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PROLOGUE

 

For years Joanna had rarely been aware of her dreams, sometimes even wondering if she dreamed at all. But that had all changed now. Almost from the day the Clans made their truce with the Inner Sphere, not only did she dream, but her dreams seemed to haunt her waking hours, sometimes for days afterward.

In a dream that recurred, with only occasional variations, Joanna was slogging through the dense underbrush of a forest, her legs feeling like they were made of ’Mech endo-steel, plus many extra layers of ferro-fibrous armor ...

 

 

As she pushed through the thorny growth, she recalled training in just such a forest. Years ago. Too many years ago.

Separated from her sibko, she’d been pursued by the falconer in charge, a strong, burly man named Barnak who loved to give pain. That day she had tried to push her high-booted legs through underbrush just like this.

When she reached the edge of the forest, Barnak jumped her. With the grace that burly men can sometimes achieve, he swooped down from a heavy branch, then seized her by the throat and pushed her fiercely against the trunk of the tree in whose branches he’d been hiding.

Growling and cursing in that falconer way, he called her the worst warrior cadet he had ever had the miserable duty to train. She would fail, he announced with some pleasure. She would fail even before she qualified to climb inside the cockpit of a ’Mech. She would fail in a simple test or she would crumple emotionally, breaking down the way only the weakest Jade Falcon cadets ever did, the ones who wound up in the most humiliating Clan castes after they flushed out of warrior training.

“You have not a chance of winning your Trial of Position, you nasty, foul creature. You will not even get that far, you are so nasty. You are so nasty you suck the dirt and bugs among these leaves and birdlime.”

As he spoke Barnak kept ramming her body against the hard, rough tree trunk, which scratched her back and left it bleeding with cuts. Her friend—she had a friend then, an actual friend. What was his name? What had happened to him? Joanna could not picture him now, but he had applied herbal salve to her wounds later that night.

“Give up now, nasty,” Barnak whispered hoarsely. “You will fail, nasty! As sure as feathers molt from birds, you will fail.”

Enraged, she managed to break his hold on her and push him two steps away. He stumbled, but even though Joanna was sure it was a fake to draw her assault, she jumped at him, screaming. Raining ineffective blows against his face and torso, she hated herself for not being able to hurt him with her fists, for not being able to wipe away his calm smile, for not breaking his damned arrogance. Suddenly she leaped up and bit him on the face, savoring the taste of his blood on her tongue.

Barnak shrieked in pain, which she had little time to enjoy, since he then proceeded to give her one of the worst beatings of her life.

Afterward, lying among the brush, with the hundreds of little cuts on her back throbbing with pain and the thousands of little pains from his beating, Joanna peered up at Barnak through swollen eyes and smiled with her own best arrogance. She was delighted to see blood streaming down from the laceration just below his cheekbone.

At the end of training, when she had been the only one of her sibko to succeed in the final trial, Joanna had confronted Barnak with the kind of defiance she had learned from him.

“You wished to speak with me, nestling?”

“Admit you were wrong, Falconer Barnak.”

“Wrong about what?”

“Saying I would not succeed.”

“Yes, I did tell you that.”

“So, admit you were wrong. Or fight with me in the Circle of Equals.”

He laughed. “No, I will not fight you now. What I did in the forest, I did for you.”

“For me? How could it be for me?”

“You hated everyone. Your hate caused you too many mistakes. So I focused it on me. You hardly noticed the others after that day. You trained fiercely, and with a ferocious anger, a rage even. A rage directed at me and at life, but not your sibkin. Everything you did in your training from then on, you did well.”

“You are an arrogant bastard!”

“I hope so. And I hope I never see you again.”

And, except for some final ceremonies, she had not.

Yet, Joanna realized now, she had never really gotten Barnak out of her system. When her own time came to serve as a falconer in charge of training sibkos of young cadets, she had treated her charges with the same brutality she had learned from Barnak, insulting them, prodding them, humiliating them, driving them. And producing some of the finest warriors ever to test out as Jade Falcons.

In her dream, she still feared Barnak. Branches might hide him, yet she knew he could dive gracefully again. She also knew she was a fool to worry about that ancient falconer, who was no doubt long gone or by now relegated to lower-caste status. There seemed to be worse creatures all around—cold, staring eyes in the forest darkness.

She entered a clearing. Suddenly her legs were lighter. She could run, which she did. She could fly, which she did. She soared over the high grasses of a strangely hued meadow. Each step took her higher, made her feel lighter.

Ahead of her, a few kilometers distant, she saw an array of MechWarriors and BattleMechs engaged in heavy combat. A Mad Dog was breaking apart, its pieces drifting above the scene for an impossibly long time before falling. An Elemental rode the shoulder of a Summoner, pounding at its armor with an ax.

Suddenly she wanted to be a part of this battle, so she sailed toward it. Speeding across the meadow, she was like a kestrel swooping across a plain.

She understood that what she was about to join was a bloodname melee. She had seen enough of those. In her last bloodname try, Joanna had been forced to start with a melee, for no Jade Falcon warrior wanted to sponsor someone as old as she. She had won the melee and gone all the way to the final round before losing. The defeat had only deepened her rage. She deserved a bloodname. At any age.

