Atight |aser beam
fromthe 97th corrected that assunption. They were jam

m ng every radi o wavel ength, but the colonials had gotten
off a simlar tight |aser comruni cation warning the
skunks. Still, nobody had lit off a radar. Blindman's buff
agai n.

There was no nore talk fromthe ground; apparently both

sides were busy jamming the other. Mattim s plan required
the free flow of data—+this was not good. But with only a
dozen destroyers on a resupply m ssion, they would not be



using his plan. No use giving it away on a nouse; better to
save it for the next time the el ephants were in town. It didn't
hurt his feelings to be chasing a batch of cans.

The squadron decelerated into orbit. Forming a | oose
cone, they went low and lit up a few radars, covering where
t he enemy cans should be in line with gas collectors out.

No eneny!

Every radar snapped on, reached high and | ow, hunting
for the mssing colonials. "H gh," Sandy screaned at the
same nonment every warni ng device started honking.
"They're above us—and missiles are all over the place!™

Lasers swi vel ed. Sensors searched. Fire-control com
puters struggled to separate friend fromfoe and | ay down
fire that would miss the one and hit the other. Al took
tine.

The enemy missiles were pure acceleration, with ran-
domjinks. The first shots mssed. So did the seconds.
Then the missiles were in the formati on and shi ps were
expl oding. One cruiser went into a |loop, its engines no
| onger bal anced, shedding arnor. A second missile
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sl amed t hrough where a chunk was nissing. The ship

cane apart |ike an expandi ng snowfl ake. Anot her cruiser

took a hit in engineering; in a flash it ceased to exist. Ms-
siles stabbed into two other ships. Their skippers doused
their fusion hearts and drifted hel pl essly ahead of the de-
celerating task force

Then the missiles were gone, plunging into the gas giant
to be lost in its massive coat. The Sheffield' s lights di med
as its main battery took on the destroyers high above-

"Cet 'em GQuns," Mattim shouted.
** 'Till they're out of range, we will."

O her ships joined in. One, then another destroyer was

bl otted out, but the others were venting water and reaction
mass, distorting the |aser beans hunting for them and nak-
ing firing solutions harder. Too soon they were out of range.

"eCheck fire, crew," @Quns growed. "W'll be ready for
t hem next pass."

"If there is a next pass,”" Mattimnuttered as he headed for
the helm "They're high and fast. Can they dunp supplies?"

"They can dunp them but the poorjoes on the ground'l
need a broom and dustpan to pick themup." Thor grinned.
"And I wouldn't want to be any too close to where they
land. "

"So they'll head for the junmp. Good. W'Il give them



some of what they gave us last tinme. Conm anything from
the flag?"

"Not hing, sir."

There was sonething else in the voice. The truth you ex-
pected, and a pregnancy. Mattimwas about to mash his
comm | i nk and demand nore when Sandy's whi sper got his
attention. "I don't think there will be anything." Her board
showed the task force, ragged now w th shi ps vani shed, or
struggling, or unpowered and pulling ahead. "There's no
carrier wave fromthe Magnificent, Matt. She nust have

been one that blew "

Matti m had watched a bad admiral die, and now a good
one. There was no logic to this crazy business called war.
"Anyone announce they're taking over?" he asked conm
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"Capt ai n Skobachev on the Trustworthy just assuned
conmand. Undamaged ships formline three. Prepare for

a head-on pass at the colonials.” Ding pulled up the dead
admral's formations; line three was | oose. Di ng maneu-
vered theminto their slot. Wich [eft Mattimtinme to won-
der.

"How d they target us? They didn't search sweep us?"

"No, sir," Sandy assured him "I suspect they found us the
same way | found themthe last tine. Here we are al
steal t hy agai nst the background of one of the nost hunon-
gous emtters in known space. They just ained for the

hol es. "

"Shit" was all Mttimcoul d say.

As they canme around the gas giant, every radar was bum

i ng, searching high and | ow. Every gun was charged, rotated
out to cover any angle, hungry for a target.

The skunks were high and accel erating out of orbit.

"Can we?" Mattim asked.

"No way, boss." Thor cut himoff. "W got to do anot her
hal f orbit before we can try to chase them"

"They don't have the fuel for this," the exec nuttered.
"Better to coast home than be bl own home,"” Sandy sai d.

Mattim settled back in his chair to see what the new fl eet

| ead would do. Thirty minutes later, they were reaching the
breakout point to either chase the colonials or head to Beta
junp. "Comm you got anything?" Mattim asked, his pa-

ti ence gone.

"Coming in now W will stay in orbit to give cripples
nmore time to nend ship. We will then proceed to Beta junp



at one gee or |ess. Skobachev sends."

Around himflew softly whispered protests. Part of WMat-
timwanted to join them The merchant in himchecked the
profit-and-1o0ss sheet. The Navy's | osses were far out of pro-
portion to the damage they'd inflicted. Still, the col oni al
troops had not gotten supplied and the 97th had been saved
anot her pasting. Looking at things fromthat perspective,
honors were even
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Still, Mattimwould dearly love to smash a few destroy-
ers-

The Sheffield did a fuel scoop, then shared out part of the
m x to the Goben once her tanks had been patched and she
could hold reaction mass. The damage to the Aurora's en-

gi nes was too extensive. A week or nore of uninterrupted
tow ng m ght have brought her back to Pitt's Hope. A week
of peace could not be counted on. Once her crew was off,
they sl owed her down. In a few hours she went flaming into
the giant's atnosphere.

The task force stayed vigilant for surprise; Mattimonly
catnapped in the captain's chair. Only when they were

hal fway to Beta junp did he allow hinself to collapse into
bed. The admiral had done everything right. She'd drilled a
squadron until it was ready. She deserved to have smashed a
hal f dozen cans. Not hi ng about this war business nade
sense.

"How soon can it end?" Mattim asked any god |i stening.
When he didn't get an answer, he shrugged and drifted off
to sl eep.

"In ny sister's nane, | thank you" was all Santiago said
when Ray expl ained his plan. Ray showed himthe brief-

case. "One conbination, and it's a briefcase. The other, and
it's a very powerful bonb."

"What's the second conbi nati on?" Santi ago asked.
"I amthe assassin. Captain."”

"And if you are shot dead and | can reach the briefcase,
the mission will still fail. Major, we always allow for redun-
dancy. "

Ray gave Santiago the second combination

The presidential invitation was hyped by the nedia as an
honor for all of Wardhaven. Thus, the government's yacht
Casis was nade available to them Ray suspected the spy
master's hand; the fat man beaned at the accusation. "The
crew is Navy. | made sure they are neither on ny side nor

the other- Politically neutral. And we will give them nothing
to suspect."
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"Li steni ng devi ces?"
The spy nodded. "Here is a conplete set of ny snifters.”

Getting the Casis ready took a while. Usually, Ray |iked
time before an operation to plan, squeeze the data for plan
A, B, C The nore the better. Here, there was no data—and
the only plan left both himand the President dead. Intellec-
tually, he accepted that with a soldier's shrug. Hi s gut was
another matter. They'd renoved a couple of yards of intes-
tine; he'd shrugged off their warning that he m ght have
problems. Now, with the extra tension, he had problens. He
stayed close to restroons to avoid his incipient diarrhea em
barrassing him

The future lay heavy on Rita. Three times Ray found her
quietly crying in private. The first tine she shoved him
away when he put his arns around her. The other tines, she
just cried on his shoul der, then dismi ssed herself to the

| adies’ room Still, each night, she took himby storm Ray
had | ed desperate assaults. He recognized what Rita did for
what it was.

Before departure, they fitted Ray with a walker. He'd stil
need canes for bal ance, but the powered braces nmade wal k-

i ng easi er—and rubbed his skin raw. Ray was given an oint-
ment for that. It took away some of the disconfort, would
toughen his skin—and stank. The |ast was probably the rea
reason for the braces. Passing port security to board the
Casis, even without the briefcase. Ray set off the detectors.
A qui ck exam nation of his wal ker and nedicine nollified

t he guards-

Rita played the socialite basking in attention. She flitted
about the ship, begged to pilot it, and pouted when she was
deni ed. They adjourned to their suite. A check showed a ni-
crophone in the sitting room but none in the bedroom or
bath. Both of Santiago's roons might as well have been a
sound stage. "And you said | served no purpose,” Rita whis-
pered in his ear.

Once they were in space, lunch and di nner were taken
with the ship's officers in the state dining room The
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course of the war was studiously avoided. Still, battles
wer e di scussed and cussed, as nuch to delight warriors as

to establish the pecking order of whose alternate strategies
were right and less right. To Ray fell the duty of judging
all.

The trip to Rostock required eight junps.

Horatio Wiitebred Iiked the orders he read; he was now an
admral. He'd been apprised by his other enployer that there
was a well-paid-for clerical error involved. In a week, ten
days at the nost, new orders would arrive correcting these
and appointing another to the stars Commander Stuart was
pinning on his collar. In a week, ten days, a |l ot could hap-
pen. The Navy mi ght be congratul ating a hero and gl ad of



t he m st ake.

"Conmander Stuart, I' Il need a chief of staff. | can't think
of anyone better than you. 1'll have the paperwork cut on
your pronotion to captain, if you're ready to be ny nman."

"I'"d be honored. Admiral."

Respect sonmehow was missing in the way his new rank

rolled off Stuart's tongue. But Horatio had inportant things
to do. Like making his new stars pernanent. "Stu, the ships
wi Il be back soon. How long will they need to take on sup-
plies?"

'Two days, one if you push them"

"Push them Let me show you why." For the next fifteen
m nutes, Horatio ran through his plans for the Battle of
War dhaven. Here and there, the commander tied up a | oose
end.

"Whi ch boat should we tap for ny flagshi p?" Witebred
asked.

"Normal |y, the biggest," Stuart answered. "Wth what

you have in mnd, one of the converted cruisers mght be
better. In ninety days, a lot got left out of their skippers
training."

Horati o nmade an appearance of weighing the question
The Sheffield was one of the matters he had to nake di sap-
pear. As his flagship, it would be easy to leave a little some-
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thing behind in the conputer for her next junp after he was
safely off. "Lost in sour junp" should have been her epi-
taph—and woul d yet be. "Sheffield s fresh fromthe yard and
her captain has shown a certain wllingness to adapt hinself
to a situation.” Horatio smiled, then frowmed. "As well as a
tendency not to obey orders."

"In the old days," Stuart began slowy, "ships had marines
aboard. Marines are a lot nore willing to shoot sailors.™

"And Ei no Four has a noon full of marines pissed at the

colonials. Yes, Stu, we'll relieve the Ninety-seventh of a few
good men—and wonen. Stu, you and | are going to go far
We think alike. | like that in a subordinate.”

"Right. Adnmiral." This time Stuart pronounced the rank
like he neant it. Yes, Horatio nused, things were |ooking
good.

H s conm beeped. Matti m mashed the button. "Wat is it?"

"No | eaves aut horized. Take on supplies and prepare for
i medi ate sortie. Admiral Witebred sends."

"Who the hell is he, or she?" he snapped, not at all happy



to be rushing his ship and crew back into the buzzsaw they'd
just escaped. Staff needed to do sonme serious thinking about
how they'd gotten into that nmess and how to avoid it next
tine.

"Uh, Captain." H's exec cleared her throat. "You remem
ber Whitebred. He was Chief of Intelligence. Took you to
di nner. "

Mattimremenbered. Hm Ding didn't | ook any happier
Maybe she hadn't slept with the ass. ' Thanks, comm"
"Sir, a second nessage."
the new fl agship."

There was a pause. "Sir. W're

It took Mattima nonent to react. "Thank you, comt

was all he could think of. Rubbing his eyes, he asked the ob-
vious question. "Ding, are we rigged to support a flag and
staf f?"

"No, sir. It usually takes a week in the yard to peel back
arnor, insert nodul es, rearrange things."

"And we're to be ready for space tonmorrow. " He sighed.
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"Looks that way," she agreed.

"Commander, |'ll be taking your stateroom"™ Mattim

turned to survey the back of the bridge. "Have four full sit-
uation stations installed,” he ordered. "God, | hate sharing a
bri dge. "

"Yes, sir." Ding was all work again. She'd have to be;

they had a rough day ahead, and a rougher cruise after that.

"Captain, this is Lieutenant Darjin on the quarterdeck
W' ve got a load out fromthe station arnory that they want
you to sign for personally."

"What is it?" Mattim snapped.
She told him

It was worse than he thought.

THE ADM RAL DI SM SSED t he reorgani zed bridge with a

wave. "I'll spend any battle we may have in ny day cabin.
"Il need a secure comuni cations lead direct to ny office.
I"mhaving to be ny owmn intelligence officer."

"Yes, sir," Mattimsaid. At least the adnmiral's staff was
small. He'd only had to roust out Guns to make way for the
new chi ef of staff- "I'll nove the stations in there." Ding
qui ckly started the riggers tearing out what they'd just put



in.
The sortie orders were given just as diffidently—a wave

of the hand and a "Get us noving.

Matti m doubted that was the Navy way, but he was too

new to know for sure. He glanced at the chief of staff. "Re-
peat Admi ral Hennessy's orders," he said. "They worked
fine." Mattimtold commto do so ... and to keep the old
nmessage files with the last admiral's orders handy. He sus-
pected they'd get a | ot of use.

Once the Sheffield was on its course for Gamma j unp,
Mattimleft the bridge to do a second set of inspections. He
was especially unconfortable about the |ast delivery from
the arnory. The Sheffield was not designed for that kind of

| oad; he'd post a 24-hour watch on it. He never thought as a
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captain he'd be glad to be quit of his own bridge. Today he
was.

D ng shrugged as the captain beat her to an excuse to get off
the bridge. He didn't | ook any nore confortabl e sharing
space with Admiral Whitebred than she was. She spent the

dne doubl e-checki ng what she had al ready tripl e-checked.

It was, after all, the Navy way and the best way she knew of
to stay alive in space. Once the work crew reported the ad-
mral's stations were on line, she checked them out and dis-
nm ssed the chief and his party. She was about to follow them
when the admiral cleared his throat. "Could you denon-

strate this to nme?"

The Navy joked that every kid reporting for boot canp

knew how to operate an admiral's battle station; it |ooked
just like a game station. Ding's dad had pl opped her down

bef ore a standard Navy-issue station on her sixth birthday. It
was nothing like a regular education or game station. She'd
spent the last thirty years figuring out how to squeeze the

| ast ounce of data from each nodified and updated version

No way could she tell himin five mnutes what she'd spent

alifetinme |earning.

So she showed himhow to turn it on. As she toured him

t hrough the nost obvious features, he stood behind her

When hi s hands began meking circles on the back of her
shoul ders, she deci ded he'd seen enough, tapped the help
synmbol , and stood up. "That ought to take care of any ques-
tions you have."

"Doesn't look that different fromny first information sta-
tion at corporate, ten years ago." Ding would bet a nonth's
pay he was w ong. She kept her mouth shut and headed for

the door. What did | think | sawin that enpty bag of space ?

"Colin, could | have a monent to di scuss our m ssion?"



She paused, wanting very much to be gone. But she'd

| earned at her father's knee that an admiral's request was an
order. She turned; he was pacing back and forth at a com
fortabl e di stance.

"This may take a while. Wiy don't you sit down?" He
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waved distractedly at the couch. So | ong as he kept his dis-
tance, the couch should be fine. She settled in.

"We've got a tough assignment ahead of us," he said, stil
pacing. "This war is gobbling up resources." He paused.
"Financially, it's a disaster."

"And it's killing a |l ot of people, too," Ding added.

"Yes. Yes, of course. And it's only going to get worse.

What we need is a strike that brings everyone to their senses.
W can win this war in an afternoon if we cut through the
crap.”

Ding's study of mlitary history told her such things
somet i nes happened. More often, a coup de main was ful

of surprises. Whitebred had stopped paci ng and was sud-

denly on the couch beside her. Hi s hand settled on her knee.
In her black dress at the dinner party, that had been di scon-
certing. In her shipboard junpsuit, it was damm di st ast ef ul

"I need to know that when the time cones ny orders wll
be followed to the letter. WIIl they?"

That hand was wandering her thigh. She tried to chuckle
like her old man woul d have; it cane out off-key. "W're not
shopkeepers. Admiral. \When you give an order, we obey,"

she quoted her dad. "Assum ng, of course, the order is

l egal . "

Now why had she added that? That orders were | awf ul
was a bedrock assunption that went without saying.

"Of course, of course," VWitebred nmunbled, "but if we

pul | off the endgane for this war, that will set us all up for
l[ife. W can wite our own tickets." Hi s other arm had

sl i pped unnoticed over the back of the couch. Now it was

very noticed as it slid dowmn to rest on her shoul der. She
didn't have nuch thigh left that the other hand hadn't cov-
ered. "There won't be anything you can't have, if you play
along with nme." Wiile his hands held her like a toy, his eyes
were focused far beyond her.

He wants my body, but will he even knowit's nme? A

nmont h ago, Whitebred had been magnetic. But in the |ast
month, she'd followed a real captain to the end of ne gal axy
and back.

THE FI RST CASUALTY « 239

Horatio was offering her a door into his life. Al it would



cost was her soul. A nonth ago she'd never seen a ship
fought, a crewled quite the way this strange nmerchant cap-
tain handl ed his comand. A nonth ago, the unknown of
Horatio's world had sounded pretty damm good agai nst the
known of her own.

But not now. Now she understood why her dad had

toughed the Navy out for forty years. Now she knew what

all the waiting and training was for. She'd fought and lived
and opened up the galaxy. Damm, it had been terrifyi ng—

and fun! H s hand was at the zipper of her junpsuit. If she
di d not hi ng nuch | onger—but there was no question what

she woul d do. In one snmooth notion, she fended his hand

away from her neck and stood.

"Thanks for your thoughts, Admiral, but |1've got a ship to
run." She didn't | ook back, nor did she rush, striding calmy
an officer returning to her duty. At the door, she couldn't
avoid a gl ance back. The man—and the enphasis was on the

mal e part of the word—did i ndeed | ook frustrated. She |eft
hi m

Snmoot hly, she plugged herself back into the routine, nov-
ing fromstation to station, observing, checking. Only at
Sandy's station did she pause. Troubl e?" the junp master
asked, nodding in the general direction of the adnmiral's
door.

"Nothing a big girl can't handle. But the young niddies
m ght bear watching."

"Even the one with a black belt?" Sandy's eyes sparkl ed.

"But think of all the paperwork if she busts his arm"”

Bot h wonmen chuckl ed. But that did |leave Ding with a
problem Did she tell the captain that Whitebred was out to
win the war in an afternoon? How coul d she tell himthat

wi thout also telling himthe adnmiral had the norals of a
toncat and was on the prow ? Wiile she |iked the captain's
style and wanted to see how he sol ved nost probl ens, how
he'd react to the new admiral sexually harassing his XO
was not on her short list of ways to spend an eveni ng be-
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fore battle. She'd let this one slide unless sonething nore
canme of it.

Mary got exactly twelve hours to nount out a platoon for
ship duty. Half of that she lost waiting for battalion to ship
someone over to hold her pass. She was not anused.

The corps had its own way of moving an armed nmob from

point Ato point B. It was a part of the manual Mary had
been a tad too busy to read. They sent her the lieutenant to
hel p her out.

It was enbarrassing to have himsalute her first.

"Congratul ations, Captain."



"I"'mno captain." Mary tossed off his sal ute.
"You are now. Admiral who wanted you insisted we cut
your pronotion papers."”

Interesting, but that didn't answer half her questions.
"What do we take, fancy unifornms or antitank rockets?"

"Supply is doing a standard thirty-day package for you
Everyone takes their personal weapons and gear. The rest,
bri gade takes care of."

Four hours later, as she strapped herself into a troop nod-
ul e hooked to a tug, Mary was glad she hadn't had to do
nmore. The air snmetled of antiseptic; the tug had snuck in to
take out casualties. Now it was taking her to a whole new

ki nd of war.

As they seal ed the hatches, Mary glanced at the troops of
Conmpany A, first platoon. Most of the old vets were already
asl eep. Even the replacenments were headed in that direction
Wth a shrug for tomorrow, Mary | eaned back and j oi ned

t hem

"Dam, where did they get that bunch, off a chain gang?"
Thor had put on the main screen and feed fromthe canera
on the quarterdeck. The bridge watched as the marines cane
aboar d-

"More like these are the rocks the chain gang coul dn't
crack," Sandy chuckl ed.

