
  
    [image: BattleTech Legends: Sword and Fire]
  


  
    
      BattleTech Legends: Sword and Fire

    

    
      
        Thomas S. Gressman

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Battletech Glossary

      

      
        Battletech Eras

      

      
        The BattleTech Fiction Series

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks again to Blaine Pardoe and Bill Keith for all their encouragement, and to Bryan Nystul, Mike Stackpole, and Donna Ippolito, who forced me to think about what I was doing and to be the best I could. The author would also like to thank all those other persons, too numerous to mention here, for their technical expertise. Thanks to Brenda for her patience. And, as always, thanks to You, Lord. I know where my talents and opportunities really come from.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In memory of Octa Bluetooth;

        I’m sorry you won’t get to read this one.
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        THE YEAR IS 3060.

      

      

      When the leaders of the Inner Sphere gathered for the Whitting Conference in late 3058, they signed a charter to reform the Star League so that under its aegis the Inner Sphere could carry the fight to the Clans and end their threat forever.

      The plan was to totally destroy a single Clan, and the Smoke Jaguars was the one chosen. Armed with secret data provided by a Smoke Jaguar defector known only as Trent, the heads of the Great Houses planned a two-phase attack. The first, codenamed Operation Bulldog and led by Prince Victor Davion, was aimed at driving the Smoke Jaguars from their Occupation Zone. The second prong of the operation was named Task Force Serpent. Commanded by Marshal Morgan Hasek-Davion, it was composed of forces drawn from the elite units of all the Successor States, bolstered by two crack mercenary units.

      While Operation Bulldog diverted the Jaguars in the Inner Sphere, Task Force Serpent would make a long, round-about march through the Periphery and beyond, to strike at the Jaguar’s heart, the planet Huntress. Thanks to the mysterious Trent, the Inner Sphere had at last learned the route to the Clan homeworlds, a path through the stars the Clans had named the Exodus Road. As Operation Bulldog drove the Smoke Jaguars from the Occupation Zone, Task Force Serpent continued its long trek through the depths of space. After nearly a year of travel and but a few jumps from their target, Morgan Hasek-Davion is found dead, the apparent victim of an assassination.

      Now, his second in command, General Ariana Winston, commander of the elite Eridani Light Horse mercenary brigade, must step into his place. With dozens of starships, scores of DropShips and nearly sixty thousand soldiers under her command, cut off from any help, she stands poised on the brink of launching the greatest military operation ever attempted by the Inner Sphere—with a lethal assassin running loose in her fleet.
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        CAMERON-CLASS BATTLE CRUISER SLS INVISIBLE TRUTH

        TASK FORCE SERPENT

        UNNAMED STAR SYSTEM, DEEP PERIPHERY

        03 JANUARY 3060

      

      

      “C’mon, Andrew,” Ariana Winston said gently. “He’s gone. There’s nothing more we can do here.”

      Redburn turned to look at her. For a moment, anger flickered in the dead space behind his red-shot eyes. Then, he shook his head sadly. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      Winston laid a comforting hand on his shoulder, feeling the faint quivering of the muscle under his drab green jacket. She knew that it was neither fear nor fatigue causing the trembling, but the strain of holding back strong emotion. She was wrestling with the same feelings of shock and grief, but Andrew Redburn had been Morgan Hasek-Davion’s closest friend. His sorrow had to be far greater than hers.

      She had come to know Redburn well during the past year of training and travel, and it was no secret how much he loved Morgan. In some ways the two men had been closer than brothers. His grief was natural, but it would do him no good to remain in Morgan’s flag suite even an instant longer.

      Gently, she guided him toward the door to the outer office, and Redburn yielded to the pressure of her hand, though he moved with unsteady legs.

      At the door, Winston glanced back into the empty stateroom where, not twelve hours earlier, Marshal Morgan Hasek-Davion, commander of Task Force Serpent, had been murdered. With a heavy sigh, she turned and followed Redburn out. As they passed through Morgan’s outer office, she let Redburn go on ahead as she paused to speak with Captain Roger Montjar, commander of the AFFC’s elite commandos known as the Rabid Foxes. The closest thing the task force had to a chief investigative officer, Montjar had promised to conduct as thorough an investigation as possible. Orderlies had removed Morgan’s body to the Truth’s sick bay only minutes earlier, and Montjar had gone straight to work searching the flag suite for clues. She and Redburn would only be in his way.

      “Let me know the minute you find anything, Captain,” Winston said in a voice husky with emotion, then she too went out into the corridor, where Redburn was waiting for her.

      “Why don’t you come into my office for a bit?” she said softly. “We can just sit a while. If you feel like talking, I’ll listen. If not, that’s okay too.”

      Redburn nodded, which Ariana took for a yes. She crossed the corridor and was just keying in the combination to the door of her office when Montjar poked his head out the door of the flag suite.

      “General?” his voice sounded flat and unnatural in the star-ship’s steel-walled corridor. “I’ve finished my preliminary examination of the Marshal’s quarters. I’m heading back to the Rostock to analyze and evaluate the evidence. I’d like to request that the flag suite be sealed until I finish my investigation. I may have to go over it again, and I don’t want anything disturbed in there.”

      “Very well, Captain,” Winston said. “Anything else?”

      “Yes, now that you mention it.” Montjar came out into the corridor and set the heavy plastic case he’d been holding carefully on the deck. “Be careful who you talk to,” he said, dropping his voice. “We don’t know who killed Morgan, who ordered the hit, or why. Whoever it was went to an awful lot of trouble to make it look like a natural death, and we don’t want to tip our hand.”

      “The command staff has been told,” Winston said.

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m not saying don’t tell them. I’m saying it might be wiser to hold off a bit. They all know you ordered an autopsy. Let Doctor Donati finish the job, then tell them.”

      “Why?”

