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      The Warrior Trilogy comprised my first published three novels. They originally came out from FASA in 1988 and 1989, but they were born in the summer of 1987 at Origins. The Dragonlance novels had been released to great success a couple years earlier, and FASA had brought out the first Gray Death Legion novel by that time. I’d written a fantasy novel, Talion: Revenant, I was beginning to shop around, but which had not had any takers as yet.

      At the convention, I stopped by the FASA booth. I saw Decision at Thunder Rift and commented to Sam Lewis and Jordan Weisman and Ross Babcock (at different times) that I’d written a novel and “if you have any needs, I’d be glad to work on something.” Back in those days, when I was a freelancer, that was my sophisticated method of cadging for work. Jordan showed me some material from the upcoming Renegade Legion game, and suggested maybe I could do a novel for it. Sam promised to send me some product, and Ross said he wouldn’t mind looking at writing samples.

      So I got home, sent six chapters from the fantasy plus a SF short story (set in Steve Jackson’s Ogre universe) to show I could do pyrotechnics. Shortly after the convention I got a box full of stuff, including a lot of BattleTech material, with a note promising Renegade Legion stuff when it was ready.

      I started reading. I devoured the source books (I had the Kurita one in proofs, the Steiner book in actual copy) as well as the novels. I found a really rich universe full of excitement and politics and history—all the things I love. I started getting some ideas for stories and jotted them down. This despite knowing I was going to be looking ahead for Renegade Legion stuff.

      On a Monday, Ross called. “I liked the chapters you sent. I want to read the rest of the book.”

      “Great, I’ll send the rest of it off to you.” Mind you, this meant creating a half-dozen 5.25 inch floppy disks, but I was happy to do it. And then, being a freelancer and cadging for work, I said, “Hey, I got all the BattleTech stuff you sent. It’s cool. If you ever need a book set in that universe, let me know. I have a couple ideas.”

      Ross, deadpan, said, “That’s what I want to talk to you about. We want you to do a trilogy.”

      The expression of my face—delighted surprise—scared my tropical fish.

      Then he continued. “Three books, 100,000 words each. You have nine months. Can you do it?”

      So in every writer’s life, there’s a serious gut-check moment. This was mine. If I said no, I got nothing. If I said yes, I had a boatload of work to do.

      I had but one choice.

      “Yeah, sure, piece of cake.”

      “Great, we’ll talk at Gen Con.”

      I should note, for the record, that it took ten and a half months to complete the trilogy. But, during that time, I also wrote the Kell Hounds scenario book and several other BattleTech-related articles.

      Two other incidents I’ll relate, only because they were fun, and indicative of the whole process. When I’d sent the first book in, the editor, Donna Ippolito, called me. Once pleasantries had been exchanged, she said, “Well, this is like a real book.” To this day I’m not exactly sure what that remark is supposed to mean, but the editorial process was pretty easy, so I guess it was good.

      Later, when I was writing Riposte, right around Christmas, Jordan Weisman called. (Actually, it was during the FASA Christmas party.) “So we’ve been thinking, and this is what we see ComStar doing during this second book.” And I’m thinking, You mean the book I’ve outlined, had approved, and am working on now? But I listened. Turns out that everything they wanted fit well into stuff I was going to do anyway, and really tightened the screws on the whole universe. In fact, the repercussions of it can still be seen in the fiction today.

      With those books and all the others, I’ve been reminded of one thing: the abiding love all the readers have for the universe. Most folks look at the books as military-SF. Heck, there’s a vocal group of SF Literati who refer to such books as “war-porn.” This means, of course, that they’ve never read one, so they’ve never learned what the fans have. It’s not about war—it’s about soldiers and their lives.

      I don’t get comments about how things blow up—okay, aside from ribbing about things that become “the Stackpole rule” and the like. No, the comments are about characters; how much people love or hate them. I’ve seen tears come to eyes when readers describe the passing of a favorite, or looks of joy when something goes right for someone they love.

      And that points out the key to BattleTech’s enduring appeal: these stories are about life and heart, not violence and death. Writing that type of story has always been my goal. Achieving it got a fine start here in The Warrior Trilogy.
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        COMSTAR FIRST CIRCUIT COMPOUND

        HILTON HEAD ISLAND

        NORTH AMERICA, TERRA

        1 JUNE 3022

      

      

      Myndo Waterly, the Precentor of Dieron, tried to slip into the Primus’s chambers silently. So fluid was her gait that she made it all the way to the golden star symbol inlaid in the floor without so much as a whisper of her silken robes to announce her approach. Taking a deep breath, she stopped there and let the hood of her red robe slip back from her fair hair. In the half-second she allowed herself to recall the starting point of her argument, the Primus utterly shattered her strategy.

      Standing stock-still and with his back to her, the voice of Primus Julian Tiepolo suddenly rang out. “The Peace of Blake be with you, Precentor Dieron.”

      How could he know I was here? Myndo thought, momentarily shaken. The man is unnatural. “And His wisdom with you, Primus.” Though she fought it, a nervous tremor undercut the boldness of Myndo’s riposte. She swallowed and waited as the tall, cadaverously thin leader of ComStar turned slowly to face her. He had been looking out through one of the high oval windows of the chamber, which let in enough of the bright afternoon sun to illuminate the room. His aquiline nose and piercing brown eyes had always made Myndo think of a hawk, but today she reacted differently to his gaunt boniness and bald head. He’s more a vulture, she thought. Keeping his hands tucked into the broad sleeves of his dun-colored robe, Tiepolo slowly descended the short stairway leading from the window to the main area of his private audience chamber.

      He narrowed his eyes slightly. “You rebuke me with your greeting, Precentor. I know better than to spar with you, for you soon become impatient of such games.” Tiepolo’s gaze flickered toward the wall behind her, where a massive star chart was splashed from floor to ceiling. “How you, with so little tolerance for wordplay, are able to deal with the Draconis Combine never ceases to amaze me.”

      Myndo Waterly stiffened and met the Primus’s dark gaze with the fierceness of her own. “More than words and honor, House Kurita respects action and wisdom.”

      Tiepolo pursed his lips and nodded his head slowly. “Again you chasten me.” He let his right hand drift back and point toward the window. “As you are not down below witnessing the signing of the treaty between Hanse Davion and Katrina Steiner, shall I assume that is the matter you wish to discuss?”

      She nodded curtly. “You’ve issued orders for me to leave for Dieron immediately. Is this just to be rid of me because I differ with you concerning this alliance?”

      “Precentor Dieron, you have made your concerns very clear in the communications you’ve sent me and during the First Circuit sessions we both attended here on Terra.”

      Myndo raised herself up to her full height. “You say that as though you have actually listened to my arguments and even given them due consideration.”

      “So I have, Precentor.”

      “No, Primus, you know that is not true, and now you send me away because I disagree with you.” She stabbed a finger at the window. “Down there in the courtyard, Hanse Davion and Katrina Steiner are being allowed to sign a treaty that will forever destroy the balance of power in the Successor States. With Davion’s Federated Suns and Steiner’s Lyran Commonwealth tied so closely together, we of ComStar lose all hope of maintaining stability. That piece of paper will destroy everything we’ve worked toward.”

