Note: |'ve placed the dossary at the front of the e-book so those who
haven't read the incredibly popular and well witten novels that hel ped create
a gane. You don't have to know anything about the game other than in the
future wars are fought primarily by a single "Knight" who is encased in his 30
meter "arnor". The Armor is called a BattleMech or sinply a 'Mech and is
studded with all sorts of evil and nasty weapons nostly built to fight other
' Mechs. Smal ler 'Mechs such as a Wasp or Stinger don't have heavy arnor
pl ati ng or other heavy weapons and use their speed for defense.

This book, Decision at Thunder R ft, was the first novel to be set in

the BattleMech world. It was witten in 1986 by one of the nost gifted
witers for this genre, WlliamH Keith, Jr.. M. Keith has since gone on to
wite some of the best "game set" novels and has a way of breathing life into
a premade ganme such as Battl eMech. There are two nore novels in the series

that deal with the building of a 'Mech Legion from the ground up after being
bet r ayed.

A second trilogy I'Il be scanning in is one by Mchael Stackpole,
another gifted author. After reading his series it really brings to life the
human characters that inhabit the future and the Kings, Queens, Dictators, and
Lords who all want to rule all of known space.

So this is the first book of the Succession Wars and the horrors of the
peopl e caught in the mddle.

GLOSSARY

Aut ocannon: A rapid-firing, auto-loading cannon nounted on sonme 'Mechs
and weapons carriers. Light vehicle autocannon have calibers ranging from 30
to 90 mm while heavy ' Mech autocannon may be 80 to 120 mm or nore. The weapon
fires high-explosive or arnor-piercing shells. Because of the limtations of
"Mech targeting technology, its range is limted to less than 600 neters.

Conpany: A tactical mlitary unit consisting of three BattleMech
Lances or, for infantry, three platoons with a total of SO to 100 nmen.
Infantry conpanies are generally conmanded by a captain.

Craw er: A tracked, mlitary vehicle. Various designs carry troops,
cargo, Or weapons.

Crusader: A heavy BattleMech, weighing 65 tons, with a top speed of 65
kph. It is heavily arned even for a 'Mech, nounting a |aser, a heavy nachine
gun, and nassed LRM batteries in each arm and six SRM launch tubes on each
| eg.

ECM Short for "Electronic Counterneasures", this is broadcast
interference to disrupt eneny radar, radio, or other electronic equipment.

Hovercraft: A vehicle that travels several centinmeters above the
ground on a cushion of air created by large fans inside a rubber or |ight
nmetal -skirted plenum chanber. Hovercraft may be designed as scouts,
transports, or weapon carriers. They are fast, highly maneuverable, and can
travel over land or water, but are hampered by rough or broken terrain. They
are also called skimrers or GEVs (G ound Effect Vehicles).

HVT: Hovercraft Transports are a military hovercraft used to carry
personnel or cargo.

HWC: The Hovercraft Wapons Carrier is a mlitary hovercraft, snaller
than a transport, nounting a mssile battery, PPC, or other heavy weapon.

| FF: Short for "ldentification Friend or Foe," this is a system of
signals from an on-board transponder that can be detected and used to identify
the vehicle, especially in conbat.

Inferno: A special, shoulder-launched mssile designed as an
anti-'Mech weapon. It explodes several meters from the |aunch tube, spraying
the target with white phosphorus or a simlar flammable conpound in a jelly
base. Infernos are not carried aboard ' Mechs because of their flanmmability.



IR Infrared is light at wavelengths too long to be seen by the hunman
eye. Infrared radiation is enmtted by heat sources such as running engines or
living bodies, and can be detected by equi pnent designed for use in the dark.

Lance: A BattleMech tactical conbat group, usually consisting of four
' Mechs.

Laser: An acronym for "Light Anmplification through Stinulated Em ssion
of Radiation." As a weapon, it danmages the target by concentrating extremne
heat on a small area. BattleMech lasers are designated as small, nmedium and
large. Lasers are also available as shoulder-fired weapons operating from a
portabl e backpack power wunit. Certain range finders and targeting equipnent
employ lowlevel |asers as well.

Locust: A light, non-humanoid scout BattleMech designed for extrene
speed and maneuverability. Wighing 20 tons, it has a top running speed of 130
kph. It is armed with one nedium |l aser and a pair of heavy machi ne guns.

LRM Abbreviation for "Long-Range Mssiles,"” indirect-fire mssiles
with high-expl osive warheads. They have a maxi num extrene range of several
kil ometers, but are accurate only between about 150 and 700 neters.

Mar auder: A heavy, non-humanoid assault BattleMech, weighing 75 tons,
with a top speed of 65 kph. It is heavily armed, mounting a heavy PPC and a
nmedi um | aser in each arm and a 120 nm autocannon over its back. Mrauders are
extrenely well-arnored and difficult to knock out, particularly favored for
the psychol ogi cal advantage conveyed by their fearsone appearance.

PBI: Short for "Poor Bloody Infantry," this is BattleMech slang for
non-' Mech troops.

Phoeni x Hawk: A medium BattleMech weighing 45 tons, with a top speed
of 100 kph. It mounts one medium laser and a heavy machine gun integral to
each arm and carries a heavy laser in an arm rifle munt. It is a
particularly useful blend of speed and maneuverability in BattleMech conbat.

Pl atoon: A tactical mlitary unit typically consisting of 50 to 60
men, commanded by a lieutenant or a platoon sergeant. A platoon may be divided
into two sections.

PPC. Short for "Particle Projection Cannon," a nagnetic accelerator
firing high-energy proton or ion bolts, causing damage both through inpact and
high tenperature. They are anong the nost effective weapons available to

Bat t | eMechs. Though they have a theoretical range limted only by
i ne-of -sight considerations, the technology available for focusing and aim ng
the bolt limts effective range to |l ess than 600 neters.

Regiment: A military unit consisting of two to four battalions, each
consisting of three or four conpanies. A reginment is comrmanded by a col onel.

Rifleman: A nmedium Battl eMech weighing 60 tons, with a top speed of 65
kph. It mounts one autocannon and a heavy laser in a tw n-barrel assenbly on
each arm and a pair of lasers in the torso.

Shadow Hawk: A medium BattleMech weighing 55 tons, with a top speed of
85 to 90 kph. It nounts a medium laser on its right arm five LRM launchers in
its torso, a pair of SRM launch tubes on either side of its head, and a
backpack- mount ed, over-the-shoul der, |arge-caliber autocannon.

SRM Abbreviation for "Short-Range Mssiles", direct-trajectory
m ssiles with high-explosive or arnor-piercing explosive warheads. They have a
range of less than one kilonmeter, and are accurate only at ranges of |ess than
300 neters. They are nore powerful, however, than LRMs.

Stinger: A light scout BattleMech, the Stinger weighs 20 tons, with a
top running speed of 100 kph. It is arnmed with one nedium | aser and two heavy
machi ne guns.

T.0 & E Abbreviation for "Table of Oganization and Equi prent," the
breakdown of a wunit's personnel, order of battle, and equipment, including
vehi cl es and weapons.

W: Utraviolet light is radiation at wavel engths too short to be seen
by the eye. Special scanning equipment can see by W I|ight.

Wasp: A light scout BattleMech, weighing 20 tons, with a top running
speed of 100 kph. The Wasp is arned with one nedium laser and a pair of SRM



[ aunch racks.

Wl verine: A medium BattleMech weighing 55 tons, with a top speed of
85 kph. It mounts a heavy-caliber autocannon in its right arm and six SRM
tubes in its torso. High on its chest, just below the head, is a ball turret
nmounting a medium | aser.

PROLCOGUE

Ten thousand years of organized warfare have culmnated in that
fabrication of arms and armor, nobility and strength called the Battl eMech.

Standing ten to twelve nmeters tall, the typical 'Mech is vaguely
humanoi d, an arnmored giant of nyth and |legend conme to life. The lightest weigh
20 tons, the heaviest 75 or nore, and even the smallest 'Mech bristles with
| asers, particle cannons, long- and short-range missile |aunchers, autocannon,
or machi ne-guns. A 'Mech is striding, thundering death for any unarnored arny
crazy enough to stand and fight, and a form dable foe even for heavily-arnored
conventional units.

Traditional mlitary tactical thought holds that the best way to fight
a 'Mech is to send in another 'Mech, preferably one bigger, stronger, and nore
heavily arnored. Wen matched, the nonster machines can pound away at one
anot her for hours, each waiting for that one fatal mistake by his opponent.
Each waiting for that inevitable, critical failure of nerve or nachine, that
instant's lapse in guard or tactics that will |eave the way open for a fatal
strike.

This same kind of mlitary balance exists between the five mgjor
Houses of the Successor States of the early 31st century as they war anong
thenselves for control of known space. On one side is the Capellan
Conf ederation of House Liao, the Free Wrlds League of House Marik, and the
Draconis Conbine of House Kurita. Against them stands the uneasy alliance of
House Davion's Federated Suns and the Lyran Commonwealth of House Steiner.
Around these giants also swarm |esser houses, powers, alliances, merchants,
fronts, and out-and-out bandits, whom the Successor Lords try to woo, bribe,
or force to assist them when they can.

And yet, after centuries of warfare, no clear gains have ,been nade by
any single House, no fatal flaw uncovered. War continues, wth the giants
struggling among the ruins of what once had been a proud, galactic
civilization. Like well-matched BattleMechs, the forces seemed too evenly
bal anced for any one to gain that vital, decisive edge.

But the powers behind the war understood a maxim of war as old as war
itself. Wt cannot be won by force of arns can often be achieved through
cunni ng, deceit, or by a conceal ed blade slipped into an eneny's back.

-Nicolai Aristobulus Terror's Balance: A Hi story of the Succession
War s

BOXK |
The traitor slid out from under the tangle of cables and hard-wred
circuit boards, wping grease-stained fingers across the front of his
coveralls. The watch officer behind the console above him frowned. "Aren't you
done in there yet?"
"It's a peripheral circuit, boss," the traitor said. "I can't get it
from here. 1'll have to check the cameras down in the Repair Bay." He reached



back into the circuitry access and flicked a row of switches from on to off
with precise deliberation. "Your nonitors'll be down for a bit."

"How | ong?"

"Ch, not long." He began gathering his tools and stuffing them into
his canvas shoul der bag. "Fifteen minutes."

The watch officer glanced at his wistcom "Mke it fast," he said,
penning a notation on the clipboard in his hand.

"Don't worry," the other man replied. "It will be."

The traitor was an astech and a native Trell, his sharp-chiseled

features and black, curly hair typical of Trellwan's snmall native popul ation,
his conplexion extraordinarily pale due to the world s UV-poor sun. The
wat ch- st ati on door passed the man at a touch of his fingertips to the security
scanner plate, then hissed shut at his back. As he noved down the stone-walled
passageway, the clatter of his footsteps echoed hollowy.

Cold stone steps led down and down, through deserted corridors and
past roonms guarded by grey uniformed sentries. Twice, the Trell had to show
his pass, a holographic ID pinned high on his shoulder. Qher astechs passed
himin stony silence or with nodded greeting. Hs coveralls and heavy tool bag
were pass enough to get him through nost doorways, as there were few areas in
the Castle where a native astech could not go.

The Repair Bay was part artifice and part natural cavern, a
hi gh- vaul t ed room whose |ingering gl oom was broken by isolated pools of I|ight.
e wall was brown-rusted and corroded with age. At the Bay's center,
crisscrossed by spotlight pools and the snaking coils of power feeds and
conpressor lines, the 55-ton hulk of a partly disassenbled 'Mech lay spraw ed
across an elevated rack. A Tech bawl ed orders and gestured from the deck at a
pair of astechs working on the behenoth's chest. Warily, they stooped above
the actinic flare of a welding laser. Arnor plates weighing half a ton apiece
dangl ed above in a tangled webwork of |ines and scaffol di ng.

The traitor |ooked around at the four 'Mechs that were the heart and
soul of Carlyle's Conmandos. Arnored, ten-neter nonsters, BattleMechs were all
but invincible against troops or conventional armor, so powerful that only
anot her ' Mech of equal or greater firepower had any chance at all of bringing
one down. The Trell smiled to hinmself, thinking how he had acconplished just
that with nmerely a forged maintenance order and fifteen m nutes' work.

Di sabling the Lance's Shadow Hawk had been the first part of his
two- pronged m ssion. He had been given explicit instructions and training, as
well as a replacenment circuit board to be slipped into a 'Mch's
servo-electronics control nexus if he got the chance. He'd found that chance,
and the board had crippled every power feed in the 'Mech's |leg servo-actuator
series before nelting itself into an anonynous lunmp of slag, all traces of
sabot age erased. Now the Lance had but three 'Mechs-the Captain's Phoenix Hawk
and the two 20-ton Wasps. Wthout the Shadow Hawk's particular balance of
heavy firepower and maneuverability, the garrison would be crippled if it
found itself in an all-out fight.

The Trell clutched his tool bag tighter under his arm and hurried
past to the rattletrap metal steps that led in dizzying zigzags to the Bay
Control Center, a w ndowed booth suspended from the back wall fifteen neters
above the stone floor.

The Repair Bay Oficer of the Watch |ooked up from the glow of a

monitor, lowered his feet from the console, and set his nug of chava aside.
"Yes?"
"Mai nt enance, sir," said the small, dark man, turning his shoul der so
that the officer could see his astech's card without rising from his chair.
"They sent me down from Central Control to find a fault in the security canera
circuitry. | think it's a bad line in here somewhere."

The officer nodded. "Damm junk," he said. "Like everything else on
this sand-rotten " Realizing too late that he was talking to a Trell, he
bit off whatever else he'd been about to say and pointed at a row of dead
monitors, "Access is back here," he said, then propped his feet back up and



returned to the single live nonitor on the console. The traitor glanced over
the officer's shoulder, and noted that the nonitor showed the spaceport, enpty
ferrocrete broken by overlapping patches of shadow and light under a chill,
starry sky.

So they weren't down yet. He glanced at his wistconp silently
counting out the minutes and seconds that remmined, and began laying out his
tools. It wouldn't be |ong now

Grayson Death Carlyle had long ago given up being sensitive about his
grim mddle nane. He'd inherited it, so to speak, from an ancestor, Lord
G ayson Death Thomas. Lord Grayson, it was said, had changed the pronunciation
of his mddle name's vowel froma long to short "e" after he became the Victor
of Lysander and a |andholder so powerful no one dared care how he pronounced
his name. In a warriors' society that revelled in the deeds and exploits of
heroes, the younger Gayson's nane drew little nore than occasional wy
heckling fromthe other menbers of his father's Lance.

As soon as he stepped from the electric runabout that had brought him
back to the Castle, Gayson knew he was in trouble. Shedding his cold-weather

gear, he dropped it into the arms of a waiting Trell orderly who said
nervously, "The Wapons Master's been |ooking for you, sir."

Grayson glanced at his wistconp and winced at the time. "Yes, |
expect he has."

"He seemed a bit upset,"” the orderly went on, sounding |ike soneone

who feared being caught any mnute near ground zero of a |ong-expected bl ast.

Grayson shrugged, then turned to the electric heater the Vehicle Bay
wat chstanders had rigged to take the edge off the bitter air that canme in
whenever the Bay's outer doors were opened. Amd the grine-snmeared walls of
the arena-sized hall, about 20 other House troopers were about, either
standing in the heater's glow, lounging with books, or playing card gamnes.
Grayson rubbed his nunbed hands briskly to restore circulation. It was a
typi cal Secondnight, 20° below, with a |owkeening wind that plunged the
wi nd-chill to -40° Centigrade or worse. Sergeant Giffith's reprinmand was
going to be worse than the cold, he decided, but the menory of Mra's
caresses, the lingering warnth of her kisses, nade up for it all.

A voice broke into his thoughts. "So! Mster Death has deigned to join
us."

"Hello, Giff," he said amcably. "Sorry I'mlate."

The shadow resolved itself into the unit's Warrant Wapons Master,
Sergeant Kai Giffith. The harsh overhead lights gleaned from his hairless
scal p and seened to highlight the savage blue scar that twi sted down his jaw
close to his right ear.

" '"Sorry,' the boy says! 'Sorry!" " Giffith's face, with its drooping
must ache, wore a studied sneer. "Wiat | want to know is wherein the bl oody
bl ue hell have you been?"

To mask his anger at being called "boy,'

Grayson continued to smle,

but his voice was chill. "Wth friends," he said, thinking that someday
Giffith would go too far.
" '"Friends!' Of-base again, then. Seeing that Trell girl, | suppose?"
"Aw, Giff . . ."

"Don't give me that! You were scheduled for weapons practice four
hours ago, and you're supposed to be in the Conmand Center observing right
this mnute. What the hell are you playing at, boy?"

Grayson touched fingertips to his shock of pale blond hair in nock
salute. "Reprimand received, Sergeant Giffith."

"Your father'll receive it too, son." The bald head noved slowy from
side to side, the scar rippling as jaw nuscles clenched. "I can't perform ny
duty if you persist in ignoring yours."

G ayson turned from the heater and started up the ranp toward the
Castle's main central passageway. "Look, Giff, | figured this mght be ny
| ast chance to see her. W're pulling out in three days ..."

The bald sergeant fell into step beside him "W'IlIl pull out if these



negoti ations cone off. Until then, you'll attend your duty, Mster, or I'Ill
know t he reason why!"

Gayson scow ed. He was now 20 standard years old, and the Wapons
Master had been his personal instructor in the mlitary arts since he'd
formally joined the Lance as a warrior apprentice at ten. The older he got,
the less he appreciated Kai Giffith's sharp tongue or his interference in his

private life. After all, Gayson wasn't a child any |onger, and was both son
and heir to a Mech Warrior. The Wapons Mster would not order his life
forever.

"I'l'l attend to ny duty,"” Gayson retorted, "but ny private life is ny
own!"

"Still playing the loner, Mster Carlyle? That attitude is going to
buy you a world of trouble before you end your apprenticeship. Look, can't you
get it through your skull that the dammed Trells aren't our friends?"

"This one is. Cnmon! | just wanted to say goodbye!"

Giffith shook his head disapprovingly. ' 'The daughter of old Stannic
hi msel f, no |ess!”

"What has that got to do with anything?" Gayson broke in. It was true
Mara was the daughter of Trellwan's chief mnister, but so what?

"You keep sneaking off to play with your girl in town, and you're
going to end up dead!"

Remenbering a fragnent of the evening's fun, Gay-son only snmled and
shrugged. Kai Giffith shared the prejudice of nost old-time garrison soldiers
against the local civilians they were supposed to protect. He would never
under st and.

They paused at a massive steel door set into a wall of rough-cut
stone, guarded by a gray-uniformed trooper holding his submachine gun at a
stiff port arns. The door was decorated with the design of a clenched, nmailed
fist against a sky-blue background. Giffith shook his head resignedly,
knowi ng the stubbornness of this boy staring at himwth pale gray eyes.

"W haven't finished with this, Mster Carlyle. You' re being trained
to con a BattleMech soneday, to be a Mech Warrior of Carlyle's Commandos. But
warriors have to learn a damm sight nore than how to pilot a wal king netal
nountain. Get ne?"

Grayson had heard the lecture and all its variations before-about
di scipline and dedication to the unit and working as a part of a team He nade
himself ook attentive as he stifled an insistent yawn. There hadn't been nuch
sleep for himduring the past rest period.

Giffith finally stopped when he realized Gayson was sinply tuning
himout. "C nmon, son," he said, gesturing at the door. "Let's get in there and
wat ch the reception.”

The Conbat Command Center was a bare-walled room lined with consol es
and carpeted with enough power-feeds and cables to make footing hazardous.
Clusters of gray-unifornmed men stood or |ounged here and there, some talking
quietly over cups of dew or hot chava, others studying the pale flicker of
nmonitor screens or the eerie green glow of radar trackers. From sonewhere
overhead, a wonman's anplified voice announced, "Mi-lai DropShip now entering
at nosphere. Her captain confirns presence of the Gberon representatives on
board. Estinmate time to grounding at eleven mnutes."

Two nen sat at one near console. One was a dark-eyed Senior Tech in
official gray-and-blue coveralls and the other a slight, swarthy-skinned man
wearing a high-collared, richly worked civilian tunic. Beside them stood
another «civilian, silver-haired and erect, a silver-chased quarter cloak
fashionable on the Inner Wrlds draped across his left shoul der.

The dark-haired civilian | ooked up sharply at Gayson. Though his eyes
were angry, he said nothing. Gayson knew N kolai Aristobulus was keeping his
reprimand silent only because of the outsider standing behind him

"Hello, An," Gayson said, as though he neither saw nor felt his
tutor's disapproval .

"Master Carlyle,” Ari replied stiffly, wth only the slightest



inclination of his dark head. "You're late."

"What's Carlyle's boy doing here?" the silver-haired civilian asked,
turning toward Giffith. "These negotiations are extrenely delicate."

It was Ari who replied. "He is here at ny request, ny Lord, and at the
direct order of Captain Carlyle."

"I ndeed? And since when does a battlelance tutor set staff policy?"

"When he is charged with training the COs successor ... ny Lord."
Ari's hostility was barely restrained. "The boy may have to handle this
soneday. "

"Let him stay, ny Lord," Giffith interjected, nodding toward the
monitor. "That trader DropShip's almpst in."

Lord din Vogel scow ed, then noved away to another nonitor console,
trailing his ruffled dignity. Behind Vogel's back, Giffith nmade a face at
Ari. Seated at the communications console next to the tutor, Chief Tech
Riviera could not conceal his own grin.

Grayson was conpletely wuninterested in politics, but found
Representative Vogel's presence with the Lance annoying. He had arrived from
Thar kad 80-sone standard days before, brimmng with plans to forge an alliance
with the nearby stellar enmpire of a troublesome Bandit King. None of the nen
or wonen in Carlyle's Commandos liked the stiff-necked and arrogant viscount,
and the necessary formal etiquette of dealing with Katrina Steiner's personal
em ssary often failed to veil their black looks. Few in the unit agreed wth
Vogel 's plan for pacifying this sector.

Fortunately, that had nothing to do with Gayson. He peered across
Ari's shoulder at a console nonitor. "So what's happeni ng?"

"If you' d been here on time, you wouldn't have to ask. Your father is
at the spaceport. The Am -LAN shuttle has entered atnmosphere and should ground
in ... about ten mnutes."

The nonitor showed the spaceport's enpty expanse of ferrocrete. The
i mmge noved in peculiar, swaying bobs and dips caused by the lurching of the
transmtting canera, which rode on a Battl eMech.

Grayson needed no explanation of the nonitor scene. The canera
transmtting that ponderously shifting imge was mounted on the unit's |ead
Battl eMech, a Phoenix Hawk, 45 tons of battle-scarred and endlessly patched
and rew red wal ki ng conbat machi ne. And Grayson's father was at the con.

Giffith fromed at the image. "I still wish he'd been able to take
all four 'Mechs."

Riviera shrugged. "The Shadow Hawk's in the Repair Bay, and the
Captain wanted the Wasps on patrol in town, just in case." He nade a slight
gesture toward Vogel still standing at a nearby console. "THAT one wasn't
going to see his plan sabotaged for anything!"

Giffith watched the governnment representative with narrowed eyes.
"Did we have to send both Wasps to patrol Sarghad?"

The Tech made an unpl easant face. "Wwo knows? The natives are none too
happy about this deal."

"I wouldn't be, either,"” Ari said. "The line between a legitimte
interstellar enpire and a pack of bandits can be rather fine at tines. The
Trells'Il have to live with them when we're gone. They have a right to be
nervous about old Hendrik's . . . intentions."

The neeting this hour would seal the hard-fought pact between the

Lyran Commonweal th, which was using Carlyle's Commandos to garrison Trellwan,
and the new and bl ossoming enpire of Hendrik, the Bandit King of Gberon VI. It
was unfortunate that the Trellwan natives had no love for Hendrik's |Iegions,
but that did not affect the secret negotiations one single jot.

A deep voice blared from the overhead speakers. "I'min position."

Riviera |leaned forward and touched a console plate. "Riviera, private
channel . Your son's here, Captain.”

Captain Durant Carlyle's voice emerged fromthe console's private line
speaker, and it was still wunconfortably loud in the hush that had fallen
across Combat Conmand.



"Ch, he is, is he? Tell him he's earned an extra five hours in the
sinulator this week."

Riviera grinned as his eyes flicked back to Gayson. "Message
recei ved, Captain."”

G ayson frowned, but said nothing. It rankled that he was as subject
to discipline as any of the Lance's ground troops, but he'd learned not to
make a fuss about it. MechWarriors were, after all, the elite. They were like
noder n-day knights who held the course of battles in their charge, and he was
in training to take his father's place at the con of a BattleMech one day.
THAT Battl eMech, in fact-the Phoeni x Hawk.

Anyway, sintinme wasn't so bad, as punishments went. Gayson not only
enjoyed the simulator, he was good at it. It was the closest thing to piloting
a 'Mech in conbat w thout actually being there. The only problem was that the
five hours would cone out of his free time with Mara. But then, he'd already
said his goodbyes, hadn't he?

Funny how Mara had been so sure he wasn't going to be |eaving Trellwan
after all, but she'd just have to get over him poor kid. The next stop for
Carlyl e's Commandos was the Commonwealth capital. Now THAT would be a piece of
decent duty, for a change! He'd never been to Tharkad, but the troopers who
had been were nore than willing to yarn about the place. Cool and rocky the
world mght be, but nightlife in the strip outside the capital's starport had
a decidedly warm reputation. He was looking forward to it.

G ayson had becone very tired of Trellwan, with its endless succession
of long cycles of dark and light dragging through years so short that seasons

cane and went in nere days. "Ari, ny father has this pact of his pretty well
wrapped up, doesn't he? I mean . . . this means we'll be leaving Trellwan,
ri ght?"

"This nmeeting' |l make it official, Mster Carlyle, with nothing nore

to do but go through a cerenonial changing of the guard. It can't get any nore
wrapped up than that."

Grayson watched the nonitor image. "But could anything go wong?"

Ari shrugged expressively. "Wen dealing with Periphery bandits, keep
one hand on your account files, and the other over your eyes."

"My eyes?"

Wiite teeth flashed in Aristobulus' dark face. "So they don't rob you
blind."

"Better still, shoot the lot of '"em" Giffith said. He was obviously
and gloweringly displeased at the situation.

"That would take a lot of shooting, ny nuscle-massed friend. And naybe
with this treaty of Vogel's, we won't have to. Then you could spend your tine
shooting Kuritists instead."

"Ah, well, there is that! You have a way of finding the bright side of
everything, Ari."

They | aughed, but the Wapons Master was still troubled. Wrry went
with his title and rank, of course, but the situation was tricky. Consider, as
Ari was fond of saying during his nore pedantic monents, the Trell system

lying at the ragged boundaries of the Lyran Comonwealth, an isolated sentinel
agai nst an unt hinkably large and enpty unknown. Inward was so-called civilized
space, the Inner Sphere, where the Comonwealth of House Steiner and four
other warring heirs to a sundered Star League jockeyed and scuffled for
fleeting advantage of arnms or diplomatic position.

At their backs lay a wlderness of unknown or |ong-forgotten worlds,
the darkness of +the void, the rabble of petty tyrants and Bandit Kings
scratching ragtag enpires fromthe ruin of a war-shattered gl ory-that-was.

Hendrik 11l was one such bandit king, and his raids for water and
technol ogi cal flotsam had savaged scores of worlds both in Lyran space and
among the other systens of the neighboring Draconis Conmbine. It was those

raids that had brought Carlyle's Commandos to Trellwan in the first place five
standard years before, and there'd been sone sharp fights between bandit
raiders and Trellwan's garrison in the neantine.



Sonehow, between raids, Hendrik had forged a tottering alliance of a
dozen Bandit Kings, an alliance that had made the man a power worthy of
recognition . . . and caution. The coalition, which was centered at Hendrik's
capital of Goeron M, controlled the firepower and transport capacity of a
m nor House. That was sonething mere bandits could not be trusted wth.

Adin Vogel had arrived from Tharkad with a plan, a plan snoothed over
with the veneer of diplomatic tact. By treating Hendrik IIl as just another
Bandit King, making raid for raid and challenge for challenge, t he
Conmonwealth would sinmply get nore raids and challenges, requiring nore
garrisons strung along nore dry and half-forgotten worlds clear across the
Conmonweal th's Periphery. But treat Hendrik as a House ruler, treat him as
lord of an enpire as legitimate as the Comonwealth by suggesting a nutual
def ense pact with generous territorial inducements and guarantees . . . that
changed the situation, and for the better.

Vogel 's maneuverings had taken the better part of two |ocal years,
which was alnost three standard nonths. As neither side trusted the other, a
local trading house, House Am -LAN, had been hired to ferry the negotiators
between Trellwan and Gberon VI. Neither party was quite ready to allow
heavily-armed DropShips from the other side to ground on home territory.
Wrse, Hendrik already had a treaty (or at |least, a rough understanding) wth
the Draconis Conbine, and the Conbine was at war with the Lyran Conmonwealth.
Technically, this nmade Hendrik an eneny, though not a particularly active one.
It had taken tine, and that nost fleeting of human comodities-trust-but at
| ast a pact had been hammered out.

Wth the Trellwan Concord, Hendrik would becone the Lyran
Conmonweal th's partner and ally. It would now be Hendrik's JunmpShips and ' Mech
battalions guarding the Conmmonwealth's peripheral worlds in this sector,
freeing up the Steiner garrisons there for duty in the Inner Sphere against
the | atest maneuverings of the Draconis Conbine. This would discourage further
bandit raids because the mlitary arm of Oberon's minor enpire was already
stretched to the limt.

It return, Hendrik would gain nore worlds to rule, nore resources to
tap. Trellwan was one of those worlds, a mnor pawm in a political game played
out across light years. Trellwan's own native population was governed by a
kinglet named Jeverid, a man wth fealty sworn to House Steiner and the
Commonweal th, but what of that? Wen worlds are traded, the wshes of
i ndividuals do not count for nmuch. Besides, Trellwan would still technically
belong to House Steiner. That was the agreenent. The only difference was that
the outpost's 'Mechs and troopers would now be Hendrik's instead of the
Commonweal th' s.

The negotiations for both sides had overcone severe obstacles to such
an agreement. In fact, the worst problem had come when word of the secret
negoti ati ons had somehow |eaked out to the Trells, who were the unsuspecting
objects of the planned transfer of power and real estate. Captain Carlyle's
staff had intended to keep the Trells ignorant of the deal until after it was
achi eved. After all, nothing would change for them One garrison Lance at the
Castle was pretty much the sane as any other. But Hendrik had raided Trellwan
in the past, and the Concord might be interpreted badly by Jeverid and the
nore shortsighted of his people if they got wind of it too soon.

Carlyle's advisors had been correct. Wen news of the inpending
agreenent reached the people of Sarghad, at the base of the nountain where the
Castle stood guard, city-wide riots had broken out, and the fires had turned
that hot Firstnight to day. The Lance's two light 'Mechs had been tied down
with patrol duty in the city alnost constantly since.

House Security still hadn't been able to track down the source of that
leak. It boded ill for the future, and added to Sergeant G iffith's worries.

"(dd," Riviera said, as he snapped a toggle switch back and forth.
"W've | ost some security caneras.”

"Eh? Where?"

"Repair Bay. |'m checking." He touched his right hand fingers to his



ear, listening to the tiny inplanted speaker there. "Oficer of the Wtch
reports Maintenance shut those caneras down a few mnutes ago. Something about
a fault in the circuitry."”

Giffith looked worried. "I don't like it."

"You want the Captain?' R viera reached for the conmunicator panel
agai n.

The Sergeant glanced at the nonitor, where the trails of fusion flane
left by the descending DropShip were illumnating the sky. "No, don't jostle
him Put out a warning to all watchstations. Internal security, yellow alert."

G ayson wondered how that would help. Al stations were already on
alert, watching the descent of the Bhilai DropShip.

On their nonitors, they could see the DropShip's stubby hydraulic |egs
unfold as panels blossomed open across its broad base. In a final gush of
light and noise, it settled to the scorch-blackened ferrocrete 500 neters from
Carlyle's position. The vessel was roughly egg-shaped and very ol d.

Repeat ed patchings and dabs of brown sealant marred its once sleek
surface, and the blue X-and-circle crest of Bhilai House was the only bright
note on a hull faded and blistered fromcountless lifts and groundings.

Carlyle's voice came over the comlink. "l've got its landing ID
beacon. She checks out as the Bhilai freighter."

The shakiest part of the balance of trust between the two new allies
was in allowing DropShips to land on home ground. Because the vessels of the
maj or houses could nount form dable armanent, could carry battalions of
Battl eMechs and small armes of troops and heavy conbat vehicles, that trust
had not been easily forged. There were weapons trained on the grounded vessel
now, of course, the laser turrets and heavy missile batteries that ringed the

spaceport and served as the station's inner line of defense. Neverthel ess, the
base defenders let out a collective sigh of relief at the sight of Mi-lai's
new y-pai nted crest on the ship's curved hull pl at es, and at the

conputer-coded twitter of the ship's ID beacon. There were beam turrets
nestled in the vessel's pitted arnor, but not the heavy armanment of a major
House warship. It was only a freighter, aged, battered, and bearing the
representati ves of House Steiner's newest ally.

Gayson and the menbers of the Lance staff watched as their Captain's
Phoeni x Hawk began striding across the ferrocrete toward the ship that | ooned
above it.

In the Repair Bay, the traitor glanced over the top of the partly
di sassenbl ed console where he worked and saw the VWatch Oficer with his feet
still propped up, his back toward the astech. The nonitor showed the spaceport
lights, the ponderous, side-to-side nmotion of a heavy 'Mech lurching across
the pavenent, the settling bulk of the grounding DropShip on pillars of white
light. The Trell checked his wistconmp, and watched the last few seconds
flicker away to zero.

The nmonent for action had cone.

The traitor pulled a small, back-portable generator from his shoul der
bag. O itself, the device was innocent enough. Astechs often carried
generators with them for tasks requiring light and power in tight spaces. He
didn't put it on because the harness had been renoved, but fastened it instead
to his tool belt so that it hung free at his right hip. One end of a power
feed snapped into a bayonet socket. The feed's other end clicked hone at the
base of a slender cylinder. A twist of the cylinder snapped the blade open and
| ocked it down.

The Trell stood slowy, his eyes on the back of the watch officer's
neck. Blade in his right hand, he groped across his body for the power swtch
with his free hand.

Sensing something wong, sone motion at his back, the watch officer
hal f-turned, then whirled to his feet at the sight of the astech and his bl ade
coming at him As the officer's chair toppled noisily, the traitor's hand
found the power switch for his |lead-gray blade, and a dry hum filled the
narrow room



Vi brobl ades are horribly efficient for close-in fighting. Power from
the backpack is transformed to ultrasonics that vibrate the paracarball oy
bl ade faster than the eye can see. In seconds, friction turns the vibrating
bl ade white-hot, able to slice tenpered steel as though it were butter.

The officer funbled at his holster for the pistol, but collided wth
the console at his back before he could free the gun and bring it up. The
Trell's hunm ng bl ade slashed out and down, shearing through gunnetal, flesh,
and bone. The officer shrieked, clenched bloodied fingers to his chest, then
stunbl ed backward into the console again. The traitor advanced, the vibrobl ade
sl ashing out and down once nore to brutally silence a final shriek.

