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      Welcome to Front Lines.

      If you’ve read even one of the other BattleCorps anthologies, you probably know what the Jihad is already, but if you’re coming to this universe fresh, let me sum up: a radical religious sect that worships technology and has created cybernetic super soldiers declares war on the entire Inner Sphere, forcing a dozen interstellar realms and factions into open war.

      Seems simple, right?

      In 2009 the Jihad story arc had been running in the BattleTech universe for a few years. Gamers and BattleCorps subscribers were very familiar with it, and knew that no one was safe. Entire worlds were dying. But for a few of the writers contributing short fiction to BattleCorps, a realization was sinking in.

      This realization was, I think, that a galaxy-spanning war was too large to encompass. The scale was too great for readers to react to it on a visceral, personal level. What readers needed was stories of people, actual people, and the way the Jihad was impacting their immediate concerns. The large, universe-shaking events were still taking place, yes: but those events were happening to people.

      And so you get Steven Mohan, Jr. and his excellent “Operation Rat: The Totalitarian Mind,” about the desperate struggle of the Capellan Confederation during the Fourth Succession War—a time when defeat loomed, and men, even brothers, were driven to desperate choices.

      You get Blaine Lee Pardoe’s “Son of Blake,” which tries to give readers a glimpse inside the Word of Blake itself. What would drive a group of people to declare war on everyone around them, all at the same time?

      Harper Brand, making her BattleTech debut with “The Discovery of Command,” considers what happens when an entire Com Guard division is destroyed. It’s easy enough to write that off as a line in a game resource, but what happens to the people in that division?

      Of course, the Jihad was not the only story BattleCorps told in 2009. One of the site’s strengths is that it draws fiction about the entire thousand-year history of the Inner Sphere, and many authors love to play in the property’s past. Jason Hansa’s wonderful “Irreplaceable” gives an iconic character an incredible backstory readers never suspected. Craig Reed and Christopher Purnell both examine events that give the BattleTech faction their historical flavor, in stories like “Hikagemono” and “A Light in the Darkness.”

      What you see in 2009 across the many stories BattleCorps offered is a reaction to the horror of the Jihad, painted in emotions and people rather than lines on a map. And as the Jihad event ramped up toward its end in the BattleTech universe, these writers kept pace, making sure there was a human face in every spot of the map.
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        DEADROCK

        GALATEA

        LYRAN ALLIANCE

        15 NOVEMBER 3072

        1930 HOURS

      

      

      “Have a little of this, you bastard,” Nevvin Kerris said as he leveled the large laser of his Cestus at the Word of Blake ’Mech roughly ninety meters distant. His targeting indicator pulsed green, indicating a lock. Kerris pressed the firing stud and watched the ruby beam cut a scar along the ’Mech’s chest.

      The computer confirmed a lock with his Gauss cannon as well, but he resisted the temptation. It was tough to do, especially since his other large laser was out of commission. He wanted to take this ’Mech down, but ammunition was too precious, and the seven rounds Kerris had were all he was likely to see any time soon. And with what we’ll be expending to get out of this mess, we need to save every last one.

      “Donna, where the hell’s our escape route?” Kerris asked as he sidestepped his ’Mech, placing a building between him and the Blakist Toyama that was giving him trouble.

      Static crackled inside Kerris’ neurohelmet. “En route, sir. The terrain’s a little rougher than the scouts indicated.”

      Kerris smiled and shook his head in frustration. “What’s new?” His two-story cover shook under the Blakist ’Mech’s assault. “There won’t be anything worth saving here in about a minute. Donovan’s armor has just gone red, and Harris has a reactor hit. He’s running hot, and these ’Mechs from the Forty-seventh have little sympathy.”

      The structure in front of Kerris collapsed. It was the last of the tall buildings in the small town of Deadrock, where the remnants of his unit, the Last Knights, had spent the previous two days doing what little refit they could before the next inevitable Blakist attack. The Knights were down to six active ’Mechs, with two stragglers picked up from another unit long since dissolved after the Forty-seventh Shadow Division and other Word of Blake forces had smashed Galatea.

      Seeing his Knights go from twenty-four ’Mechs with paired infantry battalions to these pitiful remnants filled Kerris with more anger than he could handle at times. Revenge was always at the top of his mind, but the constant running and harassment made that impossible. Indeed, it only fueled his anger.

      The Blakist divisions had rained death on nearly every populated corner of the planet. Galatean City had been turned into a bloodbath, with the ’Mechs from the Forty-seventh performing such amazing combat maneuvers Kerris thought the footage had been doctored in some way. Once central authority had fallen, it didn’t take long for the world to revert to the way it was during the FedCom Civil War, with various gangs trying to stake their claims. Gangs formed out of the mercs that had scattered from the initial assault.

      That didn’t last long. The Blakists saw to that.

      Some stragglers survived, but only to tell the others what was happening. The horrors of fighting the Blakists, with their elite pilots and ’Mechs. The fear-filled tales did nearly as much damage as a PPC. It was psychological warfare that worked perfectly. The gangs were broken before they even really formed.

      The Knights had been running wounded for about a month since the gang they’d been in had in broken ranks and scattered. They’d been dodging Blakist patrols for some time, looking for a way off planet, trying to limit their engagements, or at least lead their relentless enemy into traps.

      Like this one.

      A trap they’d set for the Wobs. A trap Kerris hoped would destroy this Toyama and all the ’Mechs under his command.

      Kerris had pegged the Toyama as the lead of the two Level IIs that had been whittling away at the Knights, and was personally responsible for three deaths. He had sworn he would avenge them, and now he’d gotten his chance.

      The plan had started well, but quickly fell apart, thanks mostly to the Blakists’ combat skill. They were better fighters than they appeared to be. It was past time to get out with what they could, but they needed Donna and the rest, and she still wasn’t in position.

      Kerris backed down the street, squeezing off another shot from his large laser at the Toyama, which went wide left. The heavy ’Mech was circling wide around the rubble, and doing so much quicker than Kerris liked. The Toyama responded by letting fly with a trio of lasers. One shot clear over Kerris’ head, but the other two cut two small scars in the chest of his Cestus.

      “Captain, this is Donovan. We’ve got our Blakes in position, but we won’t be able to hold them for long.”