      Primus Julian Tiepolo tapped his right index finger against his narrow chin. “Will it? You suggest that the treaty will destroy the balance of power between the five Great Houses, but I doubt that. Wolf’s Dragoons will switch from the service of the Lyran Commonwealth to your own House Kurita.”

      “Ha!” Myndo Waterly’s barked laugh echoed through the domed wooden chamber like a gunshot. “How dare you use information I supplied you as a means to refute my argument!”

      Tiepolo’s face revealed no embarrassment. “Ah, you were the one who provided the information about that mercenary unit. Then you must know as well that the Kell Hounds have accepted a new contract that will return them to the Federated Suns for the short term, though our analysts predict they will eventually return to Katrina Steiner’s service in the Commonwealth. For now, however, the Lyran Commonwealth will be stripped of its two most capable mercenary units.”

      Myndo shook her head violently. “You know as well as I do that all this has nothing to do with troops—be they crack mercenaries or these new, half-trained units Prince Davion hopes to create. The Lyran Commonwealth is dangerous, and now you’ve allowed them to become paired with the most advanced of the Successor States.”

      Tiepolo nodded slowly. “Ah, now I sense the core of your discomfort. You are concerned that for the first time in the two hundred and forty years since the blessed Jerome Blake accepted his mission to restore communication among the stars, I have allowed an occurrence that jeopardizes the completion of that sacred mission. Is this what I am hearing you say?”

      Myndo nodded quickly. “The Lyran Commonwealth sees us as nothing more than an organization of glorified messengers. Those cursed, money-grubbing Lyran merchants look at us as nothing more than another profit-seeking business enterprise. They do not realize how slender our profits are, much less do they understand that we care more for our mission than we do any profits. There is no way to explain the spiritual to those who see only with their eyes and understand riches only in a worldly sense.”

      “This is a truth we have long acknowledged, Precentor Dieron.”

      “Yes, Primus, we have acknowledged it and we agreed, several Council sessions back, to quarantine the Lyran Commonwealth. We wanted to isolate their view of us so it would not infect the thinking of the other Houses. But in the sixteen months of negotiations for this Davion-Steiner treaty, it seems as though the resolution has been swept away. You’ve allowed the devil to mate with damnation, and utter chaos will reign because of it.”

      Tiepolo narrowed his dark eyes, which flashed with anger. “Your analogy, my dear Precentor, suggests House Davion is worse in some way even than House Steiner…”

      Myndo was no less angry than the Primus, but she struggled for calm. “I have explained my reservations about House Davion countless times before, Primus. Prince Hanse Davion’s hunger for old Star League technology—what the unwashed have so quaintly labeled lostech—will bring him into direct conflict with us. And with the recent advances made by his New Avalon Institute of Science, I believe the conflict will come sooner than later. Quintus Allard and the Counter-Intelligence Division of Davion’s Ministry of Intelligence, Information and Operations have made it very difficult for us to get our ROM agents anywhere close to the Prince. And may I remind you, Primus, that even you have admitted the Prince is impossible to read from a distance.”

      Primus Julian Tiepolo let a smile warp his thin white lips. “The Fox is indeed an enigma.”

      “You call him an enigma, but I see Hanse Davion as a dagger pressed against ComStar’s throat! You cannot deny that the treaty’s confidential clauses surprised even you.”

      The Primus nodded. “True. I never expected Hanse Davion would ask for, or receive, the hand of Melissa Arthur Steiner in marriage. That could well be an impressive event.”

      Myndo snorted derisively. “That’s not the marriage I fear between Houses Steiner and Davion. No, what I ask you to contemplate is the match between the Lyran Commonwealth’s contempt for us and House Davion’s technical expertise. The cultural and intellectual exchanges demanded by this treaty could well be the birth of a service to rival our own.”

      “Perhaps, Precentor Dieron, perhaps…” A skeletally slender hand waved her objections aside. “I do not see the reality of the Successor States in the same way you do.”

      “I know this,” Myndo Waterly replied, her tone serious and even. “Indeed, I am prepared to ask the First Circuit to strip you of your Primacy because of it.”

      Primus Julian Tiepolo froze and studied his subordinate carefully, but she did not flinch beneath his stern gaze. Icy silence hung over the chamber as the Primus sorted through and organized his thoughts. Finally, with a slight nod, he dispelled the mood.

      “Very well, Precentor Dieron, you force me to reveal some of my thoughts to you. I do so reluctantly, and only because I sense in you a true concern for the Blessed Blake’s plan rather than a desire for personal power.”

      Myndo nodded formally. “I wish only that Blake’s Will be done.”

      “Indeed, Precentor Dieron, I believe this is true.” Primus Tiepolo pointed toward the enormous star chart on the wall. “Political,” he hissed. At his voice command, a computer superimposed a political map over the chart. “You are correct, Precentor, in sensing that Houses Steiner and Davion are the most dangerous to ComStar. My decision—despite the excellent arguments you and other precentors presented during Council sessions—was to allow the two Houses to come together. It is my belief that a strong alliance between them will solidify the other Houses’ opposition to them.”

      Myndo frowned. “The opposition is not all that strong, Primus.” Pointing at a narrow wedge toward the base of the star chart, she said, “House Liao certainly poses a threat to no one. House Marik, positioned between Liao and Steiner, is still recovering from its civil war of six years ago. Meanwhile, Davion’s financial backing of insurgents is further keeping the Mariks off balance.”

      The Primus shook his head calmly, like a professor about to correct one of his students. “Liao’s Capellan Confederation may occupy a relatively small region of space, but it is rich in worlds. And though Liao’s forces are not strong enough to attack the Federated Suns, they are enough to repel any Davion incursions. Aside from the continual border raids and an occasional world won or lost, we will see no major shift on that front in our lifetimes.”

      The Primus pointed toward the purple area representing House Marik’s Free Worlds League. “Janos Marik has recovered control of his realm. Let us not forget that his son Thomas is in our service.” Tiepolo shifted his attention toward the red area above the Federated Suns and to the right of the Lyran Commonwealth on the map. “Even more important is your own Draconis Combine. With its dreaded Sword of Light regiments—and now the Wolf’s Dragoons, too—it should be more than enough to hold Davion in check.”

      Myndo shook her head slowly. “This is possible, and we shall soon have the proof of it when Davion begins his Galtor campaign. I fear, though, that not one of the other Houses could stand alone against the combined might of the Federated Suns and the Lyran Commonwealth.”

      “That is more true than you know, Precentor, which is why I have ordered you back to Dieron. You will coordinate the meetings between Takashi Kurita, Janos Marik, and Maximilian Liao. The other Houses will not stand alone, Myndo. They will stand together…” Primus Tiepolo raised a hand to forestall further comment. “You should know that Maximilian Liao is attempting to repeat his success at pitting Anton Marik against Janos in the civil war. He is playing on Michael Hasek-Davion’s desire to rule the Federated Suns in place of his brother-in-law, and has already provided Duke Michael with reasons to refuse Hanse the use of his Capellan March troops in the Galtor campaign.”

      Myndo smiled unconsciously. “And you will exploit Frederick Steiner’s desire to supplant his cousin Katrina…”

      The Primus nodded. “The current political situation in the Successor States depends on maintaining a balance. If any Successor Lord believes he or she is powerful enough to conquer a neighbor, humanity will once again be plunged into the maelstrom of war. We must also remember that ComStar is the balance point. If it ever does begin to seem that the union of Houses Steiner and Davion is a threat to us, have no fear that we will move to crush them both and to establish a new balance.”