The traitor switched off the vibroblade, |ooped its power feed, and
tucked the weapon into an insulated belt scabbard, careful not to touch the
hot blade. Wth rapid and precise novenents, he examned the instrunent
console, finding at last a single white button, which he stabbed down and
held. From far off and above came the hollow grinding of nachinery. Across the
Repair Bay, on the other side of the beached-whale shape of the disabled
'Mech, the metal wall began to runble open, splitting along a rivet-pocked
seam On the console, a red warning light flashed on and off, and a wonan's
voi ce began from somewhere, "Warning. Warning. Security breach in Repair Bay.
Exterior wall now open. Warning ..."

Sand whirled through the wall opening, blown in by a chill, sub-zero
wind. The traitor narrowed his eyes, detecting a flicker of novement outside,
then gliding shapes anong the shadows. He released the switch, stepped across
the gore-splattered body of the watch officer, and clattered his way down the
steps to the main deck.

The Tech who had been at work on the 'Mech bel ow was running for the
mai n passageway when sonething caught him in the small of the back, Ilifted
him and hurled him sprawing against the wall. Then, one of the astechs on
the 'Mech's chest screamed and toppled five neters to the deck, while the
other tried to scranble to safety behind an open access plate. Next came the
sharp hiss of silenced gunfire, the jarring concussion of a hurled grenade. A
scream rose up from sonmewhere, but was mercifully cut short by a second bl ast
and the chattered hiss of sound-suppressed auto fire.

By now, nmen in neat gray and blue uniforns had burst through a door at
the far end of the Repair Bay, guns yammering. One black-garbed attacker
lurched backward as another hurled something that bobbed across the deck.
There followed a flash and a stunning blow that whipped the traitor's
coveralls against his legs. The next noment, those neat gray unifornms ceased
to exist, save as bloodied shreds and tatters.

The Trell stepped off the ladder and felt the blade at his throat
before he sensed the man behind it. "Hunter!"™ he choked out. "Hunter!" The
attacker's grip |oosened.

"You're Stefan?" The voice was curiously |evel.

The Trell nodded, rubbing at his throat. Squads of attackers dressed
in close-fitting black garb raced past. One of them stopped before Stefan, his
face totally obscured by featureless black plastic, a silenced subnmachine gun
in his gloved fist. The black canvas bag across his back bulged with nenace.

"You're the traitor?"

The Trell nodded again, uncertainly. The attacker's accent was foreign
and hard to follow, his manner unexpectedly harsh.

" Cone. "

In the passageway, there were only tw sted, blood-soaked bodies and
the silent forms of black-garbed attackers. The one Stefan knew nust be the
| eader gave nearly silent commands and signals to crouching groups of
conmandos, sending them off down branching corridors with lethal efficiency.

"Put this on." The |eader handed Stefan a |ight-weight breathing mask
from a pouch. It was even harder to see the black shadows in the pale anber
tint of the mask's anplifier goggles. Blood, he saw, becanre a slick and
lustrous black through the goggles, and the passageway took on an eerie
quality in the ghostly light. "The Comrand Center. Lead us."



Stefan nodded. "Two levels up. This way!"

The attack was heral ded by the rasp of an alarm klaxon and the shuffle
of boots across bare tile floors as squads of nen raced to their positions.
From above, the woman's voice continued the patient announcenent, "Alert,
alert. Security penetration in sectors five and six."

"I've lost the Repair Bay," Riviera said. "Comlink's dead."

Giffith's scow deepened, twisting the scar on his face as his jaw
cl enched, then relaxed. "Tell the Captain. Ari, let me have your chair.""'

Ari stood up, and Giffith slipped into his vacant chair beside
Ri viera.

Grayson pulled another chair from a nearby console and pushed in next
to the Weapons Master. "Giff, who is it? Wiy are they attacking us?"

"I don't know, lad, though ny first guess is the Trells. Riviera, put
the garrison on full alert. Then patch nme to the patrol nonitors. | want to
try and raise the patrol in town. "'

Grayson felt a nunbing confusion. Certainly, the Trells had not been
happy when news of the coming treaty with Cberon had |eaked out, but he found
it hard to believe that it was they who were storming up from the Castle's
Repair Bay. How had they broken in? Those vast, sliding doors were proof
agai nst the hanmmerings of an 80-ton 'Mech. Nothing short of a small tactical
nuke-1ong forbidden by treaty and practicality-could breach them

He fixed his eyes on the image still being transmitted from his
father's Phoeni x Hawk. The DropShip was so close now that it filled the entire
screen with black metal, though the ranging data across the bottom of the

screen indicated the ship was still 90 nmeters away. Then he saw a port opening
near the base, spilling harsh light across the ferrocrete paving.

"Giff!" The cry was torn from Gayson's throat. A ranp had dropped
from the brilliantly lit opening, and soldiers were pouring out of it. The

screen flared white, and the open conmink spat static as a high-energy beam
swept across the 'Mech's antennae.
"Base!" |'munder attack!" Captain Carlyle's words were static-bl asted
and harsh. "Particle beam froma turret on the ship!"
The conputer readout on a nearby nonitor shifted and flickered,
showi ng a sudden surge of power wthin the Phoenix Hawk, rapid novenent, a

double blast from the machine's powerful, armnmunted |asers. The 'Mech's
internal heat rose four degrees in as many seconds.
The Captain shifted, blurring screen images. It was difficult to

follow what was happening on the nonitors. Gayson couldn't really SEE
anyt hing but gyrating snatches of the port structures and the pulsing flash of
detonations. The computer readout alongside the inmage monitor told nore of the

story to those, like Grayson, trained to read it.
Carlyle's Phoenix Hawk was a middl eweight as Battle-Mechs go, and
shared the humanoid pattern of mpst 'Mechs. It nounted a massive |aser

rifle-like in its right hand. The 'Meech also munted smaller |asers and
anti personnel machine guns in the extended durall oy enbraces of each
forearm The readouts showed those weapons systens powered up and

swinging into line, showed turrets on the grounded freighter bracketed by
crosshairs and the steady flicker of range and target acquisition data.
The left arm l|laser beaned invisible, coherent light across the

DropShip's lower hull plates and baffles, and a weapons turret fragnented in
flame and hurtling chunks of netal.

"Acknow edged, Captain." Giffith's voice was steady as he answered
Carlyle's statement that the Phoenix Hawk was under attack, but beads of
perspiration had broken out along his eyebrows and nustache. He paused to read
a printed message flickering across one of the nonitor screens. "Security
Chief Xiang's on his way from our shuttle. He'll be in position to support you
in two mnutes!”

There was no answer as another particle beam caught the Phoeni x Hawk,
staggering the heavy mnmachine and threatening to melt through already
snol dering arnor. Carlyle's 'Mech whirled, dissipating the killer beam then



fired a twin laser burst, tracking the eneny cannon by its infra-red glow
There was a savage blast as white-hot, multi-ton fragments rained across the
| andi ng ar ea.

Anot her man joined the knot of staff personnel at the console. FErnest
Hauptman was the pilot of the Lance's nunber two machine. He wore his
Lieutenant's blue-rimed, gray dress wuniform wth worry hung from his
shoul ders like a cape. Normally, he would be piloting the 55-ton Shadow Hawk
that now lay helpless in the Repair Bay. At the noment, his duty station was
in Conbat Command, and he didn't like that at all.

"Giff, we got problens," Hauptnman said.

"The intruders are up to the deck below Looks like they're making a
try for Conbat Conmand."

"Who are they, Lieutenant? Trells?"

The big man shook his man. "Can't tell. They're in conbat sneak-suits.
Can't get a better look until we take one.”

"Then let's do it." @Giffin stood, then |ooked over at Gayson. "Son,
we'd best get you to . "

"No, Giffl! Not now" Gayson still sat before the nonitor. The screen
showed little nore than wild zigzags of noverment punctuated by the white flare
of exploding mssiles and stabbing beans.

"Riviera, |'ve got to go," the Wapons Master said tersely. "You'll
get himout if it gets tight?"

"Right, Giff. W'll be OK | can use himhere on the commink."

"Right."

Grayson turned back to the nmonitor as Hauptman and Giffin hurried
away. The battle at the landing port was developing with savage speed. He
wanted to do sonething, to help, but there was nothing to do but watch.

The Phoeni x Hawk was running, taking five-nmeter strides that echoed
t hunder above the blast and crash of exploding shells. Gayson thought about
how dependent a pilot was on his 'Mech's nobility on the battlefield. Even
nmore than on his arnor, for the pilot's commands to his gigantic steed could
not be anticipated by fire-control conputers. But in a close range battle such
as this one, fire-control could be of the point-in-that-direction-and-fire
variety and still score hits.

A sound like a tornado's roar and light too bright to bear burst from
the nonitor. Carlyle's Hawk was hit hard by a nediumrange missile that
fire-balled across the right upper rear of its body and smashed the 'Mech into
the ferrocrete.

" Dad! "

Grayson's involuntary scream into an open m ke brought Riviera's hand
down on his shoulder. "Don't clog the commink, young sir. It can't help him"

"S-sorry." Gayson struggled for control. For him battle had never
been so gut-wenchingly personal. "He's hit!"

The image nonitor showed the pavenent sw nging down and away as the
'Mech staggered back to its feet. Snoke swirled across the scene. By the
unsteady light of a fire burning sonmewhere near, Gayson could make out the
flitting shapes of troops running from shadow to shadow.

"I'mQOK, son." Carlyle's voice over the comlink was steady, though
Grayson heard the tightness of battle strain edging the words. "lIs Giff
t here?"

"Giff's helping coordinate the defense,” R viera cut in. "W're being
attacked here, too."

"Dam. We've been had."

"Who is it, Dad?"

The nonitor image swooped, dipped, and spun. They heard the staccato
rattle of the Hawk's heavy machi ne guns bl azing away at half-screen targets in
the snoke. Tracers floated lazily across the screen as they tracked a racing
vehicle that skimed just above the ferrocrete on howing fans. A |[|ight
autofire cannon stuttered and winked in reply from the darkness.

The hovercraft vani shed in smoke and shadow. "I don't know, Gay," his



father replied at last. "They're not traders, though, that's for damm sure!"
"Hendrik's pirates?" R viera said.
"I don't know. Could be. But why? By all the gods of space, why?"
Grayson |ooked across the room at Vogel. The Comonwealth
representative was rooted to a nonitor console, white-faced and stricken. The
alliance with Hendrik had been H'S i dea.

Riviera followed Grayson's gaze. "He's watching his career die on that
screen," he said, and Gayson nodded. The man was clenching his hands, which
gave them the appearance of being gripped by sone dreadful spasm

There was a searing flash and a blast that stunned the listeners in
Conmand Control. The Phoenix Hawk was down again, with half a dozen flashing
red indicators clamoring for attention. On the screen, Gayson could nake out

twisted nmetal, paint-charred and still snouldering. It took him dazed seconds
to recognize in the debris half of the Hawk's right arm its steel fingers
still closed across the grip of the heavy |laser, now lying on the pavenment in

bl asted ruin.

"Sergeant?" Carlyle's voice was tight now, alnost inaudible across the
bl ast of battle static.

"Sir! Are you all right?"

"Gyros hit ... port servos out . . . having trouble stabilizing. Looks
like the right armand main gun are gone too. I'm ... hit pretty bad ..."

Riviera was studying another nonitor. "Hang on, Captain! X ang's on
his way with the security patrol! They'll be close enough to support you in a

few seconds!"
The Hawk was on its feet again, and telemetry readouts showed it was
firing into the snoky darkness as rapidly as the single remaining heavy weapon

could be recharged, stabbing invisible beans of laser light at half-glinpsed
targets whenever the 'Mech's conputer trackers could pick them up from IR
scans. An infra-red mpsaic overlaid the visible light inage, picking out

running figures in light blue, the white-hot geysers of vehicle engines, the
towering nountain of yellow heat that was the grounded DropShip a few hundred
meters away. Mich of the eneny fire was coming from the freighter, which was
obvi ously nuch better armed than any freighter had a right to be. Carlyle had
bl asted at least five turrets that he could identify, and the returning fire

had scarcely slackened at all. It appeared that beam weapons had been
temporarily mounted in ports cut right into the hull netal.
"What's . . . status ... in the base?" Carlyle's words came in grunts

now, as he gasped for air. The conputer readout showed the cabin tenperature
was clinmbing steadily, blasted higher by each naneuver, by each discharged
weapon and hit.

"Inside job, | think, Captain. Soneone disabled sonme of our security
caneras and opened the Repair Bay outer lock. The fight's pretty hot down
there."”

"Haupt man?"

"Wth Giffin, fighting the intruders."

"Tell him... he's in command. Get the Lance . . . out of there. W .
can't . . . stay . . . Trellwan | onger "

"Dad! Hang on! Xi ang's al nost there!"

"Il see him H's troops are spreading out across the paving. I ..."

There was a long silence. "Captain!" Riviera shouted.

"Son of a bitch ..." The words were spoken quietly, alnost reverently.
The inmage nonitor was focused now on the base of the grounded freighter, at
the gapi ng maw of an open hatch with a heavy black ranp sliding to the scarred
ferrocrete. The IR overlay gave the scene a glistening, wunreal quality,
colored harshly where no color would normally be visible.

Sonet hing was lurching down the ranp, coal-black against the yellow

glow of the freighter's hull. The imaging canmera zoomed in, resolving the
silhouette into grey metal and glistening joints. Targeting crosshairs snapped
on, with four beads of light tracking in to nmeet in a pulse of light at the

bul | seye center. Laser scan readouts flickered on one side, show ng range,



hei ght, mass, and bearing. Gayson didn't need the computer ID to tell him
what he was seeing. It was a 'Mech, the kind known as a Marauder.

The Marauder did not share the humanoid appearance of nost ' Mechs.
Instead, its 75 tons of arms and arnmor were nolded into a crab-like body
mounted on a pair of oversized legs that knifed back and down in a
forward-|eaning, digitigrade stance.

The machine was old, patched and etched with the signs of frequent
repairs and replacenents. The black and grey paint pattern was broken in
pl aces by brown rust and old battle scars. A pair of arms hung suspended from
just forward of the leg joints, each nmounting a heavy particle cannon and a
laser in over-under nounts where hands and forearns nmight be expected in a
living being. The nmassive tube of a 120 mm rapid-fire autocannon bal anced
above the body, conpleting the battle nachine's armanent.

The Phoeni x Hawk was 30 tons lighter, normally far nore maneuverabl e,
but still badly outclassed by the bigger nachine in any 'Mech-to-'Mech
slugmat ch. And the Hawk was already crippled .

"Dad! Do you see its insignia?"

"I see it." The image had picked up the shine of fresh paint against
the scarred surface of the eneny 'Mech's left leg, a stylized animal's eye
colored scarlet and black, with slit pupil and menaci ng brow.

It was the crest insignia of Hendrik IIl, King of Oberon, the bandit
warlord with whom the Trellwan pact was to have been signed. Behind the first
eneny ' Mech, the shadowed shape of a second, snaller 'Mech appeared, followed
by a third. Gayson wasn't certain, but he thought one of those shapes was a
Stinger, the other a Locust-both 20-ton 'Mechs nore suited to scouting or
fighting infantry than tangling with heavy ' Mechs.

But even light scouts could gang up on a solitary Phoenix Hawk,
especially when the Hawk was barely able to stand or fire. Autocannon fire
wi nked from the Marauder, and explosions stitched across the savaged Hawk's
hul I .

"Betrayed!" Riviera said, and his open palm smashed at the console
table. "Those filthy, backstabbing ..."

"I guess . . . that settles who's . . . behind this ...
"But why . . . would they attack . . . now?"

The Hawk opened fire with its solitary laser, then spun, dodging. A
tracery of twisting contrails arced through the night sky from the DropShip,
short-ranged nmissiles seeking the solitary target. The image jarred and went
white as at |east one of the warheads struck hone.

Hal f the readout monitor was blinking red now. The Hawk's internal
circuits had been savaged by a spray of nolten steel. Carlyle was having
troubl e keeping the Hawk upright. The shriek of protesting servonotors keened
across the audi o pickup.

"OPERATOR WARNING HEAT CRITICAL. SUGGEST | MVEDI ATE SHUTDOM." The
warning pulsed in crinmson light across the top of the screen, and Gayson
could hear the harsh bray of an on-board Kkl axon.

The pattern of telltale lights shifted. Carlyle had slapped his
override, was dragging the 'Mech's left armup to bear on the Marauder.

"Boss!" Riviera shouted into the com m ke. "Eject!"

Carlyle said.

The crosshairs centered on the |oom ng Marauder, and points of [|ight
tracked inward along the line to nerge at target center.
"You don't have the power!" Riviera's yell was shrill. Gayson felt a

sick burning rise in his throat.

The events of the next few nonments occurred in rapid-fire succession,
but to Gayson, they seemed to crawl through a snall eternity. The Marauder
rushed forward, taking the Hawk's fire across its lower torso in a flare of
light and heat that swanped the IR scanners and left the inage broken in a
dazzl e of conputer-enhanced col or.

"CGot him" someone at another console shouted. There was a ragged
cheer that faltered as the nonitor image shifted up, up, to show the Marauder
still intact and |oom ng above the Phoenix Hawk, which lay helplessly on its



back. Then, one massive forearm descended |ike an avalanche of steel. The
monitor flickered to stasis-chopped black before eyes or mnds could sort out
that pell-nell confusion of inmages.

An ani mal sound caught and broke in Gayson's throat as he cane to his
feet, his palns grasping at the nonitor frame. "No!" he screaned. "No!"

Riviera's voice, neticulous in its control, rose above the hush of a
room suddenly gone silent. "PXH One, PXH One, this is Control. Respond if you
can. Over."

There was no answer, and the silence grew deeper. Grayson's eyes were
burni ng, and he realized his face was wet with tears.

H s father was dead.

PXH PXH ..." Riviera's voice cracked. "Boss, are you there?

"Control, this is Xiang." The words were blurred by static and the
t hunder of continuing battle explosions. "The Skipper's had it. Nothing we can
do. Those light 'Mechs are closing on us. We're pulling back."

The silence in Control dragged for several |ong seconds. Then Riviera
| eaned over the mke. "O K, Rama. Fall back on the Castle. W're under heavy
attack here.”

"W'll try, Control, but they're between us and the Castle."

"Dam!" Riviera nuttered. "Damm! GCkay, fall back to the shuttle. Try
to forma perimeter. |I'Il alert the Wasps. "

A hand fell on Gayson's shoulder. He shrugged it away, |ooked up when
it fell on him again.

Giffith's face was streaked with snmoke and sweat, his uniform
crunmpl ed. The hand gripping the Gunther MP-20 was dripping blood from a nasty
gash.

"W've got to go, Gay. Quickly."

"He's . . . dead." Shock had left Gayson feeling cold and dazed, wth
a hollow in the pit of his stomach.

"l know. Cone on."

Riviera said, "Were's the Lieutenant? The ... the Captain said he was
to take charge, pull us offworld."

Giffith jerked his bullet head past his shoulder. "Downstairs. W're
hol ding, | think, but they're too many of 'em" Giffith turned and raised his

voice to address the entire control room "Al right, listen up! W're going
to move out down Corridor Ato the Vehicle Bay. Lieutenant Hauptman is hol di ng
a perimeter for us there. W'lIl be able to board HVIs and meke it to the

shuttle fromthere!"

"What about our famlies?" The |one voice cracked on the question that
was reflected in the eyes of many of the technicians and soldiers around the
room Werever stationed, Carlyle's Comandos carried with it a small arny of
support and technical people, including the w ves, husbands, and children of
many of the unit's menbers. Mst of them were also nenbers of the Conmmandos'
support conpany, serving as nedics, cooks, maintenance personnel, orderlies,
or tutors for the children.

"Already on their way," Giffith said. "Don't worry. W won't |eave
anyone behind. The Comrandos take care of their own!"

There was a muffled cheer, then nmen and wormen began switching off
their nonitors and congear as they filed toward the door.

Vogel stepped up beside Giffith. "Warrant, | wll want a special
escort and a hovercraft for nyself, at once.”

"Yes-sir, we'll take care of you. You'll cone with the rest of us. |
don't have the nen for a special "

"l expect ny orders to be obeyed, Mster!" Vogel then pointed out a

group of troopers standing awkwardly by the door, TK assault rifles in their
hands. Their faces were grease-snmeared and holl oweyed beneath their |[arge,

pl astic-visored battle helnets. "Those five. They'll do."
"They're with me, ny Lord. They'll protect all of us on the way to the
Vehi cl e Bay."

"Now |isten here ...



The @unther machine pistol cane up, small and wi cked-looking in
Giffith's blood-streaked paw. "My Lord, SHUT THE HELL UP! And get in line
with the rest of them MOVE!"

The party passed into the corridor, the uneven echoes of their running
feet filling the passageway with sound. The hallway took several turns past
now abandoned and debris-strewn roons, tw sted down stairs to the Bay |evel
two floors below, and angled across toward the Vehicle Bay. Gayson stayed by
Giffith's side in the rear of the colum, wth the five young troopers.
Vogel, he saw, was with Riviera and Ari up near the head of the group, but
scow ing at his offended dignity.

That' Il mean trouble for Giff, Gayson thought. Trouble for all of
us. H's mnd spun back to the explosion that had taken his father. How and why
had it happened? The thought of his father's BattleMech lying in a twsted
ruin out on the spaceport apron, tonb for whatever remained of Durant
Carlyle's body, tore at Gayson's nmnd. He suddenly began renenbering odd
little monents. Hs father presenting him with apprenticeship orders when he
was ten and the surge of still-remenbered pride. H's father's ashen face at
his mother's funeral just before they'd conme to Trellwan five years ago. H's
father discussing Gayson's education schedule with Ari and Giff in the
officer's lounge here in the Castle just after they' d arrived.

Durant Carlyle had been a permanent, unchanging fixture in Gayson's
life. Though always busy wth the never-ending business of outfitting,
supplying, and leading a House Steiner BattleMech Lance, the snmile and the
steady warnth in those eyes had always been there for his son.

Now they were no nore. Gayson had taken them for granted, and their
loss tore a wound so deep and so telling that he could not yet feel it. He
could only repeat inwardly, nunmbly, "Dad ..."

The Vehicle Bay was crowded with nmen, wonmen, and children waiting to
board the HVTs, transport hovercraft capable of carrying 25 or 30 people at a
time. The plenum chanber fans were already turning, filling the room with the
hi gh, warbling hum of many engi nes.

A sergeant saluted Giffith as they entered the room "W' ve set scouts
out down the road. It appears clear."

"I R and notion scans?"

"Al clear, Wapons Master."

"CGood. Maybe they didn't expect to be this successful. The road to the
port may not be covered yet. But | want the convoy covered by every HWLC we
have." The weapons carriers were already noving, small hovercraft nounting
m ssile launchers or beam weapons and carrying five or six soldiers each. The
keening of hovercraft engines rose in pitch, and the first machines skimed
off their heavy rubber skirts and drifted through the open doors into the cold
dar kness out si de.

Vogel was there. He seemed to have |ost sone of his bluster, but not
his scow. "I've had enough of this foolishness, Wapons Mster. | want a
hovercraft, a pilot, and a guard. And | want them now. "

Giffith waved him aside with the machine pistol, then called out,
"Brookes! Sergeant Brookes! Are you ready to nove?"

A harried, red-haired man | ooked up from his humming scout. It was a
tiny hovercraft, a four-seater. A pair of soldiers were westling a
lightweight |laser onto an aftdeck pintle mount. "Yeah, Giff! Any tine!"

"Take Master Carlyle with you."

The realization that Giffith was sending him on ahead cut through
Grayson's nunbness. "Giff, no! I ..."

"G on, lad. I'll catch up with you later. Quickly now"

Grayson didn't hear Giffith's answer. The Wapons Mster had turned
away from him and was facing Vogel, speaking quietly. Vogel's face was turning
red.

"C nmon, Master Carlyle. AOd Hattie here'll have us back to the shuttle
at light speed. Here. You'll be wanting these." He handed Gayson a hooded,
cold weather jacket and goggles. The scout had an open well deck, and a



hi gh- speed run woul d be dangerously cold in this weather.

The sharp crack of an ear-stunning detonation snacked across the
Vehi cl e Bay, and snoke boiled from the door across the room Gayson whirled,
wi de-eyed. Vogel was lying on his face, with Giffith crouched above him The
five soldiers were fanning out toward the snoking door.

Just then, several black-clad figures burst through the smoke, spew ng
the savage white bursts of automatic weapons fire. Giffith was on one knee
now, the @unther balanced in a classic one-hand brace right out of the
Battl eMech Manual. He fired in short, precise bursts, centering each burst on
an attacker's chest.

More attackers swarned though the door. Gayson realized with dull
shock that each wore a heavy mask, the goggles insect-like in the Bay's dim
red lighting. They plunged into the Bay in headlong dives that brought them
rolling up to one shoul der, sub-guns chattering in sharp, short bursts before
the mlling cromd of Techs and staff personnel could respond. Gayson saw
Ri viera sagging back against the skirt of an idling hovercraft, tiny scarlet
expl osi ons bl ossomi ng across his torso fromright thigh to left shoul der.

One of the soldiers beside the Weapons Master pitched back, his face a
streaming mask of red. Two nore crunpled where they stood, and the two
survivors turned and ran for the nearest hovercraft.

"Giff!" Gayson screamed. H's fingers were on a handhold on the
hoverscout's side. "Cone on!"

"Let's go, son!" Brookes laid a hand on Gayson's shoul der, urgency in
his voice. "W've got to |eave!"

G ayson shook free of the hand and dashed back toward Giffith. As
long as he had known his father, he had also know Kai Giffith, with whom he
had probably spent nmore time from day to day.

"Grayson! Cone back!" Sergeant Brookes was close behind. Gayson
dodged in front of a hover transport that was just rising fromthe ferrocrete,
its skirts rattling in the overpressure of screanming fans. Air whipped
Gray-son's pants against his legs, and the keening fans drowned out the rattle
of small arnms fire from across the Bay. Black figures continued to pour from
t he passageway door.

Grayson spotted a TK rifle lying on the ferrocrete, close by the
outflung hand of the soldier who had been carrying it. Gayson had never fired
one in conbat, but he'd practiced with them often enough on the firing range
under Giff's sharp eye and tongue. He checked the seating of the 80-round
magazine in its slot in the stock behind the trigger hand grip, checked that
the safety was off, leveled the barrel at the oncomng black figures, and
squeezed the trigger.

TKs fire caseless, 3 mm slivers of soft nmetal and high-velocity
expl osives that balloon on inmpact into mniature, tissue-destroying suns.
Al nmost  noi sel ess, alnost recoiless, and on full auto, it hacked through the
eneny ranks like an HP laser through soft tin. Gayson hosed the weapon's
flare across the attackers, saw them pitch back into the yawning doorway or
forward into untidy heaps on the ferrocrete.

Hs finger slipped from the trigger, and the gun snapped upright.
Added now to the bew |l dered, conflicting enotions Gayson was feeling was the
realization that he had just killed for the first tine.

Giffith turned and seemed to see Grayson for the first tinme. 'No,
sonl Go . . ."

As he spoke, a stream of bullets caught the bald Wapons Mster in his
side and from behind, lifting him spinning him around, and slapping him onto
the pavenment in a spraw of arnms and | egs.

"Giff!" Gayson screaned.

There was a soft, plopping sound, and clouds of white snoke geysered
from expl odi ng gas grenades. G ayson tasted the nunmbing tang of paralytic gas
in his throat, choked on the acrid fumes. The next tiling he knew, he was
lying on the ferrocrete deck of the Vehicle Bay, his nuscles |locked in a rigor
that could not be broken. He could scarcely see now, though the departing



whi ne of the hovercraft convoy was audible. Around him he heard the coughs
and hoarse yells coming from people in the hovercraft that had not made it
away in tine, as masked troopers swarmed aboard and cuffed gasping prisoners
into subm ssion. Then G ayson saw not hi ng nore.

He decided later that he nust have |ost consciousness. Wen he opened
his eyes, the air was clearer, and he could nove again. The muscles in his
legs and arms trenbled uncontrollably, though, and Gayson felt so weak he
could scarcely lift his head fromthe pavenent.

Bl ack uni forns noved among the few remai ni ng hovercraft, herding small
parties of prisoners toward the door to the main passageway. Cold air was
pouring in from the open Bay doors, and as he gulped it down, Gayson's mnd
and vision cleared, and the nuscle spasnms eased. He pulled hinself upright.

Kai Giffith was nearby, propped against a grounded hovercraft. The
Weapons Tech appeared to be alive, though his uniform was drenched w th bl ood
and his skin paler than that of a native Trell. H's chest was nmoving in a
short, jerky rhythm his breathing shallow and rapid. It took a nonment for the
realization to sink in. Giff was alive!

He al so became aware of one of the attackers in particular, a tall man
all in black, his face nasked by a netal sensor mask. Gayson did not need to
see the silver star-burst at his throat to know this was the warl eader of the
eneny assault force. The man was attended by a small

and of sneak-suited soldiers, and he seenmed to be interrogating the
ragged handful of prisoners. A pair of attackers hauled one prisoner to his
feet, thrusting him before the warl eader.

When the man said, "I am Viscount din Vogel," Gayson started. The
prisoner was dirty, dishevelled, and unrecognizable. Hs hands were tied
behind him and he was not wearing a cloak or other finery. "I am a
Conmonweal th representative, and as such, expect to be ransoned. |'m sure ny
principals will be able to make a generous offer for ny exchange."

The warl eader paused, as if considering, though it was inpossible to
read expression through his blank sensor nask. It was conmobn practice for
i mportant prisoners to be ransomed. The custom was |ucrative and prevented the
out - of - hand sl aughter of captured nobles or wealthy businessnen.

"l have been in close conmmunication with your king," Vogel continued.
"He will be delighted to see me. In fact . . ;"

The warl eader drew a machine pistol from the holster slung low on his
hip, held it to Vogel's chest, and pulled the trigger. There was a ragged
burst, and the man snapped backward in a spray of blood. Through ringing ears,
G ayson heard the thud of the body and a last, strangled sound from Vogel. The
man's feet scraped aimessly at the pavenment for a nonment, then jerked and
were still.

The sight of the casually nurdered Vogel froze Gay-son as effectively
as had the paralytic gas. Wy had the warleader done that? Vogel would have
been worth mllions to this pirate .

A hand grasped his forearm hauling himup off the pavement, setting
him on unsteady feet. Gayson stared into the smooth netal of the warl eader's
mask.

"That's the Captain's kid," soneone said. Gayson's eyes shifted. It
was the astech speaking-Stefan was his name. Gayson recognhized him despite
the grotesque mask the nman wore. He'd seen him about the Castle after the
| atest batch of astech recruits had arrived from Sarghad.

So, this was the betrayer, the traitor. An astech, one of the workers
inside the Castle, had opened the Repair Bay gates and let the attackers in.
And they would be in league with the 'Mechs that had inexplicably descended
fromthe freighter DropShip. Al of it had been part of some nonstrous plot to
take the Castle, destroy Carlyle's Commandos, and kill his father.

The warl eader's nachine pistol was comng up, and G ayson thought that
now they were going to nurder himas well. Hs foot |ashed back, crunpling the
kneecap of the man holding him and breaking his captor's grip. Then he I|ashed
out again, striking for the warleader's face. The shock as his opponent



bl ocked the kick with a down stabbing fist nearly knocked Gayson from his
feet. He whirled and lunged close inside the man's reach, using his hands to
smash and grab at the helnet's blank visor.

H s opponent yelled as connections broke free with a soft, sucking
sound, and the faceplate hinged up and back from the chin and cane away in
Grayson's hand. The inner surface of that plate was lined with receptors and a
hi gh-tech enhancer that projected imges directly onto the wearer's retinas.
For an instant, Gayson saw an angry, black-bearded face, whose features were
vaguel y-fam | i ar and whose eyes seened to prom se sudden deat h.

A blow to Gay son's chest sent him staggering back against the ruined
console, where the warleader held him with the muzzle of his pistol held
steady and level one neter from Gay son's left eye.

"Singh! You aninmal!"

The shout had cone from Gay son's right. Gayson turned, saw horror
and anger and a death' s-edge determination burned into Giffith's face five
nmeters away. The Wapons Master was supporting hinmself on one bl ood-sneared
arm was holding a small automatic pistol in the other.

The warleader's gun fired first, three quick shots that split
Giffith's straining face and opened new rivers of blood from the Wapons
Master's throat and gapi ng nout h.

Grayson screanmed mindlessly and threw hinself forward. The warl eader
swung back to cover him the machine pistol centimeters from his head. Gayson
lurched to the right as the weapon struck him with a hammrerbl ow of thunder and
white pain. His body hit the floor an instant |ater.

Grayson was aware of sound before he felt the pain. There was a |ow
and steady roaring in his ears, like surf against a rocky coast, but with a
steady, rhythm c pulse that was nmaddening until he recognized it as the beat
of his own heart. Somehow, though, the pain had lost its knife's edge. He
hurt, but not as nmuch. Not as much as what? He struggled with the idea, a
vague sense of passing tine, of horror and wenching |oss, but could not
remenber.

The pain receded somewhat. Encouraged, G ayson opened his eyes. He
wi nced at the sudden glare, but nanaged to get them open and carefully survey
his surroundings. He did not recognize the room Bare plaster walls wth
chi pped patches high up by the wood-beaned ceiling were close around his bed.
A table, a clothes chest, chairs, and a mrror conpleted the Ilist of
furnishings. A narrow window let him see a patch of orange sky beyond dust
nmotes dancing in a shaft of bloody |ight.

Light. It nmust be ... daylight! The |long night was over!

He sat up suddenly, then sagged back onto the bed, hands clasping his
di zzy, pain-wacked head. H's head was wapped in bandages, he found. Soneone
had carefully tended what was obviously a fairly serious head wound.

A door opened somewhere behind him and G ayson sensed someone enter
the room "So, awake at last! | thought |I heard you yell."

Grayson didn't remenber vyelling, but decided anything was possible
with his head feeling as it did. He turned slightly, and focused on the
speaker .

The man was a young Trell, somewhat shorter than Gayson's |anky
stature, and stockier, with w de, stubby-fingered hands that were stained with
grease. He had the pale skin of a native Trell, which |ooked even paler next

to the unruly black hair and deep, dark eyes. He wore a casual, knee-length
tunic, white except for a triangular shoul der panel that caught the red I|ight
in shifting patterns of warm col or.

Grayson's eyes went back to the Trell's face. Recognition clicked
somewhere behind the ache in his skull. "I know you! Ah ... daydon, isn't it?
Ri ght! Senior Astech daydon. You were on Riviera' s team"

Claydon inclined his head with a wy smle. "At your service, Lord,
though | can hardly adnmit to the title anynore. That's not exactly healthy
now. "

"Not . . . what? Wy?"



Cl aydon jerked a thunmb over his shoulder toward the window. "It's not
safe to admt to being one of the off-worlders' pets. Not any |onger."

Grayson westled with that concept for a while, then let it go. He
decided to concentrate on nmore i medi ate questions. "Were am|?"

"My father's house, of course. | brought you here after the attack."

"Your . . . father?"

