
        
            
                
            
        


 

 

 

 

 

To Virgil, Erde, Tara—no matter the name you might wear, you are the breath of my life. Thank you for burning your wings with mine as we dare fly too close to the sun.
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PROLOGUE

 

Jova Plateau 

Hoard

Kerensky Cluster, Clan Space

13 May 3060

 

The cataclysmic explosion flared like a supernova across Jova Plateau, washing the early morning darkness in a false dawn of tortured reds and angry yellows. The battle raging across the plateau seemed to freeze for an instant as the blast spent its terrible energies and the glow faded.

Then the night was torn asunder once more. The howl of rapid-fire cannons sent tracers spinning through the dark sky, PPCs spewed deadly bolts of energy, and lasers speared the dark with coherent light. Smoke and dust were churned into the air, illuminated only by the relentless firing of weapons. All was madness across the battlefield.

“Galaxy Commander, was that the Chronicle?” came an almost panicked cry over the commline. Tirill Nostra, who was already trying to raise the WarShip on the commline, recognized the voice of Star Colonel Bel.

“Neg,” he said, then abruptly cut the connection. It was too devastating to think that Kappa Galaxy’s WarShip had been destroyed in the blast that had just lit up the sky over Hoard. Without the Chronicle, the Galaxy would be hunted into extinction. The only reason they had not already been swept from the field was that the other Clans could not help fighting among themselves even as they pursued his force.

“Chronicle,” he said for the dozenth time, “this is Galaxy Commander Tirill Nostra of Kappa Galaxy. Respond, repeat, respond.” Even if the WarShip was unharmed, the explosion could have caused an ionization of the upper atmosphere that would nullify any attempts at communication for long minutes.

He tried again and again, but no response came back. The best he could do now was continue to fight, whether or not the WarShip had been snuffed out. If his Galaxy could buy the Nova Cat civilian population enough time, they might still escape off-planet. Protected by the Chronicle, they would make the long journey from the Clan homeworlds to the Inner Sphere.

That was a victory for which Tirill Nostra would gladly give his life. He was a warrior genetically bred and raised for the single great purpose of serving his Clan. He might die fighting, but his Clan would live on.

Then another voice came over his earpiece. “The Star Adders will miss their WarShip, quiaff?” Tirill immediately recognized the exultant voice of Star Commodore Sel Bravos, the Chronicle’s commander.

He let out a long sigh of relief. The Chronicle had destroyed the Star Fire and was still intact! The Nova Cat civilians would escape even if it meant every warrior in Kappa Galaxy died to make it happen.

Another of his officers reported in next. “Galaxy Commander, the Hell’s Horses have joined the fight.”

“Savashri,” Tirill cursed savagely. The Hell’s Horses Twelfth Mechanized Cavalry Cluster had arrived five days ago, but had held back till now. Perhaps their joining in now proved that the rumors of a burgeoning alliance between the Horses and the Wolves were true. The First Wolf Lancers had dogged Star Colonel Bel’s Fourth Garrison Cluster till late last night, ceasing only when the Ice Hellions’ Forty-fifth Striker Irregulars had suddenly attacked them. The bitter hatred between the two Clans was long-standing.

He shook his head to clear his mind. All that was meaningless compared to the magnitude of what was happening to his Clan. The Nova Cats were being driven from their homeworlds, and Tirill Nostra must protect the civilians of Hoard, no matter what had brought his Clan to this dark pass.

It had all started seven days before when the Star Adder Eleventh Armored Cavalry Squadron and their 417th Adder Sentinels had suddenly left their enclaves to attack Kappa Galaxy. The Ice Hellions soon joined the fight, and two days later Clan Wolf and Clan Hell’s Horses forces were also on Hoard.

In a shocking disregard of zellbrigen—the traditional rules of war—the attacking Clans had concentrated their fire. All forty-five warriors of the Forty-ninth Garrison Cluster were wiped out under such overwhelming force.

From reports that came in via HPG, he learned that the Nova Cat enclaves on Barcella, Circe, Brim, Gatekeeper, and Delios were also under attack by the other Clans. The only exception was Bearclaw. No one knew what was happening there because all attempts at communication had failed. Meanwhile his Galaxy had fought long and hard just to survive, though they still did not understand why this was happening.