Mattim had to agree, they |l ooked Iike pretty hard cases.
THE FI RST CASUALTY 241

The arnor was well worn and the personal weapons handl ed
with casual, deadly famliarity. The exec had stopped her
constant roving fromstation to station to watch the show
frombehind the captain's chair. "Interesting," she nuttered.

"Yes?" Mattim asked.

"Not one marine rendered proper honors on boarding,
saluting the flag painted on the aft bul khead and the JOOD."

"They seened kind of busy." Mattimsmled sourly.

"Yes sir, marines usually are, but the line beasts play a
gane with us. Just how sl oppy a salute can they get away
with? At |east, the old hands do. |I'd bet noney not a single
one of themis nore than six nonths out of boot canp. Even

t he sergeants.”

Before Mattimcould add that to the nuddle of his

t hought s about a new admiral, a mssion to nowhere, and the
damm contents of his weapons magazi ne, the door to the ad-
mral's quarters opened. "Captain," the chief of staff said
with a grin, "the admiral would like to talk to you, your



exec, and your junp navigator."
"Now we find out," Mattimnuttered.

The adm ral stood beside the work table in his quarters,
its display zoomed to just the two suns. No sooner had they
reached himthan the admral began. "Today we win the

war . "

Mattim had heard that enthusiasm before. "Today we

make a mint" was usually followed by going bust. He didn't
m nd managenent | osing noney. He woul d mind very nuch
thi s managenment hotshot losing lives. Especially those in
his crew

The adm ral seened di sappointed that the three of them

took the news with blank faces. "I can now tell you that I

nave uncovered the reason why the col onials have fought so

hard for this worthless system" The slight tilt of the chief of
staff's head suggested who had really made the di scovery.

The admiral didn't notice. |Indeed, he no | onger seened to

noti ce anything, Mattimknew this kind of "briefing." It

wasn't to tell you anything; it was to let the speaker glory in
t he noi se of his own voice. Today Mattim could not all ow
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hi nsel f the luxury of zoning out; this man controlled a
| oaded and cocked battl e squadron

"Between these two suns is a junp point, trapped when

the native caught the wanderer. That junp point will take us
straight to Wardhaven, the nost industrialized planet the
rebels hold. In the next week, we will cut the heart out of
col oni al power. They will have to surrender uncondition-
ally."

The admi ral wasn't finished, but Sandy's eyes were

| ocked on the table, studying the two suns, balancing their
gravity, trying to figure out where they held their hostage
junp poi nt- She shook her head slowy. Mattim could hear
her saying to herself, "It's gonna be a bitch."

Now Matti m knew why the Maggi e was the flagship.

There was no better junp navigator in explored space than
Sandy. And the bonbs in his magazi nes were for show only.

He knew the rules the colonials fought by; he'd had to wait
of ten enough while a planet negotiated its surrender with the
fleet in orbit. To the colonials, checkmate was enough

This admral wasn't so dunb after all.

The admiral's speech was sl owi ng down. Even he could

see that his announcenment had gotten their full attention
"So, Captain Abeeb, you will take the Sheffield through the
junp point with the battle squadron right behind you. W'l
have the colonials by the balls."

Matti mturned the order into a question and handed it to
Sandy. "Can you find that junmp point?"



She eyed the plot. "It's gonna be a bitch. W'll have to
take it slow "

"We'll go as slow as you want," the admiral cut in before
Mattimcould answer. Well, rank has its privileges, and new
rank usually takes a little extra. Mattimwas in a very good
mood. Wth luck, he'd be back to the Red Flag Line before
New Year's. Trailed by nore encouragi ng babble fromthe
admral, Mattimled his people back to the bridge. There was
a general cheer when he passed the mission outline to the
Crew.

At Sandy's request the squadron spread out in echelon as
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it began the dive toward the suns. Stilt, they were |less than
fifty mllion kilometers out before Sandy got the faintest
hint of a gravity distortion near the center of gravity be-
tween the two suns. The fleet decel erated for another day.
Most ships closed in on the flag, but Sandy asked and got

t he Sendai and Jeanne d'arc to hold station as the long arm
of her gravity-anonmaly detector. At ten mllion klicks, she
shook her head. "Matt, |'ve got a good fix—ather, good
fixes. That beggar junps around like the proverbial Mxican
junping bean. It's the bitch of all bitches."

The door to the admiral's quarters snapped open. "You

will |ead the squadron through. Commander,"” the admiral
demanded.
"W will make it." Mattimwas out of his chair and nov-

ing to put hinself between the admral and his Junp Mas-
ter."

"I hold you personally accountable for this. Captain.”
"We'l | get you where you can win the dam war," Sandy
snapped. "l want out of this damm Navy." She really was
havi ng a bad day.

"The Sheffield hasn't met a junp point it couldn't han-
dle,” Mattimassured the admiral. Wthout another word,
« Wiitebred turned on his heel and returned to his quarters.

Mattimturned back to Sandy. "Want to reactivate sonme of
the science teanms? Wuld it help to have a few of the md-
di es?" That drew a gl ance between Sandy and the exec that
said something to them but nothing to Mattim

"No," Sandy assured him "I can handle this. You know
me, |'m always | ooking on the downside of things."

Matti m gave her an encouraging smle and returned to his
chair. There was sonething about this incident that didn't
feel right. Slowy he replayed it. Nothing. Again he went
through it. How did the admral know Sandy was havi ng
problems with the junp? He glanced around the bridge. Like
the quarterdeck, it had cameras. Just as they had watched the



mari nes cone aboard, the adniral apparently had been
wat chi ng the bridge. He nust not be very busy if he had
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time to watch over people's shoul ders. Then again, a very
paranoi d person m ght feel that need.

Once again, Mattimran through the situati on he was
charging into. There were too damm many unknowns or am

bi guous values in this setup. And he wasn't likely to clear
anything up today. This was no way to run a bargai ning ses-
sion. Not if you wanted to turn a profit.

Hours later, they crept toward the anomaly in space that
could be the door to ending the war. ' Two m nutes," Sandy
announced on a squadronw de hookup. "Keep your ships

st eady. "

Matti mrem nded hinself to breathe.

"Dam, " Sandy said a nonent later. "It nmoved. Adjust

course fifteen degrees to starboard, five degrees up az-

imuth." The fleet was in line astern of the Sheffield, intervals
down to fifty klicks. Any closer and they'd boil the arnor

of f the ship behind. Only the Sendai and Jeanne d' arc were

out of line, two hundred klicks abreast to give Sandy a broad
baseline. If worse cane to worst, they'd break w de and

cone through | ater.

Over the next five mnutes. Sandy nade fine adjustnents

to her course, adjustments measured in nanodegrees. The

ot her eighteen ships slaved their helns to her. The junp

| oomed ahead. Even the human eye could see the distortion

it lent to light trying to pass through. Looking down an at-
nospheric tornado mght be like this. Mattimsquirmed in
his seat, nost uncaptainlike. He forced hinmself still, then
forced hinself to breathe

"Ten seconds to junp," Sandy announced, but the nike
caught her nuttering. "Stay where you are just a little
| onger, sister, just a wee bit |onger."

"Commto captain." The call broke Mattim s concentra-
tion.

"Comm we're busy up here at the nmoment. WAit one.”

"Sorry, Captain, | can't. |I've got the commander of the
Ni nety-seventh on live. He wants to talk to the admiral."

"Well, put himthrough,” Mattim snapped.
"Admral won't take it."
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"Wn't take it?" Mattim glanced around. The door to the
admral's quarters was shut.



"The captain wants to talk to you, sir.

"Put himon," Mattimsnarled. At her station, Sandy gen-
tly played with the fine controls, edging the Sheffield toward
t he junp.

"Captain Mattim" Captain Anderson appeared in a w n-
dow in the main screen. "I have a priority message from
Beta Station."”

"CGot it," Sandy shout ed.

The wi ndow went bl ank- The rest of the screen changed.
The stars before Mattimwere no |onger the stars that had
been. "Thor, where are we?"

"That's Ward Star out theie. We're trailing Wardhaven by
about a quarter of an orbit. Only seventeen ships got
t hr ough. "

"Dam junp junped,” Sandy grow ed.

It didn't stop Mattimfromgrinning. "Sandy, give ne a

full passive sweep. What's in this systen? Thor, set a tem
porary course for Wardhaven, two gees. W'll wait for the
admral's orders to be nore specific.”

The door to the admiral's quarters opened. Chief of Staff

Stuart joined themon the bridge. 'Tell Skobachev to take

t he squadron to Wardhaven at three gees. The adniral woul d
appreci ate your presence and all your departnment heads as

soon as possible in his day cabin.”

Matti m nodded. He didn't know what the hell was going
on here, but orders given were to be obeyed. "Quarternas-
ter, order a department head nmeeting in the adnmiral's day
cabin. Comm advise Skobachev to | ead the squadron to
War dhaven at three gees. Anything el se?" he asked Stuart.

"Not hi ng for the nonent."

The hatch to the bridge opened. Mattimturned, surprised

that any of his departnent heads had made it so fast. Eight
grimfaced marines marched in. The two officers wore

sidearns, as did a pair of sergeants. Al the enlisted person-
nel, sergeants included, carried assault rifles.

The officer leading the marines stopped, saluted in a di-
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rection that nanaged to include both Mattimand Stuart, and
announced, "I have orders to report to the adniral's day
cabin as soon as we conpleted our junp."

Stuart stepped aside. 'The admiral's right this way." He
waved his left hand and the marine captain | ed her troops
across the bridge and through the door. Was there a hint of a
smle on the chief of staff's lips as he foll owed thenf?



One thing was sure. The marine officer was Mary the
m ner.

Twel ve days out from Wardhaven, QCasis docked at High

Rostock, the station in orbit above the capital. Her captain
cane to assist the transfer to a shuttle for the trip down. Ray
was just at the | ock when a young junior officer rushed up

"There's a major battle fleet in orbit over Wardhaven!'* he
shout ed.

"Where's our fleet?" Ray shot back.
"What's left is in the yards," the captain snarled.

"Well, the yards are gone, and the ships in them" the
nmessenger added.

"My father's people," Rita gasped

"Terribly sorry, ma'am" the captain responded, but Ray

didn't see nmuch thought behind it. Both he and the ship's

ski pper were intent on one question. Were the Earthies

going to follow the rules? The col onial worlds had been
fighting among thensel ves for fifty years. The wars were

wild affairs with each side doing whatever it took to beat the
other into taking over their debt to Earth. One rul e had never
been violated. Once you lost control of the space above your

pl anet, you surrendered.

O course, under that rule, you did not destroy orbiting
factories either. The Earthies had broken part of the rule.
What did that nean for the rest?

It took Mattimfive mnutes to nuster his departnent heads;

the doc was last. He led themin single file. Armed marines
lined the bul khead across fromhis officers. He stepped for-
ward, placing hinself alone in front of the admral, his body
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between his crew and the marines. Wthout orders, maybe
foll ow ng sone ancient drill that had been skipped in his
ninety-day intro to the Navy, the exec and Guns fol |l owed
him taking station a step behind himand to either side.
They felt good there.

Mattim hadn't the foggiest notion what the drill was, but
he doubted this admiral did either. Saluting, he reported,
"Al'l departnment heads present. W await your orders."

Admiral Witebred beamed at the mlitary honors, but the
twist to his smle was pure evil. "In the next three days,
wWill win this war," he informed the officers. "VWile the rest
of the squadron silences resistance around the planet, we

will accelerate and, at the proper time, release relativity
bonbs. They will shatter all resistance on the planet, and ne
shock waves fromthemw Il travel the |length and breadth of
coloni al space. Al resistance will crunble, and this war wll



end.

"Good God" escaped lips. Mattimbit his tongue to keep

silent. Nowit all fell into place. The relativity bonbs were
never meant to intimdate; the stupid bastard neant to use
them Shock and numbness swept Mattim as he tunbled into

t he deepest pit of hell, a hell as real as the two-and-a-half-
ton bl ocks of steel and stone his crew had so carefully
stowed in the Sheffield s nagazine.

The adm ral babbled on while Mattimstruggled with his

own dermon. As if froma distance, Mattim heard gi bberish
about the need for the hard reality of war and death to be
carried hone. "Only when every man knows there is no

place to hide will the killing stop." Mattimstifled a snort;

War dhaven held a billion people. Their ragi ng ghosts woul d
call up bloody war forever. Mattimstarted to say so, but
found he couldn't. For twenty years he'd sat in business
nmeetings, listened to stupidity and folly . .. and kept his
mout h shut. For a second, practice held himquiet.

And that second gave hima nonment to | ook around. One

mari ne nodded. He fondled his gun, familiar with it and the
death it dealt. Mattimeyed Mary, remenbering their hours

toget her. She focused on the adnmiral, but the heat of his stare
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drew her glance. But only a glance before she disnmissed him
and returned to the back of the admral's head.

They knew! The marines had been briefed while he was
collecting his officers. What was in their briefing?

"Excuse me. Admiral," @Quns' soft runble interrupted,

"but no. | didn't joint the Navy forty years ago to commt
genoci de. And no man under my command will be a party to
it either.”

The admiral actually smled at that interruption, that sane

bl end of snug, confident evil. "I was afraid an ol d-schoo
type like you mght not see the need to reinvent war," the ad-
mral said softly. He waved a hand, "Sergeant, | believe we

have sonmeone in need of counseling.”

"Yessir," shouted a young sergeant. In five swift steps he
was beside Guns, pistol pointed up under Guns* jaw.
"Commander," the admiral went on, "l suggest you re-
consi der your position. It has no future."

"I'"ve studied war since before you were born, kid." WMat-
timcringed. Even with a gun in his face. Guns would not be
tactful, nmuch less retreat. *This idea stinks—orally and

tactically. You'll get no quick peace. More likely a | ong war
with no holds barred- You are wong, and | will not besmirch
the uniforml wear with the blood of a billion innocent peo-

ple."



"Then we'll limt it to your own," the admiral quipped.
"Sergeant, this man is guilty of disobeying an order and
cowardismin the face of the enemy. W being at war, both
crimes are capital. Execute him"

"That's not a legal order." Mattimdidn't get the words
out of his nmouth before the gun expl oded. Deafened, stilt
Mattim coul d hear the roar of rage from behind him The
mari nes' assault rifles were conming off their shoul ders
even as he wheeled to find half his officers lunging for-
ward, following the XO His fist went out, slugging her in
t he gut.

"Back!" he ordered as Ding fol ded beside hi mand
safeties clicked off behind him One burst fromthose
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mari nes, and his ship would have no chain of comrand.
"Back in place. Now. "

They hovered for a split second, torn between obeying

hi m and avengi ng Guns. The second passed, and they fel

back.

"Very good, Captain," the admiral cooed. He had been

very quick to get out of the line of fire. He stayed off to one
side, a pistol in hand. "You'll go far."

"I won't have ny officers nassacred," Mattim answered
through gritted teeth.

"No need for anyone else to get hurt," the adnmiral assured
him "except sone colonials, and we're at war with them
Ri ght, Captain Rodrigo?"

The marine Mattim knew as Mary took a deep breath.
"Yessir," she whispered.

"Captai n Abeeb. You have your orders.”
"Yes," Mattim hissed and turned on his heels, no salute
this time. And al nost stunbled over Guns' body. "Doctor,
pl ease renove Conmander Howard to the ship's nortuary."”

"I nredi ately, sir.

Normal Iy, the officers would have waited on Mattim

Wth a quick jerk of his head, he sent them out ahead of him
They left, but didn't go far. He found themmlling about on
the bridge. As he took his chair, Mattinms mnd raced. Sone-
how he had to stop genocide and keep his crew from bei ng

shot by marines. For that, he had to get control of his people
and his own rage. Ding linped to her chair, rubbing her
stomach where he'd slugged her. The other officers gravi-
tated silently toward the bridge hatch; what message woul d
they take to the crew? Two marines canme out of the adni -

ral's cabin to take station on either side of the door. One of
them was Guns' executioner—no, nurderer. The safeties on

both assault rifles were off.



"The briefing will not be discussed,” Mattimtold his of-
ficers, then glanced at the bridge cameras. "Carry on."

The officers filed out.
Mattimturned to Ding. "I need you, Commander," he
250 « M ke Moscoe

whi spered. "1've already got one dead officer. W'll nourn
himlater. Right now, I and this ship need an exec."

Trenbling—Mattimput it down to her own rage—bi ng
stared back at him Slowy she nodded.

Before Mattimcould say any nore, the chief of staff en-
tered, heading for the hel msnan, no doubt willing to pass

the admral's orders direct to Thor. Matti mwould not be-
cone a figurehead on a ship whose name woul d be |inked

with infamy for the next thousand years. He arrived at

Thor's station the same second Stuart started tal king. "W
want a hi gh-gee course. | suggest diving sunward, using it to
accel erate the ship, then swing around."

"We'll have to swing by five or six planets to get us ai ned
at Wardhaven." Mattim pointed out the system nmap Thor

had at his station. The hel nsman | ooked on in grow ng puz-
zl enent .

"I don't think so." Stuart was wearing that snug smile
again. "A deflection around planet two, using four-gee |at-
eral acceleration followed by three-gee acceleration for
War dhaven ought to do the trick. Don't you think?"

Mattim pursed his lips tightly to cover the inpotency he
felt. He was playing catch-up to a guy who had spent days

pl anning this operation. Only the marines at his back kept
Mattim from smashi ng the snmug captain's head agai nst the

bul khead. "Yes, that course will doit. It'll be rough on the
crew, and the nmagazi nes night not take the load."

"You'll have a couple of days at two-gee accel eration
Captain, | suggest you order the course change." Mattim
needed time, and they weren't giving himany. This was

their hand. He'd | ose noney this round, but if he anted up
he'd be in and ready for the next—assum ng nere was tine

for another. He gave Thor his orders w thout mentioning rel-
ativity bonmbs. It didn't matter. About that time they brought
@uns' body out on a guney. Everyone swiveled to | ook

eyes growi ng wi de. Ding | ooked, then turned away as tears

sl i pped down her face.
Mattim had had all he could handle. "XO you have the
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conn. I'll be in nmy cabin." He left with as much haste as he

could permt hinself.



Al one, Mattimlet his rage out in one |long how . Pacing his
cabin, he slamed his palminto the bul khead. What he
wanted to pound was Witebred, and Stuart, and the damm
mari nes. Mary the mner had tal ked about after the war. Was
that why she and her marines had bought into Wiitebred' s
prom ses of wealth and power if they followed his every

whi n?

Grabbing control of hinmself, Mattim pl opped on the edge

of his bunk. Enough worthl ess enotions; he had a m ssion
and orders he was dammed if he'd carry out and a crew that
he could not allow to be slaughtered. "Think, damm you

t hi nk."

He gl anced around his cabin. Was \Witebred wat chi ng?

The comm link did not face the bed, \Witebred had been on
board for five days, but he had not asked for any work done
by the ship's conpany. Still, any m kes and cameras on
board were probably accessed, but no new ones added.

Maybe.

Mattimcalled up the load out the marines had brought.

Most was standard i ssue. There was an exception. Lek

what's his name, Mattimdidn't even try to pronounce it,
had several crates of uncatal ogued el ectronic equi pnent

and broken parts! Wo was this guy? Mattim accessed the
ship's personnel files. The nmarines had not been added.
kay, there was an electronic w zard on board, probably on
the admral's side. Coordinating anything was going to be a
bi t ch.

Matti msettled into his bunk. What assets did he have? A
crew that had followed himto the ends of the gal axy and
back. They'd do whatever he asked. But he couldn't say

what he wanted to without risking a bullet in the back. And
he coul d not stand by and watch them be nurdered.

He' d stopped at \Wardhaven a dozen tinmes. One industri-
alist had invited himhome to enjoy an evening with his wfe
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and daughter. Wiile it hadn't slowed Mattim s haggling,
now it gave himfaces to match with the bonbs.

Alarms went off. He drifted up fromhis bed. "Ch, shit."