      “I see, Primus,” Myndo said, head cocked to one side in thought. “The forces do balance. The elements needed to control Davion and Steiner are in place. If those two realms were not headed up by such dynamic leaders, the threat they pose would be minimized. But how can we trigger the necessary internal and external forces? What could set them in motion?”

      Tiepolo allowed himself a mirthless smile. “Each and every Successor Lord—Takashi Kurita, Janos Marik, Maximilian Liao, Katrina Steiner, and Hanse Davion—dreams of being the one to establish and reign over a new Star League. Each has an equal claim to that throne, but the marriage of Hanse Davion to Melissa Steiner will change that standoff of forces. Suddenly, one House will have a stronger claim to the old throne of the Star League. Until the wedding, we will guard the knowledge of that most secret clause of this treaty, but we will not hesitate to use it in laying our own secret plans…”
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        KITTERY

        CAPELLAN MARCH

        FEDERATED SUNS

        27 NOVEMBER 3026

      

      

      The loud knock on the plasteel door of Major Justin Allard’s office shattered the quiet tranquility he’d been savoring. The slender, dark-haired MechWarrior drew in a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. As he rose from behind his teakwood desk, he straightened his jacket and tried to compose himself.

      I hate this part of battalion command. Do well in combat, get a medal pinned to your chest, and they give you a job spending most of your time with discipline or supply problems. Justin shook his head and frowned at the three piles of paper on his desk. They need an accountant to handle all this nonsense. Then again, he thought, this particular problem probably does require a MechWarrior’s touch.

      “Enter,” he said finally.

      A faceless MP opened the door, and Private Robert Craon stepped into the room. The MP waited expectantly at the door because the tall, thickly built Craon towered over Allard. The smaller officer narrowed his almond-shaped eyes and gave a short shake of his head to dismiss the MP. The guard shrugged and closed the door.

      “Private Robert Craon reporting for disciplinary action, sir.” The younger man’s voice, though shot through with nervousness, rang loud and strong. As his gaze flicked around the office, he seemed to recoil in disgust at the sight of the Capellan rice-paper paintings that formed the backdrop for Major Allard’s desk.

      Justin nodded formally. “At ease, Private.” He kept his voice calm, trying to filter out as much anger as possible. When Craon went from standing at attention to a careless slouch, Allard could not help but snap, “I said at ease, Private, not fall apart!”

      Craon swallowed and straightened up crisply. “I’m sorry, sir.”

      Justin snorted and seated himself. “I doubt that, Robert.” He quickly typed something on the keyboard at his desk, and bars of light drifted up over his features as information scrolled onto the screen. Justin shook his head once, then looked up. “I want you to understand a couple of things, Robert, and they’re matters I expect to go no further than this office. Is that understood?”

      Craon nodded solemnly, and the look of sincerity on his face caught Justin by surprise. Perhaps I can trust him after all…

      Justin glanced at the screen, then stopped the information flow with an almost casual movement of one long finger. “I want you to know that you’re subject to this disciplinary action because of your insubordination, not because of your particular actions at the time of the incident.” Looking up at Craon, he added, “I don’t care that you called me a… Ah, how did you put it?”

      A smirk twisted the corners of Craon’s mouth, and Justin felt his own anger leap up like a solar flare. “I believe I called you the halfwit whelp of a Capellan whore forced on a Davion noble to prevent a war.”

      Justin studied the computer screen again and nodded. “Almost word for word. You must have practiced.” Since your early years, no doubt. Let’s hope your racism has not warped your reason.

      Craon beamed triumphantly. “I aim to be accurate.”

      “I did not ask for a comment, Private!” Justin snarled. He rose slowly and deliberately. As the two men stared at one another in that instant, both knew physical size meant nothing in the battle between them. “I don’t care that you hate me because my father’s first wife was a Capellan whom he met while serving in the Federated Suns embassy on Sian. What you regard as an error in judgment belongs to my father, not me. Your bigoted opinion of me is not the reason you will be disciplined.”

      Justin angrily twisted the screen on his computer to where Craon could see it. “The report indicates you disobeyed Leftenant Redburn’s direct order to return to your watchpost. The report does not mention the altercation that erupted afterward, but I assume Leftenant Redburn had his own reasons for not including it.”

      Craon swallowed again and looked down. He shifted his jaw from side to side and winced as it popped. “Yes, sir.”

      Justin’s stiff posture relaxed slightly. “Believe me, Robert, when I say I understand your resentment of my dismissing Sergeant Philip Capet. I know he was assigned to your training company after he guided you all through boot camp. I know he’s a legend here in the Capellan March. And I know how you all looked up to him.”

      Craon’s head came up fast, color flooding his cheeks. He hesitated a second, then his blond eyebrows narrowed in anger. “He was the goddamn best, Major, and you kicked him out for disagreeing with your policies toward the indigs. He offered to go man-to-man with you, to fight it out, but you just gave him his walking papers. Damn! He won the Gold Sunburst for his actions on Uravan. He wasted bunches of Liao ’Mechs, and gave his boys time to get themselves and their wounded comrades out of that ambush. He was a hero, and you spit him out of the corps without a second thought!”

      Having spent his long-pent fury, Craon now seemed at a loss for words. His hands, clenched tightly into fists, rose as though to strike, but he made no move toward Justin.

      Give him time to recover his wits, Justin thought. He can be salvaged. He waited silently for the emotion to drain from Craon’s body, then he spoke slowly and evenly, measuring his words. “I know what Capet was to you men and of the dreams you all shared. You were to become his new unit to avenge the other boys lost in battle. With you, he would win new awards and would once again become a symbol, a hero, for the Capellan March. With you to lift him up, he would once again dine at Duke Michael Hasek-Davion’s right hand.”

      Justin seated himself again and typed out a new request for information on the keyboard. The computer searched for a moment, then spilled reams of data over the screen. “What you don’t know, Robert, is that Capet’s men, the ones he saved on Uravan, should never have been in danger in the first place.”

      Craon opened his mouth to protest, but Justin raised a hand to silence him.

      “Yes, Robert, a Capellan company did ambush them, but they were ambushed because Sergeant Capet led them into an area where he had no authorization to be. Capet’s family lived and, regrettably, died in the village he tried to rescue. His family might still have died in that Liao raid, but if Capet had kept his head, a half-dozen MechWarriors would not have perished with them.”

      Justin drew in a deep breath and again forced himself to calmness. He looked up at Craon guilelessly. “All I’ve just told you is part of a classified report prepared for Hanse Davion to determine if Capet would get his Gold Sunburst. He had become the darling of a holodrama, and so the High Command hoped he would also accept an early retirement at the time of the award. When he refused to step down, they gave him a training cadre.” Justin lowered his voice and shook his head. “When intelligence sources learned of his plan to hijack a JumpShip to go back and get his revenge on Liao, I refused to let him kill you in such an idiotic scheme.”

      The color had drained from Craon’s face, and his hands had returned to their place at the small of his back. “I appreciate your trust in sharing this information with me, sir. I stand ready to receive whatever punishment you name.”

      Justin nodded solemnly. “You realize I could have you dismissed from this training cadre for what you have done?” Craon winced. “Yes, I thought you knew that,” he added, looking hard at the soldier standing before him. He saw no fear in Craon’s blue eyes, only self-loathing at his own stupidity.