"Yes. Berenir is his nane. He's a nmerchant. He's done business with
you folks. Doesn't share the local prejudice against you off-worlders'. He's

the one who got a doctor to come in and tend your wound."

G ayson touched his bandaged head. "Then |I have you and your father to
thank for saving ne."

Cl aydon grimaced. "You'll be able to show your thanks by getting well
and out of this house and away from here. If the neighbors knew we had YQU
here ..."

"What nmakes ne so unpopul ar all of a sudden?”

"Al of a sudden? Wat have you been using for eyes, Lord?"

Grayson ignored the bitterness in Caydon's voice. "lIs it because of
the Pact?"’

"You ought to know that nost Trells think Captain Carlyle was
betraying themto Cberon. Wen word of the Pact got out, off-worlders' stopped
bei ng wel come around here.”

Cl aydon's casual mention of Durant Carlyle brought tears to Gayson's
eyes. Menories flooded back unbidden, nenories of the battle wth running,
bl ack-clad figures in the snoke-filled Vehicle Bay, of the horror of that
instant as an eneny Marauder painted with the slit-eyed enblem descended
toward his father's ' Mech.

Emotions clanored within him a mx of grief, shock, and loss. "M
father is dead," he munbl ed.

"I know. | think they all know . . . now"

"It wasn't his idea ... the Pact, | nean."”

G aydon shrugged. "It's all the same. He was the l|leader up there in

the Castle. The people looked to him and when word canme that we were being
given over to those filthy bandits ..."

"Who told you about that, anyway?"

O aydon shrugged again, and said nothing. Gayson couldn't tell if he
didn't know or wasn't telling.

Betrayal. And nore betrayal. There had been enenies anong the Castle
workers, that much was certain. Gay-son renenbered the astech Stefan standing
at the black-garbed warleader's side, pointing him out to the eneny. Perhaps
Stefan had been the one who had | eaked word of the Trellwan Pact to the people
of Sarghad. G ayson renenbered now that the first anti-Comonwealth student
riots had begun shortly after the last batch of astech recruits had arrived at
the Castle, and Stefan had been anmong them Gayson had been one of those
assigned to guide themthrough their physicals and indoctrination |ectures.

Grayson felt a cold, growing resolve. That was ONE traitor he would
find before he left this dustbow planet. And after he found the man, he woul d
kill him If the Trell had set up the attack on the Castle, he nust be
i nvolved with Durant Carlyle's anmbush and death as well. It begged too nuch of
coincidence to think that the pirate |landing at the spaceport and the assault
on the Castle were unrel ated.

There were still so many unanswered questions. Wwo had laid this
extensive plot? If it had been Hendrik of eron, then why? H's thoughts
circled back to a groove in his nemory. Who was responsible for killing his
fat her?

Grayson held his voice rigidly in control. "So? Wiy'd you save nme?"

C aydon went to the wi ndow and | eaned against the sill, his face and
tunic catching the red-hued sunlight. He spoke quietly. "I went up there
| ooking for Sergeant Riviera. He was ... a friend. A good friend. He taught nme
everything | know about teching."

"l know he spoke highly of you," Gayson lied. Master Tech Sergeant



Riviera had been a hard nman to know, and G ayson had never been very close to
him Certainly, the Lance's senior Tech wuld not have discussed the
performance of a menber of his staff with anyone but the Captain, not even the
Lance Captain's son. Gayson did renmenber a scene he had happened to w tness
one day in the Repair Bay. The dark-skinned Riviera stood with this hand on
G aydon's shoul der, an expression of conplete and rel axed patience on his face
as he explained some arcane twist of 'Mech circuitry to his protege. Mst of
the unit's staff Techs relied on the astechs as raw nuscle power and little
nmore, acting the part of overseers nore than nentors. Evidently, Sergeant
Ri viera had subscribed to a markedly different phil osophy.

The astech paused, then turned to face Grayson. "I wasn't in the base
when the attack took place. That's what saved ne. | was here, at hone, on a
60- hour pass. But we could see the battle at the port even from down here, and
pretty soon we could tell the Castle was under attack too.

"W knew the Oberon pirates had cleaned out the Castle. W watched
what was left of your Lance heading down the Avenue Coraza toward the
spaceport. But by daybreak, it looked like the pirates had pulled out of the
Castle and followed them There was a lot of gunfire going on at the port.

"I figured the pirates would be back to the Castle soon, but | thought
I mght find out what happened, and naybe find out if the Sarge had gotten
away. "

Grayson saw Riviera in his mnd s eye once nore, kicking back in

slowmotion horror across the well deck of a hovercraft transport, blood
geysering from half a dozen shocking wounds. "Sergeant Riviera ... he was
killed. | was there."

"I know," C aydon said softly. "I found himin the Vehicle Bay. And
then | heard you groan, and saw you were still alive.

"There was an awful lot of blood on your head. The doctor said scalp
wounds bleed a lot, and | think that's why they left you. They nmust have
t hought you'd been shot clean through the head, and left you for dead. But the
bull et just creased your scalp." Cdaydon touched the left side of Gayson's
head. "Here."

Grayson repeated the gesture, and felt the burn of the grazing wound
under the bandages. He renenbered the sight of the attacker's submachine gun
level ed at his face, and suppressed a shudder. The man nust have fired only a
single shot and not checked the results closely. If he'd fired mat deadly
little weapon on full auto .

"l put you on a skimer-sled | found undamaged in a storage area and
brought you out. Doc Jamis said you have a slight skull fracture, but that
there was no brain damage, and you'll recover."

"Thank you," Gayson said, feeling how i nadequate were the words.

Again, Caydon shrugged. "I couldn't very well just |eave you there."
He paced away from the w ndow, passed close by Gayson's bed. "Like | said, if
you want to thank us, you'll hurry up and get better and then get out of here.
If the anti-Conmonweal thers find out we're keeping you here ..."

Grayson renmenbered the riots, the burnings, the scream ng mobs of
peopl e when runors first circulated through the city that Trellwan was being

turned over to Hendrik Il1l. "Yeah, | can inmagine."
"Can you? | doubt that!" Caydon's bitterness was fully visible now
"This city, this entire planet is wide open to Hendrik's pirates now . . . and

it's YOUR fault."

"Hey! Not MNE. | didn't have anything to do . . ."

"Your people then, sane difference! Look, | thought Trellwan was a
protectorate of the Commonweal th! Wy abandon us? Wy hand us over to those
nonst er s?"

"Are they that bad?"

"I don't remenber much of their last raid," Caydon said. "Just
confused pictures of people running ... a night sky on fire ... a cave crowded
with scared and screaming people ... | was pretty young at the time. But I

remenber ny nother. She was killed when they burned Sarghad . . . killed or



carried off as a slave." He shook his head. "I prefer to think she was
killed."

Grayson was silent for a long nonment, eyes shut. He'd had no idea that
such angry, bitter feelings ran this deep among the people of Sarghad.
Finally, he opened his eyes. "Wy did you help ne, daydon?"

The astech paused before answering. "I don't know Mybe it was
because of Riviera. If it hadn't been for him I'd still be working a stall on
the Street of the Merchants, maybe dreaming of following ny father someday as
a prosperous Sarghadian merchant. For a time ... for a time . . . there was
something better. | can't put it into words. It's gone now ... all gone. But |
figured I owed the Sergeant this nmuch, at |east."”

"Do you hate me ... for what's happened?"

"Hate you? Personally? No, | don't think so. | don't even hate the

Conmonweal th for what happened. | do think your people were stupid for trying

to bargain with those devils."
As there seened no answer to that, Gayson decided to change the

subject. "How | ong have | been out?"
"Seventy hours or so. The Doc had you on sonething to nake you sleep."
"Seventy?" That was three standard days. "It's the norning after the
attack?"

One of Trellwan's leisurely days was 30 standard days long. He'd
returned to the Castle perhaps ten hours before Thirday dawn, which neant it
must now be early norning.

G aydon nodded. "Thirday, fourth norning period. You understand our
ti mekeepi ng?"

"Pretty well." Carlyle's Commandos had stuck with their own routine
based on a standard 24-hour day divided into three watches. The Trellwan
day-ni ght cycles were sonmewhat nore conplex, with each 732-hour day divided
into night and day segnments called "Firstday," "Firstnight," and so on, wth
three days and nights equal to two of the planet's years. Each segment was
divided into 12 periods of 15 and a quarter hours each.

Grayson still had trouble converting from standard hours to Trell
time, but had taught hinself enough so that he could match his schedule wth
Mara's. Trells alternated work periods with periods for sleep or recreation
but which daily period was for what was a matter of personal choice. The city
of Sarghad was al ways awake, whatever the hour.

Nurbers clicked into place. Three days!

"CGod! Wiat happened to the Lance? You say you saw them noving toward
t he spaceport?"

"That's right. Mst of them got aboard their shuttle and took off just
before dawn."
"They're . . . they're gone? You're sure?"

the Trell nodded. "Sure. |'ve pulled duty at the port. | know what
your shuttle |ooked 1ike-huge, blunt-nosed, stubby wngs, wth the bridge
perched 'way up high above the prow" He held up a clenched fist, imtating

the graphic synbol of House Steiner. "I saw the unit patches on the 'Mech exit
panels. It's a good thing Hendrik's people didn't have any fighters handy. The
pirates took some shots at them from the ground, but | think they got away

cl ean. They passed al nost directly overhead, jets full out, and the sonic boom
when they boosted to hi-G rattled ny teeth. The firing stopped down at the
port then, though | saw lots of the bandits running around putting out fires
after that."

G ayson sagged back into the pillow He felt a quiver of relief in the
knowl edge that the shuttle had gotten away. Lieutenant Hauptman nust have
organi zed a good enough defense to keep the eneny off the shuttle, or maybe

Rama Xi ang had managed to hold a perinmeter until the Castle forces had reached
hi m

Hs relief was quickly overwhelned by a rising despair. If Cay don
was right, Gayson had been left for dead. Though still alive, he was alone

and far fromsafe on this hostile, god-forsaken world.



The city of Sarghad was laid out on the edge of the desert as
concentric wheels with unevenly spaced spokes that stretched beyond the city
into the encircling ocher sands. Northward, the nountains of the Crysanden
Range thrust jagged ice-capped peaks against the reddish sky. The msts hung
| ow now above Thunder Rift, while on the plain to the south, the spaceport
shimered in the growing heat. Every hour, the swollen red sun crept higher
above the horizon, and the dry winds from the south turned hot. The Castle
crouched on Munt GGayal's western flanks, brooding above the city and its
port.

It was growing hotter, though the sun would not be overhead for
anot her 150 hours. The searing passage of Periasteron occurred at m dday of
Thirday, and the tine of rising heat was acconpanied by the boom of tenporary
glaciers shattering within the R ft's narrow caverns and crevasses. To the
north, distant volcanoes smudged the sky as Trellwan began to feel the
twi sting of the sun's tidal grasp

Most of Sarghad's streets were partially covered over by massive slabs
of ferrocrete or stone, heavily reinforced by arches and buttresses against
seismic tremors, and strung with lights that Ilet business continue even
through the long planetary night. The planet's sun was a red dwarf so weak in
ultraviolet that humans could stare directly at it wthout danger or
di sconfort, even though its disk was over three tines larger than that of
Earth's sun as seen from Earth. The parent star's single danger lay in its
rare but periodic flares, when patches on its nottled red surface turned white
hot and scorched the surface of Trellwan with light, heat, and stornms of
hi gh- energy atomic particles.

At those tines, ready shade close at hand was a necessity. The design
of Sarghad had originally called for it to be roofed over by a nassive
ferrocrete done that would protect its inhabitants from flare radiation, and
seal out the incessant sand and climatic extremes. But those plans had been
drawn in a century without war, when technology prom sed niracles. There were
pl aces along Sarghad's rim where eggshell fragnents of a partially-begun done
still rose above the sands, other places where sections of the donme had
col | apsed across acres of buildings now deserted or crunbling away into sluns.
For the nost part, the people relied for shade on the protective sunscreens
stretched across the city's narrow avenues and wal kways.

Sarghad's usual crowds were out anong the narketplace stalls that
lined the Street of Merchants fromthe crunbling ferrocrete ruin of the Ajiani
hi ghway all the way to the fence that hedged in the palace grounds at the hub
of the city. To Gayson, it seemed that the crowds were quieter than usual
| ess boisterous. An atnosphere of fear had crept through the streets,
reflected in the voices and faces of the people there. Mrchants and
pedestrians clustered together in the blue-ink pools of shadow under the
street shades, or hurried through the red glare of daylight.

Two nmore 15-hour periods had passed since he'd awakened and | earned of
the exodus of the remmants of Carlyle's Commandos. Though his head was still
bandaged, the throbbing pain and dizziness were gone, and Gay-son's strength
had returned enough that he'd decided to l|leave the house of Berenir the
Mer chant .

"Where will you go?" daydon had asked when G ay-son announced his
i ntention.

"I'm not entirely sure. | have one friend in the city . . . the
daughter of the Chief Mnister. She may be able to help ne, or take me to
soneone who can."

Berenir had frowned, stroking his stubby white beard. "It's the
political mnisters who's been stirring up this hate-the-of fworlders sentinment
lately. | wonder if it's wise for you to visit the household of one of the
pl anet's leading politicians."

Grayson shrugged. "It's not as though |I have much choice. | can't stay

here.”
Berenir nodded. "I won't say |I'm sorry to see you go. It is dangerous



for you to stay."
"You didn't have to bring me in." Perhaps it would have better had
they not. Growing desperation and |oss knotted G ayson's stomach.

"Don't msunderstand me, young Lord." He still used the honorific nost
Trells reserved for representatives of far-off Tharkad, and the near-I|egendary
i nner worlds of the Commonwealth. "I don't blame you, personally, but . . ."

"But there are the neighbors to consider."

"Eh, yes. As you say."

"I''mgrateful for your help."

"And 1'm grateful for what your people brought to Trellwan." He sniled

at Grayson's startled expression. "No, | don't nean Hendrik. But technol ogy
science to conbat superstition . . . education. My son, Caydon, |earned
much in his years working at the Castle."
"A lot of good it does ne now, Father. The Comonwealth wll never
return.”

"It did you good in the way it taught you to think, son. There are
always multiple ways of |ooking at a problem sone good, sone bad. You have
learned to apply scientific method to your thought, to think critically,
rationally. That is the treasure that these . . . these starnen brought with
them They will not take it away with them again." He turned again to G ayson.
"It is we who are grateful to you, young Lord."

Gayson had remained silent. Scientific nethod held out little hope to
a people faced with raids by bandit BattleMechs. Technology and rational
t hought had a nasty way of vanishing in the funeral pyres of cities.

Berenir had long been an enigma to those of Carlyle's Comrandos who
had followed events in Sarghad. He was one of the rich city merchants who
dealt with the infrequent traders who called at the spaceport, handling their
cargoes and dickering with them for shipnments of Trellwan's mneral woods and
spices. In the wave of anti-Comonwealth rioting and propagandi zing, he had
kept a low profile, but continued to deal with the nen from the stars, selling
Carlyle's Commandos food, oil for their machines, and commodities as varied as
soap and salt. None could tell whether his attitude was one of greed,
practicality, or sinply a cosnopolitan acceptance of the starnen as people
i ke everyone el se.

If the population |earned the whereabouts of the son of the nan who
had engi neered the Trellwan Pact with Hendrik, Gayson might well find hinself
facing the brunt of their sinmrering resentnment. The Trells were not
particularly vindictive or bloody-mnded, but they were human. G ayson
shuddered, renmenbering the story he'd heard of a rapist set free in the desert
just as Trell began to flare.

Hs first thought had been to use Berenir to contact the next off
world freighter that called at Trellwan. The merchant explained that offworld
traders called but rarely this far out along the Periphery, and that he was
fearful of what woul d happen when the next one arrived. As he rubbed his hands

together the overhead lights caught at the jeweled rings on his fingers.
"Busi ness had taken a turn for the worst, | suspect."”

"But a ship will conme?"

"Ch, yes, eventually. But it will be a while. The trader ships do not
fill the skies as they once did ..."

"But they'll cone?"

"Ch, certainly they'll cone!"

"WIIl your government let them conme? Wth this policy of hate the
of fwor | der "

Berenir nmade an inpatient gesture. "If there's one thing |I've |earned
in three hundred threedays on the Streets of Mrchants, it's that business
will turn again. How long do you think Trellwan will get along without the
traders fromthe stars, eh?"

"l don't know. You have water here . . . you grow your own food .

you could do wthout them" Wat Gayson didn't say was that, by his
standards, Trellwan's level of civilization was scarcely renoved from



barbarism They had no electronics technology to speak off. Power was drawn
from tidal generators powered by burning petroleum distillates. Wy,
transportation in the streets was as likely to be by harnessed desert |aniks
as it was to be self-powered.

Berenir nmade an inpatient gesture. "The governnent doesn't care about

food and water. |It's tariffs, inport duties, and taxes they' re concerned
about. Gve the politicians oh ... ten ... maybe 20 threedays, and the ships
will cone again."”

Berenir rubbed his chin ruefully. "But in the neantinme, we're going to
have a bit of trouble figuring out what to do with you."

Listening to all this, Gayson had suppressed a groan. Ten Trell
t hreedays was sonething like two and a half standard years. In the past six
months, the only conmercial DropShips to set down on Trellwan had been from
the Bhilai trader that had been handling the runs between Cberon and Trell wan.
How much |onger would it be before another called? And how could he reach it,
with Hendrik's bandits at the port, and the people of Sarghad ready to Kkill
hi m on sight?

Berenir | ooked thoughtful. "I have contacts in the governnent," he
said. "A nerchant in ny position has to, nowadays. The Chief Mnister is a
friend of mine ..."

"Stanni c? Chief Mnister Stannic?"

"Yes. Do you know hi nP"

"I ... know his daughter. Quite well. I've net the Mnister a tine or
two ..."

"Stannic is one of King Jeverid s nost trusted aides. He's also the
man to know for trade licensing, that sort of thing."

"WIIl he hel p?"

Berenir pulled at his lower lip. "He has always approved of Jeverid's
policies of strengthening ties wth the Comonwealth. Lately, it's been
Stannic and Jeverid against the rest of their governnment, and their desertion
by the Castle garrison-no offense, young Lord-their desertion has left the
government up against sonething of a wall. | ... trust himas much as | trust
any of that pack of aninmals. You say you know his daughter?"

Grayson nodded.

"Vell, 1'll see what | can do."

A neeting had been arranged at Mara's apartnment to avoid attracting
attention to the merchant. Berenir's son gave Grayson clothes to replace his

grey Commonwealth 'Mech uniform a plain, light brown tunic, |oose-fitting
pants, and half boots that were at least a size too small. Though it was
getting well on towards Periasteron and the heat was rising rapidly, he also
wore a cloak and hood that covered his light hair. There had been sone

di scussi on about whether or not to dye his hair to match the glossy black of
nost native Trells, but Gayson had decided against it in the end. He would
see Mara as hinself.

The people along the Third Street of the Mrchants seemed totally
absorbed in their own comngs and goings and ignored Gayson. The nerchant

stalls were lightweight, easily assenbled affairs of wodod and canvas. Each
crowded into the street in conpetition with its neighbors, turning the walk
along the arrowstraight avenue into a zigzag around nilling shoppers, piles

of produce, stacks of woven cloth, and the nerchants thenselves vying with one
another in a cacophony of bleated pleas for attention. But G ayson noticed
that even the street nerchants seenmed to have lost sonething of their
ent husi asm

Sarghad was gripped by fear, waiting for Hendrik's bandits to turn
their attention to the city.

Little was known about the bandit forces that now occupied the
spaceport, and less was known about their intent. Berenir had said that no
demands or threats had been nade by the invaders, and that Gty Council
representatives sent to the port had been turned away by sentries at the
def ensive perinmeter that had been erected there. Hendrik's nen had driven off



the Commonweal th garrison Lance, thrown up the perimeter, and now were sinply
wai ting.

For what ?

The hub of the wheel of Sarghad embraced the Palace grounds, with the
clustered domes of the Palace itself half hidden from public view by the |ush,
flowering vegetation of the irrigated gardens. The household of Mnister
Stannic was quartered in a line of |luxurious three-story row houses that
fronted the Royal Circle just across fromthe Pal ace entrance.

He'd been told Mara would be honme. He knew she worked for her father,
serving as Stannic's social secretary since her nother's death. Berenir had
prom sed that she would be waiting, that she and Stannic would arrange for a
pl ace for Gayson to stay out of the public eye.

He was | ooking forward to seeing her again, despite his having already
gone through a lingering set of |ast goodbyes with her. She was not as shy-or
as protected- as nost girls on a world that made a practice of sheltering its
worren by denying them much freedom Stannic and his famly had lived offworld
for a nunber of years, according to Mara, and were not so set in Trellwan's
soci al conservatism as their neighbors.

He was just nounting the steps in front of her apartment when a voice
caught him from behi nd. "Stop, you."

Grayson stopped, and turned slowy. He found hinmself facing a young
man in the dress uniform of Jeverid' s Palace Quard, green jacket and trousers
richly chased and edged with gold, and a white helnmet polished to a dull shine
ringed by a transparent blast shield. He held a functional-Iooking automatic
rifle in white-gl oved hands.

"Identify yourself," the soldier said. Beyond the man's shoul der were
two nore green-and-gold uniforms.

"Ah . . . Grayson, ny nane's Gayson." Trells did not use patronymics,
and he dared not use his. "I'm here to see Mara. She knows me ... she's
expecting ne . . .

The rifle mnuzzle did not waver from its position centineters from
Grayson's sternum "But | don't." The guard squinted at Grayson's face under
the heavy cowl . "Take that thing off."

He did so, reluctantly. The guard's eyes w dened at the sight of
Grayson's fair hair. "So," he said, tightening his finger on the trigger.
"Looks |ike we've captured ourselves one of those bandits!"

Nonsense! " Grayson drew hinself erect. "I am Gay-son Carlyle, of the
Conmonweal th garrison Lance, and |I'm here to see Mnister Stannic ... at
once!"

The direct approach failed him The rifle barrel jabbed forward,
proddi ng Grayson in the chest and knocki ng hi m backward, off bal ance.

"You're not seeing anybody but the @uard Conmander, offworlder. The
interrogators will want to discuss sone things with you, I'mthinking ..."

Grayson had heard of Jeverid's interrogators. The nethods of the
Sarghad's police force were a frequent topic of speculation in the garrison
barracks. The fear that had been growing in Gayson ever since he'd awakened
at Berenir's house exploded. He turned and ran, panic driving him back into
the street and along the Royal Circle. Even after colliding with several Trell
citizens wal king under the overhanging eaves, he kept running. Behind him
Grayson heard a shouted "Halt!" and the terrifying crack of a single rifle
shot. The round nust have been ainmed into the air, though, as the street was
too crowmded for indiscrimnate firing. He didn't think the guards would risk
killing civilians just to get him But he ran harder nonetheless, his back
nmuscl es bunched hard as though anticipating a rifle bullet.

Looki ng about wildly, he saw few options, with the Palace Gardens
fence hemming himin to the right and the buildings crowded wall by wall along
the Crcle to the left. People were ducking out of his way as he ran now,
whi ch woul d give his pursuers a clear shot at any noment.

Could he get to the Palace? The gate was close by, and he could see
the alabaster curve of the nmain Palace donme above the trees beyond the



Gardens. And if he reached it, what else could he expect except to be arrested
or shot? Besides, he saw the flash of gold and green on the bl ack-surface
drive behind the gate. The Palace Guard was there, too, at |east a conpany of
their grimfaced, white-hel nmeted ranks.

A ragged shuttering sounded behind him and bits of brickwork
disintegrated in clouds of stinging dust and flakes of stone close by his
head. A woman screaned, and people on the wal kways scattered for cover. He
collided with a young man in ragged street clothes, nearly knocking them both
to the ground, and then he was past and running wildly down the street.

"Halt! Halt or we fire!"

They were closer! Wich way? He twi sted between a pair of businessmen
in richly dyed formal cloaks and tunics, |eapt across the legs of an old man
sitting on a crate beside the alley entrance, and plunged into the shadows of
a narrow alley between two buildings to his left. Behind him Gayson heard
pi pi ng whistles and the clatter and shouts of running men.

As he ran, he saw a two-neter-high fence directly in his path. Putting
on even nore speed, he launched hinself from an overturned produce crate,
throwing his arns and one knee across the top of the fence. It creaked and

swayed as he pulled the other leg across, but he landed like a cat and
continued racing toward the next street.
Down this street . . . turn . . . down another . . . turn again. Could

he lose them running blindly this way? He had come to a narrow, cross |ane
that curved between two of the nmjor avenues leading out from the hub of the
Pal ace Gardens. It was an ill-kept area. The sunshade had coll apsed in places,
filling the street with flat chunks of jagged-edged ferrocrete. The rest of it
was layered with wind-swirled munds of sand, enpty bottles, and garbage
steaming in the sun.

There were people here, too, dozens of them stooped in the shade pools
of surrounding buildings, or sprawled with their legs in the street. They wore
rags and l|ayers of caked nud and dust. Many were barefoot. Sone appeared
asleep or unconscious amd the litter of enpty bottles of alcohol, but the
rest watched Grayson with wary, shuttered eyes.

Forcing hinmself to slow to a walk, he made his way along the
debri s-choked road. Sonmehow he had to find a place to hide or at least a place
where he could blend in with the background. d ancing continuously over his
shoul der as he went, Gayson's heart froze, then began to hammer at his throat
when sonething behind him moved. He relaxed then, thinking at first it was
just another derelict. But no, it was the nman he'd collided with on the street
in front of the Palace Gounds. Had the man been following hin? It could well
be that any citizen who turned himin to the @Qiard would be rewarded, which
certainly would be a tenptation for any of this ragged lot. G ayson quickened
his step. He didn't KNONthat he was being foll owed, but

Moving down the littered street, he was so startled to feel the squish
of mud against his boots that he stopped where he was for a noment. Al along
the street there were places where secondnight ice had nelted off roofs,
flowed down rusted gutterspouts, and pooled in curbside depressions worn
hol | ow over the years. In nost spots, the surface water was sucked away by the
thirsty sand, but here the neltwater was trapped in pools of black rnud, where
it would remain until the next freeze. The sight of it gave him an idea.

Rermoving his cloak as he walked, Gayson dropped it beside a
hal f - naked derelict |eaning against a worn stone wall. There was no tine to
hide it. The soldiers were mere seconds behind him Then he went to work
unraveling his head bandage, which he crunpled and stuffed into an already
overflowi ng garbage bin. A bit farther ahead, there was a stretch of road
unoccupi ed by street people or anyone else. Kneeling by a nmud pool, G ayson
gathered a double handful of the stinking stuff, and lathered it over his
head. It burned like fire when it touched the inflamed wound on the side of
his head. He knew he was begging for an infection, but the thought of the
I nterrogators drove him on.

By the time he was done, Gayson's yellow hair, his face, and his



tunic were generously coated with black mud. Wat else? he thought, mnd
racing. Hs clothes were nondescript enough, except for his boots, so tight
his feet were aching now They were nmuch too shiny and new to belong to a
nmud- sneared derelict.

After a nmonent's thought, Gayson pried off the boots and carefully

set them toget her nearby, then nmuddied his feet as well. The final touch would
be two enpty liquor bottles he found in a mound of garbage across the street.
Grayson then lay down with his feet sprawed well into the mddle of the

street, his head close by the noisome pool, with a bottle cradled in each arm
It was only seconds later that he heard the scuffing of booted feet round-ing
the curve of the street.

There were five of them Palace Guards in dark green and gold, four
with w cked-1ooking assault rifles held at port arns. They picked their way
cautiously along the street, stepping around or past the worst of the nud and
gar bage.

"Here!l" one of them shouted. "H s boots!" The sol dier swooped down and
grabbed the shiny boots. Gay-son opened his eyes in his best imtation of
bl eary-eyed dullness, and saw that one of the soldiers already had tucked his
cast-off cloak and the bloodied strips of bandage under one arm Anot her
one-probably the I|eader, judging by him inperious hands-on-hips stance and
lack of a rifle-stood over Gayson and nudged him with the toe of his boot.
"You! "

Grayson clutched the bottles tighter, and gave the nman a wit-befuddl ed
smile. If he could convince the soldiers that he was a street drunk, that
sonmeone el se had dropped the boots beside himas he lay there in the nud .

"You," the soldier said again. H's upper lip curled even as he spoke,
as though the man were trying to avoid breathing the stench of the noxious nud
and garbage. "Were'd these boots cone fron®"

"Wha- a?" Grayson slurred his speech and turned his grin idiotic.

"Sergeant!" Here was a new voice. Gayson followed its sound and saw
anot her squad of soldiers comng up the street from the other direction. They
must have sent nis second patrol ahead to another main street so that they
could work back, hoping to trap him between. The newconer was an officer, his
Quard's Lieutenant uniform nore gold than green, |ooped with aiguillettes and
tassels that glittered in the red sunlight. "Any sign of hinP"

"He came this way, sir. Look."

The two exam ned the cloak, bandages, and boots for a nonent, their
own boots only a neter from Grayson's bare, nuddy feet. The |ead officer shook
his head. "He didn't get past us. You nust have missed him"

' 'He might be trying to blend in with the street scum sir,' the
sergeant said. At this, the bottles trenbled in Gayson's hands and his heart
pounded so furiously he was certain it would give him away. "W could round
them up and question themall."

"Pah! O shoot them"

"I mght be able to help you, Lieutenant." That new voice sent chills
along Gayson's spine. Rags noved down the street, and a filny and unshaven
man lurched into view It was the young man he'd thought was following him He
must have been close enough behind Gayson to see him preparing his hasty
di sgui se!

Grayson tensed, readying hinself. If he junped up and ran, the
soldiers wuld cut him down before he nade it around the curve of the road,
unless he could take them by surprise. He wondered how fast his bare and
tender feet could nove over broken chunks of sun baked ferrocrete.

"You see this guy?" the Lieutenant asked, holding up the boots.

"Sure did." The street dweller glanced at Gayson, his face neutral.
"See that pipe?" he said, gesturing at the drainpi pe above G ayson's nud pool.
"Fella came tearing in here nmaybe a mnute ago. Stripped off his boots,
pl opped 'em down there, and shimmed up that pipe like a leaflighter in heat."
He pointed across the flat slab roofs back in the general direction of the
pal ace. "He headed off across the roofs off that-a-way."



"Damm, " the Lieutenant muttered. "He's trying to backtrack on us. You
men! At the double! C non!"

The troop gathered into ragged ranks and clunped off down the street
at a half-run. The one holding Gayson's boots tossed them aside. Wen the
soldiers were far enough away, he sat up slowy, dusting ineffectually at the
nud caked on his tunic. "Thanks."

The man gl anced up and down the street, then his dirty face with its
scraggly gromh of beard broke into a w de, unexpected grin. "Don't mention
it. You looked like you were new in town."

"Well, you might say that. Wo are you?"

The man gave a sweeping, polished bow. "Renfred Tor, at your service."

"I think it should be the other way around. |I'mindebted to you, sir."

"Way were they after you?"

Grayson hesitated. Hs first inclination urged caution. The stranger
seenmed friendly enough, but maybe he was just looking for nore information
about the fugitive before turning himin. Picking his way across the street to
retrieve his boots, Gayson turned various possibilities over in his mnd. If
he was going to have to do any nore running, he would need those painfully
tight boots.

Suddenly Grayson realized that the man had used two nanmes. He could

not possibly be a native of Trellwan! "You're an offworlder,” he said,
avoi ding the other's question.
"You might say that." Tor's eyes shifted down the street.

"Off-worlders' don't seem very popul ar around here."

Grayson nodded and smiled ruefully. "I'm Gayson Carlyle. | was with
the Commonweal th garrison Lance at the Castle.”

"Pleased to nmeet you. Uh . . . you seem to have m splaced your 'Mech
Lance. "

"They mi splaced nme. The bandits attacked the Castle and | was left for
dead. Wien | canme to, ny unit had already pulled out."

"Ah," said Tor.

"How about you? What are you doing here?"

Tor stared at Grayson a long nonment, then told him "I'm the DropShip
pil ot who brought those bandits here in the first place."

Renfred Tor was a native of Atreus, but it had been many | ong,
standard years since he'd seen the capital of Marik's Free Wrld League. At
fourteen, he'd shipped out as cargo handler on a Tristar Lines freighter. By
the tine he was 20, he had worked his way up through sundry crews to deck
officer. Then, he and his four brothers bought equal shares in an aging
rust bucket freighter that they'd named the Invidious by the end of an evening
of drunken cel ebrati on.

The celebration turned out to be premature. A schenme to transport
laser rifles and nman-portable inferno l|aunchers to an enbattled revolutionary
front had ended with the revolution crushed, his partners inprisoned or broke,
and hinmself and an unhappy fifteen-man crew plotting a junp route series into
the Lyran Commonwealth. Their flight had ended in the Comonwealth's
Peri phery, and Tor had been buying, borrowi ng, or scammng spare parts and new
crewrenbers to keep the Invidious going ever since. Five years of short-term
contracts and one-way cargo hauls had brought him at last to Drovahchein Il in
the heart of the Erit duster.

There, the Invidious faced the end of her career. She needed a
conplete refit before she'd junp out-system again, and her station keeping
drive was threatening to fail at any noment. Wth no noney, no contracts, his
crew threatening to scatter if they were not soon paid, and no hope of
repairing the faltering hauler on his own, Tor was forced to contenplate an
early retirement on Drovahchein 11. Not that the trading capital of the Erit
Cluster was uninteresting, but future opportunities for a freighter junp pilot
with a ship were slim the open billets on outbound ships few That was when
he'd net Proctor Sinvalie of House Mil ai.

Mailai was nore the ruler of the Custer than the distant court of



Katrina Steiner on Tharkad. The dCduster was a tiny island of relative
prosperity and technology in a rising sea of barbarism Proctor Sinvalie was
one of the principal House traders who oversaw the fragile web of commerce
that bound the Eritese systens to the Commonwealth and to systems out in the
Peri phery, to worlds like Trellwan, and beyond.

Sinvalie had called on Tor shortly after he'd grounded the Invidious'
DropShip at GCharisport, on Drovahchein's mnor southern continent. The offer
he'd nade Tor seenmed the answer to all the freighter captain's problens.
Gharisport's Bhilai Tech crew would give the Invidious the refit she needed,
Tor's crew would be signed on for a six-standard-nonth hitch and receive an
advance to spend on Charisport's nightlife, and Captain Tor would get the
long-term contract he so desperately needed. Al he had to do was shuttle
smal |  nunbers of passengers back and forth between Cberon M and a world
beyond the Periphery, undistinguished save for its location. That world was
Trell 1-Trellwan, as its natives had naned it. . "I should ve known," Tor said
as he led Grayson through the twists and odd angles of Sarghad's back alleys
and side streets. "I should ve known as soon as | found out old Hendrik the
G eat was involved."

"Known what?" G ayson asked.

"Known | wasn't going to get out with a whole skin. Add Sinvalie, he's
a sharp character. He wasn't about to trust one of his precious ships and
crews to the tender nercies of Hendrik's little bandit kingdom so he hires an
i ndependent to take the risks-yours truly. They painted House Miilai's crest
on the Invidious' Drop-Ships, but it wasn't Milai taking the risks!"

"What happened?”

