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        SANTA FE, NEW MEXICO

        TERRA

        REPUBLIC OF THE SPHERE

        10 DECEMBER 3130

      

      

      Paladin Victor Steiner-Davion looked at the screen and drew a long, deep breath. His study was loneliest at night. There was a hint of smoke in the air from the fireplace, the kind of aroma that invited an afternoon nap. There were always people who wanted his time or opinion, but the number of friends was dwindling as the years passed.

      That is part of the price I must pay for outliving so many of my contemporaries. While comrades had crumbled in time, it seemed that enemies were always easily replaced. We always felt the Clansmen were bred for war, but in reality, it turns out it is a trait we all share. Memories of the Clan Invasion, the Word of Blake Jihad, and the subsequent wars tugged at him like ghosts, beckoning him to remember them. Victor suppressed those thoughts. It would be unworthy of me to remember fondly the battles I’ve fought.

      His knee ached as he adjusted his position in the thick leather chair. Old injuries, like memories, have a way of coming back when you least expect them.

      The former Archon-Prince of the Federated Commonwealth had been working on his memoirs for three years, and there was a gap in his material that he sought to fill. Tackling the task alone in the dark of night seemed most appropriate to Victor. It was not easy to face. He had skipped over it during his first pass of the text, secretly hoping the memory of the events would have faded, or that no one would notice the omission. Maybe no one will care about that now. It really was worthy of a footnote—little more.

      His editor felt differently, and had insisted that more be said about the planning for the strike on Huntress that destroyed the Smoke Jaguars and bought the Inner Sphere some much-needed peace. In particular, the editor wanted to know the story of Trent, the former Smoke Jaguar who had betrayed his Clan.

      Old guilt washed over Victor every time he thought of that man. I was young still, I didn’t realize what I was setting in motion. How could I have known? Memories of his behavior then, of the anguish he had caused, gnawed at him along with regret. I should have been more understanding at the time. Not as rash…

      Now the time had come. People will judge me by my actions and the repercussions. Some of the information he knew he could not put in print. Stone and I struck a devil’s bargain, one that still binds me to some degree of secrecy. Still, the story of the Exodus Road needed to be clarified for the readers—at least, that was the prodding of his editor. I am one of the few alive who knows the details, knows the full truth.

      Victor cleared his throat and hit the transcribe button.

      “The opportunity to strike at the Clan Smoke Jaguar homeworld came to us fortuitously, at just the right time. One of their warriors, Trent, believed the ways of his people to be corrupt. According to reports provided by a ComStar agent who had infiltrated the Clan with the purpose of turning some of their troops, the Jaguars were pompous, political pariahs. They had twisted the words of Nicholas Kerensky into a cudgel and used it to pummel their best warriors.

      “Trent had fought in the Battle of Tukayyid, and was horribly injured during the Jaguars’ loss there. The scalp on the right side of his head was so scarred that no hair grew there. His cheek- and jawbones were disfigured, and he had a bionic eye and an arm replacement.

      “From what Precentor Focht told me, Trent was tormented by his commanding officer, an Elemental named Paul Moon. He deemed Trent too old to be of use to the Jaguars, and sent him back to the homeworld of Huntress. Trent, with the help of his ComStar handler, created a rudimentary chart of the Exodus Road. He managed to get himself rotated back to Inner Sphere duty—while carrying a map of General Kerensky’s route.

      “When Trent defected to ComStar, Focht struck a deal with him. He would be given a command of his own and a chance to fight in battle, in exchange for the map to Huntress. Focht understood the man better than I, understood the MechWarrior he was, the man whose honor was beyond reproach. I was so focused on defeating the Clans, challenging their invasion of the Inner Sphere, I couldn’t see past the fact that Trent was a traitor to his own people.

      “When we reached Strana Mechty for our inevitable confrontation with the Clans, I did something that I regret to this day. I denied Trent his chance to fight with us. I believed we couldn’t have a traitor on the field of battle. Doing so would introduce an unknown and possibly unstable element to the fighting. I mistook his desire to lead troops into a battle for revenge against his former Clan. At the time, I didn’t understand that all he wanted was the opportunity to prove himself a worthy MechWarrior. I assumed what drove him was vengeance.

      “I was naïve, now that I look back at the entire affair. I was so fixated on finishing our quest, bringing an end to the Smoke Jaguars and stopping the Clan invasion, that I failed to comprehend the desires or heart of a single warrior—one who had made the entire operation and invasion possible. Instead, I treated him as a pariah. One man, one warrior, who gave up his people for all the right reasons, was denied what he desired—merely a chance to prove himself worthy. I labeled him ‘traitor’ without fully understanding him. I won’t justify my thinking with hindsight. Anyone might have made the same call I did and revoked the promise Focht made to him.

      “What I didn’t factor in was that entirely destroying one Clan had consequences. Our actions to protect the Inner Sphere were like casting a stone in a pond. There were ripples. Destroying the Smoke Jaguars in such a brutal manner caused events years later. Destroying them created a void that had to be filled in some way.

      “Nature abhors imbalances like that. The universe always finds ways to set things back into balance…I know that now. My denial of Trent set things in motion that I never could have foreseen. It’s odd how one moment of letting your emotions get ahead of your logic can have ramifications for decades. I tipped over the first domino with Trent, and once the rest started to topple, the reaction was impossible to stop. This string of reactions I set in motion impacted the Jihad years later.”

      After a moment, Victor deleted the last sentence. Some secrets still needed to be kept.

      “Little did I realize the role he had to play in affairs, and how one day I, and the entire Republic of the Sphere, might be indebted to him. But on that day in 3060, on the sacred soil of Strana Mechty, all I saw was a vile traitor.

      “Rarely have I been so wrong.”
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        STAR LEAGUE EXPEDITIONARY FORCE HEADQUARTERS

        NICHOLAS’S FORD, STRANA MECHTY

        KERENSKY CLUSTER, CLAN SPACE

        19 APRIL 3060

      

      

      Trent, formerly of Clan Smoke Jaguar, stood awash in anger as he glared at the short Inner Sphere prince. Trent had long seen the corruption of his people, how they had twisted the teachings of Nicholas Kerensky, turning it into a justification for naked brutality. Gone was the path where honor had prevailed. Now petty politics and backstabbing were the norm. We have wandered so far from the tenets of honor that we are now just brutality.

      This depravity had driven him to do the unthinkable. He had provided ComStar with the route to the Clan homeworlds, the Exodus Road. It was to be an exchange. He provided the Inner Sphere with the first chance to strike at the heart of the Clans and purge his former people, and they were to provide him a chance to fight in battle once more. He had assumed the role of traitor to regain honor. The irony was not lost on him.