      Montjar rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “If we tell everyone how the Marshal was murdered, whoever killed him may get the idea that we’re on to him. If word gets out, well...who knows what might happen?”

      “What do you mean?” Andrew Redburn had stepped in closer to catch everything Montjar was saying.

      “He may just go to ground,” Montjar said. “You know, dump any evidence he has, and then just sit tight. That sort of thing. Then again, he might consider us a threat to his continued existence, and take steps to relieve that threat. Do you want to spend the rest of this mission living with a couple of guards in your hip pocket, looking over your shoulder the whole time?”

      “You’re serious,” Winston whispered, shocked.

      “You bet I am.” Montjar half-laughed. “That’s not the worst of it. We’re dealing with a heavy hitter here. If he thinks he’s about to be caught, he may take drastic steps to prevent it.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as blowing up the ship. Ha! Don’t look at me like that. I saw it happen once. Just after the Fourth War, a couple of Capellan Death Commandos tried to snatch an MI-7 section chief off Monhegan. Somehow, the whole thing got malfed up, and when the bad guys found out the Rabid Foxes had been called in, they grabbed a DropShip and demanded clearance to boost. When Port Control refused to clear them, the Capellans totally wasted the ship. Blew it up. Used forty, maybe fifty, kilos of pentaglycerine, and splattered the Monarch and a hundred and fifty passengers all over the tarmac. I’d rather not take the chance that we’re dealing with that kind of fanatic. How about you?”

      “All right, Captain, we’ll play it your way,” Winston said. “For now. But get back to me as soon as you’ve got something, all right?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Montjar sketched a salute, retrieved his case, and disappeared around a bend in the passageway.

      “General, I should be going, too.” Redburn sighed, sorrow gouging deep furrows in his face. “My place right now is with the Uhlans. They’re going to want answers, and I guess it’s up to me to give them.”

      “Do what you have to do, Andrew.” Winston put her hand on his shoulder again. “Don’t worry. We’re going to bag this bastard. And when we do, you’ll be the first to know.”

      Redburn nodded his thanks for her attempt at sympathy. Then, pulling himself erect, he straightened his uniform jacket and strode off down the corridor.

      “Blast.” Winston breathed the word like a curse. “I hope I didn’t just lie to him.”

      With a shake of her head, she turned and entered her office. Crossing the steel deck, she considered the events of the past twenty-four hours and what they meant to Serpent and its mission. The fleet was only a few jumps from launching one of the most important operations in the history of the Inner Sphere—the invasion of Huntress, homeworld of Clan Smoke Jaguar.

      Then, on the figurative eve of the attack, the task force commander, a well-respected and well-loved man, had been murdered in his bed. As Morgan’s second-in-command, the responsibility of leading the task force had fallen squarely on her shoulders.

      Her office was small and sparsely appointed. A gray-painted steel desk cluttered with hard-copy reports, datachips, and manuals was bolted to the deck near the office’s far wall. Two filing cabinets and a couple of plain chairs completed the furnishings. Only a framed photograph and a few other personal effects distinguished this office from a dozen others aboard the Invisible Truth.

      Winston made straight for her desk, and collapsed into the thinly padded chair. For several moments, she sat staring wearily at the wall. She hadn’t known Morgan Hasek-Davion nearly as long as Redburn had. Still, she had an eerie feeling, almost as though she could feel him standing behind her, just out of her peripheral vision. Twice, she caught herself turning around, hoping to see Morgan, his green eyes gazing levelly at her. Of course, the feeling was ridiculous. Morgan was dead, and she didn’t believe in ghosts.

      Winston leaned back in her chair. The thought that she was now in command of the task force kept rolling through her mind. A soldier all her life, she’d planned plenty of large operations before, but there was something different about this one. In almost every previous mission, she’d been in command of her own troops, the famed Eridani Light Horse mercenaries. Now, she was commanding House troops drawn together from across the Inner Sphere. For all her adherence to the traditions of the Star League, she was a mercenary, and as such lacked Morgan’s political stature. Would she be able to hold the various pieces of the task force together? Was the mission itself in danger?

      Stretching, she reached across the desk, taking the silver-framed holopic in her hands. The image was of a much younger Ariana Winston, mugging for the camera with an older man wearing the moon-and-star crest of the 21st Striker Regiment. Despite the fact that his skin was somewhat lighter than the dark brown of her own, the family resemblance was unmistakable. Sadly, she gazed into her father’s eyes, as though she could find an answer in their image. There was no answer now, any more than there had been solace or explanations when he himself had died.

      With a weary sigh, Winston leaned across the desk and tapped a code into her desktop intercom. “Yes, General?”

      “Patch me through to the Gettysburg, please.” After a slight delay, the Officer of the Deck aboard the Light Horse’s command JumpShip answered the hail. “Mr. Koll, please have my aide pack my gear for transfer to the Invisible Truth.” Winston was not all that eager to move over here, but the Cameron-Class battle cruiser was the flagship of Task Force Serpent, and her place as commander was aboard.

      Without waiting for a reply, she severed the connection and leaned wearily against the back of her chair. The circumstances surrounding Morgan’s death nagged at her. Who would want to kill him? Granted, Morgan Hasek-Davion was the cousin of the Archon Prince of the Federated Commonwealth. But Prince Victor Davion had two brothers, not to mention two sisters, one of whom seemed to have disowned him. Though Morgan had a distant claim to the throne, there was no real chance he would ever have ascended to it.

      Maybe that, in itself, was a motive for political murder. Morgan’s father, Duke Michael Hasek-Davion, had been a pretender to the throne, back when the Davion realm still consisted only of the Federated Suns. Much to his father’s dismay, Morgan had never wavered in his allegiance to Hanse Davion, or later, to his son Victor. Morgan had even dropped the Davion name from his children’s official records. Could it be that some follower of Duke Michael’s was still bitter over what might be interpreted as Morgan’s betrayal of his family? Bitter enough to arrange his assassination?