      You’re learning to admit you can make a mistake. Good. That’s the first step toward avoiding them, and the only way to survive as a MechWarrior.

      Justin smiled carefully. “You have, in the past, evidenced some leadership ability. As your punishment now, I have decided to let you hone that ability. Until further notice, you will act as shepherd for all of your cadre’s exercises. You’ll eat everyone else’s dust, Robert, and you’ll keep them all in line—or it will be your career.” Justin watched a faint smile come over Craon’s lips. “And, you’ll help the techs keep your ’Mech in perfect working order after each exercise.”

      Craon snapped to attention and saluted smartly. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

      Justin stood and returned the salute. “Dismissed.”

      Craon turned and left the room, but left the door open. Justin smiled at his retreating back, then sat down again to attack some of the paperwork piled on his desk. He initialed a stack of reports and tossed them into a basket for filing. The sooner the whole of Kittery is tied into the computer system, the easier this job will be.

      He shook his head. You’re not being paid for easy duty, Justin. If you were, they’d not have put you in charge of a local training battalion, especially not on a planet where your Capellan blood makes you a sworn enemy. Prince Hanse Davion put you here because you’re half-Capellan and can understand the Capellan natives. Dealing with these sons and daughters of Federated Suns carpetbaggers, on the other hand…

      Justin glanced at the holograph of Hanse Davion and himself, taken at the ceremony awarding him the Diamond Sunburst. The tall leader of the Federated Suns towered over the then-Captain Allard. As Justin twisted the holograph to examine it closer, he saw Davion’s expression of gratitude and trust was sincere.

      In presenting the award, Hanse Davion had said to Justin, “Once again, I find my realm indebted to your family. I hope the Federated Suns is ever worthy of your courage and sacrifice.” It was Davion’s trust in Justin that had brought this posting to Kittery, for the Prince hoped he could help normalize relations with the newly conquered population. I only wish more of his subjects understood that being able to get along with the Capellan natives is not a prelude to giving the Capellan March to Maximilian Liao and his Capellan Confederation, Justin thought ruefully.

      Just then, a smiling man of average height and build paused in the doorway and tapped lightly on the open door. “Major, we’ve got to get moving.”

      His musing interrupted, Justin righted the holograph, looked at the time on his watch, and then cursed softly. “Come in, Andy. Close the door behind you.” He narrowed his eyes suspiciously at the stack of papers the other man was carrying. “What are those? I can’t deal with anything routine right now. Besides, you know as well as I do the only reason I can head out with you this afternoon is because the stack of requests you sent through channels is taller than any other mound on this desk.”

      Leftenant Redburn crossed to Justin’s desk and set the papers on top of the computer monitor. Clad in boots, shorts, and a cooling vest that revealed a well-muscled, if somewhat pale, body, the man smiled and ran a hand over his cropped auburn hair. “Forms, filled out in triplicate, for this afternoon’s exercise. I’ve filed an environmental impact statement for every meter of the turf we’re to cover today, and the locals have just issued us a ‘parade permit.’” He sighed loudly. “Sometimes I wonder why the Duke of New Syrtis just doesn’t give this world back to Liao. Michael Hasek-Davion’s let so many of them into the government here that he might as well cede the place to Capella.”

      Justin smiled slyly. “Leftenant Redburn, now you sound like your men when they complain about having a Capellan half-breed as their commanding officer.”

      Redburn’s cheeks immediately flushed red with embarrassment. “Sir, if you think I was saying⁠—”

      Justin held up his hand and quieted the young officer. “Easy, Andrew. I understand what you’re saying.” He unbuttoned his jacket and walked to the dressing chamber annexed to his office. His voice echoed through the open doorway. “The idea of turning in a centimeter-by-centimeter description of our line of march doesn’t thrill me, either, but there’s nothing we can do. This is Michael’s domain, and his word is law.”

      Redburn nodded. “I trust him and his bureaucrats about as far as I can toss Craon.”

      Justin laughed. “Indeed, and just how far is that?”

      “What?”

      Justin stepped from the dressing chamber in boots, shorts, and open cooling vest. Muscles and veins stood out on a body virtually without fat. “Your report said nothing about the battle I heard about between you and Craon.”

      The leftenant shrugged. “Wasn’t really a fight. I cracked him a good one on the jaw, then concentrated on his breadbasket.” Redburn unconsciously rubbed the ribs on his right side. “He got a couple of punches in, but it ended quickly.” He smiled like a child remembering the taste of stolen melon. “Was hardly worth mentioning.”

      Justin chuckled. “I accept you at your word, Leftenant.” He nodded at his subordinate. Thank you for your efforts on my behalf. Redburn returned the nod, and Justin knew he’d been understood. “I’ve assigned Craon to be shepherd for this little outing. How many ’Mechs will we have with us?”

      Redburn thought for a half-second. “Thirty-two, including us. I have four lances of four and three with five. As usual, I did not assign you to any one lance. I’ll be in the Spider and I’ve given you the Valkyrie on loan from the Kittery Borderers. You know, those damned regulars said they were only handing over the ’Mech because you’re a real MechWarrior. Everyone else gets a Stinger.”

      Justin nodded. The two men left the office and headed through the tiled corridors to the massive ’Mech bay that loomed over the smaller Base Command Center. The roof, supported by metal beams and a skeletal framework, arched some fifteen meters over the ferrocrete floor. The translucent plastic used to form and seal the roof let in enough of the gold light from Kittery’s F9 sun to illuminate the metal giants housed within the hangar.

      Ringing the room like silent tomb-sentinels, BattleMechs gleamed in the sun’s bright light. Techs and astechs in green jumpsuits swarmed like insects over units in need of repair, and spare parts dangled from powered winches running on beams above the war machines. Five times the height of the men who worked on them, ’Mechs were objects of fascination rather than fear for the men and women who nursed them back to health. At the moment, these broken giants stood docile and in dire need of the steady hands and diagnostic genius of the techs before any would again march into battle.

      Other ’Mechs, armed and operational, stood waiting with their canopies open. Spilling down their chests like comical ties were rope ladders that allowed men and women to mount the huge machines they would pilot into battle. The Stingers, 20-ton light ’Mechs often used for training MechWarriors, did not look any less deadly than the heavier ’Mechs scattered throughout the bay. The massive medium laser grasped pistol-like in each Stinger’s right hand seemed lethal enough for anyone’s taste.

      As Leftenant Redburn and Major Allard entered the bay, the First Kittery Training Battalion, including a hastily arriving Robert Craon, stood at attention in ranks. When Justin nodded approvingly to Sergeant Walter de Mesnil, the one-eyed MechWarrior turned to face his troops. “At ease,” he rasped.

      Justin cleared his throat. “This afternoon Leftenant Redburn and I will take you through an evaluation exercise. Please bear in mind that your ’Mechs are fully armed and powered. As always, we wish to minimize damage to the surrounding area. Target practice on livestock owned by the natives is discouraged, and will be punished by immediate dismissal from the training program.” Justin emphasized the word “native” so that his troops would note  he was not using the slang “indig,” which most of his trainees preferred. “I know you think I speak of the people here as natives because I am half-Capellan, but you must learn that to accept them is to have them accept you. And that is a major part of our mission on Kittery.” He turned to Redburn. “Leftenant.”

