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        FRANCHELCO PROVINCE

        DROMINI VI

        DIERON MILITARY DISTRICT

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        14 SEPTEMBER 3021

      

      

      The sounds of battle had ceased—along with all communications with Tercian’s Company. Tai-i Minobu Tetsuhara could still see smoke rising from beyond the ridge. That oily smudge meant burning vehicles, and burning vehicles meant trouble for the counterattack by the Dromini Ducal Armored Hussars.

      Tetsuhara’s Recon Company had been ordered to support Tercian’s unit after reports had come in that BattleMechs belonging to the invading Steiner mercenaries were in the area. If the enemy were about to make a major thrust, the forces of the Draconis Combine were in trouble. It would take more than Minobu’s twelve ’Mechs to blunt any serious push.

      With the rocky outcropping blocking his sensors as well as his sight, the only way for Minobu to learn what had happened was to go and see. Ordering a ’Mech lance to maneuver wide on each flank to block either end of the valley, he led his Command Lance in a straight line over the ridge.

      The lance’s three 35-ton PNT-9R Panthers moved with a grace that belied their size. From a distance, a casual observer might mistake a Panther ’Mech for an armored man at a run, but any resemblance to humans would be shattered as soon as it passed a tree or building. Like all ’Mechs, it stood as tall as a three-story house.

      The fourth machine of the lance was an OTT-7J Ostscout. Though it too strode forward on two legs, no one was likely to mistake the ’Mech for a man at any distance. Its long legs connected to a squat, egg-shaped torso and twin antennae poked from behind the small dome of the cockpit. Its arms were sensor arrays, skinny, tapered housings that waved and circled as the ’Mech advanced, gathering data for the its specialized scouting computer.

      As the ground began to rise toward the ridge, Minobu had to slow down over the rough terrain. Just short of the ridge crest, he stopped and signaled the rest of the lance to do the same. He crawled his machine toward the edge, being careful to keep the Panther’s right-arm particle projector cannon clear of debris. Selecting the visible light spectrum for the first feed, he raised the ’Mech’s head to let the scanners fill his cockpit screen with data.

      What he saw in the valley below was a scene of carnage, scattered over with the smoking hulks of the light hovercraft of Tercian’s Company. Minobu counted all nine of the vehicles he knew the company was operating. A half- kilometer beyond the nearest wreck stood a single enemy BattleMech.

      Minobu identified it as an Archer, a 70-ton machine. The ’Mech’s bold blue and gold paint scheme was marred by scorch marks, and large portions were too blackened to reveal any identifiable unit or rank markings. The Archer’s armor was torn and breached in several places, and one arm hung limply, half-ripped from the moorings beneath the massive missile launcher on the ’Mech’s shoulder. The giant machine had certainly paid for its victory.

      Tactical doctrine usually called for Archers to serve as heavy fire-support vehicles, but this one seemed to have been operating alone. Minobu wondered if its pilot had been out hunting other ’Mechs and the glory of a combat duel.

      The Hussars had caught the Archer here in the open plain of the valley, where they could operate to best advantage. They had no doubt expected an easy kill. The MechWarrior must have surprised them, proving too much for the tanks, even though he was badly outnumbered. Such a warrior would be a redoubtable opponent.

      “Skirmish wedge,” Minobu ordered as he took his Panther over the top and headed down into the valley at speed. Well-drilled MechWarriors, his men in their Panthers closed up the flanks and followed him. Safe in the slot of the wedge, the poorly armed Ostscout followed behind, watching for danger to its advancing fellows. The ’Mech was too valuable to risk in actual combat.

      Minobu was 200 meters ahead of his lancemates when he came onto the smoother floor of the valley. Though his target was well within the theoretical range of his Lord’s Light PPC, he knew the targeting system’s limitations too well. It was an irony of thirty-first century warfare that incredibly powerful weapons were used at ranges that warriors of a millennium ago would have considered ludicrously short. Targeting circuitry was among the technologies lost to almost three hundred years of warfare among the five Great Houses of the Successor States.

      Ahead, Minobu could see the Archer stir. It began to turn toward him, then it slumped. Well within range for accurate fire, the Combine ’Mechs moved closer, but the Archer did not react.

      “Gibbs, scan report,” Minobu ordered over the comm. “Is it a trick?”

      “I don’t think so, Tai-i,” the Ostscout pilot replied. “I think he just shut down.” Gibbs sounded surprised. Certainly, Minobu was. He called up an infrared scan on his screen. The enemy ’Mech glowed with waste heat.

      Minobu slowed his own ’Mech and ordered the lance to halt.

      “Damn your fool code to the Buddhist hells!” MechWarrior Jerry Akuma’s voice snarled across the comm frequency. “He’s easy meat, Tai-i.”

      “Pass my position or fire, Akuma, and it will be you who is meat,” Minobu snapped. He had half-expected such an outburst from his lance second, but was still disappointed to get it.
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      Inside his cockpit, transmitter off, Akuma cursed. The icy calm of Minobu’s voice made his threat all too real for the charging MechWarrior. The Tai-i’s sense of honor had been touched by this battered hulk and its pilot.

      Akuma withdrew his finger from the firing stud and brought his ’Mech to a halt. “That is a teki, Tai-i. An enemy to whom we must show no mercy. It’s a heavy BattleMech, which, in its weakness, we can destroy for no cost.”

      “No cost? You dishonor your ancestors. That pilot is a warrior, but his ’Mech will not respond to his commands. Bushido demands that we allow him his weakness now so that he can fight and die as a warrior at a later time. We will leave this valley now.”

      “Leave?” Akuma’s voice rose higher. “You’re turning your back on an enemy. You are—”

      “Are you questioning my command, MechWarrior Akuma?” Minobu cut in.

      Akuma knew the others in the lance were listening carefully over the comm. All knew that to defy a commander’s orders meant death. The lickspittle milksops he had for lancemates would back Tetsuhara, even in the face of his own more practical advice. Seeing the hatch over Kemsai’s missile launcher already open, Akuma decided capitulation did not mean defeat.

      “No, Tai-i Tetsuhara. I do not question your command. I die at your command.” The formal phrases came out smoothly.

      Akuma switched off his transmitter. “Your authority, no. Your sanity, yes. Your precious bushido code was dead before man left old Terra. It has no place here. This is real life, and we are at war.

      “I shall remember this. You have shamed me once too often.”
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      Minobu watched Akuma’s Panther for any further reactions. He had long known of the ignorant man’s low opinion of the code, and had expected complaints and derision once the battle was over. He had not expected Akuma to come so close to disobeying an order, even though that order had its basis in the code. Still, the MechWarrior had finally bowed to Minobu’s authority. The crisis point was passed, and Akuma’s blood would cool.

      Turning his ’Mech back toward the Archer, Minobu keyed on his external speakers. The enemy ’Mech’s pilot had popped his hatch and was standing on the seat, visible from the waist up. A bulky neurohelmet hid his features.

