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PROLOGUE




Hell’s Horses Field Command Center 

Talon Ridge, Bearclaw 

Kerensky Cluster, Clan Space 

5 December 3061




The force of a distant explosion rumbled through the floor of the field command center, but Malavai Fletcher, Khan of Clan Hell’s Horses, barely noticed. Hunched over the glow of a portable holographic projector, he studied the terrain features of Talon Ridge and the variously colored icons representing his forces arrayed against those of Clans Ghost Bear and Snow Raven.

It had all looked so good on paper.

Fletcher and his force had already won away a good portion of the Bearclaw holdings the Bears had gifted to the Snow Ravens. Then came Talon Ridge.

A strategic choke point, it overlooked the valley that constituted the only land route between the mines and factories in the hills to the south and the nearest spaceport some thirty kilometers to the north. Fletcher had moved the bulk of his forces here to cut off Snow Raven access to the factories—a maneuver he’d expected to accomplish easily. Instead, he found himself sandwiched between the Ravens and a horde of Ghost Bear Elementals that had turned up yesterday. Unknown to Fletcher, some Ghost Bear troops had yet to abandon the planet and had been guarding the factory complex and surrounding hills for their Raven allies. Fletcher’s DropShips, intended to carry off the spoils of war, were now being prepped for the unthinkable: retreat.

He had been poring over the tactical data for what seemed like hours, desperately searching for a way to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.

The jaws of the Ghost Bear, he thought, the Clan that had brutally attacked the Horses on Niles fifteen years ago, leaving him the mutilated Khan of a mutilated Clan. What in the name of Kerensky were they doing here, blocking his progress? He was anxious to begin his journey to the Inner Sphere, and he did not intend to be delayed by these stravags.

“Those damn Bears were supposed to be in the Inner Sphere by now!” he roared, slamming his massive, battle-armored claw against the steel table, denting it and raising a shower of sparks.

Star Colonel Alicia Ravenwater, his second in command, glanced up from her handputer.

“My Khan,” she said, “Alpha Keshik is prepared for our final push. We will make those meddling Bears pay for this as we pull back to—”

“We will not retreat from them!” Fletcher bellowed as he spun to face her, raising his armored claw in defiance. “We will never retreat from the accursed Ghost Bears. Not so long as I draw breath, so help me, Kerensky!”

Malavai Fletcher—with his ruined face and head— looked fearsome at the best of times. Dressed in his battle armor, a head-to-toe suit of high-tech metal weighing more than a ton, he transformed from a merely imposing Elemental into a raging monster. The right side of his shaved head consisted almost entirely of steel plates and ropelike myomer bundles. The gleaming metal contrasted with the scant bit of flesh that showed under his armor, and sweat dripped from his protruding brow into his good eye. He had lost the other eye in the battle on Niles, and Clan scientists had replaced it with an efficient cybernetic device that glowed a menacing red in the dim light of the holodisplay.

“I have no desire to retreat, my Khan. You know me well enough for that. I have been at your side for more than ten years. Have I not proven my tactical abilities time and again?”

Fletcher nodded silently, but he glowered even more in frustration.

“We have already claimed nearly a third of Bearclaw,” she went on, “which gives us many other bases from which to regroup for another strike. Our position here has been compromised. The Ravens will have regained air superiority within the hour, blocking our DropShips from liftoff. We have no choice. We must withdraw now or face the loss of both our Khan and his Keshik.”

As she spoke, Fletcher absent-mindedly flexed the endo-steel fingers of his battle claw. He glanced again at the holomap and realized that he was looking in the wrong place for the wrong thing. The situation did not allow for a winning plan, but it did allow for a course of action fit for a warrior.

“Once again, you are correct, Alicia Ravenwater. Have your star captains begin loading their OmniMechs onto the DropShips.” He spoke from deep in his chest, soft but threatening, like a distant thunderstorm.

She offered him a crisp salute. “What of the rest of the Keshik’s forces, my Khan?”

Fletcher reached up with his claw and lowered his faceplate into position. The seals hissed as they enclosed him fully in his Gnome battle armor, the Hell’s Horse heavy-duty variation on the standard version. The suit’s external speakers amplified his already resonant voice. “We may be withdrawing this day, but we will not surrender Talon Ridge to the Ghost Bears without a fight.

“They are honorless cowards who did not dare declare their units during the bidding for this battle. And now they expect us to turn and run with our tails between our legs. This is what we will do, Alicia.

“My Elementals and I will hold off the Claws of the Ghost, and that will give your ‘Mechs enough time to board the transports. It will also give me enough time to teach those upstarts from Zeta Galaxy a thing or two about battle-armor combat.”







The advanced sensors in the heads up display of Point Commander Jake’s helmet gave him an excellent view of the terrain below. His point of five Ghost Bear Elementals were arrayed along the southern end of Talon Ridge. They were guarding the narrow pass between the hills to the south and the plains to the north, the direction from which the Snow Raven ‘Mech forces were approaching.