H's screen lit up—Whitebred. "Captain, you seemto have

an engi neering problem" he said softly. Then his face hard-
ened. "If we are not back at two gees in five mnutes, |'ll
have the marines fix it. Your way or ny way, we wll be back
at speed in five mnutes."

Launchi ng hinmself fromhis bunk, Mattimwas out the

door and goi ng hand over hand down the main passageway.
"Make a hole," he hollered. "Captain com ng through." Peo-
pl e made space even if it neant drifting away fromthe
ener gency handhol ds. He passed two sets of marines. They
wat ched him but nmade no nove to foll ow.



In engineering, Ivan and his watch hunched over stations.

"Dam groundhog reactor hiccuped and sent a spike

t hrough the system Damm near fried nmain power." He

gl anced up, a resigned scow on his face. "I'Il need thirty-six
hours to straighten this out."

"You got two minutes," Mattimgrow ed, "or they' Il put a

bullet in your brain like they did Guns. Sandy first, then you,
then your team one by one until sonmebody cracks and turns

back on what you turned off. Ivan, don't be stupid.”

Marines clattered through the hatch. The sergeant who'd
mur dered Guns was | eadi ng.

"Back off," Mattimsaid in a harsh whisper. "Now, |van."

I van tapped his board several times. The normal humre-
turned to the engi neering spaces.

"Very good, Captain." The admiral's unctuous voice is-

sued fromthe speakers in engineering. "I knew you could

make your man see the error of his ways. Sergeant Dunont,
bring that officer to my quarters.” And Mattimhad to foll ow
Ivan and his nmarine escort because he wasn't about to have
anot her of his officers wheeled out of the adnmiral's quarters
feet first. Meeting demands with count erdemands. screans

with shouts, threats with veiled threats of his own, Mttim
got Ivan back through the door alive. The adm ral | ooked
smug.
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In his quarters, Mattim coll apsed on his bunk, trenbling.
He' d been to zoos with poisonous reptiles and nan-eating
carnivores. He'd never been so up close and personal with
one.

The conm beeped. Ivan was in tears. "They took her."

" Sandy?"

"Yes. While they had ne, they took her to the brig."

"Let nme take care of this."

"Pl ease, Matt, she's ny life."

*tA "I"ll get back to you." Mattim broke the connection. "XO

| need some hel p. Who has control of our brig?"
"We do," she answered.

"Maybe not anynore. Check with the chief master-at-

i arms. "
% "Wait one." Ding was back in only seconds. "The
A mari nes took charge of the brig about three m nutes ago.

Faced with assault rifles, our people bailed out fast. Hadn't
A had time to report. Damn it, he can't just take over sections



A of our ship!"

A "He can and is." Mattimcut her off before she tal ked

[ ] herself into the brig. "Ckay, this is what we do. Sandy's in
A that brig. Ding, please call up the | ead marine and of fer her
4 any assistance in naking the brig secure and its occupants

confortable. Offer to have a couple of our people work

/ under her people. Colin, | want our fol ks down there as
H wi t nesses to what happens in that brig. Sandy's only the
H first of us."

i "Put our people under her narines?"
"Yes, Colin, our people. She's got to be shorthanded with
this whole boat to patrol. If we put one or two nonthreaten-

ing old farts in there to be gofers and do the unarnmed stuff,

A that's got to be a load off them And | do nean old farts who
1] know better than try to be heroes. No kids. Got that? No
A kids."

"Yes, sir. You are giving up the brig. W are to render ful

assistance to the marines in managing it." The XO said the
f words |ike they were poison

-0 Mattimdidn't like it any better. "Yes, Colin. Anything to
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get us through this without people dying." He hoped she
noted his inclusive |anguage. Not crew killed, but people.

There was a change in her voice when she said, "Under-
stood. "

Matti m made a quick and very unsatisfactory call to Ivan,
then tried to settle back on his bunk. Sleep was inpossible,
but he had to get sone rest. In the norning, he'd have to be
sharp when he made a wal k around. There had to be a way
around Witebred and his marines and his dam rocks.

Mary | ooked sharp as she made a wal k-around of the guard
posts before turning m The crew was sullen as she passed

them There'd been no public announcenent; still, you didn't
keep the death of the gunnery officer a secret. Damm Du-
nont! He'd taken the admiral's bait, hook, I|ine, and sinker

Stupid kid!' And the admiral had played all of themlike a
damm pi ano. Wile she'd been trying to figure out howto
react, he'd pushed Dunobnt over the edge. Pushed, hell. Du-
nmont had junped at the chance. And Mary couldn't let the
sail ors tear Dunont to pieces-

Now what ? Her teans were stretched thin. The offer from
the exec to keep a couple of hands around the brig was ap-
preci ated. Mary had rousted Cassie out of bed to take over
the brig watch. She should be taking over soon

"Captain." It was Cassie's voice.



"Yes, Lieutenant?"

"Brig is secure. Prisoner secure. For this you got me up?"
"You got two people fromship's conpany hel ping you?"
"Yeah, a m ddl e-aged nan and woman. "

"Keep an eye on mem"

Cassie snorted. "Hero types these two ain't, but under-
stood. "

"Rodrigo out."

Mary stepped carefully over the coam ng of the bridge
hatch. The bridge crew pointedly ignored her—enly the XO
nodded. Mary had assigned four marines to guard the adni -
ral. The two nal e guards | ounged in chairs outside the ad-
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mral's cabin, their guns at the ready. The two woman
guards were nowhere to be seen

The XO joined her. "Hope you don't mind us | oaning
your marines chairs. At two gees it gets a bit heavy on the
feet."”

Mary had gl anced t hrough the marine guard manual once.
It was definite about standing guard duty. She hadn't no-
ticed anythi ng about high gees. "Thanks. | think."

The Navy type shrugged, then gl anced around the bridge.
"Tough situation. No need to nake it any tougher on the
poor working fol ks than necessary,"

Qovi ously, this wonman woul d never nake it in nanage-
ment. "You know where ny other two guards are?"

"Admral said the wonen could stand their watch in his
cabin." More likely in his bed hung unsai d.

Mary agreed; the adm ral had been specific about two of
his four guards being girls. "And the two hel ping out in the
brig?"

"Captai n suggested you could use a hand. W'll pick from
the old and smart types. Captain doesn't want anybody
killed."

"Thanks," Mary nunbl ed as she turned to go. So, Matt
the nmerchant had no taste for blood. A virtue in a trader that
had no place where they were, but Mary would use it.

Her | ast stop before hitting the rack was the brig. Cassie
and two privates were nonitoring the prisoner by video—a
woman, an officer fromthe shoul der tabs.

"Why's she in?" Mary asked.



Cassie just raised her eyebrows. "One of Dunobnt's cor-
poral s marched her in. Don't know. "

"She's the Junp Master," a middl e-aged worman in bl ue
Navy coveralls answered. "Wfe of the chief engineer."

Mary stared at the ceiling for a nonent, absorbing it all.
Power | o0ss. Chief engineer restores power; wife lands in the
brig. That little admral was playing hardball. Just how

har d?

Mary checked her prisoner. The woman |ay on the bunk,
staring at the ceiling. "Cassie, enter into the brig log. | want

256 « M keMdscoe

to be called if there is any change in a prisoner's condition
Al prisoners will be treated as guests and will |eave here in
as good a shape as they arrived. You got that?"

"You bet, boss. Loud and clear." Cassie grinned. "You
hear that, guards? Pass that along verbally when you're re-
lieved. You Navy types, too."

Mary took in a deep breath. She'd spent a night or three
under hack. M ning conpany guards were picked for their
heavy hands. She woul d have none of that on her watch
Mary yawned. Cassie quickly caught it.

"Grl, we're both too old for this shit," Mary said. "Get
one of your sergeants to take over here. |'m headed for the
rack. You too."

"Joyfully, Captain.”

Mary was hal fway to her quarters when somret hi ng went

thud in the nud her brain was turning into. / said | didn 't
want any of the crew dead. The XO said no peopl e dead.

Was she quoting the captain? And did he mean that? No
people! Well, Matt, does that include a billion eneny non-
conbat ant s?

Mary undressed for bed, but kept her gear handy. It was

al ready after mdnight; she'd be back up at 0515. She
needed sone sl eep. Wat she got was thoughts that woul dn't
go away.

The admiral had told them quickly and bluntly what he

wanted and the rewards they'd get in return. Just like at the
m nes, he'd say "frog junp" and they would. Mary rolled

onto her side, tried to get confortable at tw ce her nornal
wei ght —and rol | ed back over.

A billion people were going to die. She tried calling up
the horrible visions of the hundreds she'd killed and i nag-
ined a million nore for each one of them Her m nd bal ked.

Since that first day, it had. Some part of her that cared about
others had frozen over that day into icy stone. Marines she
fought to keep alive. No one el se mattered, any nore than



the waste runoff fromthe mines nattered.

Wor ker bees just did what they had to.

But 1'm not a worker bee, Mary snapped at herself. |I'm an
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of ficer, just like Unboto. She had swomto defend humanity
against all enem es, foreign and donmestic. That had to nean
somet hing. The admiral said it neant a billion peacefu
worren and children dead. That couldn't be right.

Still, with Dumont in the admral's pocket, could she stop
hin? Did Mattimreally mean he wanted this thing ended

wi th nobody dead? She had to talk to that guy. Maybe, just
maybe, together they could figure out what was right and
how to do it.

| MPECCABLY UNI FORVED, MAJOR Longknife, his bride

and his aide ate breakfast in the formal dinning roomof the
only grand hotel on Rostock. In the background, a live string
quartet played softly. Despite the waiter's encouragenent to
try every pastry on the nmenu, they ordered plain food in
smal |l portions. As their neals arrived, a cheer went up from
across the foyer.

"What is that?" Ray asked.
"l do not know, sir. There is a television in the coffee

shop. | inmagine further success on the war front has been an-
nounced. Should I find out?"

Captain Santiago lifted the briefcase fromits place be- A
side him flipped it open, and called up the stored news A
feed. "I'lIl search on 'Wardhaven' first, sir." It was not a

s

| ong search. o

The President, in the red dress uniformof a field marshal

snmled confidently as he announced that Earth stooges were t
attenpting to | and on Wardhaven. "Qur arm es stand ready f

to show these cowards how real nen fight. We will never

surrender. We will crush their landings. W will collect the

pat hetic survivors and ship themto the outernost col onies

where they can find out what real life is like. W will fight A
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on to victory for us and our children. W fight for all hu-
manity. W will be triunmphant.”

The wat ching crowmd went wild cheering. Ray reached for
t he case and punched up the Qasis.



"Have you heard the news, Mjor?" her captain asked.

"One could not help but hear it. Captain, have the Earthie
stooges formally asked for our surrender?" Ray used patri-
otic drivel to cover treason

The captain coughed softly. "No, sir.
"Are their troopships noving into position to assault?"

The captain | ooked unconfortable. "Qur information is

that they have no transports with them" Ray waited, calmas
an officer nmust be when a subordinate is slow giving himthe
rest of an unpl easant message. "One ship, apparently the

flag, has begun a dive toward the sun. It is picking up speed,
sir. W do not know what course it will follow, or how I ong

it will take it to acquire whatever energy it considers desir-
able.™

Rita had been sipping fromher water glass. It fell from

her hands—shattering on the marble floor. "Thank you. | or
my aide will talk with you after we brief the President.”

"I'f you can possibly," the captain began slowy, "explain

to the President the full mlitary inplications of the course
of action the eneny is pursuing, sir."

"I'f the President affords ne the opportunity"—Ray cut

the naval officer off before one or both of themcommit-
ted high treason for the records—=1 wll surely brief him
to the fullest extent of ny know edge. Thank you, Cap-
tain. CQut."

Ray sanpled his oatneal- At his |eading, the others also
ni bbled at their nmeals while their waiter cleaned up the
gl ass. Once atone, there was stilt nothing to say, nothing
they could allow the inevitable mkes to hear. Meals were
only half eaten when, by unspoken consent, they placed
napki ns on the table.

"The President awaits us," Ray said.

"Yes," both his wife and his ai de agreed.

"Let's see what he takes froma tired old warrior's
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words," Ray added as the two hel ped himfromhis chair.

The hug Rita gave himas she settled himon his feet held

| ove and | oss, dedication and resolve in equal parts. He gave
her a quick kiss; then, as he slowmy nmarched to the el evator
he began the famliar process of turning flesh into cold, hard
steel. He had done this many tinmes before battle. The only

di fference today was the poor likelihood of the return to

fl esh and bl ood tonorrow.

Shower ed, shaved, and dressed, Mattimdid a qui ck check of
the bridge on his way to breakfast. The night had produced
no nmore surprises. They would round the sun in another



ei ghteen hours. If he didn't cone up with something before

t hree gees put everyone at high-gee stations and only able to
talk on battle net, one billion wonen, children, and nen
woul d di e.

As usual, Mattimtook one nmeal a day with the crew. He
chose breakfast today. The marines occupied a table in
one comer of the mess- Ship's conpany were leaving it a
wi de berth. Mattim considered joining the marines, trying
to build sonme sort of bridge. Sergeant Dunont, who'd
pull ed the trigger on Guns, sat at the head of the nmarine
tabl e.

Mattim headed for a table full of chiefs. They started to
rise; he waved themdown. "Relax, it's chow tine."

"Kind of hard relaxing, sir,"” Chief Aso nmuttered as he sat.
Mattimrai sed a questioning eyebrow to the chief who'd
served for years on the Maggie D and now was a turret cap-
tain. "Don't like losing a good officer. Captain." Aso

gl anced around the table; all eyes were on Mattim noddi ng
agreenment. "What we gonna do?"

Mattim s enpty stomach lurched. Why didn 't | eat in the
war droon? No, in ny cabin. He took a deep breath.

"Chief, you'll do what you've al ways done. Follow ny or-
ders.™

For a long nonment, Aso and the other chiefs, nost of
them regul ar Navy, stared back. Several of them sucked
on their lips as if searching for words. Aso finally spoke.
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"Yes, sir, | reckon we will. And you never gave us a bad
one, not even when you was just a kid officer. I"Il trust
you, sir. Just don't forget to trust us." Mattim glanced at
the canera in the comer of the ness deck; Aso did too.
"Take care, sir. And put some chow in ya. You're getting

puny. "

That seermed to lighten things up. Mattimtook a forkfu

of pancakes. As usual, they were great. Before he could say
anyt hi ng, laughter canme fromthe marines' table. The
sergeant Maftim had come to hate gl anced around, mneasur-
ing the eating sailors like a farmer m ght vats of grow ng
protein. Their eyes |locked. As the stare | engthened, a grin
slowy spread across the nmarine's face. I'ma kilter. You
want to be next? it said.

/ command, you obey was Mattim s response. But that
bastard wasn't in his conmand. He did not have to obey
the captain of the ship he rode. Matti m | ooked away, his
appetite gone. He stood, mad at hinself for flinching, un-

willing to give the sergeant the pleasure of a second
gl ance.
"Captain, 1'll take care of your chow," Aso offered

Wth no backward gl ance, Mattim marched out of his own
ship's mess. Inside anger raged. At the sergeant, and at



hinself for letting the anger | oose again. \Were was that
damm Mary the miner who's really an iron-assed marine
officer?

Mary slept straight through her alarm it had been a | ong
whi | e since that happened. She quickly dressed and rushed

for the wardroom Wth luck, she'd find the captain at break-
fast. There had to be somewhere the two of themcould talk.
WAs he out to save his crew or get around their orders? She
was none too sure how she'd handle the latter, but until she
talked with him there was no way of know ng. The captain
was not in the wardroom and the XO was just |eaving. Mry
stepped aside as the two passed. "Have you seen the cap-

tai n?" she asked softly.

"No," the woman answered, "but he often does a norning
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wal k- around when we're not actually being shot at. He
could be anywhere. Shall | nmention you'd like to see him
when | do?"

"No," Mary lied. "There's just something in the books

about payi ng your respects when you report on board.

t hought maybe | should, but this cruise doesn't look like it's
nor mal . "

"Yes," the exec agreed softly. "He's a good man; | hope
you two neet." Wich told Mary sonet hi ng—and not h-
ing—all at the sanme time. Mary wol fed down breakfast and
went hunting for Lek- Just how rmuch privacy coul d she get
in this fishbow ?

The hotel phone was blinking when Ray returned to their

rooms. Rita quickly activated it. "I regret that the President's
schedul e has to be adjusted,"” a fresh-faced young col one

told themfroma recorded message, "Your briefing has been

del ayed until tonorrow afternoon.™

"Call him back," Ray ordered.

Rita nessed with the communit. "It's not a flash nes-
sage, and he left no return nunber."

"So we cool our heels," Santiago grow ed.

"Another day for us.”" Hs wife sniled at Ray.

"But how many days for... ?" Ray left the sentence
hanging. In tears, Rita ran for the bat hroom

Mattim prow ed his ship. Hi s crew went about their duties,
heads down, hands busy. No one | ooked up as he passed, no
chief invited himover to share a word with his work party.
Mattim coul d hardly believe this was the same bunch that

had managed a smile and a | augh when home was on the

ot her side of the galaxy. But then they'd known the ness

they were in and had been pulling together to fix it. Now, he
wasn't telling them anything and they all knew the ness.

None of them knew how to get out.

But a few had to try. Returning to the bridge before noon
to relieve the exec for lunch, Mattimhad to stand asi de as



the chief master-at-anns |ed four away in handcuffs, includ-
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ing the black belt Zappa who'd been critical to their junp-
i ng back hone.

She | ooked himstraight in the eye. "Wll, sonebody had
to do sonething," she snapped-

"Move along, nmiss." The chief gently urged her.

"\What happened?" Matti m asked.
"Best talk to the exec, sir," suggested the second-cl ass
coming up the rear. No marines were in sight.

"Captain on the bridge," the JOOD announced as Mattim
crossed t he coam ng

"Commander, |'Il take the conn and relieve you for
[ unch. "

"I stand relieved, Captain,"”
ing for him

D ng said, standing and head-

He waited until she was close. "Wiat was that all about?"

She shrugged. "A couple of the crew deci ded they could

talk the admiral into revising his strategy- They didn't get
much past the hatch, and our guards were able to take care
of them"

"Even the little mddie, black belt and all?"

Di ng shrugged. "She hadn't thought it through. They
couldn't go around me, and they"—a quick nod toward the
mari nes—woul d have had to shoot ne in the back. Brilliant
scientist, but I don't know what she was thinking with

t oday. "

Matti m consi dered the fiasco. "Have the chief post secu-

rity in the passageway so we can stop our problens before
they get here. Can't always trust the assault rifles to think
twi ce. Now go get sone chow. Have a plate sent up here for
ne."

The exec hesitated. "Ran into the conmander of the ma-

ri ne detachment at breakfast. She wanted to know where

you were so she could pay her official visit. Told her to | ook
for you in your wal k-around. Did you see her?"

Di ng gnawed her lower |lip for a second. "She seens |ike
good people to ne."

What did Ding nean by that? Wth all the surveill ance,
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and nobody free to say what they meant, conmunications

was going to hell. Wbrking together, they'd beaten the odds
and brought thensel ves back from nowhere. Now, |ocked in
their own skulls, smart people like the m ddie were naking
stupid ni stakes. Damm!

He checked to see that the four nade it to the brig safety.
Though a plate soon arrived fromthe wardroom it was cold
by the time he got to it. The adnmiral had found out. He
wanted all four shot on live vid with all hands wat chi ng.
Again, Mattimwent through the cajoling and pl eading,

prom sing and bowing. If four lives hadn't depended on it,

he woul d have told the admiral to go stuff hinmself. Mattim
had the feeling the four didn't nmatter to the admral. He just
wanted to rub Mattlms face in how powerl ess he was. Mat-
timwould have gladly stipulated to all of the above and got
on with his day. Instead he turned in another stellar perfor-
mance ... and ate a cold |unch

There was little to report to Ding after |unch. Course was
steady for the sun. "You want to keep up your wal ks, sir?"

"I think better on nmy feet." ft hurts less on the prow,
"Had lunch with the commander of the nmarine detach-
ment," the exec said casually.

Mattimstiffened in his chair, but tried to change nothing
in his appearance. M ssed her again! "Ch."

