
  
    [image: Hour of the Wolf]
  


  
    
      HOUR OF THE WOLF

      ✷   ✷   ✷

      
        BATTLETECH

        BOOK 102

      

    

    
      
        BLAINE LEE PARDOE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Catalyst Game Labs]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Interlude

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Interlude

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Interlude

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Interlude

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Interlude

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

        

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Notable BattleMechs

      

    

    
      
        Battletech Glossary

      

      
        BattleTech Eras

      

      
        The BattleTech Fiction Series

      

    

    

  


  
    
      To my grandson, Trenton Davis Hester: may all your hits be crits! I promised him that I would do what I could to “make BattleTech cool again.”

      To him, and all of the fans in this book: “You’re welcome!”

      

      To my mother, Rosalee Pardoe, who passed away during the writing of the last chapter of this book’s first draft. I miss you more every day, Mom. While you never liked reading BattleTech, I think you would have liked this one.
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        “The road to Terra is a thousand points of light in the night sky.”

      

      

      
        
        —Nicholas Kerensky

      

      

      
        
        To fully appreciate the events that unfolded on Terra in the spring of 3151, it is necessary to recap the entire journey of humankind into space.

        Between 2690 and 2765, the Star League was the manifestation of humanity at its pinnacle. Each of the ruling lords of the Inner Sphere’s Great Houses were united under a single interstellar government that brought peace and stability for generations. The ills of humankind were put to rest. Innovation and prosperity ushered in a golden age.

        Then came Stefan Amaris, the Usurper, who assassinated the ruling Cameron family on 27 December 2766, and seized power through a bloody coup in the heart of the Star League, Terra. Our brightest period was snuffed out by its darkest villain. There is a bit of cosmic justice there.

        Aleksandr Kerensky, Commanding General of the Star League Defense Force, fought a bloody and vicious twelve-year war to reclaim his beloved Star League from Amaris. When he did, he realized the House Lords were falling back into their old animosities and rivalries. Rather than see his army used or destroyed in that looming conflict, he gathered his forces and set out on an Exodus into the vastness of space on 5 November 2784.

        Without the SLDF to keep the peace, the Star League dissolved, and the Great Houses declared war on one another. For centuries, the House Lords battled each other in the Succession Wars, each trying to establish themselves as the new First Lord of a Star League. None succeeded.

        Meanwhile, Kerensky’s SLDF fought their own civil war on planets far from the Inner Sphere. Under the general’s son, Nicholas Kerensky, the Clans emerged near the beginning of the 29th century. Named for fierce animals and ideals, the Clans were forged in the fires of war. Successive generations of Clan warriors were genetically bred, and their technology surpassed that of the Inner Sphere.

        The Clans knew they would eventually return to Terra. According to the Founder, the first Clan to capture Terra would become ilClan—the Clan above all Clans—and would lead the united Clans in reestablishing the Star League and ushering in a new golden age.

        In 3049, the Clans returned to the Inner Sphere in a stunning invasion, conquering a large piece of it during their single-minded drive toward Terra. But the techno-religious cult ComStar stopped the invaders short of their objective by challenging the honorbound Clans to a proxy war for Terra on a single planet, winner take all. On the agricultural world of Tukayyid, ComStar’s military forces defeated the Clans and forced a fifteen-year term of unsteady peace starting in May of 3052.

        Stunned by the return of Kerensky’s SLDF descendants, the Inner Sphere created its own “Star League,” little more than a fragile alliance, which struck back at the distant Clan Homeworlds. In 3060 they eradicated one Clan, the Smoke Jaguars, almost entirely. For a time, the threat abated as the Clans struggled with their newfound vulnerability and proof that their centuries of genetic engineering and technological superiority had been overcome by those they deemed inferior. The Clans chafed at peace and, bitter over their failure to reach and conquer Terra, turned on each other.

        Then came the Jihad, a holy war waged by the Word of Blake, a separatist faction of ComStar that sought to bring all of the universe under its authoritarian rule. The Inner Sphere burned, and entire planets were eradicated in nuclear, biological, and chemical attacks, types of warfare not seen in centuries. No realm was spared, and at times it seemed the guttering light of the Inner Sphere might be extinguished forever.

        Then one man, Devlin Stone, united humankind, ended the Word of Blake’s atrocities, and formed the Republic of the Sphere. Centered on Terra and patrolled by the Knights of the Republic, Stone beat swords into plowshares better than any man before him, and there was peace for the universe for the first time in years. Some Clans, such as the Snow Ravens and the Ghost Bears, settled in the Inner Sphere and Periphery, and integrated with struggling Inner Sphere governments. But Stone ultimately disappeared; secretly having himself cryogenically frozen, should he be needed in the future. Then again, that is the popular version of the story.

        The hyperpulse-generator network, which maintained interstellar communications throughout the Inner Sphere, collapsed on 7 August 3132 due to sabotage by unknown forces, cutting off 80 percent of Inner Sphere worlds from each other. Messages that would have been transmitted in seconds had to be physically carried by JumpShip to their destinations, sometimes taking weeks or months.

        The sudden lack of communication rekindled old fears and hatreds, fueling conflict more than ever as suspicions grew and rumors flew about who had perpetrated the Blackout and why. The Great House leaders, and their intelligence services, were suddenly blinded and instantly paranoid. Some leaders took advantage of the communication collapse to settle old grudges. As the Blackout dragged on for months, then years, rearming was inevitable.

        Everyone saw the Republic of the Sphere as ripe for conquest or sought to settle centuries-old scores with their rivals. Old enmities flared among the Great Houses once more, and wars broke out, most feasting on the worlds of the Republic. Humankind had endured war so long that it was part of our culture, which made the Republic a natural target. Stone’s dream of peace was consumed in the flames of war. Historians call it the Dark Age, a term both sorrowful and fitting, a testimony to how numb we had all become to war and the chaos it brings.

        The Clans, specifically the Jade Falcons and Wolves, once more turned their attention to Terra, entertaining thoughts of becoming the ilClan and forging a new Star League. Whichever Clan conquered Terra first would rule over all of the Clans and the Inner Sphere for the first time in history.

        As an eleventh-hour defense, the Republic erected a technological barrier, Fortress Republic, which made jumping into its dwindling space—and therefore close to Terra—impossible, as ships that attempted to jump bounced back to their point of origin, mangled and broken. Then Devlin Stone returned from cryogenic sleep after fifteen years, prepared to save what was left of his empire, but found that little remained of the once mighty realm he had created.

        There was a certain inevitability about the approaching storm. By 3150, it was clear that the Clans were coming to Terra, relentless and bent on fulfilling their destiny. It seemed that the end of one age was upon humankind, and a new era was about to begin—though for the betterment of civilization or its destruction, none could say…

      

      

      
        
        —Excerpt from: Terra Fallen: The Rise of the IlClan, by Dr. Randolph P. Checkers, Esq. (The Institute of Inner Sphere War Studies, 3161)
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        DOMINION INTELLIGENCE BRIEFING ROOM

        ASGARD, RASALHAGUE

        RASALHAGUE DOMINION

        16 DECEMBER 3150

      

      

      Khan Dalia Bekker listened as the head of Clan Ghost Bear’s Watch, Star Colonel Havi Bekker, finished his summation on the recent movement of Clan Wolf forces.

      Things are unfolding rapidly, Dalia thought, leaning forward in her tall-backed chair. Speed was always the foe of the famed Ghost Bear patience.