      “Warrior,” Minobu said. “I, Minobu Tetsuhara, Tai-i in command of Reconnaissance Company Gold of the Second Sword of Light Regiment, samurai of House Kurita, and soldier of the Draconis Combine, honor your prowess and your courage. We shall not kill you now. Return to your forces, if you can. Die in battle as a true warrior.”

      With that, Minobu turned and led his lance from the valley.
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        TETSUHARA FAMILY ESTATE

        AWANO

        BENJAMIN MILITARY DISTRICT

        DRACONIS COMBINE

        9 MARCH 3023

      

      

      Light from Awano’s sun sparkled off the metal, dazzling his vision. Minobu squinted, but the glare still brought tears to his eyes and blurred his sight. He could not allow this to distract him because precision was of utmost importance now. If he missed his mark, it would be disaster. He waited. His vision cleared only minimally, but he was calm. The time had come. Between the beats of his heart, his hand descended. It was steady.

      “Brother!”

      The unexpected shout from the glade near the house broke his concentration. Minobu bit his lip as the paintbrush slid over the surface of the vase, marring hours of patient work and spattering gold flecks on the dark skin of his hand. He had not achieved muga today. Again. Not since the disastrous fighting on Dromini VI had he been able to truly reach the state of “mind and deed as one.”

      Once House Steiner had sprung its trap and unleashed its Regulars to join the mercenary Wolf’s Dragoons, they had devastated the Draconis Combine forces attempting to relieve Dromini. The Combine troops had held the planet, but at the cost of severe casualties. A month after the debacle, Minobu had been relieved of his command and stripped of his BattleMech. Those orders had come without explanation and from the highest source, the Coordinator’s office. They were signed by the Coordinator himself, Takashi Kurita, ruler of the Draconis Combine. A promotion had accompanied the new orders, but Minobu still felt shamed, haunted by the thought that he had betrayed the ideal, that he had not lived up to the code of bushido. It was this worry and concern that barred him from muga.

      Before Dromini, so small a thing as a shout would never have affected his brush stroke. He put the vase down. It was ruined on the surface, yet it might still serve, as would he. Decoration aside, the vase was still what it was, sturdy and strong. As he must be.

      “Brother!” Minobu was still tidying his work area when Fuhito, panting from his run through the thin air of the plateau, burst into the room. The grin that split his face told Minobu that this interruption was, at least, because of good news.

      “Your haste is unseemly in a samurai, little brother. Sit down and compose yourself.”

      Fuhito did as he was bid, taking several moments to control his breathing and assume a calm demeanor. Minobu sat motionless, his face betraying none of his desire to hear whatever news had sent his brother rushing across the estate toward him.

      In control of himself at last, Fuhito bowed to Minobu. “Elder brother, I have received a letter from the Bureau of Administration. In two weeks, I am to leave to begin my service as a MechWarrior.” Fuhito’s grin broke loose from his control, his joy too great to be contained. He searched his brother’s face for approval, but his smile faltered when that approval was not immediately apparent. “I’m a fool, elder brother. Forgive me. In my pleasure at having a chance to prove myself, I’ve touched your own pain. You should be the one to receive the call to service.”

      Looking down, Minobu’s gaze fell on the ruined vase. He was distressed that his control was so poor that even his unsubtle little brother could see his inner turmoil. The long months of isolation here on Awano were taking a toll that increased daily. He seemed unable to regain the calm that he had always known as a MechWarrior.

      He willed the muscles of his face to relax. “My personal feelings are of no matter, though I am pleased you have this chance to prosper, my brother. You shall bring honor to our family. Katana Kat is your ’Mech now.”

      Fuhito rose abruptly. “No. I won’t go. It should be you piloting the Panther. I shall insist on it.” He headed for the doorway, but jerked to a halt when Minobu called after him.

      “Now you are being a fool. The ’Mech has been registered in your name for over a year. You have shown no reluctance to pilot it during your training sessions with me, and your progress has been duly recorded. Refusal at this point would only embarrass the family.”

      “But I thought you would be getting the ’Mech back eventually. This whole thing is unfair. You are a great warrior, maybe even the best in the family since old Jackson Hayes forsook his African heritage and took the name Tetsuhara. I shouldn’t have gotten Katana Kat while you could still pilot it. You should be in the cockpit. You’re not old, or crippled, or...or...”

      “Dead? No, I am not dead. Nor am I any longer the master of the Kat.” Minobu rose and walked toward his brother. He put an arm around the younger man’s shoulder and led him across the room. At the far end, they paused while Minobu slid open the panel that opened onto the veranda. He looked out over the trees that separated his house from the main part of the estate. Beyond those trees were the family mansion, the retainers’ barracks, and the training grounds. The Tetsuhara Panther stood on the practice field, its head visible above the tops of the trees.

      “There is your duty,” Minobu announced, pointing at the ’Mech. “You are the approved pilot of that BattleMech. It is to be your sword for battle, a samurai’s soul. Do not darken its bright shine by foolish actions or ignoble deeds. Its sheen will reflect your honor, as your honor will reflect that of our family. You now have a chance to wipe away any tarnish my disgrace has placed on that honor. Sufficient restitution has been made. Your orders are proof of that, little brother. The Tetsuhara clan once again has the opportunity to bring honor to House Kurita.”

      Minobu paused and stepped away from his brother. “Where are you to go?”

      Minobu had hoped his speech would help Fuhito grasp the realities of the situation. Fuhito’s steady voice encouraged that hope, but his flat tone revealed his discouragement. “Benjamin District. The Seventeenth Regulars.”

      “Not a Sword of Light Regiment, then.”

      “I was not able to attend the Sun Zhang Academy like yourself, brother. I had no patron. They have little love for country-educated warriors in the Swords.”

      “Sadly, it is as you say. A man’s honor and devotion should count for more than his school. It was too much to expect that you would be called to my former position. Still, Warlord Yorioshi is a loyal man and well-versed in the code. The Seventeenth is his own regiment, and he is District Warlord. It is a good appointment. You can prosper there. Show yourself a loyal soldier and a valiant warrior, and you will yet make it to the Swords.”

      Minobu watched his brother, who stood half-leaning against a post. Fuhito’s head hung down, and he kicked at nonexistent pebbles on the oiled wood. Though in his twenties, he often acted as though he were still a headstrong child. Minobu often felt their father had shown weakness in allowing their mother to pamper and spoil Fuhito, her youngest son. It had left him with a fierce strength that could blaze up and often carry him through, but the fires had no reservoir of fuel, no constant source of strength. His skills and control were good enough that he would survive as a MechWarrior if he enjoyed the luck any soldier needed to last on the battlefield. Fuhito would never rise to command until he could find the inner strength, the calm that permitted action without thought or regret, decision without remorse. Before he could achieve that calm, he would have to accept his place in the universe.

      “I have orders as well,” Minobu said. “I am to leave for an assignment in a week.”

      Fuhito’s head came up, eyes bright. “A command? A new ’Mech? One of the Grand Dragons, I’ll bet.”

      “Something other than that. I am to work with the Professional Soldiery Liaison.”

      “Mercenaries!” Fuhito sputtered angrily. “They have set you to babysitting honorless curs. This is an insult.”