      Redburn nodded and accepted command. “Sergeant de Mesnil, corporals,  form up your lances and conduct them outside.” He turned toward three trainees—two men and a woman—and nodded to the largest man. “James, head out after Sergeant de Mesnil and wait for me to join you.” He scanned the crowd and caught one corporal’s eye. “Hugh, Private Craon has been assigned shepherd duty, so your lance will run last. Dismissed.”

      The MechWarriors broke ranks and ran to their ’Mechs while the two officers walked over to where their own ’Mechs waited. Redburn swung up the ladder that hung from a Spider. Unlike the Stinger, this 30-ton humanoid ’Mech carried no weapons in its hands, but the twin medium-laser snouts jutting from the center of its chest left no doubt about its battleworthiness. Renowned for its speed and the “jumping” abilities that allowed it to range behind enemy lines to wreak havoc, the Spider was the perfect ’Mech to ride herd on a company of trainees.

      Justin quickly climbed up and into the cockpit of his Valkyrie. He strapped himself into the pilot seat and punched a button that reeled in his ladder and slowly closed the polarized canopy. As it shut, the cockpit became pressurized and Justin had to open his mouth wide to equalize the pressure in his ears.

      He laced up his cooling vest and plugged the power cord into the socket to the right side of his command chair. After carefully pressing the adhesive monitoring discs to his upper arms and thighs, he fed the leads from them up toward his throat. Then he settled the olive-green neurohelmet pad over his shoulders, and threaded the monitor disc leads into their proper connections. Finally, Justin reached up and pulled the neurohelmet down over his head.

      He shivered unconsciously as the helmet cut out all external noise and made his breathing rumble thunderously in his ears. He adjusted it until the roughly triangular viewplate was centered in front of his face and he could feel the pressure of neuroreceptors in the proper places around his skull. He plugged wires from his ’Mech into the appropriate sockets at the helmet’s throat and then spoke.

      “Pattern check. Major Justin X. Allard.”

      Justin listened to the static crackling through his skull, then smiled as the ’Mech’s computer replied, “Voiceprint pattern match obtained. Proceed with initiation sequence.”

      Justin’s eyes narrowed. “Code check: Zhe jian fang tai xiao. Authorization code: alpha x-ray tango bravo.” Now the computer was checking his codes against the vast list of authorizations and personal passwords stored within its memory. Unlike most ’Mechs, which responded only to the secret code locked into it by its pilot, training ’Mechs had to be able to accept numerous codes. Each pilot in the training cadre had his own code, which meant  anyone performing an irregular action—such as stealing a ’Mech—could be pegged by checking to see which code had last been used to activate the ’Mech.

      Justin knew it was unorthodox for him to have a personal check code in Capellan, but it ensured none of these clowns would steal his machine. He laughed to himself. Even if they could figure out that his code meant “This room is too small,” none of them would understand the humor, nor would they be able to pronounce the words correctly. A sudden new thought sent a chill up Justin’s spine as he realized if his code ever did become known, it would only confirm the bigoted opinions about him. Stupid, Justin, he thought. Better change it after this exercise.

      The computer’s metallic voice knifed through his thoughts. “Authorization confirmed. Glad to have you aboard, Major.”

      In response to the correct codes, the control console came alive with lights and flashing buttons. The heat scales on the internal systems monitor all sat low in the cool-blue range. The data readouts on the rack of long-range missiles housed in the left side of his ’Mech’s torso and the medium laser that replaced the ’Mech’s right hand both reported the weapon systems operational but unarmed. Justin caressed two buttons on the targeting joystick with the fingers of his left hand, and the systems armed themselves.

      Other data displays told him that both jump jets on his Valkyrie’s back were ready to boost him up to 150 meters at a blast. The mechanism for reloading his missiles also reported itself ready to supply twelve full flights of ten missiles apiece, though Justin knew this included the brace of missiles already loaded into the launchers.

      He drew in one last breath of cool air, then closed his eyes and flexed his fingers. He exhaled slowly, then cleared a radio link to Leftenant Redburn’s Spider. “Ready, Andy?”

      “Yes, sir,” rang out Redburn’s reply.

      “Good. Let’s get out of here and see what these kids have learned.”
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      Justin stopped his Valkyrie just below the crest of a hill and turned back to watch the trainees straggle through the meadow below. The stark, snowy-white color of the ’Mechs made them a sharp contrast to the golden-brown of the dying summer grasses. A breeze swirled down into the valley’s bowl and rode through the grasses in waves until it hit the wide swath of destruction made by the marching ’Mechs.

      These kids are good. I suspect that after they get a battle under their belts, no one will doubt Prince Davion’s wisdom in creating these training battalions—no one but the people running the military academies and the few bureaucrats who don’t want their planets protected by such “green” troops. Justin shook his head. They’re really pushing themselves so their Capellan major will see how good they really are. Excellent!

      Justin glanced at his heat monitors. The levels still hovered in the blue range, but were nearer to the green of the next higher level. The day’s warmth was not much of a danger, and none of the ’Mechs, with the possible exception of Craon’s Stinger, should have cracked the green wall. “Andy?”

      “Yes, Major?”

      “See if you can have Corporal Montdidier pull his lance in a bit more. He’s ranging too far north, and I suspect it’s just to give Craon fits.”

      The warmth of Redburn’s laughter almost survived transmission intact. “Roger.”

      Justin watched as Montdidier’s lance moved back toward the main line of march, then frowned as one ’Mech halted. Justin quickly scanned and identified the warrior. “Private Sonnac, why aren’t you moving in? Is your ’Mech having trouble?”

      “No, sir. I’m just getting odd magscan readings.”

      Justin punched the button on his command console that shifted his scanners from infrared to magnetic anomaly detection. A holographic display of the terrain filled the screen before him and showed each ’Mech as a glowing red pyramid or sphere. As his computer identified each machine, it tagged a glowing number beneath the symbol that told Justin at a glance the ’Mech’s type, model, and designation. Other concentrations of metal—anything from an ore deposit close to the surface or a lost bicycle—showed up as a green cube until it could be identified.

      As Justin turned his head, the 360-degree display continued to provide him with a tactical view that pinpointed large concentrations of metal in the area. The blue hexagon that appeared and then vanished again in his peripheral vision sent a cold chill down his spine. “Andy, check Sonnac’s readings. I’ve got something over the hill I want to see.”

      “Roger.”

      Justin marched his Valkyrie up over the crest of the hill and turned to face the direction where he’d spotted the blue hexagon. Through the holographic construct, he saw it was located deep in a wooded vale. A stream ran through the wooded area and emptied into a good-sized pond. The nearby hills, covered with the red, green, and orange wildflowers, sloped down toward the pond. The whole scene, bereft of the blue scanner-ghost, looked peaceful and inviting.

      And dangerous. Justin clenched his jaw. Those tranquil woods would be just the place for light ’Mechs like the Stingers to seek shelter if they had to elude enemy ’Mechs. That stream would also provide cooling for overheated ’Mechs. The valley formed a superior battle arena for light ’Mechs.

      Redburn’s voice blasted over the radio. “Major Allard! Cicadas, sir! All over the place!”

      At the urgency in Redburn’s communication, Justin’s mind went automatically into a kind of special battle mode that filtered out all emotion. “Withdraw south, Leftenant.” Just don’t come this way, he added silently, sensing something ominous behind the seeming tranquility of the vale.