      And now Victor Steiner-Davion was denying him that. The shorter man looked at him as a lesser man. The Inner Sphere warlord didn’t understand him at all. He wanted to join battle again; not out of vengeance, but to purge the anger and guilt that boiled within him. Trent’s returning to battle had nothing to do with revenge. But the glare he got from the prince was that of a man who saw him as an untrustworthy traitor—nothing more.

      Worse, while Victor denied Trent his chance to join the fight against the remaining Smoke Jaguars, he was accepting the help of Clan Nova Cat. Are they not traitors as well, quiaff? It was too much to bear. Trent’s heart pounded in his ears, and he felt his face flush.

      “Do you have no honor, Victor Davion?” He stepped forward, reaching for the prince’s throat. Davion’s Elemental bondsman shifted, but Trent’s warrior mind had already calculated that he would be on top of the prince before she could react. She will try to protect him, and I will need to incapacitate her quickly.

      Suddenly a blow struck him in the face, just under his bionic ocular implant, sending him reeling before he reached his target. Khan Severen Leroux of the Nova Cats had slapped his face so hard he lost his balance in mid-lunge and tumbled to the floor. He felt something land on top of him. A knee to his solar plexus drove the air out of his lungs, and in a moment of panic he struggled to get air.

      Trent felt Leroux grab his right wrist, felt something wrap around it. His bionic arm, cocooned in myomer muscle, picked up only a faint sensation of something there. Looking at his hand, he saw a bondcord wrapped around his skinny wrist, its ends in the hands of the Nova Cat Khan. If it had been his real arm, he would have felt the cord digging into his skin. As it was, the image of the cord there and what it symbolized was clear. They had taken him as one of their own. Neg! This is not supposed to happen! He struggled for the words as he gasped for air.

      “Trent, you are my bondsman. You belong to the Nova Cats.” The bald Khan rose from his chest and let the bondcord fall off…the symbolic gesture when a bondsman becomes a full-fledged warrior. “I now accept you as a warrior in our Clan. If you wish, you may join us in fighting the Ice Hellions.”

      Trent coughed once to get air back into his lungs and rubbed his still-stinging cheek. Victor Steiner-Davion had misinterpreted his motivation; worse, he had refused to listen. This was never about revenge; all I desired was the chance to fight in battle. The Nova Cats are offering me that. “Ice Hellions? I will fight them for you.”

      “Good. Go to Alpha Galaxy headquarters. They are waiting for you.”

      Hands reached out to help Trent up: Precentor Martial Anastasius Focht. Trent staggered to his feet, allowing one more icy glance back at Victor Steiner-Davion.

      His new Khan, Leroux, turned to the precentor martial as well. “You have no objections?”

      Focht shook his head. “He will fight well for you. Go, Trent, you have what you wanted. Finish what you have started.”

      Trent saw another Nova Cat warrior near the entrance to the tent. She opened the flap and gestured for Trent to walk with her.

      “Finish what you have started…” Focht’s words dug deeply into his mind as he pushed through the tent flap. What I started was to set the Smoke Jaguars on the right path. What I have done is become the instrument of their destruction.

      The Nova Cat warrior walked alongside him. She was younger than he, much younger, and shorter. Yet she looked up at him with wide eyes, as if he were some sort of celebrity. Her short black hair caught the wind and fluttered in the breeze. She was small but muscular, her chest solid, making her breasts look small. For a moment, Trent remembered Judith, the ComStar operative who had helped him find his way to ComStar with the Exodus Road. He wondered for a moment where she was…if he would ever see her again.

      “I am Star Captain Inanna,” she said as she led him toward a waiting Anhur VTOL transport. Once away from the tent where Victor Steiner-Davion had so grossly disrespected him, Trent suddenly felt a sense of familiarity and comfort with a military tarmac, a Clan military base. As they walked at a brisk pace along the ferrocrete, he allowed himself to drink in, if only for a few moments, the feeling of belonging. The air stank of coolant, lubricant, and the slight tang of sweat as he passed other warriors. Those who spoke as they passed spoke like brethren, using Clan language and proper wording. Trent suddenly realized, in that moment, how much he had missed such places. Two years huddled in seclusion with ComStar made him long for the life he once had. It made Khan Leroux’s gesture feel like a welcome gift.

      Trent unconsciously rubbed his wrist where the bondcord should have dug into his skin, but instead had only tugged at myomer replacement muscle. “Why did he do that? Why take me into your Clan?”

      The younger warrior’s grin only broadened. “We are Nova Cats. Our journey is different than the Jaguars’, which brought you into the world. Your role in affairs was, dare I say, foreseen.”

      Trent had heard since his inception that the Nova Cats gave credence to mysticism, but he had never experienced it firsthand. “How could he have known what would happen?” It was all so fast, I am not sure I fully understand just yet.

      “He was told of your arrival by one of us who pierced the mists of the future.”

      Trent looked at her and saw her wide-eyed gaze on him. “It was you, quiaff?”

      “Aff,” she replied. “My vision is why I am here. It is also why preparations were made in advance.”

      His brow furrowed at the thought of someone predicting that he was coming with the Star League Defense Force; yet there he walked, into his new Clan. Perhaps I need to challenge my own beliefs. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Your new home, of course,” Inanna responded. “You will serve in Khan Leroux’s Star.”

      “Such a place should be reserved for those who have earned honor in the Nova Cats—not for a new warrior.” To fight alongside a Khan in battle was a right for which many warriors vied. Now it was being given to him. While Trent was grateful, it did not feel right.

      “The honor is yours, Warrior Trent,” Inanna replied, her tone light, almost casual. “Who other than you is worthy? If our Watch is to be believed, you alone are responsible for the events that are unfolding. The destiny of our Clan, indeed, the future of the Clans is changed because of your actions. None of our warriors have held such sway over the power structure of known space.”

      Trent had never framed his actions in such a way. I never set out to change the universe. I simply wanted to restore the honor of my Clan, and for the Jaguars who strayed from the true path of Kerensky to pay the price for their insolence. That is all. Not…not what she is saying.

      Despite his resistance, there was no point in debating his life choices with Inanna. She saw him through her own goggles, attuned to the views of the Nova Cats. Now that I am one of this Clan, I need to adopt their perspective.

      “You give me too much credit,” he said in a low tone that betrayed his dark feelings. “What I am responsible for is the death of many warriors.”

      “Neg,” Inanna replied. “You are responsible for the destruction of Clan Smoke Jaguar. You and you alone.” Her voice held no judgment. Instead it was calm, factual, as if reading a passage from a book.

      Trent stopped in mid-stride, as did his guide. “I prefer to believe that I have set matters right. The Jaguars had wandered far from the teachings of Nicholas Kerensky. They had lost every shred of honor. My leaders—neg—their leaders were brutal, and had sold their honor for power and prestige. I was left with no choice.”