      “It is not an insult. It is the order of Lord Kurita. He knows what is best for his realm,” Minobu said, his tone matter-of-fact. “We are samurai, and must obey our lord’s orders. It is our duty. You must remember that duty always comes before our own desires.”

      “Just as it was the lord’s will that you be relieved of your command.” Fuhito stepped from the veranda into the garden. He reached down, picked up a stone, and threw it at the distant trees. ‘That your ’Mech be taken from you.” Another stone followed the first. “That you be confined to Awano for over a year.” A third stone. Fuhito turned to receive Minobu’s answer.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you agree with his treatment of you.”

      “I did not say I agree.” Minobu willed his voice calm. How could one agree with what one did not understand? “I accept it. I follow orders because I am samurai.”

      “But—”

      “There are no ‘buts’ for a samurai. You will do well to remember this. You are now a Tetsuhara samurai, the pilot of the family’s BattleMech. Look to your honor. It is more precious than anything else you possess.”

      “What about your honor?” Fuhito protested, rubbing the back of his neck. “You have been here in disgrace for over a year. Then you get an assignment to work with hired soldiers, credit-hungry dogs with no concept of honor and no belief in the triumph of the Dragon. You are shamed.”

      “I am ordered. I will do my duty.”

      Minobu walked down the length of the veranda. With his back still to his brother, he said, “At least these mercenaries have warriors among them.”

      Minobu turned around to find Fuhito watching him, puzzlement on his face.

      “Karma can be strange, don’t you think? I am to work with the unit that was my last opponent in battle.” When he saw Fuhito did not understand the reference, he added, “Now that Lord Kurita has taken their contract, I am to be chief liaison to Wolf’s Dragoons.”

      “The Dragoons! They’re the best fighters in the Inner Sphere,” Fuhito exclaimed. “If the reports from the other states are to be believed,” he added hastily. “And they’re big, too. Some say they have more ’Mechs than all the Sword of Light Regiments combined. But you are only a sho-sa. Wait…” He cocked his head and looked suspiciously at his brother.

      “I will wear the bars of a chu-sa,” Minobu stated in confirmation.

      Fuhito laughed. “You have been setting me up. This is wonderful news! A promotion and a position involving such a large force. In spite of all your moping, you have been restored to favor. The lord has remembered your loyalty and set you on the path. A command of real warriors is sure to follow.”

      “Perhaps you are right, little brother.”

      “Have you told Father?” Fuhito’s voice was suddenly restrained.

      “No.”

      “Surely he will relent and see you now.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Then you won’t even try?”

      “No. You are not to speak of it, either,” Minobu warned.

      “You are stubborn.”

      “So is he.”

      An awkward silence fell between the brothers. “I must go now,” Fuhito said finally. “There’s much to be done before leaving. Perhaps we can have a final lesson in the Katana Kat in, say, three days?”

      “That would be fine.”

      Minobu watched him go. As the younger man passed out of sight beyond the carefully tended cryptomeria trees, Minobu turned and entered the house. He crossed the room to a tall chest. From the top drawer, he took a case and a ComStar communique envelope. The envelope contained his orders in the form of a shuga-to-hama, a letter of joyous celebration, duly stamped and sealed by the Bureau of Substitution.

      He did not need to reread the words to remember that the date for his departure was in two days. Minobu knew Fuhito would wait for their last lesson together to try again to convince him to speak to Father. Since that lesson was not to be, Minobu would be gone before their father even learned of this assignment, which would offend the old man’s sense of propriety and confirm his low opinion of his eldest son’s worth.

      Minobu moved to his work area and knelt by his pots.

      Laying the orders on the floor, he opened the small box that had accompanied them. On the velveteen lining lay twin rank insignia, the double bars of a chu-sa. He pulled one from its backing, and it came out with no resistance. Using a work knife, he chipped at the thin green metal plating that covered it. The bars were of cheap material, and had nothing to hold them in place, which told him the promotion was only for show and not intended to be permanent. The new assignment was certainly a calculated maneuver on someone’s part. How had he so offended House Kurita that his punishment should go on and on and his requests to atone be refused?

      Minobu replaced the bars in the box. He got up and returned to the chest. Opening a panel, he activated the compad hidden within and entered a requisition for a senior Draconis Combine Mustered Soldiery officer’s uniform and rank insignia, both to be paid for at his own expense. He had no doubt the request would be honored; the DCMS lacked for little in material things.

      Minobu walked to the outer doorway. Before he closed the sliding panel to the veranda, he looked out. The flowers in bloom held out the promise of the coming heat of summer, and the late afternoon sunlight colored the clear skies. On the horizon, however, beyond the head of the Panther, Minobu could see the racing dark clouds of a gathering storm.
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        BANTAN AIRSPACE

        QUENTIN IV

        DRACONIS MARCH

        FEDERATED SUNS

        13 JUNE 3023

      

      

      The primal violence of the planetary storm was a threat even to a tough craft like Lieutenant Hamilton Atwyl’s Lucifer. The aerospace fighter bucked and pitched as it plowed through the turbulence of howling winds. The storm was bad enough without having to worry about the enemy DropShip out there, somewhere. That huge spacecraft would be less disturbed by the winds and pressure shifts that buffeted his own 65-ton LCF-R15.

      The Davion DropShip he was chasing had broken away from the fight in the orbital space above Quentin IV. Atwyl’s Blue Right had been detailed to hunt it down. Even damaged, a Union class DropShip was still a threat.

      Days ago, the JumpShips of Wolf’s Dragoons had flickered into existence at the system’s nadir jump point. They had come for their first mission in the employ of the Draconis Combine, a raid on the Davion planet of Quentin IV. Officially, they had been in House Kurita’s employ for three months, that time spent crossing the volume of space from the realm of their former employer, House Steiner, to their new employer’s border with the Federated Suns of House Davion.

      When the Dragoons JumpShips had unleashed their cargo of DropShips for the in-system trip to Quentin, the Davion ship had abandoned its own course toward the jump point and had fled from them. Flight Colonel Jason Carmody had suggested it could be carrying cargo that might prove troublesome. It had also been close enough to get good data on the strength of the forces the Dragoons had brought to the Quentin system, something Colonel Wolf did not want revealed so soon. Carmody had advocated the immediate destruction of the Davion ship, and Colonel Jaime Wolf had agreed. Carmody’s aerospace forces had mounted a pursuit, but the DropShip’s captain had been skillful enough to elude their fighters in deep space. Reaching Quentin IV, the DropShip had joined the hastily organized defense the Federated Suns had mustered to oppose the sudden Dragoons raid.

      When a DropShip had pulled away from the battle and headed planetside, the main battle computer aboard Wolf’s Overlord class DropShip, the Chieftain, had identified it as the one that had run from the raiders earlier. The orbital fight was still undecided, and all Carmody could spare was the hastily organized Blue Flight. Lieutenant Atwyl’s lance of two Lucifers and two lances of SPR-H5 Sparrowhawks had orders to chase it down.

      Against an intact Union Class DropShip, they would not have had a chance, but Colonel Carmody had informed him that the six aerospace fighters would be sufficient for a ship estimated to be seriously damaged. Carmody had not counted on the severe storm that caused the flight to lose track of its quarry.