      What about the Clans? There were reports that they had finally created their own intelligence arm, naming it “The Watch.” Was it possible that one had slipped an agent into the task force with orders to eliminate its leaders? The prospect seemed so unlikely that Winston discarded the thought almost instantly. Such a thing would mean the Clans had discovered the existence and purpose of Task Force Serpent even before the force had gathered on Defiance. If that were true, why wait so long to strike? Why use an assassin at all? Why not simply mass a war fleet and intercept the task force as soon as it crossed the truce line? Besides, assassination didn’t seem to fit with their strict code of honor.

      Winston levered herself out of the chair, carefully replacing the holopic of her father as she did so. She crossed the room to the bulkhead-mounted coffee maker and poured herself a cup of the bitter, soy-based substitute, which was all that was left to drink because they’d been gone so long. As the hot liquid warmed her insides, she resumed her contemplation of the mystery before her.

      Could the murder have been a personal matter? Who hated Morgan enough to wish him dead? Whoever it was, it had to be somebody inside the task force with access to the Marshal’s quarters.

      For several minutes, Winston sat staring blankly at the pile of papers on her desk, sipping absently from the cup, considering all the implications of Morgan’s death. She realized that she would soon have to make a formal statement to the other commanders, telling them Morgan had been murdered.

      No—let it wait until we have proof more concrete than Andrew’s suspicions, or at least until we have a probable cause.
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      Three hours later, Ariana Winston had her probable cause.

      The caustic buzz of the intercom grated on her nerves like a file. Slapping the annoying black box, she snapped an acknowledgement.

      Captain Joel Donati, the Truth’s chief medical officer, responded. The intercom speaker gave his voice an odd, tinny quality. “General, I’ve just completed my preliminary examination. I’m still waiting for some test results, but I think I’ve got a probable cause of death. It looks like—”

      “Hold it, Doctor,” Winston said. “I don’t want this going out over an unsecured line. Report to my office. We’ll discuss it here.”

      A few minutes later, a sharp rap sounded at her door. As it slid open, Dr. Donati strode into the room and went to one of the chairs facing Winston’s desk without bothering to wait for an invitation.

      Winston didn’t care. She was as eager to hear what he had to say as he was to tell her. She leaned forward with her elbows on the desk. “I’m all ears, Dr. Donati. You said you had a preliminary cause of death?”

      “Yes, sir, uh, ma’am. Preliminary toxicology reports indicate that Marshal Morgan Hasek-Davion died of a lethal dose of a variform tetrodotoxin.”

      “Say that in English,” Winston said.

      “That is in English,” Donati returned. “Tetrodotoxin is a naturally occurring nerve agent found in the internal organs of certain types of fish. On Terra, and among certain worlds of the Draconis Combine, it’s called ‘fugu.’ A few thousand people die every year from eating improperly prepared pufferfish, because of the toxin in it.”

      “So, you’re telling me it was something he ate?”

      “No, ma’am. It was probably something he drank.” Donati smiled thinly. “Remember, I said it was a variform. The chemical composition of the toxin I found in the Marshal’s blood was somewhat different from that of ‘ordinary’ fugu. Near as I can tell, the poison was derived from Breegan’s toadfish, a species found on only three worlds: Yorii, Rigil Kentarus, and Altair. This toxin is about five times more powerful than that occurring in fugu, and acts faster.”

      “How much faster?” Winston asked, feeling an odd fascination. Like most professional soldiers, she knew little about poisons. She considered them to be a coward’s weapon.

      “Well, fugu acts in about ten minutes. Symptoms begin with numbness around the mouth and lips, and mood elevation. As the toxin sets in, you get difficulty in speaking, general paralysis, and death. The whole process takes between fifteen minutes and a couple hours. But this stuff? Onset is about ten seconds, with death in a minute or so.”

      “So he probably didn’t know he was poisoned,” Winston said.

      “Not likely. Especially if, as General Redburn suggests, the killer put the poison in his scotch. The burn of the alcohol would cover up the numbness.”

      Winston nodded as she considered the doctor’s report.

      “Is it possible the poisoning was accidental?”

      “Not a chance,” Donati said. “Breegan’s toadfish is inedible. The presence of its toxin automatically makes it murder.”
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      Ariana Winston gave Donati the benefit of a level stare for a few moments before she turned away to call the bridge.

      “Communications officer,” she commanded. Then, as the man came on the line, she continued. “Establish a secure lasercom line to the Rostock. I want to speak with Captain Montjar.”

      It took several minutes to establish the linkup Winston had requested. Using a relatively low-power laser as the signal carrier, the officers could speak to one another with relative assurance that no one could eavesdrop on their conversation.

      “Montjar,” the commando leader answered at last.

      “Captain, have you got anything for me yet?” Winston demanded.

      “I was just about to call you, General. We were able to lift a few fingerprints off the whiskey bottle and the transfer system. They belonged to Morgan Hasek-Davion and his cabin steward. No big surprise there. What is surprising is what we found in the tubes of the transfer system.”

      “What transfer system?” Winston asked.

      “You know, the pressurized gizmo that sucks the whiskey out of a bottle and into a squeeze bulb.”

      “Oh, yes. I was thinking about something else. Now, I remember,” she said, rubbing her forehead. “What did you find? Tetrodotoxin?” She stumbled slightly over the unfamiliar word.

      “Yeah, that’s right. How did...” Montjar paused, then he guessed. “Donati found it in the Marshal’s blood.”

      “Uh-huh,” Winston said. “Anything else?”

      “Not yet. We’re still running some tests. I’ll let you know as soon as I’ve got something concrete. In the meantime, may I suggest that you have a little talk with the Marshal’s cabin steward?”