"Hold it!" Tor hissed suddenly, pushing Gayson into the shadows as a
pl at oon of Palace @uards trooped past. The two had come to a place where the
all ey opened onto one of the city's broad thoroughfares. A nunmber of soldiers
were about, standing at intersections or along the avenue, and they seened to
be searching the faces of the crowd. Tor notioned Gayson to sit back, then
continued his story.

"Not hing much happened-at first. | shuttled in a Conmnwealth
representative named ... uh ..."
"Vogel . "
"Yeah, Viscount Vogel. | shuttled himfrom Tharkad to Oberon, and then
from Gberon here. | took his assistant from here to heron and back a couple
of tines. | gather they were setting up a deal that was going to turn Trellwan

over to Hendrik's keeping, though the whole thing was supposed to be secret."

"Supposed to be," Gayson said, nore to hinself than Tor.

"Yeah, well, it didn't take long to leak out. The news was all over
Sarghad last time | was here. You folks had riots in town?"

G ayson nodded, but kept his eyes on the street. This was all part and
parcel of the betrayal that had killed his father. Someone was going to pay.

"So, anyway, there was supposed to be a last neeting, with Cberon's
mnisters conming to Trellwan for sone kind of official treaty signing. But it
didn't turn out the way they'd said.” Tor kept his voice |ow, |ooking around
warily as he spoke. Mre soldiers were passing on the street, trotting wth
their weapons at high port. There seened to be a stir sonewhere to the north.

" 'l came out of junpspace at a planetless A2 star for a navfix, and
found this big bloody JumpShip waiting for nme, fighters deployed, weapons
charged. Hell, | thought | was some bandit conpetitor of Hendrik's, but when
they canme aboard, they were wearing Hendrik's livery. But Hendrik's old boys
aboard ship, they went out the airlock, no fuss, no cerenony. Just out they
went. | don't mnd telling you, | was scared.”

"They killed then"

"Right the first tinme. Anyway, they transferred a Lance of 'Mechs and
| don't know how many nen and arnored vehicles across to the |nvidious' hold.
A tech crew came aboard and started drilling holes in the hull of one of the
Dr opShi ps, nounting heavy weapons, beam turrets, missile batteries, that sort
of thing. | hollered about it but the next thing I knew | had a bruised head



and a bloody split lip, so |I kept ny mouth shut after that. | thought they
were going to send ne swinmming after Hendrik's people.

"When they were finished, that black monster furled sail and junped,
and the | eader of the people they'd left aboard the Invidious told us to be on
our way. W canme out at Trellwan and parked ourselves. They nade nme and three
of nmy crewren pilot the DropShip down. | nade the entry to Trellwan with a gun
at ny head, and once we'd grounded, they put me in an afterhold for
saf ekeepi ng. "

"And they let you go afterward?"

Tor grinned, and shook his head. "Not bloody likely, lad. | didn't
know what was happening, but | did know that lot wasn't about to turn ne
| oose. Not after |'d seen them nucking about swapping cargos at what shoul d' ve
been just a sinple nav check and recharge stop."

"Wy not ?"

"Hey, that was a hell of a big operation. There were at least five
'Mechs working in space to transfer the four 'Mechs in the Lance and all the
rest of the gear over to the Invidious. Funny thing about that, too."

"What ?"
"The 'Mechs that were handling the transfer, they were high-class
machi nes, know what | nean? New paint, clean parts. One of them was a Marauder
painted red and black, like one of those personalized mercenary jobs you run

into sonmetimes on the Inner Wrlds. That was the one conned by their |eader.
Big guy, but quiet, real professional. And deadly, you know? \Wat they were
| oadi ng aboard the Invidious was junk, old, patchwork 'Mechs that were nore
sal vaged parts than anything el se. There was a black and gray Marauder and one
of those light 20-tonner Locusts. It looked to me like sonme sort of covert

operation, sonething they wouldn't want outsiders knowing about. | figured I'd
| ast just about until the shooting stopped, and then they were going to retire
me permanently. Know what | mean?"

"So howd you wind up in a back alley with the derelicts?" Gayson
asked.

"CGood question. Like | said, the Invidious was in need of repairs, and
| didn't get all of them taken care of during the refit. Seems there was a
| oose insulation panel in that hold, one | could pry |oose, then pull back in

once |'d squeezed nyself into the 'tween heads. | stayed there until | heard
them conme back to find out I was missing, then slipped out of ny hide-hole,
made ny way aft to a hold where they were off-loading 'Mechs, and slipped off
with some soldiers." He paused, seeing Gayson's lifted eyebrow "Well, I'd

acquired a uniformby that time. That hel ped."

"That one?" Grayson pointed at Tor's nuddied tunic.

"Hardly. 1'd hoped to talk with soneone here, maybe the |ocal port
authority, about what | could do to get ny crew freed. They ... uh ... don't
take kindly to off-worlders' here. At |east, not now"

Anot her troop of soldiers tranmped past. These were nenbers of the
planet's Mlitia, Gayson noted, in brown unifornms instead of green. Barracks
talk in the Castle hat generally held Sarghad's MIlitiamen to be superior
soldiers, though few of Carlyle's Commandos held either d the two |[ocal
mlitary forces in high esteem

What was going on? Gayson wondered. Did he now have the Mlitia
searching for him too?

Grayson and Tor continued watching the soldiers in the street. It
didn't appear that Jeverid's Quard was engaged in anything like a serious
search, but they were definitely on the alert, patrolling the major streets
for ... what? Of-worlders' escaped from the attack at the Castle? O
suspi ci ous characters, in general? Wth a bandit canp so close by, the I|ocal
government forces might well be watching for any gathering of armed or

unpl easant -1 ooki ng fol ks who mght be the first line of a raider assault.
Way were so many of them noving north? A small convoy of ground-effect
weapons carriers- HWCs- whi ned past.
Grayson kept turning Tor's story over in his mnd. A freighter



boarded, her diplomatic passengers slain? He'd been tenpted at first to
dismiss the idea as outright fabrication, but why wuld Tor Ilie about
something like that? Bandits engaged in deception and subtle treachery as
frequently as any organized government of the Inner Wrlds, but this secret
transfer of cargo and personnel at a nav check sounded pointless. That had to
have been one of Hendrik's ships that stopped the Invidious. Only Hendrik's
peopl e woul d have known the freighter's exact course as she junped from star
to star on her junp series from Cberon to Trellwan.

The distance between the two systems was about 145 |ight years.
Because JunpShips could only manage about 30 lights at a junp, they had to
pl ot and execute a nunber of systemto-system transits called the junp series,
often in long and round about fashion from star to star. Mst of those
stars-like the one where Tor had been anbushed-were planetless, or were
circled by barren and useless worlds of dead rock and ice. The chances that a
ship would just happen to be there waiting for another ship were inpossibly
slim Which neant the am bushers knew the Invidious was coming that way. Which
nmeant Hendri k had ordered the anbush.

O did it? Hendrik ruled an uneasy coalition of twelve mnor Bandit
Kings and their worlds. Perhaps someone on his staff represented a dissident
faction-a revolutionary faction, one working against Hendrik. That might
explain the greatest nystery in Tor's story, the nystery of why Hendrik would
bother to take the Invidious in deep space instead of right at hone in the
oeron system

But that still left so many unanswered questions. Wiy would anyone in
Hendrik's canp bother attacking the Trellwan garrison, when the entire planet
was to have been handed over to him peacefully within a few hours? Even a
rebellious faction would likely have been advised to wait. Gabbing the Trell
system for thenselves would do nothing for dissidents in a showdown wth
Hendrik's forces except tie up needed men and machi nes.

It just didn't make any sense, Gayson thought. There was also the
guestions of what Tor had seen when his ship had been taken. He'd said the men
who boarded her had worn Qoeron livery, but the 'Mechs transferring the cargo
had been better cared for than the equipnment they' d been passing over. Bandit
ki ngdons-even |arge and powerful ones like that of Hendrik Ill-could rarely
field anything better than patched-together and many-tines-salvaged 'Mechs
that had been through scores of battles. From where had those gleam ng,
fresh-pai nted machines come? Could Hendrik afford to hire a nercenary Lance
from the Inner Sphere? From Kurita's Draconis Conbine, perhaps? And if he
could nanage that, why not use them in the attack? Wy the deception? Wy?
Why ?

"Hey!" Tor touched his shoulder, startling him They 're clearing
out!"

The @uards seened to be withdrawing fromthe streets, sone piling onto
a rusty, six-wheeled personnel carrier, the rest hurrying up the street.
Grayson could make out an officer in the APCs hatch talking with animated
gestures on a transcei ver handset.

"Somet hing sure has stirred them up," he said. "Wnder what?"

The answer canme with a flash and a bang that struck Gayson like a
blow to the chest, leaving him nmonmentarily breathless. Across the avenue from
where Tor and G ayson crouched, a storefront exploded |like a geyser of flaneg,
brick, glass, stone, and black snmoke. People were screamng, and above the
shrieks and yells cane the neasured runble of heavy machinery in notion.

Grayson knew that sound. He squirmed forward on his stomach until he
could peer around the corner of the sheltering building and look up the
street. What he had heard was a Marauder, twelve neters tall and nmassively
arnored, hung with weapons that gave it a |unbering, top-heavy |ook. Gayson
knew from experience that that nachine was anything but clunsy.

He saw the stylized, slit-eyed enblem brightly painted on the
heat -seared metal of the left leg and knew that this was the black-and-gray
pai nted machine that had killed his father.



A fascination born of sick horror gripped him held him frozen there
at the nmouth of the alley. Anost in slow notion, the arnored nonster
straightened slightly, then brought its right arm up as though pointing.
Recessed in the swollen bulk of the forearm were a pair of the 'Mech's primary
weapons, a nedium | aser and the massive bore of a particle cannon.

The |aser flashed blue-white, a brilliant pulse that shrieked and
ionized the air in its wake. The beam struck the APC, setting aflane the
GQuardsnmen who had been clinging to its hull. Gayson squeezed his eyes shut
against the blinding light, but still saw the afterinage of a Guards officer

withing in the carrier's hatch as the steel around him blossoned into a
fireball.

A chain of staccato cracks carried above the roar of flane and
crunbling buildings. The Marauder's autocannon, a tree-sized barrel nounted
across the 'Mech's left shoul der, was spewing 120 mm hi gh-expl osi ve
destruction in three-round bursts that shattered the street behind the burning
carrier, and transforned clunps of running green uniforns into bl oodied shreds
of rag. The snoke roiling down from the APC was acrid and black, and it stank
of oil and charred flesh.

Grayson felt a hand on his shoul der, tugging, insistent. "G ayson!"
W've got to get clear!™ Crnron!" But, eyes locked on the Marauder, G ayson
couldn't nove. The 'Mech took one huge step, than another, pausing after each
step as though testing the footing. Fire flickered around its crab's head from
the ineffectual shoulder-portable mssiles and lasers of the city's unarnored
def enders. Grayson found himself willing the Sarghad fighters to concentrate
their fire, to seek out the vital nexuses of control circuits and
servoacutators that mght-mght!-give them a slim chance of bringing the giant
down. There was one such nexus where the legs joined the body, under that flat
head. If they could just work together

The giant brushed through the fire, unconcerned. Destruction boiled in
its path as it sprayed the avenue and its buildings with flashing beans of
ener gy.

"Grayson!" Tor's scream penetrated his nunbed senses, brought him back
to the scene at hand and the gagging stench of the burning vehicle. He shook
hi nsel f, turned, and looked into Tor's wild eyes.

"Grayson, we've got to get out of here!"

He allowed hinself to be pulled to his feet, then began running wth
clumsy strides back down the alley and away from the nonster. Behind him the
"Mech collided with the buildings at the alley nouth, and the fall of brick
and stone sent debris skittering along the ground in front of them

G ayson followed Tor through the twists and turns of Sarghad' s alleys,
and the sounds of cannon fire and falling buildings began to recede behind

them Tor stopped and fell back against the wall, his chest heaving as he
caught his breath.

"Where now?" Gayson asked, his mnd still nunmb. He was willing to be
led, to let the decisions be nade by another.

"I don't know. |I'ma stranger here too, remnmenber?"

“I. . .1 Know a place we nmight be able to go." Gayson thought of
Berenir the Merchant, knowing the man would not be pleased to see him again,
and less so if he brought along another offworlder to hide. "I know sone
peopl e, but they may not be able to help us."

"W're going to have to find a way to get up to the port." Tor | ooked
thoughtfully in its direction. Across the roofs of Ilow single-storied
war ehouses, they could just make out the port's control tower as a tiny white
saucer perched on a narrow colum. And just beyond, they glinpsed the bulk of
the upper third of Tor's ship.

"Are you thinking of getting your ship back?"

Tor shook his head. "No ... no way. W'd never get near her, not
NOw.

"Then why the port?"

"Because ships'll be coming in, sooner or later."” Pain clouded the



freighter pilot's face. "And because | have three nen three . . . three
friends. I've got to get them out, sonmehow. "

"You can't fight THAT alone!" The sounds of fresh skirmn shing broke
out somewhere behind them followed by a series of explosions.

"Maybe not. But these pirates aren't going to stay here forever. Now
that they' ve attacked, they'll pull out, take their |oot, slaves, and captured
"Mechs and haul for Oberon ... or wherever. They can't stay here, not against
a whole planet. Besides, how can they be sure House Steiner won't send a
punitive expedition back to ramthis planet down their throats."

"My Lance ..."

"Maybe," Tor said thoughtfully. "Though, from what |'ve heard, your
friends were pretty badly shot up. The point is, traders'll be comng in.
Hell, even ny friends with Mailai mght cone in to see what happened to their
investnent. | want to be at the port when they do, and | mean to have ny
people with me. And don't forget ny ship is out at the junp point, with twelve
nmore of ny nen aboard."” Tor shook his head fiercely. "I just can't let them
go!"

G ayson thought of the small community of Techs and | aborers quartered
at one end of the spaceport. "Maybe you could get a job at the port, and find
a way to help your people that way. | don't know how you'd go about getting
your ship back, though."

"Neither do I, lad. Neither do |I." The pain was back in Tor's face.
G ayson wondered if he was feeling guilt at having abandoned his crew, or was
sinply afraid that they'd already been put to death. The other man seenmed to
give hinself a shake.

"No matter what, we'll have to eat and find a way to blend in with the
natives."

Yes, thought G ayson, they'd need a place to stay, a place to wait,
while he figured out a way to bring down the plotters who had killed his
father. Only then would he think about how to get off this forbidding world.

The battle sounds had ceased now, leaving the city unnaturally quiet.
Gayson looked in all directions, orienting hinmself. "Let's go visit ny
friends. Berenir is a nerchant, with contacts off-planet and at the spaceport.
Maybe he can get us jobs. At least, he mght have sone ideas about what we
shoul d do."

"Where is he?"

"Third Street of the Merchants. This way." Gayson took the lead as
they wal ked, but his thoughts turned back to the Marauder astride the street,
and the menory of his father's death. That Mrauder had anbushed Durant
Carlyle after Carlyle's lighter Phoenix Hawk had been badly danaged in a
hopel ess duel with the hidden weapons mounted on the Invidious' DropShip. Hs
father had never had a chance.

New energy was replacing the lassitude that had paral yzed Gayson's
spirit since he'd regained consciousness in Berenir's house. For the first
time, he felt a goal, a purpose to keep him going. He would burn that killer
"Mech, or die in the attenpt. The need for vengeance was |ike a hunger driving
him on through the twi sting streets of Sarghad as panicked civilians and
di sorgani zed squads of Guards and Mlitia streamed past him Al though he
didn't yet know how, he vowed to destroy that Marauder and the human who rode
init.

Ten-meter-tall death nmachines now stalked the narrow avenues of
Sarghad. Though G ayson knew how to find the Third Street of the Mrchants,
four tines he and Tor were forced to | eave streets suddenly blocked by throngs
of panicked people or by the striding nightmares of attacking 'Mechs. Gayson
tried to keep track of the types he saw. There was one Locust, he knew, and
anot her that |ooked |like one of the Conmando WAsps, now bearing the animal's
eye insignia of Hendrik IIl of Cberon. Once he saw the Marauder again, wading
through the splintered rubble of buildings. A pall of oily snoke hung
suspended above Sarghad, and the air was heavy with dust from plaster turned
to brick rubble, and crumbled slabs of ferrocrete.



At the nouth of an alley opening onto the Third Street of the
Merchants, Tor held back, notioning Gayson behind him Peering past the
freighter pilot, Gayson saw another Wasp, this one leading a string of
perhaps fifteen Trells toward the city borders.

"What are they doi ng?"

Tor |ooked grim "Taking hostages, possibly. But those people don't
ook all that well-to-do. Slaves, nore likely."

Grayson remained silent. He'd heard stories of the slave trade anong
the bandit kinglets of the Periphery, but had not given them much credence.
Even day don's lingering fear that his nother mght have been taken by
Hendrik's raiders as a slave to Oberon was easy enough to dismiss as the
xenophobic fears of an untravelled, nearly uneducated native who had never
been beyond the fringes of his own world s atmosphere. The brutal truth was
that anong the shards of a civilization where machines and the products of
technology were treasures, human |labor tended to be cheap and easily
har vest ed.

"Where will they take thenP" G ayson wondered al oud.

Tor shrugged. "The spaceport, perhaps. They won't be able to use them

here. Mst likely they'Il be corralled somewhere offworld." Hs voice was
curiously level and remote. "They might even load them aboard the old
I nvi di ous. "

A runbling crash from farther down the street caught Gay son's
attention. He crawed forward, slipping his head past the shelter of the wall
close to the street. Wiat he saw shocked him to the core. Standing there was
the Marauder, encased in the rubble of a building in flames. A knife tw sted
cold in Grayson's gut. That building was the house of Berenir the merchant.

The Marauder lurched forward into the street, conpleting the
destruction. The front wall of the house rippled and collapsed inward, sending
a gal axy of red sparks into the snoky pall above it.

Tor was watching Gayson's face. "That was the house of your friends,
| take it."

"Yes . . . yes, it was. But | don't understand. Wy did they destroy
just that one house?" Berenir's house had been elinmnated wth surgical
preci sion, but none of the other buildings on the block had been touched.
Grayson wondered if O aydon had survived. As the Marauder moved on to the
north, leaving rubble and flames behind, Gayson thought it was unlikely. He
wat ched grimy as another wall of Berenir's house collapsed in a shower of
sparks.

Grayson and Tor edged back away from the street. "Sorry about your
friends," Tor said.

Grayson nodded acknowl edgrment. He felt curiously enpty now, drained of
all but the need to strike back against the bandit 'Mechs. But how? How? A
feeling of hel pl essness wei ghed heavily on hi m now

"I'm heading for the port," Tor said. "Technicians are always in
demand, and 1've got enough ship teching skill to find me a billet. You can
cone along as ny assistant and we'll find a way to dye your hair. Then you

won't have to take nud baths, right?"

Grayson thought for a nonent, then shook his head. "Go on without ne,

Captain. |'ve got sonething else to do."
Tor was taken back. "What?" he wanted to know. "Wiere?"
"I've . . . never mnd," Gayson said, distracted by his own nusings.
"I'"ve just got to do sone thinking, is all. I'lIl find you at the port later."
"Waen?"
Grayson shrugged. "I don't know " He glanced down at his hand,

wondering why it was not trenmbling. Hs legs and arns felt weak, as though the
surge of enotions that had drained away at the sight of the Marauder had left
him a husk, scarcely able to stand. The adrenaline high that had kept him
going till now was vani shing, |eaving himexhausted.

He turned to face Tor. "Just go. I'll join you when I can."



Tor grinned, but worry showed in his eyes. "Don't take too long. Us
aliens have to stick together now, right?"

Go to hell and | eave me al one, Grayson thought with a viciousness that
surprised him He said nothing, however, but nodded and turned away. He was
going to have to find transportation to the nountains, and was not entirely
sure that he had the strength to manage it.

The junior officer stood stiffly at attention and felt the sweat

pooling in the collar of his black body arnor. "No, Lord, he is not here," the
man reported. Looking up from the paperwork on his desk, the seated man
regarded his officer with a cold and level gaze. "He nmust be. | shot him
nyself. | saw him fall, right at the spot | marked on the map of the Vehicle

Bay | gave you."

"He was not there, Lord." There was fear in the young man's face. Hs
conmander had a reputation for ruthlessness. "W have searched the Castle, and
checked all the bodies. There . . . there is evidence that sonmeone was noving
about the Castle after our departure. Perhaps this is the boy you seek. A
storage conpartment door that Sergeant Wnn remenbers seeing closed after the
battle was open when we returned, and the manifest for that room shows a
hovercraft mssing. Carlyle's son nust have taken a nachine and escaped."

Captain Lord Harimandir Singh considered hinself a just man-ruthless,
yes, and demandi ng-but not given to whins of raw enotions. He had fired the
single, shot that had hit the enemy commander's son in the head. It had been
his order that had led the attacking party and its prisoners out of the
Vehicle Bay to follow the surviving Commandos to their spaceport perineter. |f

G ayson Death Carlyle still lived, it was Singh's responsibility, and not that
of the Lieutenant trying so unsuccessfully to nmask his terror.
So, the fault is mne, Singh thought. | should have sealed the matter

with a second shot, or at |east had someone stay and check for wounded in the
Bay.

But things had been happening so fast down in that Repair Bay. Only
rapi d deci sions and swi ft novenent woul d have acconplished the mnission.

And the m ssion HAD been acconplished, had it not? Carlyle's Comuandos
were broken, the survivors fled, and their base in Singh's hands. If this one
boy had managed to escape to Sarghad, could that seriously jeopardize the
grand plan? Singh's specific orders had been to nake certain of the death of
Carlyle's senior Tech, Riviera, of all MechWarriors remaining in the Castle,
and of Carlyle's son. The orders had been carried out, except for the very
| ast.

Singh considered the matter carefully. The boy had not escaped wth
the surviving nenbers of Carlyle's Lance, of that he was certain. If he lived,
he could only be hiding sonewhere in Trellwan's desert wlderness, or in that
sprawl i ng refuse heap at the foot of this mountain the indigs called Sarghad.

If he had made it to the wilderness, his time was running out.
Periasteron would bake those deserts with killing heat in only a few nore
standard days. And even if the boy survived THAT by hiding in a cave
somewhere, the -50 degree weather of Trellwan's brief winter would finish him
by Secondni ght.

That left the city. There was no way to search the entire city for one
boy, and no real reason to attenpt it. Young Carlyle would not be able to get
off the planet, would not even be able to approach the spaceport w thout being
challenged by the perimeter guards. He was effectively nmarooned on Trellwan.
The rest of the Plan was proceeding snmoothly, and it seemed that Carlyle's son
woul d pose no obstacle to its final stages.

Besi des, there was always the chance that he would be picked up by a
patrol wunit. Singh decided that it would be best to issue a patrol order
requiring that he be notified if anyone of Carlyle's approximte age were
taken in Sarghad or at the spaceport ... no, nmake that any off-worlders',
whatever their age. One way or another, he would learn the boy's whereabouts
or assure hinself that he was dead.

The officer was still standing at attention before him "That wll be



all, Lieutenant. You have done well. Thank you for your report."

The Lieutenant sagged visibly with relief, then stiffened and executed
a smart right-fist-to-left-chest salute. "Yes, Lord!"

Si ngh watched the man turn on his heel and |eave. No, Carlyle's escape
should not affect the Plan at all.

He returned his attention to the work on his desk, a report he was
witing for the Duke. A fast courier was scheduled to arrive at the junp point
within 24 hours, and Singh's report would bring the Duke and his arnada to
Trel l wan before another |ocal year had passed.

Singh knew that Hs Gace, Duke Ricol, known throughout the Successor
States as The Red Hunter, was eager to begin execution of the next phase of
t he gane.

Above Munt Gayal and the brooding, truncated pyramid of the Castle,
there rose a series of jagged, cliff-faced peaks, part of the braid of rugged
mountain ranges circling Trellwan's equator. The Crysander Mbuntains were raw
and new, shaped by the incessant tidal twistings of Trellwan's very close sun,
whi ch continued to fold and refold those up-thrusting |ayers of igneous rock
and, on occasion, literally turned them inside out in lava flows and
eruptions. Many of the peaks along the 35,000-kiloneter-long range were
ent husi astically active volcanoes, and mld seismc quakes were a daily
occurrence.

Al 'though nost of Trellwan was arid, there were two snall, snaking,
mneral seas nestled anobng the equatorial mountains. The planet's hunman
colonies had growmn in the relatively fertile regions within a few hundred
kil ometers of these bodies. The slow tidal swell raised by red Trell once each
fifteen standard days was too high to encourage seaside settlenents. A so, the
hi gh sul fur and hydrogen sul fide content of those acid waters nade the air for
kil ometers around heavy with a sour, rotten-egg stench. However, nuch of
Trellwan's power cane from unnmanned tidal generator plants along the
foul -srmel ling shores of those seas.

Periasteron marked the beginning and the end of each 45-day year. It
was the tine when Trellwan was closest to Trell in its slightly eccentric
orbit about the star, and always occurred over the sane two spots on the
pl anet's surface. The Periasteron called Far Passage occurred on the other
side of the world in the mddle of each Second-night. It was heralded in
Sarghad by mld stornms sweeping in from the dayside, and by gradually rising
temperatures that marked the begi nning of Sarghad's brief spring-sunmer-fall.

The Periasteron called Near Passage occurred over the Nerge, the Bl ack
Desert, 2,000 kilometers to the west of the city, and was altogether
different.

Trell was in the sky at that time, just past the middle of Firstday
for Sarghad's longitude. As the local temperature rocketed under the burning
heat, water evaporated from the surface of the nearby sea at an accel erated
rate. Cdouds boiled skyward so quickly that their growmh could be followed
with the eye. As vast volumes of hot, wet air rushed from ground level into
the chill stratosphere, they dragged in desert wnds that howled across
Sarghad fromthe mneral flats to the east.

Then the rains cane, violent, rattling-wind rains that turned the
ocher deserts to seas of nud and flooded the streets of Sarghad. As the
planet's slow rotation continued, Sarghad gradually descended into the
continuous night. In that long night, the storm continued while tenperatures
pl unmet ed.

By md-Firstnight, some five or six standard days later, it was
snow ng in the nountains above the city. Mst of the noisture deposited as
snow fell in the mountains, and across the great bergs and glacial plains far
to the north and south. The equatorial desert around Sardghad froze solid as
temperatures plumeted to 50 degrees or nore below zero, and high in the
nmount ai ns, short-lived glaciers grew

The snow |lay heavy anong the jagged range peaks. There were places
where seismic shocks and the repeated cycles of snow, freezing, heat, and



falling nmeltwater had cracked open the nountains, |aying bare ancient, hidden
faults, caverns, and the wellsprings of rivers leading dowmn to the sea. Hot
mneral springs rising within the caves opened caverns beneath glistening
roofs of ice. Wthin these caverns' sheltering heat, there was the steadily
echoing plip-plip-plip of snow nelting and trickling down the fantastic dagger
shapes of stalactites.

Far Passage occurred in md-Secondnight. There were storns then,
nmostly wind and dust-storms born on warm winds from the antipodes, and the
temperature began to rise. By mid-Thirday, the tenperature was above freezing,
and still clinbing. Wole mountains of rapidly accunul ated ice and packed snow
began rnel ting.

In places, the nmelt was catastrophic.

Thunder R ft was the largest and deepest of the net-word of
fault-rifts and caverns in the mountains north of Sarghad. During cold
periods, it was conpletely roofed over by ice hundreds of meters thick. From

early Thirday until well into Firstday, neltwater created an icy cataract. The
boom ng, cascading, white-raging waterfall fell by many-branching paths worn
through ice and rock into a deep-cleft |ake, from which spray rose like a

cloud. During warming periods, that cloud spray hung above the V-shaped notch
that marked the R ft as seen from the city plain, and the thunder of the
waters could be distantly heard above the incessant nurmur of street merchants
and vendors.

G ayson had discovered the Rift shortly after Carlyle's Comuandos had
arrived on Trellwan. It had becone a refuge for him from Kai Giffith's
demands and criticisnms and from the crowded barracks. At tines, it had even
given refuge from the gentle but critically sharp eye of his father. Once,
several local years ago, he had brought Mara here for a few hours' gentle
di version. He'd hoped she would feel as enthralled with the caverns' beauty as
he, and had been keenly di sappointed by her lack of response. The nouth of the
Rift was too noisy, she'd told him the air too wild and wet, the water-worn
rock too cold and hard for what they'd planned to do.

He'd not returned for several |ocal days after that episode, but not
even Mara could long dim his enchantnent wth the place. Though Gayson
returned many tines after that day, he had al ways cone al one.

The R ft was where he needed to be now It had taken only a few
moments to find a Sarghad militia ground effect skimrer parked at the fringe

of the churning street nob. He felt Ilittle compunction about taking the
machine. It was, after all, one of the light mlitary vehicles the Comuandos
had given the local mlitia shortly after the garrison had arrived. It had

been signed over to the locals as part of the rmutual military training and
assi stance agreenent between Trellwan and the Comonweal t h gover nnent.

After what Grayson had been through in the last few hours, he felt the
Trells at least owed him sonme transportation. The skimer carried him on a
swirling trail of dust out of Sarghad and across the irrigated fields north of
the city.

There was vegetation there, stubby and stained dark blue by Trellwan's
copper sulfide-based analogue of chlorophyll. A single, wde, rust-crusted
pi pe brought water down from the nountains to the north, irrigating the
pat chwor k of blue vegetation alternating with low dull silver agrodomes that
stretched into the desert beyond the city. Humans could not eat the |[ocal
vegetation, and so grew fields of inported grains and vegetables inside the
temperature and light-controlled shelter of the agro-dones. Local crops
adapted to Trellwan's cyclical climate provided the spices (safe if ingested
in small quantities) and the shrub-grown m neral -dense hardwoods that were the
staples of Trellwan's off-planet trade.

Grayson guided the skimrer across the fields, opening up the little
craft's considerable full speed, angling toward the glacier nesting in its
V-shaped notch in the nountains to the north. There were a few people about,
nmostly field workers urging scaly-hunped l|annics out of |ow doned shelters.
Now that the attackers had gone, work in the fields and agrodonmes would



continue. None of the workers took notice of the hovercraft's flight.

There were sw tchback paths up the face of the nountains, but
eventually he had to | eave the skinmer among a junble of boulders. From there,
he plunged into a network of lowceilinged caverns that would lead him into
the nmountain's heart, and then into the vault of the main Rift.

Grayson was aware first of the sound of the R ft, a dull thunder
audi bl e across ten kilometers even in the streets of Sarghad. In the caverns,
the booming roar rang and pounded through rock channels and drummed at his
senses |ike something alive. The sound rang out only during the tine between
early Thirday and early Firstday when the icepacks were nelting and pouring
into the 200-neter-deep hollow of the R ft, but Gayson knew what to do. HE
used to bring along ear protectors, but then discovered that wads of slick,
waxy yellow clay from the cavern floor would work as well to protect his
hearing. He carefully plugged his ears, then nmade his way up the slanting
cavern trail toward the source of the thundering roar.

There was a |ledge, the remmant of sonme age-old convulsion of the
planet's crust, which ran along the riftwall hal fway up between the
translucent glow of the ice <ceiling and the shadowed dimess of the
spray-shrouded | ake below. On that |edge, he was surrounded by the mountain's
exultant roar and intense vibration. The air was cool, heavy wth noisture and
alive with the thrummng waves of sound from the cataracts of water. The
central void of the Rft was filled with water funnelling from channels and
wat er -worn passages within the ice roof overhead. Fromtinme to time, nulti-ton
boul ders of ice would break free and fall 200 neters through spray-filled
space, and plunge into the foam and fury bel ow

Grayson nmade his way along the ledge to the left. There, to the south,
the Rift opened up to air and light, and the ice ceiling gave way to clear sky
framed by the surrounding cliffs. Through the opening, he could see the
hel i copter pad on the roof of the Castle five kilonmeters out and down. Beyond
and below that was the wheel -shaped sprawl of Sarghad. At his feet, the R ft
wal | dropped straight down 100 neters to the edge of the |ake.

That |ake was very deep and quite long. Several kiloneters farther
into the mountain, it fell by cascades and steamng waterfalls through the
northern opening of the

Rift, flowed by deep and w nding channels farther north, then
catapulted a final 50 nmeters in spray and spune into the murky vyellow and
sul fur-stinking waters of the mountain-locked Ginmheld Sea. The southern shore
of the lake, sheltered on either side by the Rft walls, opened to a
boul der-sprinkled ravine leading to the arid badl ands south of the nountain.
The irrigation pipeline was only barely visible fromthis altitude.

Surrounded by sound, Gayson sat down on a mst-slick boulder. From
this vantage point, he could see people on the roof of the Castle, though it
was imnpossible to tell what they were doing or to make out details. As the
spaceport lay behind and below the Castle, not much of it was visible from
here. Gayson did manage to distinguish part of the control tower, a ground
station comunication dish, and what mght have been the blunt prow of the
I nvi di ous' DropShip. He wished he had his electronic binoculars so that he
could spy on workers noving among the gantry scaffol ding near the ship.

Grayson studied the Castle roof. There were several helicopters there,
light scouting machines that he recognized from the Commandos' vehicle depot.
As he watched, one of the machines lifted into the air and swung |ike a huge,
gleam ng insect toward the port. Wth their acquisition of the Castle and all
their equi pment the Lance had not had tinme to nove or destroy, the pirates had
made out quite well.

Grayson's thoughts slipped back to his need, his burning desire for
revenge. Right now, it seemed |like a hopeless quest. Scarcely tried in battle,
unarmed, what chance did he have against a Marauder? For vengeance, he would
need a heavy 'Mech at least, one that could stand up against that 75-ton
machine. He'd also need a 'Mech Lance to go with it-or a small arny trained
and equipped to fight 'Mechs. After all, that Marauder was not alone. There



were other pirate 'Mechs on Trellwan, and how many hundreds of pirate
troopers?

G ayson thought about this for a monent. The attack on the Castle had
been so nethodical, so carefully tinmed and planned. It didn't fit the typical
sl ash-and-run tactics of bandit raiders. The nore he thought about it, the
stranger it seened. The pirates had had to plan and execute the capture of
Tor's ship by intercepting it at one of thirty possible navigation and power
bank chargi ng points between oberon |V and Trellwan. They had to transfer men
and material for the attack to the Invidious once they captured her-never an
easy task in deep space-and then equip the DropShip with the extra weapons
that had surprised and devastated his father's Phoenix Hawk. Al of that had
been tined and coordinated with what was happening on Trellwan. The pirates
must have convinced or bought the astech Stefan's help (and probably others)
in bypassing the Castle's security system so that a conmando force could get
in.

There'd been dozens of them a conpany at |east, and probably nore. It
seemred they'd been divided into numerous small units, each assigned a
different target within the Castle. Gayson renenbered the sight of them
entering the Control Center, and knew with cold certainty that those were not
native troops. They must have been brought in from elsewhere, probably on
anot her freighter DropShip that had grounded at the port some hours before.
That part of the operation had demanded careful preparation and precise timnng
to allow it to be carried out just as the Carlyle's Phoenix Hawk approached
the Invidious' DropShip. The entire scheme suggested a mjor nilitary
operation-and an expensive one. Gayson was sure there was nore to it than a
muti ny agai nst Cberon by a handful of his own pirate warl ords.