      Given how the Lucifer was being tossed about, Atwyl was glad he was not in a Sparrowhawk. The thought of that tiny, 30-ton ship that was little more than a cockpit strapped to an engine reminded him to check the formation. This was his first mission as a flight commander, and he was still getting used to having to worry about more than just himself and his wingman.

      Atwyl’s radar screen was fuzzed with junk readings, but showed several intermittent blips that should be the rest of his flight. His visual scan of the airspace outside his cockpit only picked out Gianni Bredel in the other Lucifer, glued to his left wing tip as usual. Raising power to punch through the interference, he called over the channel reserved for Blue Flight, “Let’s close it up a little, children. There’s a big, bad DropShip out there. Crippled or not, it can swat a Sparrowhawk out of the sky. I don’t want anyone finding it by himself.”

      He received acknowledgement from Gordon, Hall, and Reischaur, but not from Morris. Shifting more power to the comm circuit, he tried again. “T. J., you out there, girl?”

      “Sure am, boss man. What you want?” The words were distorted and barely audible, but T. J.’s jaunty tone came through. Hamilton was surprised at the relief he felt. T. J. Morris had just graduated from the Dragoons AeroSpace pilot program and was on her first mission. Her high scores and outstanding simulator performances did not keep him from worrying about her, however. Enthusiasm and training often counted for little in the field, especially with conditions as bad as they were now.

      “Close up with Reischaur and the rest of the flight. Can’t have you taking down that DropShip all by yourself, hotshot.”

      “Roger, boss man.”

      Atwyl looked for the closing fighters. Off to the right, he could see the shapes of Beta Lance’s craft break through the clouds. The bright yellow paint jobs of both fighters made them easily visible against the storm clouds. The dark, anodized metal sheaths of the Martell lasers that jutted forward on either side of the fuselage gave a Sparrowhawk the profile of a winged bullet. It took a lightning flash to reveal the dark wolf’s-head against a red circle that decorated the tall, vertical stabilizer rising behind the cockpit of each ship.

      Unable to see the fighters of Gamma Lance, Atwyl switched his communicator over to the band he shared with his wingman. “Yo, Gianni. I don’t have a visual on our little Gamma birdies in this soup. My scanners show them off to the left, I think. Can’t be sure what’s a real echo and what’s a ghost. This storm has really screwed things up. Hope it’s as bad for the groundpounders holding this rock.”

      “I’ll give it a look-see, Ham.” The speaker crackled and popped in accompaniment to his wingman’s voice, which was calm and steady as ever. It took more than a bumpy ride in a wild storm and playing hide and seek with a hostile DropShip to fluster Gianni Bredel.

      “Not too far, Gianni. Don’t want to lose you in this murk, too.” Atwyl watched as the other ship vectored thrust and shot away from his side. In the patched and cross-wired technology of the Successor States, things had a too-common tendency to break down. Even in the long-ago era of the Star League, Lucifers had been notorious for the fragility of their communication and sensor systems. Fearing that the recent communication problems might be due to more than the storm’s interference, Atwyl didn’t want his wingman out of sight.

      “You and me both, boss man,” said Bredel, but the rest of his words were drowned in a burst of static. Atwyl fretted while the other Lucifer moved out 200 meters, then pulled up even with him. As it did so, Atwyl’s visual angle changed, making it seem as though he were being paced by a flying skeleton. The other Lucifer’s wings, both the canards under the cockpit and the main vee, had disappeared against the midnight blue of the ship’s color scheme. The dark fighter’s shape blended with the stormy sky, leaving only the white bars and shapes of highlighted panels and structural elements.

      “Got ‘em, Ham.” Bredel’s call snapped Atwyl from his musings. “Safe and sound.”

      “Roger, Gianni.” Switching over to the flight frequency, he said, “All right, children. Let’s keep it this way if we can.” Resolving to hold his own attention on the job at hand, Atwyl returned to watching his sensor sweeps.

      Minutes crawled by while the tempest tossed the fighters about. Twice, Atwyl had to call for the young pilots to quit grousing about the rough ride and keep the comm frequency clear.

      During a brief lull in the storm, Friedrich Reischaur was the first to pick up the DropShip’s readings. “Big mark on MAD sensor, Lieutenant.”

      “I’ve got it, too, Friedrich,” Atwyl said. The Lucifer’s bigger computer had been even quicker at registering the target, but he revealed little of his excitement in finding the quarry. “Reading matches the Davion DropShip, and comp places it on the surface just shy of the Batan spaceport. If that’s our baby, she’ll be an easy target as long as we keep clear of the port’s guns.”

      Atwyl punched in some numbers and waited for the fighter’s battle computer to confirm his estimated flight plan. When it did, he laid out his plan to the flight. “We’re going to go down on the deck and come in low. That should put us under the spaceport defenses. Comp says there’s a forest that will screen us most of the way to the DropShip. Beta and Gamma, when we’re down, stretch out your lead on us. I want you in fast with your eyes open for hostiles. Recon only on the first run. Bredel and I will come in hard and rip up the sucker after you give us the all-clear. After we’ve softened it up, it’s an open turkey shoot. Questions?”

      Morris’s channel lit up. “What’s a turkey, boss man?”

      Atwyl laughed. Intentionally or not, T. J. had broken the tension that had been rising in him since he’d first caught the readings on the DropShip. He hoped her words had loosened up the others, too. “Never mind, T. J. What it means is after Bredel and I hit the ship on our first pass, you guys can make your own attack runs.”

      “Roger, boss man. You crack the shell, and we take the turkey.” That got laughter from Bredel and Hall. Atwyl quieted them down.

      “Let’s all go down together. Make it a six-eight degree glide slope down to three-zero meters off the deck. Then open throttles and go in. Got it?”

      Five voices chorused acknowledgement while Atwyl keyed the final figures into his battle computer. It set up a countdown timer in the left corner of his head-up display.

      “Okay. Recorders on. Three. Two. One. Punch it!”

      Acceleration pushed Atwyl back into his flight couch. A small whine came from behind him as the pressure equalizer cut in. The system was supposed to inflate bladders in his flight suit to prevent blood from pooling in his limbs under the weight of the tremendous gee forces of dives and high-speed maneuvers. If he lost power in the system, he could black out and lose control. Though the equalizer was noisy, it did seem to be working.

      A sudden drumming announced the end of the clouds as waves of rain hit the hurtling ship. The water sheeted over the canopy, leaving everything gray and dim beyond it. Ahead, Atwyl could see the flames of the Sparrowhawk’s afterburners as the fighters leveled out and accelerated. Easing back on the control stick, he came out of the dive smoothly. Checking on Bredel, he saw his wingman following cleanly behind. Ahead, the lights of the smaller fighters’ engines winked out as they reached attack speed. He vectored all thrust aft to bring his own ship up to speed.

      The Dragoons fighters broke through the front of the thunderstorms. Under the clearer sky, the open, rolling hills of the countryside were visible around them. The roads Atwyl could see were deserted. In places, he spotted the rubble of towns and industrial complexes, highwater marks of the Succession Wars battles that had swept over this planet time and again.