      Then there was silence on the line for a moment. Montjar seemed to be hesitating over what he would say next.

      “General, I’d also suggest that you call Major Ryan and get him and his DEST people to help with the investigation. They get the same kind of investigative training as Fox Teams, but a lot more of it. As an arm of the Draconis Combine’s Internal Security Force, they’re sometimes called on to augment the regular investigative branches.”

      “Captain,” Winston said flatly. “Need I remind you that the Draconis Elite Strike Teams are not above suspicion in this matter?”

      “Excuse me, ma’am, but I’d say they are.” Montjar’s voice carried the proper note of respect due a commanding officer, carefully mixed with a mild lecturing tone. “The DEST teams were a sort of gift from Theodore Kurita, partly to Morgan and partly to Prince Victor. I hardly think the Coordinator of the Draconis Combine would personally hand-pick a team of special forces troopers, assign them to this task force, and then order them to murder the task force commander. That would be like robbing a bank and using your own car for the getaway.”

      Winston briefly weighed Montjar’s arguments. She hadn’t really considered the Combine special forces troops as serious suspects in Morgan’s murder, though she knew that others might disagree. Everything Montjar said was true. It wasn’t likely that Theodore Kurita would assign troops with assassination orders to Morgan and the task force. The assistance of the DEST teams would double the investigation’s manpower, and there was no denying their competence.

      “All right, Captain, you’ll get your Dracs.” Winston severed the connection without waiting for a reply. For a moment, she pondered how much information she should release and to whom. The command staff had a right to know what was going on. She had also been informed that rumors concerning Morgan’s death were already making the rounds of the fleet. The scuttlebutt apparently ran the gamut from a simple heart attack to a crime of passion to an act of mutiny on her part to gain command of the task force.

      Winston snorted bitterly at that tale. Anyone who had commanded a body of troops larger than a squad knew the profound headaches associated with leadership. And those were magnified, in geometric progression, the higher up the ladder you went. A commander was responsible not only for himself, but for his troops. He had to look out for their safety in battle, their conduct during down-time, their equipment, provisions, and health, both physical and mental. A good officer had to have the qualities of a leader, father-figure, teacher, counselor, and disciplinarian. The real balancing act came in knowing which of these roles to play at what time.

      “No, let them wait,” Winston said aloud, but to herself. “I don’t want to malf up the investigation because I opened my mouth at the wrong time.”

      “Beg pardon, General?”

      Jerking erect with a start, she half-reached for the laser pistol nestled in a nyleath shoulder holster under her drab green uniform jacket.

      On the other side of her desk, Dr. Donati wore an expression of surprise mixed with fear.

      “I’m sorry, Doctor,” Winston said. “I forgot you were here. You kind of startled me.” She felt the blood burning in her cheeks. “I was just thinking out loud that I should let the other commanders wait until you and Montjar finish your investigation, then I’ll give them the particulars about Morgan’s death.”

      “All of them, ma’am? What about General Redburn?”

      “Oh, you’re right. He deserves an explanation, and so does Commodore Beresick.”

      Turning again to the intercom, Winston rang through to Alain Beresick’s ready room. After speaking briefly with him, she placed a similar call to Andrew Redburn’s quarters aboard the Truth. Moments later, both officers were seated in the uncomfortable, steel-framed chairs facing her desk. Donati stood, leaning against the bulkhead.

      “Gentlemen, I don’t quite know how to phrase this, so I’ll come right out and say it. I hope you’ll excuse me if this seems a bit rough, but... All indications suggest that Morgan’s death was deliberate.”

      “Damn it, I knew it,” Beresick spat, almost before Winston had finished speaking. “When Morgan died so suddenly, I half-expected it was murder. In fact, I’ve already had to quash half a dozen rumors to that effect.” Beresick was a Com Guard naval officer now holding the Star League rank of Commodore. He was also the Invisible Truth’s captain and commander of the task force’s naval assets.

      “General,” Redburn interrupted stiffly, fury and renewed sorrow warring in his eyes. “How did Morgan die?”

      “Autopsy results and testing on the transfer system taken from his nightstand revealed traces of a rare and extremely powerful neurotoxin. The poison is derived from an inedible breed of fish found only on a few worlds—Altair, Rigil Kentarus, and Yorii. Doctor Donati assures me that there is no chance the Marshal ingested this substance by accident.”

      “Katherine!” Redburn hissed.

      “What?”

      “Katherine Steiner. She hates Morgan because he was so close to Victor. She’d do anything she could to hurt her brother. You said yourself that the poison came from Yorii or Rigil K. Those are Alliance worlds.”

      “True enough,” Winston said. “But Altair is under Combine control, and Yorii is occupied by Combine ‘peacekeepers.’ The culprits could just as easily be part of Major Ryan’s DEST team. Or, given the proximity of those three planets to the Capellan Confederation, the assassin might have come aboard with Kingston’s Legionnaires. When you get right down to it, Andrew, nobody—nobody—is above suspicion, not even me, especially given the arguments I’ve had with Morgan over the past few months.”

      “If I may, General?” Beresick interjected. “The rarity, and therefore, the cost of this poison rules out a crime of passion. So, unless you’ve been plotting to kill Morgan ever since this operation began, I think we can scratch your name off the list of suspects.”

      “I don’t think we should rule anyone out, not completely,” Winston answered. “None of us here is an experienced investigator. The closest thing we’ve got is Captain Montjar and his team.

      They, at least, have the basic training necessary to conduct the investigation.”

      “The DEST teams receive similar training,” Beresick put in.

      “That’s right, Commodore, they do. Captain Montjar recommended that I ask the DEST boys to help out. Though I’m still not certain whether to scratch them off the list of potential suspects.”

      “I think we can,” Beresick said. “I’d say the killer has to be part of the Truth’s crew, at least as a cover. No one else could move around freely and not be noticed.”