The voice of Paul, his star commander, boomed through his battle armor’s internal radio. “Status report, Delta Point. What is your situation?”

“All clear, Star Commander,” Jake said. “My troops are in position. Nothing will get through this pass.”

Paul gave a soft chuckle. “You are right, Jake, but not for the reason you think. Nothing will be coming through the pass, because we have learned that the Horses are withdrawing from Talon Ridge. Orbital surveillance picked up the heat signatures of their DropShips warming up. They will be long gone by the time the Ravens get here with their ‘Mechs.”

“Withdrawing, sir? But I thought Malavai Fletcher was with that unit—”

Paul cut him off. “I know what you thought, Jake. I have been listening to your wild suggestions all day. The fact is that all of their DropShips are prepping for lift-off.”

“There is no way Fletcher would just abandon the field to Ghost Bear troops, Paul. His temper is legendary, and—”

“Enough, Jake!” Paul snapped. “If you were not such a valuable warrior, I would call you out for insubordination. Just keep your theories to yourself and hold your position until the Snow Ravens arrive.”

Jake fumed, but remained silent. He knew there was a limit to how far he could push his commander, and he had exceeded it today.

“Relax, Jake. This battle is over. We can let the Ravens have the ridge and be damned. The sooner we board our own DropShips and get out of here, the sooner we will all be breathing Inner Sphere air.”

The Inner Sphere. The place was almost mythical in Jake’s mind: the birthplace of humanity, lost to the Clans since their founders had left it three centuries ago. “Why have we been kept back from joining the rest of the Ghost Bears?”

“Not that it is any of your business, Point Commander, but our cluster was simply not able to pull up stakes as quickly as the other Claws of the Bear. We had commitments to our allies here on Bearclaw to make sure the transfer of ownership was complete. And, as you know, the Horses invaded in the middle of the whole process so we ... intervened.”

Jake’s irritation got the better of him. “And is that what justifies our using unClan-like tactics such as this ambush—” He broke off sharply when his peripheral vision caught something. He checked his heads up display. Was that a faint signal on his passive radar?

“Hold on, Star Commander. I think I spotted something at the edge of my radar range. It may be advancing on your position.”

“My scanners show nothing, Jake. Don’t let your paranoia ruin my good mood. Let’s enjoy our victory while we can.

Jake winced at Paul’s blatant use of contractions. He checked his sensors again. The signal appeared to be advancing on Paul’s position on the other side of the pass. He checked the scanners for malfunction, but found everything seemed in order.

“Star Commander, there is definitely—”

“Enough,” Paul said sharply. “I’m weary of these word games.”

Jake looked once more at the advancing signal. Given the signal’s position relative to Paul’s, somebody had to do something. If Paul would not act, Jake decided he would have to, with or without orders. Paul’s stubbornness could result in death for them all. Jake would prove his point where it really counted: on the field of battle.

“Delta Point,” he called over his unit’s frequency. “We are moving northeast. Dispersion pattern Beta.”

“But Jake, our orders are to hold this pass.” Valerie, his second-in-command, spoke over their private channel.

“Check your radar, Val. I am sure I saw a signal advancing on Paul’s position. We cannot wait for him to come to his senses. If we move fast enough, we can flank them just as they hit.”

Val hesitated for a moment. “I suppose there could be something there; the rocks are creating so much interference. I will take your word for it, Jake. I just hope you are right.”

Jake laughed. “I am always right, quiaff?”

“Aff, so far.”

Jake engaged his jump jets, releasing plumes of superheated plasma from the backs of his suit’s calves and lifting his thousand-kilogram bulk up and over the pass to the opposite cliff face. “Do not worry, Val. Whoever is launching this surprise attack is in for a surprise of his own.”







Malavai Fletcher opened a channel to his troops. “Their commander has no idea we are here. He thinks we are cowards, running from battle. Well, my Keshik, we will show him how wrong he is.”

With the help of his suit’s myomer musculature, Fletcher held his suit’s right arm absolutely still until his HUD registered a positive target lock. In his sights was the Ghost Bear star commander, standing about two hundred meters ahead, with his back to Fletcher and his Elementals.

The Khan smiled at the thought of making the Ghost Bears pay for their meddling. ‘Their standard lasers cannot reach us at this range, which will give us the field for at least fifteen seconds. All Gnomes open fire on my mark.”

“Sir, I have a signal coming in behind us!” It was Point Commander Harland on the open channel. Harland had only recently joined Fletcher’s personal unit.