      Inanna nodded once. “We all have a choice. I understand, as do your brothers and sisters in your new Clan. We saw what the Jaguars had become. As I saw matters unfold in my darkest dreams, others made your choice for you. You were the instrument that set many things in motion.”

      They passed two Nova Cat Star Commanders who saw him and nodded as if they knew him. His gaze lingered on them; their complete lack of surprise at seeing someone in the base wearing a ComStar jumpsuit confused him.

      Inanna stopped in front of the Anhur. Above the personnel hatch was stenciled the logo of Alpha Galaxy. The motto, Victory Over Delusion, caught his eye more than the insignia’s image of a Nova Cat twisted into a dragon’s tail. It will take time to get used to their customs and beliefs. As a Smoke Jaguar warrior, he had learned to dismiss the mystical ways of the Nova Cats as proof of their weakness. He was beginning to see that their belief system intertwined with their path as warriors.

      “They will shuttle you to our encampment,” Inanna said.

      Trent paused and looked inside, feeling almost wary of how he was being treated. I have been called traitor for so long that I have allowed myself to believe it.

      “The Khan will expect you to be properly equipped with a ’Mech. What is your preferred configuration?”

      Trent nearly chuckled. It had been more than two years since he had piloted a BattleMech. ComStar had granted him access to simulators, but it wasn’t the same as sitting in the cockpit. He was excited by the thought of piloting a ’Mech again. “My last one was an Ebon Jaguar. I also have experience in a Timber Wolf—at Tukayyid.”

      Inanna’s forehead wrinkled. “The Ebon Jaguar is of Smoke Jaguar design, and is not one that we have available.”

      “I understand.” He allowed himself a wry grin.

      “Why the smile?”

      “You seem to have such a grasp on things, so I assumed you already knew what kind of BattleMech I prefer.”

      Inanna’s face stiffened. “My gift is a view through the veil of the future, Trent. I have remarkably little control over what I see. The past is for others to view, usually our Loremasters.”

      “I meant no offense, Inanna. I have only been a Nova Cat for a few minutes.”

      She nodded. “I sometimes forget that you have undergone a number of changes. ‘The man who fights under four flags.’”

      “Four flags?”

      “I knew you were the one because I saw four flags in my vision, and a lone warrior beneath them. It is you. Smoke Jaguar, ComStar, Star League Defense Force, and now Nova Cat.”

      He had not thought of his journey in that context. “I sometimes forget the road I have chosen to walk. I hope your insight saw that this was the last flag I would fight under.”

      Inanna said nothing for a few seconds, enough to disturb him. She is not telling me everything. She checked her noteputer, then locked her green eyes onto his own eye. “If you are to be of use to our Khan, you will need a BattleMech to pilot. I ask again, what is your preference, Star Captain?”

      “I will be pleased with whatever ’Mech is available.” Just talking about it made his excitement rise again. The time spent in simulators had honed his skill, but that was nothing compared to the feeling of raw power a real BattleMech provided. It is finally happening. I am fulfilling my dream of returning to battle.

      Inanna studied her pad. “We have a Timber Wolf, captured isorla from a trial with Clan Wolf. It is operational, but an older model. I also have a Supernova available for your use. Perhaps that will fulfill your needs better, quiaff?”

      “Neg,” Trent replied. He had never piloted a ’Mech that large, but knew it was a killing machine at ninety tons, and jump-capable. “As much as I would be honored to pilot a Supernova, I will take the smaller Timber Wolf. I am accustomed to it, and I am sure there are others more worthy of an assault-class ’Mech.”

      “You must do as you wish. If you are concerned that others would feel slighted by your taking the larger ’Mech, dismiss that thought. I doubt any would challenge you to a trial for it.” Her voice rang with confidence.

      “Is that not the Clan way, quiaff?”

      Inanna offered another flash of a smile. “Aff. It is the Nova Cat way, however, to respect another’s vision. Word of your arrival preceded you.”

      I must learn the ways of this Clan, and soon. Their reliance on visions and mysticism seems archaic. If this is indeed my new home, I must learn to trust their ways. “I would be wrong to refuse such an opportunity then. I accept the Supernova, if it is agreeable to those of my new Clan.”

      “Smartly bargained and done. I will arrange for us to train together, and I will brief you on our fighting formations and style differences. I will arrange for your codex to be updated, and that will grant you access to our entire complex.”

      Trent nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Thanks are unnecessary. You are a Nova Cat now, we share a bond that others cannot see or comprehend. I will be joining you shortly, after I take care of a few matters here on which the Khan has asked for my perspective. Should you need anything, contact me over our Galaxy’s net.” She bowed her head, as if he were somehow revered in her eyes.

      If I need anything? Trent pondered. I have been a foreigner, a traitor in the eyes of the Inner Sphere for the last two years. Now I am welcomed back into the Clans, albeit a Clan fighting against the other Crusader Clans.

      It was almost too good to be true. The only thing that tempered his excitement was Khan Leroux’s commitment that he would be fighting Clan Ice Hellion.
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        NOVA CAT ENCAMPMENT

        DUERGAR PLAINS

        STRANA MECHTY

        THE KERENSKY CLUSTER, CLAN SPACE

        20 APRIL 3060

      

      

      Trent juked hard right and felt the Supernova skid on the soil, digging a furrow with the side torque of his turn. The low center of gravity threw off his sense of balance, but he immediately realized his mistake and compensated, nearly to the point of overcompensating. The ’Mech listed uneasily in the high-speed turn, and for a millisecond he wondered if he was going to fall.

      A lifetime of training took over his body. He maneuvered his left leg further out mid-stride, pushing the hip actuator to its maximum but giving him the support he needed on the turn. The ninety-ton ’Mech swayed but stayed upright as he turned his attention to the next leg of the course. Sweat formed on the left side of his face under his neurohelmet as he focused on sprinting ahead 200 meters, making a mental note on how to compensate for the next high-speed turn, based on his new understanding of the Supernova’s handling.

      He made it through the next set of turns with no problem, gaining a little more confidence in handling tight turns at higher speeds. The assault ’Mech was no sprinter to begin with, but he had to learn its feel, its characteristics, and its limits if he was going to take on the Ice Hellions.

      He came to a stop twenty minutes later in front of Inanna’s Mad Dog. Her ’Mech was painted the same as his, a base of canvas tan with camouflaged streaks of browns and greens. The Jaguars in his former Cluster favored gray patterns, so seeing the Mad Dog standing in front of him reinforced that he was no longer in his former Clan.

      The earpiece in his neurohelmet snapped as Inanna’s voice came on. “Your pace was better than your last run, but still off from where it needs to be, Star Captain.”