      Kerris checked the flatscreen on his left for the overview of Deadrock. Donovan and Harris were not far from his position, about five hundred meters across town. They’d been playing cat and mouse with four other Blakist ’Mechs, and paying the price from the sounds of it.

      “Good. I’m on my way. This Toyama is smelling a kill.” Kerris picked up his pace, backing away from the ’Mech, letting off another large laser shot that clipped his enemy in the shoulder. The Toyama took a few steps and responded with a gout of flame and smoke as it launched a score of missiles at the Cestus.

      “Shit!” Kerris sidestepped, but it wasn’t enough. Over half the volley exploded on his ’Mech’s body, wreathing it in fire, and shaking Kerris in his seat. He also felt an impact on his right leg from another large laser shot. Damage displays flashed, showing he was down to thirty percent protection across most of the Cestus. Making matters worse, his right leg was showing exposed myomers.

      “This is Kerris. Ready or not Donna, I’m coming your way!” Turning, he kicked the ’Mech up to top speed, breaking across town. He was praying the assault he’d just bore would spike the Toyama’s heat enough to slow it down a little, but deep down he knew better. He hated leaving his back open like this, but there was little choice. He couldn’t stand toe-to-toe against this Blake MechWarrior. He was just too good, and Kerris’ Cestus was too roughed up.

      Kerris took a hard corner and crouched low, using the squat buildings of Deadrock for as much cover as possible. The Toyama still pursued him, but kept a safe distance. Two laser shots blasted through the structures in Kerris’ wake, but stayed clear of the ’Mech.

      That’s right, man. Just keep following. Kerris’s HUD told him Donovan and the others were holding their ground, sniping back and forth with their opponents. Two hundred meters left.

      Another ruby beam from the Toyama zipped just past Kerris’ cockpit, causing him to instinctively jerk left, scraping the outer face of what looked like a bookstore, sending glass, mortar, and other debris flying.

      Kerris’ targeting computer buzzed, indicating something hostile ahead. One of the Blakists was moving to flush out the hiding mercs. Swinging his large laser into position, Kerris secured a lock. The Gauss cannon also gave a green beep, and this time he took the temptation. The laser scored a gash across the upper arm of the Word Gurkha, but the Gauss round made the biggest impact. The solid metal sphere slammed square into the ’Mech’s knee, it’s high velocity forcing the slug through the entire joint structure. The ’Mech swayed slightly as the pilot struggled to stay upright. A moment later, it crashed to the street.

      Kerris didn’t take time to celebrate, but cut down a side street, narrowly avoiding another laser blast from the Toyama. “Donovan, Harris, let’s move it!”

      The pair of mercs rose and began to move back, closer toward the edge of town. Deadrock was built at the base of a stepped bluff, and Kerris had made sure most of his forces were either at the base of the bluff, or in Donna’s case, on the rocky steps overlooking the town.

      Reaching the end of the street, the trio turned to face the oncoming Blakist ’Mechs. The Toyama had joined up with the pair of Buccaneers that had been with the Gurkha, along with a Lightray and Nexus II. Kerris and his men could have fled to either side of the street, but held their ground.

      “Now, Donna.”

      A line of smoke and flame erupted along the outcroppings of the bluff. The line gave birth to trails as scores of missiles arced up and over toward the Blake position, raining destruction down upon their opponents. Kerris, Donovan, and Harris added to the carnage by unloading with whatever they were able to add.

      Kerris withheld his Gauss cannon this time. I won’t get that lucky again. The explosions from the devastating missile barrage bore secondary explosions as the enemy ’Mechs withered under the assault.

      “Hold your fire,” Kerris ordered as the smoke cleared. Several of the ’Mechs lay burning and pockmarked in the barrage’s aftermath. Kerris watched as the Toyama and a Buccaneer limped away.

      “Captain, we can’t let him go,” Donovan urged.

      Again, temptation rose in Kerris. You lucky sonovabitch. You should be dead. “No, we’ll let him go. Let him send a message back to the Wobbies. Knights, let’s find cover and get to repairs.”

      

      
        
        FELLIS FIELDS,

        GALATEA

        LYRAN ALLIANCE

        22 NOVEMBER 3072

        1200 HOURS

      

      

      Begin Journal Entry, Capt. Nevvin Kerris, CO, Last Knights Mercenary Company:

      
        
        This past week has been another mixed bag of blessings and curses. After our “victory” at Deadrock, or the closest thing to a victory we’ve had since running, spirits were high. Didn’t last long once repairs began, though. Armor patching went well enough, but we didn’t have the parts to fix Harris’ reactor damage. He’s now in a constant run-hot state, coupled with the fact that two of his sinks are down, and his Hercules is in pretty rough shape.

        I’ve been able to get my other large laser fixed, but it still only fires intermittently. On the way down from the bluffs, Hetz’s Dervish hit a rough patch, fell, and damaged an actuator we can’t fix. Compound that with the fact that we found no salvageable ammo in our scouring efforts, and we’re in strung-out shape.

        On the plus side, we’ve been able to swell our numbers, just slightly. We rendezvoused with a few new stragglers, adding an Axman and just under three platoons worth of infantry to the ranks. Sadly, none of them are battle-armored. It’s all that’s left of a unit calling themselves Gideon’s Gangbusters.

        With the infantry’s help, our intel and recon have improved considerably. We’ve been able to stay a step ahead of the Blakists, but as this week has gone by, I’m getting the sinking feeling they’re just toying with us. What I once thought as just a persistent pursuit, now seems more like a hunt. Especially when it comes to that damned Toyama.

        Looking back at the Battle ROMs, I can see now that there were shots that bastard had on me, but he either didn’t take them or he missed on purpose. If it is a hunt, then when do they move in for the kill? The guys in Donna’s lance are getting nervous. I’d be too, if my primary weapons were nearly empty, and I was no good in close combat. Rations and other supplies are running low, and we need to be careful around any population centers. Too many people seem to want to back a winner. Salvaging and scavenging will only get us so far. The bases that used to dot this world during the Star League are great places to visit, but there’s jack shit to salvage.

        There may be a ray of hope though. The infantry CO, Sergeant Gilcrest, heard a pretty solid rumor that there’s a merchant DropShip that’s parked at the airpad in Mekling, about four days out. We’ll need to get there in three, before he lifts for a JumpShip at a pirate point. The trick is to get there in one piece.