The truth, when he learned it, was horrifying.

Tirill had finally gotten the story out of Star Colonel Eliza Talasko of the Star Adders Eleventh Armored Cavalry Squadron after several days of fighting had almost destroyed the Seventeenth Garrison Cluster and left his own Fourth Garrison Cluster dangerously weak. Talasko spared him nothing, and he raged inwardly as he listened. Even now he could hardly believe what she had told him—that the Nova Cats on Strana Mechty had fought on the side of the Inner Sphere!

She said that the Inner Sphere had arrived in the homeworlds a month ago, then virtually exterminated the Smoke Jaguars. They went next to Strana Mechty to challenge the remaining Clans to a Trial of Refusal. If the Clans lost, they would end their invasion of the Inner Sphere.

In a devastating turn of fate, the Clans were defeated and both Nova Cat Khans perished in the fighting. Talasko told him that the Grand Council had convened a few days later and voted to Abjure the Nova Cats, casting them out forever. The Council had given them a month to depart, but no word ever reached the Nova Cat enclaves elsewhere in the homeworlds.

Outraged at the Nova Cat betrayal, the other Clans had not honored the grace period and began to attack the Nova Cats within days of the Abjurment. Now, a week after the fighting on Hoard had begun, Tirill Nostra was amazed that his Galaxy had survived even this long against the fury of the other Clans. They could not hold out much longer.

He opened a commline to issue the orders that would surely seal the fate of his Galaxy. Tirill Nostra smiled to himself. He did not fear death.

Clan Nova Cat would live on.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Battle Cruiser SLS Severen Leroux 

Zenith Jump Point, Irece System 

Draconis Combine 

12 June 3061

 

Warning klaxons began to peal along the corridors of the WarShip Severen Leroux as it hung suspended in space, some two billion five hundred million kilometers from Irece, the world it was set to protect. Startled, Star Admiral Jan Jorgensson looked up quickly from her deskwork and stabbed at the intercom mounted on the bulkhead.

“Star Commodore Antila, what is the meaning of this?” she growled into the speaker. She hadn’t ordered a readiness drill, nor had her important visitor arrived.

“Our sensors have picked up an infrared radiation spike nearby, Star Admiral. We are detecting another ship jumping into the system.”

“What! Our visitor isn’t expected for another several hours.”

“That is why I took the precaution of calculating all possible scenarios, Star Admiral. The probabilities for the vessel’s arrival in-system range from twenty-two seconds to as much as eighteen minutes or more. The eighteen-minute ETA is less than one percent, and it would have to be a Potemkin Class WarShip loaded with a full complement of DropShips. I do not think the Diamond Sharks have decided to test our resolve by invading the Draconis Combine, quineg?”

“Neg, Star Commodore. I do not. The Diamond Sharks are our only allies among the Clans since the Abjurment.” It had been more than a year, but Jan Jorgensson could only now say the word without flinching.

“There are many possible reasons why the merchant Clan might decide we are best conquered.”

“Possible, Star Commodore,” she cut in, “but not probable.” This was not the moment for one of her verbal duels with Antila, who was meticulously thorough. “Our guest is in transit as we speak, and no intruder is going to interfere with his reception. We show no incoming ships logged for this date, and you were wise to sound the alarm. Deploy one Star of aerospace fighters immediately and hold the second in readiness. Launch the Sacred Rite as well, and prepare Promised Vision for launch as soon as the unknown ship arrives in-system. I am on my way to the bridge right now.”

Jorgensson moved quickly—or as quickly as possible wearing the magnetic boots needed to stay on her feet in zero gravity. The hatch whirred open, and she began to make her way down the long, gray corridor toward the bridge. Below, the burning yellow-white ball of gas that was Irece’s F8 class star burned at the heart of the system like a beacon.

 

 

When the mystery ship appeared exactly two hundred and forty seconds after the infrared radiation spike first appeared, Jan Jorgensson had just reached the bridge. In the void of space, some ten thousand meters off the prow of the Severen Leroux, the emergence wave of an incoming vessel split the dark. The spindly shape blurred into existence, arriving almost instantaneously from some other star system light years away.