“You idiot, that was the open channel! Alpha Keshik, open fire!” Even as he spoke, Fletcher mashed his thumb down on the trigger inside his suit’s right hand, firing both his extended-range support laser and a pair of Streak short-range missiles from his backpack launcher. A veteran of hundreds of battles, his aim was true, and his weapons hit their marks flawlessly. In an instant, the Ghost Bear commander’s battle armor was reduced to tatters, and he was knocked from his feet, barely alive.

Fletcher’s people were not so accurate. They were firing dozens of ruby laser beams toward their targets, but most of them missed. The Ghost Bears, looking like pheasants flushed from hiding by a hunter’s dog, had evaded by jumping into the air with their jets. Though an excellent warrior, Harland’s one and only career error had cost Alpha Keshik the full element of surprise.

The Khan was not pleased. “Point Three, about-face and contain whatever is behind us. The rest of you, find your targets before we lose our range advantage. Do not forget that they are lighter—and faster—than us.”







Jake exchanged laser fire with the Gnome heading for him as he jumped backward toward cover. “Delta Point, keep moving, but stay close to them.”

He saw Val close in on his right flank, unleashing her short-range missiles at the nearest Gnome. Jake keyed their private channel. “Thanks for the assist, Val. Our briefings made it sound like these lumbering hulks were some kind of doomsday weapon. More like shooting diamond sharks in a barrel, I would say.”

“Do not get too cocky, Jake. Once the main body turns around, we will have more ER lasers coming at us than we can handle. And each one of these guys takes an extra shot to finish off.”

As if to punctuate her last statement, Val let loose a bright red laser blast at a retreating Gnome, tearing its lumpy armor to shreds and surely killing the Elemental inside.

Jake grunted agreement. “I know how tough they are, but they were not expecting us. That advantage, plus our maneuverability, will cost them this battle.”

An audible beep told Jake he had an incoming radio message from Beta Point. “Delta Point?” a voice said. “Glad you made it. This is Gerald. My point commander is down, as is Star Commander Paul. Chain of command puts you in the hot seat, Jake. What is our next move?”

Jake was elated. Finally, command! Too bad Paul did not live long enough to give Jake his due. He opened the star’s frequency. “Attention, troops. This is Point Commander Jake. I am in command of this star, effective immediately. We will teach these Horses that it takes more than fancy new battle armor to stop Zeta Galaxy! Alpha and Beta Points, regroup to the west. Gamma and Epsilon, take the east flank. My point will hold the center. Hit them where it hurts, Ghost Bears!”







Malavai Fletcher braced against his latest victim with the gun muzzle of his right arm, and pulled his clawed arm from the open chest of his victim, his talons dripping red blood and black HarJel in equal measure. “Sorry, Ghost Bear. No amount of HarJel will seal that wound.”

The radio interrupted his enjoyment of the kill. It was Harland again. “Khan Malavai, the Trinary is scattered! Where are you?”

“Close enough to snap your neck, Harland. I suggest you do more fighting and less whining. Let me worry about the big picture.” Fletcher reminded himself to kill Harland in a Circle of Equals, provided the idiot survived the day’s fighting.

Harland’s message served as an important reminder, however. Fletcher had gotten caught up in the thick of battle, wanting to personally heap revenge on these Ghost Bears. As Khan, it was his place to stay back and command the operation. Sometimes he regretted his position.

It was time to finish this, before his DropShips left without him. “Star Commander Elsa, which Ghost Bear is leading them now?”

The Hell’s Horses officer was quick to respond. “From what I have been able to detect of their radio chatter, it is a Point Commander named Jake. I believe it was his point that flanked us, sir.”

Then, he is as much to blame for this debacle as Harland, Fletcher thought.

“Well done, Elsa,” he said. “Their radio encryption is as incompetent as they are, quiaff? Take command. -I am going to find this Jake and congratulate him on his fine tactical maneuver.”







Jake was pleased, both with himself and his troops. Not a single member of his point had yet fallen, while they had made twice their number in Gnome kills, thanks to the fact that the enemy troops continued to dribble into range one or two at a time.

“This is almost too easy, Jake,” said Val. “Have they no commander?”

Before he could reply, a static-laden transmission broke in on his commline. “Oh, they have a commander all right. Look behind you, Point Commander Jake.”

Jake spun around as quickly as he could, firing a blast with his laser and diving to the right even before he saw whom he was firing at. The Gnome that had sneaked up behind him must have expected such a move. Firing his jump jets, he lifted easily over the shot. Fortunately for Jake, the counterattack was off-target; had he moved left instead of right, he would have been branded.

“We will dispose of the formalities of zellbrigen, then?” Jake asked, only half-serious. He squeezed off another shot before engaging his jump jets again, flying up and over his opponent before he could return fire.

The Gnome answered in a loud, angry voice over the open channel. “You Bears voided the ritual of the duel when you crept up behind my force like a gang of assassins. Besides, you are not worthy to clean my armor, let alone call me out, Point Commander Jake.”