        

      

      

      
        
        FELLIS FIELDS,

        GALATEA

        LYRAN ALLIANCE

        22 NOVEMBER 3072

        1600 HOURS

      

      

      “And now, because of your coming here, you have put me and my home at risk.”

      Kerris sighed. It was not what he’d intended to do, but he had to admit that the man standing before him was right. The Blakists would eventually track the Knights to this farm, and this man, named Wilkins, would likely not escape mistreatment by them.

      When Kerris had first found the farm, he was thrilled. He hadn’t expected to find any civilization in this part of Fellis Fields, and the place offered hope of food, water, and maybe other supplies. But after talking with Wilkins for the past ten minutes, he realized he’d unwittingly dragged the farmer into the Knights’ escape plans.

      “I’m sorry. I’m afraid you’re right.” Kerris turned and signaled to the rest of the group to get back in their ’Mechs and transports. “We’ll be leaving.”

      “And what would you suggest I do then?” The irritation in the man’s voice was blatant.

      Kerris turned toward the man. It was obvious he worked hard—the man was well-built, despite his loose clothes. Along with his short-cropped hair, Kerris would likely have placed him as a former soldier. He gestured toward the man’s house and nearby barn. “I’d pack up and get the hell out of here. Lay low for a few days. The Wobs will pass by. They may loot your place, but should leave it relatively undamaged.”

      Wilkins looked Kerris in the eye, almost challenging him. “You think I should run like you’re doing?”

      Kerris’ expression tightened. “What did you say?”

      “Run like you are doing. You are MechWarriors and soldiers, and rather than fight these invaders, you are running. And for what?”

      Kerris took a step closer to the man, not sure what to think of what seemed like a challenge. “Look, I’m sorry about what our presence here may do to your livelihood, but who the hell do you think you are? You have no idea the hell me and my troops have been through these past few weeks. You’d best shut your mouth, dirt digger, before I shut it for you.” Kerris turned to walk away, but Wilkins stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.

      Kerris whirled, leading with his fist. It ran straight into Wilkins open hand, who clamped hard on the strike, diverting it down and away. He squeezed Kerris’ shoulder, wrapped a leg around both of the other man’s and spun him, pulling him in. Continuing in a fluid motion, Wilkins brought his free arm up and clamped it tightly around Kerris’ neck.

      “See, you just expected me to run, but when I fought back, I caught you off guard, and now you are trapped. You can do this to those Blakists.”

      Kerris struggled to break free, but Wilkins was too strong. “We already tried that. They’re too good. We’re too battered. And outnumbered.”

      “That may be.” Wilkins loosened his hold, allowing Kerris to shake free. “But the terrain is your ally. You can make victory costly for them.”

      “I don’t care about winning! I want to get my men off this rock so we can regroup, refit, and get a contract!”

      “Ah.” Wilkins nodded. “You are mercenaries. I suspected as much. That confirms why you are so concerned with running.”

      Kerris ignored the jab. “Look, I said I was sorry for coming here, and dragging you into this. We’ll be on our way.”

      Wilkins sighed. “Yes, you have...‘dragged’ me into this.” He walked toward his barn, his tone changing. “And you are right. The Blakists will indeed come to my home, search my property, take what they want and move on. I cannot let that happen.” He gestured for Kerris to follow. “I would stand and fight, but I would surely be outnumbered, and likely killed. So, as regrettable as it is, it appears my only option now is to run as well. Since you are here, it appears you are my best chance for survival.”

      Wilkins looked over at the motley assortment of battered ’Mechs nearby. “Not a strong chance, especially considering that you are nothing but mercenaries, but it seems the only one I have.”

      “Wait.” Kerris caught up. “You want to come with us now?” The mercenary laughed. “Sorry friend. Your obvious fighting skills aside, I’ve no room for civilians. Even ones that enjoy insulting me.”

      Wilkins stopped at the barn doors. “I am a civilian, yes. Now.”

      With a heave, he slid the barn doors open. In the distance stood eleven meters of metallic death.

      “This is my ’Mech, a Templar class I refer to as Steps Loudly.”

      Kerris stared blankly at the ’Mech, then to Wilkins. “Holy shit.”

      

      
        
        FELLIS FIELDS, SPINNUS’ TEETH

        GALATEA

        LYRAN ALLIANCE

        24 NOVEMBER 3072

        0330 HOURS

      

      

      Kerris watched helplessly as the matched bolts of manmade lightning raked up and down the chest of Hetz’s Dervish, flaying off the last of his armor.

      The Blakist ’Mech, a new seventy-ton design they’d dubbed the Chicken Hawk, followed up with blasts from its paired pulse lasers, which further tore apart the skeleton of the venerable design. The Dervish shuddered, then collapsed on itself, the weakened structure no longer support the weight of its arms or the cockpit, causing the machine to practically dissolve into nothing more than a fusion reactor with legs.

      Kerris saw a rising plume of smoke and flame as Hetz ejected from the wreckage and slumped down almost forty meters away. His gut burned with anger as he saw the man exit the cockpit, sidearm in hand, and make a break for the slowly retreating line the Knights had made through the rocky outcroppings of Spinnus’ Teeth.

      The fleeing MechWarrior’s retreat was cut brutally short by the appearance of Blakist battle armor, which descended upon him like a feral cat upon a mouse. With its augmented strength and speed, the armored trooper was on Hetz in seconds, brutally tearing him limb from limb.

      “No!” Kerris heard a pained scream in his neurohelmet. It was Donna. She’d seen the assault as well. This is not going to be good.

      From her position on the top of one of the teeth, Donna was able to get a good view of the battle. Under normal circumstances, she would be one of the most devastating weapons on the field, her Yeoman being able to launch a devastating barrage of missiles on any target. Now, her role was reduced to little more than an observer. With ammo so scare, Kerris had given her strict orders to fire only when ordered to or when absolutely necessary.

      Now anger boiled in his face as he watched Donna disobey those orders. He knew that seeing her lance mate die cut deep. Nearly threescore missiles burst forth from the Yeoman, arcing hard toward the Blake ’Mech.