      The Khan had called Havi Bekker into the intelligence briefing room to provide analysis based on some startling reports. The circular room had a white-and-black marble shelf around the perimeter to display the masterpieces of the Ghost Bears. The room’s colorful artwork—all painted, sculpted, and woven by Clan warriors—offered Bekker little comfort this morning. Still, as her green eyes fell on the artwork, pride swelled in her chest. Only the Ghost Bears encouraged their warrior caste to explore the arts, and as her eyes swept each piece, perfectly displayed against the mahogany wall panels, she felt as if her whole caste was in the room with her.

      Havi Bekker sat at the end of the long rectangular table, opposite of Dalia, in a maroon leather chair. Prince Hjalmer Miraborg, with his immaculate short hair and light complexion, sat to her right. SaKhan Roy Jorgensson sat on her left, almost a negative of Miraborg. His hair was reddish-brown and only rarely encountered a brush. His jaw always had three days’ growth of red-tinged beard. Where Miraborg looked stately, Jorgensson always appeared as if he had just come from a battle.

      Havi Bekker rarely displayed emotion. His face was ruddy, somewhat dark, with a small pink scar on his chin. It struck Khan Bekker as odd that Havi looked the part of a spymaster somehow, as if he had been bred for that role. His face does not reveal secrets, or convey any sense of emotion.

      At Havi’s conclusion, Dalia took a moment before hedging. “That intel is most intriguing.”

      Hjalmer glanced over at her, then back at Havi. “You are a master of understatement, Khan Bekker. If this information is true, Clan Wolf is mobilizing its entire touman.”

      Roy Jorgensson jumped in. “They have done this before, when they relocated from their former occupation zone to this ‘Wolf Empire’ Khan Ward forged.”

      Havi shifted uneasily in his chair. “With all due respect, saKhan, during that migration, we were unaware of their destination. This time, there is only one place they could take all of their front-line units, technicians, and equipment.”

      “Terra,” Dalia said. The word hung in the air like the fading echo of a tolling bell.

      “Aff,” Havi replied. “And this mobilization seems thoroughly planned and coordinated. Clan Sea Fox is providing additional JumpShips to expedite the move. It is clear this plan has been in place for some time.”

      Dalia nodded. I expect nothing less from Alaric Ward.

      “They are stripping all garrisons from their planets?” Prince Miraborg asked.

      “Almost,” said Havi. “The units left behind are solahma for the most part, and some ungraduated sibkos—but there are very few. They are leaving their civilian populations, but taking their technician caste. It appears they are going all-in on seizing Terra.”

      “Can they defeat the Republic of the Sphere?” saKhan Jorgensson asked.

      “From our estimates, it would be a close match between their military forces,” Havi admitted. “There is a distinct chance that the Wolves can prevail. Their constant military operations have forged their ranks into seasoned veterans. The Republic has only a few experienced units.”

      “Any signs of activity from the Jade Falcons?” Dalia asked.

      Havi shifted again at the mention of the Falcons. “We are hindered with this accursed HPG Blackout, so there is a considerable delay in gathering and transmitting our intelligence data. That said, the Falcons have only shifted a few units closer to Terra—not the large-scale mobilization we are seeing from Clan Wolf.”

      “Yet,” Dalia amended. “If the Wolves have figured out how to penetrate Fortress Republic, it is only a matter of time before Malvina Hazen obtains that knowledge. She will not sit idly by and allow Clan Wolf to be crowned the ilClan—not without a fight. It goes against her very nature.”

      “Aff,” replied Havi solemnly. “That is our analysis of her as well. Her Mongol Doctrine all but requires the Jade Falcons become the ilClan. She will never accept another Clan taking the title.”

      For a long moment, no one spoke.

      “So,” Khan Bekker finally said. “Do we care what the Wolves are doing? Or, more appropriately, what should our response be?”

      “Of course we do!” Prince Miraborg said. “Whoever wins will seek to re-form some kind of a Star League. We are Clan, and if another Clan becomes the ilClan, that carries implications for our people. It means a new order among the Clans, a distinct leader. If we do nothing, it makes us subservient to whomever takes Terra. That impacts us directly.”

      Dalia nodded. “The thought of me taking orders from Clan Wolf as the ilClan does make me cringe. Khan Ward took one of our best and brightest warriors from us in a Trial of Possession. It was an insult to our honor then, and I have not forgotten the loss of the WarBear. It told me a great deal about Alaric’s character, and his casual attitude toward our people. As the leader of Clan Ghost Bear, I would chafe under his rule.

      “But that is me personally. As Khan, my responsibility is greater than my own emotions. We are not entirely Clan any longer. Aff, we have the traditions and rites of the Clans, but our people have settled here in the Dominion. We have integrated with the people of Rasalhague. We still call ourselves Clan, but we are also something else: citizens of the Dominion. It is not like the old days, when we were all in the same camp, with the same shared view of the future. We are in a state of slow, progressive change.”

      “You are proposing we sit back and do nothing, quineg?” saKhan Jorgensson asked with a hint of anger in his voice.

      Dalia shook her head. “Neg, Roy. I am merely pointing out that any action taken will generate some resistance from our people.”

      “So what do we do?” Miraborg asked.

      Dalia organized her thoughts before speaking. “We have four possible courses of action. We could do nothing—simply let the Wolves, the Jade Falcons, and the Republic resolve this matter among themselves. Or, after the dust has settled from those battles, we could attempt to take Terra ourselves. We have long maintained Warden ways, so we could voice a desire to become the ilClan to protect the Inner Sphere. Or we could be cautionary and shift troops closer to Terra, so we can respond quickly to what is clearly a changing situation.” Dalia leaned back in her seat. “Or we rush in and fight alongside the Republic of the Sphere, against our fellow Clans. That, however, would come at a price.”

      “We would sacrifice our mortal souls,” Prince Miraborg said. “And some of our more traditionalist warriors might feel such an action is wrong. I am not saying we would face mutiny, but we will have some that might resist fighting against the end goal of Clan culture—the ilClanship.”

      “Exactly.” Dalia nodded again. “We would be turning our back on centuries of Clan rites and rede, and siding with the Inner Sphere against our own people.”

      “A high price, but so is living under the heel of another Clan,” saKhan Jorgensson replied.

      “Hence the other choices at our disposal,” said Dalia. “Doing nothing leaves our fate in the hands of others. Taking Terra ourselves—while tempting—would divide our people so greatly, it could jeopardize everything we have built here in the Dominion. I believe we should mobilize Alpha and Beta Galaxies and advance them to the Republic border. That puts us in a position to react to the changing situation on Terra.”

      “Agreed,” Prince Miraborg replied. “A controlled response to a fluid situation.”

      “I concur,” said Jorgensson. “What if Terra and the Republic fall? What then?”

      Dalia’s eyes narrowed. “It would depend on who takes it, would it not? Khan Ward took Ramiel Bekker, one of our ristars, from us. I have not forgotten that, but that single act does not warrant all-out war with Clan Wolf. Regardless of my personal feelings about Alaric Ward, the Wolves still have honor.

      “The Jade Falcons, on the other hand, will slaughter billions if Malvina Hazen takes Terra. We will do what ghost bears in the wild do—wait, carefully stalk our prey, and only pounce when the opportunity is right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MCKENNA-CLASS BATTLESHIP SLS MCKENNA’S PRIDE

        MERCURY ASSEMBLY POINT

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        1 JANUARY 3151, 0840 HOURS (T-MINUS 9)

      

      

      Star Admiral Haake Sukhanov watched the timer in the corner of the main viewscreen with a patience that impressed Wolf Khan Alaric Ward.