“And who do I have the honor of facing this day?” Jake asked sarcastically. When the enemy Elemental turned to face him, he noticed the black band and gold horse head emblazoned on the shoulder of his armor: the rank insignia of a khan.

“No such honor is yours, boy. I am Khan Malavai Fletcher of Clan Hell’s Horses, and I am not your warrior opponent this day. I am your executioner!”

With that, he unleashed a full barrage, emptying his missile launcher and firing his laser at Jake, who dropped to the ground rather than jumping up again. His quick thinking saved his life.

Fletcher’s missiles had locked on, dipping down and impacting against Jake’s back, ruining his own missile pack. But the laser, being a beam of coherent light, had no internal guidance. It missed Jake by a wide margin, blasting a chunk of rock into rubble and starting a chain-reaction of small explosions across the ridge.

Jake and Fletcher both froze, momentarily stunned by the strange explosions. More blasts echoed up from the canyon as Val’s voice came over Jake’s commline. “It is the Snow Raven aerofighters!” she gloated.

“Excellent,” Jake said. “Now we have you beat on the ground and in the sky, Malavai Fletcher. I will gladly accept you as bondsman.” Jake’s heart raced at the possibility of taking a Khan prisoner.

The explosions had stopped; the fighters were turning around for another strafing run. Fletcher engaged his jump jets to take higher ground, while firing another laser shot to keep Jake’s head down. “Never! You overestimate yourself, cub. Better men than you have tried to defeat me, and better men have died!”

As Jake stood up, he had to jump back quickly to avoid another shot. “Have it your way. Regardless, this day belongs to the Snow Ravens ... and the Ghost Bears.”

Fletcher’s voice came over the radio with a roar that sounded more animal than human. His anger and outrage had completely taken over.

Oddly, the roar increased in intensity, until Jake could hardly hear himself think. Before he could puzzle out what was occurring, the answer was revealed. The deafening sound he was hearing came from a DropShip’s engines. The massive vessel rose slowly over the ridge where Fletcher stood, an enormous Hell’s Horses logo emblazoned on its spherical bulk. A door slid open on the ship’s underside, between two massive engines spewing nuclear fire. A ramp extended out from the opening to within easy reach of the Khan.

Jake was so frustrated he pounded his armored fist against the ground. It was obvious that the DropShip would get away before the Raven fighters could circle around. He could see his enemy disappearing into the bowels of the DropShip as it lifted into the darkening sky on four pillars of exhaust.

Jake could barely make out the transmission over the thunder of the DropShip’s acceleration. Then he heard Malavai Fletcher’s voice once more over his radio.

“This is not over, Point Commander Jake,” the Khan said. “Mark my words: we will meet again on the field of battle. And next time, there will be no Snow Ravens to save you from my wrath!”














CHAPTER ONE




Airspace Over Silverdale

Alshain 

Ghost Bear Dominion 

19 October 3062




It was a good day to die.

“Ichi company, you are cleared for drop. May the Dragon guide your actions.”

“Hai, drop command,” confirmed Tai-i Shiro Kanazawa. “Acknowledging clearance. Combat drop to commence on my mark.”

The opening of the DropShip’s exterior doors sent a shudder through Kanazawa’s ‘Mech as he gripped the control sticks reflexively.

“Mark.”

His Atlas, one hundred tons of humanoid war machine, was suspended directly over the bay door by a massive pair of clamps. As the door opened, he could see the clouds below him through his ‘Mech’s external cameras. Wind whipped up through the ‘Mech bay, and the DropShip’s roaring filled his ears.

Then the clamps snapped open, dropping the four assault-class ‘Mechs of Kanazawa’s command lance toward the spaceport below. The hub of all flights to and from the planet, Silverdale Spaceport was the most important target on Alshain. In thirty seconds, the second lance of his company would be in position to join them in the drop, followed by the third.

Looking up, the ‘Mech’s head tracking with his own head movement, Kanazawa saw the DropShip falling away quickly. A Union Class, it was designed to carry twelve BattleMechs into combat, and could travel from deep space to a planet’s surface in a matter of days. The ship’s 3,500-ton spherical bulk was held aloft by four plumes of nuclear fire, its fusion engines delivering millions of pounds of thrust to keep the vessel hovering stationary while delivering its deadly cargo. On the underside of the ship, for the enemy below to see, was painted the rearing red dragon, proud symbol of House Kurita and the Draconis Combine, Kanazawa’s home.

Home, in fact, was what this battle was all about. Only eleven years ago, Alshain had still belonged to the Draconis Combine, and Kanazawa had called it home. All that changed when the Clans invaded. With their genetically engineered warriors and superior array of advanced weaponry, they had arrived in the Inner Sphere in 3050, attacking world after world in a blitzkrieg campaign. Their intention was to push through all the way to Terra, birthplace of humanity, and to conquer the people of the Inner Sphere in order to impose the Clan way on them.