      The Chicken Hawk vanished in a cloud of orange and red fire. She wasn’t alone in her assault. More rocket-propelled death streaked in, courtesy of Inderie’s Apollo, another lance mate of Hetz. The squat ’Mech staggered then crashed to the ground, a burning and pockmarked hulk.

      “Damn it, Donna! Inderie! We don’t need that!”

      “Hetz did,” Donna replied flatly.

      Kerris couldn’t deny that, nor could he deny that destroying the Chicken Hawk had helped, but the cost of downing that ’Mech would likely be too high down the road.

      “Keep that shit up and you’ll be joining him.” Kerris glanced down at his HUD. “Now that you’ve revealed your position, you better get the hell out of there. I’m picking up two Fiends coming your way. You’re no match for them, no matter what the configuration.” Kerris didn’t like this new design either, and the nickname Fiend seemed very appropriate.

      Kerris did not enjoy fighting Blakists OmniMechs. He’d fought Omnis before, but that was the Clans, and there was much better intel on the most common Clan configurations.

      That wasn’t the case with the Word. He had heard about the new designs, and their weight class, but that was about it. The Chicken Hawk Donna had just destroyed was nowhere near the same Chicken Hawk they’d taken out when the Blakes had first invaded Galatea.

      We just need to hang on till Mekling. Just hold them off till we reach the town.

      Kerris looked at his HUD again. Once again the Blakists were coming after them with just enough force to be evenly matched, at least in numbers. He’d accepted the fact they were being hunted, and was hoping to turn the tables this time. The plan was to lure the Blakes through a pinch point in the Teeth, where Gilcrest’s infantry had a trap ready to go. It wouldn’t take them all out, but it would slow them down, and maybe make them think twice before pursuing.

      “Donovan, you ready? We need to pick up the pace.” Kerris glanced at Donna’s lumbering Yeoman and shook his head. “We’ve run into some problems here.”

      “Roger, Captain. Tango and I will start to draw them closer. You swing around from behind. Remember to take the left access once you come around. The right’s just a dead end. Wilkins will be waiting for you on the left side to cover your retreat.”

      Wilkins’ crisp voice sounded in Kerris’s ear. “Affirmative. I am looking forward to this, but I wish you would be quicker about it.”

      Kerris smiled at that. He wanted to reveal the fresh ’Mech to the Blake forces, but the surprise would be much better.

      The Last Knights commander pulled his Cestus out from cover and backed up quickly toward the next rock, inching toward the pinch point. Harris followed in his Hercules. The pair both cracked off shots toward the Blakists they’d been sniping back and forth with for the past fifteen minutes. The pair of White Flames moved out from their cover in pursuit.

      The White Flame’s lower, four-legged profile made it difficult to hit, and both shots went far overhead. The pulse lasers from the Flames were more accurate, stitching several holes down the right side of the Cestus and across the left leg of the Hercules.

      “Watch those leg hits, Harris. We need you on your feet.”

      “Roger, Captain. You just keep your head down. We’ll never get out of here without you.”

      “We’ll make it. Let’s just spring this trap.” The pair moved once again, but the Blakists were ready for them.

      Loping like large dogs, the pair of White Flames took three galloping steps, then vaulted into the air on jets of argent fire. Clearing several of the low-lying rocks, they landed atop a pair of higher, narrow spires overlooking the rocky maze.

      Kerris felt his stomach drop. “Shit, they’re trying to get behind us! Move it!”

      The mercs spun their ’Mechs around and broke into a run as the giant, metallic hellhounds leapt into the air again in search of their prey. Kerris turned and zeroed in with both large lasers, keying the firing stud. Twin red beams raked the left front paw of the metal beast, melting a ton of armor off the ’Mech. Harris followed suit with his particle cannon, but his shot cut wide to the right.

      The ’Mechs landed less than eighty meters from Harris, one on either side. Like rabid beasts, they unleashed a fatal barrage of laser fire. Four blue beams from each White Flame found the already battered body of Harris’ Hercules. Armor was stripped away, followed just as quickly by the ’Mechs internal supports and myomer fibers, all melting under the concentrated light. One beam sliced through the casing of the ’Mech’s ammo stores. What little remained ignited, starting a chain reaction which consumed the Hercules in a ball of flame.

      Kerris gritted his teeth and charged the nearest White Flame. Like an angry owner, Kerris kicked at the four-legged beast next to him.

      The ’Mech’s foot struck the same left front leg that had been scored by the lasers moments ago, snapping it clean off with a piercing screech. The ’Mech slumped awkwardly forward, digging a shoulder into the ground.

      The other White Flame turned toward Kerris. Again, a quartet of laser fire streaked toward the Cestus. Large and medium pulse lasers made short work of the remaining armor on the ’Mech’s left arm, incinerating the myomer fibers and melting the Cestus’ skeleton at the elbow joint. The lower half of the arm crashed to the ground. The other pair of medium lasers bored into the Cestus’ chest.

      Kerris staggered back, trying to get into position to get another shot off. The White Flame moved with him, a four-legged predator stalking its prey.

      Stupid, Nevvin. You’re trapped now. He’s faster, and now better armed. Kerris felt his gut burn even more. And he’s a better mechjock than you.

      Fear had been an unwelcome companion many times since Galatea was invaded, and Kerris started to feel it once again, creeping though his body. He wasn’t sure if it was from the White Flame’s appearance, his situation, or the doom he felt at the fact that all the running the Last Knights had been doing for the last two months might now be for naught.

      The multiple explosions erupting suddenly on and around the White Flame jarred Kerris out of his fear. Missiles exploded all over the surface of the ’Mech, bathing it in its namesake.

      The explosions compounded and wouldn’t stop, until the Word ’Mech slumped to the ground, looking like nothing more than two-week-old road kill.

      Kerris looked toward the angle of the attack, and saw Donna’s Yeoman and Inderie’s Apollo lumbering toward him.

      Static crackled inside his neurohelmet. “Was that absolutely necessary, Captain?”

      Kerris frowned. “Let’s get out of here.”

      The trio began leapfrogging from rock to boulder again, inching closer to the pinch point. The point was actually a free-standing bluff, with two apparent tunnel entrances. One led to a dead end, and the other wound its way through the bluff to the other side and back amongst the smaller spires of Spinnus’ Teeth. Hiding in the tunnel was Wilkins, waiting.