Antila glanced over at her. “Star Admiral, our aerospace fighters and the Sacred Rite have already begun a burn toward the ship.”

Jorgensson heard the note of pride in his voice and shared it. She and her crew had won the Noruff Class DropShip away from the Steel Vipers in a Trial of Possession that had been one of their finest moments. So pleased was Khan Leroux to acquire this swift and deadly DropShip that he had allowed Jorgensson to name it. The Sacred Rite was the only ship of its kind in the entire Nova Cat Touman.

“Have a look,” Antila said, gesturing toward the holotank in the center of the bridge.

Jorgensson gazed at the laser-generated, three-dimensional image of a Monolith Class JumpShip hovering in clear detail over the tank. The largest JumpShip in service with either the Clans or the Inner Sphere, a Monolith’s seven hundred-fifty-meter length could carry up to nine DropShips. This particular vessel had obviously seen some vicious fighting. Pockmarked craters and smooth, blackened troughs from autocannon and laser fire covered almost every meter of its hull. Even the DropShips docked around the Monolith’s cargo section showed the scars of the battle. At least one had lost several decks to the explosive decompression caused by a hit.

Only eight DropShips were docked to the vessel. What had once been the ninth docking arm was now a fused mass of metallic parts. Even more shocking was that the entire stern of the Monolith was simply gone. The place where the ship’s critical parts had once been—the jump-sail array, the drive-charging system, the station-keeping drive—was now a gaping maw. Jorgensson wondered how in the name of Kerensky the ship had survived the jump.

“Magnify the extreme forward prow,” she said, eyes glued to a spot on the blackened armor plating where she had glimpsed an insignia.

One of the technicians tapped a command into the holotank’s console, and the sound of the keystroke was abnormally loud in the dead silence of the bridge. The three-dimensional image of the Monolith seemed to zoom toward her, and she experienced the momentary sensation of falling into it. Someone gasped as one side of the hull became visible. Though much of it was scorched and burned away, there was no mistaking the eyes of a nova cat peering from the Clan emblem.

Jorgensson was stunned. “Star Commodore, scramble the second Star of fighters immediately and launch both Promised Vision and Promised Sight.” She was outraged at the sight of a Nova Cat ship so devastated.

“With the station-keeping drive destroyed, we must stabilize the ship as quickly as possible before she begins to succumb to our star’s gravitational pull. We must also send an immediate message to Irece, with instructions to relay it on to the SLS Faithful stationed at the nadir jump point. Inform them of the Monolith’s arrival and instruct them to be prepared for possible hostile intrusion.”

She thought of the DropShip on its way here. “Send that message to the Nova Cat Alpha as well.”

Jorgensson walked slowly around the holotank, continuing her scrutiny of the ravaged vessel. “Have we been able to contact the ship yet?”

The communications tech glanced up briefly. “No, Star Admiral. If you look closely, you will see that the communications antennae on the prow seem to have been sheared away. We will not know more until we board her.”

She turned to Antila. “Any thoughts on where the ship came from, Star Commodore?”

“Aye, Star Admiral,” Antila said quickly. True to form, her second had calculated an answer even before she had asked. Though the trait was maddening sometimes, it had saved the lives of her and her crew on more than one occasion.

“Using the number of DropShips carried by the Monolith, along with the duration between the IR spike and the vessel’s actual arrival time, I can say with ninety-five percent accuracy that the ship arrived from the Outer Volta system. Outer Volta is within one easy jump of three different worlds currently occupied by Combine troops. I do not discount the possibility that the Draconis Combine attacked the ship, but it is doubtful. The taboo against damaging JumpShips is still too ingrained in them. Pirates perhaps. But not Combine warriors.”

Jorgensson agreed with Antila—this wasn’t the work of the Combine. But with her visitor arriving so soon, she could not take any chances. The Monolith had been virtually destroyed. If not by the Combine, then who?

“When will our DropShips rendezvous with the Monolith?” she asked.

A new round of furious typing followed her question, and several moments passed without a response. “They should make contact in less than five minutes,” the technician answered.

Silence fell again as the waiting continued. Various techs moved from console to console, verifying the status of the Monolith as well as the progress of the Severen Leroux’s three DropShips and twenty aerospace fighters approaching the wreck of a starship floating before them on an endless sea of black.