Even though she was not in a ’Mech and had no weapons, Joanna plunged into this new melee fearlessly, her arms flailing wildly, her legs kicking out. Still able to fly, she sailed up and down the mighty BattleMechs, disabling them, turning their own firepower against them, setting off fireworks displays decorated with flying armor. Once she merely kicked at a BattleMech chest and the ’Mech fell. It crashed against another ’Mech, which toppled another, until a whole line of the awesome machines lay in a high, twisted pile. She climbed the pile.

Standing atop the last ’Mech to fall, its hot metal burning the soles of her feet even through her boots, Joanna surveyed the devastation she had caused.

The giant, bulky bodies of the Elementals were broken into sections, and MechWarriors hung out of their cockpits in twisted, lifeless positions. Smoke, bits of armor, and tiny pieces of fire were carried on the breeze above the debris.

She felt exhilarated. The bloodname was hers. She raised her arms in victory.

“You have not won yet,” said a voice from somewhere in the smoke of battle.

“Aidan? Is it you?”

He strode out of the smoke, step firm, manner confident, his smile annoyingly cheerful.

“And so we meet again, Joanna.”

“Why are you here?”

“You must fight me to win the melee.”

“Fight you, but why?”

“We are the sole surviving MechWarriors.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I am here to compete for the bloodname.”

“You already have your bloodname.”

“Now I want yours, the one you are trying to earn.”

“That is not fair. I deserve my chance.”

“Nothing is fair. That is the way of the Clan, quiaff, Joanna?”

It was difficult to argue with the truth. “But you are dead, Aidan. You died in the fighting on Tukayyid.”

“That is correct. And you must fight me now.”

“I will not.”

“Then you have failed. Again. You lose, nasty.”

“You never called me nasty. That was Barnak.” For a moment Aidan looked like Barnak, then he was Aidan again.

“I will fight you then,” she said.

An assault rifle drifted upward from below and she grabbed it. Leaping off the high pile of ’Mechs, she floated to the ground and strode toward Aidan. As she approached him, his features began to change. His skin grayed and became metallic. His eyes lost their amiability and became hard, metallic. The shape of his face became angular, and metallic. He began to grow upward and outward. Soon he stood over her, a BattleMech, fully weaponed. He had become the Timber Wolf in which he had died. All his weaponry was now aimed at her.

“That is not fair. I have only this rifle.”

“This is a melee, Joanna. Nothing is fair.”

“I know—that is the way of the Clans. Am I not the one who first drilled it into you?”

She raised her rifle and began shooting at him, wildly. From deep inside the Timber Wolf that was Aidan, she heard him say, “I am sorry, Joanna.” Then, he fired his weapons at her in a barrage, each direct hit forcing her backward. Then he raised one of his ’Mech’s enormous feet. It became a dark cloud blotting out the sky above her, until Joanna could see no more, only the huge foot coming down straight at her, to crush her like a bug, to—

And then she woke up.

Sweat covered her body. For a moment, she could not tell the difference between sleeping and waking. A giant BattleMech resembling Aidan seemed a dark fog shape in the surrounding mist.

She was outside her quarters, sleeping on the ground without covering, her head resting on an equipment pack. How had she gotten here? Had she lost hours or merely drunk too much and fallen asleep the way drunks did, abruptly and gracelessly?

Excess of drinking was not common among Clan warriors. Because their lives were so controlled, they rarely used stimulants. They had been taught, after all, that being a warrior was stimulant enough. Nevertheless, over the years Joanna had developed a taste for strong wine and a peculiar Clan drink known as a fusionnaire. In spite of the ache in her head, she could have used one of those high-powered concoctions right now.

As she struggled to her feet, her legs as stiff as if they really had slogged through dense underbrush, she thought of the new MechWarriors, the ones who had finally been sent as replacements for the brave warriors lost on Tukayyid. They were not like her, but then who was? More important, they were not like any MechWarriors she had ever known. They were a new breed, restless with the truce, vicious in contrived raids, close-ranked in their behavior.

They looked like Clan warriors right enough, yet in a strange way that Joanna could not quite define they were different.

I hate them, she thought.

Aidan seemed to invade her mind. She heard his voice saying, “But you hate everyone, Joanna.” And she very nearly said aloud, “Almost everyone, yes.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Western Training Zone Pattersen, Sudeten

Jade Falcon Occupation Zone

1 July 3057

 

“What do you mean, they don’t want to serve with us?” Joanna demanded.

As she spoke the question, her eyes widened, increasing the fierceness of her ever-angry look. The eyes had almost no color in them, were just the lightest shade of gray in certain lights, a gray that made artillery comparisons appropriate.

“I mean, they do not want to serve with us,” Star Commander Horse said laconically. “Also, Star Captain Joanna, I did not use the contraction.” His half-smile, used increasingly these days as bad times verified his amused and bemused view of all things, irritated Joanna.

“That is correct. I am the one who used a contraction. I needed to. Sometimes you need to.”

“You know me. I wouldn’t argue that.”

“You—oh, I see. Horse, your need for sarcasm outweighs anything sensible.”

“Sorry, Captain.”