      If everything worked as planned, the Knights would trap nearly all the Blake force inside the tunnel, then seal off access from any others that might be left behind. If the Knights couldn’t destroy the Wobbies in the tunnel, then it would be up to Norton in his Salamander to deliver the finishing blows once back under the sun on the other side. The back of Kerris’ mind burned a bit when thinking about Wilkins.

      He knew absolutely nothing about the man’s past. Kerris could swallow the idea of a retired MechWarrior that still kept his ’Mech. That was nothing new. The man’s odd behavior made him think there was something more to him. Still, he wasn’t a Blake sympathizer, and right now, that was enough.

      A pair of Blakist Fiends pursued Kerris, Donna, and Inderie. Though both had an intimidating profile, each seemed to be configured differently. One carried a heavy PPC, designed to inflict even more damage than a standard particle cannon, while the other possessed a plasma rifle, which would not only cause extensive damage, it could also spike heat levels inside a ’Mech, frying the pilot inside. The terrain was on their side, keeping both crippling weapons at bay. They had to get to the cave entrance soon, however; Donna was out of ammo, and had no backup weapons, and Inderie only had enough ammo for two more salvos.

      “Captain, this is Donovan. We’re heading in, hope you’re close.”

      Kerris gasped. Too soon. “No, Donovan, can you hold them for a little longer? We’re still a half-klick from your position.”

      The fear began to return. Kerris felt his plan starting to unravel before he could even spring it. If Donna, Inderie, and he were left out in the cold, they’d have to fight off any remaining Blakists as they rounded the bluff—something Kerris knew they wouldn’t be able to do.

      “Negative, Cap. They’ve got us outnumbered, and are starting to surround us. If we don’t go in soon, we’ll either get taken down ourselves, or they’ll figure something is up.”

      Kerris gritted his teeth, thinking quickly. “Okay, do it. Wilkins, this is Kerris. You may have to spring your trap before we’re in position. We’ll catch up.”

      He switched command frequencies. “Gilcrest, this is Kerris. Donovan’s heading in. We’re too far away, and won’t make it in time. If you get the chance, spring your trap with Donovan’s group.”

      “Roger, Captain. We’re in position and ready to let ’em have it.”

      Kerris switched back to his lance mates. “Donna, Inderie, change of plans. We gotta move now.”
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      Sergeant Gilcrest sat in position with his soldiers. The explosives had been set, and now it was just hurry up and wait for the Blakists to move into position. He saw Donovan’s Enfield and Tango’s Axman slowly moving into position at the cave mouth. Four Blake ’Mechs were “pushing” them slowly into the entrance, closing the circle tighter every moment. Another quick exchange of laser fire, and the two friendlies disappeared from view.

      “Stand by, men.” Gilcrest whispered into his comm. Within moments, they’d be setting off several kilos of explosives set in the rocky areas of the bluff above the cave. The blasts would free tons of rock, sending it crashing down on the Blake ’Mechs, destroying some, and trapping the rest inside. From there, it was up to Donovan, Tango and the man Kerris once thought to be a simple farmer to finish them off. The plan was supposed to have Kerris and his ’Mechs in the tunnel too, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen.

      No plan survives contact with the enemy. The silver lining in this was that his infantry would have escort to the other side of the bluff.

      “Sarge, I’ve got a funny reading on the proximity scan.” one of Gilcrest’s scout techs piped in his ear.

      “Define ‘funny,’” Gilcrest shot back.

      “Not sure. It’s like it’s there and then it—” the tech’s voice was quickly replaced with static.

      Glancing at the scout’s location, Gilcrest’s jaw dropped as he saw numerous, man-sized metallic locusts swarming over their position. While some he spotted the moment they leaped from cover, others seemed to appear out of thin air. Flame spat from the arms of these beasts and one by one, his men fell in a hail of gunfire.

      Gilcrest raised his own weapon with one hand, grabbing a grenade with the other. As quickly as it left his hip, the explosive was in the air, followed by numerous rounds from his assault rifle.

      One of the armored troopers caught the grenade full on, but the explosion only pushed it slightly to one side. The slugs from Gilcrest’s rifle bounced harmlessly off its chest.

      Gilcrest started to move, the dying screams of his men in his ears. “This is Gilcrest. Under attack! Repeat. We’re under—”

      A shadow came over him from behind. Gilcrest whirled. A metal claw enveloped his face.
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      Kerris approached the tunnel’s entrance. No rocks blocked the opening. That explains Gilcrest’s garbled transmission. Something’s gone wrong. Damn it, not again.

      “Easy, Knights. The trap should have been sprung. Let’s be cautious.” He eased his ’Mech inside the opening in the rock face, Donna and Inderie right behind. “Let’s keep the pace up though. Both your ’Mechs will be pretty much useless in these tight spaces, and we need to keep distance between us and the Fiends.”

      “Movement!” Inderie shouted. “Multiple targets! We’ve got battle armor!”

      Kerris swore, realizing what had happened to Gilcrest and his men. Turning his Cestus to face the new threat, he saw the armored troops swarm over Inderie’s Apollo with incredible speed and ferocity. She tried shooting the scrambling troopers with her pulse lasers, but to little avail. Donna moved in to assist, but her Yeoman was even more poorly equipped to handle the threat. With no secondary weapons and no arms, Donna was merely nothing more than a second target.

      Kerris tried to aim his large laser, but the thrashing Apollo and the fruitless efforts of the Yeoman made it nearly impossible to get a lock. “Donna, get the hell out of the way. I can’t get a clean shot!”

      Screams erupted in Kerris’ ears as he heard Inderie die in a hail of gunfire, the infantry having ripped through her cockpit.

      No!

      Kerris tried to speak, to prevent what he knew would come next, but he was too late. Fueled by nothing more than rage, Donna’s Yeoman began smashing her ’Mech into the now lifeless metal shell which once housed her last lancemate.

      Her wild efforts yielded some success, squishing a trooper between the metallic giants. The victory was short lived. Far more mobile than her ’Mech in such close quarters, the remaining battle armor turned their full attention on Donna, climbing all over her Yeoman.

      Two troopers broke from the swarm, heading toward Kerris. Backing up, the mercenary leveled his large laser at the closest trooper. A press of the firing stud, and the Blakist warrior vanished in a flash of light and smoke. The second trooper was sent to the ground with a blast from the Cestus’ medium laser.