      “Aff, I am aware,” he replied with disappointment. Inanna had partnered with him to assist him in mastering his new ’Mech; in many respects, she was as demanding as a sibko trainer—minus the abuse. “The gait on this Supernova is taking me some time to master. It rides much lower than a Timber Wolf and its mass changes the energy it builds up in a sprint. I am having to unlearn as much as adapt to it.”

      “I suggest a break. You have done eleven laps…progressively faster and better on each one.”

      Trent wanted to press on, but as he flexed his legs, he felt an ache in his muscles. I forget at times that I am older than many warriors. I do not want her or anyone else to think of me as anything other than prime. Clearly, two years out of the cockpit had softened him, dulling some of his skills. “I agree. Let us run back to the bivouac and take in liquids there.” He didn’t wait for a response, immediately thrusting the massive Supernova forward into a run, its birdlike feet thundering on the ground under him.

      Twenty minutes later, the pair arrived at the Nova Cat bivouac on the fringe of the rolling Duergar Plains. Trent felt the wash from the heat sinks as he climbed down. When he reached the ground, he patted the leg of the Supernova reassuringly, as if it were a pet rather than a machine of war. After hours of training in the simulator and the cockpit, he was developing a fondness for the capabilities of the ’Mech. With six extended-range large lasers, it could inflict considerable damage at long distances. After two full salvos on the move, however, the Supernova became an oven, overwhelming its heat sinks. He had already learned the key was to manage his heat carefully. It was easy to do in simulated combat: in a real firefight, the tendency to shoot whenever he had a shot could lead to the ’Mech shutting down if he was not careful.

      They put their neurohelmets and coolant vests next to other warriors’ gear on a table outside of a hard-shell temporary structure. Stripped down to their shorts, Trent saw tight muscles on the compact Inanna. She caught him looking and flashed a narrow smile back. It has been years since I have coupled with another. That thought hit him like a well-aimed shot. I have been so consumed with my circumstances in life, I have forgotten how to live.

      Looking down to avoid her gaze, he saw his right arm, a replacement for the one he had lost on Tukayyid. It was skinnier, wrapped in synthskin, looking more robotic than human. He reached up and touched his sunken right cheek, then lowered his hand. He did not need a mirror to remember the horrific damage he had suffered in the name of the Jaguars. I am deformed. A twisted survivor of a failed crusade. While the scars mark my duty as a warrior, I am repulsive. Thoughts of coupling with Inanna evaporated with the mental acknowledgment. His disfigurement was further physical proof of the failure of the Smoke Jaguars.

      Inanna handed him a green bottle of what warriors called “Flush,” a sweet-tasting drink packed with electrolytes and vitamins. He sat across from her, taking a long drink. Some of the fluid missed his reconstructed lower lip and dripped down onto his sweat-soaked chest.

      Two more warriors sat on the bench seats, one next to him, one next to Inanna. They both had short black hair, apparently of the same genetic stock, though one of the men was old, even older than Trent. He recalled that Khan Leroux was older than him as well, and it struck him as odd. The Smoke Jaguars spurn age; they treat it as a disease, a weakness. It was one of the reasons they discarded me. Here, things are different.

      “You are Trent, the former Smoke Jaguar, quiaff?” the younger of the pair asked.

      Trent eyed him for a moment, then nodded. “Aff.” He wondered if an insult would be forthcoming; he expected one. So far, none of the Nova Cats except Inanna had engaged him in conversation other than simple greetings.

      “I am Star Captain Clifford Keating,” he said, extending his hand. Trent shook it with his bionic appendage. “This is Antony Oberg. We serve in the Keshik.” Oberg nodded. “We saw you working with the Supernova. They can be tricky to handle at speed. Even trickier on landings when you fire up the jump jets,” Keating said.

      “Aff,” Trent replied, relaxing slightly. “I practiced for an hour with the jets yesterday. Some of my landings were less than spectacular.” While he had not fallen upon landing, he found the Supernova to be an ungainly ’Mech in the air.

      “You will be fighting in my Binary,” Star Captain Keating said. “We will need to incorporate you into our exercises. Our tactics are no doubt different than what you were used to in the Jaguars.”

      Inanna piped up. “He needs more practice, but he is ready for you, Star Captain.” Trent looked across the table at her, and she allowed her deep green eyes to drift to him as she spoke.

      “We should begin this afternoon, then,” Keating replied. “Trent, have you ever fought Ice Hellions before?”

      “Neg. I am familiar with their preferences in combat, but I have no experience against them.”

      “That is too bad,” Oberg said. “Only two of our warriors have experience battling them.”

      “Khan Leroux has devised a plan for our trial,” the Star Captain said. “One that will require us to turn their style of combat against them. I have been given a specific role in that battle, one I believe you can assist in.”

      “What is the plan?” Trent pressed.

      The Star Captain leaned toward him. “The Ice Hellions favor coordinated attacks and rely on striking with speed…a blitzkrieg. We know, from their comments during the bidding for this trial, that they despise our Clan and our leaders for our choice to support the Star League. Our Khans will be their primary objective—it is the nature of the Hellions. They will do what they can to kill them in battle.”

      Trent nodded as Star Captain Keating continued. “Our Khan has only bid his Keshik, a Binary, for this battle. Knowing this, they will direct the brunt of their assault at our Khans. Khan Leroux plans to draw the Ice Hellions to the far north end of the Duergar Plains along the edge of the Lyod Glacier.

      “The glacier is a solid vertical wall of ice rising nearly one hundred meters. Along it are many canyons, narrow cracks that cut deep into the glacier itself. The wall will limit their maneuverability, something their tactics rely heavily on for a quick victory. We can use the walls of the glacier for cover. We shall gnaw at them one bite at time, hit them with distractions that will confuse them, and cause them to lose the cohesion that is one of their strengths.”

      “What if they do not drive toward the glacier?” Trent posed. “They are Ice Hellions, not ignorant bilge bores. They will realize the glacier is a trap. It is hardly something that they can ignore.”

      “Aff,” Keating replied. “Khan Leroux will pilot his Scytha OmniFighter and will remain far enough back as to compel them to drive deep into our starting position. If need be, he will challenge Khan Asa Taney. The Hellions’ hatred of Khan Leroux runs deep, and for Khan Taney, Leroux’s leadership of our people is a direct personal affront. Such a challenge cannot be ignored. No matter what the risks, they will come at the Khan.”

      Trent understood far too well the rage a warrior could feel, and how it could nearly blind them. “Their battle will be in the skies, ours is on the ground. How do we ensure their defeat there?”

      “Distraction combined with skill. While the Ice Hellions are under orders to destroy our Khans, the strength of their Clan is coordinated tactics. If any component breaks off or fails to follow the plan, their attacks become fragmented and easier to shatter. We need a distraction that would compel some of the Ice Hellions to abandon their designated plan. Something that is as great, if not greater, an affront to their honor as our Khans.”