One of the first worlds in their path was Alshain, an important Combine strategic and industrial center. The Ghost Bear Clan had invaded the world, and they had fought with the ferocity of their alien totem. Despite the hard battle fought by the Combine’s most elite MechWarriors, Alshain fell to the Bears. Six months later, the Clan offensive came to a halt when a truce was achieved, leaving Clan Ghost Bear and the others stalled in their drive toward Terra for the next fifteen years.

Kanazawa was but a child when the Ghost Bears took Alshain, and he was one of the lucky ones to make it off-world with the retreating Second Sword of Light regiment. In the years since the truce, the Ghost Bears had permanently settled their conquered territory, renaming it the Ghost Bear Dominion. As their capital, they had chosen Kanazawa’s beloved Alshain. Resist as they might, the peopie of this world were being slowly indoctrinated into the way of the Clan. If this continued, it might be impossible to ever bring them back into the Combine.

Which was what had brought about this battle. After eleven years of exile, he was returning to his homeworld as a MechWarrior member of the Alshain Avengers, sworn to return the worlds of the lost Alshain Prefecture to the Combine at all costs. After many months of planning, the moment had come to penetrate the heart of the Ghost Bear Dominion and take back Alshain for the glory of the Dragon. Kanazawa had heard rumors that there had been some initial setbacks, but his unit was part of the main assault force, the sledge-hammer that would wrest the planet’s capitol and miain spaceport from Clan control and turn the tide of battle.

As the DropShip faded from view, he looked down at the ground, which was growing nearer by the second. A warning light and a klaxon prompted him to reach for the ignition. Bracing himself, he flipped the red switch labeled External Boosters.

Immediately, he felt the kick of the temporary thrusters mounted on his ‘Mech’s back and legs fighting with gravity to slow his descent. His head ached as his neurohelmet struggled with the BattleMech’s gyroscope to maintain balance in this wild free-fall. If not for the connection provided by his neurohelmet, the ‘Mech would spin out of control and his only kill would be his Atlas smashing into some unsuspecting Clanner below.

BattleMechs were amazing machines. The pinnacle of ground-based warfare, each ‘Mech was a virtual army unto itself, forged of nearly impenetrable alloys and carrying enough weapons to destroy a village. Adding to its flexibility was the ‘Mech’s humanoid shape. Towering more than ten meters tall and brandishing weapons in its arms rather than in turrets, the BattleMech projected an image of the warrior personified in a way no mere tank ever could.

This effect reached its ultimate extension in Kanazawa’s chosen BattleMech, the AS7-K Atlas. Not only the tallest, broadest, and heaviest ‘Mech ever made, its hulking body was carefully crafted to inspire fear in one’s enemies. The grinning, skull-like head of the Atlas would surely haunt the afterlife of every warrior killed by one.

As the ground neared and he braced for impact, Kanazawa allowed himself a grim smile. The Ghost Bears’ time on this world is over, he thought. My Atlas is going to tear it from their grasp and hand it back to Lord Kurita.

An incoming transmission caught him dreaming.

“Tai-i, my sensors detect no BattleMechs on the tarmac below. Please confirm.”

It was his second-in-command, Chu-i Davison. The company’s electronics expert, she often acted as the unit’s eyes and ears on the battlefield.

Quickly checking visual and magnetic resonance scans, Kanazawa confirmed her findings. It was inexplicable.

“Hai, Davison-san. My sensors also report no enemies on the ground.” Kanazawa did not let on his sense of foreboding, for the sake of his troops.

“Sir, this must be a trap,” said MechWarrior Ito.

“Cut the chatter, Ito,” snapped Davison.

Kanazawa knew it might be a trap, but there was no way to significantly alter a dropping ‘Mech’s trajectory. One way or another, he and his company would land on this apparently undefended spaceport. Soon enough, they would know the score.

“Ichi Company, prepare for impact. Assault pattern Delta,” he said.

Although the Inner Sphere’s knowledge of the Clans suggested that they disdained ambush tactics, Kanazawa had instructed his company to spread out quickly after landing to search for hiding enemies. Better safe than sorry, he thought.

At a cue from the altimeter, the thrusters on his Atlas’s back switched into high output mode, expending their remaining fuel in a desperate attempt to prevent the ‘Mech’s legs from shattering on impact.

No matter how many times he went through it, Kanazawa found the impact of a BattleMech landing from a drop as painful as it was exhilarating. The boxy feet of his Atlas crashed into the ground at the maximum safe velocity, but he immediately flexed the ‘Mech’s knees to help absorb the impact. Despite that, a shudder rocked the cockpit that momentarily knocked his main display into static.

Glancing to the right and left, he could see the rest of his lance landing around him, each touching down with professional precision. Without the need for additional commands, his forces began to spread out and search the spaceport.