"Quite a worman. W swapped war stories- The last three
nont hs have been hell for them It's a different kind of war
on the ground. She seenmed interested in that side trip we
took. Kind of surprised she knew about it. Once things calm
down, she wants to see ny logs." Ding' s voice was | ow, no
inflections . .. and Mattim hardly breathed.

So Mary the miner hadn't forgotten. If we just had ten
m nutes. "What's she doi ng?"

"Maki ng the rounds of her guard posts. Stopped by the
bridge twice this norning," Ding said hel pfully.

"And 1'd better drop down to engi neering, see how lvan's
t aki ng things."

“I'"l1l hold the fort. It's not as if we're going anypl ace."
Matti m snorted. Life had reached a new | ow when divi ng
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into a sun at two gees was going no place- Since a billion
deaths waited at the other end, maybe they weren't.

He wanted to check the brig and engi neering. He headed

for lvan first. lvan could be depressing on his best days. It
t ook Sandy's bubble to keep himsniling. There was no

Sandy and no smile today. Mattimdid his best to keep him



at his job and out of mschief. Ivan took al nost as nuch ca-
joling as the adnmiral. Matti mwas an hour |later getting to the
brig.

"I guess we kind of blewit, sir."
her hands.

The young middie talked to

"You did that."

"But, sir...

"No buts about it." Mattimwas not going to say anything

here in the brig that might land himin it. "You violated or-
ders. You will spend the rest of this cruise here, and you wll
not cause either the security guards or the marines any trou-
ble."

She gl anced up, an innocent grin on her face, "I've of-
fered to show them some of ny best throws."

"Stay put. Behave."

"That's what the marine officer said, too.
"What marine officer?"

"The wonman, two silver bars. Lieutenant?"
"Captain in the marines," Mattim corrected.

"Ch, right. She was in here an hour ago. Said behave and
don't cause any nore trouble." The middie reached over
tried to rattle very solid bars. "I guess we will."

"Good. I'lIl drop by to nake sure." He turned to go.
"Captain, they're having ice creamtonight. Are we get-
ting bread and water?"

Mattim gl anced at the narines. An ol der marine corpora
was in charge. She shrugged. "W got no orders."

A young man and a matronly worman had the Navy watch.

"I"ve told the ness deck to make themtrays," she said. "If
you don't mind, I'lIl send Ahmadi to get it before the ice
creamnelts.”
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"Do it. Wien you marines due for relief?" Mttim asked.

"Not for a while, sir," the corporal answered.

"Ahmadi, bring enough ice creamfor all of you. Tel

Hassan | said so." The marines were smiling when he left.
Wth luck, they'd find it harder to shoot sailors, prisoners

or no.

Hal f an hour later, Mattim canme across a different kind of
mari ne- Bald except for a fringe of gray, the old fell ow wore



warrant bars. Alone, he stood on a | adder hanging a new
canera to cover an arc of passageway. Now that the pas-
sageways were radials, not straight, it took four or five cam
eras to cover one corridor. That had to | eave |ots of dead
space for the admiral's spying. Damm! Wy didn't | think of
that sooner?

Because conspiracy amt part of ny average day. "d d-
timer, can | get a work party to help you?" Mttim asked.

"Thanks, sonny," the fellow said, grinning, "but | work
best al one. Besides, the adnmiral wants us marines to do
this." He squinted at Mattim s shoul der tabs and his eyes
wi dened, "Captain, is it now?"

"Yeah," Mattimsaid. "I'm skipper of this |ash-up."
"Sorry about the mess." The guy waved a hand, screw

driver still init, at the walls. Mattim spotted anot her canera
bl endi ng snoothly into the wall. Hardly a mess, unless he

nmeant the general situation

'They live yet?"

"Not '"til | activate 'em

Mattim sidl ed around until he was in the visual dead space.
"I been trying to say hi to your boss wonan. She about?"

"Seen her tw ce today. Like you, she keeps noving on."
"I'f you see her, tell her | said hi."

"WIl do that." The old guy saluted, screwdriver still in
hand. Matti m headed for the nmagazine to check on his
rocks.

Like a robot in a do | oop, Mary made rounds, one post after
anot her. She al so kept m ssing Matti mthe nerchant. Do
really want to talk to that dude?
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Truth was, she didn't know. There were three people in
charge on this ship—+the adnmiral, the captain, and her. Any
two of them could cause or stop the death of a billion peo-
ple. Mary was new to this officer business and didn't nuch
care for the responsibility. But, so long as she missed the
captain, the admral stayed ahead on points. Mary wal ked
slowy around an enpty passageway. Lek had yet to put this
one on canera. Qut of sight of anyone, she stopped, |eaned
her forehead against the cool of the wall, and just stood

t here. Thoughts tunmbled into her head. Like a trained gun-
ner, she popped each one of them Don't think. Don't feel
Just Dbe.

She stood there for a good thirty seconds in peace.

"Ch, sorry, Mary. I'Il come back later."



She turned to find Lek, his | adder and tool box in hand.
"CGot a problem old friend?" Wy had she called himthat?

He smiled, a sardonic one that wi ggled all over his face.
"You're standing where | need to put up a canera."

"Ch, sorry." She started to nove off.

"CGot a mnute, Mary?"

"I guess." That wasn't the way a marine captain tal ked.

But it was the way she'd talked to Lek since she was just a
kid and he'd pulled her out of the way of a flood of acid that
woul d have di ssol ved her down to her toenails.

"Boat's captain says hi. | think he'd like to talk to you."

"I imagi ne he woul d." She gl anced around the corridor
"I's this dead space?"

"Dead as the crew of the Flying Dutchman. But it's a

waste of my tinme covering themall. Any good observation

pr ogr am wat ches who goes into one and when they cone

out. They stay in too long, you got an anonaly. They stay in
too many too long and you got yourself a real live skunk. It's
a waste me doing this."

"Then why you doing it?" Mary asked.

'Cause there ain't nothing good I want to do for the bas-
tard we're working for."

"The admiral ."
"Yeah. "
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"Dunont |ikes him"

"Durmont's a kid and don't know better. Mary, how

many times you been told things will be different this
time, extra overtime for just a few nore weeks and
then ... what do they prom se us? Don't matter. Manage-

ment don't deliver."
"You don't trust the admral."

"Bad instruments don't give good data. The boy is bad.
Not hi ng good's gonna conme of him"

"Wul d you stop hinP"

"How?" Lek shrugged.

Mary heaved a sigh. "That's the problem How?"

"I don't know, Mary, but you're a good girl, smart too.

Let me show you sonething." He handed her a di sk not
much bi gger than a wist communit. "Push that button, and



caneras in line-of-sight go off-line for two, three mnutes-
|'"ve used it a dozen tinmes and the admiral hasn't hitched.
Must put it down to cheap Navy shit."

She flipped it over; there was nothing to see. \Wen she

gl anced up, Lek was studying a video display. "Captain just
left the brig. If you' re gonna talk to him you better do it
soon. W're an hour out fromthe sun doing its sw ng thing.
Now, if you'll excuse ne, | got a useless camera to install."
Wt hout | ooking back, he was gone.

Mary never renenbered droppi ng down three decks,

she just did. Even if they did bunp into each other, he

m ght have nothing to say. She didn't have to tell him
about Lek's hole card. Even if she let himtalk, she didn't
have to agree. After all, the admiral was the admral, and
he did talk like he knew what he was doi ng. Mary swung
down a | adder and picked up the pace. It wasn't fair to |et

a billion people die just because she didn't nake a deci -
sion, didn't listen to the one man who ni ght speak for
them A billion people deserved listening to—even if they

were the eneny.

Ray smled as Rita slipped naked into bed beside him But
the assault she began on himended in tears. He held her
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cl ose as she cried. When she went to wash away the tears,
he was still awake. 'Tonorrow, after | brief the President,
things will be better for Wardhaven." There were mikes in
the room No video, but what they said was recorded.

Rita kicked the bathroom door cl osed. She was a | ong
time com ng back to bed.

Matti m sauntered slowy down the passageway. He'd bet
everything on talking to Mary, and for seventeen hours he
hadn't found her—ene person on his ship. Hi s weight

tugged at him the sun must be accelerating themup toward
2.5 gees. It was tinme to settle into high-gee couches. Even if
he found her, there was no tine left to negotiate. Sixty mn-
utes wasn't enough for a ganbit, proposal, cooling-off pe-
riod, and closing. No tine.

The mari ne CO marched around the curve, saluting as she
approached. He canme out of his depressing slouch to return

her salute. "I understand you' ve been | ooking for nme," she
sai d.
"Uh, yeah, right," Mattimstuttered. "I wanted to wel -

cone you aboard."

"Sorry about your officer. My sergeant was just foll ow ng
the admral's orders."” She canme to a stop not a foot from
him face in his face.

"Yeah, | know. We're all just follow ng orders. Makes for
a good epitaph."”



"It could end the war real quick. My people have had
enough of being targets for these damm colonials."

Matti m rocked back on his heels at the sheer force she put
into those words. Have | ever felt that strong about any-
t hi ng?

Yes. damm it. | want this war over, too. So we stand here
and see who can shout "I want out of the war" the | oudest.
"How | ong you studied war?" he asked. That took her aback

"Five, six nmonths. And you?" she spat-

"Same six nonths. But Guns spent his entire life, forty
years, studying it. My exec is a lifer too. @ns died saying
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this was no way to end a war. Ding—you had lunch with
her—+s just as sure. How long's the admral studied war?"

"I cut the canmeras and m kes out hal fway through that
spiel, before you got us shot." Mary held up a small plas-
tic disk. "W got three minutes. Talk to me, Mattimthe
nmerchant. What are you selling? Admiral's offering a

wi de-open ticket for the rest of ny life. What's in your
bag~?"

"A billion people who won't haunt your dreans."

"No good. Us marines already got nore than we can sl eep
with, a billion nore won't matter. Besides, they' re eneny.
To ny folks, they're just targets waiting to die. You got to
do better. Navy."

Time, Mattimneeded tinme. But it was all gone. He rum
maged in his brain for another argunent. "They ain't after

your bl ood yet. You massacre them their ghosts'll be
screamng for you to the day you di e and beyond. You kil
one planet, and ninety-nine others will cone howing after

you. You think this war has been bad, wait 'til the gl oves
cone off. We've got a few like Guns and D ng who've stud-

ied war for twenty, forty years. The colonials got fol ks that
have been fighting for fifty years.”

"W got tech and industry. They ain't," Mary snapped-
"How | ong we gonna keep it when they start slipping

shi ps through junp points at high speeds? It only takes a
few mnutes to launch relativity bonbs. Sirius, Vega,
Earth."

"That's suicide."

"Yes, and after we kill a billion people, you think every-
one wilt stay rational." Mary didn't answer that one; Mattim
pressed on. "You trust Whitebred to remenber you if he

makes it big?"

Mary gave hima curt head-shake. "Not five m nutes un-



| ess we can make him"

"So for a promise froma guy you can't trust, you want to
do somet hi ng everyone who shoul d know better says will

only make things a hell of a lot worse. Mary, this is a no-
brai ner."
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Now Mary's shake of the head was sl ow and sad. " Not

for desperate people who want it to work. Matt, | got peo-
pl e behind me with | oaded guns who canme into this war

wi th nothing. Whitebred may sound like an idiot to you,

but to them he's a gol den skyhook. Those peopl e have

kept ne alive, and I won't kill thenjust because you think
they're wong. No matter how this cones out, marine don't
kill marine."

"G ven," Mattimshot back. "Marines don't kill marines
or Navy or the other way around. No matter what happens,
we bring this crew out alive."

Mary chuckl ed. "I thought you wanted to save a billion."

"So | start small and work up." Mattim paused, to swal -

low his elation at getting this far and to figure out what his
next step was. "You and | have an agreenment. Now it | ooks
tone like it's up to our crews. None of mne will fight for
the adm ral. Think you can work your marines around?"

"I"ll have to talk to them"

"W don't have nuch time before we're in high-gee beds.
After that, we're all rigged for sound. Admiral is nonitoring
anyt hi ng that goes over the net."

Mary | aughed. "Admiral don't know Lek."
"The ol d guy?"

"Right. For years Lek's been getting us private channels
the mi ne bosses didn't know about. Trust me, we can talk
wi t hout being listened to."

"Deal, mner." Mattimoffered his hand.

"Deal, nerchant." She took it firmy and shook. Lek's
gadget beeped. The caneras were back up

Mary checked two guard posts, but her m nd was el sewhere.

No marines die. No nore sailors die. It came down to trust.
Wiom did she trust, Wiitebred or the man she'd shared
drinks and a night with? She renenbered Mattimtal king

about bringing his ship back from hal fway across the gal axy.
He knew how to | ead people, help them pull together. He

was no liar.

VWhi tebred was a | ot of noise. Mst managers were. Mary
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woul d trust her instincts, and they said trust Mattim Mary
"happened into" Lek. "Dead space?"

"Still," he said.

"How s the net rigged for spare channels? W'll be in
hi gh-gee carts in an hour. Can the boss nman listen in when
you fart?"

Lek | ooked hurt. "Mary, you' ve al ways been ki nd enough
not to notice. I'mhurt. We*re covered."

"CGot a spare line for sone Navy types?"
"Figured you' d want them Yep."

The shi pwi de address systemcrackled to life. "High gees
inthirty mnutes. Prepare for high-gee running in half an
hour . "

Lek yanked a half-installed canera fromthe wall. "d ad
that's over. Now we do sonething for real." Mary hoped

he was right. Wat ifDunmont and his kids woul dn't get be-
hind her? Wuld he run to the admiral, shoot her? She'd
fought to save marines. Could she fight for navy and col o-
nials, too?

"Captain, this is the admral." The audio cut into her

t hought s.
She junped. "Yessir."

"This high-gee thing. | hope that doesn't nean you'll be

cl osing down the guard posts. Sailors can still nove about.
I want your marines on alert for anything, anytine."
"Yessir," Mary answered, trying to figure out how to say

no. She needed a face-to-face talk. Wth her marines scat-
tered, that wasn't going to happen. Still, now was no tinme to
tell the admral no- "I'Il keep guards at all posts. Anything
el se, sir?"

There was a pause. "Add another two nen to ny guard
post." A longer pause. "And double the guard al ong the
bonb accelerator.” Mary waited. "Keep your eyes peel ed.
Don't trust anyone. And pull the marines out of the brig-
They're getting too friendly with those damm sailors.™
"Yessir."

"Good, Captain, good. You'll go far with ne."

Mary hoped not too far.
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Ward Star gave thema rough ride as it slung themtoward

t he second planet of the system The gee nmonitor on Mat-
tims chair bounced between three and six gees for the bet-



ter part of an hour. Once the ship was steady on course at 3.8
gees, Mattimverified the danmage was acceptable. Then he
punched his m ke

"This is the captain. The Sheffield s a good ship and

you're a great crew. Let's call it a day. Set m ni mum wat ches
and the rest, sleep if you can nanage." He turned his gee
cart to face Ding. "Exec, you have the conn. As soon as you
can rustle up a replacenent, hit the rack yourself. Tonorrow
wi || be another busy day." Just how busy, Mary the marine
woul d deci de

Ding answered with a "WII do, sir" that could fit nost
anything. Mattimnmotored off the bridge, his cart hardly
slowing as it high-stepped over the hatch coaning. He had
t he passageway to hinself.. . nost of his crew would sleep
at their posts.

H s room was a shanbl es. The desk had sheared away
fromthe wall. "Bet the bolts came fromthe | owest bidder.'
Matti mdidn't | augh, not at three-point-something of his
normal weight. His conmlink |ay scattered on the deck
still working, but nmonitor and canera facedown. "Of," he
ordered. He'd hoped the room ni ght provide sone extra pri-
vacy. He hadn't expected this nuch. He activated his cart
m ke.

"Bridge, captain here. I"'min ny cabin. My desk col -

| apsed. W'll worry about it later. Call me on ny cart if you
need ne." Mattimrigged the cart as a bed and settled in to
see how well he'd sleep. Just as he got confortable, the

conm beeped.

"Merchant, do not reply." Mary's voi ce poured quickly

into his ear. "When you want to talk freely, activate channe
Lek twenty-three. My crew is staying at guard posts. W'l

get no chance to tal k. Any suggestions that could get all of
us together in quarters would be gratefully appreciated.
Qut." Just what Matti m needed—anot her puzzle to unravel
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when he needed sleep. He stared at the overhead, trying to
order the various parts of his problem They kept cascading
i n upon thensel ves. He hadn't gotten nuch sl eep when the
comm buzzed six hours |ater

NEXT MORNI NG, RAY ordered breakfast in their room he

woul d not talk to a recording today. Breakfast was half eaten
when the roomis commlink buzzed. It rang only once, then
began recording a nessage. Ray interrupted the young

col onel . "Anot her del ay?"

"The President was up until very early this nmorning. H's
afternoon briefing is only for the nost urgent, sir. As a field
conmander, you understand, sir. Now, if you will excuse

me.. -"



"Col onel, I am from Wardhaven. Are there many issues
on the President's plate as pressing as the situation at Ward-
haven?"

The young man seened surprised; he studied something
out of sight. "Ch, you are from Wardhaven; an arny type

though. | will advise ny superiors. | must ring off now, sir."
And he did.
"An arny type." Santiago exploded fromhis chair and

began storm ng around the room "They are inviting the
Earth to i nvade Wardhaven and have no time for an arny

type."

"Enough, Captain. Sit down." Actually, Ray woul d have
| oved the rel ease of pacing. Deprived of it. it was mean of
himto deny the captain that release. Still, he needed sone
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senbl ance oftranquility to think. Santiago subsided into an
easy chair. Rita began robbing Ray's back. He found him

self rel axing, alnobst against his will. "I suspect," he nut-
tered, "that we will hear nothing nore fromthat col one

t oday. "

"The President nust feel he has the situation well in

hand," Rita rmused without slow ng her ninistrations.

"So he's staying up to the small hours?" Santiago
grow ed.

"You and | have been there. Check, double-check, and

check again. We did it with our first platoon, and we did it
with the brigade. What we checked was different, the |ong
hours were not. Qur President does a thorough job." Spoken
loyally for the m kes.

"Ray, you are going swinmng," Rita announced. "If nec-
essary, | will drag you down to the hotel pool and throw you
in. You need exercise."

Santiago junped to his feet. "Wth willing help, Adn -
ral."

"Pulling rank on me again, w fe?" They |aughed. It was a
good day not to die.

Matti mwoul dn't mnd dying today, if he could just take that
bastard with him One gl ance at the changi ng of the guard
outside the admiral's quarters showed what a waste any try
woul d be. There were now five nmarines outside. Only the
prettiest woman was invited in. Only she cane in and out,
and then only to get neals. Apparently even Whitebred and
Stuart gave up their fun and ganes at three gees. No, Mat-
timcould do sonmething stupid |like the nmiddle, or he could
wait for the right noment.

He roll ed over to the hel mswoman. The slingshot around



Ward Two would be late tonight. A day or so after that and
they'd be in place to start throwi ng rocks. So, when do we
stop the bastard? Mattimwas still | ooking.

"Hel m how cl ose do we get in our pass?" Ding asked.
"Fifty kilometers, ma'am™

"Does it have an at nosphere?"
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"Carbon dioxide,"” Mattimanswered, "and |ots of other

cnd. Lousy with stornms last tinme | passed it. And | was a
ot farther away than fifty klicks. Plan for another bunpy
ride.”

"Right. Captain. Qur sun pass broke four carts | oose.
None were at battle station | ock-downs. Two were marines.
Captain, | reconmend all personnel go into | ock-down an
hour before our close encounter with Ward Two."

"Pl ease advise the marines."” Mattimkept his voice even

The admiral interrupted thirty seconds into the call. "I
want all guard posts manned."

"Sir, 1 respectfully recommend against that." D ng

stayed Navy formal. "Four carts failed. W got no chance

to do mai ntenance. | expect a much higher failure rate this
tinme."

"Sir," Mary cut in, "I have one marine in sick bay and an-
other one who's just plain lucky. | only had fifty to start
with, sir, I can't afford to | ose any nore."

"Sir," Mttim added, "everyone will be | ocked down at

battl e stations. W have caneras scattered about the ship.
They can be put in surveillance node." As if you didn't
know. "Anybody noves off station, you'll know "

"You will keep the guards at ny quarters.”