 

 

Star Captain Lenardon waited as the DropShip Sacred Vision slowly maneuvered into position over the forward hull of the crippled ship. Though the Sacred Vision usually transported up to twelve ‘Mechs, a Star of twenty-five Elementals were its only passengers today. The empty ‘Mech bay loomed large around them, giving the power-armored troopers the look of giant insects with strange carapaces awaiting the command of their queen.

“Star Captain Lenardon,” the voice of the DropShip captain called over his helmet headset, “we are less than ten meters from the Monolith’s hull. We cannot maneuver any closer because the docking arms bar our way. You will have to drop from here. You understand, quiaff?”

“Aff,” Lenardon said. He rotated his torso to the right and brought all the members of his Star into his field of vision through the V-shaped visor set into his helmet. He raised one armor-encased arm—the one ending in a wickedly shaped claw—and said, “Remember, this ship may be controlled by hostiles. Any sign of aggression or resistance is to be met with maximum force. We will occupy and take the ship as quickly as possible. Without its station-keeping drive, it has already moved from its original arrival point. We must stabilize it and learn who are the enemies that have struck at us.”

Signaling with a downward slash of his arm, Lenardon turned and walked toward the ‘Mech bay door that was already starting to open. The Elementals could as easily have used the man-sized hatch in the bulkhead, but it would have formed a choke point while each Elemental waited for the one in front of him to get through. Dropping from the ‘Mech door was more dangerous, but it would permit the whole Star to reach the hull of the Monolith at once, providing a greater chance of success.

All twenty-five Elementals came to the edge of the gaping door, then leapt into the frigid blackness of deep space. Using maneuvering thrusters mounted in the back and legs of their power armor, they deftly closed with the mammoth ship below. With the agility and speed earned through years of zero-gravity duty, they made contact with the hull of the Monolith.

“Set the charges,” Lenardon ordered, breaking the silence. With swift efficiency, a Point of five Elementals used their claw-mounted arms to remove a small package attached to each of their legs. While the rest of the Star spread out and hunkered down, the Point placed the packages against the hull of the ship.

“Detonation in fifteen seconds,” one of them said over the commline, then they instantly scattered away.

The explosion was terrifying and effective. The shaped charges punched a hole into the outer bulkhead of the vessel, and the shock waves that shuddered down the hull threatened to dislodge the magnetic boots of the Elementals. Though this method of entry risked killing Nova Cats who might be aboard the JumpShip, it was the most effective way to eliminate any hostiles. Fortunately, the explosive decompression that followed produced only scraps of metal and no bodies, probably because the team had placed the charges over a seldom-used corridor.

Using the thrusters and enhanced strength of their battle armor, the twenty-five Elementals immediately began to move through the jagged rent even as pipes in the walls began to spray a tar-like black substance across the opening. The substance, known as Harjel, was used in WarShips and by Elementals to rapidly seal punctures and wounds. It was originally developed by Clan Diamond Shark, with whom the Nova Cats had a long-standing mercantile relationship.

That was how a portion of the Nova Cat JumpShip fleet had come to be outfitted with the substance.

Lenardon was the first through the hole, quickly taking in the situation as the cleaning agents of his visor sloughed off the Harjel that had sprayed onto his suit. Emergency back-up lights were on all along the corridor, indicating a complete loss of standard power. When the decompression occurred, emergency hatches had sealed off this section ten meters in both directions. With the skill and grace that only genetic breeding and several decades of battle-armor experience could bestow, Lenardon moved toward the left-hand hatch, knowing that a hundred meters down the other side of it was the bridge.

“Star Captain, we are through the gap,” Point Commander Tol announced over the comm as Lenardon and two other Elementals took position facing the hatch. All three warriors raised their right arms, the ones ending in the muzzle of a small laser. After silently counting to ten—giving the Harjel time to completely seal the tear in the vessel’s skin—the three warriors began to fire a low-powered, sustained burst of laser fire into the hatch at key points, slowly working their way across the metal. Because of the hulking size of the Elementals, the hole they were cutting was large, and other Elementals came forward to help cut to keep from overpowering the laser of any one power suit.