      Over an hour ago, the Wolves’ Task Force Ostend had made the first jump to Terra, targeting the nadir jump point’s two massive defense stations. We have no idea if they were remotely successful, thought Alaric, impatience gnawing at him.

      As the genetic offspring of Katherine Steiner-Davion, her brother Victor, and Vlad Ward, Alaric was surprised at his edginess. Did Victor ever feel like this before a major operation? Did Khan Vlad Ward? He pushed deep down any thoughts about his genemother and what she might have thought or said. If Katherine were alive still, she would be whispering in my ear, telling me what to do, how to feel, what to expect. In that moment, he acknowledged once more that killing her had been the right thing to do. This is to be my victory, not hers.

      As if hearing Alaric’s thoughts, Sukhanov turned to his Khan, a wicked grin on his narrow face. “If my estimates are right, the Republic Navy will be recovering their fighters and rearming them for our arrival. That process will give us time to assume our battle formation. Their rearming means many fighters will be waiting their turn in the launch bays, forcing the flight crews to rush out some fighters with low ammunition. All of this will give us time to get in position and strike. With your permission, my Khan, the time has come to get underway.”

      Alaric nodded, suppressing his own urge to smile. “You are go for Operation Nostos.”

      Alaric had won possession of Sukhanov—a former Snow Raven—as a bondsman during the funeral of Victor Steiner-Davion. Having a genius Snow Raven-turned-Wolf leading this attack would ensure Clan Wolf’s naval victory. Sukhanov had developed new formations to protect the troop transports, devised plans for dealing with the jump-point defenses, and had given the Wolf navy a renewed and invigorated sense of purpose. Though he was the product of Clan Snow Raven’s genetics program, Haake Sukhanov was every bit a Wolf, especially since he was now an abtakha, an officially adopted member of the Clan.

      They had traveled a long road to get here. Sukhanov wasn’t the only member of the team Alaric had built to safeguard victory. Every member had a role to play.

      General Chance Vickers would implement the Wolf conquest of the Republic of the Sphere. Ramiel Bekker, an abtakha from Clan Ghost Bear, was a tactical genius who could counter whatever the Republic Armed Forces might throw at them. Wolf saKhan Garner Kerensky had recovered the ship they now piloted, the SLS McKenna’s Pride—once the flagship of the Star League Defense Force. The Pride was every bit an icon for the Clans as it was for the Inner Sphere. The enemy will see this ship and know what is about to befall them.

      Alaric had spent his entire life preparing for this moment: leading the Wolves to Terra to claim the ilClanship. Now, on the bridge of McKenna’s Pride, he couldn’t help but think of his genemother Katherine, telling him stories of his provenance when he was a child. Or of his ordeal as Anastasia Kerensky’s prisoner, and how he had brought her into the fold. The loss he had suffered with the death of Verena—a loss that still staggered him sometimes, in his quieter moments. The memories of his short-lived victory on Tharkad, and his first meeting with Malvina Hazen tugged at him as well.

      Fate whirled around Alaric Ward like a storm, devastatingly powerful and uncompromising. I have already surpassed the Khans who came before me, he mused. Now I stand at the threshold of destiny. The great houses have long fought over the carcass of the Terran Hegemony in hopes of taking Terra. I will take it and usher in a new era, righting the wrongs of the past.

      Alaric treated the conquest of Terra like a game of chess where the stakes were life and death, not just for him, but everyone around him. He knew the rules and used them to his advantage at every turn. He had picked the right pieces, and thanks to his careful strategies, they were all in position to seize victory.

      Sukhanov nodded to the communications officer, Star Commander Baker Rhyde. “Open a tactical channel to the fleet.”

      The Star Commander’s fingers blurred over the controls. “Star Admiral, you are on.”

      “Khan Ward,” he said. “The honor is yours.”

      Alaric nodded. “This is Khan Alaric Ward. Clan Wolf fleet, stand by for jump in sixty seconds on my mark…mark!” He paused, savoring the moment. “Remember your orders, the drills we have done, and your place in the formations. Do that, and we will be victorious. I will see you all in Terran space.”

      The timer ran down, until finally—finally—Alaric uttered the order.

      “Clan Wolf—jump!”

      

      
        
        ESSEX-CLASS DESTROYER RSS ABUNDANTIA

        TERRAN SYSTEM

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        1 JANUARY 3151 (T-MINUS 9)

      

      

      The thin strip of red warning lights showing the ship was at general quarters made Admiral Jean-Jacques Labbé’s white mustache shimmer as he took in the sensor-contact report. “Repeat,” he said through gritted teeth. Wolf Clan ships had begun to flicker into Republic space, but… There must be a mistake.

      Captain Dunlap floated over to the sensor station. “Confirmed, Admiral. A ping on a transponder that registers as the McKenna’s Pride.”

      Just the mention of that ship affected the bridge crew. Labbé could see it in their faces. Jaws hung open; one young officer looked over at him, her face’s normally pink tone faded to white.

      They are afraid. I need to calm them. “So they dusted off an antique,” he scoffed. “That ship probably hasn’t seen battle in ages. Give me the full picture.”

      Captain Dunlap glanced down, sweat gleaming on his brow. “Five additional Clan Wolf WarShips. I am picking up over a dozen assault DropShips. Multiple JumpShips debarking troop transports—well over two hundred and fifty at this point, and more arriving every few minutes or so. Sir, it appears that all of Clan Wolf is jumping in-system. They are out of range and are taking formation maneuvers. We are reading fighter launches as well. That formation is very compact. It’ll be tough to get in there.”

      For the moment, Labbé ignored the naval formation and fought the urge to pound his armrest in frustration. I have forces at the zenith jump point, and we are in the middle of fighter recovery and rearming. Damn that Wolf admiral!

      “Very well, then,” he said, keeping his voice calm to avoid further worrying the crew. “Just like we planned, people. Comms to all ships: launch all fighters, regardless of their status. Attack Plan Alpha—go after those DropShips. Our remaining ships will target those WarShips. All vessels, converge on Abundantia. Helm, plot an intercept course and get us underway at battle speed, Wild Star formation. Comms, encrypt a message to Solitude: ‘Clan Wolf navy in Terran system.’ Send them vid-stream of the targets with their transponder tags.”

      The bridge crew was already snapping into action. Labbé braced himself against the push of acceleration as the ship began to maneuver.

      

      
        
        SLS MCKENNA’S PRIDE

        NADIR JUMP POINT

      

      

      Sukhanov was in his natural element, commanding a task force. Alaric watched him bark out orders, deploying the fleet into the formation he had devised: “Comms to Bloody Fang: tighten up with the rest of the fleet—you are opening a gap.”

      Sukhanov headed to the sensor station next. Not realizing the admiral was behind him, the ready-alert officer called out: “Republic WarShips Auspicium, Abundantia, Triumphus, Shield of the Republic, ten assault DropShips, and heavy fighter escort—all are forming up and moving to intercept. We have multiple squadron-size formations of aerospace fighters in the lead. It appears they are holding formation, providing combat air patrol for the larger WarShips.”

      Sukhanov nodded, confident despite the staggering numbers. “Noted and expected. Order Alpha and Bravo’s fighters to deploy in front of the fleet on the far edges. Keep Charlie back to protect our DropShips.”