Matti m knew he should grab the conprom se and run, but

bul | dozi ng Whitebred felt too good. "Sir, there are no | ock-
downs outside your quarters. At three-plus gees, | can't have
theminstalled. Here, on the bridge, we'll be juggling a very
hi gh-ri sk encounter. W can't have a cart go careening
around. "

Whi tebred sputtered on net, apparently at a |loss for

words. Mary was gentl e when she spoke. "You' ve had sev-

eral marines in your quarters, sir. That |ooks like a pretty
solid bul khead between it and the bridge. | could nove your
guards inside."

"Do it. Admiral Witebred out,"” he snapped.

Ding continued as if there had been no interruption. "Your
bunk space has | ock-downs, Captain Rodrigo. |I'll have a
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work party help your troops lock their carts. Wuld you like
t hem standi ng by in case anything cones | oose?"

"That won't be necessary. Commander. | suspect ny
troops will sleep through the whole thing."

"I hope mne do too. Exec out."
"dad that's over," Ding sighed. "Now, how much ice do
we have left on this boat's snout? Damage control, exec
here.”

Mattimleft her to her duties. Like a good captain, he no-
tored fromstation to station, checking and doubl e-checki ng.
But his mnd was el sewhere. If the marines go with me, the
bonbing is off. And if they don't? That was Mattim s night-
mare. Mary sounded none too sure her nmarines woul d back
her. If they didn't, Matti mwasn't done. Marines were

mari nes; they rode in ships they didn't operate. If it cane
down to it. would any of them know whether a sailor was
fixing a probl emer naking one? Then again, a five-

t housand- pound rock | oose at three gees was not sonething
captai ns wanted. How do you bust a ship so it can't throw
rocks—and not kill anyone?

Matti m spent what spare time he had | ooking for just that
spot as he prepared to sling shot around Ward Two. He'd
studi ed everything and was goi ng over the accel erator for

the fourth time when it kicked himin the face- For the first
time in a long while, he sniled.

For the first tine since com ng aboard this tub, Mary had
nost of her marines present. The six guarding the admral
were a mxed bag. Three were old miners who thought I|ike
her. The other three would foll ow Dunont through hell. The
Navy work party was done and gone; her troops were | ocked
down, some al ready nodding of f. She gl anced at Lek

"Now, " she sai d.

Only one canera covered the room Wth a soft pop it

cane off the wall, hanging by its cabling. In a few seconds,
those wires gave way; the tiny spy shattered as it hit the
deck.

"Listen up, folks," Mary announced. "W got a prob-
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lem In case you didn't catch it on the grapevine, let ne

fill you in on this mission, and what's in it for you." And
she did.
Their reaction held no surprise. The billion deaths drew a

shocked recoil fromnost of her miners. Dunont and crew
shrugged it off. The promi sed reward got cheers fromhis
crew—scow s fromthe nminers. Had any fighting team ever

been so split?



"So, why we tal king, old |lady?" Dunont hadn't used that

crack in a while. "Pop a batch of colonials, end the war, and
make a friend in high places. Al fun and games by ne'" It
was to nost of his youngsters.

Cassi e al nost came out of her gee-cart. "Didn't you hear

her? Kill a billion people. A billion! God forgive us for even
listening to the idea. W've got to stop him"

"Your God never done nothing for nme," Dunobnt snorted.
"If He's so all-fired against killing, where was he when

Bl acky or Any or Har or any of us got popped? He got a

special place in Hs heart for themcolonials dirtside. He can
play catch."

Cassie, the only religious one in the troop, turned pale.
"Let me take this," Mary said softly. Slowy, she went over
what she and Mattim had shared. The miners had no trouble
agreei ng mat any prom se from Witebred wasn't worth the
air he used to say it. The youngsters, however, bought his
['ine.

"He forget us., we cut himup good" came from sone-

where in the back. For the next mnute, the youngsters com
peted conming up with nastier ways to remnd a forgetfu
Whitebred of his old friends. Mary let it roll, then turned to
Lek.

"What you think?"

"He wins this war by killing a billion people, there's

gonna be a |l ot of eager folks that want his hide. Powers that
be'11 wap himin a wall of security sunshine can't get

t hrough without a retina scan and strip-search. Take it from
an ol d cracker and hacker. He don't want to see you again.

He don't."

260 M ke Mbscoe

That qui eted the kids.

"What worries ne is whether this stunt will end the war,"
Mary said slowy. "I've been up to ny eyeballs in war for
six months. | don't want no nore of it. You been there with

me. Whuld this scare the shit and surrender out of you, or
make you mad enough to never quit fighting?"

"Li ke we was when Bl acky and Amy got popped" cane a
qui et voi ce from behi nd Dunont.

"I don't think this admiral's spent any nore tine in uni-
formthan us. You think he really knows what them col onials
will do?"

Durmont was unconfortable with that one. "I don't know
how | ong he's been Navy. Who knows how good he is? But

he's got us here, and the colonials by the balls."

"Quy don't tal k much about Navy -stuff,” one of the



girls drawled. "He's all the tine bragging. Al of it's busi-
ness."

"He tal ks when he's screwi ng you" came fromthe back

"Al'l you guys brag when you're screw ng," she snapped
back, "and you all a bunch of liars."

Mary couldn't afford to |l ose themto another catcalling

contest. "Du, Whitebred' s as green as we are. He's guessing.
That old guy that went up against him He was forty years

Navy. Lek here's been in the mnes for forty years. If he says
it can be done, you can bet on it- If he says it's a bad idea, |
want out of the way." A chorus of "Me too" and "You bet™

backed her up

"Well, Whitebred didn't exactly give ne tine to play five
guestions with the old fart. Boss nan said joke him | did
the joke." Dunont was defending hinself, no | onger

Wi t ebr ed-

Mary tried one nore slice. "Dunont, there's a billion

facel ess people, and rocks are cheap, and people die rea
qui ck under them Once we do it, who's gonna do it next?
left some friends behind on Pitt's Hope. How | ong before
some crew with a ship full of rocks is | ooking down on them
as a bunch of facel ess enenies? You nust have left sone
peopl e you care about."
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"Only person | care about is nme" came fromthe back
This ti me nobody echoed him

"Mary," Dunont said slowy, "the only folks | care

about are right here. A momor a dad are things other peo-
ple got, not ne. Mary, you could be right, but then again,
you could be dead wong. This is the one chance any-

body's ever handed nme in nmy life. | can't piss it away.
Maybe Whitebred' s |ike everybody el se and can't be
trusted. But maybe he can. | got to try." H's voice went

loud. "W got to try."
"Yes!" hissed froma dozen I|ips.

"You gonna turn me in to the adm ral ?" Mary asked.
"Shoot ne for hinP"

"Nol No way, Mary. You nmay be an old | ady, but you're
us. Gang don't turn in a sister. Marines don't shoot
marines. "

That got an enthusi astic response from Dunont's choir.

Mary wei ghed what Dunont had gi ven her. Marines

don't kill marines. Good start. But half the platoon wants
done what the other half wants stopped! How do | mnake
everyone happy this time? GQuess this is what the corps
calls a |l eadership challenge. How do | |lead troops in both
directions ?



Mary spoke slowy. "Okay, Du, here's where you and
your Kkids get to show us how good you are. The miners are
going to try to stop the bombing. You catch one of them out

of line, |I take themoff the duty roster and | ock 'em down
here. Adniral don't have to know why. Sane for Navy

types. Turn themin to ne and I'Il see they get put under
hack. "

Dunont | ooked around. There were a ot of smles from
his kids. "Mary, we been joking with the man's stuff on the

streets for years and none of us got caught. We'll spot you
first try."
"I don't think you will, but we'll know tonorrow "

"Ckay. Mary, this has got to be even up. Half the adm -
ral's guards are frommy side, and we shoot to keep him
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safe. | want nost of the guards on the nagazine and the
| auncher to be ny people. Deal ?"

"Deal ," Mary said.

Her comm | ink beeped. Everyone in the roomquit breath-

ing. Mary let it ring. On the third, she slapped the key. "This
better be fucking good," she growl ed sleepily, "'cause he

was the best dream|'ve had in nonths."

There was a | ong pause. "Ah, Captain, the canera is out
in your bunk room" the admiral said slowy. "I just won-
dered if anything was wong."

"Dam thing fell off the wall a while back when we hit a
bunp. W were all half asleep- Damn near shot it to pieces.
If you want. Admiral, 1'll |eave ny nike open and you can
listen to us snore,"” Mary added hel pful ly.

"No! Not necessary." Witebred tunbled over his words.
"Everything's okay. Go back to sleep." Hi s line died.

"You want that for a friend," Lek observed dryly.

"Never had a suit for a friend. Don't know what they're
good for," Dunont answered slowy.

"A billion dead people," Cassie snapped. Mary shot her a
gl ance. They can't hear you on that one, old girl. W got
what we want. Don't push

"Capt ai n"—hor breathed a sigh of relief—you ask ne to

do that again and | swear, |'lIl get out and wal k home." The
bri dge crew | aughed; they'd done good. Sheffield nose ice
was down to millinmeters. Engineering had red-lined the en-

gines for the last hour, pushing themtoward the pl anet
they'd m ssed by a fraction of a heartbeat. Dozens of people
could have ended the nmission with one slip-up. No one was
sui ci dal .



"We've done great, folks, so let's get some sleep. Tonor-
row will be another busy day." W kill a billion people, or
we don't. No ties allowed.

As he entered his quarters, his chair beeped. "Kids have
not bought in. Consider all young marines hostile. However
the admral is out of the loop. If one of your people is
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tagged, you nust take her off the watch. Call me if you want
nore info."

So, no nore people get killed. Some marines were

friendly, sone were not, and Mary hadn't had tine to give
hima program For what he had in mind, he didn't need one.
He used channel Lek 23 to call Chief Aso.

"Chief, we've got an oversight here- Bonb and | oader

were all designed for twelve gees—assum ng a five hundred
pound bonb. W got five thousand pounders, and at three
gees we're in trouble. W reinforced ne magazi ne, but |'m
not satisfied with the work on the | oader and the bonb
thrower. You got a welder you can trust in some heavy

wor k?"

"Dan fromthe Maggi e signed over. \Wat you got in
m nd. Ski pper ?"

Mattimtold him The chief beaned
The phone in their roomrang as Ray finished his oatneal -

Rita tapped the speaker phone. It was not the colonel. A
maj or general beanmed at them "Major, you are included in

today's briefing. It will begin at thirteen hundred hours. Be
early. The president is very interested in what kind of fight
the forces of Wardhaven will give the Earth invaders.

Pl ease include a full table of organization and depl oy-
ment . "

"Yessir," Ray snapped.

"See you then." The general swi tched off.

Today," Rita breathed.

"Captain." Ray was all mssion. "W have the required
dat a?"

"Yessir."

"Let us redo our briefing," Ray sighed as if it mattered.

"Yes, sir."
Rita went to lay out his uniform... and hers.

Mattim cal |l ed damage control first thing next norning using
Lek 23. "We've reinforced the nagazine, and it's taken the



poundi ng. You've done sone work on the | oader and accel -
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erator. 1'd like to reinforce that. A two-and-a-half-ton rock
loose is a hell of a lot of danage to control."

"Yes, sir," Commander Gandhi said. "I'Il put a work chit
inright away with your priority onit."

"I'"d rather ny name wasn't on the chit."
"No problem sir." Tina didn't bat an eyelash. "l like a
ski pper who lets his people do their job."

"Thank you. Commander. One nore thing. Chief Aso
handl ed ny toughest wel ding problens on the old Mggie.
| don't think gunnery would mnd you pulling himoff for
this."

"What with all the high gees and bouncing the Sheffield' s

been taking, | can use all the help | can get. WIIl do." If the
conmander was part of a conspiracy, she hadn't showed it.

Nor had she missed a line.

"Have at it. Commander."

Mary worked up the Order of the Day for her detachnent
wi th Dunont at her el bow. She woul d assign one, he would
assi gn one.

"I get command at the rock slinger,"” Dunont said.
"W share that one." Mary finished the list. "Assignnents
are for all day. Chow will be catch as catch can."

"We're gonna stop you."
Mary pursed her lips. "W'll see.”
Mattimdid a norni ng wal k-about. The crew was nervous.

"Is it true, sir, our arnmor ain't no thicker than frost on the
freezer?" Hassan asked as he gave Mattimtwo pancakes.

"Never saw any frost on your reefer, you old belly rob-

ber." Mattim dodged the question. As he nade his rounds,
matters did not inprove. The Sheffield showed the effect of
hi gh gees and cl ose encounters. The crew went about their
duties slowy, as the three gees required, tackling the worst
of it. No one nmet his eyes. He al nost skipped the | auncher
bay, but he al ways stopped there, and today could not be an
exception. Mary's cart was parked in the center of the bay,

t he young sergeant who'd shot Guns at her el bow. Around
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the bay, six teanms of marines traveled in pairs, one young,

t he ot her showi ng a touch of gray, the beginning of a
paunch. So that's the way it is.



"CGot everything under control, Captain Rodrigo?"
"Yessir." She saluted. So did the sergeant. Hi s eyes were
hard, measuring, as if he expected Mattimto produce a
wrench and unbolt the [auncher. Mttimignored hi mand
turned his cart in a slowcircle, taking in the work crews
scattered around the bay. "Lot of maintenance will need
doi ng when this is over. W can't wait to fix this."

"Your crew better be fixing what they touch," the sergeant
grow ed. "I got marines | ooking over every shoul der."

"Good." Mattimsmiled. "Better job you marines do, the

less the adnmiral will worry. And | don't like worried
bosses.” Still smiling, Mattimended his circle facing the
sergeant. Let the poor bastard figure out what's comn ng

down. | amt paid to teach. Turning to | eave, he had to fight
to keep the snmile on his face. A bunch of Navy security
guards escorted in a work team The tiny mddle rolled up
the rear. How d she get out of the brig? What's she doing

her e?

She gl anced his way ... and w nked.

"Captain." Mattims comm snapped in the admiral's
voice. "I want you in ny quarters. Inmrediately."

"Yessir."

At exactly 0945, Ray was unifornmed, benedalled, and

shined. The batteries in his wal ker were fresh, and the brief-
case waited in Santiago's hands. The official |inpusine ar-
rived on the dot.

The sergeant driver opened the door... and then cl osed
it. "My orders are for two officers. W is she?" Ray could
not tell if the driver's disapproval was for Rita, or the tight

cut of her uniform Ray opened his mouth, but Rita got there
first.

"I am Senior Pilot Oficer Ms. Longknife. I will accom
pany ny husband. And while | nay have to wait in the car
with you, Sergeant, |'ve just got to be there to hear every-
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thing he has to say after he nmeets the President.” The stiff
of ficer segued into a gushing girl that got a smle out of even
t he sergeant.

"Well, | guess it's okay."

' Thank you, Sergeant," Ray said.

As the linm nmoved off. Ray | eaned back in the plush seat.

He was prepared to neet the President—and any other god

who took an interest in today's hard duty.

"Captain, despite what you may think of nme, | amnot totally



lacking in human qualities. | just sent a nessage to the rebe
forces on Wardhaven inviting themto surrender. | inforned
themif they do not, we will destroy all major cities on Ward-
haven no sooner than twelve hours from now "

'They' ve already refused to surrender,” Mattimrisked.

"And their government wilt refuse this one. They don't

thi nk we have the guts. That will be the |ast mscal cul ation
t hey ever make. But"-Whitebred shared another snile

wim Stuart that nmade Mattims skin crawl —=it will be upon
their heads. | offered them peace- They spumed it."

"Some colonials may not see it that way," Mattimrisked.

"There're always some who can't get with the program
Di nosaurs die. Captain. Pity, but they die. Dismssed.”

Mattimreturned to the bridge. "Anything, D ng?"

"Nothing | can't handle, sir.

Mattimrolled up beside her. "You' re making ne feel un-
needed, Exec."

"I never noticed that captains were all that needed. Ship's
hol di ng up, but we'll need sone nmjor yard time when
we' re done."

"We alt will." Mattimglanced at a new cl ock; counting
down, it changed—el even hours, forty-one mnutes.

The Iinp passed several outlying checkpoints before rolling
up to a block of stone buildings fit to house the tenples of
many gods—er one very big one. The driver brought them

to a halt in the courtyard. A security guard in a nidnight
bl ack uni form opened the door. He was backed up by a
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dozen nore in fixed positions and arnored vehicles. Every-
thing fromassault rifles to | aser cannon covered t hem as

t hey di smounted. Ray had faced these withering shows of

di sapproval before; he tried to | ook bored . .. and prayed
Rita woul d not crunble.

She hel ped himfromthe car, then clung to him He noted
every guard—all males—paid far nore attention to her than
him She stood tall to kiss himon the cheek. "I wanted you
to neet our President with a smle on your lips. My husband,
| am pregnant," she crowed. Fromthe guards there was a
cheer.

Rita blushed, and Ray felt a warmh in his cheeks. Life
and death twisted in his belly—and his gut knotted. When
Rita stepped away, he faced the captain of the guard.

"Congratul ati ons, Mjor. My all wounded war veterans
be as successful in their recovery as you."



"And may their brides be nore nodest in announci ng

their accomplishnments.” Ray frowned at his w fe, but her
sm |l e was contagi ous. One grew on his face, and others on
nost of the guard detail.

A guard technician cleared his throat. "W seemto have a
problem Captain."

The guard captain i mediately turned to | ook over the
technici an's shoul der as the man pointed to an el evated |line
on his screen. "Amonia," the tech whispered.

H s heart pounding. Ray tapped the netal wal kers under

his uniformtrousers. "They're hell on nmy skin. Need an
ointnent. Rita, did you bring it?" She produced a tube from
her purse.

The guard captain passed it to the tech. Together they

studied their nmachine. "ldentical," the technician said.
The captain handed the tube back to Rita. "I wll advise
t he ot her guard posts. However, Mpjor, | nust see the in-

side of your briefcase." Santiago opened it and spun up the
conputer. As he was about to close it, the conmunit
beeped.

"Mpajor, this is the Gasis's captain. We are in receipt of a
nmessage from Wardhaven. "
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"Make it quick. Skipper. |I'm passing through security for
the President's briefing."

"Excuse me, sir. The eneny flagship has transmtted an
ultimatum If the planet does not surrender unconditionally
in twelve hours, they will bonbard aU major cities.”

"When was this given?" Ray asked.

"One hour ago. The flag has swung around the sun and
Pico and is now on course to Wardhaven at point-oh-three of
t he speed of tight."

"That sounds fairly slow " The guard captain tossed the
statenment off.

"A five-hundred-pound bonmb"—Rita spoke through grit-
ted teeth—=will hit with the power of a quarter mllion tons
of expl osive."

"Ch." The guard captain was inpressed.

The Navy captain ended his nmessage with a plea. "Please,
Maj or, explain our situation to the President. W cannot de-
fend against this attack."

"I will do what | can do, Captain. Longknife out."

"Only a coward fights like that," the guard captain



snapped. "Honorabl e nen face each other on the field of
battle."

"Wth artillery and tanks," Santiago draw ed.

Ray studied the guard officer. Hs tunic was full of rib-
bons, none of them for conbat. "Let us hurry. Maybe the
Presi dent can spare a nonment before the briefing." Ray had
el even hours to swap a planet's rendezvous with death for
hi s own.

"Captain, follow me," Whitebred shouted, bolting fromhis
quarters. "I want that nan shot." Mattimfoll owed, not
knowi ng where they were going or who was to be shot.

The adm ral gunned his gee cart at full power. Mttim had
put miles on his and had troubl e keepi ng up. When he pulled
into the launcher bay, Whitebred was al ready shouti ng,
"Sergeant, shoot that man. He doesn't bel ong here.”

"What man?" Mary and Sergeant Dunont echoed-

"That man." The adnmiral struggled to raise his arm At
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three gees, all he succeeded in doing was a wave that cov-
ered half the work parties in the bay.

"Who, sir?" the sergeant asked again.

"See down the launcher path. There's a chief near two
wel ders. He doesn't belong here. | want you to execute him
now. | want everybody to watch this."