      Kerris looked toward Donna’s ’Mech. She had fallen to the ground and was thrashing about in a vain attempt to dislodge the remaining Word battle armor. Kerris finally took count of the troopers. The fear in his stomach tightened harder as he ticked off ten more troops. I’ll never survive this.

      “Captain, get the hell out of here!” Donna screamed in Kerris’ neurohelmet.

      Kerris took a shot with his large laser, just missing a trooper. He quickly lined up a second attempt.

      Donna’s voice came back. “Captain, please! Save yourself!”

      Nevvin Kerris took one last look at the twisting and turning Yeoman, then turned his Cestus around and fled down the cavern.

      

      
        
        MEKLING

        GALATEA

        LYRAN ALLIANCE

        25 NOVEMBER 3072

        0245 HOURS

      

      

      Begin Journal Entry, Capt. Nevvin Kerris, CO, Last Knights Mercenary Company:

      
        
        We’re sitting in a roadside motel on the outskirts of Mekling.

        The two days have not been kind. Wilkins and I are all that’s left of the Last Knights. Donovan was killed the day after we escaped from the Teeth. Killed by who else? That damn Toyama pilot. Just like Donna, I wouldn’t have escaped if it hadn’t been for his sacrifice. We took one Blakist with us, though. Eye for an eye.

        After we retreated, Wilkins and I doubled back to Donovan’s Enfield, setting it up as a trap for the Blakists. We weren’t around to hear it explode, but I’d like to think we got something. Felt wrong to use the ’Mech of a dead comrade in such a way, like I had desecrated his grave. If they haven’t gotten reinforcements yet, they should be down to somewhere around five ’Mechs.

        I’m doing my best to not think about the number of deaths I feel responsible for, but as each hour ticks by, I am failing.

        This is unlike anything else I’ve ever faced. To be down to just myself and a warrior who wasn’t part of our unit until just a few days ago is crushing my spirit.

        Worst part is, I know this damn Toyama pilot is doing it on purpose. He could have finished us off long ago, but he didn’t. He just keeps coming and coming and coming at us. Wearing us down, body, mind and soul. He’s the hunter, and I’m his prey, and there’s little I can do about it. I’m trying to use that fear and creeping desperation as fuel to help me get off this rock and make sure as many people know what happened here.

        Still, if I could get my revenge, I’d be a fool not to take it. I just hope I don’t get presented with that opportunity. Killing that Toyama and his pilot won’t bring back all the troops he’s killed. No amount of bloody revenge could wipe away that guilt.

        

      

      

      
        
        MEKLING

        GALATEA

        LYRAN ALLIANCE

        26 NOVEMBER 3072

        0400 HOURS

      

      

      Sitting in the cockpit of his battered Cestus, Nevvin Kerris scanned for signs of activity. For the last fifteen minutes there’d been nothing, but he knew in his gut it wouldn’t last. It was just a matter of when.

      The “spaceport” such as it was in Mekling, lay on the outskirts of town at the leading edge of a salt flat. It consisted of nothing more than a large ferrocrete pad and one long strip.

      Captain Greggins, of the Buccaneer-class DropShip Lady Loon, had stationed his craft at the one of the three, weathered hangers. The captain was taking security from both Kerris and Wilkins as payment for all the other cargo he was loading onto his craft. It was obvious to Kerris that most of this cargo was stolen, and likely items the captain was profiteering from. While he’d never cared for war profiteers, there was little he could do about the situation. Kerris just needed to leave.

      “Wilkins, status?”

      “All quiet here, Nevvin. How much cargo does he have left?” Kerris heard the irritation in the other man’s voice as well.

      Kerris shifted in his seat. “Too much for me. This is taking far too long.” A small blip lit on on Kerris’ sensors. Shit. Time’s up. “I’ve got something. About three klicks, closing on my position.”

      He switched over to the Loon’s comm. “Greggins, this is Kerris. I’ve got incoming. Looks like the Blakists have found us.”

      An airy voice, dripping with creepiness, answered. “Hold them off, please. A few minutes more. I’ve one last bit of cargo to load, and I’m not leaving it behind.”

      Kerris shook his head. “Will there be room for us in there?” he asked sarcastically.

      “Don’t worry, Captain. I’ll still need your help where we’re going. You haven’t settled your bill yet. The Loon will be ready.”

      Kerris kicked his Cestus into motion. “Wilkins, I’m going up to get a closer look. Stick close to the Loon in case anyone gets through.”

      “Why do you keep sticking me in reserve? You know I am a better warrior than you, and my ’Mech is in a helluva lot better shape.”

      Kerris smiled. “I got you into this mess. If worse comes to worst, at least I can buy you time to escape.”

      “I do not need your charity, Nevvin Kerris.”

      “It’s not charity, it’s responsibility,” Kerris answered flatly. “Now keep your eyes open.”

      He took the lack of response as a good sign and marched his Cestus forward. The singular blip now jumped to five. Damn. His tactical identified one of them as the Toyama. Kerris felt the burn of revenge run through his body. He wanted that kill.

      No, let it go Nevvin. Live to fight on. Do them all justice by bringing the Knights back. His logic couldn’t overcome the emotion, however. No, he has to be defeated, one way or another.

      Kerris pushed the Cestus into a run to close the gap, staring at the ID tag of the Toyama on his HUD. Kerris switched his comm to broadband. Let’s try this.

      “Toyama pilot. This is Captain Nevvin Kerris of the Last Knights mercenary company. I’m in the Cestus coming toward your position. We’ve been running from you for the past several weeks, but we’ve reached the end. I’m tired of running, and there’s not much left. You’ve done your job. You’ve run us down like little more than prey.”

      Kerris stopped the Cestus when he noticed that the Toyama and the other four ’Mechs had halted their advance. “But now the one kill you really want, me, is about to escape, unless you do something.”

      He saw the indicator light blink rapidly, indicating a transmission coming in on Wilkins’ channel. He ignored it. “I’m here now. Come and finish your job. But just you. Prove to me your superiority.”

      To Kerris’ surprise, the Toyama pilot answered, “You don’t want that. You know very well that you will die.”