Unbi dden, the nenory of his attacker's face returned to Gayson. That
|l ean, dark face with the trim nustache and beard. The too-bright eyes, the
eyes of a fanatic. Gayson believed he had seen that face before, but where?

An inportant part of any apprentice MechWarrior's training required
him to becone familiar with other MechWarriors. Not all of them of course,
but the inportant ones, the brilliant ones, the successful mercenaries and
war | eaders who had carved names for thenselves across the battlefields of a
t housand war-torn worlds. Was it in the conputer files of known warriors he'd
studied in Trellwan that Gayson had seem that dark face? Was it that of a
MechWarrior? A ground forces officer? He covered his eyes with one hand. Think

t hi nk!

He opened his eyes, blinked into the light, stood and breathed deeply,
but the man's identity did not cone to him Gayson knew, though, that if he
had seen that face while studying the conputer files, the information he
needed would still be there in the central conputer in the Castle. Sonehow, he
t hought, sormehow he was going to have to get back inside the Castle.

Grayson had lost track of time since he'd left Berenir's house with
the thought of contacting Mara. Not wanting to attract unwanted attention to
his offworlder origins, he'd left his wistcomp with Caydon . . . And, on a
world where it took the sun fifteen standard days to crawl from one horizon to
the other, it was inpossible to guess the tine.

What ever the hour, he was hungry and dead tired. Resting on the |edge
had restored him sonmewhat, but he was certainly in no shape to attack
anybody-certainly not a 75-ton arnored giant. At the noment, the need for
nmoney overshadowed his need for vengeance, indeed, overshadowed every other
need. It would get him a place to sleep, something to eat, and perhaps a
bottle of dye for his tell-tale hair.

Grayson wasn't entirely sure how he was going to go about getting his
hands on sonme l|ocal currency. Mara was his only friend, and she seened out of
reach. H's only possession was a stolen hovercraft that would get him arrested
the monent he tried to sell it. The local Mlitia frowmed on attenpts to
procure and sell mlitary hardware.

Emerging from the cavern near where he'd hidden the hovercraft,
Grayson began rummaging through the open-topped cockpit and cargo area,



| ooki ng for something he mght turn to his advantage.

Three candy bars stashed in an underseat conpartnment were put to
i medi ate service. There seened to be little else of value, except for a netal
t ool box crowded with ratchets, spanners, drivers, and various other tools for
nmechanical repairs and maintenance. They did not seem to be marked. If he
could find a pawn shop or even a nechanical tech's supply house in Sarghdad,
he mght be able to sell the tools for enough nmoney to buy him a nmeal and a
room for at |east one sleep period.

Hs only other alternative was robbery, which seemed even |ess
promising. Unless he was able to threaten his victim with a large wench,
Grayson wouldn't be taken seriously as an armed robber, and he had no stonach
for striking innocent people down from behind.

He decided to try to sell the tools, then perhaps nmake his way to the
spaceport and find Captain Tor. Failing that, he mght be able to get a job as
a hand in one of Sarghad's agrodomes. He didn't care what the job was. Al he
needed was to keep alive on a hostile planet while he planned his revenge on
the Marauder pilot. That desire was rapidly becom ng the central driving force
of his existence.

Leavi ng the skinmer behind a warehouse on the outskirts of the city,
G ayson wal ked toward the hub, carrying the tool box. He wasn't certain how to
find what he wanted, and feared asking directions. H's nud-sneared, scarecrow
appearance wouldn't help his chances of getting a straight answer, and he
didn't know enough about Trell culture to guess where a pawn shop or tool
supply house might be located. After some thought, he decided that his best
chance was to try the Streets of the Merchants. Wth feet aching in his
too-tight boots, he stumbled in the general direction of Sarghad' s business
quarter.

Twi ce he becane lost, straightening out only when he realized he had
reached the Hub. There were the Palace Gardens, the domes of the Palace
showi ng above spreading, cobalt shrubs alive with short-lived flowers. If he
could just reach Mara, every problem would be solved! But the green-coated
soldiers still paraded inside the main gate, and the streets were thick wth
Pal ace @uards and the brown uniforms of the MIlitia. If he were to try scaling
the three-neter fence, they would cut him down before he made it to the top.

No, the Third Street of the Merchants was back THAT way. He would try
to find Mara |ater.

Singh stood inside the gaping Repair Bay doors. As he watched the
troops fall into formation, thunder booned

incessantly from the mountains above the Castle. He had four full
conpani es, about 300 nen, under his direct comrand, as well as five 'Mechs.
Two conpani es manned the perimeter at the spaceport. The renmaining two were
here, weapons and body arnor red-gilt in the warmng sun, their ground effect
transports idling in dusty rows nearby.

Behind the ranks of faceless, armor-masked troops towered the five
"Mechs of the battalion. Lieutenant Vallendel's Marauder was the |[ead
Battl eMech, of course, and would head up the actual fighting, but he was in
overal | command.

He, Harimandir Singh, in comand of a five-'Mech Lance!l It was a
singul ar honor that the Duke had bestowed on him Covert operations such as
Code Dragon were too sensitive, too delicate to be given into the hands of a

relatively junior MechWarrior like Vallendel. It made Singh proud that the
Duke had entrusted this fighting force into his care, that he had placed Code
Dragon under his command until it was tine for the Duke to make his own

appear ance. Singh savored the heady rush of power.

Four smaller 'Mechs flanked the Marauder: a Stinger, a Locust, and the
pair of WAsps captured during the battle with Carlyle's Lance. Singh was |ess
certain of their pilots than he was of Vallendel. The Lieutenant was one of
the Duke's experienced warriors, hand-picked for this mssion, but three of
the pilots of the four 20-tonners were green, and three were nercenaries
pi cked up on Sigurd in Hendrik's confederacy. Those three didn't know the full



extent of the Plan, of course. Nor did they realize that they would die soon,
sacrificed to the Plan once the Duke arrived to take charge.

Sergeant Mendoza, the Stinger's pilot, was the only one with any
experience, having spent a good many years piloting 'Mechs in the service of
the Duke. That one would go down fighting when the time came. Singh's dark
eyes narrowed at the thought. It mght be best to end his career with an
assassin's blade first, to prevent unnecessary conplications. That would be a
pity, but in this gane of stroke and counterstroke, secrecy was so essential
that even Vallendel, even Singh hinself, mght be sacrificed to preserve it.
If the Conmmnwealth detected even a hint of Code Dragon, the mssion would
fail. Singh knew that failure was one option the Duke never tolerated.

The Wasps were piloted by Sigurdian nercenaries, privates Enzel man and
Fitzhugh, and the Locust by a Corporal Kalmar. Al three were painfully
i nexperienced, fresh from their apprenticeships on one of Hendrik's worlds,
but they seemed conpetent enough. They'd joined the unit on Sigurd just before
the expedition had left to rendezvous with the Bhilai freighter.

It was not, perhaps, the nost skillful or best trained of 'Mech
lances, but it would be nore than adequate against the pathetic popinjays
def endi ng Sarghad. That single skirmsh on the outskirts of the town earlier
had proven that. Inagine, arnored personnel carriers piled high with troopers,
driving straight up to the guns of a battle-hungry Marauder! It had been a
slaughter, and the city's defenders would be thoroughly denoralized by now
What's nore, Vallendel had brought back prisoners, from whom Singh had | earned
the precise location of the Royal Fanmily's battle shelters under the Pal ace.

Hs forces had only just returned from Sarghad, and he could see that
the men were tired, their formation less than rigidly perfect. Wether the
troops were tired or not, Singh intended to continue to push the indigs with
all he had, as hard as he could. They would not know a noment's respite until
the Plan's second phase.

Parts of the city were still sending up twisting coils of black snoke
where fires raged anong those barbarian shacks and hovels. Singh knew it was
tine to strike again, before the indigs could recover from the first raid so
recently over.

It was a shanme, perhaps, that the Shadow Hawk that had been put out of
action to critically weaken the Castle's defense was not yet repaired. Wat an
arnored force THAT would be. Four lights led by a Hawk and a Marauder team
Wll, no matter. The captured Hawk would be repaired by the tine Duke Ricol
arrived. In the neantine, the force Singh had would be more than adequate
agai nst the Sarghad rabbl e.

He raised his hands, shouting above the distant runble from the
mountain rift. "Men! Soldiers in the service of the Red Duke! This is the
climax to our part of the G and

Plan!" O all the troops before him only Lieutenant Vallendel knew
the plan's details, of course, but all could share in the excitement and pride
of playing their part in a great schene.

"Word has been dispatched to our Lord, notifying himof the successful
conpletion of the first phase. Wen he arrives to begin the second phase, our
part in this glorious project will be completed . . . nobly and honorably so.

"For now, we have this world at our feet! | know you are hot and
tired, that you have been fighting hard, but now is the time to strike again,
wi thout nercy!" Singh gestured toward the city spraw ed on the plain bel ow the
Castle, helpless and inviting in the bloody sunlight.

"Li eutenant Vallendel and Sergeant Mendoza will lead the main ground
forces! Their mssion is to engage and obliterate the eneny ground defenses
wherever they may be found. Qur three Sigurdian allies, nmeanwhile, wll attack
designated targets within the Sarghad pal ace itself!"

He paused, eyes narrowed. It was a calculated risk, of course,
assigning the attack on the palace to three youngsters . . . outsiders, at

that. But the inportant part of the operation was to destroy the |[ocal
defenses, and it didn't really matter whether they got through to the Royal



Famly or not. At worst, an attack on the palace would create a wuseful
di version and spread panic and hopel essness anong the defenders. At best, Code
Dragon's tinetable mght be advanced by several days. He had weighed the
dangers and possi bl e advantages, and decided to take the ganble.

"You three are to attack Sarghad, destroy local Mlitia and Cuard
forces where you find them enter the Palace, and take the Royal Fanily
hostage. Wth Jeverid and his advisors as our prisoners, the rabble wll
surrender to us, and we will hand them over to the Duke when he arrives, a
neatly wapped present tied up in dianond nmonfil ament!™”

The obligatory cheer went up at this obvious place for cheering,
making up in volume what it lacked in spontaneity. Singh gestured again, this
tinme toward the rows of pikes erected along the Castle parade ground outside
the Repair Bay doors. The round, brown-encrusted objects inpaled on the tip of
each pike were already shrivelled in the dry, sand blasting air of this world.
Bared teeth gl eamed bel ow enpty, staring eye sockets.

"Sol diers! Behold your enemies! So wll fare all those who stand
against us! So will fare the enemies of the Duke! Hail, Duke Ricol! Hail,
victory!"

Again the cheers, this time with nervous overtones. Everyone in the
ranks knew that the third inpaled head ; from the right belonged to Sergeant
Proller of Conpany | C. He'd been in charge of securing the passageway in the
Castle leading from Central Control to the Vehicle Bay. Sonehow, he'd becomne
lost. By the tinme his squad had reached their objective, the surviving
def enders had secured a nunber of air cushion transports and escaped toward
their perinmeter at the spaceport.

It was tine. At Lord Singh's shouted command, the ranks of nen filed
into their transports, which rose on dust-churning cushions of air and drifted
with shrill keening down the slopes toward the city. Ahead of them the five
'Mechs strode with |unbering, deadly purpose.

G ayson became aware of the attack as the mournful wundulation of a
siren rose above crowds of people gone suddenly notionless. Then cane the dull
whunp of distant expl osions, and the street crowds began to scatter and run in
all directions, shrieking and wailing.

Anot her attack? Only a few hours had passed since the |ast one-barely
time for the raiders to reach the Castle and return!

He stepped to the side of the street as green-and gold-clad Quards
clattered past at double time, their weapons held at port arns and their faces
terribly young beneath visored, gold-edged helnets. Gayson could tell by the
sound of the explosions that those were SRMs-short-ranged missiles- probably
' Mech-1aunched. What chance did these boys have agai nst Battl eMechs?

There was a sharp hiss overhead, an instant's glinpse of a white

contrail arrowing from the sky, and the iron fence by the Palace grounds
across the street vanished in black earth and hurtling chunks of ferrocrete.
G ayson fell on his face and clutched at the pavenent, as falling debris
rattled and bounced around him Wen he |ooked up, the street was littered

with twisted bits of iron and rubble, and a steaming crater interrupted the
curve of the fence.

He considered the hole for a noment. My way in, he thought, and then
t hought again. Mara would be on her way to a shelter by now He had no idea
where she would be, and so wandering around the Palace grounds during a battle
woul d only get him shot.

The Wasp energed from a hub street several hundred neters from Gay
son's position. It was a sleek and elegant-looking machine, manlike in its
novements and painted blue-white with black and yellow trim Four antennae
spi ked back fromits head like pricked ears, two on either side, giving it the
ook of an alert hunting animal. That head was scanning now, sweeping up and
down the street. BattleMechs had nothing so crude or vulnerable as w ndows in
their cockpits, of course, but the recessed scanner strip under the protective
brow overhang gave the head the |ook of a visored space helnet. Its weapons
i ncluded an SRM pack tucked into the hip of its left leg, and a nedium | aser



that the 'Mech swung in its right hand with deceptive, disturbing ease.

Wasps were nost frequently used as 'Mech unit scouts. | They were
fast, relatively light-armed and arnored, and extrenely naneuverable. Wth the
fusion-heated junp jets tucked into |legs and angul ar back-nmunted packs, they
could leap up to 180 meters-six tines their own ' length-firing down on ground
targets fromthe air or gaining a clear view of the surrounding terrain.

Even lying flat on his belly, Gayson recognized the nachine. Though
an eye had been painted over the scratched-out clenched-fist insignia on the
front of the left leg, 'Mechs-especially the nmuch-painted and battle-worn
ones-were as unique as individual humans. This was a Carlyle's Conmandos Wasp,
captured during the battle nmat had stranded Gayson on Trellwan. H's trained
eye | searched for new danage, but detected none. It was possible that
Mendel son had abandoned the machine during the evacuation, rather than lost it
in battle.

Who was piloting it now, G ayson wondered? It might be a rookie, an
apprentice next in line for a newy acquired BattleMech. O, it could just as
easily be a battle- , experienced MechWarrior who had lost his own 'Mech in
conbat. Whoever it was seened to be handling the nachine well enough. The
novements were snooth, and the rapidly striding walk was natural and
confi dent.

The Wasp was bearing down on him Gayson forced hinself to remain
where he was, unmoving. O all the panicked people now fleeing the invading
'Mechs, he alone had actually piloted one, and knew what it nust look like to
the warrior inside the cranped confinenent of that tiny head. A person |ying
unnmovi ng on the pavenent would go unnoticed, appearing as nothing nore than a
stationary blur of heat-color on the IR scan. Only if he noved, or |ooked as
t hough he were readying a weapon would the lightning fall

The ferrocrete danced and jittered under him Wsps weighed only 20
tons, the lightest class of 'Mechs, but the alternating pedal pressure of 20
striding tons slammed the ground like vast pile drivers. Those |ong-extinct
giants of old Earth known as el ephants weighed only a third what a Wasp did,
and this present-day nonster bore that weight on two |egs.

The massive, inverted Y of a flanged foot swung up, descended,
boom ng. The creaks and netal -grating protests of flanges and carballoy joints
pi ped and squeaked in the dust-filled air as the foot rose again, and the
nonster's shadow swept across and past Grayson's cowering form

When he | ooked up, a flat but crunple-textured grey rectangle on the
pavement nearby caught his attention. It took him a nonent to recognize the
heavy steel toolbox he'd taken from the hovercraft, flattened by the nonster's
tread. A scattering of tools had been driven into the tough surface of the
ferrocrete, and were now like surreal decorations in the pavenent. That had
been cl ose, he thought. Anther neter, and . .

Gayson dared to lift his head to look up ... up ... and up. The
nonster stood in the street ten meters away, its back toward him as it
surveyed the steaming crater and the shredded fence. From its attitude,
Grayson guessed the pilot nust be reporting to other 'Mechs or troops. He
could fool a passing 'Mech by playing dead, but a platoon of eneny troops was
another matter. Gay-son |ooked around, eyes wld, desperate for a hiding
pl ace. Doors lined the buildings facing the street, all «closed, probably
bolted. As if a deadbolt could exclude a BattleMech that had decided it wanted
to enter!

The 'Mech was noving again, striding rapidly toward the fence, and
then straight into its iron bars. Gayson heard a cracking like the sound of
gunshots as the iron gave way. For an instant, the nonster stood entangled by
the barrier almst hip-high to it. Then it kicked, splintering concrete
foundati ons. The entire length of fencing twisted free and coll apsed. The Wasp
strode into the Palace Garden, brushing aside flowering shrubs and trees wth
even greater ease. Then it stopped, pivoted, and brought the long, black tube
of its laser cannon to bear on sone unseen target to Gayson's right. The
flash of the laser discharge was searing blue, intolerably bright. Wen his



eyes could see through the dancing haze of spots before him again, the 'Mech
was moving further up the hill toward the Pal ace.

Grayson's head snapped around, following the 'Mech's progress. It
| ooked as though one phase of the attackers' plan had fallen into place. That
first attack earlier nust have been a probing of the city defenses, organized
so as to take plenty of prisoners. Gayson knew that any 'Mech operation in a
hostile city required plenty of intelligence. Those prisoners would have been
guestioned, and at |east some would have known the interior |ayout of the
Pal ace. If the 'Mechs were attacking the Palace, Gayson reasoned, they nust
plan to capture or kill the Royal Famly and various nenbers of the
gover nient .

Mara! She would be there by now Wat would happen to her? And what
could he do? Unarnmed, alone, the only way he could slow a 'Mech was if the
machi ne happened to slip as it pulped his body underfoot. Gayson didn't plan
on trying that tactical maneuver anytime soon.

WIldly, he considered follow ng the machine, considered trying to warn
sonmeone at the Palace. But they would know the nonster was approaching
al ready, and even in the unlikely event that Gayson could outrun the striding
behemoth, there was no way his warning could be turned to advant age.

A high-pitched hum shrilled in Grayson's ears, and dust swirled in the
street. A pair of light mlitary ground effect hovercraft swung into the
mddle of the street, as soldiers piled out amd shouted orders and the
clatter of weapons. One of the skinmers mounted a heavy nachine gun, the other
a quad-nmounted autocannon. One brown-uniforned trooper slapped the heavy
cassette of caseless anmmo into the quad's receiver, and shouted to an officer
standi ng hands-on-hips in the street that he was ready.

"Those poor bastards open fire and I'Il be right in the line of return
fire," Gayson thought. He had only seconds to nove.

The quad autocannon fired with a buzzsaw s scream and left a sour
taste of chemicals heavy in the air. Gay-son saw eruptions of dirt and snoke
running with explosive fury up the blue-grassed slope along the BattleMech's
path. The 'Mech swung about as the stream of shells reached it, and the clang
and roar of explosions smashing at the BattleMech's arnor rang across the
street above the boom ng of the cannon.

The ' Mech junped, vaulting skyward with magical grace on flaring jets
of superheated nercury steam Gayson saw it twist in mdair, swinging its
| aser down to align on the group of soldiers and vehicles in the street. When
the blast hit, Gayson was caught in it. Blue fire seened to fill the air, as
the | aser beam hosed across the bricks of the building wall behind hima neter
above his head. Bricks splintered as the trace of water within them vaporized.
Hot shards rained on Grayson's bare neck, and the beam swept on, slicing into
the hovering GEV. The explosion blotted out the sky.

As the fireball rose in the sky, roiling orange against oily black,
men | eaped howling fromthe stricken vehicle with their clothes in flanmes. The
gquad cannon's amo went off with a roar that sent chips of metal hurtling
dozens of nmeters before they fell snoking to the pavement. The officer in
charge of the party had been scooped up by the blast and deposited in a
shredded and bl oody heap 20 meters away.

Grayson was unhurt, except for the sting of small burns on his neck
and the backs of his hands. As he had been Ilying flat, the deadly,
bl ast-driven shrapnel had passed above him and he'd been far enough from the
expl osion to mss the worst effects.

The Wasp had ended its short flight with near-catastrophic results.
The pilot had overbal anced his machine on landing, and it had collided wth
the front of a building 50 neters further down the street with the roar of
mountains falling. The 'Mech was struggling to rise now, sending bricks and
broken chunks of stone skittering into the street as it noved. The building
had a gaping hole in it where the door and wi ndows had been, jagged with the
broken spars of the structure's frane.

The second hovercraft was still idling further out in the street. Dead



or horribly mangled, its crew lay sprawled on the pavenent or crunpled over
the well deck's rim They'd been caught by the full violence of the first
hovercraft's exploding ammo, and the blast fragments had sliced through them
like a scythe. Some of those linp bundles scattered in the street were still
nmovi ng, and several shrieked and screamed wi th shocki ng vigor.

Grayson lay there, terrified. There was a terrible clarity to his
awareness of the stench of burning flesh, of the rough pavement under his
cl awed hands, of the hiss and roar of the burning GEV. Some nen in the street
were still alive and unhurt, soldiers as terrified as Gayson was. He saw
several running down the street, their weapons and hel nets abandoned on the
ferrocrete behind them Mst of the survivors lay as Gayson did, hugging the
street in terror-born paralysis. _"There's only one sure way to overcone
panic," Kai Giffith had repeated to Grayson so nmany tines that the words had
become part of his being. He heard them again now as though Giff were
standing there at his side. "The only way to beat panic is to DO sonething. |
don't care if what you do is dead wong, taking action is better than just
sitting there getting killed!"

Gayson felt mld surprise that he was able to think at all, but
glanced around at the cowering soldiers. Mlitia, most of them were, with a
few green-coats thrown in. They had panicked already, and were too scared to

nmove. Giffin had words for them as well. "If everyone else is panicking, the
person who does sonething is the one they'll follow So when you're up against
it, don't freeze. Take command . . . and DO sonething!"

Do sonething ... do something .

Grayson found hinself running, running wthout thinking toward the
keening GEV that still hovered, alnost undanaged, at the center of the street.

Wien he vaulted aboard, the inpact of his mass sent the machi ne sideslipping
along the street, its fans kicking up billows of dust.

The nmachine gun nounted on the pintle between the driver's seat and
the observer's position was standard mlitary issue, a belt-fed chopper with a
cyclic rate of 1500 rounds per minute. Its grip was famliar in Gay-son's
hand as he checked the amm feed. It was one of the weapons given to the
Sarghad Mlitia by Carlyle's Conmandos when the Lance arrived to bolster
Trel l wan' s def enses.

The hovercraft was still drifting sideways when he opened fire at the
"Mech sprawled in rubble and still-falling debris, and he had to track back to
stay on target. At 20 neters, Gayson could scarcely mss. Keeping the machine
gun centered on the fallen giant's head, he held down the trigger until the
pulsing roar filled his ears and pounded at his hands with denmon fury. Hot
brass cartridges sprayed from the ejection port to fall clinking on the deck
at Grayson's feet.

Heavy caliber rounds splintered and sparked across the 'Mech's
shoul ders and head. Gayson knew the arnor on the Wasp's head was thin. There
was scant roomin that small, squat box for the pilot, let alone room enough
for heavy arnor. The 'Mech tried to rise, but when the rubble shifted under
its feet, it collapsed again, sliding down into the street. Piercing rounds of
fire hamered and chattered as Gayson played short bursts across the
machi ne's head. Successive rounds sought out a chink, and sent it flying in
pi eces that caught the sunlight as they splattered. The twin antennae on one
side of the 'Mech's head were already gone, chopped away by Gay-son's
relentl ess stream of high-velocity netal.

The 'Mech slid, rolled, brought its arns underneath it. The |aser |ay
nearby, jarred from the nonster's grasp when it fell. Gayson saw the Wasp's
head swi nging up, searching for the weapon, as he continued burst upon burst
of fire at the nachine's arnor.

Then the Wasp was up and noving with unexpected speed, rushing the
hovercraft with gauntleted hands outstretched. Suddenly, the nonster was so
cl ose Gray-son could no |longer angle his gun high enough to keep it trained on
the head. An arnored fist swung up, plunged .

Grayson lunged across the seat and yanked the hover-craft's control



stick to the side, sending the machine in a slithering glide, skimmng
si deways across the crater by the Palace Gounds fence and into the ruin of
the Pal ace Garden. The 'Mech recovered fromits mssed swing and foll owed, but
clumsily. The pounding fromthe machine gun nust have rattled the pilot, mght
even have injured him Letting the craft's nomentum carry it crabwi se up the
bl ue slope, Gayson crouched behind the machine gun again and opened fire.
Bull ets smashed agai nst the scanner plate, and the charging 'Mech staggered as
t hough wounded, stopped, and narrowy nissed falling again.

There were soldiers around Gayson, he realized, brown-unifornmed
Mlitia and a sprinkling of richly-clad CGuardsnmen, dirty-faced and ragged but
with a growing determination in their faces. They were arnmed only wth
personal weapons, but were adding the volume of their firepower to the netal
hosi ng from Grayson's machine gun. Kai Giffith had been right. The troops had
responded to someone taking action. H's single-handed duel with the BattleMech
had rallied them and they were fornmng up on his defensive line.

"The head!" He found hinself screamng, his voice burned raw with the
effort. "Aimfor the head!"

There was a flash and a deep-throated expl osion as a grenade detonated
in black smoke and dirt by the 'Mech's foot. The Wasp fell, dropping to hands
and knees with a clatter of arnor and mass. It left raw dirt grooves in the
bl ue sward where it nmoved. Gayson |eaned over and adjusted the drift of his
vehicle, sending it in a slow glide toward the downed 'Mech. Then he
strai ghtened up, took careful aim and ripped out another long, rolling burst
of machine gun fire.

Armor splintered, fragmenting, flashing in the air about the head of
the stricken battle nachine. Bullets were penetrating the head now, snmashing
into the cockpit and riddling it through and through. The BattleMech sagged
and col |l apsed, face down in a junkyard heap, its netal elbows and feet akinbo,
pointed at wunnatural angles into the sky. Bright red blood trickled from
jagged rents in the shattered cockpit.

The troops around Gayson let out a cheer that drowned the roar of
battle. Hs hovercraft dipped and swayed as several eager troopers piled on.

"Geat shooting, sir!" one yelled. Strange how they assumed he was
sonmeone in authority. He certainly could not LOOXX like an officer in his
ragged civilian's tunic and caking of dried mud and snoke stains. Was it
because he had taken the initiative?

What ever the reason, take advantage of it! "You!" H's voice was
hoarse, painfully raw, but he packed it wth all the authority he could
muster. "Drive! Get us to the Palace main gate!™ He could see the flash and

snoke of another firefight down the curve of the avenue. "You!" he shouted at
another. "Help ne load."

Hs gun duel with the 'Mech had gone through four Iinked, 250-round
belts. Ten rounds on the last belt dangled unfired below the feed slot. Wth
the soldier's help, he discarded those rounds and snapped in a fresh belt.
Warm air whipped past his face as the driver gunned the GEV past the fallen
"Mech and skimed back into the street. Troops, dozens of them ran along
behi nd, shouting, shaking their weapons in the air, rooting out other soldiers
hi ding along the street and pressing theminto the col um.

A second Wasp kneeled before the entrance where the front gate had
once stood. It was firing its laser with steady deliberation up the drive in
the direction of the Palace. Burning vehicles and dead Palace Guards littered
the grass before it. Gayson felt his newfound confidence ebbing. He had
managed to catch the first Wasp by surprise, opening fire from close range
while the 'Mech was down, helpless in a pile of spilled rubble. He could
expect no such good fortune from this nachine.

"Skew us, quick!" H's shout to the driver saved them The 'Mech had
sensed their approach, and had dropped to the ground in a thundering shoul der
roll, bringing its laser up to point as it did so. The pul se of coherent |ight
sliced through the GEV's port skirts. Air spilled, and the vehicle tilted
sharply, sliding off to the left.



G ayson opened fire, a long, stuttering burst. He could see the sparks
and puffs of dust as his shots struck home, but the range was too great to
allow him the accuracy required to zero in on a target as small as the
Battl e- Mech's head. Paint scarred and flaked as the heavy rounds pounded al ong
the machi ne's upper torso. Then, Gayson saw soldiers noving through the dense
white snoke to the left. Squinting at them through burning haze, he noted
bl ack arnor and hel nets that enclosed their faces conpletely. Pirate troops!

A wild firefight had broken out on the avenue before the Palace
entrance. The attackers opened up on the speeding hovercraft. Feeling bullets
zing just centineters above his head, Gayson ducked involuntarily. He swing
the machine gun on these new attackers, firing now in short, searching bursts
that probed the piles of rubble and <collapsed buildings where the
bl ack-armored figures nmoved. Three arnmored men in a line jerked like puppets
and pitched off a rubble nound. The others scattered, diving for cover.

The hovercraft smashed into a pile of bricks with a shriek of
protesting netal and the ragged thud and rattle of a bent fanblade. The craft

pitched and spun wldly, still circling to the left as air spilled from the
damaged skirt. Gayson reached out and grabbed the driver's shoulder. "Hey,
get it under control, wll you?" But the driver's head lolled back, and when

Gayson pulled his hand away, it was slick with blood. A bullet had entered
the driver's nmouth and snapped his neck cleanly at the base of the skull.

The hovercraft grated along the pavement, striking sparks from its
damaged fan. Grayson mnuscled the dead driver out from behind the stick and
pushed him onto the street, then slid into his place. The GEV was | osing
power, and he had to fight to keep it fromcircling left.

The Wasp was standing now, crouched in a gunfight-er's stance with its
| aser held out before it. The weapon fired, and an eye-searing pulse arrowed
down the street toward a cluster of approaching vehicles. It seemed to have
forgotten about Gayson's GV, for it was facing partly away from him as it
traded shots with the approaching infantry.

G ayson yelled to his loader to junp, then gunned the little machine's
engine into a yowing keen broken by the deadly thunping air, canting the
vehicle to the right to haul the torn left skirt clear of the ground on a
faltering cushion of air. He rammed the stick forward as hard as he could. The
hovercraft |eapt across the street, engines shrieking and pounding with the
effort. The Wasp's pilot sensed danger at the |ast possible monent, rose, half
turning, bringing the |aser around to bear.

The hovercraft hit the giant behind the right ankle at al nmost 200 kph,
and Grayson went hurtling forward through fire and the noise of hell.

Grayson was airborne for the eternity of a second or two, then |anded
with a rib-smashing blow in the blue grass. The fall had knocked the w nd from
his lungs, and he lay gasping for breath. Mnaging to roll over on his back,
he saw the gl eam ng nmountain of the Wasp agai nst the green sky.

The hovercraft had snmashed into the 'Mech's right ankle. Gayson had
hoped to clip the back of the leg in such a way that the Wasp would fall,
per haps damaging itself. The hovercraft was nearly half as long as the 'Mech
was tall, and packed considerable nass in its stubby frame. But it hadn't
worked. The 'Mech had shifted at the last monent, taking the wenching inpact
on a skirt of arnmor plate that protected the side of the foot. The skimer had
bounced and crunpled, spilling itself across the ground. Gayson had been
lucky that the crash had thrown him past that arnored pillar and into the
grass, and not smack into a netal wall.

Hs luck was rapidly becomng a nmoot point. The foot was lurching into
the air, was dropping toward him Gayson dove to the left, rolled on his
shoul der, then scranmbled to his feet. The arnored boot gouged a neter-w de
furrow in the spot of grass where he'd just been. It surprised himto find he
could still nove so fast. H s chest hurt, probably from a cracked rib, but the
picture of hinself being stepped on like a beetle gave a special inpetus to
his flight. Ahead, the soldier who had | oaded for hi mwaved him on.

Then he was anong a nunber of soldiers, most of themcity Mlitia. A



trio of open-topped, six-wheeled arnored vehicles was driving up, wth
ungai nly 1ight

PPCs, or particle projection cannons, mounted on their rear decks.
They fired as he turned to | ook at the Wsp.

Those weapon carrier PPCs were not as heavy as the particle cannon
carried by some 'Mechs, but they could do fearful damage to the nopst stubborn
arnor. Their disadvantage was that they required critical seconds to recharge
after each shot. The beans carved blue-white paths of ionization through
protesting air, and three thunderclaps sounded as one.

But the 'Mech was already twisting away as they fired, using its
superb maneuverability to outguess the vehicles' targeting computers. Wite
light flared from part of the Wasp's back-mounted jet pack. But there was no
serious damage. It would take ten seconds to recharge the PPCs.

"Scatter!" Gay son yelled. The BattleMech was turning, bringing its
| aser to bear. Gayson grabbed a handhold and swung aboard one of the weapons
carriers as its driver accelerated in a burst of noise and spattering gravel.

The 'Mech turned, tracking, but Gayson noticed sonething that gave
him a small thrill of hope. The Wasp seened to be favoring its right |eg,
where its movenents seemed stiff and a bit jerky. Leaning back toward the PPC
gunner, Gayson yelled above the roar of the vehicle. "Wen you re charged,
aim for the right leg, down by his anklel | think he's taken sone damage in
the actuators therel™

The sol dier |ooked at him unconprehendingly. Gay-son pulled hinself
back to the weapon platform pushed the soldier out of the way, and swung the
cannon to align on the lunbering 'Mech. Target crosshairs centered on the
Wasp's foot, and conputer readouts scrolling across the bottom of the screen
confirmed a targeting lock. The charge light flashed green, and G ayson
triggered the cannon.

The Wasp's outer arnor absorbed nost of the blast, but there was a
savage scar along the side of the foot now, and trailing scraps of fragmented
metal. The 'Mech's jets fired as another weapons carrier fired. The shot
m ssed, but the Wasp's flight was low and wobbly. Gayson could see that the
right leg jets were out of conm ssion.

The 'Mech |anded heavily overbal anced and for one nonent, G ayson
thought the right leg was going to collapse conpletely. Then the pilot
recovered, and the 'Mech lurched off into the city, travelling north as
quickly as it could travel.

Gayson realized the roar he was hearing was the cheering of the
sol dier around him Next, it sunk in that they were cheering HM

"Wait a minute!" He yelled above the racket. "Wait a minute! It's not
over! W can catch that bastard! He's damaged! W can catch him"

It was a kind of blood lust that drove Gayson on now, a blood |ust
born of the battle joy of being able at long last to strike back. The three
weapons carriers raced down the street after the retreating 'Mech, soldiers
clinging to handholds all around the rim of the vehicles' well decks, other
troops following themon foot. Victory had transfornmed them from a rabble into
a fiercely determined righting force. Gayson grinned to hinself. They were
still undisciplined and poorly trained, but at l|least they were |earning that
they could fight!

One of the other gun carriers was out ahead of Gay-son's vehicle as
they turned into the avenue down which the fleeing BattleMech had gone.
Normal |y, a BattleMech could easily outdi stance a wheel ed arnored vehicle, but
the Wasp's damage would have slowed it considerably. Gayson could see the
machi ne' s back. They were gaining on it.

The Wasp turned, brought up its laser and fired. The shot went off
qui ckly, without careful aim and the pul se shattered ferrocrete blocks in the
sunscreen along the side of the avenue. The pursuing vehicles swerved
suddenly, then bounced over scattering rubble.

"No! No! Keep going!" Gayson yelled. The lead vehicle had stopped,
bl ocking the way, but at his not-too-gentle urging, the driver swng the



steering tiller around and continued the chase.