      Right on schedule, the forest loomed ahead, in trees rising to almost a hundred meters high. The fighters roared up and over the forest.

      When they reached the edge of the woods nearest Batan, a path of newly broken trees appeared. It was as though a giant, flaming hand had swept across them, splintering and burning them despite their sodden condition. As the last trees fell away, the cause became apparent.

      Half-sunk in the fields outside the city was the immense sphere of the Davion DropShip. The pilot must had been making for the spaceport when disaster struck. The ship had gone down, skimming the trees and plowing into the open fields west of the city. Seven kilometers short of its goal, the DropShip had foundered.

      A huge hole gaped on the upper surface, the edges blackened and warped outward. Debris was strewn in a trail from the forest’s edge to the crash site. High on the elevated side, one of the great unloading doors was open to the sky, its protective armor crumpled and torn. Across one edge, limp as an unconscious man, was the shape of a BattleMech. The giant machine seemed small against the bulk of the transport spacecraft. Even as Atwyl registered the carnage, the Sparrowhawks were zooming over the wreckage, two on either side of the ship.

      Just then, a startling twin flash of laser pulses split the sky, followed by the stuttering light of tracer fire from autocannons. The lead fighter of the left-hand pair crossed the streaks of light and disintegrated in a ball of fire. No sound reached Atwyl over the roar of his own engines. Reischaur was gone.

      The author of the Sparrowhawk’s destruction emerged from the shadow of the downed DropShip. It was a Rifleman BattleMech. The wing antenna of the Garret D2-j targeting system was rotating as the machine’s torso swiveled to bring the paired autocannon that made up each of its arms to bear on a new target.

      Atwyl felt paralyzed, stunned by the sudden loss of his pilot. His hands were rigid on the Lucifer’s controls, but the other members of Blue Flight went into action. Beta Lance split and began jinking to throw off the enemy machine’s tracking. Morris threw her Sparrowhawk into a steep climb, thereby avoiding the lethal streams of coherent light and armor-piercing shells that filled the air where her fighter would have been.

      Even Bredel was reacting. He launched a flight of missiles that impacted far short of the DropShip. The Lucifers were still too far away to do any damage, but Bredel’s attack had roused Atwyl from his shock at the loss of Reischaur. He took command again.

      “Overthrust, Gi! We’ve got to get in there.” Atwyl’s voice was shrill with emotion. He had lost one man. He didn’t want to lose any more.

      “Roger.” As always in battle, Bredel’s voice was emotionless. “I’ll take the ’Mech.”

      “No! He’s mine. Strafe the DropShip.” Atwyl wanted the killer for himself. He knew that wasn’t a professional reaction, but he didn’t care. Arming his missiles, he threw his craft into an evasive roll. Ground and sky flashed alternately across his cockpit. Once, he glimpsed Bredel’s Lucifer in the midst of a similar maneuver.

      Before they could close to firing range, Atwyl caught a flash of sunlight on metal high above the fields. A check of his IFF scanners revealed it to be Morris’s SPR-H5 diving down on the crash site.

      “No, T. J.! Abort!” Atwyl’s fear for the young pilot came through in his strained voice. The small fighter was too light to go against a BattleMech that excelled at antiaircraft work.

      No reply came from the aerospace fighter weaving a crazy corkscrew path as it dove. All four of its lasers were blazing. Some of the beams caught the Rifleman and sent chunks of blistered armor spraying from its torso. The ’Mech’s own fire cast a deadly net around the fighter, but the small ship darted like the winged predator of its name. A burst of fire from the Sparrowhawk caught one of the twin guns on the ’Mech’s right arm, shearing it clean away. Then the fighter cut sideways and roared over the field, miraculously untouched by the Rifleman’s weapon fire. Now shielded from the ’Mech by the bulk of the DropShip, T. J. sped her craft toward the onrushing Lucifers. Atwyl shook his head in amazement at this virtuoso display.

      “Not to worry, boss man.” T. J.’s voice was clear, though the words were slightly spaced as she caught her breath. “Those tin men are too slow to catch this—”

      T.J.’s comment was cut off as missiles arcing up from a concealed position struck her fighter. One hit her port wing. Its explosive warhead and the speed at which she was traveling were enough to rip the wing away from the body of the craft. As the Sparrowhawk began to roll, the turbulence tore more pieces from the stricken craft. Trailing flames, it dropped lower. Morris’s screams lasted until the fighter plowed into the ground and exploded.

      With those screams echoing in his ears, Atwyl hit the firing stud. All of his forward-mounted lasers raked the ground at the point where he had seen the killer missiles rise. Clouds of steam rose as kilojoules of energy flash-heated the ground, then flame erupted as the launcher’s ammunition exploded. The infantry team who had fired the SRMs ceased to exist.

      A savage smile split Atwyl’s face. It vanished just as suddenly when his Lucifer rocked under autocannon fire from the Rifleman, which had now cleared the side of the DropShip. A swift shift of thrust vectors let him sideslip the fighter away from the ’Mech’s searing energy beams and pounding shells. Banking the Lucifer around, he came in from the other side of the DropShip.

      The Rifleman was waiting for him, its remaining three guns brought to bear on the Dragoons fighter. Atwyl, lost in his fury, bore straight in. His craft’s armor was vaporized by the hellish energy of the ’Mech’s lasers and the pounding of its autocannon shells. He didn’t care. Flight after flight of missiles roared out from the Holly LRM launcher beneath his cockpit. His aim was poor, and most of the shots went wild, streaking past the BattleMech or striking the ground beside it. Some burrowed into the heavy plating of the crashed DropShip to send scraps pattering harmlessly against the ’Mech and the scorched dirt around it. Some few others found their target, repaying the BattleMech some of the punishment it was dishing out.

      Atwyl’s lips were skinned back, baring his clenched teeth. Sweat rolled down his face, puddling under his eyes and blurring his vision.

      The shutdown alarm shrilled, warning of heat burden above acceptable limits. His hand stabbed out to hit the override, silencing it. Another stab launched the last of the Holly’s ammo.

      The Rifleman loomed larger and larger. Atwyl cursed the heat, then loosed all of his lasers. Red fire lanced out.

      As fissures opened in the ’Mech’s armor, a small explosion came from within the machine, followed by a string of larger ones. The BattleMech rocked and toppled backward as its torso ripped open. The Lucifer screamed through the fireball where the Rifleman had stood.

      Now Atwyl had to pay the cost. The heat burden had risen too high for the fighter’s cooling unit to handle. The automatic cutoff had shut down the fighter’s reactor. The ship was going down, and him with it. To correct a flaw in the LCF-R15’s design, the engineers had created a new one. The fighter had no emergency ejection system.

      Fighting the sluggish controls, Atwyl thought it was lousy to die now after he had wasted the ’Mech. Struggling with controls, he thought that the Lucifer’s nose did finally come up, a little. Enough?

      No.

      Maybe…

      He was glad he was in a ship that had at least minimal atmospheric streamlining. Some aerospace fighters relied almost exclusively on their engines for lift. Lift the Lucifer would need. To avoid crashing...