According to his role in Delta pattern, Kanazawa throttled forward and headed to the northwest. In this case, that led to a gap between two large DropShip hangars. He slowed on approach, the shadows between the buildings making it difficult to see exactly what might be concealed there. He switched to infrared sensors, hoping to penetrate the darkness before moving in for a closer look.

Part of him wished he hadn’t seen them coming.

They rose from their underground tunnels on plumes of superheated plasma, one after another, almost touching each other head-to-foot. Boiling up from the ground like a wave of giant cockroaches, they seemed to Kanazawa like alien monsters.

These were no beasts, of course, but men encased in advanced battle armor. Elementals, the Clanners called them. Each armored suit stood three meters tall, with a support-class weapon at the end of one arm and a claw that could tear through ‘Mech armor on the other. Rising over the suit’s flattened head and V-shaped faceplate was a disposable two-pack missile launcher.

There were at least two dozen of them on the tarmac and firing at him, their small lasers turning the air crimson. They tore at his ‘Mech’s armor but inflicted no internal damage. At such close range, his long-range missiles were useless, so he raised the arms of his Atlas and returned fire with his large lasers.

Training took over, and Kanazawa fired without conscious thought, both lasers hitting their marks and boiling away the armor from the closest two Elementals.

He allowed himself the briefest instant of elation. “That will teach you to tangle with an Atlas!” he shouted.

A bit premature, though. He had never faced Elementals in combat before. As the smoke cleared from the attack, he could see the two Elementals standing up, armor melted but repairing itself in a wash of sticky black ooze. As they advanced, all he could do was pull back on the throttle and begin backing up. He thought that the speed of even a slow ‘Mech like the Atlas should be enough to keep them out of swarming range. Let them get within a hundred meters, and Elementals would jump onto your ‘Mech and plant explosive charges between its armor plates.

Looking to finish what he started, Kanazawa triggered his hip-mounted gauss rifle. Recoil shook the cockpit as the 125-kilogram, magnetically accelerated projectile streaked toward its target, the snap of the sound barrier breaking the only evidence of its discharge.

This time, the result was much more satisfying. The supersonic sphere slammed into one of the damaged Elementals, shattering armor, bone, and flesh before plowing into the ground, where it gouged a twenty-meter-long trench in the tarmac before coming to a stop. There was nothing left of the Elemental but a memory.

Now that the battle was joined, and his backpedaling was keeping the enemy troopers at arm’s length, Kanazawa could spare a few seconds to check on the rest of his command. “Ichi Company, report by the numbers!”

The only answer was static.

“Repeat, report by the numbers, Ichi Company.”

Before he could ponder the implications of the radio silence, his radar scanner beeped for attention. Glancing at the screen and up again at his advancing adversaries, he snapped his head down again in a double take: the entire radar screen was glowing! Not with just a few dozen reports, but what must have been hundreds.

Slowing his ‘Mech and pivoting at the waist, he saw them through the cockpit windows. As far as the eye could see and from every direction, Elementals painted in mottled Ghost Bear white and blue bounded toward Kanazawa’s Atlas, none even bothering to fire their weapons. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of them.

Alone against them, Kanazawa brought his ‘Mech to a stop and raised the machine’s arms, beckoning the armored beasts forward. He smiled to himself. This planet, his home, would belong to the Ghost Bears. But this battle would belong to Kanazawa Shiro.

To his surprise, the invitation was not greeted by a hail of gunfire.

The crowd of assembled Elementals parted, as one of them emerged from their ranks to meet the challenge!

The Elemental that came forward wore the standard white/blue camouflage, with the additional adornment of a bear’s face painted in scarlet on his helmet. The beastly image snarled and dripped blood from its fangs. Even if the warrior’s battle armor had not been uniquely painted, Kanazawa would have recognized him as special by the way he moved. Though encased in a ton of plasteel armor and myomer, he walked with an air of confidence and authority that was also visible through the opaque glass of his visor.

Four more Elementals moved up to flank him, clearly assembling the five-trooper Point that was doctrine among the Clans. Kanazawa expected that they would fight collectively as a unit, for such was the Clan way, but the leader waved them off and hailed on the open channel.

“I am Star Commander Jake Kabrinski of Clan Ghost Bear. I have vanquished Wolves, Hell’s Horses, and Blood Spirits and have yet to meet my match. I accept your unspoken challenge.”

Now this was bravado befitting the proudest samurai! Perhaps all was not lost, thought Shiro.

“I am Tai-i Shiro of the Alshain Avengers,” he answered. “I have fought in many battles, but have never faced one such as you. I am honored to challenge you this day upon the soil of my home world.”

After a brief pause to acknowledge the transmission, the lone Elemental launched himself directly toward Kanazawa’s cockpit on blazing jump jets. It will not be that easy, my Clan friend, thought Shiro.