      “That’s pretty much the conclusion I came to myself.” Winston rubbed her eyes, more in frustration than fatigue. “I was planning to ask Ryan to help out anyway. Let’s leave the investigation to the professionals. That’s their job. Right now, our job is rumor control. I want you to go back to your commands and inform them that Morgan’s death is still under investigation. I’ll pass along the same information to the other unit commanders.

      “And, gentlemen? Let’s try to keep a lid on the rumor factory. We’re all a little on edge, and things are only going to get worse the closer we get to the Clan homeworlds. We don’t want to be fighting among ourselves only a few jumps from our target. Got it? All right, dismissed.”

      As the door closed behind the withdrawing officers and Donati, Winston lowered her face into her hands. For a long while, she remained that way, feeling a mixture of shock, grief, and exhaustion. Then, collecting herself, she flipped on the intercom, asking the bridge communications officer for a line to the Haruna, the Combine WarShip transporting the DEST teams.
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      Andrew Redburn didn’t go straight to the shuttle that would take him to the Ericsson, the Kathil Uhlans’ Invader-Class JumpShip. Instead, he headed down to the Invisible Truth’s number two cargo deck. As a battle cruiser, the vast WarShip was designed to fight other combat vessels rather than haul Drop-Ships, but she also boasted two “docking collars,” the massive locking rings capable of clamping down onto the outer hull of a DropShip and securing it to the WarShip’s hull. DropShips and other small craft were the only way of traveling from deep space to a planet’s surface. No JumpShip ever built was capable of landing, or grounding, as warriors tended to call it. At the same time, no DropShip was capable of making star-spanning leaps through the netherworld of hyperspace. It was an imperfect system, but then it was an imperfect universe.

      Mated to the Truth’s forward docking collar was the Honor, a Union-Class DropShip belonging to the ComStar contingent. The Com Guards had a tradition of giving their DropShips a diminutive form of the name of their parent vessel. The ships assigned to the Invisible Truth followed this tradition: they were called Honor and Integrity. As Redburn reached the forward cargo bay, a pair of Com Guard marines, dressed in heavy ballistic plate combat armor, snapped onto guard. As soon as the men realized that the newcomer was General Andrew Redburn, and not an aggressor, their postures changed from readiness to rigid attention. Redburn returned their formal salutes and passed through the cargo bay into one of the small secondary access tunnels flanking the main accessway. These tunnels were essentially long airlocks connecting the Truth to her DropShips. The secondary accessways were intended for the passage of personnel and small items of cargo. Larger payloads were moved between the vessels through the main tunnel. At the other end of the accessway, which led into the Honor’s engineering deck, a single Com Guard crewman met him.

      “Good afternoon, General. Can I help you?”

      “No, Private. Thank you, I’m all right,” Redburn heard himself say. His tone was as hollow and lifeless as an empty shell casing. He saw a look of concern cross the young soldier’s face. The youth had apparently picked up the note of anguish and loss in Redburn’s voice. The expression of worry was a natural human reaction.

      Redburn forced a smile, which he realized probably looked like a death rictus, given his mental state. “I just wanted to take a look at Morgan’s ’Mech, that’s all.”

      “Yes, sir.” The crewman seemed unconvinced about Redburn’s emotional state. “I think it’s in Bay Four, upper deck. I can check for you.”

      “No, son. Don’t bother. I’ll find it.”

      Giving the crewman what he was sure was another death-like grin, Redburn stepped aboard the Honor’s starboard elevator and punched the button for the upper ‘Mech bay. As the doors closed, he caught a glimpse of the crewman looking concerned and leaning against a control console. He’s probably about to call for a straight-jacket, he thought ruefully.

      When the lift doors opened again, he was met by a sight that never failed to awe him. Bathed in the harsh glow of the work lamps illuminating the bay, eight huge BattleMechs stood as though at attention.

      Massive combat machines, mostly bipedal and humanoid in form, BattleMechs mounted as much armor and firepower as a battalion of conventional tanks. ’Mechs had ruled the battlefield for centuries, ever since their first successful combat test more than six hundred years ago. The armies of the Inner Sphere had believed their ten-meter-tall war machines were the pinnacle of military technology. Then came the Clans, and they’d learned they were wrong.

      When the Clans first swept in across the Periphery in 3050, they brought with them a level of technology the Inner Sphere had believed was lost. The invaders had apparently spent their self-imposed exile improving their military technology. Clan ’Mechs, called OmniMechs by their owners, were faster and better-armored than their Inner Sphere counterparts. Designed around modular weapons systems, they could be fitted out with a mix of lasers, PPCs, missile launchers, and quick-firing autocannons to meet the specifics of a particular mission. Like those of the Successor States, Clan ’Mechs were usually bipedal, and weighed from twenty to one hundred tons.

      Redburn walked past the Com Guard technicians tinkering with the innards of a tall, gaunt-looking Black Knight. The heavy ’Mech’s design was an old one, stretching back to the time of the Star League. Weighing 75 tons, the Knight mounted a PPC, backed up by a six-pack of lasers. Like good race car mechanics who were never satisfied with the machines under their care, the techs had pulled a number of access panels from the Knight’s armored surface and were going over its systems, trying to coax just one more gram’s worth of performance out of the war machine.

      All by itself, in a transport cubicle that seemed too small to contain its 100-ton bulk, stood Morgan’s Daishi. The Japanese word, meaning “Great Death,” had supposedly been given to that particular ’Mech type by a member of the yakuza, the criminal underground operating in the largely Japanese Draconis Combine. Though it was later learned that Clan designers had christened the design Dire Wolf, the name Daishi had stuck, and became the standard reporting name all across the Inner Sphere. Whatever you called it, the machine was one of the largest and most powerful Clan OmniMechs. This one had been captured during the Clan invasion. Morgan, through long, hard practice, had learned to pilot the enemy-built ’Mech as well as he could any Inner Sphere design.