      Crashing...
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        DROPSHIP STARBLADE, APPROACHING QUENTIN IV

        DRACONIS MARCH

        FEDERATED SUNS

        13 JUNE 3023

      

      

      Nine days ago, the Kurita DropShip Starblade had uncoupled from its interstellar transport to begin its flight from the jump point into the system. Behind it, the JumpShip had settled in to await its return, unfurling its kilometer-wide jumpsail to collect the solar energy needed to recharge the hyperdrives.

      Now, hours from reaching his destination, Minobu Tetsuhara contemplated the main viewscreen on the bridge of the Starblade. The magnified image showed the fourth planet in the Quentin system. The terminator bisected the principal continent of Aja, and in the darkened portion of the sphere, twinkling lights outlined the land mass and its smaller companion, Aja Minor. Lights marked the major population centers as well. Even in the midst of a major raid, there was no blackout for cities that did not fear attack. Their lights shone forth, callous as the stars in the greater darkness of space.

      He shifted his gaze from the planet and sought out the glimmer of Nirasaki. Mere days ago, the JumpShip Okomaru had transferred from there to the Quentin system, crossing the gulf instantaneously by virtue of its Kearny-Fuchida hyperdrive. It would be years before the light Nirasaki emitted that day would reach Quentin. By then, Minobu would be elsewhere, his current business long concluded. Yet light from Nirasaki was here today, light from years gone by. The past mingling with the present.

      Today, he mused, the past is meeting the present in more substantial ways. Today, forces of the Draconis Combine were assaulting the Quentin system. Once again, the Federated Suns and the Combine struggled for possession of these inhospitable worlds, just as those two states had for almost their entire history. The lure of Quentin was not that of friendly worlds, ripe for colonization, but a glitter that evoked the greed of the House Leaders. The third planet’s mineral resources and the fourth’s factories and research facilities were great prizes.

      In the days when the Star League had ruled the Inner Sphere and its thousands of human-settled stars, the battles for Quentin had been political. The League had tottered after Stefan Amaris had attempted to usurp the power of the First Lord of the League, and fallen apart when General Alexandr Kerensky abruptly vanished from the Inner Sphere in 2784, taking with him the bulk of the Star League military. When Lord Minora Kurita claimed he was rightful heir to the throne of the First Lord, the other Council Lords opposed him. The First Succession War had begun.

      Five states had solidified out of the chaos within the Inner Sphere; for good or ill, each was strongly wedded to a ruling house. Foremost among those quarreling realms were the Draconis Combine and the Federated Suns. The Combine was ruled by the Kurita clan and the code of bushido. The office of Coordinator of the Draconis Combine was currently filled by the strong-willed, forceful Takashi Kurita. Under him, the Dragon was strong.

      The Federated Suns was headed by its ruling family’s scion, the shrewd Prince Hanse Davion. Minobu had often heard it said that Lord Kurita considered Davion one of the few foes worthy of the Combine.

      Minobu was no master of a star-spanning kingdom. He was only a MechWarrior—and a Dispossessed one at that. It was true that each of those redoubtable House rulers had served as a MechWarrior in his younger days, but neither one fought in the battles of the Succession Wars any longer. Lord Kurita and Prince Davion directed great states. They gave the orders while he, a simple soldier, obeyed them. His orders had brought him to the Quentin system where, under the light of the present sun and the past stars, he would meet his future. Wolf’s Dragoons.

      So far, his own route of travel along the lanes of commerce had prevented him from joining the mercenaries he had been assigned to. Having their own transport gave the Dragoons tremendous strategic flexibility, and they had traveled rapidly across the Combine, then moved into action.

      Minobu had finally been able to intersect their course. Soon he would have his first actual meeting with Wolf’s Dragoons, or at least, with those present for the attack on Quentin. He would meet the people behind the communiques and situation reports.

      One mercenary regiment and several auxiliary units had rushed on, joining a raid in the Hoff system. A second regiment was on recovery furlough and serving as escort for the Dragoons support services and noncombatants as they moved toward their assigned home base on An Ting. That left three full BattleMech regiments involved in this action, an unusually large force. Likely, it was simply a matter of timing. The Dragoons were to be stationed in the Galedon District, along the Draconis border with the Federated Suns. As they moved through the Benjamin District, the opportunity for the Quentin raid arose. The Dragoons simply used the whole available force, for it would mean a quicker resolution of combat and a faster arrival at their garrison stations.

      In the three months since he had received his assignment, all of Minobu’s contact with Wolf’s Dragoons had been secondhand, through reports and ComStar-mediated communiques. Soon he would be dealing face-to-face with the enigmatic mercenaries from beyond the Inner Sphere. Indeed, he still did not know what the Dragoons commander looked like. For some unknown reason, there were no solidographs or datapics included in the briefing materials, and Minobu realized he could not even be certain of Wolf’s gender.

      The name was no help, either. Minobu had met or served with at least seven persons named Jaime, and only five had been male. While all Combine materials used the masculine pronoun when referring to Wolf, that was not proof of gender. Combine forces had suffered serious defeats when the Dragoons had been employed by the Lyran Commonwealth, the other Successor State bordering the Combine. Many Kurita officers could never accept that a female could function successfully as a military commander. If the Dragoons’ leader were a female, Combine officers might have concealed and denied that fact out of shame at being defeated by a woman.

      Minobu had studied all the available history of Wolf’s Dragoons. Of their origin, there was nothing. They had simply appeared in Davion space in 3005 and signed on as mercenaries. Details of their later history were just as meager, except for a long list of victories and a much shorter one of defeats. For almost twenty years, they had fought for each of the contending Houses in turn, but always seemed to avoid conflict with their most recent employer. Minobu knew their contact with House Kurita specifically precluded the use of the Dragoons against House Steiner, and he suspected their previous contracts had included similar clauses.

      The Kuritan Internal Security Force had provided organization charts, but the ISF’s data were incomplete. To Minobu’s mind, the most glaring gap was the lack of personal dossiers on most of the Dragoons officers.

      Sho-i Rudorff, the ship’s Second Officer, cleared his throat and interrupted Minobu’s musings. “Sho-sa Terasu and Sho-sa Hawken are on their way to the bridge,” he announced, his face showing concern for Minobu’s position. The two Sword of Light officers had made it clear that they did not approve of Minobu’s presence on the Bridge. Rudorff’s warning was one more of the small kindnesses he had shown Minobu throughout the trip. Minobu acknowledged the man’s unnecessary sympathy with a nod.

      Because of the obvious rancor of the Sworders aboard ship, Minobu had tried simply to avoid them. With practiced ease, he scrambled up the worn steel ladder that connected the bridge with the ship’s first deck. He had not quite made it to the cross corridor he had intended to duck into when the two Sword of Light officers exited the lift. Honor prevented Minobu from showing an attempt to avoid them, so he continued on.

      As their paths brought the three men nearer, Minobu stepped to one side of the companionway to allow the Sworders room to pass. Technically, he outranked them, but they held combat assignments, and he had only a staff officer’s position. Moreover, each of them was a commander in an elite Sword of Light Company and an active MechWarrior, while he was Dispossessed. The net effect put the Sworders in a superior social position, and they took full advantage of it.