The back of Horse’s right hand ran along the line of his chin, as if searching for his recently shaved-off whiskers. In the weeks since he had executed the beard, Joanna had told him at least a hundred times that he looked years older. Though most warriors would have hated hearing that because remarks about aging were considered insults within the Clans, Horse only laughed.

With them was MechWarrior Diana, also a member of Joanna’s Star. The three veteran Clan Jade Falcon warriors were lounging on a hillside, enjoying a rare pleasant day on the unpleasant world of Sudeten. Most days on this planet were wintry with strong winds, but today the breeze was mild and the temperature cool without requiring cold-weather outfits. The three warriors were dressed in wrinkled battle fatigues, with all indications of rank removed. Rank was not emphasized in the truce zones.

Joanna and Horse sat on the hillside’s short spiky grass, leaning back on their elbows. Diana sat propped against a tree. The tree bark was hard and sharp, but she barely noticed its roughness.

About a half-kilometer from the foot of the hill lay the remains of a Battlemech factory and supply depot that had been turned into a salvage yard. Both the building and the depot had been severely damaged, rendered useless by warfare. The factory walls still stood, scorched and scarred by a devastating attack. Most of the roof was still there, too, though pitted with jagged holes. But even from this distance they could see that the factory was a shell. The windows were broken, with debris poking through the shattered panes.

The scene was like a boneyard whose graves had all been opened and the corpses scattered everywhere. These corpses were, of course, metal ones. Pieces of BattleMechs were mixed together just like bones piled on a battlefield, not a single torso with a limb still intact. Metal arms and legs intertwined and entangled unnaturally. Heads were mixed in among the piles or lay on the ground, upside down, or on their sides, or straight up as if the rest of them might still be buried, an archaeological fragment of a mighty king’s statue. Horse had recently read an ancient poem about a monument to an ancient king, also a giant head in a desolate area, and had suggested the comparison to the others, who hadn’t a clue to what he might be talking about. Within the mounds of the ’Mech graveyard were also the crushed remains of many vehicles.

The breeze rattled the ’Mech pieces. On some days, when the wind was fierce, the lighter fragments would bounce and skid across the ground, often banging against the ’Mech limbs or the walls of the factory.

Joanna thought the ruins seemed to scream at them that their lives were like such debris, scattered about a desolate landscape. Once they had been warriors wholly devoted to war, to the Clan invasion and its many battles. Jade Falcon warriors, each one skilled and brave. Now, with the uneasy fifteen-year-truce between the Clans and the Inner Sphere, they were idle, mere garrison troops with a few duties on insignificant planets. Like most other Clan warriors, they were a bit edgy, hungry for tasks worthy of their fierce military training.

Staring back at Horse, Joanna took a deep breath to calm herself. “Again, do they say why they do not, do not, wish to serve with us?” Her repetition was meant to emphasize her elimination of the contraction.

“They have more reasons than you have bad habits, Captain.”

Joanna could not talk. Anything anybody said these days made her angry. As a delaying tactic, she ran her hand through her long hair. It felt bristly and disheveled, a battered victim of Sudeten’s frequent winds. Touching it made her think of the thick streaks of gray that now alternated with her darker tresses. Before the invasion and the truce, she had been unconcerned about her gray hair. Now she wished that, like a village fishwife, she could eliminate the gray with some dark dye. Though Joanna believed a warrior should never use cosmetic subterfuge, there were moments when she would have preferred it to a blatant display of gray hair. Ah, well, she thought, I guess I am long over the hill, as much as a warrior can get.

“Horse,” Diana said, leaning away from her tree, “I swear, you become more of a ’Mechhead every day. Talk straight to us. I want to know about the canister babies, too, especially if they are handing us cheap insults.”

Horse’s glance at Diana was filled with affection. It was not the affection of a lover, for he and Diana had never coupled, despite the many opportunities. It was the affection of a family friend, which was, after all, what he was. Diana was freeborn, as was he, a shame they’d both had to confront all their lives. They usually won any battle that reached honor duel stage, yet they knew that—in spite of their skill and courage—they would never really be accepted, even by fair-minded trueborns. Trues always believed that their genetic origins as beings created from carefully chosen genetic materials in Clan laboratories made them superior to frees conceived and born in the old ways, so there was always a holding-back among trues, even in their friendly associations with frees. A trueborn saying went: Trues do things, frees are things.

When Horse looked at Diana, he saw his trueborn friend, the Jade Falcon hero Aidan Pryde. The close resemblance was not surprising to a freeborn like Horse. There was, after all, some consistency to freeborn genetics. While trues from the same sibko tended to look like each other in a generic way, a free’s physical attributes came from his or her parents. Horse had never known Diana’s mother, Peri, but he had known Aidan better than anyone else in the Jade Falcon ranks. In certain lights Diana resembled her father strongly. Of course, since Peri had come from the same sibko as Aidan, Diana must look like her, too.

What had been strong features in Aidan were equally strong in Diana, but hers were more artfully sculptured. She was, Horse thought, a beauty. Like drawings and paintings of blue-eyed damsels, the kind he had seen illustrated in some of the books Aidan had collected. Books were not exactly popular among warriors, or the common folk for that matter, but Horse had grown to like them. He had learned from Aidan the virtues of nonessential reading and now loved the collection as much as Aidan had. Like Aidan, he kept the small library hidden away, but often disappeared to peruse one of the volumes.