      Redburn pulled himself up a narrow steel ladder, which was part of the cubicle’s service gantry, and swung himself into the black and gold Daishi’s cockpit. Powered down as it was, the machine seemed no more dangerous than a ground car or a private aircraft. Carefully, he ran his hands over the controls, touching each in sequence, as though he were going to bring the ’Mech to life.

      Power plant to preheat.

      Gyro to active.

      Sensors and targeting systems to standby. Escape system armed.

      Redburn had watched Morgan go through the start-up procedure so many times that he could almost see his friend doing it. There was so much of Morgan still in the Daishi’s cockpit. An open pack of mints rested on the narrow lip surrounding the front viewscreen. The advanced neurohelmet tucked into a cubbyhole behind the command couch lacked the unit crests and bellicose nicknames and slogans that most helmets sported. Instead, it bore the simple inscription “Morgan.”

      Something glittered faintly in the shadows next to the ‘Mech’s primary weapon control panel. Redburn reached out and picked up a gold locket. It looked, to his untrained eye, to be made of real gold. The soft luster and exquisite craftsmanship told him it was probably a family heirloom.

      Touching the tiny catch, he opened the locket. Inside were a pair of old-fashioned photographs. On the left was an image of Kym Sorensen Hasek-Davion, Morgan’s wife. Her blonde hair was shot with silver, and there were a few lines on her face, but she was still as beautiful as the day Morgan had married her. The second picture wrenched Andrew’s heart. It was the image of a handsome young man holding a boy of about five years on his knee. Redburn recognized them as easily as he did Kym. They were George Hasek and George Junior, Morgan’s son and grandson.

      It was not often these days that a soldier ever actually had to face the human cost of warfare. Even looking at a battlefield after a bitter and bloody fight, all Redburn saw were the burned-out wrecks of BattleMechs. The dead were viewed as objects to be disposed of and the wounded as assets to be repaired. As cold and cruel as that sounded, he knew such detachment was necessary, especially in a commander. Otherwise, a soldier would lose his will to fight.

      Andrew Redburn had never thought he would lose that detachment. There, in that cold cockpit alternately lit garishly by the flare of welding torches and then plunged into an oppressive semi-gloom, he felt the first creeping edges of an emotion that he had never experienced before.

      Grief.

      When Hanse Davion had passed away, there was a sense of national loss and mourning. When his own father died of pancreatic cancer, it was a mercy. When Ariana Winston had informed the command staff of Morgan’s death, shock had insulated Redburn from the initial pain. But now, seeing the wife and family Morgan had left behind, the full impact of his friend’s death came crashing down on him. Hurriedly, he locked the Daishi’s cockpit hatch from the inside. Then he let his head drop helplessly against the control panel. Great, wracking sobs shook him.

      How long he sat there, mourning his dearest friend, Andrew Redburn couldn’t say. When at last he undogged the hatch, the ’Mech bay was quiet. The technical crew had gone. The overwhelming grief that had consumed him had also passed. In its place was weariness, and an emptiness that might never again be filled. There was something else, a coldness, a bitterness in the core of his soul, which he had never known before.

      It was some moments before he could put a name to the feeling. It was a hunger for revenge.

      Redburn grasped the swing bar above the hatch with tear-stained hands, preparing to leave the cockpit, then stopped. Quickly, he turned in the narrow cockpit and snatched the locket.

      “Goodbye, Morgan,” he said. “I’m going to get that son of a bitch. And when I do, I’m going to break his neck with my own hands.”

      Lifting the gold case with its tiny images, he stared into the faces of the family left behind. “And don’t worry about Kym or the kids. As long as I’m alive, I’ll look after them.”

      Then Andrew Redburn snapped the locket shut and pulled himself out from the cockpit.
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      Ariana Winston looked across her office at the glowing numbers on the wall-mounted clock. Oh-five-forty-three, a quarter to six in the morning. It felt as though she hadn’t gotten to sleep at all.

      She had been staying aboard the Invisible Truth rather than shuttling back and forth between the task force flagship and the Eridani Light Horse command ship ever since Morgan’s body had been found. The nights she had spent in her office. The grief and deep sense of loss she felt over Morgan’s death weighed heavily upon her, but, as the second-in-command—no, she amended, as the task force’s new commander—she couldn’t give in to her emotions.

      It had been much the same when her father died. Colonel Charles K. Winston, former commander of the 21st Striker Regiment, had been one of the best-loved warriors the mercenary outfit had ever seen. Physically, he was almost a negative image of his daughter. Where she was tall, dark-skinned, and well built, with the muscles of a decathelete, he had been short, light-complexioned, and possessed of a runner’s build. Ariana believed, however, that she had inherited the Colonel’s thunderous voice and innate ability to inspire troops, as well as his warrior’s skill and deep love for the Light Horse. Her closeness with him had sometimes caused tension between Ariana and her only sister, Gloria, who exhibited no interest in becoming a warrior, developing instead a passion for history.

      At times, Ariana still felt the emptiness at her side, where her father had so often stood. Now, that hollow, echoing space was enlarged, magnified by the loss of a man who, in a few short months, she had come to count as a friend. Pushing aside the feeling, Winston closed her eyes again, trying to will herself back to sleep, but sleep, like a disobedient pet, refused to come.

      “Damn it!” She jerked apart the sleep harness’ fastenings. Free of the restraining nylon web, she roughly wadded the blanket into a ball and shoved it into the tiny locker beneath her bunk. “Lights!”

      The Invisible Truth’s central computer responded to her barked command in less than a second. Voice-recognition software brought the flush-mounted overhead illumination strips to life, and the room was flooded with eye-straining light. A second sotto-voce curse sounded in the quiet office as Winston screwed her eyes shut against the glare.