      “Negative, negative,” burst in Robert Craon. “I’ve got magscan readings off the scale south, east, and north. You’re clean, sir. We’ve got to head out west.”

      Justin turned his head to study the escape route Craon had suggested. His mouth went instantly dry. The blue hexagon appeared again. This time, the computer graced it with an identifier. My God! It’s a Rifleman!

      Justin snapped an order over the comm channel. “No way out here, either. Do what you can, Andy. The cadre is yours.” With that, Justin turned his Valkyrie and jumped toward the woods. “It’s a trap. All a trap. Don’t run west…”
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      Leftenant Redburn barely heard Justin Allard’s enigmatic reply to Craon, but it was too late to ask any questions. Not knowing what to do next, he nearly panicked. Slow down, Andrew, he told himself. Get a grip. The major put you in charge. He has confidence in you. Don’t let him down.

      Redburn watched the ground crack open. Capellan ’Mechs—Cicadas—sprouted up like nightmare plants in some hideous time-lapse holodocumentary. While Craon was shouting, they had appeared on the north, south, and east sides of the valley rim. Only the west—the direction Major Allard had forbidden— stood safely open. “Move, dammit! Move! This isn’t a drill. Withdraw west, up the hillside. Sonnac, jet out of there!”

      One armless Cicada thrust its ugly snout in front of Sonnac’s position and fired its twin medium lasers. Both beams converged on the Stinger’s head. Armor melted and ran like wax, then the beams lanced into the cockpit. Something exploded, leaving nothing and no one behind. Sonnac’s Stinger staggered backward, then fell lifelessly to the ground.

      Redburn’s magscan vision of the valley blazed with green pyramids and blue rectangles. The Cicadas, which weighed twice as much as any Stinger on the field, had no arms and sported two medium lasers and one small laser that fired in a forward arc. As data flowed across the screens on his command console, Redburn cursed. Three of the Cicadas sported flamethrowers, and already one cadet’s screams were ringing through Redburn’s ears as a Cicada ignited his ’Mech. Outweighed and outgunned, the cadre had no other choice but to retreat.

      Philip Nablus, pilot of the burning ’Mech, hit his jump jets in panic, taking off with enough speed to snuff the flames coating the left side of his machine. He came down on his feet, but stumbled and rolled into an untidy heap. A Cicada turned to fire at him, but the other members of Nablus’s lance poured laser fire into the rear of the Cicada.

      There’s only a dozen of them, but they’ve got to be veteran pilots, Redburn told himself. Still, we outnumber them. There has to be a way!

      “Pull back. Get above them,” he ordered. “We’ll hold the heights.” Suddenly, the solution burst into his brain like a missile. “They want us to go west, so let’s oblige them. Now move it, and let’s see how cocky they get. We’ll make them pay.”
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      Justin’s Valkyrie hit top speed as it reached the bottom of the hill. The blue hexagon flickered to life, and the computer placed it behind a thick stand of pines. Justin closed one eye, adjusted the target selection with one hand, and smiled. He had no computer lock, but the shot felt right. “Die, bastard,” he growled as his thumb stabbed the launch button and a flight of missiles burst from the chest of his Valkyrie.

      The launch dropped his speed from 86 kph to 72 kph, but that didn’t concern Justin at that moment. The tall pines became instant torches when the first two missiles hit them, then fell away into a circle of flaming debris as three more missiles shredded them with fire and shrapnel. The remaining five missiles soared through the firestorm and slammed into the true target, lurking in its now-shattered haven.

      Those five missiles burst like an exploding bandolier across the Rifleman’s sixty-ton body. Five dents in the scarred armor showed where the missiles had hit, but Justin’s initial view suggested possible damage to only one of the ’Mech’s torso lasers. “Damn,” he muttered.

      The semi-humanoid Rifleman’s arms swung up, pivoting at its shoulders, and tracked Justin’s Valkyrie. The torso swiveled at the waist, keeping the twin autocannons and heavy lasers locked onto their target. As the radar wing atop the enemy ’Mech began to swing faster, the Rifleman took one step out of the burning trees toward the tiny Valkyrie.

      The Rifleman’s autocannons spat out a hail of slugs amid great gouts of flame. Smoldering shells rained from the shoulder ejection ports to the ground. The ’Mech tracked the speeding Valkyrie as best it could, sending after it a jagged trail of autocannon shells.

      Too close now! Justin thought, waiting until the last possible second to kick in his jump jets, which sent him rocketing ahead of the autocannon slugs. Knowing he could not land on his feet at this speed, Justin hit the ground and rolled his ’Mech forward. Then he rose to one knee, launched another flight of LRMs, and let the launch-reaction carry him backward as twin laser lances melted the ground where he had crouched.

      Only three of his hastily loosed missiles made their target, but those hit with a vengeance. One exploded into an autocannon ejection ports, fusing the ejection mechanism. The other missiles both slammed into the radar wing whirling like a propeller above the ’Mech’s hunched shoulders. The first explosion froze the mechanism in place, and the second blast left the wing hanging by thick electrical cables.

      Had enough? Justin demanded silently.

      As if in reply, the Rifleman twisted its torso again. Its two medium torso lasers and the remaining autocannon fired on their tormentor.

      Up and running again, Justin eluded the assault, but knew he couldn’t hope to avoid disaster forever. He just had to make it worth it.
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      Redburn nodded as the Stingers formed a line to face the oncoming enemy ’Mechs. “On my mark, as I’ve outlined it. Remember, they’ve got no jump jets, and they can’t easily fire into the backward arc. Now, go!”

      At his command, de Payens, Montbard, and St. Agnan jumped their lances over and behind the line of Capellan Cicadas. While Redburn turned his lance to face the crush of ’Mechs closing from the north, St. Omer moved his lance to repel the southern wing of oncoming Capellans. Meanwhile, Montdidier’s damaged lance slid over to help. De Mesnil’s lance held the center and opened up on the Cicadas marching at them up the hill.

      Redburn smiled as he saw the Capellan warriors hesitate. You may have thought you were fighting trainees, but these cadets are good. With one smooth operation, we’ve turned the ambush back on you.

      Craon landed first, having jumped his Stinger in a flatter arc than had the others in de Payens’s lance. His ’Mech’s long legs absorbed the impact of landing with the grace and strength of a cat. Craon whirled his ’Mech about and brought his medium laser up in a fluid motion. When it fired, the ruby beam sliced virtually all the armor from a Cicada’s leg.

      That Capellan ’Mech spun to face the threat to its rear. Craon moved wide to avoid the Cicada’s return fire, forcing the enemy ’Mech to pivot hard on its wounded leg. Evita Banes marched her Stinger forward and deliberately sighted the Cicada’s damaged limb. The remaining armor vaporized at the beam’s touch, then the ’Mech’s myomer fiber muscles parted with a snap. The Cicada’s leg collapsed, and the birdlike ’Mech smashed nose-first into the dirt.

      The Cicadas on the southern wing ignored St. Agnan’s lance as they jetted overhead. All the Capellan ’Mechs pressed forward, raking the defenders with bolt after bolt of laser fire. In Montdidier’s lance, Reynold Vichiers’s Stinger took heavy damage in the head and chest. Unaware that a bolt had already killed Vichiers, Bill Chartres imposed his Stinger between his comrade and the Cicadas. Shafts of ruby light skewered his ’Mech even more savagely than they had Vichiers’s machine. Utterly shot through, the Stinger collapsed in a heap.