As the laser glow died, Lenardon lunged forward, slamming his right shoulder against the hatch. With a scream of tortured metal, the hatch bent inward, then suddenly tore completely free, slamming into the deck and sliding a short distance away. The laser-cutting had left smoke in the air on both sides of the hatch, and Lenardon saw several shadowy figures moving about in the haze as he entered the bridge. One had a weapon trained on him.

He activated his exterior speaker and spoke quickly to keep them from firing. “In the name of Khan Santin West and Clan Nova Cat, I, Star Captain Josef Lenardon, board this vessel and demand to know who controls it.”

Several moments passed, an eternity, as more Elementals came through the hatch and fanned out to either side of him, ready to rush forward and eliminate any resistance. Slowly, the blurred figures approached, revealed now as stunned and haggard men in dirty but recognizable uniforms—Nova Cat uniforms. One of them looked like a warrior, while the rest appeared to be lower-caste ship’s crew.

“I am Warrior Sal of Clan Nova Cat, and we control this ship,” said the one with a rifle.

“How comes it that this ship has taken so much damage?” Lenardon asked. “Has the Draconis Combine suddenly decided that the Nova Cats are no longer welcome on their worlds?”

The warrior didn’t answer.

“Who attacked you? Was it pirates?” Lenardon demanded.

“I do not understand what you are asking,” Sal said. “We have just completed our journey from the Clan homeworlds. The damage—”

“What?” Lenardon barked. “That is not possible. The last refugees arrived almost two months ago.”

“We became separated from the convoy bound for the Inner Sphere at Bearclaw, where the Snow Ravens and Hell’s Horses attempted to destroy us,” Sal said, his eyes growing distant. Slowly, he let the rifle slip from his slack hand, and it clattered to the deck, the sound echoing through the corridor.

Sal looked down at the weapon as though wondering how it had gotten there. “The convoy must have thought us lost, but we managed to escape to Circe. There we boarded as many warriors and lower-castemen as we could before resuming our journey to the Inner Sphere. The other Clans—they are the ones who tried to destroy the ship. We lost the stern during the last jump; the stress was finally too much.”

Sal slowly sank to his knees, seeming blind to his surroundings as the memories moved across his inner vision.

Lenardon had been in the Inner Sphere during the Abjurment, but everyone had heard by now how the other Clans had driven the Nova Cats from the home-worlds, viciously wiping out three whole Galaxies in the process. This was the first time he had spoken face to face with any of the refugees, however.

Lenardon had fought in countless battles on numerous worlds spread across a thousand light-years, but he could never have imagined a Nova Cat warrior reduced to such a state as Sal. Staring at the slack-faced warrior, he could only wonder how his Clan could have fallen so far. Was it possible that the new path was not the right one?


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Battle Cruiser SLS Severen Leroux 

Zenith Jump Point, Irece System 

Draconis Combine 

13 June 3061

 

“The Nova Gat Alpha is docking as we speak, Star Admiral,” came Antila’s voice over her earpiece as Jan Jorgensson drifted down the ship’s corridor using handholds mounted on the bulkheads to stay upright.

Her guest had finally arrived, and just when she had her hands full with the refugees of the Dark Spine. Seventeen hours had passed since the crippled JumpShip arrived in the Irece system. Seventeen hours of chaos, she thought, turning the final corner that would bring her to the hatch of Docking Collar Four.

With practiced ease, she used the leverage of a handrail to make contact with the floor and engage her magnetic boots. Under normal circumstances, she would never have floated down the corridor, considering it undignified for one of her station. But these were hardly normal circumstances.

Her crew was already jumpy enough about their impending visit. Now they had to deal with the shock of finding still more refugees ravaged and driven from the Clan homeworlds.

Sounds on the far side of the airlock meant that her visitors were already boarding the Severen Leroux. Suddenly anxious, she ran a hand nervously down the front of her uniform, a habit she had yet to suppress. Though she’d been wearing the white knee-length coat and purple trousers of a Star League admiral for some time, she still had not fully adjusted to her new look. Particularly distasteful was the foppish hat.