      Minobu sensed they disdained him because of some secret self-importance that made their harassment seem justified. Ever since his transfer to the Starblade from a commercial DropShip docked at Nirasaki’s zenith station, their petty indignities and deprecating comments had been ceaseless. He ignored them whenever possible, though he knew they took it as a sign of weakness.

      Today there would be no avoidance.

      Sho-sa Brett Hawken of the First Sword of Light Regiment stopped as he drew abreast of Minobu. His long-distant ancestry on the Terran continent of Africa was as evident as Minobu’s own, but he had made it abundantly clear in previous encounters that he would accept no hint of association with Minobu, however minor.

      “It looks like our deskjock has been wandering around where he isn’t needed,” the man drawled.

      “Or wanted,” Sho-sa Gensei Terasu of the Seventh Sword of Light added venomously.

      The two officers rarely agreed on anything except their dislike of Minobu.

      “We are almost in range of the planetary defenses, Tetsuhara,” Terasu continued. “Shouldn’t you be in your crash couch? I’ve been given to understand it’s much safer there.”

      “I believe you are correct,” Minobu said, his deliberate ambiguity lost on the hardheaded Sworder.

      “Then you had best get along,” Hawken said, stepping so close to Minobu that the scabbard of the black Sworder’s katana almost struck him in the crotch.

      Terasu barked a laugh as Minobu twisted to avoid the contact, then stomped on down the corridor after his companion.

      Minobu watched their backs, shaking his head. The code of bushido embraced a diversity of adherents. Some might even consider those two to be exemplary samurai.

      De wa, he thought. A man has to mind his own honor.
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        BATON TERRITORY

        QUENTIN IV

        DRACONIS MARCH

        FEDERATED SUNS

        13 JUNE 3023

      

      

      Hamilton Atwyl never remembered hitting the ground.

      When he opened his eyes, the Dragoons lieutenant was lying on his back, looking up at the sky. A cool breeze blew over his face. The rich smell of loam and humus almost covered the harsher stink of burning oil, plastic, and blood.

      “Gianni, he’s awake!”

      Atwyl winced at the shout. The tensed muscles sent pain shooting through his head, closing down his vision to a pinpoint. The vibration of footfalls approaching at a run sent another wave of pain through his head. This one rippled through his back as well. The pleasant warmth of the sun disappeared as the remaining pilots of Blue Flight crowded around him.

      Something pricked his arm, then Gianni Bredel’s voice cut through the haze. “You okay? We thought you’d taken up farming when your Lucifer plowed in.”

      “So did I.” Atwyl’s voice scratched out of a throat raw from breathing the superheated air in his Lucifer’s cockpit. “Guess Colonel Carmody will have my rank disk for that stunt.”

      “Damn fool stunt,” Bredel chided, “but impressive, Ham. Your cockpit recorder must’ve been working overtime on the last pass at the ’Mech. Too bad your heroism will go unrewarded.”

      Atwyl didn’t understand what his wingman was talking about. Damn, but his brain was foggy. Bredel caught his confusion “The black box is dead,” he explained, caressing the holstered laser pistol at his side. “There’s no record of your suicide charge, and—” he winked at Gordon and Hall, “—we’ll never tell.”

      The other pilots nodded, grins brightening their faces.

      Now Atwyl understood. His flight members had pulled the black box and destroyed it. With the box gone, so was the record of his lapse in command judgement. Carmody would never know. Blue Flight was rewarding the protective loyalty Atwyl had shown for those under his command. To them, such loyalty was much more important than some brass-trimmed colonel’s idea of professional detachment. Atwyl didn’t even feel the pain his answering smile cost him.

      The beeping of the communicator in Bredel’s fighter interrupted them, and he heaved up and ran to answer it. Hall and Gordon were discussing something, but Atwyl couldn’t focus on their words. Their voices faded from his awareness. His brain felt sodden. Finally, he decided they must have given him a painkiller.

      When Bredel returned from his Lucifer, he was carrying a rucksack. He stopped and spoke quietly with Hall and Gordon before bending next to Atwyl. “That was the man upstairs. He says it’s time for Phase Two. And since we are so nicely situated here, he wants Blue Flight as part of the air cover for the Pathfinders.”

      Atwyl tried to get up, but Bredel was ready for that and held him down. “Blue Flight don’t mean you this time, boss man. Your ship’s a mess, and so are you. You’re sitting out this part of the party.”

      Ignoring his protests, the pilots lifted Atwyl and got him onto a makeshift stretcher. They carried him up a slope and into the shade of the nearby forest. As careful as they were, the unavoidable jolting sent pain through the drug’s shield of isolation. Bredel took care to prop him up while the others cut saplings and brush to build a blind. Hall spread a thermal blanket over the framework before covering it with brush. When satisfied that Atwyl was as well-concealed as possible, Bredel handed him a Binox image intensifier.

      “Now, your majesty, you have a front row seat for the festivities. And your own private sound system.” He patted the comm unit lying next to Atwyl. The wingman’s smile dropped a little. “Stay put, Ham. We’ll be back for you as soon as we can.” Then he was up and calling for Hall and Gordon to get to their fighters. Feeling a detachment he knew was chemically induced, Atwyl watched them trot down the slope to the waiting fighters.

      A roaring in his ears brought him back from the dreamy fog he had begun to slip into. He looked out to where the fighters of Blue Flight had been. They were gone. The noise, however, was still there. When shaking his head didn’t stop the sound, he looked up for its source.

      Two aerospace fighters with Dragoons markings shot overhead, screaming toward Batan and the spaceport at its edge. Behind them came a bulky Leopard CV DropShip, whose insignia showed it to be Colonel Carmody’s flagship. Around the ship swarmed a dozen or more fighters, and he thought he saw the remnants of Blue Flight among them. As he watched, the small craft spread out in front of the big DropShip. Like the first pair of fighters, this flight dropped to the deck as they blasted toward the spaceport. Like Blue Flight before them, they were trying to come in under the port’s defenses.

      To Atwyl’s blurred vision, the attempt at tactical surprise seemed to be working. Port defenses were slow and uncoordinated in response to the closing enemy. The Dragoons aerospace forces opened up on the spaceport as soon as they had range. The usual assortment of missiles and rainbow of energy weapon beams bombarded the defenses of the port. Despite the seeming chaos, Atwyl thought he could see the raiders concentrating on gun emplacements and avoiding the landing surfaces and port facilities. He fumbled for the image intensifier.

      Just as he reached it, a wedge of three spacecraft cleared the trees. They followed in the path of the earlier ships. At first, Atwyl feared they were Davion forces intent on smashing the Dragoons, but the grinning wolf’s-head adorning each tail fin told him otherwise.

      The Leopard class DropShip in the first flight could carry aerospace fighters. Its complement of six were, no doubt, part of the swarm that accompanied it. The new arrivals were also Leopard Class, but were the more common design for carrying BattleMechs. Each ship could carry a full lance of four giant battle machines, as well as two aerospace fighters. Atwyl guessed the fighters from these ships were operating in the advance wave.