      Alaric nodded back. He knew the plan all too well. Sukhanov had deployed the Clan Wolf WarShips around the troop-carrying DropShips, but their formation was compact, leaving little room for maneuvering between the ships. It made fighter attacks on the DropShips subject to a brutal crossfire from multiple vessels. The Clan Wolf assault DropShips led the formation, forming a brutal gauntlet of fire there. The fighters in the fleet’s Alpha and Bravo units were poised to funnel the Republic Navy fighters into the heart of the formation—where they wanted to go regardless.

      Haake had long anticipated that the Republic would be building its defense around static bases, aerospace fighters, and assault DropShips. It made the most sense logistically. They would want to take out the ground forces and supplies on the troop-carrying DropShips. That irresistible bait would force them into the heart of his tight formation. There were reasons that this was not normally done. Gunnery in such tight quarters would make it tricky to avoid accidentally hitting friendly ships. Haake had trained the Wolf navy for this, and had been able to keep friendly fire to a minimum in simulation.

      But we are no longer in a simulation.

      The ready-alert officer called out, “Star Admiral, we are picking up some strange signals.”

      Sukhanov frowned. “What do you have?”

      “Just inside the proximity of this jump point, we are picking up more JumpShips. All are powered down, completely cold on infrared, and have no active station-keeping thrusters.”

      Sukhanov floated closer to the viewing screens. “That is peculiar. Even shut down, we should still get something.”

      “If these magres readings are accurate, those JumpShips all seem to be hollow. It is as if their K-F drives are missing.”

      “Problem, Star Admiral?” Alaric asked.

      “Neg, Khan Ward.” Sukhanov turned to Alaric. “A mystery, but one I cannot focus on at present. It will be dicey enough here soon.”

      “As expected. We shall see if your plans are up to the test.” Alaric focused on the white dot on the display tagged as terra.

      On the bridge of the WarShip, Khan Ward was more of a spectator, and Haake understood that. Alaric was smart enough to let his commanders do their job, which was his responsibility. There was something in the way Alaric moved, fidgeting with the nearby handhold, that told him how uncomfortable his leader was.

      Haake locked his gaze with Alaric. “I have this in hand, my Khan. I will get Clan Wolf to Terra.”

      Alaric nodded, and Haake swung back around, prepared to do battle.

      

      
        
        OVERLORD-C-CLASS ASSAULT DROPSHIP CWS WARD’S BANE

      

      

      “Distance to weapons range?” Star Captain Willett called from his raised center seat on the bridge.

      “Twenty seconds, sir,” the sensor officer replied.

      “Gunnery, give me numbers and types.”

      “Twenty-four fighters, sir,” Star Commander Mooney responded. “Most are Schracks, with three Simurghs and one Chippewa.”

      “Understood, Star Commander. All turrets are weapons free. Fire at will as they come in range. We lead the formation, so it is our job to bloody them before they get through. Per the Star Admiral’s plans, we will execute a turn to port after we start engagement so we can bring full broadsides to bear. Helm, stand by.”

      A warning alarm blared. “Incoming fire,” Mooney called out.

      All around Star Captain Willett, the air filled with the sounds of battle: the humming metallic noise of the turrets turning, the high-pitched tones of weapons firing, more alarms shrieking while the crew called orders over it all.

      The Ward’s Bane quaked under a heavy rain of Gauss-rifle rounds. For now, Willett ignored the barrage. What mattered was the plan.

      The DropShip’s particle projection cannons throbbed as they fired. While Willett couldn’t see the beams from his position, he knew some Republic fighter was paying a high price for their attack. Another rumble shook the bridge: missile impacts.

      “Helm,” said Willett, “bring us ninety degrees to port, pivot on our axis. Gunnery, tell your gunners we are repositioning so they avoid wasting shots.”

      “Aff, sir,” Mooney called.

      The Ward’s Bane rattled again from another enemy salvo. “Damage control, sitrep,” Willett barked.

      “Starboard armor is taking a beating, Captain,” Apel said from the engineering station off to Willett’s right.

      “Hang tough,” Willett said. He could roll the ship if needed, to let the portside armor absorb the damage.

      “Fighters converging,” Mooney reported. “They are starting their strafing runs.”

      “Let me see it.”

      The viewscreens changed to show the wave of approaching fighters. There was a flash—no doubt a heavy PPC—and one fighter started spinning madly. The others bore in, seeming to fly straight at him.

      Willett looked up. “Gunnery, ready your portside gunners. Tear those fighters apart.”

      “Already on it, Star Captain,” Mooney replied.

      The ship shuddered from another series of hits, and seconds later, Apel called, “Sir! We just took a hit near the reactor. Coolant housing damaged. Emergency bulkheads in place.”

      “Noted,” Willett said through his teeth. Another deep vibration rattled the ship. That cannot be good. I know every sound on my ship, and that one is foreign to me. Is that the keel under stress? He ignored the thoughts of damage he did not know about yet.

      “Port side engaged,” reported Mooney.

      Willett looked back to the viewscreen in time to see one of the Schrack fighters hurtling straight for them. He is going to ram us!

      He shouted: “All hands, brace for impa—”

      The Republic fighter collided with the Ward’s Bane, jolting the entire ship. Willett was thrown into the armrest of his command seat as the bridge shook. Lights flickered and viewscreens sputtered. Distant rumbling broke through the noise of the alarms. Dull-yellow emergency lights flicked on.

      As he caught his breath, Willett smelled ozone—the scent of electrical damage. “Damage control,” he managed.

      Apel checked his monitor. “We have a hull breach and internal damage. Starboard PPC turret destroyed.” As he spoke, the sounds of the battle were returning, finally overtaking the rumbling. “Access to engineering is cut off, but we still have power.”

      “Star Captain,” said Mooney. “Incoming Republic WarShip, accelerating rapidly. IFF tags it as the Shield of the Republic.”

      “That name demands validating,” Willett replied. “All right then—Helm, bring us around on an axis roll of one-eight-zero. There is no point in letting our starboard side have all of the fun.”

      

      
        
        NADIR JUMP POINT

      

      

      Star Commander Manning angled his Jagatai toward a lance of Republic fighters attempting to skirt the formation. “Ravager Two, follow me in.”

      Some aerospace pilots preferred fighting in space, some loved the thrill of aerial combat in the atmosphere, and others liked ground-support missions. Manning loved them all. What gave him the biggest thrill was pushing his Jagatai to the limit and beyond, much to the chagrin of his techs.

      Serving in Bravo Trinary of the Howling Furies, in the Second Wolf Assault Cluster, Beta Galaxy, he got to do it all. The unit was a mix of OmniFighters, OmniMechs, tanks and Elementals, and they trained to work together in close formation under the red-headed firebrand Star Colonel Kalidessa Kerensky. Now the rest of his unit was loaded in DropShips, though. This is my time…my chance to protect them.

      His OmniFighter was configured for long-range damage with a pair of extended-range PPCs, three large pulse lasers, and long-range missiles. While the rest of his Ravager Star chipped away at a Republic fighter group known as the White Witches Squadron, two of the big Republic Simurghs were making a run toward the heart of the Clan Wolf formation.

      Vigdal, just off Manning’s right wing, flew a Jagatai also configured for long-range engagement, but with a deadly punch if someone wanted to get close. “They seem in a bit of a hurry,” he said as both fighters accelerated.

      “Aff. We have to protect those DropShips,” Manning replied.