      Kerris laughed back. “Your arrogance suits you, and you very well may be right. I’ve thought a lot about those you’ve killed under my command over the past few weeks. You’ve wounded me to the point where I wonder if death might be the best thing for me. The question is, do you have the balls to find out? I’m going to wager no. I’m going to wager that you’ve gotten bored with chasing us, and you won’t let these last two ’Mechs escape. But as much as you’d like to duel with me, your training won’t let you. And that’s what I’d expect from a blindly devotional, soulless sonovabitch like yourself!” Kerris shouted. “So come on, find what little shred of true warrior’s honor you have in your shriveled, sweaty, and worthless ballsack, and kill me already!”

      “You say you would wager that?” the Toyama pilot answered. “Then it is a wager you have won, fool.”

      The Toyama lurched forward, with the rest of his men in lock step. Kerris felt the blood drain from his face as he realized his ploy had suddenly failed miserably. His taunt to the Toyama had backfired, and now he faced five. He backed his Cestus up several steps and flipped his comm back to Wilkins’ channel.

      The man was still speaking. “—leave me alone with this stravag of a merchant!”

      Kerris ignored the comment. “Wilkins, change of plans. Get around closer and line up your Gauss rifle on that damn Toyama. Let him have it.”

      Backing the Cestus up, Kerris angled it toward the nose of the Loon. “Captain, we may need some of your ship’s weaponry soon.”

      “Make it quick, MechWarrior. While I would like to have your security, I do not need it.”

      Kerris stopped his Cestus, bringing all his remaining weapons to bear. There wasn’t much. With the medium lasers out of range, Kerris was left with the large laser and his own Gauss rifle, with the final round remaining. One round. Kerris scanned the rest of the Blakists ’Mechs. His computer chirped an affirmative lock, and Kerris pressed the firing stud.

      The large laser flashed out and scored a scar down the Toyama’s right leg. The Gauss rifle hummed and the nickel-ferrous slug bolted toward the Toyama and zoomed right past—and into the cockpit of the sole Blakist Claw Daddy standing in the group of four. The velocity and mass of the round made quick work of the cockpit of the light ’Mech as well as the warrior inside, turning both into a crumpled heap.

      A second Gauss rifle round rocketed out of Wilkins’ Templar, followed by the staccato blast of a pulse laser. The rifle round struck the Toyama in the same right leg, shaking loose nearly a ton of armor. The slug’s impact crushed the knee joint as well, causing the ’Mech to stagger. The pilot held his footing, even as the laser fire struck true around the Toyama’s arms and chest.

      Kerris turned hard in his Cestus and bolted toward the Loon. “Cover me, Wilkins!” Lumbering toward the waiting DropShip, The three remaining Blake ’Mechs unleashed laser and auto-cannon fire toward the DropShip, scoring several hits across the body of the craft.

      “That is going to cost you extra, captain,” Wilkins grumbled in his helmet.

      Double-checking ranges and speed, Kerris knew none of them could catch the Cestus by the time it made it to the DropShip. The only ’Mech that would’ve had a chance had just had its cockpit crushed.

      Wilkins hitting the Toyama’s leg so hard only made matters better.

      Small victories. This will be revenge enough for now.

      Warning klaxons went off inside Kerris’ cockpit only seconds before twin beams from the Toyama raked across the back of his ’Mech. The klaxons changed tone as Kerris saw the armor melt from his back and the lasers strike the outer casing of the fusion reactor powering the machine. A wave of heat rushed through the cockpit. Sweat burst from Kerris’ arms and legs, but he kept the ’Mech’s speed up.

      Missiles exploded to the left of the Cestus as the remaining Blakist ’Mechs opened fire on the run, the range and movement of both sides spoiling their aim.

      The open cargo hold of the Loon loomed ahead. Wilkins stood by, letting fly with another volley of missiles that drove the Toyama back. “Let’s get moving, Captain. Keep that bay open!” Kerris shouted as he angled slightly ahead of the ship. “Wilkins, get in and secure yourself.”

      Without a retort this time, the MechWarrior obeyed and stepped into the hold as the Loon rolled down the tarmac.

      Kerris reached the open bay of the DropShip moments later, grabbing the outer wall with his remaining good hand. Another pair of laser blasts scoured the armor around the ship’s hull, thankfully missing the Cestus. Kerris breathed a sigh of relief as he lurched the ’Mech into the bay.

      “I’m in! Go!” he shouted as the Cestus lost its balance, slamming down hard on the floor.

      Kerris’ situation worsened as the ship suddenly accelerated, sliding his unsecured ’Mech down the hold, tumbling and crashing into crates. Wood and plastic shattered, spraying the hold with debris. Kerris reached the ’Mech’s hand out, clutching several holding straps to stop his rolling.

      He heard the dull thud of the cargo bay door closing, then the dropping of his stomach as the craft rocketed into the early morning sky.

      

      
        
        PIRATE POINT

        GALATEA

        LYRAN ALLIANCE

        28 NOVEMBER 3072

        1530 HOURS

      

      

      Begin Journal Entry, Capt. Nevvin Kerris, CO, Last Knights Mercenary Company:

      
        
        We’ve just docked with a merchant JumpShip called The InBetween. She’s bound for Alphecca. Captain Greggins says we’re on to Carnwath after that. We should be able to get what we need there. How we’ll pay for it, I’m not sure yet. I’ve got some reserves left, but I don’t know if it’ll be enough to restore the arm on the Cestus. Either way, we’re free of Greggins’ debt after Carnwath.

        Wilkins seems a little edgy. I’m wondering if he’s regretting his decision to leave. If he ever had any real possessions, he has nothing now. Basically the clothes on his back and his ’Mech. Any friends he had are still back on Galatea. I’ve been giving him his distance since we escaped, but I probably should go talk to him.

        I’m sitting here, trying to make notes on business, acting like all is back to normal, but I can’t stop thinking about everyone else. Donna, Inderie, Hetz, Donovan, Harris, and all the others. My entire unit, gone.

        I thought the captain was supposed to go down with the ship. Why did I have to be one of the lucky ones?
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        CATACLYSM PLAIN, 217 KM NORTH OF MACBETH

        TYBALT

        CAPELLAN CONFEDERATION

        22 NOVEMBER 3028

      

      

      Brevet Major Shen Ling had never seen the particular color the morning had painted Tybalt’s eastern sky. The only name he had for it was violet, though the word seemed wholly inadequate for such a lovely color. Better to say it was the deep purple of night leavened by the soft yellow-white glimmer of the sun just before it climbs above the horizon and takes command of the sky.