“These replacements are a new breed, Diana. It as if they have been pushed out of the nest too soon, before they are ready to become falcons.”

“You do them a kindness, Horse, to call them falcons at all. But I agree. I have never seen any warriors like them.”

Joanna growled. It was the sound of a caged animal. “They are jackasses,” she said. “Freebirths.”

Diana caught her breath. She never got used to the casual and vile use of the term freebirth for her kind. But she knew Joanna respected her as a warrior, and the term was not intended to insult her.

“Star Captain Joanna,” she said, “these jackasses have proven themselves qualified to be warriors. They passed their Trials of Position. They are warriors. Trueborn warriors.”

Diana’s irony was lost on Joanna. “I know a freebirth when I see one. Whatever sibkos spawned those imbeciles must have had some defective genetic strains somewhere.”

Horse laughed. “You demean Clan science. The new warriors come from so many different sibkos. Do you mean to say the whole program is being sabotaged by defective DNA?”

“You mean that as sarcasm, quiaff?”

“Aff. I like the idea of defective DNA ruining some strains.”

“I could report you for merely saying that, Horse.”

“You could, but you will not.”

“Do not depend on it. I am a trueborn Jade Falcon warrior and proud of it. Praise the Clan.”

“Praise the Clan,” Horse responded, then added with a gleam in his eyes. “And praise Aidan Pryde.”

Horse’s ridicule of the oaths irritated her, but the sarcasm in his voice was so subtle he could never be accused of it. “Praise Aidan Pryde, that is what the new ones keep saying, the imbeciles. They treat Aidan as some kind of god.”

“I say it is one of the few good things they do.”

“Nothing they do is good. Aidan would have hated being fawned over.”

Joanna vividly remembered the ceremony where Aidan’s genetic materials had been accepted for inclusion in the Clan Jade Falcon gene pool. It had been a stirring celebration, made more so because it redeemed Aidan’s years as an outcast. Had he died before the Clan invasion of the Inner Sphere and his subsequent heroism on Tukayyid, he would now be mere dust on some insignificant planet, his genetic materials decomposed with the rest of him. Of course, the basic genetic materials still existed, in Diana, but few people knew she was Aidan’s natural daughter. Perhaps Diana would have children and then—ah, the mind could explode with theories like that.

Odd the way things work out, she thought. Time and opportunity guide a warrior’s fate. While Aidan was one of the few people she admired, Joanna was aware that his worth would never have been known had fate not placed him in the battle for Tukayyid. And even before Tukayyid, fate seemed to have also played a part in the winning of his bloodname. Aidan had not even been nominated. He’d had to qualify through a melee, a free-for-all among unnominated candidates. After that victory, he had gone on to prove himself with the bravery and the skill to be expected of a well-trained Jade Falcon warrior. Of course he was well-trained. I was his falconer.

Unlike her trainee, Joanna had failed to win a bloodname in several vigorous and hard-fought attempts. In each try she had been one of the last to fall. Fate, no reason to fight it. Hate it, yes, but why do I dwell on it so much? I’ll die without a bloodname, and that is that.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Western Training Zone

Pattersen, Sudeten

Jade Falcon Occupation Zone

1 July 3057

 

Diana saw that Joanna was contemplating her existence. Her metallic eyes got a little distant and her mouth formed a hard, bitter line whenever she was thinking about her life, her fate.

Unsettled by the look in Joanna’s eyes, Diana turned her attention to the ruined factory and the depot beside it. One of the unattached heads was a Timber Wolf’s, the same type of BattleMech in which her father had met his death. Her memory of his death was confused, especially since she had been going in and out of consciousness, injured and trapped in her own ’Mech. She had heard Joanna tell Aidan that Diana was his freeborn daughter, but not his reaction. That her father had protected her while the Elemental Star Commander, Selima, rescued her, made Diana believe that Aidan might have been affected by Joanna’s revelation. His defense of her and the valiant fight he put up to help other groups of warriors escape in the DropShip Raptor, together with all his heroic acts on Tukayyid, had earned him fame as a hero and his deserved place in the gene pool.

Diana’s thoughts of her father were interrupted by the appearance of five warriors at the base of the hill. So deep in thought, she had not noticed their arrival till now.

One of them said something that made the others laugh uproariously as he pointed up at the three veterans on the hilltop. The laughter was accompanied by some hearty back-slapping and arm-punching. Maybe Joanna was right about these new warriors being fools and jackasses. Come to replace the brave Jade Falcons who had died during the invasion, they did not seem worthy of that honor. They were a bit too arrogant, conceited. They had accomplished nothing, yet they preened as if their genetic materials had already been selected for the gene pool.

The quintet started walking up the hill, their strides long and almost in sync. To Diana, they looked like an army of vanity, marching in exaggerated step. Each wore recreational fatigues, which were basically martial arts uniforms in battle colors. The cloth was starched and clean, the fit tight. Diagonally across their chests, each also wore a wide band whose color combinations indicated their original sibkos, the bands as carefully arranged as the rest of their outfits.