      Trent felt the left side of his face blush as all eyes turned to him. It is me. I am to be the distraction. “You refer to me, quiaff?”

      “Aff, Star Captain. You, the person who brought the Smoke Jaguars to heel. You, who are seen as a traitor to the Clan cause. You, who brought the Star League to our homeworlds. You are the perfect distraction.”

      “I prefer to see my role in the battle as contributing with my skill as a warrior, not merely as bait for the enemy,” he replied flatly. Is this the only way they see me as being useful, quiaff?

      This time it was Star Captain Keating who appeared embarrassed. “You misunderstand, Star Captain. Your being here can accomplish more than what Khan Leroux might be thinking. Your presence is exactly what we need to give us the edge. You will use your consummate skills in combat, as is our way. Your presence, however, will be too tempting for the Ice Hellions to ignore. Once they know you are here, their ire will boil to rage. Timed properly, spurring them into that rage could spell the difference between defeat and victory.” His voice rang with respect, something Trent was still unused to.

      “I am to announce myself to them, draw some of them to fight me rather than our Khans, quiaff?” he asked slowly, carefully, listening for subtext in their response.

      “Affirmative, Star Captain. You will get the battle you seek. Some, if not all, of the Ice Hellions will be unable to resist going after you.”

      Trent considered the implications of what he was saying. Of course the Ice Hellions would come at him, the betrayer of not only the Smoke Jaguars, but of all of the Clans. They were now forced to fight a unified Star League for the right to conquer the Inner Sphere. That would have been impossible if he had not given the Exodus Road to ComStar. I served up not only my own Clan to the Star League, but the whole of the Clan invasion effort. He lowered his head slightly at the new insight that his role as traitor had such far-reaching effects.

      “I mean no disrespect, Trent,” the Star Captain continued. “Even you must admit that this plan of battle offers a good opportunity to confuse our foes at a critical moment.”

      “Aff. Assuming they know the role I played in matters. Other than a few Smoke Jaguars, none know who I am or what I have done.” Trent’s betrayal was not widely known. What was known was that the Smoke Jaguars had brought the wrath of the Star League to Clan space. How that had unfolded was something few seemed to question.

      “We could let them know, in advance, that we have taken you in. We will tell them what you did. Their Watch will confirm it. Their Loremaster, Jonas Cage, has displayed little cunning in the past, but we will make it easy for him to confirm your placement and your presence in our Clan. This will further fuel their outrage. All that remains is for us to let them know you are actually on the field of battle. That is something we will surprise them with, at just the right moment—if you are agreeable.”

      From what he knew of the Ice Hellions’ blitzkrieg approach to warfare, Trent thought the plan had merit. The thought of a Binary of warriors rushing at him gave him a pang of dread. It was never his intention to die in battle, only to fight once more. Trent’s desire to be in combat again tempered that trepidation. If anything, the last few days’ familiar strain on his muscles reminded him how much he loved combat.

      “They will come at me for vengeance,” he said coolly.

      Both Nova Cat warriors nodded. “Some will,” Antony Oberg said, “some will stick to their drive against our Khans. It will divide them and allow us to crush them.”

      “I have no desire to die, only to fight,” Trent replied.

      Inanna reached out and covered his left hand with her right. “Death stalks us all. It is the shadow of every true Clan warrior. You can no more shake it than you can your own shadow.”

      Trent turned to her, his bionically enhanced eyepiece showing her thermal readings, which made her seem to glow slightly in his gaze. “You have foreseen my death in this fight, quiaff?”

      She said nothing for a moment, then met his eye. “The future is always unclear. I see you, the true man that you are, emerging from this fight.” It was clear that she was choosing her words carefully.

      “What say you, Trent?” Star Captain Keating asked. “I need to know, if I am to take this plan to our Khans.”

      Trent looked at Inanna then to the pair of Nova Cats. “I live to serve the true vision of Nicholas Kerensky. I am a Nova Cat, and my fate is intertwined with yours. I will fulfill the role you would have me play. Together, we shall crush the Ice Hellions.”

      “Well bargained and done,” Keating replied, flashing a smile.

      Trent rose to his feet and took a long gulp of his Flush. “I must go. I must use every hour possible to train for this task you have asked me to take as my own.”

      Inanna rose as well. “Go ahead, Trent, I will join you shortly.”

      Trent nodded once and walked off. His Supernova came into view, and seemed smaller to him now, more in his control. Having a role to play in the upcoming trial, and an important one, despite the risks, made him feel good. He understood that feeling: it was purpose.
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      As Trent walked away, Star Captain Keating turned to Inanna and his forehead immediately wrinkled. “Inanna, you did not tell him the truth.”

      Inanna looked back at Keating, then at Oberg, and nodded. “How did you know?”

      “Khan Leroux told me about these visions you had regarding Trent. You told the Khan that Trent was going to die at the hands of the Ice Hellions. I was there when you said it. You said that his death would be his final release, did you not, quiaff?”

      Inanna nodded. “I did say that to the Khan, and more. He did not share with you all of what I saw in my visions.”

      “What are you withholding from us, from Trent?” Antony Oberg demanded. “He is one of us now, a brother warrior.”

      Inanna turned to the older warrior. “No one should know the details of their future. We as a Clan are just beginning to understand the ways of visions. I did not want to risk corrupting the future.”

      “He should know the truth,” the Star Captain interjected. “If you knew my fate, I would want to know. It is only right—only fair.”

      Inanna put her fists on her hips in defiance. “These visions are mine to do with as I please. If you tell Trent what may happen to him, it will alter his path. He still has a greater role to play, even beyond death. If either of you choose to interfere, you may set things in motion that cannot be understood or controlled.”

      Keating shook his head. “It does not feel right to me.”

      “Nor to me,” Inanna replied. “I feel no joy in these matters. You must trust my judgment. If you do not, we will face each other in a Circle of Equals, and I will win.”

      Star Captain Keating rose to his feet. “The path you are walking is dangerous, Inanna.”

      She glared back at him. “I know. The future, by its very nature, is perilous.” She pivoted and walked off after Trent.
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      A quarter of a kilometer behind Trent rose the Lyod Glacier—a dominating wall of ice that was cloudy at the top as the warmer season melted off the surface snow. Before him was an undulating sea of rolling hills covered in two-meter-tall green spring grasses that rippled in waves as the wind swept across them.