"Sir," the sergeant said with just a hint of derision, "at this
acceleration, | can't draw my pistol, much less aimit."

"Hel nsman, slow the ship down," the admiral snapped

"Helm" Mattimquickly cut in, "belay that order."

VWi t ebred whi pped his cart around to face Mattim "Is
this mutiny? Sergeant, if he says yes, shoot him"

Eyebrows raised in question, the sergeant wheeled to face
Mary. "Can we slow down and figure out what's happening
here?" she asked.

"He countermanded ny order," the admiral shouted.

"You can't give the hel mvague orders like that," Mattim
said slowy. "Do you want to sl ow accel eration, or actually
sl ow the shi p? That would involve flipping the ship and
staying at three gees or higher to actually reduce the ship's
speed. "

Whi tebred gl anced at his shadow. Stuart gave a tiny but
qui ck nod of agreenent. "Ch," the admiral said. 'Take us to
one gee."

"Helm this is the captain, | have the conn. Mintain



course and take us smartly to one-gee accel eration. Have the
bosun advise the crew. Wait one." Mattimturned to the ad-
mral. "WII we be at one gee | ong enough for the crewto
get cl eaned up?"

"No. Just long enough to execute that man in cart G61."
This time the admiral did manage to comunicate that he
want ed Chief Aso. Two narines tooled off to collect him

"What's goi ng on here?" The damage control officer ar-
rived. "Captain, is there a problemin ny spaces?"

"That man is in the gunnery division," Witebred

snapped. "He doesn't belong here. | want him shot. Sone-
body get a vid hookup here. Sergeant, as soon as the captain
can get us to one gee, shoot that man."
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"Yes, sir," the sergeant said with a tot |ess enthusiasm
than he'd had with Quns.

The danmage control officer rolled his cart right up to
Whitebred. "Admiral, that man bel ongs here. | asked for
hi m and got him assigned to ny work parties. He's a damm
good ship maintainer and | need him what with the way

we' ve been hot doggi ng around space. Wth our arnor

down to icing, all the gunnery departnent can do is sit
around on their duffs. | got real work to do and | want that
man doing it."

Whi t ebred grew dangerously quiet.
"You got a work order to support that?" Stuan asked.

"Yessir. Let me call it up. Just a sec. Here it is. I'Ill trans-
mt it to your unit."

Stuan and Witebred gave it a sour stare. "CGot the com
mander's chop," Stuart observed. "Looks okay."

"I want to see what he was doing," Witebred demanded.

"Yes sir. Right this way." Gandhi led off, the admiral right
behind her. It was quite a parade. The wel ders knocked of f

as the damage control officer explained, "This |launcher is
stressed for six gees using a five-hundred-pound round. That
translates to just one-point-two gees for the round we've got
now. W're doing three gees."

"But it's been worked on before," Stuart pointed out.

"Yes, sir, in stages to give us the safety margins | wanted.
First we rebuilt the magazines up to three gees for those new
two and a half ton bullets, then upped the |launcher to two
gees. Then we redid the magazine to six gees where

wanted it. Now s the |oaders turn. | do what | need when |
need it. And | keep this ship undamaged, which is the best
damage control you can ask for."



The admi ral and his chief of staff studied the wel ders*
work. Mattimheld his breath. Aso and his work party had
done a terrible job. The actual welds were as solid as they
cane. But the welding torches had cut a broad swath, taking
the tenper off of the main girders. Here and there were

ni cks. The weld night hold, but the girders would tw st and
bend in the mddle.
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They' d done what Mattim had asked. Wuld they die for
it?

"This | ooks |ike | ousy workmanshi p," Whitebred
groused.

"Never saw anything |like these on any of nmy ships." Stu-
art backed hi m up.

Matti m wonder ed what Stuart had done aboard ship. He

didn't look like the type to get his hands dirty. Comander
Gandhi didn't retreat an inch. "Ever rip a sack, sir? You

don't run a single strip of tape up the tear, you take a couple
of strips and spread themout, to spread the pressure. Sane
with welding," she lied with a straight face. "Slap sone

paint on that and it'll | ook as fancy as any ship you ever

rode. Captain."

Wiitebred still | ooked Iike he wanted soneone shot. WMat-
timwent for the closing. "Admiral, if you want, | can put the
chief in the brig. If anything he's worked on breaks when we

| aunch, you can decide what to do then."

"I really need the help," Gandhi npaned.
"Not from gunnery," the adm ral ordered. "Ckay, we'll do

it your way, Captain. But if ny nmarines start shooting, you
can bet they won't stop with chiefs." Witebred stornmed off,
| eaving Mattimstaring at Mary and her sergeant. Neither

one | ooked too happy with the admral's claimon "his
marines. "

A fresh-faced col onel ushered the major into a hall half the
size of the 2nd Guard's drill field. Oficers, nost of them
generals, nilled about. Ray and Santiago stood stiffly, wait-
ing to be told where their place was. Here begins a whole

di fferent kind of conbat. General Vondertrip excused him
self froma group and hailed Ray. "So glad you could nake

it. What with the situation on Wardhaven, the President may
ask you quite a few questions."

"The situation is reaching critical." Ray carefully skirted
t he boundaries of treason. Assuning they hadn't noved
agai n.

"Yes, but do not forget the nost inportant part, mnmy young
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friend." As the general approached, his voice | owered. Be-



side Ray, his voice was little nore than a whisper. "The of-
fensive is what matters to the President. Wars are not won on
t he defensive. 'Attack, attack, always attack.'"

Ray gl anced around. Like the general, nost of the people
wi thin earshot were whispering. "lIs that why the Navy has
not conme to the aid of Wardhaven?" he asked.

"You will get nowhere attacking the Navy. The President

is tired of interservice rivalries. And yes, the Navy is up to
its ears supporting three offensives. Wardhaven has thirty
mllion nmen under arnms. If you can not stop the Earth

stooges with that, you don't deserve to breathe." The gen-
eral's voice took on the accent and cadence of the President
as he recited the often-repeated phrase.

"No line of brave infantry can stop a relativity bonb."

"Ch, that. You have heard that bit of bragging. So they
have t he space above you. They can do nothing until they
| and and neet us face to face. They dare not use their
bonbs. They are the ones with the vast popul ati ons and

crammed industry. If they start such folly, we will bake them
in their own puddi ng. The President has announced that they
are only bluffing. In ten hours, you will see.™

"Where should | sit? The briefing begins at one."

"No need to rush; the President is never here before two.
He does not |ike anyone new sitting near him Despite al
our |loyal protests, and the endl ess guards we mnust pass, he

fears bonbs. You will sit at the end of the table, but | have
arranged for you to be across fromhim You will have a

good view. "

' Thank you. GCeneral. | have never net the President, and

my wife will want to know everything he does."

"Yes, | understand you are in the famly way."

"Does anything nove faster than a woman's whi spered
wor d?"

"Not even light, ny young friend."

"Could you show me to nmy seat? | have prepared a brief-

ing, as your letter asked. It would be a shame if your com
puter could not interface with mne."
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"W have the | atest system but be careful. The President

has a short attention span for briefings. You nust give him
the highlights quickly. If he begins to speak, sit down. Never
interrupt."”

"As your note said."

"Here is your place. | have never understood these na-
chines. My nother always said if God had meant for us to



have conputers, we woul d have been bomw th one."

"I thought that was what our brain was,'
qui pped to the general's departing back

Sant i ago

"I doubt the general believes in themeither,"'
swered softly. "Can you plug us in?"

Ray an-

"It requires a physical hookup! Ancient technol ogy. But
there are several cables in the briefcase. Let ne see."

"You do this. | will find the restroonms. My stonmach." Ray
began a qui ck wal k across the marbl ed fl oor, hoping he
could control his roiling gut |Iong enough to find the neces-
sary room Death would cone easy. Keeping his dignity was

a fight.

Mary sat in her high-grav cart—enjoying herself. Dunont

and his teans rushed up and down the | auncher, | ooking

over the shoul ders of every sailor working on the accel era-
tor. Every ten or fifteen mnutes they' d denounce sone

wor ker as a saboteur. Mary and me damage control officer
woul d motor over to review the case. The chief of the work
party woul d explain what they were doing, and the com
mander woul d assure themthat it was part of the critical up-
grade of the system Dunont began to smell a skunk with
Gandhi al ways going | ast, so he denanded she go first and

t he accused chief go second. Either they were telling the
truth, or chiefs were just as good at whoppers as Gandh
was. Either way, Dunont was none the w ser

Mary had spotted a few untruths so far. That one about
wel di ng arcs needing to heat up the surroundi ng area was
one of them She'd |earned howto weld in a nonuni on shop
You keep a good, tight bead—the smaller the better. Yep
there was a whole I ot of |ying going on.
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Dunmont turned back fromthe latest fracas. "Dam it,

fol ks, you got just as much to gain fromthis as we do. You.'
He pointed at a youngster, two slashes on his uniform Mary
took himfor a Navy corporal of some sort. "You think what
they teaching you in the Navy' 11l get you a job when this
war's over? If you don't got a friend in a very high place,
you'll be back in the street with the rest of us again.'*

"Hey, man, they drafted me and sent me to school for two
nmont hs. | know enough to carry the petty officer's tool box.
| can't tell you what he's doing," the Navy kid answered—
in too-perfect English. Mattimhad told her how kids fresh
out of college had hel ped hi mget his ship back hone. She
wondered what this kid' s degree was in ... and told Dunont
not hi ng.

That was it, really. The admiral had the power of author-
ity. The marines had the power of the gun. But Mattim and
his crew had the power of know edge. She and her mniners
had played their part. Lek had taken away the admiral's
strangl ehol d on their tongues. They had cone together



What were they creating?

Mary gl anced around the | aunch bay. Did anybody know

who was doi ng what? Cone | aunch tinme, this bay was

gonna be damm dangerous. Mattim you didn 't want any
nore dead. Can you get this place evacuated? Mary sup-
pressed a snicker. Was Dunont smart enough to be very far
away from here in—she gl anced at her chronomnet er—ei ght
hour s?

Ray stared at the ceiling and struggled to control his gut.
Three hours ago, the President had marched into the roomin
his bright red space nmarshal's uniform and began to orate.
Wat ching himon vids. Ray had been nmesnerized. Now he

saw himin person; no wonder human space trenbl ed when

he shook his fist.

The power of the nman's eyes, voice, body held Ray. The

Presi dent was father, nother, lover—all at once. If Ray
hadn't faced the harsh reality of death, the President would
have held himin the pal mof his hand.
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But Ray had watched rockets fromthe wong end. Ray

had made the hard choices of |life and death. Ray had chosen
life, and today he was choosing death. While other officers
in the roomhung on every word, Ray eyed the man with a

di spassi on he suspected was rare.

In the three-hour ranbling nonol ogue that had yet to
pause, there hadn't been one reference to the present situa-
tion. Still, no general interrupted.

Ray kept his face a worshi pful mask. |nside he roiled.

This was theater, nothing nmore. They were the audi ence, he
the center stage. Once, a general had becone nore in-

vol ved; he'd been singled out for his department's failure to
reequi p troops as the President wanted for an of fensive that
failed. He received the President's full attention for an hour
struggling to answer questions in the brief noments when
Presi dent Urm paused to catch his breath. It ended only

when the general collapsed and was carried out on a
stretcher. A trained |ifesaver would have begun i medi ate
heart massage; the guards did not hing.

As Ray watched his President in action, the disgust that

had grown over the last two nonths boiled. Men were fight-
ing and dying, struggling to nake real this man's dreans.
Here, the man who shoul d have provi ded cohesion and di -
rection strutted about |ike an actor—a world-class actor, but
an actor no less. Only the guards kept Ray fromreaching for
hi s briefcase

Guards were everywhere: by the doors, behind the Presi-

dent, even roving around the table, assault rifles ready. The
tabl e remai ned as broad—-and enpty—-as the plain the 2nd

Guard had attacked across. If Ray was not careful, his attack
across this table nmight be as nmuch a failure. The nonol ogue
ended abruptly as the President turned and strode toward the



exit behind him "Restroom break, at last," Ceneral Vonder-
trip muttered. "Did | warn you to go light on the coffee? D d
you see the President glance your way before he quit? You
will be next."

"My stonmach."” Ray struggled to stand
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Santiago canme to his aid. "The war wound," he said.
"Where is the nearest restroonP"

"Ch, yes. | forgot. The nearest will be npobbed." The gen-
eral | ooked around. 'Try that exit," he said, pointing. "Take
the first corridor on your left. It should not be too far."

The exit | ooked miles away; Ray marched as fast as his
stomach and braces allowed. dadly he woul d have traded
this for an advance into battle.

"Hell of a situation when the can |ooks |ike heaven," he
snorted when he'd reached his goal

"Yes, sir." Santiago let go of his armand retreated, brief-
case in hand, to stand beside a sink. Ray cl osed the door—
no | ock. Security everywhere for the President ami you can't
even | ock the bat hroom door

"Captain, conmhere. W' ve got a general announcenent
fromthe governnment of Wardhaven due in a nminute or so."
"Helm open a view on the main screen.” It showed a
roomfull of reporters. Before them a man in a green uni-
form spoke. "People of Wardhaven, we will never surren-
der."

"That cuts it," Mattim sighed. Between the governnent of

War dhaven and Wi tebred, there was no m ddl e ground.

The Sheffield could shoot around the system forever. Sooner

or later, arelief fleet would show up to drive them away, and
the Sheffield was in no shape for a fight. They'd won the bet,
but the other side was just thumbing their nose at them

Bormb us or bugger off.
That wasn't the way it's supposed to bel

The door to the admiral's quarters opened. Whitebred
grinned fromhis cart. "Six hours. Six hours and we show
that bastard who's got guts and who doesn't." The door

cl osed behind him Witebred had no problem bonmb them
The problemwas Mattims; if he didn't bonmb them what
was he going to do?

H S STOVACH UNDER control, but no | ess a pain. Ray
began to struggle to his feet.



"Let me help you, sir.
pushed asi de.

Santi ago was back, the door

"I can do it nyself," Ray snapped.

"Not today, sir." Santiago reached down and deftly re-
noved the power supply from Ray's wal ker -

Ray col | apsed back onto the stool. "What?"

"Quiet. Please, sir. W don't want anyone alarmed." The
young officer cane to attention, briefcase hanging fromhis
left arm "Thank you. Major, for giving ne this chance. Tel
Ritathis is nmy gift to her and the baby. Mke the peace
worth all we've paid for it."

Santiago saluted, did a smart about-face, and marched

out of Ray's view. Ray tried to get to his feet. Now the
wal ker fought him He was still trying when the expl osion
cane.

Santiago marched down the corridor. In only a nonment, he
entered the briefing room Keeping his cadence perfect, he
mar ched for the table where everyone was gathering.

He felt no fear. If anything, he was el ated. Ever since
the maj or had shared the second conbination, he had
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known this nmonent woul d cone- The fleet orbiting Ward-
haven settled any question of necessity for him Rita's an-
nouncement this norning settled who woul d open the

bri ef case.

Usi ng the confusion of people finding their seats, Santi-
ago paused across fromthe President. Two guards i me-
diately turned toward him guns at the ready. "M

President, ny Major is indisposed at the nonent. Hi s war
wound is not healing as quickly as he would wi sh. He has
done a very brief presentation with pictures of the defend-
ers of Wardhaven preparing to destroy the invading Earth
scum May | run it for you?" Santiago rested the briefcase
on the table. He'd put the conmbination in during the stop at
the restroom

"Yes, yes." The President beaned. "I |ove to—=

Santiago flipped the case open. The President didn't have
time to say what he | oved.

Mattim gl anced at the clock. Four hours 'til launch. He grit-
ted his teeth. If he survived this, he'd be buying a new set of
caps. At his elbow, his conmlink beeped. "Captain, we've
intercepted a nmessage. It's confusing, but it sounds |ike
there's been a bonbing on Rostock and the President may

have been killed or injured."

"Gve me the raw feed," Matti m snapped.

"Yessir. Sir, we've got a coded nmessage here fromthe ad-
mral. He wants it sent to soneone on \Wardhaven."

"War dhaven?" Mattim exchanged a frown with Ding



"That's right, sir. Someone on our target."

"If the adnmiral says send it, send it." Mattimsighed and
began reading the first nessage. According to it, President
U mcoul d be dead, wounded, or on vacation. Mattimre-
menbered why he rarely bothered readi ng the genera

news.

"What do we do?" Ding asked.

"What do we do with this mess, sergeant?" Two soldiers
| ooked down at Ray. His gut was suddenly cold steel. Like
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so many ot her heroes, Santiago had died for him Now

t hese guards were about to shoot himrather than | ook at
hi m

"Just part of the rest of the nmess." The sergeant eyed Ray.
"This one's the visitor. Didn't we hear his wife's waiting in
his car? See if you can put a call through. She'll be glad to
hear he nmissed the ..." Both soldiers glanced in the genera
direction of the great hall

"How d sonmeone get by us?" the private asked.
"Sure it wasn't us?"
"But woul dn't the general have gotten us all out?"

"Rats | eave the ship, people start thinking it's sinking. Be-
sides, Red and Titra weren't exactly the general's favorites-
Hey, you." The sergeant nudged Ray with the toe of his

boot. "Ain't you done yet?" Both snickered.

Maybe Ray wasn't done just yet.

"Isn't he a cripple, or sonething?" the private asked.
"Didn't walk too well when he cane in. Metal detectors
didn't like him but the screens only showed what he was
supposed to be wearing. Think his braces were bonbs?"

"Naw, he's still got themon. Okay, M ster Mjor, |ooks

like we'll have to take care of you. Hope you don't need

your butt wi ped, 'cause you ain't getting it by us. Let's take
himto the car park. That ought to keep us out of worse de-
tails."”

They lifted Ray none too gently. He barely managed to

get his pants belted. As they reached the main corridor, they
had to pause as a gurney was wheel ed by. Medics and

guards surrounded it. The front top half of the body was a

bl eedi ng pul p, but there was no m staking the President's
space marshal uniform Santiago had succeeded.

At the limo, they tossed Ray into the back seat.

"This one yours?" they asked the driver



"Ch, Ray, when | heard the explosion, | thought... | was
afraid . " Rita's tears covered his face.

"CGet them out of here. W got bigger problens."

The driver slowy wound his way past other parked cars,
novi ng security rigs, and arriving enmergency vehicles.
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They were the only one going out. They nmight not have

made it, but Rita had been nenorable on the way in that
nmor ni ng, and now her tears and Ray's condition opened

gates that might otherw se have renmai ned closed. Thirty

m nutes after the explosion. Ray was being settled onto his
bed.

Rita reached for the phone. "G ve nme the captain of the
Gasis in orbil."

"Mp'am calls are restricted to national security issues."

"This is a national security issue. | am Senior Pil ot
Longknife and | nust speak to the captain of ny ship."

"Yes, ma'am"
"Captain Rose" came quickly.

"Captain, there has been an explosion at the Presidenti al
pal ace. "

"How i s the President?"
"l do not know. "

"The President is dead." Ray cut the words hard. "I saw
his body. He is dead."

"The maj or says he saw the President's body. He is dead."
"I will send a shuttle for you and the nmjor imediately."

"Thank you," Rita said as the line clicked. There were

words Ray wanted to say, but they were not for the |istening
m kes. Rita held himclose, painfully tight. Ray began to
shake. Once nore he and death had brushed el bows. Once

nore others had done the dying for him The future had

damm wel |l better be worth the lives paid for it.

Mattim junped as his communit beeped. "Captain, we've

got anot her nessage intercepted from Wardhaven's Beta

junp gate transmitter. It's in the clear and very explicit.
Sone mgjor saw the President's body. He's dead."” Mattim
eyed the adnmiral's door. Three hours until |aunch; the door
stayed closed. The marines sat their posts.

"Comm pass the nmessage to the admiral. Keep ne in-
formed of planetary intercepts.” VWitebred mght reserve to



hi nsel f the power to decide what the nmessages neant to
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them but Mattimwas dammed if he would | et hinself stay
in the dark.
Sooner or later, he would have to nake his own deci sion

The car, the shuttle, and the yacht were all waiting for
them They broke orbit only minutes before a hold was put
on all traffic. The captain scorned his orders back to dock
"My planet is about to fight for its life, and you want to
keep ne tied safely up at your pier. |I'mheaded for the
fight."