The practice of displaying sibko colors on dress uniforms was unheard of. Any warrior would prefer signs of his or her achievements to symbols of origin. At shoulder level on the band each wore a Jade Falcon patch that showed a mighty falcon in flight. The whole display seemed ridiculous to Diana.

“What do these fools want?” Joanna muttered.

“Nothing we have to worry about, quiaff?” Horse said, his voice characteristically laconic.

“Shove your quiaff. We should kick their worthless backsides all the way back to their homeworlds.”

“Calm, Joanna, calm.”

“You never address me by my rank anymore, you insolent freebirth.”

Horse guffawed. “My abject apologies, Star Captain Joanna.”

“Oh, stuff it, Horse. Apply for a transfer. I will grant it even before the disk is in my hands.”

“Unlikely, Captain, unlikely.”

“I hate you, Horse.”

“Just like you do everyone else.” She grunted. “What is the name of the fool in front?”

“Cholas,” Diana said. “They say he is a skilled fighter.”

“And the others?”

“The big one is Ronan.” Big might have been a kind word, for the man was muscle on the verge of fat. He had odd, secret eyes, made even more strange by the masklike tattoo of his neural implant. “Castilla is the tall one.” Rather slim except for broad hips that were probably to her advantage in close combat, Castilla might have been beautiful but for the hard, thin line of her mouth. “The dark one is Haline.” A rather large woman, Haline was nearly as muscular as Ronan but much shorter. “Oh, and that other one is Fredrich.” He was neither tall nor short; neither big nor small; neither handsome nor ugly. Diana found him thoroughly ordinary.

Watching Cholas lead the way up the hill, she had to admit he was an impressive figure, so tall and well-muscled, with a certain grace to his movements. They had coupled one night soon after his arrival, but he had behaved with such detachment and with such a distant look in his eyes that Diana wondered if he was bored. They had not coupled again, and she did not regret that.

“Star Captain Joanna,” Cholas called as he came near, “we have been seeking you.”

The colors of his sibko band were particularly garish, orange thrust against yellow streaked with red. Snakes in fury.

Joanna growled her response. “For what purpose, MechWarrior?”

“It seems you will be needed back at base shortly. A new arrival has entered DropShip skies and will be here presently. You should be eager to meet him.”

Joanna glanced back at Horse and Diana, her look showing scorn for the intruders. “I should be eager to meet him? I should be eager for anything? And why is that, Mech Warrior Cholas?”

“He holds special interest for us all. He is one of the wonders of Jade Falcon warriordom.”

Horse roared. “Jade Falcon warriordom?”

Cholas walked to Horse. “You laugh. Why?”

“Nothing, friend. Just the phrase. I find it ... eloquent.”

Cholas did not seem to comprehend the sarcasm. “I am glad you do, freebirth.”

Cholas turned away, missing the quick change to anger in Horse’s face. He returned his attention to Joanna. “The new arrival is our new Cluster commander, and I must tell you he is an officer of esteem. His defeat of his three opponents in the Trial of Position was so impressive that he entered the ranks as a Star Captain. Then he immediately sought his bloodname and—”

“Bloodname?” Joanna asked. “Immediately? How in hell could he go after a bloodname before being tested in actual combat?”

“I did not mean immediately, actually.”

“Then why did you say it, eyas?”

The word eyas, the name for a newly born falcon, was a grave insult to anyone who had won his Trial of Position to become a warrior. Cholas started to reply, but Castilla came forward to say coolly, “It was not, of course, immediate in actual time. But in relative time, it has seemed so. The star colonel did—”

“Star Colonel? This fledgling is a star colonel, too.”

“Of course,” Castilla said coolly. “To be our Cluster commander, he would have to be, quiaff?”

“Oh, aff. I am not used to such a rise in the ranks.”

“It is the new dream,” Cholas interjected. “You warriors who preceded us in the Inner Sphere invasion have paved the way, and we give you honor, but now—when this blasted truce ends—it will be our war, and we will smash our way straight through to Terra, you will see.”

“I will not hold my breath. Do you realize you will no longer even be young when the truce ends?”

“Only if the truce is not broken. But we doubt that.”

“I am cheered by your certainty. You were about to say, Castilla?”

“I was going to tell you that the star colonel was blooded before winning his bloodname.”

“In our invasion? I heard of no young hotshot star colonel who—”

“No, not as part of the invasion, though I am sure you would have heard of him if he had been. He won his fame wiping out bandits in the homeworlds. He bid particularly low, then won the day practically singlehanded, slaughtering many and—”

“Excuse me, but are you praising this hero for a skirmish? A skirmish? Is that how a warrior becomes eligible to compete for a bloodname these days? A bit of combat seen while exterminating vermin or with some discontented laborers and techs—”

“Star Captain Joanna,” Castilla interrupted, struggling to keep control of her voice, “the rebels were hardly illequipped villagers. They had stolen sophisticated weaponry and even had their own BattleMechs.”

“ ’Mechs, I suppose, that they could operate with the skill of trained warriors?”

Castilla was a bit disconcerted. “Well, I guess the filthy freebirths had not much training, but their leader was a free-born of extraordinary skills, a worthy opponent who had undergone training with—”

“I am unconvinced. I will meet with this ... this hero in my own good time, Cluster commander or not. Dismissed.”