      Following the enemy fighters seemed easy, but the moment they arced low and he and Vigdal followed, Manning found himself and his Pointmate in a maelstrom of battle churning with missiles, lasers, and autocannon fire.

      “Blitzking surat-spawn!” Vigdal cursed as he violently juked his Jagatai from side to side. “They do know we are on their side, quiaff?”

      Manning felt the g-forces slosh his body to one side as he banked hard to avoid a stream of silent-but-deadly autocannon shells. “I hope so,” he spat back through gritted teeth.

      He ignored the fire all around him and concentrated on the first of the two Simurghs. It was already badly damaged; black streaks along the wings showed where lasers had struck it.

      “I have the leader,” said Manning. He drifted his OmniFighter over so that the targeting reticle crossed the zigzagging enemy.

      One of his pilots, Guethler, dove straight at one of the White Witches, weapons blazing. A beam of laser fire clipped his wing, and he began a violent spin.

      “You okay, Ravager Three?” Manning radioed.

      A strained voice replied in his headset, “Strong g’s. Reaction thrusters…” Guethler stammered, fighting the forces, “…getting control. Do not worry about me… Take care of these surats.”

      Something hit Manning’s port side; the fighter rocked, but his armor held. He ignored it. I have to protect those DropShips. My Cluster is counting on me!

      The Simurgh fired a heavy Gauss slug in a silvery blur. It tore into the armored hull of a DropShip, ripping a gash open.

      You will pay for that! Manning drifted his reticle back onto the Simurgh and opened up with his ER PPCs. The weapons flashed—and hit, searing off the starboard wing entirely and sending the fighter spinning madly off into space.

      “Woohoo!” he called out. “Splash one Witch!”

      “Seyla,” Vigdal said, though his voice was strained, a sign of heightened concentration.

      CWS Jerome Winson’s massive naval PPCs struck next, buckling the fighter in the middle. The Simurgh’s thrusters went black, and it careened end-over-end into the battle.

      “Excellent shooting,” Manning murmured. His body had never felt quite this energized. Every muscle was taut; his eyes drank in every detail. I am in the Terran system, fighting to be the ilClan! The dreams of tens of thousands of warriors before him were about to be fulfilled.

      He swung hard to join Vigdal, whose target Simurgh was twitching wildly. Vigdal’s short bursts made it clear he couldn’t get a weapons lock on his target. “This bandit is all over the place,” he said, firing and missing again.

      Manning’s entire universe focused on the Simurgh his Pointmate was pursuing. The White Witch was erratic, juking in every direction, pulling tight barrel rolls and wide banks. This was a foe worthy of him.

      “Do a series of jukes to your starboard, tight stuff. I will move into position,” he ordered. Manning maneuvered to get a shot, but rather than continue its run on the DropShips, the enemy craft angled sharply upward, heading for McKenna’s Pride. As it made a pass across the hull, its rotary autocannons barely pockmarked the massive battleship. Only its heavy Gauss rifle had any effect, the slug carving a ten-meter gouge in the hull as it angled off.

      Vigdal jerked his fighter to starboard, waiting until the Pride was clear. The Republic fighter misjudged the distance, opening up the gap so Vigdal had room to maneuver.

      “Break hard to port, roll and fire!” Manning called out.

      Vigdal unleashed a torrent of laser fire again and missed.

      Manning’s own senses saw the Republic fighter’s next move, almost in slow motion. “Tallyho!” he called out so that Vigdal would break off. Manning’s PPCs whined and his LRMs roared around him, mauling the white Republic fighter’s tail. Bits and pieces of shredded armor filled the vacuum, and Vigdal’s Jagatai flew right through the expanding cloud of metal fragments. Manning banked hard enough to hear the OmniFighter’s metal frame protest with a low moan, but he avoided the debris.

      What remained of the Simurgh banked away from the Wolf fleet, venting gas in its wake.

      Vigdal’s breathy voice came over the comms. “I am hit. One of our own turrets. Can you believe that, quiaff? I swear I will find that gunner…”

      “Call it. How bad?”

      “Bad enough. Slow leak in the cockpit. My flight suit has integrity for now, so I am still combat capable.”

      Manning felt a slight relief, but he also knew Vigdal—his Pointmate was pushing his safety. He had to order Vigdal out of the fight, and that weighed heavily on him. “Break off for the Bloody Fang and signal for recovery.”

      “Neg!” Vigdal snapped. “I will not, Star Commander. This is the most important fight of our lives. This is Terra!”

      Manning grinned. A true Wolf if there ever was one. “I understand,” he said. “Form up on my port side aft. We need to rejoin our Star.”

      Suddenly his own ship kicked from the rear. It was from a missile shot at extreme range, from a fighter barely on his scope. I got sloppy—blast it!

      Damage indicators flickered red the instant before his power cut out. Manning’s gray-and-white OmniFighter pitched forward, nose down. Heart pounding, he hit his emergency-power switch, and the displays flickered back on.

      This is not good. I need to recover. Try as he might, his controls suddenly turned sluggish, unresponsive.

      “Star Commander?” came Vigdal’s static-filled voice. “How bad are you hit?”

      The picture the alarms painted was not good. Manning’s reactor had auto-scrammed, and despite his attempts to force an emergency restart, it remained a useless hunk of metal. The whole fighter continued to tip forward, and his stomach protested the change in orientation. “My reactor is gone and I am in an end-over-end spin. Vigdal—listen. Take command of the Star, regroup at Waypoint Bravo and continue the mission.”

      “Aff,” Vigdal replied. “I will signal for a recovery team.”

      Manning admired his Pointmate’s devotion, but their victory depended on them following orders. “Neg, forget about me,” he insisted. “Protect those DropShips!”

      All he could do was watch the flickers and flashes of battle—and hope his Wolves could keep the Republic fighters away from the DropShips.

      

      
        
        NORUFF-CLASS ASSAULT DROPSHIP CWS WHITE LUPU

      

      

      Four Republic fighters—a Chippewa, a Lucifer, and a pair of Simurghs—angled their attack run straight at the White Lupu. In the glow of red battle-station lights at the edges of the bridge, Star Captain Lonbom’s eyes narrowed. What they lack in tactics, they make up for in audacity.

      “Forward battery, I want targeting on that second Simurgh in the formation,” he commanded, hands tightening on his armrests. “Concentrate your fire on that one, take it out. That will shake them up. Helm, as soon as we fire, bank us to port, bring the bow up, then yaw to starboard to bring our batteries to bear on the remaining fighters.”

      “They are at maximum range in five,” the weapons officer called.

      “Standing by to angle and yaw,” replied the helm.

      Clan Wolf has not fought a true naval battle in ages, thought Lonbom as he counted down. And now our survival in this one depends on my actions.

      “Targets remain on vector,” the operations officer called out.

      “Forward battery—fire!” Lonbom barked.

      The heavy autocannon fire made the White Lupu lose just enough forward momentum to make it noticeable. Lonbom slid forward against his shoulder restraints. On the forward viewscreen, he saw the Simurgh’s armor rip and peel off under a barrage of explosive shells. The Republic aerospace pilot tried to hold what was left of the craft on course, but fell back, banking off in a long arc. Big pieces of armor, blasted free of the fighter, continued on course. They have had their fill. Now for the others.

      “Helm, execute port bank, eighty degrees. Yaw to bring forward batteries to bear on target.”

      The enemy fighters opened fire. Lonbom heard the distant metallic pings of incoming munitions, and saw the DropShip’s damage indicator lights flash on. “Cease yaw at weapons officer’s discretion.”