"We' || shoot," they threatened-
They didn't.

"We' || never get there in time," Rta sighed.

"W al ready have," Captain Rose assured her

Admiral Whitebred rolled onto the bridge as the clock went
to zero. "My ultinmatum having expired and t he Wardhaven
government not having surrendered, you may fire. Captain."

"Wth the death of the President, things may be a bit con-
fused,” Matti m observed.

"So you've picked up those runors. That's all they are,
runors. Probably started by soneone to buy time. They
have no nore time. Launch, Captain.”

A billion people had run out of tinme, and so had Mattim
Slowy, he studied the bridge crew, the admral, and his
guards. Their guns were pointed out. The younger three

| ooked alt too ready to use them WMattim had pl ayed for

time, and it had run out. Well, maybe not all of it. It's not
over until it's over.

"Bonb accelerator, this is the captain."

"Standi ng by, sir," said Commander Gandhi. "I have a
bonbardment pattern ready. Passing it through to you."

"Main screen,” Ding ordered. A green gl obe appeared to

the left of the screen, a single dot to the right. Red vector
rows departed the ship. The gl obe grew as the arrows ap-
proached. In a matter of seconds, they covered it with red
spl ot ches.

"Very good." The admiral grinned.
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"Commander, begi n aut ol oadi ng bonbs now. "

"Say again, sir. Your nessage is breaking up."

ar -



" Aut ol oad bonbs now. "
"Sir, | can't follow you. Static is breaking you up."

Mattim gl anced at Ding. "Conm" she said, "we're get-
ting a conplaint fromdamage control of static on our line to
them™

"You're conming through five by five to us. Wait one while

we check with them" The pause was hardly | ong enough to
take a breath. "They had no problemtalking to us. Sir, |'ve
never had static reported on an internal conmline."

"You have now. Ding, you have the conn." Mattim
headed his cart for the hatch. Wiitebred foll owed on his
bunper.

"O0D, you have the conn." The exec passed it al ong

and joined the parade- Now it ends, Mattimthought to him
self. Nowit all ends—but will it be with a bang or a whim
per ?

Mattimdid not give the order to start as he crossed the
coaming into the launch bay. He waited until his parade had
arranged itself facing |aunch control.

"Commander Gandhi, you may begin when ready."

"Begi nni ng aut ol oadi ng now, sir," she said i mediately.
There was a brief pause. "Autol oader is not responding, sir.

"What ?" Whitebred yelled. "Wiat do you nean? It's test-

ing as fully operational. |'ve reviewed every report.
["ve..."
"We've thrown a breaker on the nmain bus. | got ny chief

working on it. Just a nonent."

Whi tebred was fuming. "This woman is stalling. First she
says she can't hear us. Now she says a fully tested and op-
erational weapon systemisn't working. She ought to be
shot . "

"Just a monent. Admiral." Mattiminterrupted the first

ti me Whitebred paused for breath. "Bridge. Gve nme a slow
count."

"Yes. s ... on ... tw... th .. ."
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"Thank you, bridge." Mattimturned to Witebred.

"There's sonmething major wong with the electronics in this
bay. "

"But only to the bridge?" \Witebred wasn't buyi ng.

Behind him Mary studied the ceiling. The sergeant be-

side her | ooked around, hunting for someone. Quess sailors
weren't the only ones opposing this |aunch



"A bit strange, sir," Mattim agreed, "but this |launcher was
installed our |ast yard period and never tested.”

"Hundr eds of people have crawled all over it. Mintain-

ing it, you told ne." Red was rising on Witebred s cheeks.
"Yes, sir," Mattimagreed. "But wthout operating it, we
can't be sure. This first launch is its test."

"Captain," Gandhi interrupted softly, "we've recycled the
breaker. It will not hold. We are replacing it. W have a spare
standing by, but at three gees it will be risky."

"Captain,” Witebred snapped, "get this ship to one gee."
Matti m so ordered

"Sir." Commander Gandhi frowned. "That'll change al
my trajectories. WIIl we be going back to three gees?"

Mattimrai sed a questioning eyebrow to the admral

"No," he snarled. "W will stay at one gee for the | aunch.”
Matti m wonder ed how many sabots had depended on three

gees for the sabotage. At |east they could get out of the dam
hi gh-gravity carts.

"Sir," Gandhi said as she stood up, "I'll need access to the
ship's full network to redo ny cal cul ations."

Whi tebred was distracted as he undid his harness; for
once, Mattimwas not interrupting. "Bridge, we need al
conputi ng power down here."

"Yes, sir." A noment |ater the PA system announced,
"Knock off all nonessential net access. Stand by to |oad pri-
ority assignnent in thirty seconds.” A mnute |later, the com
puter was happily chewi ng on the new trajectories.

Five mnutes later all lighting went off on me left side of
the [aunch bay. "What?" Witebred squawked.

"Engi neering," Mattim said.
"Ivan here. W just cut power to nunber three main so
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they could pull a breaker. Is that a probl en?" be asked in-
nocent | y-

"No problem'* Mattimassured him Wil ebred rel axed.
"Bridge here," blared fromthe PA "W have a problem™

"Captain here. Yes?" Mattimsaid as Whitebred turned to
face him

"We just lost power to a third of the distributed network,"
they informed Mattimand the entire crew. 'That crashed the



project we had running. We tried a restart, but it's corrupted.
W're purging it and will restart as soon as we can."

' Thank you,"” Mattim answered evenly.

"What's going on? This is sabotage!" \Witebred yelled.

"Sir." Mttimspoke softly, trying to sound reasonabl e.

"We are attenpting a major project with no planning. Wth
all the conpl ex subactivities we've got going here, even the
best teamis bound to have a few social errors. They're a
good team and they're inprovising the best they can," WMat-
ti mconcluded. They were a damn good team and they were

i mprovi sing as best they coul d—ust not in the direction
Wi t ebred want ed.

In the next five mnutes, they restarted the trajectory
problem but using only one third of the net in case it was
necessary to take down the second main that al so supported
the launcher. The new breaker box canme on |line—and im
nmedi at el y popped. That started a slow wal k down of all the
power cables in the bay.

"I watched carts go up and down t hose cabl es. Wat the
hel | were they doi ng?" Whitebred denanded.

"Just what we're doing now. Testing and | ooking for any
trouble,” Gandhi answered. "But froma cart, there is only so
much you can see. Qur problemis not sonmething the tests
show. '

It look fifteen minutes to find a bumtester unit. Its re-

pl acenent quickly isolated the frayed insul ation that popped
t he breaker. The autol oader powered up and stayed pow

ered.

"Finally," Wiitebred breathed in exasperation

"Load first round in test node," Matti mordered. For once
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VWhi tebred did not second-guess him Mybe the guy was

trai nabl e. Mattim hoped not. The first round rolled slowy
down a conveyor, hit the bunper at the end of the chute—
and kept rolling as the bunper bent and broke. Wrk crews
scattered.

"That's inpossible." There was awe in Gandhi's voi ce-

"That unit is grown froma single crystal. It can't break."

"Hope it's under warranty," Mary draw ed. "Sergeant,
have a team | ook at that for sabotage.”

"I look at it first," Witebred shouted.

As a chief and work party set about corralling two and a

hal f tons of stray steel, officers took a | ook. The shards were
wi ckedly sharp. As VWil ebred examined it, Mattim gl anced
around. Well back in the crowd was his tiny mddie. Beside



her stood a young fellow in coveralls carrying a tool kit.
Mattim remenbered him the guy with the Ph.D. Guns said
he had a lot to learn. Material properties probably wasn't
among the |ot.

Just how nuch of this contraption is sabotaged?

Havi ng seen enough, Witebred drew hinself up to his
full height. "Well, commander, it's broke. Fix it."

"Sir, we don't have a replacenent. It's not supposed to
break. And if it does, only a yard can clean it up."

The adm ral and the damage control officer stared at each
other. Mattimdid not want to see what Wiitebred s next
nove woul d be. The damm sergeant was edging toward the
admiral .

"I'f I may have Chief Aso out of the brig, sir, | think we
can solve this,” Mattimintervened.

"Sergeant, release him" Whitebred snapped.

Five minutes later, Aso reported.

"Chief, fix that," the damage control officer said.

For a half a minute. Chief Aso studied the probleny then
he started bawling orders. Fifteen nminutes later, shoring
beans buttressed a new brake, and sand had been added to
the chute to sl ow down the slide of the rounds.

"Qught to take care of it for now, " the chief mnuttered.
"Captain, launch those bonbs," Whitebred demanded.
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"Commander, let's bring one out slow"

"Sir, my firing solution needs recalculation. |I'mway past
the initial |aunch point."

"Launch it, damm you!" Whitebred yell ed.

"Recal cul ate,"” Mattimsaid at the same tine.

"Launch, " Wi tebred repeated.

"Admiral,"” Mattim spoke slowy, "the solution is bl own.
W could mss the planet, hit one of our ships. Wo
knows?"

"Recal cul ate." \Witebred capitul ated. "And make sure
there's nothing el se wong with this damm thing. Comman-
der, | want mai ntenance people over every inch of it.
Sergeant, | want marines | ooking over every shoul der."

"Yessir" echoed all around.



As personnel scattered over the |aunch bay, Mattimfound
hinsel f next to Mary. "Where' 11 it be safe to stand when that
t hi ng goes of f?" she asked,

"Good question." Mattim doubted the usual answers had

any val ue. "The autol oader could take your hand off. The
accel eration tube' 11 be | oaded with energy." He gl anced
around. "Il suspect there's a reason for the shiny new hand-
hol ds." The bay and | aunch control were lined with railings
at wai st hei ght.

"1 hadn't noticed them Strange what people miss." They
exchanged a snile. There were five crises as young marines
demanded expl anations fromsailors for what they were
doing. Wiitebred was into those rows in a flash. Mattim
Mary, and Sergeant Durmont were right behind. The list of
peopl e Whitebred wanted shot if this didn't go right grew
| onger and | onger.

Fifteen mnutes later, they had a firing solution. Wthout
orders, nost of the work crews arranged themnsel ves al ong
the wall, handholds in reach. Only Whitebred and his pet
Sergeant Dunont stood in the niddle of the bay. "Fire, com
mander, and you're a dead worman if you fail me again," the
admi ral grow ed-

Sergeant Dunont pointed his assault rifle around the
room nenaci ngly.
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"I"'mjust dojng nmy job the best | can," Gandhi answered.
"Launch one."

A mechani cal ramer shoved a round forward into a cage

of cables and netal. For a second, the ugly slug just sat
there—then it began to nove. The naked eye could follow it
for only a second as it shot down the |auncher rail

Then all hell broke | oose.

Monitor reviews would | ater show the round departing

the track at midpoint and tearing a wi de gash in the port
side of the Maggie D, exactly as Mattimand Chief Aso

had planned it. At the nmoment it happened, Mattim was

busy hol ding on to keep from bei ng sucked out by the air
rapi dly evacuating ne | aunch bay. Any space this large in
a starship had to be designed with this in mnd. Even as
Mattim struggled to hold, the ship acted. Doors sliced shut
al ong the launcher, sealing the danage and holding in the
fleeing air.

Unfortunately, it also sealed Wiitebred and his favorite
sergeant in as well. Before Mattimcould get a report

on the Maggie's situation, Witebred was screaning at the
top of his lungs, "Shoot them All of them Shoot themall."

VWhi | e Durmont | ooked around, trying to catch his bearings
and deci de whomto shoot first, Mattimand Mary hustled to
put thenmselves in the Iine of fire.



"Don't be stupid," Mattim snapped. "You can't start
shooti ng peopl e when we've got a damaged ship to handle."

"Shoot them" was all me answer he got.

"W won fair and square,"” Mary said softly to her
sergeant. "Marines don't shoot narines.”

"Fair and square," Mattimand Witebred both echoed.

"You had full rein to search. You didn't catch them"
Mary continued slowy.

"W caught them W just couldn't make it stick.”

"It's the same thing, Du."

"Shoot them " Witebred screaned.

"Captain!" blared fromthe speakers in the | auncher bay.
"Comm here, | have a nessage for you from Captain Ram

sey of the Sendai. He has orders for you."
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"Il take it in my quarters," \Witebred shouted.

"It's not for you. It's for the captain. Putting it on the
screen down there." The wall across fromthe | auncher con-

trol lit up. There was Buck Ransey.

"Matt, this nessage is for you. Wiitebred is rel eased from
conmand and rank inmediately. Al his orders are counter-

manded. Skobachev will assunme conmand. | repeat, Wite-
bred is no admiral and he gives no orders. The orders
promoting himare being | ooked at real close. | know not h-

ing about that. What | do knowis |I have official orders from
the mlitary commander at Pitt's Hope to return himimre-
diately. I will wait for your response- W would have been

here sooner, but | don't know how Sandy found that point so
fast. We've spent the last three days trying to pin it down. By
the way, | think the war is over. | will await your answer.
Ransey out."

"Wait one, comm" Mattimsaid, then turned to Wite-
bred. "I don't know what this is about, but it's over."
Li ke so many things lately, Mattimhad that one wong

t oo-

"You bastard. You lying bastard." Sergeant Dunont was so
enraged he ignored his rifle and went for \Witebred' s throat
with his bare hands. As Wiitebred fended himoff with one
hand, his other went for the assault weapon.

Even in defeat, Wiitebred still wanted to "shoot them
all."

Mattim hardly saw her comi ng. Kat the Zap cane in fast



and | ow. One nonent the two nmen were struggling; the next
second they lay ten feet apart and the niddl e stood between
t hem not even breathing hard. Whitebred was scream ng
clutching his knee. Wen this was all over, Mttim wanted
to know two things: how his crew pol eaxed up the |auncher
and how one tiny young worman put two nen twi ce her size
down so fast.

"M. Crossinshield, you have a problem"
Trevor gul ped; when his client knew he had a probl em be-
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fore Trevor did, sonething had gone terribly wong. Today,
his client met himat the edge of a pond in a pleasant park
The noise of the city was held at bay, whether by the trees
or nore exotic neans Trevor did not need to know. The big
man fed crunbs to white swans. To Trevor, he fed gall. "You
have been out of touch with your man, the one who knows

the door to the gal axy."

"Yes, sir. He is in the Navy and does sonetinmes go aboard
shi p. Comuni cations through those channels are often
strained. "

"Yes, but do you know where he is? | am picking up
strange runors. | do not like runors, M. Crossinshield. |
i ke facts."

From across the pond, two ebony bl ack swans knifed

through the water to scatter the white ones. Trevor's client
snm |l ed and tossed themcorn as their reward. Trevor gl anced
around. Fromthe path through the trees, three nen energed
and wal ked toward them The one in the |ead | ooked straight
ahead. The two behi nd hi m si gnal ed. Peopl e whom Trevor

woul d have sworn were part of his client's security detai
nodded and began to cl ose in.

H's client continued to feed the swans, both bl ack and
white. "Sir." Trevor was surprised to hear hinself squeak

" Speak up, boy."
"Sir, | believe you have conpany."

Hs client turned. And maybe for a split second Trevor
saw surprise on his face. Then he calmy turned back to
the pond. This tine, however, he tossed nothing to the
swans.

"Good afternoon. Henry." The man paused to smile down

at Trevor's client. "I thought I'd find you here. There are
things we nmust talk about. If you gentlemen will |eave us
al one." The guards turned at his command—all of them—

and returned to their alert meanderings.

Trevor turned to go. "Not you. You will stay."

"Edward, is that any way to treat one of mi ne?"



Trevor had not recogni zed the man with his cl othes on
Now he did. This was the other man, the man who had
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| ocked horns with his client in the sauna—and lost. He did
not act like a loser now "Henry, the question is, is anyone

your s?"

Trevor's client made no reply. The new arrival settled
confortably on the other end of the bench. Then he reached
over, took the small sack of grain from Trevor's client, and
began feeding the swans. Behind the bench, Trevor wanted

to run, but his legs were water. Unable to stand, he risked
| eani ng his hands on the back of the bench. Surprise filled
Trevor; despite the power shooting between the two nmen, he
was not el ectrocuted.

After upending the sack, the man spoke. "Heny, the dogs
of this war you released are chewi ng up sone very unhappy
| egs. Your President Umhas net with an accident"

Henry's usual apl onmb vani shed. H s head jerked around
to spear Trevor with hard, obsidian eyes.

"I have had nothing but normal reports about President
Um sir."

"When the general hol ding your security contract on Urm
failed so miserably, Trevor," Edward said, '*he canme | ooking
for a new enpl oyer. W reached an agreenent very

qui ckly."

Henry's glare was for Edward, but there was enough heat
along its edge to burn Trevor down to cinder

"I must thank you. Henry. Your nman in Pitt's Hope has
succeeded nost adnmirably for me. By threatening all life on
War dhaven, be has driven the colonials to send em ssari es,
real emissaries with authority to negotiate. And by show ng

t he planetary governnents just how easy their own bureau-
cracy is turned against them you have gotten their attention
Attention we do not want. Henry. None of us."

"CGovernnents are nothing!" Henry huffed

Edward cut himoff with a smle. "So you have said many
times. We give the politicos nmoney to buy the votes they
need, but they still think those votes give them power. They
are ready to turn that power to a scrutiny of us and this un-
pl easant ness. "

"l can handle them"
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"Yes. Yes, you can. And we have decided to |l et you. But

you will need tine." Edward sounded so solicitous. "Wth
your many duties, you nmight have problenms squeezing in

the tine you will need. So, Henry, we have decided that you
shoul d step down from nost of your positions on boards of
directors. If you do not, you wilt be voted out."

"You can't."

"You will find in the next week that we have. Not all,

Henry. | have gone out of ny way for you. Two boards you

will stay on. Ones | direct. It will be a pleasure to see you sit

t hrough nmeetings quietly listening while others hold the
reins. Watch you squirm when you can't get enough votes to
even W pe your own ass- Yes, Henry, you will be an inter-
esting diversion."

"You have not seen the |ast of ne,"
to his feet.

Henry hi ssed, getting

"OfF that | amsure. Henry."

Trevor's ex-client stonped away. Only two guards de-
parted with himthe two that had cone w th Edward.

"Wuld you like a seat, M. Crossinshield?"

Trevor stumbled his way around the bench and sat on its
edge; it felt nore like a collapse. He awaited his fate.

"I don't hold Wms death agai nst your general. Henry

failed to see the pressure building. W don't have nearly the
power he thinks we have. You, however, are interesting.
Initially, you provided Henry with information my own

sources overl ooked. That was good." Trevor risked a faint
smile.

"I'n the end, however, M. Crossinshield, you failed."

"Wirds spoken, sir, are not always heard." Trevor tried a
gentle ganbit.

The man sighed. "Yes, that is the problem Wose words

to believe, the ones you want to hear or the ones you need to
hear ? Dammably tough call." For a long mnute the man

stared at the swans. "I will take you on, M. Crossinshietd.
At a reduced rate, mnd you- W will all have to trim our
budgets thanks to Henry. Some of your people are worth

keepi ng."
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"M . Witebred?" Trevor risked.
"Failed mserably," Trevor's new client snapped, then

seened to rethink hinself. WAs that a personal trait, or was
today a day for second thoughts? Trevor would wait and see.
"However, his heart was in the right place- Find a wi ndow
office for him Wo knows, he may yet do us a service."

Then his brow darkened. "Those others, the ones who



stopped him"

"Yes, sir.

"We can not have people |like that succeed, even in stop-
ping Henry's blunders. Sets a bad exanple. Find a hole and
make them di sappear.”

"Yes, sir." The nmeeting was turning out far better than he
had any right to expect. He hastened up the hill. He had
work to do. It would be good to inpress his new client

qui ckly.

The fleet was gone by the tine Mattim brought the Sheffield

into orbit around Wardhaven. Sheddi ng energy had taken

themon a grand tour of the system Repairs would take

longer. Orbit was a weck; the squadron had really shot up

the place on its first pass. Parts of stations and ships drifted
everywhere, but shuttles were already back, bringing work-

ers, parts—and a station manager

"Earthi e Navy ship, respond.”