Cholas stepped angrily toward Joanna, but Castilla held him back with an exquisitely shaped, multi-ringed hand.

“We have not finished telling you about him yet. His name is Star Colonel—”

“I have heard enough about this new brand of hero. I do not wish to hear his name.”

“—Star Colonel Ravill Pryde.” Castilla supplied the name with satisfaction in her voice. Her diagonal mouth seemed more than ever like a slash, a scar.

For a moment all three veteran warriors were speechless.

“Pryde,” Joanna finally said weakly. “His bloodname is Pryde.”

“Yes,” Cholas said loudly, his arrogance restored. “Ravill Pryde. He is of the same bloodright as Star Colonel Aidan Pryde, hero of Tukayyid.” He examined the disbelieving stares of the three veterans before announcing further, “I would think that you all, as survivors of that battle, would want to meet someone of that noteworthy genetic heritage.”

“Praise Aidan Pryde,” Ronan said in a voice that seemed too high for his bulk. The others joined in the invocation.

Joanna shuddered. Shuddering was a new reaction for her, but how could she avoid it when she had to listen to the foolish words of these new warriors? Even though she had admired Aidan’s bravery, she hated the way these imbeciles invoked his name.

“You served with Star Colonel Aidan Pryde, Star Commander Joanna, quiaff?”

“Aff. Of course I did!”

“And you scorn our praise of him.”

“No. Well, yes, I do.”

Ronan pushed Haline aside and stepped forward. “Be careful what you say, quiaff?” he said menacingly, and Haline nodded agreement. Castilla’s mouth was twisted angrily, and the ever-silent Fredrich glared. Only Cholas appeared calm.

“Careful?” Joanna said. She walked to Ronan. Although she was tall, Ronan hovered over her. “Why should I be careful? Because I knew him and you five did not, I am a better judge than you of what was or was not praiseworthy in him. He was a hero, I agree. I was there with him on Tukayyid and when he made his last stand, and you were not!”

“That gives you no cause to mock him or us,” Castilla said.

The remark drew a smile from Cholas. Horse glared at him, thinking that this was the one you would not trust. One of the major Jade Falcon virtues was a belief in directness and a hatred of deception. When either value was in jeopardy in battle, Horse believed, the battle could be lost.

“I mock only you,” Joanna said, her voice low. The backs of all five warriors stiffened. Joanna looked at each one, in turn. “Aidan Pryde was a human being. He was also the hero you claim, but he was not—not a legend, not some superhuman clown of myth.” Ronan and Castilla bristled at the word clown. “Look, my dear eyasses, there was a battle and—like all battles—there was much confusion. At the end of it, we were retreating. Retreating. Most of us would have died if Aidan Pryde had not sacrificed his life to help others escape.”

And while I escaped, Diana thought.

“It was a heroic action, yes,” Joanna continued, “but should we not view it as the act of a Jade Falcon warrior doing his duty—instead of a god visiting us briefly from some far-off place? How much—”

“His genetic materials were used in the Jade Falcon eugenics program sooner than any warrior’s in history,” Cholas said calmly.

Joanna whirled on him. “And—?”

“And I believe that proves that others of Clan Jade Falcon regard Aidan Pryde in the same way we do. Praise Aidan Pryde.”

“Praise Aidan Pryde,” the others echoed.

For a long moment Joanna stared at Cholas. Then she said quietly, “This discussion is over. You must give me respect. Dismissed.” None of the young warriors moved. “I said, dismissed.”

Cholas raised his hand to his comrades. “This is enough. We will go.” He turned and began to walk away, then threw back some last words over his shoulder. “We will respect the rank. We have to, Star Captain. Even when it is a rank that has often been lost.” Joanna glanced at Horse, anger in her eyes. He gestured for her to remain calm. “But respect for the person? I do not think so. Not when a Star Captain chooses to spend her time with freebirths!”

Before he had gone two steps more, Joanna had leaped at his back. The rough push she gave him knocked them both to the ground. When Cholas tried to get up, Joanna seized his shoulders and pinned him to the ground. He screamed in pain. Screaming was not a typical Jade Falcon response to an attack, and it surprised Joanna.

Cholas’ allies, momentarily stunned, began to edge toward the scuffling pair. Diana and Horse ran forward and pushed themselves between the two fighters and Cholas’ comrades.

Cholas, his calm regained, muttered to Joanna, “What is the matter, Captain? Do you deny that your friends are filthy freebirths? Or do you deny that they are your friends?”

She tightened her hold, making Cholas grimace. “You, my dear eyas, are the real freebirth here.”

“Do not insult us by comparing us with them?” Ronan shouted. “This is not honorable. We have the glory of being—”

“Oh, stuff it,” Horse said. Ronan rushed at him, but Horse quickly incapacitated him with a sharp punch to the stomach. Ronan went down in a heap, choking. Haline grabbed his arm and struggled to help him up, but for the moment the big man could not move.

“Let us not start a team tussle here,” Joanna said and stood up. “You may go.”

“No,” Cholas said softly as he stood up. “No, we will not go.”

“Oh?” Joanna asked.

“I have the honor of challenging you to a duel in the Circle of Equals.”

Joanna’s eyebrows raised in ridicule. “That is what you want?”