      White Lupu pitched and spun at the same time; Lonbom’s officers leaned in their chairs to compensate. A noteputer someone had failed to secure spun in the air and hit the ceiling.

      “Helm,” said Star Commander Rolf from the weapons console, “halt yaw. We have a firing solution on the remaining fighters, Star Captain.”

      “I want that Chippewa and the other Simurgh,” Lonbom said.

      “Locked on, sir,” Rolf replied.

      “Fire!”

      Eighty long-range missiles streaked into space. He could hear the whoosh as they cleared the turret, speeding off at their approaching foes. Most of the warheads exploded on the Chippewa. Some struck the Simurgh. The big Chippewa’s delta-wing armor was mangled, but its pilot continued on—accelerating straight at the White Lupu. The remaining Simurgh fired another fusillade with its rotary autocannnons, then tried to break off.

      “The Chippewa is setting a collision course and accelerating,” the operations officer called out.

      Not today. “Helm, angle us down twenty degrees. Prepare for emergency burn if that craft survives. Plot a course that brings us back to the formation. I do not want a warning message from Star Admiral Sukhanov saying we have wandered off. Weapons, make sure that warrior does not get their chance. Destroy them.”

      Lonbom found himself smiling. This was not quite how he had envisioned the opening to the battle for Terra going, but he could not imagine being anywhere else.

      

      
        
        SLS MCKENNA’S PRIDE

      

      

      Star Admiral Sukhanov moved to the holotank on the bridge to get a three-dimensional view of the evolving battle. The big gray structure had a yellow holofloor tile and upright corner supports that projected the holographic images.

      Khan Ward stood and watched, soaking in every burst of light or silent explosion. He had held back from asking inquires because Sukhanov had been so busy, but there seemed to be a momentary lull. “Sitrep?”

      “The Republic navy is putting up a good fight,” Haake said as his eyes darted from display to display around him. “They saw through our decoys jumping into the pirate point near Saturn. That means the admiral I am facing is no fool.”

      “They have had years to prepare,” Alaric replied. “I would hope Devlin Stone would put a good officer in charge of his fleet.”

      “Indeed he has,” Haake replied. “Fifteen of our DropShips have been damaged enough to be rendered combat ineffective. Only three are total losses. It is not as bad as it could have been, but it lies within range of our projections.”

      Each damaged DropShip hurt Alaric’s invasion plan. The crews may yet be alive, their BattleMechs and hardware recoverable, but we have dead, and there will be no reinforcements coming. “WarShip losses?”

      Haake shook his head. “None yet, but that may change shortly. I am about to break formation, per our plan. Every one of our WarShips has sustained damage, but we are all still in this fight. The same cannot be said of the Republic. Two of their assault DropShips are destroyed, the others have executed a wide arc out of our long-range weapons fire.” He pointed to the holographic image and zoomed in, showing the ships attempting to evade.

      “Thoughts?”

      “This Republic admiral is holding them back. I am unsure why, unless they believe we need to hold this jump point, and they want to harass any incoming supplies and reinforcements.” Haake pulled up a display in the holotank, which showed three windowed live-feeds of Republic WarShips. The big vessels that remained were badly battered, their hulls charred, pitted, and cratered. They had put up a vigorous fight, but so far the Wolves were holding their own. The tight formation Sukhanov had devised had crushed the Republic fleet.

      “Now you move to finish this, quiaff?” Alaric asked.

      “Aff, indeed I do, my Khan,” Sukhanov said, his brilliant blue eyes ablaze with excitement.

      He studied the images and zoomed out to see the rest of the Republic fleet. His eyes never left the holotank. “Their fighters inflicted some damage, but were decimated because we used our proximity against them. That increases the pressure on our enemy to take greater risks. Their admiral has been fighting conservatively. This will either change that or break them. Right now, my opposition is considering making a run against us with their battlewagons. They are wondering if we have suffered enough damage to possibly shatter our formation.”

      The image of the Republic fleet showed drive flares increasing. The sight made Sukhanov and Alaric trade grins.

      “Star Admiral, enemy WarShips are accelerating,” the ready-alert officer called. “They are tightening their arc to try punching through us.”

      “Acknowledged,” Sukhanov said, eminently calm. “Star Commander Baker Rhyde, send the following message to the fleet: ‘Railroad.’ Send it twice and get confirmation.”

      “Aff, Star Admiral,” the comms officer responded. A few heartbeats later, he said, “All ships have confirmed.”

      “They will follow us,” Sukhanov replied. “All hands, brace for maneuvers. Helm, tight angle, starboard, thirty-five degrees. Once we have made the turn, I want acceleration and a roll to bring our batteries to optimum firing positions as we pass the enemy fleet.”

      In the holotank, Alaric felt the ship pitch around him to the point where he had to tighten his grip on one of the handrails to keep upright as McKenna’s Pride began its turn.

      Sukhanov seemed immune to the maneuvers, he was so transfixed by the holotank images. “Place the Victoria Ward and our assault DropShips on patrol duty. Have Bloody Fang break formation and align so that we both make a pass on opposite sides of the Republic battle line. Ready the Jian-class cutters for their run.”

      “Aff, sir.” Star Commander Rhyde relayed the orders in a crisp voice.

      Sukhanov nodded, then turned to Alaric. “Respectfully, sir, I recommend you retire to the vault. It is the safest place aboard the ship. We will be at close range, and we cannot risk a hit to the bridge taking out both of us.”

      Alaric agreed. “You are in command, Star Admiral.”

      The path to the vault took him floating down two decks. Outside the vault hovered an Elemental honor guard. From a far-off section of the McKenna’s Pride, a low rumble reached his ears—another hit from a Republic ship.

      Alaric gestured to the door. “I would like a few minutes in the vault alone.”

      “Of course, my Khan,” the senior guard said, stepping aside as Alaric entered. The door closed behind him and sealed shut.

      Here, in the heart of McKenna’s Pride, lay the one person who could understand Alaric’s situation, the true burden of what he carried.

      General Aleksandr Kerensky.

      Looking at the glass coffin, Alaric saw his own reflection—his long hair, chiseled chin, the brilliant blue eyes. He had seen those eyes before, in an image of Victor Steiner-Davion—one of his genefathers.

      Looking past his own image, Alaric was still struck by the great general’s old age and lack of hair. Old age was a rarity in the warrior caste. The Great Father lay with his arms crossed over his chest. His uniform was pristine, and his medals—harkening back to the Star League centuries ago—had not lost their luster. There was a look of calm and nobility about the man.

      Alaric leaned over the glass top of the casket and touched it. “The last time you came to Terra,” he said, “you led an army. You came to liberate humankind from a madman, the Usurper. In some respects, I am doing the same. Clan Jade Falcon is coming soon, and leading it is a Khan that rivals the Usurper of your time.” How does one compare villains?

      “I come to establish a new era, one where your children, your very blood, will reignite the Star League. If you could speak, you might caution me—tell me that bringing war to our beloved Terra should not be done lightly. You were an agent of the gods of war, but fought for peace.”

      He floated down the length of the coffin. “I have read your works and studied your life, as have all of your Trueborn children. You believed warriors have a responsibility to a greater cause: the protection of those who cannot protect themselves. When you saw that peace could not prevail, you left the Inner Sphere. I respect that choice.”