      St. Omer directed concentrated fire at the two outside Cicadas, while Montdidier and the other two cadets in his command hammered the two Cicadas closest to the center. The Capellans, in an effort to break through Montdidier’s weakened lance, rushed forward and smashed their ’Mechs into the defending Stingers.

      St. Omer’s efforts paid off handsomely. The Cicadas his lance had flanked disintegrated as the heavy fire picked them apart. Once the lasers had blasted away chunks of armor, they struck deep into the ungainly ’Mechs to destroy their engines. The Cicadas stiffened as though seized by rigor mortis, then crashed the ground.

      Montdidier’s lance took hideous damage from the charging ’Mechs, but managed to hold. Bures, whose Stinger had been knocked down by a Cicada, swept his ’Mech’s legs in between those of the Capellan ’Mech. The Cicada’s next step shattered the Stinger’s limbs and tore them from the ’Mech’s torso, but the effort tripped the Cicada and dropped it to its knees.

      Thomas Berard met a Cicada’s charge head-on. The Capellan ’Mech hammered the smaller machine at first impact, sending shards of armor flying over the battlefield. Despite the bone-shattering impact, Berard managed to smash his Stinger’s left fist against the Cicada’s head and cracked the cockpit canopy. The Capellan pilot, disoriented by the assault, backed off just long enough for Berard to eject from his damaged ’Mech before the Cicada trampled his Stinger into spare parts.

      St. Agnan’s lance laid down a pattern of fire that caught the two Cicadas from behind and hurt them badly. Scarlet laser fire ripped through the aft armor of both ’Mechs, stabbing straight through. In the case of Berard’s target, the shots burst out through the cockpit. Both Cicadas crumpled to the ground, where they lay smoking.
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      Justin’s Valkyrie cut to the right as the heavy laser on the Rifleman’s left arm torched a black furrow through the meadow off to his left. It can’t continue to turn! he thought. The torso locks up after about forty degrees. If I can get into its rear arc, the weapons can’t track me!

      Justin started running his Valkyrie to the right, grinning as his battle display showed him the lumbering Rifleman’s attempt to follow his movement. In the effort, the big ’Mech’s waist locked, so that it had to make an almost comical shuffle-step to continue turning.

      Perfect, Justin told himself. Just a bit faster, and I’ll be in the clear. He grinned even wider and dropped his missile targeting crosshairs onto the Rifleman’s silhouette. He kept it there, despite the pounding, jarring strides that carried his ’Mech forward.

      But wait. What is that pilot doing? Justin felt terror flash through his guts as the Rifleman stopped trying to track his Valkyrie. The larger machine stood rock-still for a moment, then twisted back in the other direction. As it did so, the Capellan ’Mech’s arms swung up toward the sky and back down to lock in the rear firing arc.

      “No!” Justin twisted his Valkyrie violently to reorient it, and tried valiantly to fire the jump jets. These frantic efforts only managed to trip up the Valkyrie, and he had to fight hard to regain control of the falling ’Mech.

      No! Not like this! Justin stabbed the Valkyrie’s medium laser out at the Rifleman, but the gesture was useless. The Rifleman, swinging its weapons into line with the Valkyrie, scythed laser fire through the ’Mech’s legs and ended Justin’s futile attempt at flight.
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      With the southern flank crushed, St. Omer, St. Agnan, and Montbard directed their lances at the Capellan center. The hellish crossfire sliced one Cicada to ribbons and drove the rest north. The northern wing withdrew quickly as the training battalion swept up toward it. After a savage exchange with St. Agnan’s lance, the Cicada pilots realized the battle was lost and chose to save their ’Mechs.

      De Mesnil’s gravelly voice crackled over the radio. “They’re backing away, Leftenant.”

      Redburn looked at his magscan image and concurred with de Mesnil’s assessment of the battle. “Let them run, cadets. We couldn’t catch them if we wanted to.” He watched the enemy ’Mechs flee and shook his head as his computer reported their running speed at better than 120 kph. Damn, they’re fast, he thought, then shivered as his body burned the adrenaline coursing through his bloodstream.

      He flipped a switch on his console that instantly put his sergeant and corporals on a command frequency. “Report.”

      “De Mesnil here. All pilots alive, but Bisot and Montvalle both have leg damage. St. John lost his medium laser.”

      “St. Omer here, Leftenant. William Chartres is dead and his Stinger is gone. Minor damage otherwise. Everyone else stayed calm.”

      Redburn nodded and looked out toward the smoking, riddled ruin of Chartres’s ’Mech. A damn shame. “Very well. St. Agnan?”

      “Yes, sir.” St. Agnan’s voice came in sharp snippets of words. “I’m the only one who got tagged here, sir. Cockpit breached, and I think I have some busted ribs. Torroges lost an arm actuator, but it’s been bad for a while.”

      “Archie, pop your canopy so Gil Erail can get in and see what you look like.” Redburn turned his attention to Montdidier’s lance. “Payen, report.”

      It took Payen Montdidier a moment to collect himself. Even then, his voice almost broke. “Sonnac and Vichiers are dead, sir. Bures’s ’Mech has no legs, and Berard’s ’Mech is lost. He ejected, though, and got away fine.”

      Montbard and de Payens both reported their lances were virtually intact, though de Payens said Craon wanted to know why such things never happened to anyone else running shepherd.

      “Tell him it builds character,” Redburn laughed, and his staff joined him. “Major Allard, how about you?”

      There was no answer until De Mesnil’s voice filled the silence. “I never saw him come back into the battle, Leftenant.”

      “De Mesnil, organize this rabble. De Payens, Montbard, form up your lances on me.” Hoping the fear in his stomach would find nothing to feed it, Redburn trotted his Spider up over the hill. No, God! Not the major! The smoke rising from the burning trees sent a tremor of dread through him. Why does it have to look like a funeral pyre?
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      Justin Allard’s shattered ’Mech lay on its back. Heavy laser fire had hacked off its legs and reduced them to an armored puddle. The missile autoloader clicked as it attempted to feed a long-since exhausted supply of missiles into the fire-blackened ruins of the launch tubes. The right arm laser had melted clean away, and autocannon shells had ripped off the ’Mech’s left arm at the shoulder.

      Andrew Redburn and Robert Craon both scrambled over the ’Mech’s torso, heedless of hot armor and the sparking wires of exposed mechanisms. They clambered toward the ’Mech’s shattered face, then stopped short, suddenly afraid of what might be behind the jagged holes blasted through the canopy.

      Redburn knew it was going to be bad. In anger and frustration, he kicked away some of the spider-webbed glass. Carefully listening for any clue to what the darkened cockpit concealed, he lowered himself into the Valkyrie. When Craon hesitated, he motioned impatiently for the cadet to follow him. The cadet bleated a strangled cry as he bent down before the ’Mech’s command chair.

      Redburn looked up from where he pressed two fingers to Justin’s bloody throat. “He’s alive, Craon, and he’ll stay that way if we get some evac help in here fast.”

      All color had drained from the cadet’s face, and he refused to meet Redburn’s gaze. “Do you think we ought to, sir?”