      No sense in lying here not sleeping, she thought as she rummaged in an upright locker for a fresh uniform. Might as well get up and try to get some work done.

      But concentration proved to be just as elusive as sleep. Half an hour’s worth of desultory pecking at the keys of her computer console yielded little more than three deleted documents and a mounting feeling of blind anger. Unfortunately for Ariana, there was no outlet for channeling her emotions. There wasn’t even a real object for her anger. She was angry at Morgan for dying and for leaving her in charge. She was angry at the assassin, who had taken the life of a great commander and a good and decent man. She was angry at herself for the feelings of frustration and loss she couldn’t seem to control. She was even angry at her father who, like Morgan, had died, leaving her behind.

      “Faaugh,” she growled, slapping the computer’s power stud without going through the normal shut-down procedure. Snatching up a green nylon duffel bag and her uniform jacket, she stormed out of the office, heading for the Truth’s central elevator bank.

      The Invisible Truth, like all starships, was laid out around the central shaft of the Kearny-Fuchida jump drive. The K-F drive was the heart of the system scientists had developed for traveling instantly between the stars nearly a thousand years before. Massive energies generated by the drive literally tore a hole in the fabric of space, through which the starship was hurled. It was possible to travel thirty light years in a single jump, with the ships departing and arriving at carefully plotted zenith or nadir “jump points” above or below a system’s sun.

      There were two drawbacks to the system, however; the incredible amounts of energy needed to power a K-F drive could not be created quickly. Giant solar energy collectors, called jump sails, were required to gather solar radiation, which was then shunted into massive storage coils, from whence the energy could be tapped to power the drive. The problem was that it took a number of days to build up a sufficient charge. A JumpShip’s own fusion plant could be used to power the drives, but it took just as long to build up a charge as it would using a sail. “Hot-loading,” as it was sometimes called, was possible, but was not recommended. Quick-charging the drive could be done in as little as sixteen hours. The problem was that, for every hour shaved off the normal recharging time, the risk of charge loss, or even the destruction of the delicate K-F core, increased dramatically.

      The second drawback to interstellar operations lay in the sheer size of the vessels themselves. With the smallest JumpShip measuring nearly three hundred meters in length and massing some ninety thousand tons, it was virtually impossible for a JumpShip to land on a planet’s surface. Most lacked any kind of maneuvering drive more powerful than attitude-control thrusters. To deal with the problem of interplanetary and intrasystem travel, a second type of vessel, the DropShip, had been developed. These spacecraft, some massing up to fifty thousand tons, were employed to ferry troops, vehicles, and cargo from the JumpShip to a planet’s surface.

      Until recently, JumpShips used by the Inner Sphere had been unarmed transports; most still were. With the coming of the Clans, a new breed of starship was developed. Bigger, with thicker, armored skins and potent weapons, WarShips used the same Kearny-Fuchida system, but had the added feature of powerful maneuvering drives. Most of the Inner Sphere’s WarShips had recently been built from scratch, some using new designs, others constructed from plans dating back to the Star League. A few, the Invisible Truth included, had been hidden by ComStar in the asteroid belts of uninhabited systems. They were brought out when the Clans threatened to overrun the Inner Sphere.

      Because of their construction, JumpShips and WarShips were both laid out around the K-F drive core. Most systems, the ship’s elevators included, which had to service all areas of a vessel, were usually laid out alongside the core.

      When the lift car arrived, Winston stepped aboard, sliding through as soon as the doors began to open. Without looking, she stabbed the touchpad next to the door, selected Deck Seven, then leaned heavily against the elevator car’s side.

      The trip took only a few seconds. When the doors hissed open again, she had regained some of her accustomed calm. Moving quickly along the deserted corridor, she soon found herself facing a steel door that bore a small red sign reading Grav Deck 1. Exercise Caution Upon Entry.

      In response to her touch on the lockpad, the door slid aside. With practiced ease, Winston slipped through the opening, executing an odd forward somersault. Suddenly, the magnetic boots she wore to counteract the lack of gravity aboard a JumpShip in space had become a hindrance.

      The Invisible Truth’s two grav decks were the only places aboard the massive starship where one could be free of the effects of weightlessness. In most parts of the ship, the Truth’s decks were laid out across the vessel’s hull, with “up” and “forward” being the same direction. Grav decks—large, doughnut-like sections set on ring mounts encircling the vessel’s hull—were rotated at a speed sufficient to produce what was called “rotational gravity,” which was, in reality, centrifugal force. In these areas, the deck was actually the inner face of the ship’s outer hull, and “up” was toward the vessel’s central core. This artificial gravity was approximately one G force, mimicking an environment that would be comfortable to most humans.

      Winston clambered down the short ladder just below the hatch and hopped lightly to the deck beneath. Swiftly, she unfastened the magnetic boots, an action that gave her a strange feeling of lightness. Stuffing the boots into her duffel, she headed barefoot along the corridor toward a door labeled Women’s Locker Room. The deck shifted almost imperceptibly under her feet as she walked, reminding her that the corridor also doubled as a jogging track for off-duty crewmen. She had other things in mind.

      Like the elevator and the jogging track, the locker room was uninhabited. Winston was glad to have the place to herself. At 0650, most of the Truth’s crew and passengers were standing watch, preparing for the day’s duties, or asleep. Selecting a locker at random, she tossed her boots into it. Swiftly, she stripped off her uniform, exchanging the khaki tunic and pants for dark green sweats with a faded Eridani Light Horse crest silk-screened onto the front of the hooded shirt. A pair of battered sneakers completed the outfit.