Anot her ' Mech stepped into the street, its laser already trained and
| ocked. The light pulse was followed by a blinding flash as the lead PPC
carrier took a direct hit, and exploded in flame and a cascade of hot netal
fragnents. Gayson's driver swerved sharply to avoid the weck, bouncing under
the sunscreen to the right, and clattering through trash barrels and wooden
crates crowded agai nst the buil dings.

Grayson studied the newconer. It was another light scout 'Mech, a
Locust, the smallest BattleMech type with which he was fanmiliar.

The Locust was a peculiar departure from the typical humanoid 'Mech
design. Body and head were fused into a single, flat fuselage suspended
between very long, digitigrade-canted |egs. The slenderness of the |ower |egs
and the splayed, clawlike design of the flanged feet gave the Locust the
appearance of a gigantic, flightless bird. Despite its name, the 'Mch could

not junmp, but it was easily the fastest of all BattleMechs, in open terrain
capabl e of speeds up to 165 kph.
Conpared to other 'Mechs, however, it was poorly armed. The sl eek,

long barrel of a single laser jutted from beneath the Locust's cockpit
section, and two tiny arns extending from the belly bore a pair of heavy
machi ne guns. The Locust had sacrificed weapons for the twin battlefield
advant ages of speed and arnmor. Though shorter and nore conpact, the Locust
carried thicker arnor than a Wasp, and was far nmore difficult to hit.

The Locust's body shifted slightly, whipped the long tube of its Ilaser
about to bear on Gayson's vehicle. The driver swerved again as brilliant
light arced across the street, vaporizing sunshield supports and pulling the
ferrocrete eaves to the ground with a splintering roar.

The third PPC vehicle enmerged from the pall of snoke of the burning
w eckage and fired. Wiite fire washed across the Locust, which staggered back
on its haunches. Struggling for balance, it took several unsteady steps
backward, then strai ghtened, swung about, and fired again. The shot cratered
the avenue as the PPC carrier cut wildly to one side.

Grayson's carrier screeched to a halt 40 meters from the creature's
right foot. One of the 'Mech's machine guns dropped clear of the bulk of the
upper hip and stuttered death. Large-caliber rounds stitched through the
carrier's side and snashed at the building behind. Two of the carrier's riders
screaned and flailed backwards, as the other troops junmped from the welldeck
and scattered along the street. Gayson stayed where he was, concentrating on
the targeting lock of his PPCs sinple-mnded conmputer. Wen the crosshairs
merged and flashed red, he pressed the firing stud. Metal chips rained from
the 'Mech's body where the armor had been pierced just aft of the cockpit.

The Locust spun and ran then, trailing a faint smudge of black snoke
from its body. The Sarghadese troops jeered and cheered and followed, their
popgun weapons snhapping at the giant's heels.

Grayson signalled to the second vehicle's driver. "Keep on him Make
him fight!" Then he tapped his own driver's shoulder and pointed to a side
street.

The driver grinned and nodded, understanding. The weapons carrier
careened off the main street, raced down the cross street to the next nmgjor
spoke avenue, then turned north once nore. Several nore blocks and G ay-son
signalled the driver to turn back to the first avenue. They energed two bl ocks
north of the Locust, which had stopped again to duel with its pursuer. The PPC
had scored another hit, and the Locust was staggering in a losing battle to
control its gyros. Gayson fired again from a range of 120 meters. The hit
smashed into the 'Mech's rear, scattering fragments of antenna and arnor
casi ng.

It rmust be getting hellishly hot in there by now, he thought to
hi msel f. The single greatest conbat problem BattleMechs of any size faced was
excess heat. Their tiny fusion reactors, the dozens of actuators in legs and
arns, the welectronic circuits that triggered weapons and controlled the
pol yacetene fiber bundles of its artificial nusculature all released great



quantities of heat. G rculating air-vent blowers called heat sinks struggled
to rid the machine of excess heat under normal, routine operation. During
conbat, as the 'Mech ran, and fired its weapons, as it took hits from direct,
hi gh- energy beanms or |ost heat sinks to battle danage, the internal heat even
within the shielded cockpit became ferocious. ©Many 'Mechs had been defeated
and captured when their pilots passed out from heat exhaustion.

Grayson took a quick look to the north for the original object of
their chase, but the Wasp had vanished, allowing the lighter-arnmored Locust to
delay the hunters. Fine. He tapped the driver's shoulder, and the vehicle's
tires kicked up a spray of rubble as it darted forward for the kill.

Machi ne-gun fire spat fromthe 'Mech's tiny arns as it tried to track
both vehicles, on opposite sides, at once. The Locust was no longer firing its
laser. A sure sign, Gay son thought, that the 'Mech was overheating. If they
coul d keep pressing the arnored machine, they might force the 'Mech's internal
systens into auto-shutdown.

He fired, trying for a crippling leg shot, and m ssed. The Locust was
still fast and had back-stepped into the muth of an alley. The two PPC
carriers met at the alley's nouth.

The alley was a broad-nouthed cul -de-sac. The Locust had backed to the
end of the alley and crouched there now, awaiting death. A chatter of nachine
gun fire sent the two vehicles wheeling back out of the line of fire and I|eft
two soldiers, who had ventured too close to the alley mouth, sprawed in the
street, dead.

G ayson di smounted fromthe carrier, noved up to the alley mouth, and
cautiously studied the situation. The 'Mech could not call for help because
the long, whip antennae nounted on the rear of the body had been sheared off.
He could detect the shinmer of superheated air at heat sinks all over the
machine's legs and body. Backed into that close alley, the air around the
machi ne woul d beconme too hot to efficiently cool the 'Mech within seconds.

"W can take 'em" a voice growed at Gayson's side. He turned and
| ooked into the dark eyes and sharp-lined features of a Mlitia sergeant. "W
can back one of the carriers across the street. Range' 11 be too great for
those M to do much while we lock a fix and give it another blast with the

PPC. It can't take too rmuch nore of this, I'mthinking."
"I think the pilot knows that, Sergeant. He mi ght chance another I aser
shot or two . . . and it'll only take one shot to take out a carrier."

"Snipe at himwith infernos, then. He's a dammed stationary target
back in that holel"

"You have an inferno |auncher?"

"Sure. Shoulder-fire job. Back in the carrier."

"CGet it."
"Yes-sir." Again, that unquestioning assunption that he was in
conmand. Grayson smled to hinself. If they only knew .
The sergeant returned with a twin-tube inferno |auncher. Inferno

| aunchers were one of the few personal weapons that infantry could use
effectively against 'Mechs. The problem was that the infantry had to be
terrifyingly close to their targets to use the things, and the chances for
survival were poor enough that only heroes and fools would chance them The
| auncher was a neter-long tube with rests and grips that allowed it to be
fired over the shoulder. Two rotating, over-under cylinders held the inferno
rockets, which allowed two missiles to be fired within a space of a second or
t wo.

The nissiles thenmselves were small and unpl easantly short-ranged, but
they conbined features of shoul der-launched missiles, shotguns, and chem cal
flamethrowers. The missiles were designed to explode within a few neters of
the launcher's barrel, spraying and igniting a |iquid-bonded white phosphorous
conpound onto the target. The binding agent jelled in heat, clinging to
whatever it struck with nightmarish persistence. Larger inferno missiles could
be fired from standard nissile |auncher packs, or the warheads alone could be
used with radar-triggered detonators in artillery shells. Because of their



flammability, infernos were almst never carried by 'Mechs. They were,
however, a perfect anti-'Mech weapon for infantry. At least, for infantry that
didn'"t mnd closing to alnost point-blank range wth one of the netal
nonsters.

G ayson checked the weapons | oads, shoul dered the weapon, and signal ed
to a soldier crouched at the far side of the alley's nouth. The soldier |eaned
around the corner of the building and opened fire with his assault rifle.
Those | owcaliber rounds could not harm a 'Mech's arnor, but the fire drew a
flurry of machine-gun fire from the cul -de-sac, splattering the corner of the
building with brilliant white stars where the heavy rounds gouged chunks from
the bricks.

Wth the 'Mech's attention nmonentarily drawn to the other side of the
alley's entrance, Gayson stepped into the open. Wth the 'Mech |oom ng above
him 30 nmeters down the alley, Gayson felt very, very snall.

"Hold it right there, Warrior!" he yelled, then gulped down a breath
to control the shaking in his voice. "One twitch of any of those weapons and
you' re cooked. Scan me and see if I'm bluffing!"

Seconds dragged on. The Locust's |aser was canted down at the ground
sone distance in front of Gayson, and its nachine guns remained rigidly
i Mmobile, trained across the street at the corner of the building opposite.

Grayson stood wupright, in full view, with the green inmage of the towering
Locust filling the crosshaired sights of his launcher, his finger tight on the
trigger.

He gave the pilot a noment to scan the electronic enanations of the
arnmed triggering circuits in his mssile warheads. "You can kill ne," he
called again, "but you'll fry! Your heat exchangers must be up to shutdown
node by now. One round of WIllie-Pete will finish you. And that's a very nasty
way to go!"

The Locust pilot spoke, the voice electronically reproduced in a
gravelly, anplified bass. "Wat do you want?"

"Don't touch your weapons. | want you to cone out of there, unarmed.
If | even inagine | see a weapon move in ny direction, I'Il firel"

There was a pause, and Grayson could hear the sharp ping of hot netal
cooling on the 'Mech's hull, could snell the sour-rubber stink of nelted
circuit insulation. The tenperature inside must be ...

"Al right," said the pilot. "Don't shoot. 1'm comng put." The

el ectroni cal l y-produced voice could not register enotion, but to Gayson it
sounded tired, perhaps resigned.

He renai ned standing as though the launcher on his shoul der were cast
in bronze. From the Locust cane the sharp hiss of a broken pressure seal and
the rasp of a hatch w nched open by hand. There was a clatter, and a
nmet al -runged chain | adder spilled out of the hatch, jiggling half a neter from
the ground.

Cty mlitia troops were entering the cul -de-sac entrance now, weapons
hel d ready. The MechWarrior's |legs appeared from the Locust's belly hatch, and
it becane apparent that the pilot was fenmale. Scarcely nore than a girl, she
was dressed only in slippers and a scrap of black panty briefs. MechWarriors
general ly fought scantily clad in the hothouse confines of their machines, and
she had not had time to get dressed before coming out. Her long blond hair
hung in dank, wet strands across her shoulders, and her body glistened with
sweat. After stepping down from the |adder, she stood facing them with arns
fol ded across her breasts, alone and very vul nerabl e.

"Hey, hey," a soldier said with a nasty |augh. "Look-a-here,
| ook-a-here! We caught us a prize, we did! Get those hands up! Behind your
head! "

"Looks dangerous," another said. He shouldered his assault rifle and
started toward her. "I think we'd better search her!"

"Yeah! C mere, baby. W gotta check your wuniform for conceal ed
weapons. "

Grayson set the rocket |auncher aside, stepped over to where a



sergeant stood watching, and pulled the pistol fromthe man's hip holster. It
was a Stetta auto pistol, with a selector switch that let it fire single
shots, bursts, or wldly inaccurate full-auto mayhem from an extended grip
magazi ne hol di ng 100 casel ess rounds.

He snapped the selector from safe to full auto, pointed the nuzzle
into the air, and pulled the trigger. The snapping chatter of the deadly
little weapon, shocking in the confined space between buildings, stopped the
sol diers where they were, spun them around to face him

"The first one to touch her dies." He waited, the weapon snmoking in
his hand. Though the challenge was a bit nelodramatic, it had the desired
effect. Every eye was on him

"You!" He pointed the weapon at the two who had started toward the
captured pilot. "Back to the vehicles. MOVE! " They scranbled to obey. "You!"
He picked another soldier at random "There's a blanket in ny vehicle. GCet
it."

The trooper dashed back to the PPC carrier on the double to retrieve
an orange rescue blanket that had been folded on the floor of the welldeck.

Grayson took it from him walked over to the girl, and draped it over her
shoul ders. Aware of all eyes upon him he was careful not to touch her. "It's
okay," he said, "put your hands down. W won't hurt you. | promse."

The spell was broken, as his inpronmptu unit began cheering and

capering in the street. They had captured a 'Mech intact! Gayson had to shout
now to be heard above the clanor. ' 'Sergeant!"''

The man snapped to attention. "Sir!"

"Detail two nmen to guard that 'Mech!" He put the safety back on the

pistol, but tucked it into the waistband of his trousers. "I'm going to borrow
this, if you don't mnd."
"Yes-sir!"

"Now | need sonmeone to take me and the prisoner to your headquarters.
I'd better talk to your bosses before this make-believe goes any further."

Lord Harimandir Singh comtenplated the ruin of his career. How could
it have happened? Five 'Mechs and two conpanies of troops had stornmed a
def ensel ess city, and what had been the outcone? One 'Mech destroyed. Another
captured. A third linping into the Repair Bay with fused pedal servoactuators
and the right-leg junp-jet electronics nelted into scrap, the 1liquid-nercury
fuel core |eaking great silver globbets that dripped dowmn the leg and scurried
across the deck like mce. Heil, his chief Tech, pursed his gloony features
and shook his head. The Wasp might need an entire |leg replacenent. The danage
was severe.

And 32 of his troops had not come back. Stragglers were still checking
in, though, and so perhaps the final butcher's bill mght not be that high.

Three 'Mechs down out of five and ten percent casualties in his

battalion. Wuat the bloody hell had happened? It could only be that the |ocal
forces had had sonme help. The crippled Wasp's pilot had reported that the
indigs were organized differently from the way they'd fought during Singh's
initial probe of the city's defense just a few hours before. Was it possible,
he wondered, that their earlier inept defense had been a ruse to draw himinto
a trap?

He quickly rejected that line of thought. No conmander would throw
lives away on such a slender chance. Anyway, it would be harder to get
professional troops to act stupid than the other way around. Besides,
Val l endel's Marauder had smashed through the light assenbly of arnor and

ground troops that had nmet him on the north rim of the city. There had been
nothing different there, no new strategy or secret defense to turn the tide
agai nst the attackers. Mst of those troops had scattered and fled through the
city streets without even firing a shot.

No, it was nore likely that King Jeverid had brought in mercenaries to
stiffen his defenses, but Singh couldn't fathom from where these forces had
cone or when they had arrived. And where had they been during the earlier
attack? O during the attack on Carlyle at the Castle? It was possible that a



nmercenary training cadre was operating in the city and that Jeverid possessed
at |least one conpetent as a fighter unit. Though that m ght explain things,
Singh wouldn't feel confortable until he |earned who these nercenaries were.

Briefly, he considered withdrawing from the Castle to the ship or
abandoning Trellwan entirely. But that would contradict the Red Duke's Plan,
not sonething a menber of the Duke's entourage ever did lightly. No, he nust
consider this a setback, but the Plan would still succeed. It had to. If it
didn't, even after all these years of faithful service, it mght be HS head
on a pi ke above the parade ground. The thought was not conforting.

Singh would contact his agents in Sarghad and |earn what he could.
Perhaps, in the end, it would work out best it there were a nercenary unit in
the city. Mercenaries could always be bought. Sone of history's mpst splendid
victories were the result of carefully tined changes in a selected Merc unit's
| oyal ti es.

Grayson Death Carlyle enjoyed being the hero. Forty hours after the
end of what was already called the Battle of Sarghad, he was a guest at the
Pal ace, having been fussed over by groons and servants, attended by the Pal ace
physi ci an, and received a spectacul ar change of clothes. He checked the fit of
the trim Quards Lieutenant uniformin the wall-sized mirror in his suite. Not
bad, he decided, tugging the short jacket into place. The ornate gold chasing
and piping across the dark green, triple-looped aiguillette and the cerenoni al
sword were a bit gaudy, but it wasn't bad at all.

He and his fenmale prisoner had been taken to the headquarters of
Ceneral Varney, Commandant of the Sarghad Mlitia MIlitary District. The girl
had been hustled away into the depths of the building for questioning, but the
i eutenant who was officer of the day had been less certain what to do with
G ayson.

Here was a young man dressed in rags and caked with mud and grinmne,
armed with an automatic pistol and leading a MechWarrior prisoner in a
bl anket. The man claimed to be a stranded nenber of Carlyle's Comrandos, and
the soldiers with him claimed he had just single-handedly won the Battle of
Sarghad. The officer quickly realized that imediate and confident action was
called for. He called his superior officer. Let H M decide what to make of it
all!

G ayson had been passed rather quickly up the line of comand from the
lieutenant to a captain to a major to a colonel to General Varney's chief of
staff and finally had been introduced to the General hinself. None of these
Mlitia officers had quite known what to do with him The story was spreading
through the city that an offworlder, an officer of the garrison that had
betrayed Trellwan, had stayed in Sarghad and organized the heroic defense of
the city.

Grayson was rapidly becoming a political issue. In the end, the arny
officers did the safest thing. They gave him food and nuch-needed sl eep,
brought in a doctor to tape up his ribs and attend to his reopened head wound,
and presented him early the next work period to King Jeverid's mnmlitary
council. By the end of the period, he had had a private audience with Jeverid
hi msel f and been invited to stay in the palace as a guest of H's Mijesty while
preparations were nade for the victory cel ebration.

As he examined his new Guard's uniform with continuing wondernent,
Grayson was still not sure whether he was supposed to be an actual nenber of
the Palace Guard now or not. He had not been formally inducted into anybody's
arny, but the uniform had been ordered at H's H ghness' command so that he
would | ook the part, at least, of a hero. Bureaucratic details, the King had
said, could be fussed with later.

It was amazing, Gayson thought, how quickly the official government
policy could be reversed. Before the battle, off-worlders' of any type had
been persona non grata. Had he been caught by those troopers who had chased
him through the alley, he would have wound up in Sarghad's prison, at best.
Trellwan's constitution protected its citizens from unreasonable search,
sei zure, and inprisonment wthout cause, but his rights as a presumed hostile



non-citizen woul d have been decidedly limted. Now, however, he was the Victor
of Sarghad, the valiant Commonweal th officer who had triunphed over the conmon
foe. The King's publicity nministers had worked overtine the night before,
preparing the story for newsheets and vid broadcasts today. And tonight, nere
was to be a formal ceremony and dress ball at the Palace Reception Hall
honoring his service to Trellwan.

The door chinmed, breaking into Grayson's thoughts. Opening it, he was
startled to see the elfin face and wi de, dark eyes of Mara.

"My love," she said, putting her arnms around a bew | dered G ayson. He
had expected to see her at the celebration, of course, but not before. It
struck him oddly, too, that she greeted him as "nmy love." Never, not even
during their stolen nonments of |ovemaking, had she ever called him that. But
the thought was soon forgotten.

"Mara, how did you get in here?"

"I bribed old Salin to let me come up," she laughed. Salin was the
Assistant Court Chanberlain, charged wth overseeing Gayson's sartorial

preparations for the banquet. "I wanted to see you, wanted to have you to
nyself for a bit before the party began."” She clung to him "I've mssed you,
Gay. | heard you were trying to reach ne. |'m so sorry you couldn't "

Hs eyes feasted on her. If this were part and parcel of being a

pl anetary hero, he was all for it. Mara wore a gown fashionable in Sarghadese
society, an airy thing of shifting, opaque colors that turned transparent
where it clung to her body. He held her close and smled, knowi ng he would not
arrive on time at the Reception Hall.

That evening, the pleasures of being a hero evaporated sonewhat when
Grayson realized he didn't have the faintest idea of what he was doing here.
Peopl e he had never seen before bowed and smiled, nodded and smled, asked
after his health and conplimented him on his victory. About all he could do
was smle and nod and munble sonmething in return, as the currents of the crowd
gently washed himinto its center. This was, he |learned, the premer event of
Trell wan's soci al season. Everyone who was anyone was there.

King Jeverid, was, by tradition, the last to arrive. Wwen he finally
made his entrance on the raised stage at the end of the Reception Hall
opposite the stairs, the presentation began. Gayson felt even nore out of
place as he mounted the crimson-carpeted stairs to the King, acconpanied by
the flourish of the orchestra playing a triunphal march and a pair of
sword-bearing Quards officers on either side of him He'd already met the King
privately, of course, and his own choreography in these precedings had been
el aborately explained and rehearsed. Still, Gayson struggled with an al nost
unendurabl e prenonition that he was about to trip over his own cerenonial
swor d.

Jeverid acknowl edged him with a nod and rmurrmured, "My son." The King
seenmed ancient, his skin parchment, his eyes dull. Jeverid's frail body seened
lost in the crinmson cloak that was draped across his shoul ders.

"Your Majesty," was Grayson's formal reply.

“Your valor has won for Trellwan a great victory," Jeverid intoned.
"What's nore, our strategists have determ ned that the object of the attack on
this palace was alnost certainly our capture or nmnurder. W recognize your
bravery, young Grayson, and the fact that you have single-handedly saved the
Royal House of Trellwan."

"I had the help of your soldiers, Mijesty."

Grayson's reply had not been in the script, and the King' s advisors
stirred unconfortably. "Ch, yes. To be sure, to be sure," replied the nonarch
of Trellwan. "As a token of our gratitude and appreciation, young G ay-son, we
award you the Order of the Crinmson Star."

Jeverid gestured, and a steward brought him a flat, velvet box and
opened it. The King then lifted fromthe box an ornate starburst on a red |oop
of ribbon. Gayson advanced, knelt, and bowed his head while Jeverid placed
the ribbon around his neck. The starburst was mounted with a small, red stone
that caught and reflected the overhead |ight.



"Rise, Carlyle, Defender of Sarghad," said the King, setting off an
echoi ng roar of applause fromthe crowd.

Jeverid set a hand on Grayson's shoul der and drew him cl ose, speaking
above the noise. "A couple of ny generals want to talk to you, mboy. Seemns
you inpressed 'emwth your ... ah ... tactics."

"I'l'l be delighted to help in any way | can, Mjesty."

"CGood, good. Go enjoy yourself now They'll find you later."

The audi ence was ended, and the agony of the fornal reception began.
Grayson endured nore matronly wonen, junior officers venturing their opinions
on anti-Mech tactics, and the inevitable social hangers-on who wanted to talk
with the Court's newest light. It was alnost a relief when the ball began. The
art of the formal dance had not been one of the social graces instilled in him
by his apprenticeship training with the Commandos, but Gayson had acquired
enough basic skill to blend in with the colorful crowd. Formal dancing on this
world, at least, was little nore than graceful novement to slow nusic, with a
girl held in a confortably cl ose enbrace.

And then it was Mara in his arnms, a sweet-snelling arnful wearing that
magi cal translucence that left so little to the imagination.

"I told you once before that you wouldn't be leaving ne yet," she
whi spered in his ear as they glided across the mrrored floor, their novenents
mat ched by the novenents of their own inverted reflections.

The comment stung unexpectedly. H's staying on Trellwan was the result

of so many tragedies-Giffith, Rviera, Ari . . . Dad .
"I wish it could be under happier circunstances."
"Pooh, don't be so gloony!" she pouted. "I'm just glad you're here,
and that you're here to stay! You belong here, . . . with ne."
n G.]?ll
"You do your new uniform quite proud, Gay," she whispered, then

| eaned closer to whisper how they mght spend the rest of the evening after
the reception.

He forced a smile and drew her closer, but there was a strange
enpti ness where his feelings for Mara had formerly been. What was wong wth
hi n? The passionate fire of his last nmeeting with her had been w ped away by
all that had happened since the first attack on the Castle. Gayson recognized
that he had changed, starting with the dulling of his desire for Mara. The
girl had been a pleasant diversion before the Pact with Cberon, but he had
been willing enough to break off their relationship when he had |earned the
Lance was leaving this sand-mserable world for Tharkad. There could never
have been any thought of her coming with himto share the life of a warrior.
He'd known her well enough to realize she would never |eave the confort and
privilege of Trellwan's Royal household. Wen he'd awakened to find hinself
mar ooned on the planet, Gayson wanted to see Mara because it was possible her
i nfluence could rescue him Though such a nmercenary attitude had brought on
sone nagging guilt, it had been his only ray of hope.

A tap on the shoulder and a murmured invitation froma Quard Col onel
interrupted Gray son's darkening thoughts. Mara was reluctant to let him go,
but she whi spered anot her steany proposal and sealed it with a lingering Kiss.

Then Gayson followed the guard out of the Reception Hall down a
carpeted passageway to a richly furnished study. The roomwas dim Ilit mainly
by the greenish glow of native chaggawood | ogs burning in the fireplace.

Three man awaited him there. General Varney he knew, white-haired and
i maculate in his plain brown uniform with the red tabs of the Mlitia at
throat and shoul ders. General Adel he had met briefly earlier. He was younger,
with a black nustache that contrasted the silver at his tenples. Senior
Conmandant of the Palace CGuards, as well as Chief of Staff for Hs Mjesty's
Mlitary Council, Adel's full-dress greens showed nore gold than green.

The third man in the room remained seated by the fireplace. Gayson
recogni zed the hawk profile of King Jeverid.

"Thank you for coming, son," said Varney. "W have a proposal to make
to you."



"Yes, sir?"

Adel |owered the drink he'd been sipping. "Carlyle,

we'll get right to the point. W want you to organize a 'Mech Lance to
be incorporated into the Palace Guard. W want a conbat conpany of ground
troops trained in anti-Mch warfare. Can you do it?"

Varney | ooked sharply at his GQuard counterpart. "I believe the idea is
for the Lance to be under joint comrand, in a departnent of its own, GCeneral."
Adel nodded, his expression pained. "Yes, Varney, yes." Then, he

turned to Grayson. "Well, Carlyle? What do you say?"
Grayson said nothing at first. Wth the eyes of all three nen on him

he felt he wanted to hide. "Sirs . . . Mjesty ... | don't really know what to
say. |'mnot sure | have the experience to . "

"Ha!" The King's exclamation startled him "You ve got a damm sight
nore experience than anyone else on this planet . . . except for those

bastards sitting up there in the Castle."
"W need your help, son," Varney added. "W're helpless wthout
trained soldiers and the nobile fire-power and arnor to back them up."

Jerevid turned to Grayson full face, and his eyes flashed as he spoke.
Grayson realized with sone surprise that there was nore to this king than a
dull mnd in a frail body. The King spoke with animation. "Varney here tells
me you outfought those 'Mechs practically bare-handed, because you knew how
they worked, how their drivers would think. That's what we need here."

"But Maj esty, what about ' Mechs?"

"What about 'en? W have two, thanks to you. There's the one you
captured and another we can repair. And anything nore you capture is yours!"

Grayson considered the potential of a 'Mech Lance consisting of two
20-ton 'Mechs. Typical Lances contained a mx of 'Mch weights and types,
rangi ng from 20-tonner lights to the heavies |ike Shadow Hawks and WMarauders.
A Locust and a Wasp might last all of 20 seconds in a stand-up fight against a
Marauder. Wth luck, that is.

"Just what is it this 'Mech Lance is supposed to do?"

Adel took another sip fromhis glass. "The withdrawal of Carlyle's men
has left us wde open to bandits |like Hendrik." He pursed his lips
judiciously. "I'm not going to comment on just what it was your people were
trying to pull with that Pact we've heard so much about."

"Then don't," said Jeverid.

"Yes, Majesty. Be that as it may, the Conmonwealth garrison is gone,
and our enemes are here. W expect them to continue raiding us for supplies
and perhaps to send out a call for reinforcenents.

"You dealt them a terrible blow, Gayson. Qur scouts report they only
have two serviceable 'Mechs left now, with another danaged and another being
refitted in the Castle. Wiy, with your skill and a pair of 'Mechs of our own,
the Guard could cripple those bastards, make it so they'd never send another
expedition to Trellwan again. W need a 'Mech unit of our own if we're going

to protect ourselves and our sovereignty. Wthout it ..." He shrugged
expressively. "W mnmght as well sign ourselves over to Hendrik. W're
hel pl ess. "

A Locust and a Wasp against a Marauder and a Stinger, plus a Shadow
Hawk, once the eneny repaired the machine that had been crippled before the
attack. That neant a conbined tonnage of 40 tons against 1SO And perhaps
against nore if the bandits were able to repair that |eg-damaged Wasp.
One-to-four odds, near enough. Wat the hell, Gayson thought wyly. Al in a
day's work . . . Assuming, of course, that he would be able to find and train
sonmeone to pilot the second 'Mech. He could not sinply recruit sone likely
private fromthe ranks of the Guards and turn himinto a MechWarrior. Piloting
that nuch metal required training-honed skills and talent that few possessed
and that even fewer could apply.

Sonething told him these nen did not want to hear about stats and
speci fications, or the problens of recruiting. Mre enotional protests tunbled
forth. "Sir, I'm afraid I'"'min way over ny head here. Look, |'m 20 standard



years old." These peopl e expected the inpossible!

"you' ve piloted ' Mechs before, haven't you?" This from Varney.

"Yes, but I've never had one in conbat. What happened out there was
just luck. And | certainly wouldn't know how to lead a wunit." That wasn't
exactly accurate, Gayson knew Hs training as a MechWarrior included
| eadership and small wunit tactics. If he was to follow in the five-neter
stride of his father, he would have to know

how to lead men. He had been trained for the role he'd been expected
to play in the event his father had been killed. But dammt, things were
happeni ng too fast.

Varney said, "Son, we have the statenments of the men you led in the
battle for the city. Wen an entire GEV detachnent had been cut to pieces, you
were the only one there to DO something. You rallied those troops, and you
knocked out a 'Mech. That's not easy, and it wasn't |uck!"

The reality of what these men were saying was gradually penetrating
Grayson' s consci ousness. They wanted HHM to be a 'MechWarrior. Mre, to build
a Mech-Warrior Lance from scratch and lead it in battle. The protests
gi bbering in his mnd were being outweighed by the single fact that nore than
half his life had been directed toward a single destiny-the cockpit of a
Battl eMech. It was an opportunity he was not likely to encounter again. Wuld
never encounter again if he were unable to buy or beg passage off-planet.
Wthout a 'Mech of his own, his chances of joining a 'Mech unit were virtually
nil.

Excitenent stirred within him Perhaps there was sonmething to Mara's
conviction that he belonged here. Wth scant hope of getting off-planet for
years to come, maybe there was a place for the Victor of Sarghad here on
Trellwan after all

Those one-to-four odds were wunattractive, but not totally
di scouragi ng. The Locust would be a start, and with planning and a little luck

"Tell me nore," he told the generals, and the King |eaned back in his
chair, his old face creased by a satisfied grin

16

Sarghad's Near Passage cane and went. However, the sullen red sun
appeared no larger to the eye than it ever did. Trellwan was only a few
percent nearer its primary at its closest point than at its farthest, but that
few percent was enough to briefly bring the tenperature to 40 degrees C. and
hi gher. Wthin 20 hours, the Firstday stornms had begun.

Now that the sun was directly overhead, the air over the Nerge grew
warm then hot. Lowlying air masses from the Ginheld Sea area noved across
the desert and exploded skyward in a towering colum of hot, mpist air. From
Sarghad, the colum |ooked like a white pillar lifting beyond the mountains to
the west. Its rise was so rapid that the naked eye could perceive its novenent
second to second across al nost 2,000 kil oneters.

Wien the columm of hot, wet air hit the subzero air of the
stratosphere, clouds billowed out in all directions, blocking the sun and
turning the green sky white, then grey, then roiling blue-black. It was then
that the hail and rain and |ightning began.

During the seven-standard day period known in Sarghad as the Sunmer
Storm people stayed indoors in a holiday commanded by the weather. To venture
outdoors woul d have neant wadi ng knee-deep in yellow nud while becomnm ng soaked
to the skin, at best. At worst, to |leave the shelter of Sarghad's buildings on

sone errand wusually neant being struck dead by Ilightning or head-sized
hai | stones. The wind from the east blew steadily across the city toward the
Nerge. Even during those periods when the sun was still above the horizon, the

| andscape was plunged into conplete and unrelieved darkness, save for the
lightning that flashed brilliantly against the sky.

Wth the driving rain a constant rattle against outer w ndows and
eaves, Wwth the wnd thunmping against outer walls like something alive
Grayson set up his headquarters in the city Armory, a squat and dism



ferrocrete block building with a warehouse interior in the nechanic's District
across the Hub from the Palace Gounds. Seated there at an old desk salvaged
from some government office and using an old, black plastic conpad tied into
the Mlitary Records Library in the District Headquarters Annex, he began his
job of recruiting and training Trellwan's first BattleMech Lance.

Hs assistants were Sergeant Ramage of the MIlitia and Lieutenant
Nol em of the Quards, both of whom held the title of Adjutant. Their primary
job was to take all the mlitary theory and training that Gayson could put
into words and witing, organize it, and then teach it to the men and wonen
who were selected for Trellwan's anti-'Mech unit. Gayson's little team had
been given the rest of Firstnight, another fourteen standard days, to organize
the unit. GCeneral Adel wanted it ready for conmbat by the end of the
Secondni ght storns, which gave them just about one |ocal year of 45 days to do
the j ob.

"Sergeant, | don't think you understand the precariousness of your
position." Lieutenant Nolem s flat, nasal voice becane even nore grating when
he was bei ng unpl easant.

"Sir!" retorted Ramage. "My understanding of the line of comrand is
that the MIlitia troops in the special unit wll be accountable to MIlitia HQ
t hrough Lance Commrand. CGeneral Varney would never have consented to placing
Mlitia personnel under the direct command of the CGuard!"

"And |, Sergeant, question whether you have any understanding of the
line of command at all! The Guard clearly takes precedence over the Mlitia in
the special unit as it does in all mlitary matters. You neddling MIlitiamen

"Centl emren, please!" Gayson sat between the two, fingers working at
his tenples. He was tired and couldn't think of ruch else except getting back
to the officers' quarters Ceneral Varney had arranged for him There was so
much to be done, but he was beginning to regret ever hearing of a Trellwan
special unit.

"I'f you don't stop bickering, you can forget about the generals.
You'll have to answer to the new governnent!"

Nol em rai sed a querying eyebrow "Wat new governnent ?"

"The one the bandits are going to establish in the Palace if you don't
drop the petty quarrels over pecking-order and help ne get some work done!"

"Real |y, Lieutenant. My position here ..."

G ayson's voice was weary but firm "Your position here is subject to
MY approval, Lieutenant, do you understand?"

"You don't rank ne, youngster!" Nolem was all of four standard years
ol der than G ayson.

"I'l'l bloody well rank you if | have to prove it by tossing you out in
the rain!" Gayson's fist cane down on the stack of requisition forns on the
desk. "I was put in charge of the unit, so just because your friend Adel

slipped you in to pull rank on Sergeant Ramage doesn't mean |I'm going to |et
you get away with it!"
Nol em bristled. Gayson decided the only way to break through the

man's stubbornness was to change the subject. "Now, what's the status of the
danmaged Wasp?" he denmanded.

The question took Nolem by surprise. "Ah . . . uh . . ." "W still
don't have a Tech who can supervise re-pairs.”

"But what's the 'Mech's status?" 'Uh ... the head's snashed." 'I know
that, Lieutenant. | smashed it. Can it be repaired?”

"The officer in charge says we'll need a trained Tech to tell us one
way or the other.'' He shrugged. ' 'We don't have nmuch in the way of spare
parts for 'Mechs, either. | gather the supply officers are having to dismantle

second-1ine weapons carriers just to get scrap arnor to plug the holes in the
torso."