      Redburn’s head snapped around as though he’d been punched. “Are you suggesting that ‘a good Capellan is a dead one?’”

      Craon’s jaw dropped open, and horror showed in his wide blue eyes, “Oh God, no, sir.”

      Redburn’s brows furrowed together with fury. “Then what the hell are you talking about? Of course we save him.”

      “But, sir,” Craon pleaded, pointing down at the Major. “His arm…”

      Redburn leaned forward and looked beyond the tangle of wires and console components that hid the left side of Justin Allard from his view. He swallowed hard and rolled back on his haunches in a crunch of broken glass and debris. “Blake’s Blood,” he whispered, not even realizing he’d spoken. Craon was probably right. It would have been better for Allard if he’d died.

      Staring down, Craon nodded like a robot. “His arm, from the elbow down, sir. It’s gone, it’s just gone…”
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      “I don’t like it, Captain.” Eddie Baker’s quiet voice crackled past the storm-generated static in bits and pieces. Captain Daniel Allard of the Kell Hounds mercenary unit turned his Valkyrie’s head far enough to watch Baker’s ungainly Jenner waddle out of the river. “The storm’s catching up with us fast. I don’t fancy being out here in this walking lightning rod.”

      Lieutenant Austin Brand, his humanoid Commando following Baker’s Jenner out of the river, laughed. “If you had a ’Mech with arms, Baker, you could swat those lightning bolts out of the air like the rest of us.”

      Baker, an ex-tech who had been given the captured ’Mech as a reward for years of service, grunted in disagreement. “Just more actuators to go out.”

      “Can the chatter, children,” Dan said, smiling. Ease up on them. Their squabbles are just battle nerves, and you know it. This scout lance works together better than almost any other one you can name. “Let’s at least pretend to have some semblance of military order here, shall we?”

      “Roger, Dan.”

      Daniel Allard turned his Valkyrie’s head around to face forward, and headed off toward the Wasp waiting at the crest of the hill. “How does the storm look from up there, Meg?” he asked the Wasp pilot.

      Sergeant Margaret Lang paused a moment before answering. “Doesn’t look that bad, Captain, but the flyboys are moving their fighters inside. Must look nasty on the satellite pictures.”

      Dan sighed. “All right. Let’s move it and get under cover. Old Stormy is living up to her name. Brand, you and I are already late for the staff meeting. This patrol is over.”

      “I wish the same could be said of this tour,” Baker told him.

      Daniel Allard laughed. Baker’s right. This is a miserable world for pulling garrison duty. “Eddie, I’m sure if I express your dissatisfaction to Colonel Kell, he’ll pull some strings and get us posted elsewhere.”

      “No, Dan, that’s all right. I could actually come to like Pacifica.”

      Dan’s laughter filled his own neurohelmet. “You’d be the only person in the Successor States to develop that sort of affection for this world.”

      Chara III, a large, moonless planet in Steiner space, had proved to be one of the most contradictory places in the Inner Sphere. On one hand, the fertile soil readily accepted hybrid plants and produced fruit abundantly. The world had enough water to make it a natural paradise and to warrant garrisoning a full battalion outside the major agricultural center at Starpad. Having arrived on a placid day, the first explorer of its surface had been inspired to name the planet Pacifica.

      Yet anyone who spent any time here began to wonder about the peacefulness implied in the world’s name. Being a large body and lacking a moon, Pacifica rotated every fourteen TST hours. TST, or Terran Synchronized Time, related the time on any world to a traditional, twenty-four-hour clock set to the rising and setting of the local sun or suns. The twenty-four-hour clock divided the local day into twenty-four equal periods, with 1200 hours corresponding to local noon. A TST “hour” was, therefore, variable. Depending on a world’s actual rotation, a TST hour might be much shorter than a standard, or “metric,” hour. Pacifica’s fast spin gave it a thirty-five-minute hour as well as an unpredictable weather situation. Sudden, unexpected rain or thunderstorms were common. As many of the colonists put it, “If you don’t like the weather here, just wait a minute and it’ll change.”

      Dan worked his Valkyrie up the muddy hillside, following the tracks made by Lang’s Wasp. When the Kell Hounds headquarters came into view, he smiled. Almost home.

      Far ahead of him, Lang’s Wasp ducked into the huge blockhouse in between the Shilone and Slayer fighters being pushed into the building. Meanwhile, the dark clouds ringing the horizon had slowly begun to drift in toward the base. To the south, beyond the blockhouse, the two barracks, and the command center, searing white lightning slashed down from distant black clouds. It took a long time for the echoes of thunder to reach the Valkyrie’s audio sensors, but Dan could see the storm boiling in swiftly. Bad omen, a storm like this. Justin always used to cite one old Capellan superstition that these storms were demons riding the clouds looking for souls to eat. Dan involuntarily crossed himself.

      Turning around, he watched Baker’s Jenner crest the hill. It looked ungainly without arms to balance it, and the nickname “Ugly Duckling” seemed more appropriate than ever. At thirty-five tons, the Jenner was the heaviest ’Mech in Allard’s scout lance and carried the most firepower. The four launch tubes for its short-range missiles, or SRMs, ran in a line between its shoulders. Its four medium lasers fired from stubby “wings” set just above the hip joints. The way the Jenner’s torso jutted forward might have been a laughable sight if its powerful weaponry had not so often turned the tide of a battle. The addition of jump jets meant the ungainly-looking craft was actually capable of some agile moves in battle.

      Compared to the Jenner, or most other ’Mechs, for that matter, the Commando following it up the hill was pure elegance. Humanoid in configuration, it carried no weapons in its open hands. Because of the camouflage patterns Brand had carefully painted on the ’Mech, the six SRM launch-tube openings in the Commando’s chest and the four on the ’Mech’s right wrist were barely visible. A thickness on the ’Mech’s left wrist betrayed the medium laser’s location, but most ’Mech pilots regarded the Commando as nothing more than a scout, despite its weaponry. Having seen Brand pilot his ’Mech in battle, however, Dan counted the Commando as more than capable in combat.

      Its long legs eating up the distance in an awkward jog, the Jenner lumbered ahead of the other two ’Mechs. It reached the blockhouse just as the circle of storm clouds strangled the last of the sunlight and a light drizzle began to fall. Dan switched on his windscreen wipers. “You did well in the scouting run, Lieutenant. Scared the hell out of Baker when your SRM locked on to his left hip.”

      “Yeah, I guess I did.” Brand’s self-satisfaction came across the radio, then trailed off as he became more serious. “Lang’s got to be more careful in that Wasp. With those SRMs, she’s got more firepower than her Locust, but both machines still rely on a medium laser for their main power. She’s acting as though that monster makes her invulnerable.”

      Dan found himself nodding in agreement. “I’ll have a talk with her. We could mention it to Colonel Kell, but I don’t think the problem is at that point yet. Do you?”

      Lightning-sparked static popped through the open radio connection. “No,” Brand said, after a pause. “Maybe she’s just got to get used to the Wasp’s higher profile.”

      Glad you see that, Austin. Dan gracefully stepped his 30-ton Valkyrie around two bulldozers set at the edge of the makeshift spaceport. Meg’s bound to be angry with you because she thinks you cost her the Locust.

      Out beyond the bulldozers, the Lugh, an Overlord-class DropShip, squatted
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