      Alaric paused, turning back to the general. “The time has come for your offspring to return and reclaim what you left behind, as you knew they would. Malvina Hazen’s Jade Falcons come, and they come with a vengeance. She seeks to remake the Inner Sphere, as do I, but her image of it is an empire built on ash and corpses. She would destroy any that oppose her. Fear will be how she maintains control—fear and terror. If the Jade Falcons prevail in the coming conflict, then humankind will suffer in their bloody talons. I will not let that come to pass. I will wage war to protect the innocent, as you did. They will be protected under my rule when the Wolves become the ilClan. When I am done, the Inner Sphere will be remade. I will not repeat the mistakes that led to the Star League’s downfall.”

      It was a promise to General Kerensky—and to himself.

      “We are men of destiny,” Alaric said, ignoring another series of distant booms echoing through the ship. “My Star League—neg, our Star League—will usher in a new golden age for humanity. I will see you returned to your rightful place. I swear it.”

      

      
        
        RSS ABUNDANTIA

      

      

      “They are doing what?” Admiral Labbé asked in astonishment.

      Captain Dunlap leaned forward to get a better view of the main screen. “Four of the Wolf WarShips are coming right at us.”

      Impossible. “They wouldn’t leave their DropShips exposed like that.”

      “Our fighters did damage,” said Dunlap, “but most are reporting depleted ammunition, and some squadrons are simply gone. We are the only threat to those DropShips. When we turned toward them, they turned toward us.”

      Labbé’s stomach clenched. They are baiting us—and I have no choice but to bite. “Then we need to make it count.” He pulled up a holodisplay of his ships. “Have Triumphus adjust course to be first in the battle line. Divert Gladius Terrae outward, so that Dire Wolf passes between it and our lines.” His assault DropShips were in the vanguard, paying a high price for attempting to penetrate the Wolves’ tight formation as his other WarShips moved in to face Clan Wolf almost head-on. The time has come put our testicles on the table.

      “Message from Shield of the Republic, Admiral,” the comms officer called. “Two Wolf cutters, class unknown, have dropped Elementals on their hull.”

      “They have ships that can do that?”

      “Apparently, sir.”

      Labbé balled his fists in anger, saying nothing. He looked out and saw one of his lead ships open up on the CWS Rogue. One shot went wide of her forward hull, but another caused a yellowish-crimson blast on the Clan Wolf ship. A massive hole remained where a magazine of naval autocannon rounds had exploded. Wisps of venting oxygen mixed with the blasted bits of blown hull armor and superstructure. Yes!

      Before Labbé could respond, a flash appeared on the holodisplay, small but brilliant. “What was that?” he asked.

      The ready-alert officer answered. “That was Glory of the Republic, sir. It just came under the guns of McKenna’s Pride.”

      So much for the Pride being an antique…a relic. “We will mourn our dead later,” Labbé said through clenched teeth. “Right now, we must stay focused. Bring us in close to those DropShips. If we can get past them, we can savage their fleet and end this invasion before it starts.”

      

      
        
        ESSEX-CLASS DESTROYER RSS SHIELD OF THE REPUBLIC

      

      

      Star Commander Parac Shaw felt the fast-moving Wolf cutter CWS Durandal bump and skid across the armored hull of the Shield of the Republic, rising slightly just a few meters over the target ship. The bay depressurized, and Parac saw the big doors open. His warriors were right where they wanted to be—on the hull of the enemy vessel, cruising along its surface some five to ten meters up.

      “Mag locks on,” Parac barked as he used his tongue to trigger the magnetic boot plates that would allow him and the other twenty-four Elementals in his Star to walk on the ship’s hull.

      “On!” his Star responded, almost in unison.

      “Star Commander,” Jac spoke up, several warriors down. “We are moving awfully fast.”

      Parac Shaw grinned. “No one ever claimed it would be easy. If it was, they would not have sent us.”

      Star Admiral Sukhanov had devised this plan. The cutters were stripped-down light DropShips that used magnetic grapples to attach to the hull of the target vessel. The Durandal came down hard again, this time skidding to a stop as it fired its reverse thrusters. On the hull, the DropShip lay below the firing arc of the WarShip’s turrets, though the journey down had been harrowing, tossing the Elementals about hard, despite their restraining straps.

      As Parac stepped out of the bay, he could see the vastness of space around him and the flashes of explosions in the distance. Dizziness caught him, a common experience when making a spaceborne assault like this. Parac turned his attention back to the hull of the vessel.

      This was not his first time to Terra. He had accompanied the Clan Wolf delegation to Victor Steiner-Davion’s funeral in 3135. At the time, he had been an honor guard who had the distinction of teaching a young Alaric then-Wolf, how to fight in zero-g. That he had been privileged to teach the Khan was a matter of pride for the massive warrior. Years had passed, and Parac now fought in Beta Galaxy, Second Wolf Assault Cluster.

      I never dreamed we would come back in this manner. Alaric brought us to Terra, and now I will bring him glory!

      “Bane Star, you know the drill! Plant your charges. Primary targets are airlocks, weapons bays, and turrets. Make sure they are secure!” He stepped off the ship and could hear and feel the metallic clunk of his magnetic boots on the hull. “Alpha Point, on me!”

      Walking took a great deal of effort due to forcing their footpads off the hull with each step. Trudging as quickly as possible, he and the four Elementals of his Point closed on the nearest target, one of the massive naval autocannon turrets. When he reached the turret, it spun, elevated, and fired silently at a target—a fellow Wolf. The sight angered him, making his assignment even more urgent.

      Reaching down to his side, Parac took out one of the small shaped charges and slapped it on the turret as it began to track another target. “Set one,” he called out, hitting the red arming stud on the bowl-shaped charge. Three others of his Point followed suit.

      Kobler called out, “I set one on an airlock off to your right.”

      Parac turned and saw his comrade’s orange-streaked ebony armor. “Get clear,” he said, and the Elementals thudded along the hull nearly thirty meters from the turret. “Detonate in three…two…one… Detonate.” He used a deliberate pattern of eye blinks to signal the blast code for his planted charge.

      The ship quaked for a moment under his feet, enough for him to bend down slightly, lowering his center of gravity in hopes it would keep him on the hull. The explosion had been silent in the vacuum of space, but the results were clear. The turret shot forth a momentary funnel of flames, then debris exploded out from where it had been. Where Kobler had set his charge, the airlock vented atmosphere into space for several seconds—along with the bodies of three Republic crew, spinning out of control.

      “Advance to the next targets,” Parac said, eyeing a Barracuda missile tube off to his right. “Move it people! The fleet is counting on us!” As he spoke, he spotted a Republic aerospace fighter, an old Lucifer, swing around and strafe the hull—no doubt targeting the rest of his Elementals.

      They are desperate, but that is no match for our determination! “Bane Star, incoming fighters! Double-time it!”

      

      
        
        SLS MCKENNA’S PRIDE

      

      

      “Targeting Abundantia,” the tactical officer called.

      Sukhanov nodded. “The moment you get a firing solution, let loose with Killer Whales. Empty the magazines. I want that ship to break off,” he said through gritted teeth. His head was slick with sweat that stung his brilliant blue eyes, but he ignored it. This is the fight I have lived my entire life for.

      “We have target lock,” announced the fire-control officer. “Autocannons and missiles, sir.”

      “Fire at will,” said Sukhanov.

      The Winchester-Boeing naval autocannons spewed their deadly barrage into the Republic WarShip with a thunderous rumble, echoed by the higher-pitched rush of the AR-10 capital-missile launchers firing Killer Whale warheads. The ship shuddered from the force of it.