      It was the most beautiful thing Ling had ever seen.

      And forever after, he would associate that color with doom.

      Because this majestic violet sky was marred by terrible scars—long, ragged streaks of gold tearing through the heavens like a knife tears through fabric.

      Like a knife tears through flesh.

      Two men stood in the waist-high grass of Cataclysm, long, wild grass yellowed by the absence of rain over the hot summer. Two men stood in that suffering grass and looked up into that terrible sky.

      Ling wore MechWarrior togs: green shorts and a matching T-shirt beneath a cooling vest, scuffed combat boots. His Stalker waited behind him, a giant idol set upon the grassland to inspire awe.

      He would need it soon enough.

      The other man wore coveralls in a jagged gray-and-black urban camo pattern, and his jeep would soon take him far away from this battlefield. He would fight this war in a different way.

      For a long moment Ling tried to count the sky’s wounds, knowing Tybalt Control could give him the answer in an instant, but wanting—no, needing to count the number himself.

      He gave up at twenty-seven.

      “How can there be so many?” he wondered.

      “Be grateful there is only one regimental combat team,” said Shen Hai. “On Tikonov, the Lancers landed eight.”

      “Eight,” Ling whispered. What had that sky looked like?

      “Do not be overawed, Shen Ling,” said Hai. “We fight for the Chancellor and we fight for the Capellan people. We will sweep the invaders from the field.”

      “Of course,” Ling replied. “As they were swept aside on Aldebaran. And Liao. And New Hessen. And—”

      “Careful, Major,” said Hai sharply. “You tread perilously close to treason.”

      “When are facts treason?” Ling shot back.

      “When they oppose the goals of the state,” said Hai matter-of-factly.

      Shen Ling took a moment to swallow that, and then he forced a crooked smile. “So, are you going to turn in your brother for disloyalty?”

      “Not my brother,” said Hai, smiling back. “Maybe your brother, but not my brother.”

      The two men laughed, though they both knew that if Ling had said something disloyal, Hai would have turned him in in a second.

      Shen Hai was the older brother, tall at one meter eighty-eight, his face lean and holostar handsome, his raven hair full and wavy, the flecks of gold in his brown eyes picking up the warmth of the yellow in his skin. As long as Ling could remember, Hai had always been the best at everything: smartest, strongest, luckiest with girls.

      Most loyal.

      Hai had found his way into the Maskirovka. And why not? After all, Hai meant, “May the state be ordered.”

      Maybe that was Shen Ling’s problem. Ling meant “Understanding and compassion.” Not qualities that would be in great demand over the next few hours.

      Ling had lived forever in Hai’s shadow. Shorter, his face rounder, eyes a dull, common brown, hair unkempt. He had never aspired to be a Mask. Somehow, he’d drifted into the Chesterton Reserves and wound up in Lothar’s Fusiliers, Third Battalion. He was quiet and efficient, a good officer with few enemies, and even less ambition.

      Then Constance Vaultaine had broken her back in a training exercise and got herself evaced to the rear echelon. (Not that there was much of a rear echelon anymore, the way the Fed Rats were moving, and wasn’t it good that Hai didn’t know he was thinking that?) Suddenly Ling had found himself in command—at the worst possible moment to be a Capellan commander.

      “Can you tell me something, Hai?” said Ling. “You know, without having me shot?”

      “Maybe just this once,” said Hai with a perfectly straight face. “If we are the good guys, why did we lose all those worlds?”

      Hai didn’t hesitate. He turned to look at his brother with those magnificent, gold-flecked eyes, catching Ling’s common ones in his gaze. “They lost because they were weak. They lost because they had no faith.”

      And then Hai turned to look back up at the sky. “We will not make that mistake.”

      To Ling, who was about to fight the Fourth Crucis Lancers and most likely die, the answer lacked the detail he’d been hoping for. He opened his mouth to say so and then closed it again, finally looking up into the sky again.

      At that exact moment he saw something astounding.

      The golden scars that cut through the sky were streaks of plasma exhaust from DropShips descending through the atmosphere. As the vessels fought their way down through an ocean of air they shook and rattled, but their paths were essentially straight.

      But one of the golden lines had veered sharply from its previous course.

      As Ling watched what happened next, he found his jaw hanging slackly open. Not understanding it, not believing it. He turned to look at his brother.

      Without taking his eyes from the sky, Shen Hai said, “See? I told you. All we need is faith.”

      

      
        
        UNION-CLASS DROPSHIP WHITEWIND

      

      

      Whitewind had begun the Fourth Succession War as a merchantman that had been impressed to augment the AFFS’s combat lift capability. Unfortunately, her previous owner had cut some corners in the interest of staying in business. One of those shortcuts had involved stretching the maintenance schedule on the attitude jet throttle valves from twenty-four months to forty-eight.

      Three of the four valves were still fine—but the valve on Number Two was slow. As the DropShip fought her way down, the valve began to hunt. As the ship pitched to starboard, the valve opened in response, porting exhaust plasma to the jet. The jet’s thrust brought the Union back to true, but because the valve was slow it had to open wide, too wide, causing an excessive port swing.

      Now the valve raced to catch up with the opposite maneuver. Every cycle put the great ship more and more out-of-control. The ship’s troubled motion should have been caught almost immediately, but combat drops were bone-shaking, gut-wrenching affairs. To the uninitiated, they felt like the whole world was coming apart.

      Which is why Whitewind’s helmsman missed the problem for six critical minutes.
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      The vibration began as the shrill clatter of steel deck plating beneath the suspended feet of Sergeant Jill Donaldson’s JagerMech. The five-centimeter steel diamond plate in the ’Mech bay was buzzing. It was a high-pitched, atonal sound that traveled through the giant clamps that held her machine fast and up into her cockpit. It set her teeth on edge.

      Twenty years in the service and more damn planetary drops then she could count, and she’d never heard anything like this before. DropShips rattled and roared, shook and shimmied, danced and dived, but this? No, not this.

      She shifted in her command couch. The sound was annoying enough, but what really bothered her was the wrongness of it.

      She reached down, toggled the comms system that hardwired
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