      This was the day chosen for the Inner Sphere’s Star League forces to face off against the Clans. At stake was the end of hostilities if the Clans lost. The Nova Cats had thrown in their lot with the Star League, which was nearly an act of war on its own. Trent had been surprised that in the last three days he had heard only minor griping about the decision, and those who did complain found themselves in Circles of Equals to battle for their spoken words. As a people, they seem to have accepted the decision to face off against their former brethren for a sustained peace. They trust their leaders, which is something I can comprehend. If they fail, the Clans will come at them and devour them—purge them like the Unspoken Clan. It added gravity to the battle that was to come for him. Every shot counts in this fight.

      The Nova Cats had bid a Binary for the trial, the Keshik that was led by both Khans. They had been slightly underbid by the Ice Hellions. Trent had heard the rantings of Ice Hellion Khan Asa Taney. It had been filled with flowery bravado, none of which had impressed or frightened the Nova Cats.

      “We, the Ice Hellions, following the true sight and path of Nicholas Kerensky, are proud to defend the honor of our people and our ultimate destiny: to rule the Inner Sphere. This false Star League is a deceptive ruse, a lie perpetrated for the sole purpose of a genocidal war against our brothers and sisters of the Smoke Jaguars.

      “And whom do we face? A betrayer as sinister as Stefan Ukris Amaris, the Usurper: Clan Nova Cat. These traitors conspired with our enemies to bring about this trial. They stabbed the Smoke Jaguars in the back. Now they have in the ranks of their warriors the very snake, the Judas that sold out our people—the traitor Trent.

      “We face them with honor, and will defeat them. When we are done crushing the rule of Khan Leroux and his ilk, we shall call for their annihilation. Against these forces, I bid one Star and three Points of the Seventh Attack Cluster. This shall be settled with blood and honor, in the name of the great Kerenskys. Our pack shall tear the meat from your very bones for your decision to side with this false Star League.”

      Trent was happy that Star Captain Keating’s plan had worked thus far; the Ice Hellions knew he was in the Nova Cat force. Soon, at the right time, they would learn that he was on the field of battle, too.

      Over an open frequency, Khan Leroux declined to shower his foes with prose. “Ice Hellions, we await you, if you have the intestinal fortitude to face us. We anxiously await the inevitable.” There was something in the last sentence that struck Trent. Does he know already if we are going to win or lose, quineg?

      The Nova Cat Khan switched to tactical channel two. “As we planned, Nova Cats. I shall see you in the mists of time…”

      Before Trent could process what Leroux had said, Star Captain Keating’s voice rang over the same channel. “Pouncer Star, per our plan, follow me.”

      He saw Keating’s Executioner painted in the same colors as the waving sea of grass. Adorning the side of its cockpit was a Nova Cat emblazoned on the star of the Star League. The Khan had had each of the ’Mechs painted with the symbol, homage to the new League the Cats were fighting for. The lumbering Executioner led the charge to the west, and Trent followed.

      There was a low roar overhead as a sleek OmniFighter raced toward where Khan Leroux circled in his Scytha. If nothing else, the Ice Hellions are predictable. The Hellion Visigoth left a twisting contrail in the sky over their position. He ignored the raging dogfight in the distance and focused on his own movements. Leroux can take care of himself.

      Trent’s Supernova tore up the sod as he followed Star Captain Keating. The rolling, grass-covered hills were deceptive. At first glance they appeared to be shallow hills and ridges, but the depressions were, in some cases, deep enough to conceal a BattleMech. They broke up the line of sight, forcing combat to be up close and personal.

      Keating and the rest of his Star stopped. “Trent, proceed to Waypoint Bravo and wait there.”

      “Aff, Star Captain,” Trent replied, and checked his tactical display, which mapped out the second waypoint, some three kilometers south into the rolling plains.

      When he reached the designated waypoint, he stood in a depression between two massive hills that concealed him. Checking his display, he saw the red, pulsing lights marking the Ice Hellions hitting the Star commanded by the Nova Cat Khans. The aerospace fighter dogfight was only visible as contrails in the air, but the chatter on the tactical channel spoke of a vicious battle being waged.

      The remainder of the Hellion assault bore down on the Khans while Star Captain Keating’s Star, sans Trent, pivoted slightly, preparing to hit them in the flank. The Ice Hellions were moving fast, adhering to the straight line boring in on the glacier face where the Keshik defenses were anchored. Their lust for vengeance makes them predictable. That was something Trent understood. He had faced the same with his own Smoke Jaguars. Rage could cloud logic, thinking, and tactics.

      “In position,” Trent signaled. Watching the tactical display, he saw Khan Taney’s red dot of light on the tactical display flicker off. A few seconds later, the same happened to Khan Leroux’s signal.

      SaKhan Lucian Carns’s deep, rolling voice came on the channel. “Khan Leroux has fallen. Now we shred these Hellions for supporting a false vision!”

      A chorus of “affs” rang out on the channel, including Trent’s.

      Keating’s voice came over the tactical channel. “Star Captain Trent, it is time. They are bleeding us here, one plate of armor at a time. Get their attention.”

      Trent found himself smiling as he switched to the broadband channel to transmit into the clear. “This is Star Captain Trent, formerly of Clan Smoke Jaguar. It is I who brought the Star League to your doorstep, Ice Hellions and the rest of the Clans. It is I who was the fuel on the funeral pyre of the Jaguars. It is I who gave the Exodus Road to your enemies. Come to me, if you have the courage!” He had gone over the statement several times in his head prior to the battle. As he said it, he did so with vigor and energy that he had not felt in a long time. That should do it.

      On the tactical display, two red dots closed on his position within a half-minute. Their reactor signatures and scans from the other Nova Cats told him what he was up against. A Naga…they must have won it from Clan Wolf. That is their artillery support.

      The other approaching signal was a 100-ton Dire Wolf. Bristling with weapons, the OmniMech was a formidable foe. As a Smoke Jaguar, Trent had experienced the ’Mech up close many times. Even his Supernova seemed dwarfed near it.

      One-on-one, each of these would be equal to his ’Mech. Two of them meant he would have to be decisive in his victory. I trained my entire life for this moment: a chance at redemption in a new Clan, one not marred by arrogance and brutality. He hit the warmers on his six extended-range large lasers and flexed his muscles against his safety harness.

      The first Ice Hellion to crest the ridge of hills was the Naga. It looked like a hooded cobra, with fanlike arms ending in boxy Arrow IV missile racks where its hands should be. It unleashed a pair of salvos the moment it locked onto him. The Arrow IV missiles roared through the air between them as Trent broke into a sideways run, heading perpendicular to the incoming warheads. It was to no avail; the explosions tore into his upper torso and right arm. Shards of armor fragments from the hit peppered his cockpit like hailstones.

      “I am Benjamin Rood of Clan Ice Hellion. Prepare to die, defiler!” a voice broadcast on the direct channel in his neurohelmet’s earpiece.