With a hiss of adjusting atmospheres, the hatch swung open, and a giant of a man came drifting through it. Though short for an Elemental at just over two meters, he had the massive chest and arms that only Clan genetic breeding could produce. Adding to his striking appearance was his head of white hair and prominent salt and pepper mustache; most warriors never lived long enough for their hair to change color.

He floated effortlessly to a stop in front of Jorgensson, a sure sign of long experience in zero-gravity operations. Santin West, Khan of Clan Nova Cat, emanated power and authority.

“I, Star Admiral Jan Jorgensson, commander of the SLS Severen Leroux, welcome you aboard, my Khan,” she said with great formality. “May your vision always guide us down the path.”

The Khan acknowledged the ritual greeting with only a gruff nod. “Take me to the warriors,” he said.

“This way, my Khan.” Jorgensson would have leapt to do the bidding of any Khan of hers, but Santin West’s commanding presence had her moving even before she realized it.

As they proceeded down the corridor, she marveled at how much she was still in awe of him, even though they had met before. As commander of all Nova Cat naval assets, her position was only two steps removed from the Khan’s. Yet Santin West seemed to exist in a realm she could not enter, guided by a vision for the future of their Clan that she could not fully grasp. And that vision, far beyond any vote taken by the Clan Council, was what gave him his authority and why most Nova Cat warriors, including her, had gladly followed him after the Abjurment.

As they took the first turn, she glanced back at the airlock and saw several other warriors coming through the docking hatch. Their fumbling attempts to stay upright in zero-g contrasted strongly with the Khan’s sure movements.

“Your last report indicated that the Dark Spine carried several thousand lower-castemen but only a handful of warriors,” the Khan said. “Did a further search of the ship turn up any others?”

“No, my Khan. After an exhaustive search, we have accounted for a total of twenty-nine warriors— remnants from all three of our homeworld Galaxies.” She felt a catch in her throat. The appalling waste of so many lives and so much equipment was a loss almost beyond comprehension.

As they continued down the corridor in silence, Jorgensson considered the enormous distance the Nova Cats had traveled as a Clan in the past several years. Their Khans had sided with the Inner Sphere against the other Clans in the Great Refusal, guided by visions that the destiny of the Nova Cats was tied to the new Star League. As a result the rest of the Clans had repudiated them and annihilated three Nova Cat Galaxies.

She could understand that her former Clansmen felt a sense of betrayal, but not how they could condone such waste. The Founder would be appalled to see what had become of his great vision. She almost missed a step as that thought was followed quickly by another. What would Nicholas Kerensky think of what the Nova Cats themselves had done? Would he too feel betrayed? Her hand flew up to the sacred Cameron Stars on her collar.

“Are you all right, Star Admiral?” the Khan asked, his deep voice booming in the emptiness.

“Yes, my Khan,” she said quickly, embarrassed to be caught daydreaming in his presence. “We are almost there,” she said as they rounded the final corner. At the end of the corridor a huge Elemental in full power armor stood hulking outside the hatch to the holding room. He pulled himself even taller as he saw them coming.

“Why are you keeping the refugee warriors under guard?” the Khan asked.

“There has been ... an altercation between one of the warriors and my crew.”

“And that is reason enough to contain twenty-eight other warriors, quineg? Because of the actions of one?”

“Neg, my Khan, but there was nothing else I could do.” Jorgensson barely understood it herself. All Nova Cat warriors were aggressive, but what she had read in the report was unusual in the extreme.

“According to the reports of my crew, only one warrior was physically involved in the incident, but more than fifteen of the refugee warriors were present.”

The Khan stopped and turned to look at her as they reached the hatch. “A Circle of Equals?”

“Yes, the warrior challenged my crewman to an unaugmented Trial of Grievance in the presence of the others. I am told that both fought well, but, in the end, my crewman triumphed.”

“I fail to see what relevance that has to the situation, Star Admiral.”

Jorgensson had heard that the Khan’s temper was as violent as a combat drop into hostile territory, but that he considered such displays to be a serious weakness. She hoped there was truth in that rumor.

“My Khan,” she said, “several other warriors attacked my crewman while he was still inside the Circle of Equals.”

“What?” the Khan demanded.