Horse lined up on one side of her. From her belt Diana removed the studded gloves that Joanna had once given her and slowly put them on. She strolled casually to Joanna’s other side. Cholas’ four allies took up similar positions on either side of him. “I do.”

“We do,” Castilla said, joining arms with Cholas.

“Yes,” said Haline, and the others nodded assent. All five had soon linked arms.

Joanna stared at them for a while, then said, “That is very pretty, your ritualistic display of allegiance. I have always respected the importance of ritual, but only when it is in the service of something worthy.”

“Let us start,” Cholas said, breaking the link with the other and taking a step toward Joanna.

“That means you wish to bid first?”

“It is your right, I believe.”

“Never mind formalities. You begin.”

“There is little to bid. I wish to fight with you in a Circle of Equals. You may choose weapons. I will even cede you place.”

“We are so generous and polite, the two of us. But why make this a private matter? Since you have insulted us, I will—”

“Wait. My challenge comes from your insult to me.”

“Whatever. I will bid that my ... my freeborn friends here, the honorable Star Commander Horse and MechWarrior Diana, will join me in fighting the three best warriors among you. Do you accept, Horse? Diana?”

“You need not ask,” Diana said. Horse merely nodded assent.

“Very well, then. We three against the three best of—no, that would not be fair to you. We three against all five of you and, since no formal Circle has been established on Sudeten, we will make the circle here on this hillside. What say you?” Cholas’ voice dropped and his words were drenched in hate. “It is not an acceptable bid. It is not even a fair bid. You insult us.”

“Oh? How?”

“You ask that all five of us, all trueborns, dishonor our weapons against a threesome that contains two freebirth scum. We will not have that. This batchall must be canceled, it must—”

“All right, Cholas. You will have your way.” Cholas, satisfied, stared contemptuously at Horse and Diana. His stare was quickly imitated by his four allies.

“I bid away my two freeborn friends,” Joanna said placidly.

“No!” Diana shouted. “That is not fair. It is playing into their hands. In the Circle of Equals, we are equal, too. We must fight.”

“No, Diana. Once you are bid away, you must accept it. That is the way of the Clans.”

“I know, but—”

“Silence, MechWarrior Diana.” Joanna turned back toward Cholas. “I bid them away then. I will take on all five of you myself.”

Cholas opened his mouth to protest, but Joanna would not allow it.

“You cannot argue until my bid is finished. I fight all five of you eyasses. The Circle will be drawn, and only the six of us will enter. We will bring no weapons into the Circle. But it will not be merely hand to hand. I draw the Circle around the supply yard below. We will fight there. Anything inside the Circle may be used. That is my bid. What say you?”

“I say, I will fight you alone,” Cholas said.

“Unacceptable. That does not beat my final bid. I win. We go with the last legitimate bid. You can bid away your comrades only if you can come up with a bid that ranks lower than mine. And that bid is an admission of cowardice.”

“But—”

“The bidding is over. You must all fight with honor in this honor duel. What say you?”

Cholas was crestfallen. “Bargained well and done.”

“Bargained well and done. Well, then—Horse?”

“Yes, Star Captain Joanna?”

“Such an honor duel requires the services of a RiteMaster, quiaff?”

Horse’s eyebrows raised slightly, but Cholas asked the question first. “I know nothing of this term, RiteMaster.”

Joanna laughed scornfully. “You are fresh from the canister. Do you still play with toy ’Mechs? A RiteMaster is required whenever an honor duel ratio of four to one is exceeded. It is considered that the wide odds must be compensated for, and the RiteMaster therefore provides the rules of combat for all the warriors within the Circle. He or she establishes the limits of the battle, when each warrior may step into the Circle, and where each of the warriors must be placed when entering the Circle. Horse is an experienced RiteMaster and he will—”

“We protest!” Castilla shouted. “No such role existed in our training, no such—”

“You are out of training, or so I am told. You must play by the rules of real warriors now.”

“Even if we accept your ruling, Mech Warrior Horse cannot be RiteMaster!” Cholas cried, a slight whine in his voice. “He is a freebirth and we cannot follow the orders of such scum.”

“Diana could also serve in the role.”

“This is some kind of ploy, is it not? A freeborn may not serve as RiteMaster, of that I am sure. Only a trueborn can be RiteMaster!”

“But all of you trueborns are already engaged in the honor duel. It would not be fair for a participant to be RiteMaster.”

“How can we trust a ... a freebirth, like this foul filth?”

Joanna held the enraged Horse back. “This freebirth, as you persist in calling him, is a Jade Falcon warrior, battle-tested and valiant.”

“But—”

“Are you trying to back out, Mech Warrior Cholas? Cancel the bid? You may, of course, with my blessing, and it will be a delightful story to tell back at base. Well, eyas?”

Cholas glanced at the others. They all nodded. “All right,” he said. “We accept Horse as the RiteMaster.”

“Very good then. Let us get down to the site.”

The five young warriors descended the hillside at a swift, determined pace. The three veterans followed, slower but with just as much determination.

“I never saw a RiteMaster governing the Circle of Equals,” Horse remarked. “And I am an experienced RiteMaster? I never even heard of RiteMasters before.”