Grayson sagged back in the chair. "Maybe | can get down there next
period and have a look.'' MechWarriors knew as nuch about a 'Mech's workings
as did Techs. But the tine . . . CGod, the tine!



"You have a neeting with the Mlitary Council next period," Ranage
rem nded him

"Damm, you're right. I ..." Gayson paused, thoughtful.

"Sir?"

"There is an alternative . . . possibly."

Rarmage | ooked at Nol em questioningly, then at Gay-son. "I don't think

there's a qualified Tech on the planet. Not this side of the Castle, at any
rate, and | don't think THEY' RE going to lend us one!"

He was not about to discuss his wild inspiration with these twd. Nolem
would resist the idea, he knew, and even Ramage was certainly doubling as a
spy for the MIlitia staff. He wanted to spring this idea on the generals
hi nmsel f.

Three periods later, Gayson descended the cold stone steps of the
Mlitary District Headquarters. It was still raining outside. He'd nade the
trip fromthe Armory in a GEV, skimming over the treacherous nud. The water
pooled on the stone floor as he handed his conpad to the brown-uniforned
corporal sitting behind the desk at the bottom of the stairs.

The corporal entered a code into the termnal on his desk, then |eaned
back to await clearance. "Wt out, Sir?"

"A bit. Getting colder, top." By the mddle of First-night, the
temperature outside had dropped nearly to freezing. The week-1ong Near Passage
storms acted as a gigantic heat sink for the planet, and during the long, |ong
night follow ng Periasteron, the heat of the Passage was rapidly dissipated.
Soon the storm wi nds would die, and it would begin snowing in the nountains.

Grayson thought of Thunder Rift. The ice would all be gone now, the
waterfall dried up. Wien the ice roof was gone, you could see stars up through
the rift fromthe shore of the cavern floor |ake, even during daylight.

"Cl earance, sir. You can go through." The corporal operated a control,
and steel bars slid to one side.

"Thank you," Gayson said, and entered the long, dimy lit passageway.
The cell he was |ooking for was at the end of the hall.

Lori Kalmar sat on the bench in her cell, leaning back against the
wal | with knees tucked beneath her chin, staring at the opposite wall. She was
wearing a long-tailed fatigue shirt and trousers someone had given her, but
still had the light slippers she'd worn aboard her 'Mech. Tall, 1ong-Iegged,
and slender, the girl was quite attractive, Gayson thought, but her

expression was sullen and bitter.
G ayson approached the bars of her cell and spoke her nane.

Kalmar's eyes flicked across him then back to the wall. "Ch," she
said dully. "It's you." Though there were dark circles under her eyes, the
girl's hair was carefully brushed, so blond it |ooked alnost silver in the
pal e l|ight.

"Are you O K ? Are you being treated all right?"

"Way shoul d you care?" she snapped.

What she didn't know was that Gayson had been feeling guilty about
the Locust's pilot ever since he'd turned her over to the Mlitia
headquarters. After all, he had prom sed that she would not be hurt. The | ast
he' d heard, she was being put through interrogation. From what he'd been able
to learn, the MIlitia's questioning nethods were more psychol ogical and
chem cal than physical. The Guards, on the other hand, were runored to take

positive pleasure in inventive and enthusiastic physical interrogation, and
that was what had triggered Grayson's own panic when he'd faced the sentries
at Mara's house. But interrogation in any form was brutal, leaving the

pri soner exhausted, haggard, and feeling very much al one.
"I'd like to talk to you," he said.
"That's nothing new, " she snapped. "That's all people want to do
around here ... is talk to ne."
"Wuld you like to get out of here?"
Kal mar's head whi pped around to face him Her eyes, he saw, were very
blue. "What is this? Mre interrogation?" Her voice was hard, but Gayson



heard the trenble of tears hidden in it. "W've been through it all, QK ?
I've told you people everything I know "

Gayson had learned Lori's story from the security dossier conpiled
from her long hours of interrogation. She had been born and raised in Sigurd,
a bitterly cold and isolated world that was one of twelve in Hendrik's
confederation. Her parents had died during one hellish night of fire and
horror when the governnment forcibly convinced dissident forces on Sigurd that
confederation with Cberon VI was in their best economic and social interests.

Lori had been saved by a neighbor, but only after seeing her parents
die in the fire that gutted her apartnent habitat. About a year after becom ng
a state ward (at age eight, or about thirteen by standard-year reckoning), she
had applied to the Sigurd Defense Forces as a 'Mech apprentice and had been
accept ed.

Apparently, Hendrik's confederation did not have a conbined nilitary
force. Individual worlds reserved sone |ocal defense forces for thenselves, an
arrangenment that created the feeling of greater sovereignty. Lori's unit had
been the Sigurd |Independent Light Assault Goup, operating directly under the
conmand of Vice Regent Alisaden, a warleader who was also Sigurd s Defense
M ni ster.

Lori had been an apprentice for over three Sigurdian years, which made
her alnost 19 standard years old now. Though well along in her training, she
had not expected to go on active conbat duty for several years yet. One night
while standing duty as officer of the watch in the 'Mech center, the sergeant
in charge of her school section had tried to persuade her to engage in
extracurricular training on the floor. She'd resisted, he'd insisted, and
she'd given hima final and definite "no" with a knee driven into a sensitive
target.

One week later, her orders had cone through. She was being assigned to
a "Special Expeditionary Force" with three other Sigurdian trainees, under the
conmand of a Harimandir Singh.

The circunstances were peculiar. Singh's JunpShip was unlike any she
knew within the Confederacy, and the expeditionary force seened to be part of
a deal cut between Singh and Vice Regent Alisaden. So far as she could tell,
the operation had nothing to do with Hendrik or Gberon VI at all. Singh
hi msel f served someone nanmed Duke Ricol, whom she also heard referred to as
the Red Duke.

Si ngh. Grayson had stiffened when he'd read that name. It was the word
on Giffith's lips when he died. It was obvious the Wapons Master had
recogni zed the bandit |eader, probably from a biog data entry in the Castle
conputer. As for Duke Ricol, Gayson drew a bl ank.

Nei ther Lori Kalnmar nor her conpanions, Pvts. Enzelman and Fitzhugh
and a Corporal naned Hassilik, had ever heard of Singh or the Red Duke before
bei ng assigned to their conmand. By the time the ship had rendezvoused with a
freighter at sone naneless, world-less sun and they'd transferred across,
Kal mar had learned only that Singh's mission was to gather nercenaries for an
operation against a world she'd never heard of. It's nane was Trellwan.

She was surprised to suddenly find herself a nercenary Mech Warrior.
She'd been too busy to think nmuch about it, however. Lori Kalmar and her
conrades had been kept hard at work nmoving and installing heavy weapons aboard
the freighter's DropShips. Soon after that, the vessel had resumed its
nyst eri ous voyage across the stars.

During the trip, the three Sigurdians nmet and learned to fear their
Lance commander, a Lieutenant Vallendel. Early in the voyage, they'd del egated
Corporal Hassilik to go to Vallendel and protest their virtual kidnapping.
They were homesick by that time, and utterly bew ldered at being transported
across tens of light years in the conpany of utter strangers. Ten ninutes
later, the assenbled conpany had watched young Hassilik, naked and tied hand
and foot, go out the airlock into space.

There were no nore protests. They spent nost of the passage working in
the cargo Bay where the 'Mechs-a Mrauder, a Stinger, and a Locust-were



stored. They practiced what tactics they could on hol ographic map tables under
Vallendel's critical eye, perform ng maintenance checks, and going over 'Mech
operating systenms. Wien the tine came for the drop onto the night side of a
world close by a mottled, dusky red sun, however, the unwilling mercenaries
had not been included in the assault team They'd watched from the freighter's
DropShip as Vallendel and two of Singh's Techs had disenbarked into a night of
fire and terror.

They'd also watched Vallendel's Mrauder smash to pieces an aging
Phoeni x Hawk already savaged by the weapons they'd helped install in the
DropShi p's hul | .

"Way did they bring us here, anyway?' she'd asked. But no one was
gi ving any answers.

Once the crew transferred to their new Trellwan base in an inposing
black stone edifice built on a nmountainside, her new nasters had begun
allowi ng Kalmar and her conpanions to exercise with the Locust, and with a
pair of 20-ton Wasps captured from the yet wunidentified enemnmy. They were
closely watched by the other 'Mechs, the Stinger was generally detailed to
keep a close eye on the Sigurdian's activities during patrols. It was clear
that they were not trusted.

Kalmar's initiation into battle had cone shortly after the first
successful raid on the eneny city, where a nunber of prisoners had been
captured and specific targets identified. It had al so been her |ast.

Her target had been the Palace. She'd received an accurate map of the
Pal ace layout and the location of shelters where inportant nenbers of the
eneny government were expected to be hiding during an attack. She and her two
conpani ons were to attack the Palace, flush the ranking officers and nenbers
of the Royal Family, and, if possible, to capture them

It all had gone wong. Ws Fitzhugh had been killed in a battle wth
unarnmored troops in the street, and Enzelnman's Wasp had been danaged at the
Pal ace Gates. Lori had been noving up from the rear to support them when
Enzel man had |inped past, heading north. "They're after ne," he'd cried over
the conbat circuit. "Cover ne!"

She tried and succeeded. Gari k Enzleman had escaped to the Castle, and
now she was awaiting death at the hands of her captors.

"You can drop the pretense," she told Grayson. "I know you're going to
kill me ... eventually. | only surrendered because . . . because | didn't want
to burn." She shuddered. "It's a horrible way to die."

"I didn't know about your parents,"” Gayson said gently. "I wouldn't
have threatened you like that if . . ." He let the words trail off, acutely
aware of how foolish he sounded.

"Look," he continued. "There is no trick. I'mnot going to hurt you,
and I'll do ny best to see that no one else does either. And |I'm serious about
getting you out of here. | need a Tech to supervise the repair of a damaged
Wasp. '

"That's ridiculous. |I'man apprentice."

Yeah, right, he thought. But so am |I. He wasn't about to admt it,
however. 'Wiich puts you way ahead of everyone else in Sarghad. WII you
hel p?"

Her eyes were guarded. "Wat's to stop nme from slipping off to ny
friends up the nmountain? O wring a CG90 charge into your 'Mech's prinmary
power circuit?"

"Ch, there'll be safeguards.” He thought of his conversation wth
Varney and Adel, of the argunments he had nustered, and the pronmi ses he'd had
to make. Kalmar was to be considered an eneny agent. She would be guarded at
all times, and the astechs assigned to help her would have training enough to
know if she were deliberately sabotaging the work. They'd finally agreed to
Grayson's plan only because there seemed to be no other way to get the job
done.

Grayson had accepted their conditions, and prayed that the girl would
agree to work with him under such restrictions. There seened to be no



alternative, for any of them

"You'll be watched, but at least you'll be out of this place. Do you
owe sone oath of fealty or service to the people who brought you here?" Many
peoples in the near-feudal culture of the Successor States strictly observed

fealty vows and oaths. In the shifting tangles of allegiances anong the
states, individual warriors needed a focus for their loyalty.
Lori Kalmar closed her eyes. "No. There's . . . nothing. A slave's vow

to her master, perhaps, nothing nore."

"WIIl you agree?"

There was a long silence. Wen she spoke again, it was in a very small
voice. "Yes. And ... and thank you."

Hari mandir Singh drew the collar of his cold weather jacket closer
about his face and ears and |leaned into the wind. The stornms had ended, but
the long dark of First-night continued. Wth the conmng of the stornms,
temperatures had fallen. There were patches of snow across the ferrocrete
apron of the spaceport, and the wind eddied small whirls of dry snow through
the pools of light cast by vapor |anmps on the poles overhead. At l|ast report,
it was snowing heavily in the nountains nearby. He thought what a dismal,
broodi ng planet was this Trellwan, a place he would be glad to | eave when the
m ssion was conplete. Perhaps . . . perhaps after this, he would see again the
crystal skies and gleanming salt flats of his hone deserts.

The guards at the door to one of the squat, sheet netal storage
buildings lining the main port area came to attention with the slap-crack of a
weapon salute. One of them took the paper Singh handed him studied it, and
unl ocked the door. The air that poured fromthe dimy lit room beyond the door
was sour with the stench of unwashed bodies, and the odors of vonit and human
wast e.

"How many do we have, now?" Singh asked his aide.

The soldier consulted his wistconp. "One hundred eighty-two
prisoners, Lord."

Singh nodded and tried to keep from covering his nose and nouth to
bl ock the stink. These prisoners, many of them skilled workers, were soon to
be slaves, sold anong |abor-hungry worlds with crunbling technologies. For
now, they were a source of sonetimes useful information as well as a mgjor
problemin logistics. Hs expedition's food supplies were limted to what was
left aboard the DropShip and what little had been raided from the agro-dones
north of Sarghad. If they did not quickly find nore food, their prisoners
woul d have to be shot-and hang the waste. Singh believed the primary m ssion
had to take priority over mnor econom c concerns.

The guard returned, leading a shanbling, ragged man with a face
brui sed and caked with dirt and dried blood. "Captain Tor! How are you? Have
you decided to tell us what we want to know yet?"

"I can't tell you anything." He spoke carefully through swollen I|ips.
The beatings had produced great, puffy bruises about his eyes and nouth.

"Ch, but you can tell us a great deal, like why you were snooping
about the spaceport perimeter and what you know about nercenary activities in
Sarghad. You'd be saving yourself so much trouble by telling us what we want
to know. "

Tor was shivering, his arms folded tightly in front of his body, but

he managed to snap, "Go to hell!" As he was wearing only the rags of his tunic
and light trousers, the cold was doing the work of a torturer's knife.

Singh frowned. "l've offered you noney. |'ve offered you your freedom
I'mafraid all | have to offer now is a quick death."

"You murdered ny nen."

"Ah . . . the three crewren aboard the DropShip. That was a tragedy, |

admt. It's always a tragedy when skilled workers nust be killed. But you nade
that necessary, ny friend, by escaping in the first place."

"You were going to kill ne anyway." Anger flashed for a noment over
Tor's col d-nunbed face. "You didn't have to kill them"

"My dear Captain, you don't think I wanted to have them killed, do



you? W prize nen trained for starship work, especially a man like you, who is
skilled in interstellar navigation. W are not barbarians!" Tor's eyes closed,
his lips trenbling. "Watever you

say."

"But this mission is highly secret, Captain. So secret, | don't
bel i eve you appreciate its inportance. If you did, | would have your throat
slit now Wen you escaped, we had to take steps to insure that no nore of

your people on Trellwan escaped. The rest of your crew aboard the
freighter are still in good health, of course. At |east, for now"

"More threats?"

"I don't threaten, Captain.”" He reached out and pulled Tor's head up
by the hair, looking into the man's gl azed eyes. "Now, let's begin again. You
were in the city for a tinme."

Tor's voi ce was weak, barely audible.

"What was that? Cone, come, Captain. |I'm getting cold standing here
talking to you."
"Yes ... | was in S Sarghad."
"And you are a nmlitary man?"
"I ama trader. | pilot a starship.”
"Ah, but you know as well as | that the nobst inportant conmmerce

between the stars today are the arns and armor of mnmilitary units. You nust
have some grounding in the mlitary arts.”

Tor remained silent, and Singh continued. "What sign did you see in
Sarghad of a mercenary cadre?"

"l d-d-don't understand."

"Qutsiders, Captain . . . off-worlders'. Amlitary unit . . . perhaps
training the locals to fight."
"I didn't see anything like that . . .no."

Singh believed the man was telling the truth. He also knew this
particul ar method of questioning could not go on for long. Tor would reveal no
information after being frozen to death. Singh gestured to the guard, who
swung Tor around and led him back into the warmer prisoner's quarters.

Though Tor might not know about it, Sarghad was definitely getting
help from somewhere. Singh would have to learn the source of that help before
it seriously compromi sed the Plan. Not only would he need to learn of it, but
the nmercenaries would have to be elimnated once and for all.

The wind grew colder as the long dark of Firstnight dragged on. A

cadre of experienced troops, including both Mlitia and Quards, had been
gathered, trained, and drilled, and they, in turn, had been set to training
and drilling the volunteers who would make up the main body of the unit. King

Jeverid hinself attended the unit's first rmustering cerenony, and it was he
who bestowed upon them their name: First Trellwan Lancers.

Grayson could not help but conpare his new unit with his old. The
Lancers were raw and ungainly, with neither the precise snap and polish of a
well-trained wunit nor the easy professionalism and camaraderie of an
experienced one. Carlyle's Comrmandos had had both the polish and the
professionalism As a boy, Gayson had admired the absolute precision of the
unit's response to parade-ground orders, the snap-crack of two hundred boots
clicking into place at the same instant. He'd admired too that bond of
absolute trust between each man and his squad mates, and each nan and the
officers and NCGs above him

This |l ot was eager, G ayson decided, but that was alnost all he could
say for them Al were volunteers from either the MIlitia or the Guards, and
many had years of experience, including conbat experience. But they were not
yet a unit in the sense of belonging and working well together.

The bitter rivalry between Guards and MIlitia continued within the
ranks. In one of his first decisions, Gay-son directed his sergeants not to
separate the services into different conpanies, but to form squads and
pl atoons without regard to the nmen's original affiliation. If the Lancers were
to have any identity of their own or any of the pride that identity would



encourage, they would have to start thinking of thenmselves as Lancers rather
than as @uards or Mlitia. There were eighteen fistfights during the first
standard week and three knifings. The fact that each man still wre his
original green or brown uniform wth only a blue arnmband to distinguish him
as a Lancer, didn't help.

Grayson was learning that there was far nore to organizing a 'Mech
Lance than teaching thumb-fingered recruits how to pilot a BattleMech. The
details of the unit's T.O & E threatened to drown him in extra work hours
and a deluge of paperwork. The T.O & E-the Lancer's Table of O ganization and
Equi prent - make or break the fledging unit, and G ayson was becom ng aware of
the inportance of staff paperwork in a way he never had been. Al ways before he
had wondered why his father's staff included a small arny of civilian
secretaries and mlitary orderlies, and why one of the Lance staff officers,
Li eut enant Hanesly, had been designated as personnel officer. Now he knew why
a personnel officer was needed for a 120-man conpany.

G ayson's days had been one fifteen-hour work period after another,
with short naps grabbed on the cot behind the office in Sarghad's arnory
buil ding that had been set aside for his use. Mara had called him repeatedly
on the small visor installed in the office, but he had lost count of the
standard days since he'd seen her. There was sinply too nuch to do.

A BattleMech Lance is nmuch nmore than four 'Mechs and the nen who con
them T.Q's generally list only the pilots and Techs assigned to a particul ar
unit, but, in fact, even a small scout Lance requires a platoon-sized body of
support crew.

First and forenost in the Trellwan Lancer's make-up was the infantry,
the groundpounders G ayson was training to take on the eneny 'Mechs. Not all
"Mech units had foot soldiers attached to them however. Carlyle's Conmandos
had had ground troops because it was a garrison force, and there were garrison
duties that would have been inpractical for a ten-neter-tall 'Mech. The
Lancers were to be ground troops trained in anti-Mch warfare with 'Mechs for
support, which reversed the usual role for a combat Battl eMech unit.

The idea had been CGeneral Varney's. Gayson's skill during the Battle
of Sarghad had proven to the MIlitary Council that ground troops could be used
agai nst 'Mechs. Grayson's ten years of training supported the idea. G ound
forces could face 'Mechs and win, but it took a remarkable blend of skill,
training, and courage to do so. This conbination did not occur naturally even
in elite units. Gayson faced a daunting task, and he still questioned his
ability to carry it out.

The Lancers' T.O called for two conmbat platoons of 60 nen each.
Though there were nore than enough volunteers available, so far Gayson had
only two short platoons of 40 each, scarcely nore than a pair of platoon
sections. After sone work and several false starts, he had decided that the
experienced sergeants on his team were able to handle no nore than those 80
men. Untrained and | eaderless soldiers would be far worse than no help at all.

Also in training were 35 men with various degrees of technical and
nmechanical training. This was the beginning of what G ayson hoped would be a
60-man technical platoon, astechs able to work under the direction of the
Lance's Techs to keep the BattleMechs arned, patched, and functioning.

Finally, there were five nmen in training as Mech-Warriors. They were
under Gayson's direct comand and he worked with them for hours each day,
fam liarizing themwth the Locust's controls and drilling themin tactics and
procedure. One of them a young Trell naned Yarin snowed an intuitive sense of
bal ance and motion that mght produce a MechWarrior-in about ten years.
Grayson thought this part of the program was worse than useless. It would take
years to bring these five up to any kind of proficiency in 'Mech operations,
so it seened absurd to spend so nuch tine training new pilots when the unit
had but a single light '"Mech on its rolls. But Gayson's own orders from the
Mlitary Council were clear on that point. What good was a 'Mech unit wthout
MechWarri ors?

Hs work was made easier by two experienced sergeants . . . Sergeant



Ramage from the Mlitia, who had fought Hendrik's raiders as a private ten
years before, and a Quards Corporal nanmed Brooke, whom he had pronoted upon
learning the man had worked in a machi neshop before joining the army. Another
Mlitia sergeant named Larressen had no combat experience, but he seened
sharp, intelligent, and unafraid of speaking his views. Ranage and Larressen
becane platoon |eaders for platoons A and B, while Brooke was placed in charge
of the Tech pl atoon.

Wth three good men in the topkick slots, Gayson had hoped that the
Lance would begin to run itself. That did not prove to be the case. The single
worst problem he faced was equipnment procurenent. Qite sinply, there was
either no equipment to procure or else the available material was tied up in
bureaucratic red tape and inter-departnment squabbling.

The lists of what he needed were endl ess: portable power generators,
tools ranging from laser cutters to mcrowenches, portable and desktop
conputers and access to the nmilitary data files, visors and portable communi -

cations units, weapons for the conbat platoons and ammb to go with
them portable and stationary lights, gantries and 'Mech repair cocoons, power
feed cable, 'Mech spare parts ranging from servoactuator relay circuits and a
portable laser to a new head and cockpit assenbly for the captured Wasp. HE
al so needed food, drinking water and wash water, quarters and nattresses for
over one hundred nen, vehicles .

Vehicl es! Those were the special responsibility of the technical
section, which was expected to procure, maintain, and service them He needed
HVTs and weapons carriers-ground effect HWs as well as the slower, heavier,
tracked or wheeled vehicles. Unfortunately, there were only tw sources of
mlitary vehicles in Sarghad, the Mlitia and the Royal Guard. Neither wunit
was prepared to rel ease even one scout hovercraft to the new y-forned Lancers
wi t hout guarantees that the unit would beconme the private elite of either the
Mlitia or the Quard. Gayson wasted days just going through the nountain of
official requisitions for service hovercraft and HIs before he realized that
what he was fighting was not bureaucratic stupidly, but inter-service
politics. There was, Gayson |earned, intense and bitter rivalry between the
Royal Guards and the MIlitia.

Trel lwan's human popul ation was divided anong three cities-Sarghad,
Gath, and Tremmin-plus a scattering of honesteads, agrodome collectives, and
mning sites that stretched along perhaps a third of the equator. Sarghad was
the largest city, by far, and the center of the planetary governnment. Each
city was the center of a MIlitia mlitary district, with a resident reginent
to serve as tax collectors, fire department, garbage collectors, and police on
a world where there was little need on a day-today basis for a standing arny.

The Royal @uard, on the other hand, was based in Sarghad in a nodern
barracks beneath the Palace Gounds. Their function was purely mlitary and
primarily cosnetic on a world with a single government. They served as escorts
for the King, staged parades and mlitary reviews, and generally worked to
create the image that there was indeed a nonarch in Sarghad, one rich and
powerful enough to provide his private guard with attractive green uniforns.
Though they clained to be an elite force and though the Q@uard received the
lion"s share of mlitary appropriations and equipnent from the various
government councils, Gayson had seen little evidence yet that they were any
good as fighting soldiers.

They had the vehicles Grayson needed, and they wouldn't release them
until he could assure themthat the First Trellwan Lancers woul d be designated
as part of the Royal Quard.

The Mlitia, in turn, controlled such essentials as distribution of
water and conmunications within the city. They provided these services only
grudgingly, while awaiting word that the Lancers would be designated as a
branch of the MIlitia.

Grayson began his attack on the situation by giving the vehicle
problem to Lieutenant Nolem who was obviously a spy for the Quard staff
conmand. By assigning him full-time to the task of acquiring eight hover



transports, Gayson kept the Lieutenant out of his hair while keeping his need
on the desk of the requisition and supply officer at Guard HQ Perhaps if the
clanmor was raised | ong enough, |oud enough . .

He won cooperation from the MIlitia by pointing out that his two
conbat pl atoon sergeants were both Mlitia, and that, while he had to go al ong
with Hs Myjesty's original idea that the Lancers should be drawn from both
services, surely his choice of fighting sergeants was proof of where his
loyalties really lay. That won him a steady supply of food and water,
installation of half of the visors he needed, and the loan of one aging HVT
for running errands throughout the city.

Perhaps nmost ironic was the problem of his own uniform Gayson had
been decked out in @uard full dress for the cerenony at the Palace Reception
Hal I, but had never been issued any other wunifornms or personal equipnent.
Quard uniform regulations required that he always wear the Crinmson Star wth
full dress, which fact Lieutenant Nolem had tactfully pointed out to him when
Grayson arrived for work w thout the heavy starburst. Though he was beginning
to feel a proper popinjay in the elaborate green and gold, his requests for
uni form requi sitions went unanswered. At least, Nolem did not protest when he
refused to wear his dress sword to work.

Wth all that, his biggest worry was personnel. Vol -

unteers were numerous, but painfully few were skilled as nachinists,
el ectronics techs, robotics experts, weapons handlers and arnorers, nechanics,
and so on. On the other hand, the troops being formed into the unit's pair of
conbat platoons had experience, but little equipnent. Half of them were
drilling with Iengths of pipe. Wen they had been transferred to the Lancers,
they'd been ordered to turn in their weapons, and so only a few had brought
guns with them There was only a handful of shoulder-fired mssile |aunchers,
heavy weapons, autofire weapons, arnor-piercing shells and mssile warheads,
pl astic explosives or detonators, or fitted body arnmor, and no nan-portable
| asers at all.

Even when well-equipped and supplied, ground troops are woefully
i nadequate against an attacking BattleMech. If the Trellwan Lancers were to
acconplish anything, they would have to assenble a working BattleMech Lance.
He had five men in training as MechWarriors, but so far he'd had little
success. Learning to pilot one of the battle nachines was an agonizing and
drawn-out process. Anyone could strap hinself into the cockpit and nove the
machine's arns and legs, but it took a whole new way of thinking to control
the automatic novenments through the conputer-linked neural helnet, and w thout
that link, the best and strongest 'Mech in the galaxy was just so much
i nani mate netal and spare parts.

He took a major step toward solving the personnel problem when he
brought Lori-now Staff Sergeant Lori Kal mar-aboard as senior Tech. She could
answer technical questions and showed a flair for diagnosing 'Mech problenms on
scant information. Though there was no way to repair the danmaged Wasp wi thout
procuring a conplete new head and cockpit assenbly, she was able to ready the
‘"Mech for conbat in every other regard. Somehow, she even nanaged to rig up
test circuits and relays that allowed the 'Mech to be handled (in clunsy
fashion) by remote control. That neant it could serve as a mobile target for
the five apprentice MechWarriors training under Gayson. They could practice
dry-run tracking and weapons |ocks aboard the Locust, w thout Gayson's having
to try to rig a simulator.

Then a new trouble surfaced. Despite her obvious skill, many of the
new astechs in the technical section refused to work for Lori Kalnar. She was,
after all, from Hendrik's bandit confederacy. Her people, they contended, had

killed many Trells in raids and skirm shes across the better part of a
century, and she was certainly not to be trusted now Add to that, she was a
worman in the nmal e-dominated Trellwan culture. Wrmen held few positions of real
power, were never found in either mlitary branch other than as secretaries or
clerical assistants, and there was the continuing unspoken tradition that the
pl ace for woman was at home, raising children. A young, pretty wonan giving



orders to nen on the job was sinply not taken seriously.

That problem would never go away entirely, though Lori had nade sone
progress on her own. Once, after she gave an order to an astech, he sinply
i gnored her. Though she repeated the command, the man responded with a Ieer
and a suggestion about what he'd like to do instead. But warrior apprentices
on Sigurd were well trained in the martial disciplines. They |earned not only
how to pilot a 'Mech, but how to use firearnms, sticks, knives, and bare hands
to deadly effect. The insubordinate astech woke up to find hinmself a guest in
Sarghad's hospital, where he was being treated for a broken jaw From that
tinme on, Sergeant Kalmar found her orders greeted with considerably greater
ent husi asm

Grayson was dismayed by the fact that there were no spare parts to
repair machines that broke down, Ilittle oil to lubricate machinery, and the
conputer prograns used to coordinate schedules and duty rosters and nmnuster
lists were hopelessly inadequate. A team detailed to salvage dianond
nmonfilament wire from junked sections of boron nitride arnor plate was stalled
by a lack of the proper chemicals for the extraction process.

He grew short on sleep, became inpatient, and drove the unit harder.
Moral e sagged, and five nen were placed on report for fighting in one period
al one. Seven enlisted nen sinply wal ked away from the barracks during another
peri od and never returned. No one stopped them at the door because the man on
sentry duty was one of the seven. Wen troops restricted to the post routinely

showed up for work drunk or failed to show at all, Gayson had to detail three
of his junior NCOs just to patrol the area for hidden caches of alcohol.
Then, a new difficulty arose with Lori. If the Lancers were to have

any chance of operating against offworld forces, they needed nore than the
single Locust operational. The first step would be capturing the other Wasp.
If necessary, they would have to destroy it and use its head to replace the
shattered one on the Wasp now in the Lancers' possession. Lori had been
troubled when Gay-son had asked her about the nan who would likely be
piloting the Wasp they intended to capture or kill.

"Private Enzelman and | were never what you'd call close,"” she told
him "But he's a Sigurdian, and a long way from horme, like nme. | ... | don't
think I can help you to ... to kill him"

The pain in her eyes touched G ayson. Many of her critics still didn't
trust Lori's willingness to work for her former enemies, and she was trapped
between the need to prove her loyalty and her loyalty to a fellow warrior.

"l can take you off the project," he said.

"And go back to that dungeon? That's where your Ceneral Adel wants ne,
you know. H m and Lieutenant Nolem" She shuddered.

Grayson |eaned back, reflecting. "You know, everything depends on our
taking that Wasp with its cockpit intact. Wiat we need to do is develop a

diversion that will let me get close enough to cripple it without touching its
head or your friend Enzel man." He spread his hands. "I can't prom se nore than
that."

She nmanaged half a smile. "Wiat 1'd really like is to get himto cone

over to the Lancers. The only reason he's fighting for themis that he doesn't
know there's an alternative."

Grayson thought of his five warrior recruits, and nodded gravely.
During the practice session earlier that period, one of the men had tripped
the Locust over its own feet, and it was only fool's luck that had kept the
i rrepl aceabl e machi ne from being badly damaged. Gayson was despairing of any
of those five ever taking a 'Mech into conbat.

"Believe nme, Lori. | intend to try to do just that. W need 'Mech
pilots, and we're not going to grow them ourselves here in Sarghad."

She'd | ooked up at him her eyes shining. "Do you ... do you nean
that? | mean, that | mght con a 'Mech again?''

Grayson rubbed his eyes. "I can't promise it, not now But damed if |
know where else | can get 'Mech pilots. It takes years of apprenticeship to

learn how to con one. Ha! Look at us! Apprentices half our lives, and neither



of us had even graduated yet when we found ourselves . . . here.”
Lori laid her hand on Grayson's arm a warm and gentle touch. "I'Il do
what ever has to be done, Gay."

How had they slipped into a first-name basis? Gayson could not
remenber. He did know that he felt confortable with Lori, able to talk to her,
to discuss plans, and that he m ssed her when she was not there. Perhaps their
growing friendship had sonmething to do with the fact that they both felt so
al one here.

"We'll all do what has to be done," he said. "It's called 'survival.'

Two periods later, Lieutenant Nolem filed a report with General Adel
on 'subversive elenments within the unit.' He named no one, but it was clear he
had Lori in mnd as the one directly responsible for the unit's poor norale.
As the sun rose on a crisp, clear, -20 degree morning on Seconday, the First
Trell wan Lancers seened father away from being conbat ready than ever.

The Lancers needed conbat to draw them together. Mre inportantly,
Grayson realized, they needed a victory.

By the time the red sun had reached its zenith in the clear chill cold
of Seconday, the Lancer T.O & E. showed the two conbat platoons as having 40
men each. This force constituted the Gound Strike Unit and had been trained
in anti-Mech infantry tactics. How well they would be able to put Gayson's
lectures into practice remained to be seen. The astech support platoon now
nunbered 63, and Tech Sergeant Brooke-under Master Sergeant Lori Kalmar's

direction-had both 'Mechs nmechanically sound and operational. The Wasp,
however, still |acked a head.
Witten out on the unit T.O & E chart, it all |ooked quite

i npressive, but Gayson knew that even a full battalion with four times as
many nen-even well-trained and experienced nmen-woul d be hard pressed to handl e
even one attacking 'Mech. And when one of those 'Mechs was a 75-ton Marauder

The heart of any 'Mech wunit was the conbat Lance-the 'Mechs
themsel ves. ldeally a balance of four 'Mechs worked together, somnetines
acconpani ed by an air Lance of aerospace fighters. The unit's 'Mechs were the
whol e reason for the existence of support conbat units. Except for special
units, nost 'Mech Lances, especially nercenary units, had no ground strike
force at all and consisted of 'Mechs and Techs alone. Wthout 'Mechs, a unit
consisting of mere nmen was practically defensel ess.

And the Lancers had exactly one conbat-ready Iight 'Mech.

It was a few tens of hours shy of mdday Seconday, and the Trellwan
Li ght Lancers were deploying for conbat. As Gayson had explained to Ceneral
Varney when he submitted his proposal, "W fight now, and win-or it's all been
for nothing."

There was nore than the fighting nmorale of the Lancers at stake.
G ayson needed nore than one 'Mech if the Lance was to have any chance at all.
And the only way they were going to get another 'Mech was to take one away
from the eneny.

The spaceport north of Sarghad was an unsightly sprawl of gray and
white buildings across the otherwi se enpty countryside. The ground there was
largely barren, broken by thick clunps of blue-tufted qykka and patchy swards
of blue-green prairie grass. The highway that |inked port and city was pocked
and rutted by Trellwan's vicious weather cycle, and had been but rarely
travell ed even before the com ng of the bandit raiders.

Bel ow the road was a chain of arroyos, gulleys carved through the arid
ground by repeated Thirday neltwater floods. G ayson had noted this particul ar
wadi during terrain-nmapping expeditions when it was Carlyle's Comandos who
occupied the Castle sone ten kilometers northeast, on the other side of the
port. It had survived the last series of floods and existed now as a broad,
dry channel through the desert, encrusted with frost and ice in the overhangs
where the weak sun did not penetrate. In some places, it was fifteen neters
deep, with steep slopes of treacherously balanced rock and shifting sand.