"Let me handle this one. | know Oaen."™ Mattim sw tched

on his comm "Owe, it's me. Matt. Maggie D |l ooks a bit dif-
ferent, but she's still the sane old girl under all nmis extra
gear."

"I don't care who you are. Wiile you wear that uniform
you don't park there. Back off five hundred klicks. One of
your boats is waiting for you."

"Boss, |'ve been meaning to talk to you about your bad
breath," Ding | aughed.

"Can't get no respect. Thor, what's five hundred klicks
back?"

"dd tub, looks rigged for passengers, but Just barely."
"Comm can you raise a transport aft of us?"
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"On the line already, Captain. Putting himthrough."
"Captain Abeeb, | amordered to relieve you of Captain
Whi t ebred and Commander Stuart. | amalso to take off your

draftees and give thema lift hone."

"I figured we'd be going back to Pin's Hope together."
"I don't believe so, sir. My orders just relate to your ju-

ni or personnel. 1'll transmt your orders, now, but the scut-
tlebutt is that the Sheffield is too banged up. She's being
scrapped. "

"Scrapped! " Sandy how ed.

"You got to be wong," Mattimassured him

"Could be, sir. They're your orders. Read them"
Mattimdid. "He's right. They're scrapping the old girl."
"Her engines are in great shape,"” lvan roared as he cane
on the bridge. "Call "emand tell '"emthey're wong."



Matti mtapped his board. "Comm get nme the port mas-
ter."
"You got him"

"Ome, this is Matt, | need to send a nessage to Navy
Conmand, Pitt's Hope."
"Who' s payi ng?"

"Didn't the squadron set up an account at the arm stice?"
"Yeah, and closed it when they left. You want to nmake a
call, get ne your charge code."

"You think they'd take a collect call?" Sandy asked.

Whi tebred linped onto the bridge surrounded by three

guards, including the tiny mddie. "I want to get ny per-

sonal effects. | understand there's a liner here to take ne
hone." Mattim pointed to the transport on screen. "That?

It's no bigger than an adnmiral's barge. Wll. at least I'll have
it to nyself."

"You and three quarters of the crew "

"What? | will not be surrounded by a sea of... of - -."

VWhi tebred quit hunting for words.

Mattim grinned as he sputtered down. "You'll also go

with only the brig suit you're wearing. |'ve got your gear
under seal until a crimnal investigator goes over it. Secu-
rity, get this man off ny bridge." They did, none too gently-
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"Ding, pass the word to all hands. This may be the only
ri de honme. Anyone wants on that transport, we will find
space. "

That led to a lot of griping, fromWitebred, fromthe
transport's captain, and fromthe crew that got shoehoned
intoit. It took a day to load themall out. Zappa showed up
hal fway through the drill. "Sir, do we have to go?"

"May be the only ride for a while."

"Yes, sir, but we'd like sonme tine to | ook over our raw

data on that little excursion. W got the fixings for sone
great papers. If we could take the tinme now, while we're stil
together, to get everything in order, we could hit the journals
like a ton of cenent."

So the Sheffield or Maggi e D or whatever she was today
settled down in orbit Wthout a station to swing her, there
was no way to put gravity on the ship. Wat was usually

only a nomentary inconveni ence becane the norm To the

ol d hands, both Navy and merchant, it was something to

adapt to. To the kids, it was fun. Part of the ship took on the
| ook of a university, though one run by the students. The rest
di d what needed doing to keep the ship going. To some she

m ght be scrap; to her crew, she was hone. She'd taken care

of them through sone rough tines; they woul dn't abandon

her now.



THE THI RD DAY, the port master called. "Hey, you squat-

ter over there. W got orders to open that hulk to space
and kill all the vermin. W' re sending a couple of shuttles
to lift you out. Be packed and ready. And pack lightly, you
hear."

"Ome, this is Matt. You*ve inspected the Maggie D a
dozen times. You never found one bug. Hassan's baki ng

up a batch of his focaccia bread. Cone over for a |oaf or
two. "

"Hassan' s!"

"Yep. Even zero-gee baked, it tastes great."

"Dam it. Matt, | got ny orders. You fol ks got to go."
"Can you give nme an extra couple of days?"

"You really got sone of Hassan's focaccia bread?"
"Three | oaves are yours." Mattimrang of f on that

prom se.

"What we gonna do, sir?" Ding asked.

"What's the Book say?" he asked.

"Not hi ng in the Book, sir, about being marooned on your
own ship as it's going under the breaker's torch."

"Yeah." They'd won their battle and their war. They were
alive and in one piece. So why didn't it feel so good?
That night, as had becone their custom all hands shared
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supper on a single mess deck. Wth nostly officers and
chiefs left aboard, and the middies falling somewhere in be-
tween. there seenmed little reason to keep the crew divided
along arbitrary lines. The eviction was news to no one as
they settled in to their neal. They chewed Hassan's deli -
cious rations and their future. The chow was good—the fu-
ture | ousy.

"W save the life of everyone on this planet and this is

what we get?" seened to say it for all. Finding a way hone
across hal f the gal axy was easy conpared to finding a way
t hrough two bureaucracies bent on ... what?

"What do they want?" Ding asked. "We're here. W've

got no noney for food or fuel. W can't call home. This is
crazy. | always knew the ship | was on might be lost in bat-
tle, but lost in filing ..."

"Matt, we got any credit on the Red Flag Line?" Sandy
asked.

"Fol ks, Ding and | have tried everything, |legal or no. W
had some charge codes | eft over from our merchant days.
Tried them They're not valid. Tried our navy charge codes.
Al canceled. | even tried ny own personal charge accounts.
Fands are unavail able."

"I tried mine too," Ding added. "Same answer."



"W don't exist," Chief Aso said.

"You must have pissed a | ot of people off-big tine,"
Sergeant Dunont put in snidely.

"Can think of five or fifty, but all of themgetting together
to get me ..." The miner/marine Lek shook his head.

"You and nme both, friend." Mattimsumed it up

After supper, Mattimstarted an inspection walk; in zero-
gee it was nore a drift. He soon found Mary beside him "I
t hought your marines woul d have headed back on the trans-
port," he said.

Mary | aughed- "To what? Nobody wants us. M ners got

no jobs. Dunmont and his kids never had a decent one. Wy
go back? First day of shooting we were kind of hoping the
colonials woul d ask us to surrender so we could get it over
with quickly."
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"Did they?"

"Nope. Killed a couple of us, and that didn't |eave nuch
room for tal k. Listen, you were trying charge nunbers. | got
a couple with miner's noney in them Can we check them

out ?"

They di d. Not hi ng.

Ray col | apsed on the bl anket under the trees. He'd spent an
hour on the bars and wal ked all the way out here, just him
and the damm canes. O course, the braces hel ped- He was
starting to like them

Rita was wearing that sundress. Rather, one of them

He'd had to marry her to discover she had half her cl oset
full of sundresses. He wondered how | ong the dress woul d
stay on, and quietly prayed it would for a while. He was ex-
haust ed.

The dress was hal fway off when a voice called, "Daugh-
ter, are you decent? | have soneone to talk with you and
Ray. "

The dress cane back on as Rita sat up cross-|egged beside
him "We're over here. Father, and yes, we're decent."

Ernest appeared a minute later. He and the spy each car-
ried a pair of lawn chairs. It took a monent for themto
arrange thenselves, Rita in a chair beside Ray, her hem
pul | ed down demurely bel ow her knees. The industriali st
and the spy master were directly across fromthem
"Colonel, | want to thank you personally,"” the fat man
began, "for saving all our lives. Earth woul d have pounded
us, and U mwoul d have done not hi ng."



"Col onel ?" Ray asked.

"A wel | -deserved pronotion on your retirement," Ernest

advi sed him

Ray was familiar with "tonbstone pronotions": he

wi nced. "Santiago earned the pronotion. He's the one who
saved us."

The spy shook his head. "You had the invitation. You got
t he bonb past the guards. If we had not had your war wound
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to hide behind, and you willing to walk in front, the bonb

woul d still be sitting in what was left of ny office."
Ray let that pass into silence. He still wasn't sure how he
felt about it all. For a long mnute nothing was said. Then

the spy master went on. *The government is in shanbles as
we weed out the worst of the Unity nugs. Wardhaven is bet-
ter off than many planets. W still have nuch of the previ-
ous governnent in place. Still, how do we come to terns
with the nightmare of the last two years?" Ray had no idea;

why did he have a suspicion he was about to | earn? The fat
man went on.

"You, Col onel Longknife, are sonething rare today. As a
sol dier, you fought for us. And, as a soldier, you fought
agai nst Unity. That makes you special."

"As a soldier, I lost ny battle,"” Ray grow ed.
"And we lost the war. Still, you fought honorably and

are nuch adnired. W need nen like you in the govern-
ment . "

Ray was shaking his head before the spy finished. "I'm

a soldier. | fight an eneny. I'mnot a politician. In case
you don't remenber, the one tine | net one, | tried to kil
him"

Ernest was grinning. "I told you he'd say that."

The spy nodded sourly. "Yes, you did. But your daughter
said he had his price. W just have to offer himthe right
bribe."

"Wfe," Ray said, turning on his bride. She was grinning
fromear to ear. "Wat did you tell thenP"

"Just that the job had to be one you could sink your teeth
into. One that woul d nake for a better tonorrow for our

child." She played her ace, patting her not yet swelling belly.
"One that would |l et you oversee the ships going out to ex-

pl ore the universe."



"Col onel Longknife," the spy began, "I have been asked
by those who are form ng the new government to ascertain
if you would be willing to accept the post of M nister of

Sci ence and Technol ogy. "
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"Sci ence and Technol ogy," Ray echoed. "Never heard
of it."

"A new position," Emest answered. "You can nake of it
what you want."

"Think of it. Ray." Rita was at his knees, hands pl aying
al ong his thighs. Lately, he'd gotten feeling back there.
"Science and Tech is our chance to get the rimworlds
moving. No nore waiting for Earth or someone else to
cone up with new ideas. Wardhaven is halving its defense
budget. That noney can go into R&D. Think of what we

can do."

Ray had the distinct feeling that he m ght be wearing the
m ni ster's sash, but he knew who woul d be running his of-
fice.

"And we get ships," she finished. "The new Bureau of
Scouting and Exploration will report to us." Her grin was so
wi de, the edges had di sappeared around the back of her

head.

"Think we can hire the ship that came back fromthe sour
junp?" he asked her.

"Whay not? It's in orbit above us and its crew, or the best
part of it, is still aboard.™

Long ago, Longknife had | earned not to accept gift
horses. He turned to the spy. "Wat's going on?" he
grow ed.

The spy was a long time answering. He took out his snif-
fers and nade a | ong show of confirmng the area secure.
"You recall the young woman who made your first briefcase
go pop when it should have gone boon? Wll, we have been

| ooking into her enployer very carefully. Especially since
we intercepted a frantic call froma group of her conrades
to the ship that was about to relativity bonb Wardhaven
asking to know where woul d be safe. Those who want

nmoney are frequently unwilling to die for an unspent bank
account.

"We intercepted another hasty conmunication out of Ro-
stock shortly after the President was pronounced dead. It
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seens that the head of his security detail was al so doubl e-
di ppi ng."

"Earth," Ray breathed.



"Not Earth government, or any other planetary govern-
ment. Rat her an association of |ikeni nded power brokers."

"I"'ve dealt with some of them" Ernest sighed. "Never
knew it, but I was."

"Urmwas their puppet!"” Rita was incredul ous.

"No." The spy shook his head firmy. "Umcreated him

sel f, and we cannot shirk our own responsibility for will-
ingly selling our souls to him W have no one to blanme for
this nightmare but ourselves. Let us say that Urm was

greedy, and where greed rules, one is never sure who is |ead-
ing and who is follow ng.

"What matters to you is that the ship of exploration was

to be the ship of our execution. And just as it refused to stay
lost, it refused to slaughter us. Now, it is nore lost, not in
space but in a black hole of bureaucratic creation. Powerful
men want it to stay lost. What do you say?"

"I say we've got a job for them" Rita and Ray spoke in
uni son.

"Not wise, but then, | nyself amfeeding the information
fromny investigation back to Earth. It will be interesting to
see how their elected officials react to it. Wth luck, our nu-
tual friends will be too busy to notice one ship escaping

fromtheir black hole."

They were hal fway through breakfast when Zappa cane fly-

ing into the ness deck, "I got e-mail fromMm" she
squeal ed.

"Well, at least a nother's love can find us,"” Ding nut-
tered.

As Mattimfinished his tube of porridge, Zappa grabbed a
handhol d on his table. "I asked one of the kids going hone

to tell my folks | was all right. Momis paid for a reply. Wat
should | tell her?"

The speaker cane alive. "Commfor the captain. W got
message traffic froma ship that just junped in-system"”
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"Things are | ooking up." Mattimgrinned. "Put it on
screen down here. No use naking the troops wait for the
rumor mll."

"Mat. this is Elie MIler. |I've been nustered out, and

wanted to get back in touch with you. Had a lousy tinme find-
ing you, but | renmenbered that girl fromyour ship, Zappa.

Her folks told nme she was still on Wardhaven. Andy is retir-
ing and | ooking for new fields. I've still got six nonths of a
sabbatical left, so I"'min no rush to get back. Thought we

m ght team up. A couple of old tugboat captains at Pitt's

Hope offered us a fast ride to Wardhaven. They | ook Iike pi-



rates or snugglers to me, but we took themup on the offer
W're in-system Do you still have all the kids with you?
A Over."

He gl anced around the room Every eye was on him kids,

A mari nes, both Navy and merchant crew. "Right now we're
havi ng problens with our credit chits. People who get too
cl ose to us suddenly have their bank accounts unavail abl e
and their credit nunbers lost. The kids are still here.
They' ve set up their own university. Over."

"Andy figured there was trouble when we couldn't find
you anywhere on net. He and | bull et proofed our noney be-
fore we took off. See you soon. Bye."

There were cheers anong the m ddi es, and back-

pounding that led to some interesting twists in zero gravity.
"Make enough friends," Sandy said with a grin, "sone-

body's bound to | ook you up."

"Aomm here. W got a nessage fromthe port captain.
There's a buyer that wants to | ook the ship over. Shuttle due
here in thirty mnutes."

Di ng snorted. "Make enough enenies, and they're bound
to hunt you down, too."

"This doesn't feel right," lvan growed. "Selling a war-
ship to Ae eneny. | nean, just been eneny ... You know "

D ng shook her head. "Strange, but not unusual. Peace
breaks out, wecks get scrapped where they lay."

"The Maggi e"s no weck." Mattimgnawed his [ ower |ip.
"She's a crine scene and a working warship. | don't like
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this." He turned to Mary. "lI'd like to prepare a reception for
whoever it is who thinks they can buy a ship out from under
me. You and yours ganme?"

Mary took in her marines. She |iked what she saw
"Yeah. "

Rita piloted the shuttle. Before docking with the Sheffield,
she did a turn around her. Mst of the ice was gone. One raw
gash showed al ong ne port side. Watever had caused it had
started inside. Ray had read the classified reports on the way
up. He hated mutiny.

He hated genoci de worse.
Thi ngs must have gotten lively aboard that boat.

Rita docked themwith a gentle bunp. G ad to | eave his

canes behind, Ray went hand over hand to the exit. He |ed,
she followed. Rita's newly hired driver, an ex-corporal from
the 2nd Guard, trailed them his hand in his coat. So their
fell ow was armed.



Ray froze at the door. Drawn up along the back of the bay
was a wel comi ng comm ttee—damm near a pl at oon of

marines in full battle gear. Left arnms anchored themto a
cable. Right arns held assault weapons at the ready.

Li nes crisscrossed the bay. Qut of the marines' line of fire

to his left, a collection of naval officers drifted in formation
Ray squel ched the automatic reaction to render honors as

was appropriate when boardi ng ship; he was not in uniform

He pushed hinself forward. "M ghty nice of you to neet

us," he said.

Matti mwasn't quite sure what he expected. The show of
force was just that, a show If it came to a fight, he'd sur-

render before firing a shot. Still, he wouldn't give up the
ship without a try at bluffing his way through. The Maggi e
was still a good nerchant ship, dinged a bit, needed sone

wor k, but a quick and easy conversion back to what she'd
been. She was al so a very deadly warship.

The man who | ead the "buyers" was nilitary to the core,
back ranrod straight even as he came aboard hand over
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hand. Mattim spotted the flickering start to rendering hon-
ors before it was aborted. The wonman behi nd hi m was
beautiful in a pilot's jumper, sporting mlitary rank he did
not recogni ze. Her he recogni zed. \Wen |ast he'd seen her
she'd been a happy kid, show ng himaround her father's
gardens. Hers had been one of the faces on the bonbs he re-
fused to deliver. The |last man aboard screamed bodyguard
both by his carriage and by the hand in his jacket pocket.
Matti m noved to neet them the three newconers halted in
place. Wth Ding and Mary at his back, Mttim quickly

bl ocked their way.

"I am Captain Mattim Abeeb, |icensed nerchant officer

and comm ssioned officer of the Society of Humanity Navy.
presently commanding this ship, Sheffield.91 Ckay, ape, let's
pound our chests and see who runs.

"I am Ray Longknife, formerly of the Second Guard

Brigade. This is ny wife, Senior Pilot Oficer Rita

Longkni fe and her driver, also fornmerly of the Second. It
seens | amto be offered Mnister of Research and Technol -
ogy in the next governnment for Wardhaven. My wi fe thinks

we need a ship." The man didn't bat an eyelash as he laid his
cards face up on the table. Not a bad hand, Mttim con-

cl uded.

"Seens |ike you need a yacht nore than a beat-up light
crui ser," D ng snapped.

Mattim poi nted behind him "This is my Executive Ofi -
cer, Conmander Colin Ding, and the conmander of the ma-



ri ne detachment. Captain Mary Rodrigo, fornmerly of the
Ni nety-sevent h Def ense Brigade."

That brought raised eyebrows fromthe "buyers." "Wre
you at the pass the first day?" Longknife asked.

Mary nodded- "W did what we had to."

Longknife's eyes took on a distant snmle. "I'd Iike to hear
your story, Captain. Could | buy you a drink sometine?"

"Be glad to, but I'd much prefer you didn't buy this ship
out fromunderneath ne, sir," Mary qui pped, and brought
themto the heart of the matter

"I don't know what you've heard about us." Mattinms
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words were soft, but he poured as rmuch power through

them as |van pushed out his engines. "But we are not trai-
tors. W nay have drawn the line at bombing a billion civil-
i ans, but turning over an operational warship to Unity is not
on the sanme side of the line. W've showmn we know how to

wreck a ship. W'll make sure it's nothing but scrap if we

have to."

Rita | ooked around, alnobst lovingly- "I've | ost one ship

this war, 1'd hate to cause the | oss of another one. Especially

one that's gone so far." That got Mattim s attention

"Yes," M. Longknife said, "we intercepted your nessage

to the Ni nety-seventh about the sour junp, or rather my wfe
did. 1've never seen her so excited. | have not let nmy wife
talk me into a political post so others can use me for a fig-
urehead. Once upon a time, | was a damm good sol dier. And

| promised a dead man 1'd nmake the future worth all the

lives that paid for it. | think opening up the universe would
nmeet his specs.”

"Abillion stars just waiting for us." The wonan smled
and patted her stonmach. "What a present for our child."

Longknife held out his hand. "My friends call ne Ray.

The ship will have to haul cargo to keep us from going too
far into the red. I need an experienced merchant skipper and
crew "

Matti m | ooked at the hand. "If Fin going to be wandering
the stars, never sure of what | may stick ny nose into, 1'll
need nore than the usual crew." He slipped aside and |eft
the stranger facing Ding and Mary.

Longkni fe took the neasure of the two of them "I don't
expect you to go |looking for a fight, but good gunners and
good troops can cone in handy a | ot of places. What do you
say?"

D ng's answer was quick. "We're ready now, sir.



Mary gl anced around at her marines. "It beats the last job
we had. Sure is a damm sight nore interesting.”

Matti m reached for his new enployer's hand. "My
friends call nme Matt."

THE FI RST CASUALTY « 525

"W get to go junp point hopping!" Zappa crowed from
anmong the m ddies.

Sandy chuckled. "I wonder what we'll find out there? O
who?