      “Not yet,” Trent replied, more to himself than his Bloodnamed foe. “You disappoint me, Rood. I expected better than you in response to the litany of my crimes against the Clans. Perhaps intelligence was something they forgot to mix into your iron womb.”

      The Naga paused in mid-step at his response. “You are unworthy of taunts, defiler. You are barely worth the ammunition needed to kill you.”

      “Words do not cut, but I will,” Trent said through gritted teeth. His training brought to mind the Naga’s specifications. If I’m going to take this out, I need to negate its firepower and maybe cook off its ammo. The key was to concentrate his fire on the target ’Mech, not easy while being shot at.

      He raised his right arm, bringing his targeting reticle onto the right arm of his enemy, and unleashed three of his large lasers. The searing crimson beams stabbed outward like lances, one hitting the center torso of the ’Mech, the others cutting deep, black scars in the hood and arm actuator, sending armor plates spinning off behind it.

      The Naga sidestepped along the ridge of the line of hills, keeping its waist pivoted and locked on Trent. Trent ignored the slight rise in his ’Mech’s temperature and reversed his stride as another salvo of Arrow IV missiles launched. He had timed it just right. Only one of the large missiles hit him, this time in his left leg. The explosion rocked his ’Mech while the other missiles hit the hillside behind him, sending a thundering concussion that pushed him forward as he coped with the hit to his leg. It altered his balance, and he had the presence of mind to hold his shot until he was sure he could make it count.

      Raising both arms, he zoomed his targeting reticle in on the right side of the Naga. This time he unleashed four of his large extended-range lasers, once more favoring the right side of his target. One shot went high, just above the large hood of the Naga. One lanced again into the Hellion’s center torso just under the cockpit. It made a crater-like hole there, shimmering red as it punched into the myomer muscles. Smoke curled out of the gouge he had burned.

      The other two lasers hit the already-damaged torso and arm of the Naga. The impacts seemed to make the ’Mech stagger back, if only a half-step.

      Trent juked his stride again, backstepping out of the shallow low ground and moving up the hillside opposite his Ice Hellion foe. The heat was now nearly impossible to ignore. I have to manage this, give myself some time to cool. He slowed his gait, then pivoted sideways.

      The air between the two ’Mechs filled with the thin, snakelike smoke trails of Arrow IV missiles. One explosion tore up the sod behind him, raining grass and clumps of dirt on his Supernova, while a huge explosion tore into his right leg. The damage display chirped, and amber warnings appeared on the outline of his ’Mech’s right thigh. Trent still held his fire as his ’Mech continued to vent heat.

      He angled his climb along the hillside, gaining altitude as he moved. It was tempting to run, but he wanted to cool down as much as possible. He stopped suddenly, as another salvo rained down on him, one explosion rocking the left torso of his ’Mech and a blast hitting his right foot. The hit staggered him slightly, and he fought to maintain his balance. The Arrow IV missiles brutalized him with each impact.

      He checked his temperature, and a smile rose on his twisted lips. It is time.

      He switched the massive lasers in both arms to a single target-interlock circuit, allowing him to fire them all in one salvo. He knew the heat would hit a critical spike, but he ran the calculations in his mind unconsciously. Trent moved the targeting reticle onto the center of the Ice Hellion ’Mech and fired.

      There was a whining hum as the lasers fired and the air filled with scarlet beams stabbing out at his foe. One missed, going high into the air. The other five found their marks on the Naga.

      The Ice Hellion’s right torso erupted from within as the remaining missile ammunition cooked off from the damage. The destruction made the entire arm of the ’Mech go limp. Even with cellular ammunition storage, the explosion still did some damage to its torso.

      The rest of the shots stitched into the body of the ’Mech just under the cockpit. The Naga seemed to shake violently—damage to its gyro. Trent’s tactical display showed a severe heat spike in his foe’s ’Mech. Either the lasers or the exploding ammunition had savaged the heart of the ’Mech, its fusion reactor. As his own cockpit became a furnace around him from the heat of the weapons fire, he stopped moving—mostly an attempt to bleed off some heat, but also some out of awe.

      The vibrating Naga tried to step toward him, but it was as if the ’Mech itself was fighting Benjamin Rood. Its massive footpad wobbled, then locked up as the Naga fell. He thought it might topple over backward from the laser impacts, but instead it slumped forward, down the long slope of the hill. As it slid, it furrowed the turf with its shoulders as if they were bulldozers.

      He might still stand up—still fight. Trent moved his Supernova forward slowly, his body wet with sweat except for where his coolant vest struggled to keep him conscious. His muscles, despite the last few days of working out, strained as he moved the ’Mech to point-blank range.

      Trent’s tactical display chirped a warning—the Dire Wolf was closing on his position. Trent switched one laser in his ’Mech’s left arm to a single target-interlock trigger. He aimed it at the Naga as Benjamin Rood struggled to rock his crippled war machine to its side.

      He fired at the rear left torso as the Naga finally rolled enough to get to its knees. He had to admire Rood—he was still fighting not only Trent, but the laws of physics to try to kill him.

      The brilliant red beam stabbed into the armor, searing a blackened hole. He aimed right at the loading hatch for the Arrow IV missiles—searing inward and setting off the remaining warheads and fuel housed there. There was a loud, semi-muffled whump! as the majority of the explosion blew out of the torso. The rest channeled into the already mauled internal structure of the Naga. Trent saw a momentary spike in his crippled foe’s reactor heat, then a complete shutdown of the fusion reactor, leaving the powerless Naga crouched on one knee and one foot.

      “Benjamin Rood, you are defeated,” he said. Trying to ignore the wavering heat of his cockpit, he twisted to face the new threat. As he glanced at his tactical display, he came to the grim realization that he would not have enough time to cool down before the Dire Wolf was on him.

      “I would rather be dead than face this indignity,” Rood spat back.

      Trent maneuvered his Supernova so the Naga was between him and the approaching Dire Wolf. He bent the knees of his ’Mech to lower its profile, using the Naga as cover.

      “Be quiet,” he replied, “or I will make you my bondsman.” It was one thing to have been beaten by Trent, quite another to be made his chattel.

      The Dire Wolf lumbered over the crest of the hill. Looking like a forward-hunched man bristling with weapons, the ’Mech was painted in off-white and light-blue streaks, not entirely unlike lightning bolts, but somehow not quite the same. Dark-blue jagged striping, narrow and erratic, ran vertically like lightning-like camouflage, breaking up the lines of the ’Mech. Trent’s tactical readout told him it was loaded out with lasers—medium pulse and extended-range large lasers like his own. The autocannons the Dire Wolf also carried made it even more menacing.

      “Behold the defiler, cowering behind a Bloodnamed warrior. You truly have no honor in you, false Jaguar,” a voice said over his broadband channel. “I am Star Captain Adam Bragg, and I am here to kill you, traitor.”