He shifted the weight of his Atlas to the right, tensing the myomer muscles in its left arm and following the ballistic arc of the approaching Elemental with his eyes. At precisely the right moment, he lunged down and to the right, moving the ‘Mech’s left arm up and forward as he went.

The move caught the Clanner off-guard. In accepting Kanazawa’s challenge, this Kabrinski let slip that he had vanquished many Clan foes, but made no mention of Inner Sphere victims. Kanazawa knew that Clan MechWarriors disdained physical combat, so he would not be expecting it. He probably thought the ‘Mech would try to shoot him out of the sky.

Unable to change his arc of flight, the Elemental smashed directly into the Atlas’s sweeping fist.

The maneuver paid off, but cost Kanazawa dearly. A hundred tons of BattleMech didn’t stop on a dime, and the momentum of the flailing attack brought him crashing to the ground. He tried to break the fall with the ‘Mech’s right arm, but it snapped off at the elbow, unable to support the weight of an entire assault ‘Mech.

After what seemed to be an eternity, Kanazawa managed to get the Atlas back on its feet with the help of its remaining good arm. Through the ringing in his ears, he could swear the assembled Elementals were cheering his collapse. Quickly scanning the battlefield, he caught no sight of his opponent.

Then, he heard a faint clang from somewhere behind him. Kabrinski must have survived the attack, and had managed to climb onto the back of the Atlas while Kanazawa had struggled to get it back on its feet.

He triggered the Atlas’s twin rear-mounted pulse lasers, but had no way to tell if they scored a hit. His ‘Mech’s arms were too clumsy to reach behind and pick the armored warrior off his back, but Kanazawa had an idea. Bracing himself, he stood the Atlas straight up, then pushed the sticks forward, causing it to collapse backward. If he was lucky, the Elemental would be crushed beneath one hundred tons of battle machine.

He wasn’t lucky.

Kanazawa looked out through the cracked canopy of his cockpit at the sky above, and a shape came into view. Perhaps he had lapsed into unconsciousness and this was a dream, or perhaps he was already dead. Standing on the head of his ‘Mech, towering over the cockpit was Jake Kabrinski, or what was left of him. Kanazawa’s punch had nearly killed him in one blow: his helmet was gone, and his armor appeared hung about him in tatters.

In those final moments, Shiro Kanazawa studied the bruised and bloodied face of his executioner.

The warrior’s eyes were pitch black and set so deeply under his prominent brow that he seemed to be permanently squinting. His head was shaved close, with a single braid of brown hair clinging to his neck, stuck there because it was soaked with sticky blood and a black, tar-like substance.

The Elemental realized that Kanazawa was looking at him, and a horrible grin spread across his Neanderthalic face. In that last moment, when perfect clarity came to the MechWarrior, he saw this Jake Kabrinski for what he really was. Tai-sa Shin Yodama-sama was right when he first battled Elementals on Turtle Bay so many years ago. They were not human; they were oni sent to take their enemies to hell.

None of the Elemental’s weapons had survived the impact, but his armor still sported a three-fingered claw on its left arm. He raised it up and prepared to strike, his maniacal grin widening as blood dripped from his mouth to splash on the cockpit window. His tiny eyes burned into his victim’s soul as he smashed his claw through the window and beyond. To Kanazawa Shiro, the pain was glorious.

It was, indeed, a good day to die.






CHAPTER TWO


Sandra Tseng Hospital 

Silverdale, Alshain 

Ghost Bear Dominion 

27 October 3062


Consciousness returned to Jake Kabrinski like dawn rising over a fog-shrouded moor.

He opened his eyes, then instantly regretted it. The harsh hospital lights greeted his gaze with a dazzling array of flashes and sparks. It took a moment for him to realize that he was lying in a hospital bed. He didn’t remember being brought here, and he wondered how long he’d been unconscious.

“I see that our patient is alive,” he heard someone say. “I suppose I owe you a Timbiqui Dark, Star Captain.”

“As I recall, that was the deal, Doctor,” a second voice answered.

The words seemed to hover over his bed, mixing with the mental fog in which he floated. The voices were strangely familiar, though not identifiable. He decided to give eye-opening another try.

This time, the light was harsh but bearable. Through the bright haze of his quickly focusing vision, Jake could make out the outlines of two men, one standing on either side of his hospital bed.

“As the subject of this wager, I insist on a cut,” Jake said, his voice hoarse and raw. “Or must I issue a challenge for it?”

“I’d say he’s more than alive, Doctor,” said the one called Star Captain. “I do believe he is awake and back to his old self already.” The man spoke loudly and slowly, as if to a foreigner: “Can ... you ... hear... me ... ? Do ... you ... remember ... your... name ... ?”