      When the second flight was halfway between the forest and the port, another four DropShips rocketed down the path. These, too, carried the Dragoons wolf’s-head, but they were a different type. They were Fury class troop ships, each able to carry a company of troops and eight support vehicles.

      Atwyl switched the comm unit to scan, so it would pick up the Dragoons battle frequencies. Then he focused the Binox on the port in time to catch the finish of the first flight’s run. Several Dragoons craft were engaged with some atmospheric fighters the Davion command had managed to get into the air. Atwyl wondered whether they were brave or stupid for pitting mere atmospheric fighters against the Dragoons aerospace craft. The transatmospheric ships were so superior that the outcome of the fight was a foregone conclusion.

      The ’Mech carriers reached the landing field. Atwyl could see their landing gear still was retracted, even though they were barely ten meters above the ferrocrete. When he noticed the ’Mech egress doors were retracted, too, and that the ships weren’t slowing, he knew what was coming. In his ten years of service in Wolf’s Dragoons, he had heard often enough about this maneuver, but he had never seen it. It took well-trained warriors and reliable equipment to pull it off. Dragoons ’MechJocks called it downloading. Lesser men called it crazy.

      The Leopards opened fire to suppress any hostiles who had survived the sweep of the fighter cover. The right wing ship dropped back to clear a fire lane for the starboard weapons of its partner as well as for its own port weapons. The Pathfinders’ BattleMechs appeared at the edges of the bays.

      The winds of the DropShips’ passage buffeted the mighty machines. Atwyl heard the jump command come over his comm unit. In unison, the ’Mechs hurled themselves clear of the ships, some firing jets from back units, others using the jets set into their legs. In either case, the terrible momentum was slowed.

      Sparks flew as the ’Mechs skidded to shaky stops on the landing field. One, a Stinger, crumpled to the ground as its left leg buckled on contact with the ferrocrete. The remaining BattleMechs began to spread out at top speed. Some opened up with their own weapons as they targeted emplacements the aerospace forces had missed. Behind them, the Furies roared closer.

      Again Atwyl’s comm unit barked with a command. The BattleMechs on the landing field threw themselves prone and ceased their fire. Like the Leopards before them, the Furies came in as a staggered V with clear fire lanes. Coherent light, charged particles, and missiles rained on the defenses.

      A Davion BattleMech lance appeared near the control tower, but the lead Fury cut down the first two ’Mechs with its particle beams and missiles. The third ’Mech, an ENF-4R Enforcer, went to ground while the fourth disappeared back behind the tower. The prone ’Mech opened fire, bringing its autocannon to bear on one of the Dragoons ’Mechs. Shell craters pocked the ferrocrete and ripped into the target ’Mech’s armor. The Dragoons ’MechJock held his fire. The Davion pilot probably never had time to wonder why as beams from the passing DropShips converged on the Enforcer’s position. As the only fusion-powered combat machine firing weapons on the tarmac, the Enforcer was an easy lock-on for the DropShips’ targeting systems. Limbs flew as its ammo storage blew. The Enforcer’s Federated autocannon fired the last shells in its chambered cassette round as the arm assembly spun through the air.

      While the guns of the DropShips were wasting the Davion BattleMech, a third order came through on the Dragoons battle frequency. Trooper after trooper leaped from the speeding Furies, each wearing an individual jump pack. Like the ’Mechs before them, the Jump Troops used the exhaust as a brake so they would hit the tarmac at something approaching a reasonable speed.

      Having laid their troops, the DropShips leaped for the sky to rejoin the rest of the aerospace forces. They would be harassing the Federated Suns troops trying to flee the port, discouraging the arrival of any reinforcements. Atwyl knew that part of the mission well, having flown on it many times.

      The comm unit at his side came to life. Now that the time for split-second commands had passed, the channels were clear for normal battle traffic. The Dragoons ’Mechs were up and attacking again. The infantry, highly mobile with their jump packs, moved swiftly to hold what the ’Mechs had won.

      Surprise and the lightning assault made the rest easy. In short order, the Dragoons were in control of the port. From his vantage point, Atwyl observed the Davion troops retreating in good order out of Batan. As they headed south and away from him, the battle calls and commands on the Dragoons frequency changed. Victory yells and post-battle chatter filled the channels as the Furies returned to unload the infantry’s vehicles.

      Atwyl relaxed as he listened to the excited talk. The tension of watching the battle had drained his strength. He was drifting off to sleep when the babble cut out suddenly, overridden by the command call buzz.

      In the comm silence, Colonel Carmody’s voice was clear. “Landing zone secure, Colonel Wolf. You may begin landings, as scheduled.”
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      The gee forces made breathing hard, but they were not enough to explain the difficulty Minobu was having. He had made combat drops in the insubstantial ablative shell that protected a BattleMech as it fell through the atmosphere. He had ridden down through the firestorms of enemy defenses while locked in the cockpit of a ’Mech that was, in turn, locked in the belly of a DropShip. Those were harrowing times. Why a problem now?

      He closed his eyes, blotting out the small stateroom. Was it because this was the first time he had landed on an enemy-held planet without being in the cockpit of a ’Mech? Was it the lack of a ’Mech’s protective armor? Was it fear of death? No. Death held no fear for a true samurai. The old, old proverb of his spiritual ancestors said it best, “Death is a feather; duty is a mountain.”

      It was the duty, then, that raised his pulse and made his breathing shallow. Or rather the fear of it. The message with his assignment had been clear. He was walking a narrow line, facing concerns that were new to him. He feared failure and the shame it would bring. He had always been calm before battle.

      Minobu forced his head around and opened his eyes to look across the compartment. Sho-sa Gensei Terasu lay stiff on the lower bunk across the stateroom the Kurita officers shared. He was pale, with sweat beaded on his forehead, and his muscles were taut with more than just the strain of acceleration. Fear etched the face that a short time ago had been set with disdain for Minobu, the Dispossessed MechWarrior.

      Minobu found it ironic that Terasu feared a descent outside his control. MechWarriors, accustomed to the feeling of vast power that came with piloting a ’Mech, often showed quirks and superstitions when traveling in machines piloted by other men.

      Minobu turned away. To see a warrior in such fear only added to the shame of that warrior. Such enslavement to fear was pitiful, even in so crass and overbearing a man as Terasu. The man’s combat record was superb, indicating he had courage. Minobu wondered if Terasu’s courage in battle was really fear of shame, which could overmaster him as thoroughly as fear of death did now. That would fit with his bullying attitude, too.

      Between the rattling and creaking of the DropShip plowing through the turbulent upper air over the Ajan continent, Minobu caught a softer sound. It was a voice, soft and monotone, reciting a Buddhist chant. If it had been coming from anywhere other than the acceleration bunk immediately below him, he would never have heard it. Minobu had not expected Sho-sa Brett Hawken to have any religious inclinations at all, unless one counted his fervent devotion to House Kurita. Did Hawken feel the same fear that gripped Terasu? Did he intone the prayer from a true religious
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