She had been just as shocked by the reports. Any warrior who believed he had been dishonored personally or that the actions of a fellow warrior were dishonorable or dangerous to the Clan could call a Trial of Grievance. The Trial could be fought augmented in a ‘Mech or power armor or it could be fought unaugmented—hand-to-hand. A Trial was always fought in a Circle of Equals whose radius could be as small as a few meters or as large as several kilometers. For the other warriors to have broken the Circle and attacked her crewman after he had won a Trial of Grievance was an unthinkable breach of tradition.

“They attacked and beat him severely,” she continued. “Only the timely arrival of several Elementals prevented the death of my crewman.”

Santin West stood there in the barren gray corridor, lost in thought. He stared beyond her down the corridor they had just traversed, seeming lost in thought.

“Then it is worse than I feared,” he said softly to himself. He turned back to the hatch and gestured to the sentinel to undog it.

Puzzled by his words, Jorgensson followed her Khan into the room.

* * *

Zane looked around the large cabin that had been his prison for the last four hours. Five meters square, with two tables and several benches bolted to the deck, it had to be one of the largest on the WarShip. At the moment, however, it felt cramped and crowded with the twenty-eight other warriors who had also made the eight-month journey aboard the Dark Spine. He knew and respected every one of them, but right now would have preferred to be completely alone.

As he looked around at their dispirited faces, dark thoughts began to push their way into consciousness—images that usually only plagued his nightmares. He had managed to suppress them during the voyage from the homeworlds, but contact with the Inner Sphere Nova Cats—who he could never accept as his Clansmen—brought them rushing back with a vengeance. He closed his eyes and concentrated on restraining the fury that seemed to power the images.

Terrible darkness sows the seeds of effulgence, he chanted silently. The words were those of Sandra Rosse, the Nova Cats’ most revered and mystical Khan, and the litany helped calm him and hold the demons of dreams and rage at bay. Several hundred heartbeats later, with a last, long exhale, he opened his eyes again.

A moment later he heard the hatch undog, then spin free and open. The next thing he saw was the giant figure of an Elemental, followed by the ship’s commander. The arrival set off a wave of angry murmurs among the warriors, and Zane felt his rage boil up again. The Elemental’s military insignia had changed, but no one could mistake the Khan of the Nova Cats.

Even more shocking than the insignia was the Khan’s new uniform. To Zane it was a sacrilegious melding of the Star League Defense Force uniform and the one traditionally worn the Nova Cats. It was this—further proof of the corruption he believed was destroying his Clan—which enraged him most.

Though his heart hammered, Zane knew he must not let his anger overtake him. He closed his eyes briefly and silently chanted his phrase again. He might hate with all his heart the path the Nova Cats had chosen, but the figure standing before them was still his Khan. To oppose him now would be to die.

West was a warrior far beyond Zane’s prowess, even without his size and strength as an Elemental. As the pounding in his ears lessened, Zane opened his eyes again.

The Khan stood there calmly, even as the murmuring in the room grew louder. Finally, he walked slowly forward and began to speak. His voice was deep and authoritative, demanding respect and attention.

“Warriors, I, Khan Santin West of Clan Nova Cat, welcome you to the Inner Sphere.” He slowly looked around at all their faces. “Today is a day of rejoicing that you, our Clansmen, have found your way over black oceans to a new shore. A shore that holds a bright future for us.”

Zane expected a new round of muttering from the other warriors, but none came. Glancing around quickly at their faces, he saw many looking almost spellbound by the Khan’s commanding presence. It wasn’t every day that a Khan paid a visit, but Zane still could not understand their meek surrender.

“You have survived what many have not,” the Khan continued. “Generations ago, the Founder created twenty Clans to one day return to the Inner Sphere and reestablish the Star League. In that time, five of the original Clans have been annihilated, absorbed, or sundered. Clan Nova Cat might have ended up the same way, except that we have learned to read portents of things to come. By taking counsel from those signs, we are guided down our true path—a path that will allow us to flourish and become all that the Founder envisioned.”

The Khan paused, letting the silence underscore the gravity of his words.

“Some of you may question whether we are truly walking the Way the Founder would have wished. If so, I do not consider such thoughts sedition















cover.jpeg
BATTLETECH

" aaa
"7 PA“'I
OF l:‘ullIIIY