      Moving quietly through a connecting door, Winston entered one of the Truth’s small, but well-equipped, gymnasiums. At the far end hung a heavy canvas bag, suspended by a chain, from the exercise room’s overhead. A meter and a half in height and half a meter across, the bag showed signs of heavy use. A thick rubber mat covered the floor beneath the bag. Stepping up to the bag, Winston pulled a pair of worn leather gloves out of her sweatshirt’s kangaroo pocket and pulled them over her hands. The gloves had a layer of padding over the knuckles.

      Winston took up a front stance, her left foot a bit in front of her right, her shoulders relaxed, torso erect. Exhaling through her mouth, she brought her hands up into a guard position, leading slightly with her left. Then, as though responding to a signal that only she could hear, she lashed out with her right fist. The impact produced a flat slapping sound. The bag swayed slightly. A second punch followed the first; a third; then, a short hooking kick, as she dropped back half a step to give her strike space to develop.

      More blows rained on the bag. Her breath came in short bursts. Sweat beaded on her forehead, threatening to run into her eyes. A contemptuous toss of her head shook it away. Her face, which had begun the exercise calm and impassive, twisted into an angry mask of exertion. After a short time, Winston halted her assault on the bag as suddenly as she had begun. She wiped her face with the hem of her sweatshirt, thankful she had the gym to herself.

      The workout had helped. She still felt a little lost, but the overwhelming sense of despair that had kept her from sleep was gone. She checked the shockproof watch on her wrist. Twenty minutes after seven. There wouldn’t be any point in returning to her cabin now. By the time she showered and dressed, it would be just about the time she usually got up.

      With a short laugh and a shrug, she headed for the locker room. The physical exertion of the workout had helped her put the situation in perspective.
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      Thirty minutes later, Ariana Winston strode through a set of pneumatically operated doors onto the Invisible Truth’s bridge. As a Cameron-Class battle cruiser, the Truth was the last of her kind in the Inner Sphere. Nearly 840 meters long, excluding her jump sail, and massing more than 850,000 tons, she was the largest vessel in the task force fleet. Her hide was thickly layered with armor and bristling with weapons, and the two thick, reinforced docking collars along her spine were currently occupied by a pair of spheroid Union-Class DropShips.

      Winston had seen the mighty starship often enough from the outside, through the bridge viewscreen of the shuttle that carried her back and forth between the Gettysburg and the Invisible Truth. The ship’s size and appearance reinforced the impression that she was a powerful combat vessel, though her bulk gave no hint of her speed and maneuverability. Such an impressive fighting ship should have an equally impressive captain, Ariana thought. Going by appearances, the commander of the Truth didn’t fit the picture.

      She had first met Alain Beresick on Defiance, the Federated Commonwealth planet where the various units of Task Force Serpent had rendezvoused for staging and training before jumping off on this mission. Back then, the man had failed to impress her. Beresick was below average height, with thinning, dull brown hair that fell lankly across a high, domed forehead. He reminded her of a low-level tax examiner rather than the commander of a WarShip.

      Though she had not been aboard the Invisible Truth when the Task Force had unexpectedly run into a small flotilla of starships belonging to Clan Ghost Bear a few short weeks ago, Winston had learned how very wrong she’d been about Beresick’s ability to lead a battle fleet. In its first engagement with the Clan enemy, the task force had handed the Ghost Bears a stunning defeat. They had even managed to capture one enemy warship, a Whirlwind-Class destroyer named Fire Fang, relatively intact, losing only a few vessels.

      “Commander on deck,” a petty officer called out.

      “As you were,” Winston said, following the age-old tradition. The idea was to forestall any crewman who might be coming to attention, although, from long experience, she knew that no attempt at a salute would be made by the bridge personnel. Still, it was a tradition that stretched all the way back to the sail- and steam-powered blue-water navies of Terra’s distant past, and the Eridani Light Horse revered tradition. If any of the bridge crew were aware of her presence, they hid it well.

      “Morning, General. Sleep well?” The dark smudges under Beresick’s unremarkable brown eyes showed he had not.

      “Morning, Commodore,” Winston answered. “No, I didn’t sleep well, and neither did you, it would appear.”

      “Hmm,” Beresick said noncommittally.

      “Ah, God, I hate what I’ve got to do now,” Winston said reluctantly. Then, taking a deep breath, she said, “Open a channel to all task force ships.”

      “Channel open,” a technician responded.

      First giving herself a moment to collect her thoughts, she then signaled and began to speak.

      “Attention, all commands. This is General Winston. By now, you have all heard that Marshal Morgan Hasek-Davion is dead. The cause of his death is under investigation.”

      She paused, cleared her throat and continued. “In accordance with mission orders, as of now, oh-eight hundred hours, ten January, thirty sixty, I am assuming command of Task Force Serpent. All ship captains and unit commanders will so note in their ship’s or mission logs.

      “Memorial services for Marshal Hasek-Davion will be held here aboard the Invisible Truth in a day or so. Following that service, I will want to meet with the command staff to resume operational planning. That is all.”

      Her quick nod toward the communications console signaled the tech to close the channel.

      She turned to Beresick and said, “Commodore? I’d like you to accompany me to the Marshal’s quarters. It’s time we opened his safe.”

      Beresick nodded unenthusiastically. “Mister Lake, you have the conn,” he said.

      “Aye, sir. Third Officer has the conn.” Beresick turned back to Winston with a rueful expression. “Let’s get this over with,” he muttered.
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      Moments later, Winston and Beresick stood in the corridor facing the locked door to Morgan’s stateroom. The brief elevator ride had been marked by uneasy silence.

      “You know,” Winston said, “I’m really not too eager to do this. It seems like I’m jumping right into his seat before the body is even cold, as the saying goes. Do you think I should wait until after the memorial service?”

      “I don’t want to do this anymore than you do, General,” Beresick said, shaking his head. “But we can’t leave this task force without a leader, and you’re the one who was appointed second in command. You’ve got to step up and take
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