      Trent eyed his heat levels. Time…I need more time. “You call me a traitor, yet you know nothing of me. What I have faced—what I have endured. I am not a traitor to the vision of Nicholas Kerensky, I am its keeper,” he said, goading Bragg into conversation rather than combat. He knew that as he spoke, Star Captain Bragg was adjusting his targeting reticle on the Supernova, preparing to unleash a barrage. The only thing holding him back was that he might hit his fellow Ice Hellion.

      “If that were the case, you would not be hiding behind a true warrior. Benjamin Rood will not protect you. You are and will always be a coward. Step out, Trent. If you are indeed what you say, prove it in battle.”

      He is right; he could still hit me despite the cover. It is enough to give him pause, and that purchases time for me to cool.

      His tactical channel crackled to life for a moment. “Trent, we are on our way to your position. The plan worked. Your contact is the only Ice Hellion left standing.” Star Captain Keating’s voice was oddly reassuring. Trent saw on his tactical display that the Star Captain was still precious minutes away. I have fulfilled my role, and have proven to the Nova Cats that I am still worthy of being a warrior.

      “You could fire now,” he taunted Bragg.

      “Aff, I could. My aim is exceptional. I have no desire for Benjamin Rood to suffer further insult and injury in this contest. It is enough that he was defeated by a character as low as you. Step out, and we shall end the façade that is your life. Stand tall, and I will kill you quickly.”

      His taunts made Trent grin. We are a people given to bravado and poetry when it comes to battle. He waited for a few seconds, then rose slowly to the full height of his Supernova. His lower torso was still protected by Rood’s kneeling Naga, but he was standing upright, ready for battle. “You question my honor, quiaff?”

      “Neg. I say you have none, now or ever. You have sold out our people to a false Star League. You have cast your own blood into the ashbin of history by stabbing them in the back. For that, you will die.”

      Trent watched his heat drop into the green. “So be it, Star Captain Bragg,” he said, assigning three lasers to two of his target-interlock triggers. He stepped to the side of Rood’s Naga.

      Bragg opened fire as he charged down the hill with a speed that pushed the Clan OmniMech to its limits. The emerald-green pulse lasers peppered Trent’s Supernova in several spots, while one of the large lasers came so close to its mark that it seared the camouflage paint on Trent’s right arm. The pulse lasers tore into his ’Mech’s hulking body, pockmarking numerous armor plates.

      Trent extended his right arm and brought his targeting sight onto the looming Dire Wolf, unleashing three of the large lasers. The red beams lanced into the assault OmniMech, hitting it on the left side, in the leg, and carving a scar up its torso. As the heat rose, Trent stepped again, moving sideways to the charging Dire Wolf, trying to maintain some distance.

      Bragg did not relent. He fired his four large lasers and his pair of autocannons, catching Trent as his eyes darted to his heat readout. The autocannon rounds rocked his ’Mech hard, almost toppling him to the side, and the two of the large lasers tore into his left arm while the others hit his legs. Looking out of his cockpit, he saw smoke rising from his left arm, and the yellow damage indicator on his display flashed to crimson.

      Trent swung both of his arms toward the Ice Hellion and adjusted his trigger settings, firing four of his lasers. One missed, hitting near the left foot of the Dire Wolf and flaming the grass. Two of the beams hit the rounded left leg of the ’Mech, gnarling the armor and twisting it under the heat. The other hit the Dire Wolf in the cockpit just above the canopy, causing the ’Mech to jerk momentarily to one side. That seems to have gotten Bragg’s attention.

      The Ice Hellion warrior moved in beside Rood’s Naga and fired another barrage of pulse lasers. Two hit his ’Mech’s bulky body, the emerald bursts searing off small chunks of armor and sending them flying. One hit his left torso, the other hit his left arm. A warning light flared on his damage display. Two of his lasers were out of commission from the impact. Trent killed the power feed to those weapons. At least that will help my heat buildup.

      Trent brought two of his right-arm lasers onto a trigger and fired, aiming for the Dire Wolf’s legs. Both hit the already-damaged left leg, one high and one low. The upper one left a nasty blackened gouge in the armor up into the crotch of the OmniMech, while the other simply burned in deep. A thin green ooze boiled out of the hole—coolant.

      Star Captain Bragg fired his autocannons, both into Trent’s left side. One hit his damaged arm, while the other hit his leg. His last laser on the left side was lost in the assault, as was most of the arm from the elbow actuator down. The forearm flew off in bits and pieces, leaving a bundle of myomer and bits of internal structure dangling in the air.

      Another pair of large lasers followed the autocannon shell impacts, slicing across his Supernova’s center torso just under the cockpit. Trent’s body ached against his restraining straps. Damage indicators flickered from yellow to red as he staggered under the barrage. The Supernova fought him, and he tried to compensate for the shift in his center of gravity from losing the arm, but overdid his efforts. His ’Mech toppled, falling backward, mangling his rear armor in the process.

      Trent was tossed hard against his safety harness, and despite the padding, it dug deep into his left shoulder. His coolant vest tore open and began leaking, the stench of the gel penetrating his neurohelmet. Immediately, instinctively, he extended the right arm of the ’Mech and tried to get to his feet.

      Bragg did not relent as Trent struggled to stand the Supernova. Damage warnings flashed in Trent’s heat-soaked cockpit as pulse lasers peppered his legs and torso, melting armor plating as he rocked the ’Mech to its side, then slowly got to its feet. His muscles protested every move.

      As he rose to his full height, another barrage of autocannon fire blasted his right arm and center torso. Each round exploding on his Omega Heavy Stellarguard armor made the big Nova Cat ’Mech quake and rattle. There were other explosions, too, hitting everywhere—long-range missiles. Even at this range they speckled damage all over his Supernova. His damage display readout showed almost every part of his ’Mech was damaged, badly in some areas.

      He unleashed his remaining trio of large lasers at the looming Dire Wolf, which seemed to walk toward him almost casually, closing the distance to a brutal point-blank range. It would be nearly impossible for Bragg to miss. Trent’s scarlet lasers seared into the left torso of the Ice Hellion, punching deep. There was a low, thunderous rumble as he hit the long-range missiles stored there. While the force of the blast channeled out the rear of the ’Mech, it still tore a nasty hole and created some internal damage. Black smoke billowed out of the laser holes.

      If the damage shook the Ice Hellion warrior, he did not show it. Instead, Bragg let go with another pair of large lasers, ravaging Trent’s already riddled legs. His right knee actuator protested as he tried to backstep to keep some distance from the advancing Dire Wolf, an indication that the damage was worse than his readout was telling him.

      His training and combat experience told him he was losing the fight. Between the damage
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