“Neither have I,” Joanna responded. “I may be daring, but I am no fool. I will not go up against five warriors who are both young and fresh from training without some kind of edge. The RiteMaster just may be that edge.”

“Whatever you say. I will do anything to see these arrogant bastards get their comeuppance.”

Joanna smiled. In Horse’s freeborn world being called a bastard was just as insulting as the word freebirth. Trueborns did not like the implications of being called bastard.

“I never knew you to be do devious, Joanna.”

“Good bidding is never just what is said. It is what is concealed beneath the words.”

“Just what bidding ritual is your source for that?”

“My ritual.”

“Sometimes, Joanna, I nearly sense you joking.”

“I sense you as a freebirth, Horse. No joke there.”

“But you’re fighting them for calling me just that.”

“Are you sure?”

“With you, I am never sure.”

“Make it tough on them, RiteMaster. But they must survive. We are too far away from the homeworlds to lose even such pitiful replacements as these.”

Diana followed behind the two as they quickly fleshed out the role of the RiteMaster. She did not care for the deception. Joanna, especially, was not usually devious. Jade Falcon warriors did not usually endorse such tactics. Forceful, direct action was the honorable warrior’s way. Still, she thought, with such arrogant idiots as these, traditions could be ignored. She would have liked to get her own hands around their necks.

Thinking of hands reminded her of the studded gloves. It seemed appropriate that she should slip these gloves, a gift to her from Joanna, into Joanna’s belt before she entered the Circle. Which she did.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Salvage Yard Number 3

Pattersen, Sudeten

Jade Falcon Occupation Zone

1 July 3057

 

Joanna crouched on a tipped-over forklift, standing on its flat snout and peering out from between its two long elevating prongs. She had heard a noise a few meters away, from beyond the twisted torso of some Inner Sphere BattleMech she could not identify. The machines were too broken up to provide clues to the origins of the various parts. This ’Mech’s right arm, ending in a fist, reached slightly backward, as if beckoning ground troops onward.

A human head, shaped almost like a ’Mech’s, peeked momentarily out from a tangled network of burned-out wires. Ronan, she thought, because of its shape and size. Of course, the biggest one would be sent in first. Cholas, the conceited peacock, will be the last to enter the Circle, probably with hopes of finishing me off after the others wear me out. He is officer material, all right.

While walking to the factory area, she and Horse had planned the honor duel carefully. Horse, assuming his newfound role of RiteMaster with ease, had decreed that the five warriors must step into the circle at ten-minute intervals and that they must stay apart. “Honor duels are based on the concept of one-on-one combat,” he had improvised joyfully, “and so group fighting techniques must be avoided.” Diana, standing well behind Horse, had suppressed several smiles as he invented rule after rule.

Horse had ordered each of the warriors to different points of the Circle. They had obeyed him reluctantly, obviously irked at having to accept a freeborn’s dictates. Whenever one of them looked disgruntled, Horse gave him or her a stare that would have overheated metal.

Joanna had been allowed a five-minute head start into the circle. Behind her, as she entered the salvage yard, she heard Horse reminding her opponents that Star Commander Marthe Pryde, Gamma Galaxy’s commander, had recently prohibited honor duels being fought to the death. The ranks of the Jade Falcons had been too depleted during the invasion of the Inner Sphere for the leadership to risk losing warriors to infighting. The fierce and violent Falcon warriors chafed at the order, but knew it was for the good of the Clan.

It was going to be hard for Joanna to pull her punches. After settling herself onto the forklift, she had speculated on the new Falcon Guard commander. She dreaded having to meet him, especially since he came from Aidan’s bloodline. She wondered how Marthe Pryde, so cool, so distant, so self-contained, would react to the new glorymonger bearing her bloodname. Would she resent the man’s overbearing reputation, that of a warrior who was achieving legendary status without ever having seen true combat? One tiling was certain: Joanna could never accept a star colonel who should still be sucking nutrients out of his canister feeding tubes.

Ronan, the imbecile, clattered around on the other side of the ’Mech debris, obviously trying to draw Joanna to him. Well, that was as good a ploy as any. Joanna would carry the fight to anyone, especially a proven fool.

Descending from the forklift, she edged forward, stepping carefully around bits and pieces of ’Mechs and other instruments of war. As she approached the fallen BattleMech, she noted that the damaged surface of its gesturing arm offered many possible handholds.

Up close, the acrid smell of thick oil sludge and the burn odors of wiring were enough to overcome the staunchest of warriors. But Joanna had fought in so many battlefields and strolled through so many of these ’Mech graveyards that she noticed the smell only in passing.

Climbing slowly without even trying to see if Ronan had spotted her, stopping at each handhold provided by the many pitonlike shards on the arm’s surface, she made her way to the top of the arm and was able to nestle into the vee between the thumb and fingers. Glancing up, she saw distant, heavy storm clouds heading toward the area. On Sudeten storms came suddenly and seemed to emerge out of nowhere.

Looking down, she scanned the area for a sign of Ronan, who was still wearing that bright-colored band. The fool could not have been more obvious if he had covered himself in luminescent paint. Glancing at her wrist-chronometer, Joanna saw she had about four minutes to dispose of Ronan before the next opponent would enter the Circle, so she could not dawdle with her arm
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