      The ready-alert officer spun toward him. “Incoming missiles!”

      “All hands, brace for incoming fire!” Sukhanov called, grabbing for a handhold.

      Abundantia’s wave of Barracuda missiles hit McKenna’s Pride hard, each explosion making the old ship groan in protest. The ship shook violently, but Haake did not, making him slam his left shoulder into the bulkhead near the holotank. For a moment, he lost his physical orientation on the bridge, but quickly regained it, thanks to a nearby handhold.

      “Keep firing,” he urged as he pulled up the damage display. Yellow indicators flickered down the length of the digital cutaway of the Pride’s hull, but none of the shots had punched through their armor.

      Checking his fleet, he saw Abundantia was caught between Pride and Dire Wolf. Dire Wolf was between Abundantia and Triumphus, blazing away with both broadsides. Even as the Pride still fired on Abundantia, the Republic ship was starting to move out of range.

      “Tactical,” said Sukhanov, “new target—that next ship in the line, Auspicium. Comms, let Rogue know Abundantia is their primary.”

      The officers confirmed his orders and furiously barked out their own. Sukhanov felt their massive naval autocannons thunder once more as Auspicium came into range. One shot missed, but another tore into the hull near the bridge. Sparks flickered in the jagged crater; gas sprayed out as the vessel began a slow roll along its keel, angling out of the line of battle. The Auspicium’s naval lasers and cannon tried to fire back, but at their angle, most of the shots went wide, missing the Pride entirely.

      Nice try, thought Sukhanov—just as Auspicium began to turn sharply back toward Pride. Her drive plumes flared brilliantly astern.

      “Helm, evasive maneuvers!” he called. “Auspicium is attempting to ram us!”

      McKenna’s Pride turned, shoving Sukhanov shoulder-first into the upright holotank support again. He shook off the pain and studied the holoimage. A lifetime of training in naval combat allowed him to do the math, and he realized the Republic ship may actually hit them. It would be only a glancing impact, but it would devastate both vessels.

      For a millisecond, he actually admired the Republic captain for their daring.

      “Adjust thrusters!” he barked. “Forward hull down as much as we can push it!”

      The McKenna’s Pride dipped nose-down. Its naval autocannons roared once more, ripping at Auspicium’s bow and sending bits of blasted armor careening into space. This is going to be close…

      Sukhanov saw a flicker—another Wolf vessel—suddenly move into his tactical space. It was White Lupu at nearly full acceleration, its forward battery flashing as it charged at Auspicium.

      To the Republic’s credit, Auspicium did not hesitate or veer off, but continued arrowing toward the McKenna’s Pride—until it collided with the White Lupu in a horrific mix of mass, momentum, and chaos.

      The hit had not been dead-on, but at that speed, it devastated both ships. White Lupu broke into a spin, showing that the impact had torn through its hull. The forward turret was adrift, spinning on its own. The running lights flickered for a moment, then went off.

      The Auspicium looked as if someone had taken a big bite out of its long hull. Oxygen vented into space, and shattered pieces of superstructure dangled from the massive gash, held on by cables or piping that had refused to yield. Large pieces of the hull twisted off from the impact, drifting into the blackness. The bulk of the vessel started to spin, probably from a misfired maneuvering thruster, gaining speed with each twist.

      Sukhanov stared, transfixed, until a voice behind him spoke, “What ship is that?”

      Khan Ward had returned to the bridge.

      Sukhanov snapped back to attention. “The White Lupu. Gunnery, get us a lock on the next Republic ship.”

      “Sir, the Republic forces are breaking formation and angling away at zero-seven-five degrees on a solar orbital approach. Do you wish us to order pursuit?”

      Sukhanov pondered that, then turned to Alaric. “We have crippled their forces here,” he said. “They are likely going for the zenith jump point or diverting for a burn to the Titan Shipyards. We can finish them off.”

      “Are they a threat?”

      Sukhanov studied the holoimage for a moment. “They pose no threat to our landing on Terra. If they do retreat to the Titan Shipyards, they may be able to effect repairs there, but by then, we will already be in Terra’s orbit.”

      “So we shall,” Alaric said. “Let them reach the zenith jump point. It will give Malvina something to deal with. Proceed on to Terra.”

      Sukhanov nodded, then turned to the bridge crew. “Initiate recovery operations.”

      

      
        
        CWS WHITE LUPU

      

      

      Star Captain Lonbom struggled into his emergency evac suit. His dislocated shoulder made it difficult, sending lightning bolts of pain through his battered body. Thick smoke curled through the dark bridge; the only illumination came from small, yellow emergency lights. Life support was failing, but he was thankful he had any at all. His eyes ached from the pressure change due to the hull leaks, even after his suit’s helmet seal hissed and returned him to normal air pressure. Despite the splatter of blood inside his emergency helmet, he watched Star Commander Rolf get into his own suit and manage a thumbs-up.

      Lonbom’s ship was dead, and his actions had likely cost him most of his crew.

      Despite the pain, he smiled. It was worth it.

      The White Lupu had already been on a high-speed burn to reach the line of battle when Lonbom saw the Auspicium turn to ram the McKenna’s Pride. It had taken every ounce of Rolf’s conning skill to adjust the ship’s angle to ram the Republic vessel first. The collision showed no favorites, savaging the White Lupu and the Auspicium indiscriminately. The impact had been so hard Lonbom was sure he had cracked a rib when tossed into the side of his seat.

      At that speed, we were only going to get a few shots anyway—and we were already burning up what was left of our engines. He remembered the smiles of ferocious joy on the faces of the bridge crew when he ordered them to ram the enemy. “They will not take out our flagship and our Khan!” he had roared. “Not on my watch!”

      His crew had made him proud.

      Rolf headed over to Lonbom, pushing a floating, damaged panel out of the way. Drops of blood from his head injury floated inside his helmet. “Orders, Star Captain?”

      “We have done our duty and earned our glory,” Lonbom said, looking around the shattered remains of the bridge. “All hands, abandon ship.”

      

      
        
        RSS ABUNDANTIA

      

      

      A haze from burned wire insulation hung in the air of the bridge as Admiral Labbé’s flagship peeled away from the Wolf fleet. He had given the fallback order to save what was left of his own task force.

      Even if I had broken through to their DropShips, he thought, they have firepower and a barely scratched WarShip. I would have only been ordering the senseless deaths of my crew. But as much as he tried to console himself, it did not help. A part of him wished he had died in the fight. That would be better than telling the Exarch what happened.

      He had watched the Wolf DropShip collide with Auspicium and had fought down the urge to vomit. The Republic ship now spun wildly out of control, bleeding air, dead in space. As he watched, he suppressed the temptation to extract revenge. I could still order the fleet to wheel about and make a death-dive on those ships. We are bound to get a few of them before they destroy us.

      Then, as if the Wolves could read his mind, their ragged line of battle made the long turn back to protect their ships.

      My orders are to preserve the fleet. We may yet need it before this is over.

      “Comms,” he called, “signal all Republic vessels to rendezvous at Fort Grec at the zenith jump point. I want damage-control teams to commence repairs immediately. Launch our recovery craft. There are a lot of lifeboats out there we need to retrieve.”

      For a moment, he surveyed his exhausted bridge crew. Nothing he could say would make this any easier. And there was nothing to do except keep them focused on their duties. We will fight another day…I swear it.
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