Jake tired of this banter already. He sat bolt upright in the bed and grabbed hold of the man’s collar. “My name is Hohiro Kurita,” he growled. “Can you tell me the way to Edo?” He pushed his face so close to the man’s that their noses were almost touching. Then he realized why the voice was so familiar.

The face greeting Jake’s return from the brink of death belonged to Star Captain Carl, one of the most hated and feared instructors from his sibko days. Seeing the old warrior’s face—he must have been at least forty by now— brought a flood of memories rushing through the fog in Jake’s mind as he sagged back against the pillow.

Carl was an Elemental like Jake, and the streaks of gray in his black hair were an unmistakable reminder of his advancing age. His right eye, clouded with disease, was even lighter than the pale blue of his left eye. Thanks to various scars adorning his tanned, weathered face, Carl looked even meaner than Jake remembered, a feat he would have thought impossible.

What Carl was doing here was anyone’s guess, but Jake doubted it was good news. Again, he wondered how long he had been out. He was starting to become aware of the pain in his body, especially the insistent ache in his right leg.

Carl laughed, a harsh, barking sound. “Hohiro Kurita,” he boomed. “That’s rich. You haven’t lost your sense of humor, I see. Even after a week in a coma.”

Jake recoiled from the blatant use of contractions. Clearly, his old instructor had spent too much time among Alshain’s civilian population. His language had hopelessly deteriorated.

“Be careful, Star Captain,” said the other man at Jake’s bedside. He peered at Carl over round spectacles. “Your brutish language might push this young warrior back into the land of the dead.”

“Point taken, Doctor Svensgaard, but I bring our young hero most urgent news. I will refrain from battering his sensitive ears with further vulgarity.”

Svensgaard was blond and tall—by non-Elemental standards—displaying the Nordic features common to many of the native population of the Ghost Bear Dominion. He wore a neatly trimmed, full beard and an antique pair of spectacles to correct his flawed freeborn vision. Jake did not know him, but assumed the doctor’s voice was familiar because he might have spoken in Jake’s presence while he was unconscious.

“Make it quick, Star Captain,” the doctor said. “I have endless tests to run on your ‘war hero’ before he can be discharged from our care back into your army.”

“Not his army, Doctor,” Jake interjected, “at least not any longer.”

Then Jake felt a rush of adrenaline as the unthinkable occurred to him. “What do you want with me, solahma? Have you come to torment me in my convalescence? Am I to join you in some death-seeking squad of old men?”

Carl’s laugh was brief and even harsher this time; Jake had cut too close. They both knew that a warrior Carl’s age should long ago have been relegated to some cannon-fodder unit.

“Not hardly, Star Commander,” Carl said. “I have not yet been tossed into the useless ranks of solahma. Besides, the doctor here tells me you are nearly recovered, though you have been taking your time about it.” As if to illustrate the point, Svensgaard absently glanced at his clipboard and nodded.

Jake closed his eyes for a moment, feeling a bit ashamed of his words. “Then to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

“Oh, the pleasure is all mine, Jake. I have kept an eye on your career, you know.”

Carl began to pace back and forth at the foot of Jake’s bed. “You have built an impressive codex in the three years since you won your Trial of Position. I particularly liked the slaughter of the Hell’s Horses on Bearclaw.”

Jake grinned with satisfaction. The aggressive Hell’s Horses were long-time rivals of the Ghost Bears. Catching them on Bearclaw last year had been an unexpected feather in Jake’s cap. To think he had almost captured a Khan!

“And now that stunt you pulled at the spaceport has caught the attention of Khan Jorgensson. He has recommended you for a promotion.”

That was high praise from the Clan’s supreme leader. The news stunned Jake, but Carl was not finished.

“As your former instructor, I think your actions in the spaceport battle were reckless, but our Khan seems to think an Elemental who can take on a ‘Mech single-handedly has leadership potential. War against the Draconis Combine is a certainty after their honorless assault on our capitol.”

The last of Jake’s post-coma haze evaporated. His mind began to swirl with images of the impending war against the Combine. Suddenly, he realized why his former trainer had come to visit him.

“A promotion, eh?” Jake said. “And who must I challenge for the rank of Star Captain?”

Carl gave another of his barking laugh, a sound so disagreeable that even Doctor Svensgaard seemed to recoil from the sound. “I think you know the answer to that question already, old friend,” Carl said. “Two days from now, you are to challenge me for my rank and the right to command my Supernova Trinary of the 288th Battle Cluster against the Draconis Combine.”

Jake felt a jolt of excitement. Carl was too old to lead warriors into combat. The rank of Star Captain and the right to command a front-line unit were more suited to a young warrior with his whole life before him. He had no doubt that he could beat Carl in a Trial of Possession.

Jake grinned with satisfaction, and Carl’s face contorted with anger. He leaned in close to Jake and rasped in a spittle-filled whisper, “The powers that be may think otherwise, but I am
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