The Locust paced along the floor of the canyon with Gayson at the
controls. It felt as though a lifetime had passed since he'd l|ast been
strapped into the Mech-Warrior's hot seat. As he gripped the controls and
|l eaned into the reassuring weight of the neuro-inpulse helmet, he knew how
right it was that he'd trained for it half of his life. After spending endl ess
standard days at his report-snothered deck in the dim recesses of the city
Arnmory, Gayson felt alive again.

Hs hands rested lightly on the weapons controls and rmaneuver
overrides. Hs electrode-padded and cable-heavy helnmet picked up neural
impul ses relating to routine movenent and balance, while a sophisticated
conputer built into the cockpit seat translated those signals to the 'Mechs
four-meter wal king stride. The Locust was an extension of his body.

The popular warrior nythos held that MechWarriors , actually became
their 'Mechs, that there was a personality transfer from man to machi ne, that
the machines noved and fought because the MechWarrior's mnd was directly
controlling them None of this was true, though certainly the neuro-inpulse
hel nets had been a first promising step toward conbat systens doing just that.
Wiat the helnet did do was to direct the machine in such routine tasks as
maintaining its balance, which left the pilot's mnd free to deal wth
anal ytical tasks such as sorting out friend from foe and engagi ng in conbat.

"Striker One, this is Striker Two, do you read?"

The voice in his helmet speakers was electronically filtered and
reproduced, and required practice to understand. Transm ssions were beamed on
an extremely narrow frequency band in order to penetrate eneny electronic
counternmeasures and to defy hostile code breakers. Oten, such transm ssions
were nade in battlespeech, an artificial coded |anguage known only to the
users, but there'd been no tine to design and teach one to all who would need
to now it. Computer scranbling should make the transnmissions intelligible only
to the Lancers. At least, that's what G ayson hoped.

He bit down hard to flex the masseter nuscles below and in front of
his ears. Sensors in the helnmet read the flexing's electrical signature, and
opened a channel .

"Striker Two, this is One. Go."

"W're in position below the fence. No patrols . . . no suspicious
activity."'

"CGood. Keep alert.”

The assault force's nmovement up the wadi in broad daylight had been a
calculated risk. The raiders had helicopters, and there was no guarantee they
didn't also have a military surveillance satellite capable of counting rivets
on the Locust's dorsal armor. The Locust was shrouded in folds of canouflage
netting, and Grayson was operating the heat sinks at their |owest settings to
cut down the 'Mech's IR signature. Wat the assault team was really counting
on was luck. Careful observation of the bandit bases at the port and up Munt
Gayal at the Castle suggested that they held the Trell armed forces in very
| ow esteem and were not maintaining a proper watch on the approaches to their
encanpmrent s.

"Striker One, this is Three."

"Three, this is One. Go."

"No activity at the Castle. | have the Marauder in clear sight. It's
still parked on the parade field outside the Repair Bay doors."
"Right, Three. Keep on them"
The Locust's cockpit was so small that he could touch opposite

bul kheads with outstretched arnms. The viewscreen formed a 180-degree strip
across the front of the tiny room showng the sharply stratified |ayers of
wat er -deposited sediments in the walls of the channel outside. Mst of the
deck was taken up by the pilot's seat and the jungle of cables, consoles,
exposed circuits, and instrunentation that kept this small walking nountain
nmovi ng and fighting.

Perhaps the domi nant feature of the cockpit was the snell, a sharp,
sour tang that seened to enmnate from deck, bulkheads, and seat despite



scrubbings and |iberal dousings with chem cal absorbents. The Locust's onboard
logs and equipnent installation dates showed that this particular 'Mch was
over a century old. The distinctive odors of sweat, fear, and battle fury of
40-sone pilots had become as nmuch a part of the cockpit as the arnmor encasing
it. The smell was unpleasant, but already fading from G ayson's awareness.

It was getting warm inside the cockpit. A tiny blower behind Gayson's
head struggled with the inpossible task of cooling the pressurized space, but
before long, it would be unequal to the 'Mech's heat build-up. Gayson had
already stripped to briefs and a light tunic of net fabric. Though he was not
unconfortable yet, very soon it would become much worse.

Grayson | ooked down through electronic eyes at the troops ... his
troops, he thought. Their TK assault rifles had cone from the arnmory that was
now the Lance's HQ (though the proper fornms had never been approved by the
Mlitia supply staff). Gayson had only obtained the weapons because he knew
that a thousand of those sleek auto-fire weapons had been given to the Mlitia
by Carlyle's Commandos. The nen were bundled against the cold in cano-nottled
wi nter conmbat jackets and gloves unofficially liberated by Sergeant Ramage
fromthe Guard supply depot across from the Pal ace.

He worked his jaw nuscles tw ce, opening a line.

"Striker Two, this is One. Gve ne a feed."

"Right, One. Patch in."

An i mage wi ndow unrolled across the viewscreen. On the rim of the wadi
above him a scout poked the sensor end of an optical-fiber renote scanner
above the edge of the gully. On the inmage w ndow, G ayson saw the squat shapes
of water and fuel tanks, the crosshatching of a nesh-link fence. In the far
di stance, the hunmanoid shape of a Wasp noved through shimering haze. Hot air
was rising fromthe ferrocrete apron, causing the inmage to boil.

"That's our target," Gayson said. He opened the channel to Striker
Three. "ls the Marauder still staying put?"

"No alarm sir. Al quiet.”

"It won't be for long. Striker Two!"

He could see the tac-force striker |eader, Sergeant Ranmage, touching
the mcrophone at his throat.

"Yes-sir!"

Move out! Now "

The small body of troops surged up the slope of the wadi, using ropes
that had been set from the rim by the scouts. On schedule and according to
pl an, Platoon A noved toward the spaceport's outer fence.

Grayson took a deep breath and tasted the sour air of the cranped
Locust cockpit. He opened another conbat channel. "Striker Four, are you
ready?"

"All set here, Lieutenant." Sergeant Larressen was shouting, the
el ectronically-rendered tones of his voice oddly spaced. He nust be yelling
above the keening of his HWCs.

"W're ready here. Let 'em know you're there."

"On our way, sir!"

It had taken a direct appeal to King Jeverid to free up nuch of the
equi pnent the Lancers needed, including eight battered but serviceable
hovercraft weapons carriers, five-man machines like those he had seen and
ridden in the battle in Sarghad. Three of them nmounted auto cannons, and one a
conbat |aser. Two nore carried short-range Skorpiad anti-armor nissiles, while
the rest carried anti-personnel heavy nmachine guns. This small armada was no
match for the entire eneny 'Mech force. Wth luck, though, they mght knock
out one or nore of the light 'Mechs in open battle. Gayson had decided that
the chance was so slim that the entire convoy would better serve as a decoy
force. They were racing across the desert east of the spaceport now, their
fans churning up plunes of dust visible for tens of kilometers.

"Lieutenant! This is Striker Two!"

"CGo ahead, Two." Grayson paced the Locust along the gully as he spoke.
There was a place farther along where the slope was less steep than the spot



where the ground assault force had scranbled up. On his viewscreen, the

| ayered red and ocher strata of the arroyo's wall lurched and tilted as the
Locust strode along its gravel floor.
"There're two . . . repeat TW 'Mechs at the port. They're together
"Feed ne."

The i mage w ndow opened, and G ayson saw that the Wasp had been j oi ned
by a second light "Mech. It was difficult to see through the churning
tel ephoto view, but the second appeared to be a Stinger. The pair of 20-ton
scout 'Mechs were striding rapidly across the apron to the east.

"Striker Four, this is One."

"G . . . ahead . . . (One." Larressen mnust be scream ng against the
roar of the plenum fans in the weapons carriers' bellies. The transm ssion
carried none of the background noise, but the sergeant's words were paced by
the effort of shouting them

"You' ve been seen. Two 'Mechs ... | say again . . . two light 'Mechs
headed your way."

"W . . . copy . . . One!"

"Striker Two . . . feed nme range figures."

Red nunbers sprang into sharp relief across the image w ndow, ticking
off range and azinmuth readings as the target 'Mechs noved. The two 'Mechs were
three kilonmeters off, noving across Gayson's line-of-sight at an angle that
woul d bring them closer to the Locust's position.

Grayson waited, sweltering in the rising heat. If it were this bad now

He checked the Locust's controls one last time. Hs left hand gripped
the con stick that emerged from the left arm of his chair and swiung on joined
sliders across his lap. Hs right fingers closed on a black plastic Dgrip on
the chair's right arm Slight movenents on the grip noved the Locust's |aser
cannon up, down, back and forth, and the red button resting under his thunb
triggered it. H s indicators showed all systems running hot, conbat-ready.

Doubt had begun to plague him as he sat in his too warm cockpit.
Attacking one of the two eneny strongholds in broad daylight, with one 'Mech
and half-trained men, that had to be a recipe for suicide. Gayson pushed the
doubt aside, struggled to ignore it. So much depended on surprise. If they
succeeded in winning surprise, the raid should succeed. It WOULD succeed. |If
not ... He pushed doubt aside again, harder this tinme. The plan will work! It
HAS to!

He fished in a webbing pouch at the side of the cockpit chair, and
brought out a filmy, blue length of soft cloth. Mara had given it to him the
period before they'd left. "lI've read how the Knights of Ad Earth carried
their lady's favors into battle," she'd said. "Mara had handed him a piece of
the gown she had worn at the reception. "You could carry this."

G ayson | ooked at the scrap of material for several seconds, then made
his decision. Practicality over romance, he thought. Mara would understand. He
used the cloth to wipe away the | ayer of perspiration that had beaded over his
forehead and upper lip.

Wat ching the readouts on the target 'Mechs, he saw that the range had
decreased. A quick consultation with the Locust's on-board conputer showed
that if the enemy 'Mechs held their course and speed, they would be at their
cl osest point and noving away from Grayson's position just . . . about
NOW

Gayson's hand pressed the Locust's control stick forward, and the
'Mech | eaned forward, one armored bird's foot clawing at the soft sand slope
before it. The machine lurched and seened to stunble slightly, then G ayson
heard the whine of protesting servos as the 'Mech's conputer drew on his sense
of bal ance and struggled to remain upright.

One giant foot found purchase, and the other foot lifted. The 'Mech's
head lurched above the rim of the canyon. Now he saw the scene directly
through the Locust's sensors on the 180-screen. He struggled with the stick,



willing the machine up and forward. One flat, four-clawed foot cleared the
edge, the flanges spilling sand, and then the Locust was up and onto the hard,
flat desert surface. The Locust's bird-like form leaned forward and its
spindly legs swng up, forward, and down with shifting, nechanical novenents.
In theory, Gayson knew there was no way one 'Mech could sneak up on
anot her across open terrain. BattleMech hulls nmount sensors that cover the
entire spectrum infrared to ultra-violet, as well as sound, |aser ranging,
and radar. The 'Mech's conmputer creates a conposite 360-degree scan of the

entire battlefield that is instantly available to the pilot. In practice,
things were not so sinple. Mech Warriors are human, and, caught up in the
excitement of battle or the thrill of a chase, a pilot mght override or

ignore a conputer's signals.

Grayson was counting on the humanness of the two 'Mech pilots he was
stal king now Lori had said Enzelman was |ess experienced than she at ' Mech
operations. Though Sergeant Mendoza was experienced, his first instinct would
be to focus on the decoy convoy of speeding vehicles two kilometers in front
of the targets.

Grayson could see the HWACs off to the side, turning now under a
pillar of dust that nmushrooned into the sky. There was a flash of |ight ahead.
The eneny Wasp had fired its laser at long range with no visible effect. He
touched a control. The screen shifted to battle node, the |andscape subdued,
the eneny 'Mechs outlined in light and bracketed by readouts giving range and
sensor-detected information. Drifting red crosshairs showed the aimng point
for the |aser.

The decline of technology during the Succession Wars had keenly
affected the science of weapons nanufacture and design. No longer could the
conplex control systenms for fire-and-forget missiles, for l|ong-range particle
beans or lasers be packed into units snall enough and cheap enough to be
casually expended in conbat. BattleMech engagenents tended to be brutal,
short-range affairs, with individual 'Mechs closing to a few tens of nmeters to
deliver killing shots.

Theoretically, the laser under the Locust's chin could hit anything in
line-of-sight clear to the horizon. That range was sharply reduced, however,
by the quality of the weapons controls systens that pointed the heavy barrel.
Grayson could not count on hitting anything with that |aser at ranges greater
than about 300 meters. He'd begun his charge when the eneny was one kil oneter
away. At top speed, he would close to firing range in |less than 30 seconds.

The Wasp was between Grayson and the Stinger, blocking the Stinger's
el ectronic scanners. That was a small piece of luck, for Lori had told him
that the Stinger pilot seened to have had sone conbat experience. More,
certainly, than her conrade in the Wsp.

Range 800 neters.

For that reason, he was locking the crosshairs of his laser sight on
the rear bit of the left hip joint on the Stinger. The experienced MechWarri or
woul d be the nore dangerous of the two.

Range 600 neters.

Vll, listen to the old hand tal king, Gayson thought wyly. This is
YOUR first time in 'Mech conbat, he told hinself. Even that Wasp pilot has
seen nmore action in a 'Mech hotseat than you. Training is great, but remenber
what Giff was always telling you about there being no substitute for
experience. Just then, a flashing blue light on his console told him he was
bei ng probed by radar.

Range 400 neters.

The Stinger was slow ng, dropping behind the charging Wasp. It pivoted
on stiff legs, the long, black nmuzzle of its laser comng to the point.

Grayson's throat was suddenly tight, his nmouth sand-dry, his nose
runni ng, his stomach twisting. Ch God, don't let ne screw up, he prayed to he
knew not who.

Range 300 neters.

The Stinger fired as Grayson twisted his running 'Mech to the side.



There was a nonentary dazzle, but the battlenode imaging system controlled the
light level, protecting Grayson's eyes. H's thunb came down on the red button,
and white light pul sed across the Stinger's hip joint.

Ht! Flakes of metal glittered in the mdnmorning sun as they scattered
on the sand, and there was a trace of oily snoke near the Stinger's waist. The
Stinger sidestepped, noving rapidly to make itself a nore difficult target.
Grayson spun, swinging his laser up to bear on the back of the eneny Wasp.

The Stinger must have called a warning. The Wasp turned before G ayson
could fire again, and the laser hit the Wasp's left side instead of the broad,
al nost unarnored back. The Wasp staggered as arnmor unable to dunp the heat of
Grayson's beam exploded in bright, molten globs. The beam was attentuated
somewhat as the stricken nachine continued to turn beneath it, creating a
ragged bl ack scar across its flank.

Lights went red on Gayson's control panel, and there was a shock that
made the Locust shudder and twi st. The Stinger had fired, catching him on the
right torso. The arnor seemed to have stopped the worst of the beam but there
was m nor damage, and another hit there would certainly penetrate.

He swng and fired at the Stinger, aimng low There was a flare and a
whirl of sand as the Stinger went airborne on flaring jets. Gayson reacted
wi thout thinking with a twist and a lurch that evaded three quick-spaced shots
that cratered the sand where he'd been standing. He rolled up and fired as the
Stinger descended.

M ss!

The Locust swung about, targeting the Stinger as it dashed across his
field of fire. He triggered the laser and saw liquid netal splatter. He'd hit
the upper left arm There mght be some damage there.

He pressed the control stick, and the Locust lurched forward. A flash

and another! Two shots, alnmpst together, had missed. Wth the range down
to less than 80 neters, he fired at the Wasp and caught it square in the
chest.

So far, nost of the damage had been confined to the 'Mechs' arnor.
Very soon now, the shots would be falling on still-hot scars, burning their
way into the delicate electronic innards of the machines, and then the issue
would be settled. Gayson w ped his hand ineffectually across his brow under
the inmpulse helnmet's rubber padding. He was drenched with sweat, and the net
shirt clung to him unpleasantly. The heat in the sealed cockpit stifled him
pressed in around him naking himlight-headed.

The Wasp spun before him He lined up for a quick shot at the
bl ackened upper chest, fired, and missed. Wth his left hand still on the
control stick, his right hand found the jointed wist and finger control that
guided the Locust's twin nachine guns. Mchine guns were generally used for
firing at eneny troops, but as he had proven in his uneven duel with the Wsp
in Sarghad's streets, a heavy-caliber machine gun could penetrate 'Mech arnor,
given tine and a bit of luck. Even in the padded and pressurized interior of
the Locust's cockpit, vibrations were hamered into his body by his seat.
Tracers arced, crossed, and floated into the wildly twisting Stinger. He saw
metal chips fly from the already damaged hip, saw the Stinger's left |leg
suddenly go stiff. Hit!

Grayson char ged.

The Stinger was slow turning to neet him its leg dragging as it spun.
The two 'Mechs collided in an earsplitting crash, and the Stinger spraw ed
backward onto the sand.

Gay son followed it with laser fire, but the 'Mech rolled across its
shoul der as the laser pulse traced a line of nolten glass in the sand. The
Stinger fired, and Gay-son's viewscreen went white then black as laser fire
screamed across visual sensors recessed into the arnmor of the Locust's
conbi ned head and torso.

He jabbed viciously at the keyboard that controlled the sensor array
conputer, neanwhile keeping the Locust twi sting and dodging blindly with his
left hand. The screen cleared as reserve forward sensors canme on line. The



danmage to his 'Mech's head was severe; another head shot would smash through

the remaining arnmor and kill him He quickly checked the scale that registered
the Locust's internal heat, chewing at his lip as he scanned flickering
nunbers.

None of it was good. The tenp was clinbing dangerously. The conputer
woul d be asking for a shutdown soon. He'd lost heat sinks on his outer hull
and the buildup was becoming critical. But he would worry about that when the
time cane.

Now . . . where was the Wasp? Damm! In his monentary blindness, he'd
lost track of the ..

A violent inpact from behind smashed him forward. He pivoted, caught
his balance and turned. The Wasp collided with him from behind and nearly
knocked him down. He found hinself staring into the nuzzle of the Wasp's
| aser, knew he had no tine to bring his own l|aser to bear. But then, an
expl osion mushrooned at the Wasp's back, slamming it forward, off balance.
There was a second explosion, this one crashing into the Wasp's back arnor and
sending it sprawing flat on its belly.

The eight hovercraft of Striker Four were racing toward the three
'Mech conbatants, spreading across the desert floor. One of the missile
| aunchers trailed puffs of snoke in the HWAC s windstream and twin flashes
caught the Stinger in its right shoulder. There was a blinding pulse of Iight,
and the Stinger's armwhirled into the sand, its gauntlet still clutching the
grip of its |aser.

The Wasp whirled and broke into a run away from the hurtling
hovercraft, and toward G ayson. The Locust's laser swung to track it, |ocked
on, and fired cleanly into the 'Mech's already savaged upper torso

The Wasp staggered, blue sparks playing along the visibly shattered
circuits and torn wiring behind the crater in its chest. It took one step,
then froze there, locked in a rigid stance from which it could not escape.
Grayson turned to track the Stinger, which was linping toward the spaceport.
At 100 neters' range, he fired again, targeting the machine's already damaged
hi p.

The | eg gave way and the second ' Mech crashed into the sand.

The battle ended so abruptly that Gayson found hinself wondering if
it could really be over. The hovercraft swing up, weapons trained on the two
crippled 'Mechs. Wth relief, Gayson saw the pilots being hauled from their
cockpits, battered, but apparently able to stand and wal k.

He felt relief because of Lori, who knew one of them as a friend, as
well as for hinself. Those two might be willing recruits to the Lancers, if
properly approached. Gayson smiled ruefully at the thought, and wondered how
he woul d convince Nol em and Adel of that.

"Striker Onel Striker One! This is Three!"

"l hear you Three. Go."

"Code Red, Chief. W've got the big boys spotted, the Shadow Hawk and
the Marauder both. They're on

the road coming down fromthe castle, and it looks like they're headed
this way!"

"The Shadow Hawk! You're sure?" He realized as he spoke that that was
a silly question. How could they mistake the ID of a 5 5-ton arnored battle
machi ne?

"It just came out of the Repair Bay! It |ooks good as new . . . noving
full speed!"

Grayson chewed at his lower lip, and tasted blood. The fight wasn't
over yet.

"Cot it." Grayson's throat felt tight, his nmouth dry. "Ckay, Striker
Four! Conpany's com ng. Deploy for Code Red."

Ext ernal mi crophones on the Locust's head picked up the thuttering of
autorifle fire. He turned the 'Mech to bring telescopic sensors to bear,
zoonming in on where he could see flashes and running figures through the
churning air above the ferrocrete apron.



A fuel tank had been blown. Black snoke srmudged the northern sky, and
t he pavenment underneath was cast into the rippling gl oomof a snoke shadow.

"Striker One! Do you read?"

"W . . . hear . . . you!" Ramage sounded |ike he was gasping for
br eat h.

"We've picked off our targets, but two big brothers are on their way
down the nountain. You have ten mnutes!”

"Il copy ! W're alnost . . . Mnning, watch that warehouse .
fifteen high! Get him" The transm ssion was broken off for a noment. Then,
"Yes-sir . . . we're alnost wapped up here!"

"Do you have the transport?"

"W have it. It's on the way."

One of the nost inmportant vehicles in any 'Mech Lance technical
pl atoon was a transporter, a huge, broad, powered sled used to recover and
carry 'Mechs damaged on the battlefield. Until now the Lancers did not have
such a vehicle. Their only alternative had been to take one from the bandits.

The Lancers' new transporter had been brought to Trellwan as part of a
trade agreement wth the Comonwealth |long before Carlyle's Comandos had
arrived.

More sophisticated nodels bore their loads on air cushions. This one
was an ol der, wheeled vehicle. Each of its eighteen tires was tw ce the height
of a man, and a single drum wnch secured 2 cm cross-braided dianond
nmonofi | ament cables for recovery operations. Striker Two had been assigned to
cause whatever damage they could to the spaceport facilities, but capturing
the giant 'Mech transporter was their primary mssion. And now, transporting
the Wasp would be their first operation.

Grayson was already preparing the Wasp to be hoisted when the
transporter arrived on the scene. The Locust did not have manipul ative nenbers
li ke most humanoid 'Mechs, but there were cleats and rings to which cables
could be attached. Troops from the tacforce hovercraft swarned across the
downed Wasp, securing it with heavy cables and passing these up through the
eyes of the Locust's tow rings.

The transporter arrived at the apex of a gradually dispersing cloud of
dust and was positioned alongside the Wasp. Wth the Locust supplying the
nmuscl e power, they eased the Wasp half up off its back until it rested on its
heel s, then swung around 45 degrees and lowered it back down to a ranp that
extended back behind the transporter deck to the desert floor. Wrking
swiftly, men used the vehicle's winch and three-meter pry bars to work the
damaged ' Mech into place, and then the transporter's w nch hauled the ranmp and
its 20-ton burden aboard.

Bl ack smoke boiled into the cold green sky above the spaceport.
Seconds later a pair of dull thunps sounded across the desert, followed by the
rattle of small arns fire in the direction of Munt Gayal. From where his
'Mech surveyed the edge of the port, Gayson could see the brooding, truncated
pyram d of the Castle halfway up the sl ope.

"That'll be our friends," Gayson told Sergeant Larressen. "Wuat do
you think? Can we manage the Stinger too?"

Larressen stood close by the Locust's left foot, gloved hands on his
hi ps, puffs of white vapor issuing from his nmouth in the frigid air. He was
breathing hard after the struggle to raise the Wasp.

" "W can try. He panted a bit over the radio circuit.

"The question is whether we can nove it once we get it up."”

"Try it."

The Locust hel ped maneuver the transporter sled across the sand to the
side of the fallen Stinger, and they repeated the |oading process. The ranp
was |ong and broad enough for only one 'Mech, and so the Stinger had to be
piled on top of the Wasp. As the Locust backed the Stinger onto the heap,
Larressen detailed eight nen to retrieve the 'Mech's arm from the sand 50
neters away.

"Striker One, this is Three."



"Yeah, Three. Co."

"Can't hold em nuch |onger. W& anbushed' em with rocket |aunchers, but
it didn't slow them down. The Shadow Hawk is closing on us, while the Marauder
is still headed toward you . . . and we can't do a damm thing about it."

"Right. Scatter your mnes and withdraw. W're rolling."

"On our way."

Grayson gave the go-ahead to the transporter's driver, who was perched
in the vehicle's cab high above the desert, alnmost at shoulder level wth
Grayson's 'Mech. The vehicle was rated for 60 tons, but the pair of 20-tonners
on its salvage deck were so precariously fitted that Gay-son did not want to
trust even dianond nonofilanent |ashings when the accelerating vehicle hit
rough ground.

Grayson opened a conbat channel to all units. "Al Strikers, this is
One. M ssion acconplished! pack it in, we're going hone!"

"Striker One, this is Two!"

"CGo ahead, Two."

"Ramage, Lieutenant. W've got a bit of a problem here.”

Gayson closed his eyes. Problens just now were what they did not
need. "Wat is it?"

"Civilians, sir! A couple hundred of them W got into a firefight
with sonme sentries. Turned out they were guarding a quonset hut full of
prisoners."

"What's the probl en?"

"Cod, Lieutenant, how re we supposed to get them out of here? Half of
"em are sick, and none of 'emfit to run ten klicks back to town!"

Suddenly, Gayson had a mind s eye image of the prisoners-shocked,
weak, tired, and nowhere to go. He renenbered Renfred Tor saying the bandits'
prisoners would end up as slaves, renmenbered day don's pain at the nenory of
his nother. He couldn't I|eave those people to the nercy of the bandits.
Twi sting the Locust's control stick, he urged the machine into a |urching,
t hudding run. Once across the shredded remmants of the spaceport fence, he
pressed toward the sound of gunfire.

Machine gun fire howed and whined from the damaged arnor of the
Locust's head. Grayson swung his 'Mech, tracing IR shadows of hidden nmen. The
Locust's machine gun stretched out with lazy, probing streans of tracers, then
ignited a hastily constructed barricade of fuel drums and wooden crates. As
the barricade exploded into nmere dust and splinters, Gayson's external mke
pi cked up a ragged cheer from men trotting out from cover. Their tired faces
were blackened with grime, and many were missing helmets and other gear.
Several were being helped along by unwounded conrades, but his men still had
the strength to cheer.

The former prisoners, however, were dazed and unconprehendi ng. The
assault team had |iberated a hal f-dozen scout hovercraft from sonewhere in the
port, and these were crowded to overflowing with the weakest and sickest of
the ex-prisoners, and with some of the wonen. From the shattered w ndows of
the port control tower, tracers flashed and spat, seeking the refugees. A
sol di er screanmed, thrashing on the ferrocrete. The Locust's machine guns fired
again, and broken glass and fragnents of stone showered from the tower to the
ground.

Sergeant Ramage!''’

"Sirt"

"Check those buildings over there." From his higher vantage point,
Grayson could see what |ooked l|like storage sheds to the north. The Locust
gestured with a gun arm "See if you can round up nore vehicles."

"Sirt"

"Striker Four!"

"We're herel”

"You're going to have to run interference for us. Go for the Marauder!
Sl ow hi m down!"
There was no response, but Grayson didn't have tine



to pursue it. The hovercraft carrier's comuander nust be in shock with
orders like that.

"Transporter!”

"Yes-sir!"

"Change of plan! Swing north toward the port. You'll have sone
passengers. "

"Yes-sir!"

H s consol e warned him of probing radar.

"Mowve it nmen! We're out of tinel”

Expl osi ons echoed across the desert. The Marauder was there, four
kil ometers off and closing with ponderous, slowmotion strides. The hovercraft
peel ed off to neet this new nenace, snarling low across the wastes to |oose
m ssiles and pul ses of |aser |ight.

Grayson had a new worry now. None of the ex-prisoners had col d-weat her
gear. The sub-zero tenperature would quickly kill them if they weren't noved
to shelter fast. It was al so possible the Marauder mght get them

Grayson tracked and fired with his laser. At over three klicks, he
t hought he had scored hits, but could not be sure. At such ranges, even the
nost powerful 'Mech-borne |asers were practically useless.

The Marauder's autocannon winked fire in return. Flane gushed from a
stricken GEV, strewing netal, plastic, and bodies across the sand. The other
hovercraft circled around, seeking to strike their target fromthe rear, where
the arnmor was thinnest. The Marauder slowed, paused, searching for anmbush or
conceal ed attackers.

The transporter ground to a runbling halt, and the freed prisoners
swarnmed up along the sides, grabbing handhol ds and being pulled up by troopers
onto the broad deck. Heavily laden hovercraft thrumed past, racing for
Sarghad. Qhers deposited their passengers beside the transport, then swing
north to gather nore stragglers.

The ferrocrete enptied, except for the littered debris of battle.
Gayson called all wunits.

"That's it! Fall back! Striker Four, drop your mnes and break off!
Rendezvous at Sarghad!"

Aut ocannon shells probed and followed, falling short.

They were well underway when the Marauder, perhaps

suspecting an anbush, broke off the chase.

Thirty hours after the battle at the wadi, Harimandir Singh stared at
an image of the boy he'd thought was dead.

"So," he said. The word held calm acceptance, as well as grim
anticipation. He fingered the 2-D photo his spy had handed him "So Carlyle's
son is alive. And you say he's the one behind this . . . this situation?"

Stefan nodded jerkily. Singh terrified him He never knew how the Red
Duke's man woul d react to the news he brought, and the uncertainty was wearing
on him

Stefan had been recruited by one of Singh's agents in Viscount Vogel's
staff shortly after the Commonweal th representative had arrived at the Castle.
The Young Trell was proud and anbitious, and bridled under the subtleties of
custom and prejudice that separated the offworlder starmen from the "indigs",
the locals. That agent had played on both Stefan's pride and his greed. Stefan
now had nmore noney in one of Sarghad's banks than he'd ever seen in his life,
and had been promi sed even larger rewards for continued loyalty in service to
the Red Duke.

Stefan swall owed hard. "I was at the celebration, Lord. The King gave
him a nedal -his second, | believe-and made a speech. He called Carlyle's son
the 'Deliverer of Sarghad.' "

Singh's eyes flashed, sharp and cold. "He didn't see you?"

"No, Lord. | was in the back of the room The light on the stage was
bright. He couldn't have seen me, not in that crowd. | think everyone in



Sar ghad must have been there."
"That's good. O herw se he might recognize you fromour assault on the

Castle."

"Yes, Lord."

"Carlyle will have to die, of course. The question is what to do with
this new unit he's formng." Singh |ooked thoughtful. "They have a full Lance
now. Four ' Mechs."

"Only three, Lord. | overheard two astechs talking at the reception. |

gather that one of the Wasps cannot be repaired, and they're using it for
sal vaged parts.”
"Three 'Mechs or four, it cannot matter. Light 'Mechs are no match for

a Mrauder and a Shadow Hawk.'' He flipped Gayson's photograph aside.
"Carlyle knows he cannot win. Perhaps he will try sonmething desperate.”

Singh smled to hinmself. "Now, that would be ... pleasant."

"You will attack, then, Lord?" Singh's relaxed and tal kative nmood mnade

Stefan nore bol d.
"Eh? Not while they remain in that city. Those narrow streets and
alleys are deathtraps for 'Mechs. No, we will remain here, and wait."
"But Lord, how will you bring themout to fight?"
"W won't need to. They cannot attack us here in the Castle, and very

soon we Wi ll no longer need to attack them™

"l don't understand, Lord."

"And it is not desirable that you do. If you knew the Plan, | would
kill you now "

Stefan pal ed, and renmi ned silent.

"I want you to return to Sarghad. You' ve been ny eyes and ears there,
Stefan. Now you will be nmy hand." Singh smiled at Stefan in his icy fashion,
and the young Trell found the expression horrifying.

Sarghad's hospital complex lay nostly below ground in the southern
part of the city. Its ground |evel was doned-over against Trellwan's extrenes
of climate, but an open patient |ounge and exercise area was bathed in ruddy
light through wall transparencies during the day. Trell was westering. The
spaceport battle was a standard week in the past.

Captain Renfred Tor shook Grayson's hand.

"I take it you didn't get the job you were looking for," Gayson said.

"They refused rather bluntly, | must say." Tor was well on the way to
recovery, though he remained in a wheelchair while tissue grafts healed on his
toes. He had been carried to the transporter by another escaping prisoner when
his frostbitten feet had given out. The bruises on Tor's face had heal ed, but
there was still a haunted look to the man, sone secret horror that he would
not di scuss.

"Well, things have changed in Sarghad. |'ve got a job for you, if you
want it."

Tor eyed Gayson's dress greens with exaggerated distaste. "Your

choice of tailors seens to have changed for the worse. You're a soldier now?"

G ayson shrugged. "They haven't signed ne up formally, but yeah, |
guess | am We've been putting together a 'Mech unit. W're listed as a
regiment on the staff command's T.0O, but that's wishful thinking so far. One
working ' Mech, sone captures, and three conpanies of eager but very raw
recruits. W could use you."

The freighter pilot |ooked thoughtful. "Doing what? I'mnot a nmilitary
man. "

Grayson wal ked to the wall transparency and gazed out at the frost
glittering on the sand outside, which was red in Trell's westering |ight.

"Hel ping us get a ship, for one thing. Piloting us to Tharkad for

anot her. "'

Tor's eyebrows clinbed his forehead. "Tharkad?"

"Well, maybe to a Conmonweal th base, first. Drune Il is a possibility.
It's only about 90 light years in." Gayson turned suddenly to face Tor.

"W've beaten the pirates a couple of times, but we can't expect that to



continue. Wiat we need to do is get Commonwealth forces back here to help

fight them Carlyle's Conmandos . . . what's left of them. . . probably went
to Tharkad. Maybe we could join up with them"
"If they're still in commssion," Tor said gently. "Wth no 'Mechs to
their name, and precious little equi prment, where could they go?"
"The Commonwealth has to know what's happening here,” Gayson

conti nued, stubbornly ignoring what Tor had said. "They could dispatch a 'Mech
regi ment and nop those pirates right off Munt Gayal."

"From what 1've heard, your Comonwealth was nore than happy to turn
this cinder over to Hendrik in the first place. Wy should they bother?" Tor
stirred in the wheelchair. "But that's really all beside the point because you
need a ship before you need a ship's captain.”

"Exactly! And that's why | need you. Your DropShip is still at the
port. Your freighter rmust still be parked at the junp point. If we could
capture the DropShip, pack it with soldiers ..."

"And have themall flamed by the Invidious' mneteor defenses the nonent
they get within 500 klicks of her. Lad, | don't think you know what you're up
agai nst."

G ayson felt discouraged, but rallied with an effort of wll. It was
too early yet to know what m ght work and what would not. "But you'll help us?
Wien you get up and around? 1'll make you ny advisor, put you on ny staff."”

Tor sighed. "There's no stopping you, | see.” Then he grinned. "I
always did love a good fight, youngster, and | sure as hell don't know how |I'm
going to pay for ny room and board here!" Gayson knew the governnment had
already promised to pay the hospitalization expenses of those the Lancers had
rescued from the spaceport. But Tor was an outsider in the sane curious |inbo
as Gayson, and belonged nowhere on Trellwan. Wth a shrug, Tor added,
"Besi des, you need soneone to keep you out of trouble.”

It was not so easy to convince O aydon, however. He had been ambng the
180-o0dd civilians and soldiers freed during the spaceport raid. Gayson saw
him as the group disenbarked at the Mlitia HQ and had run up to himwth a

shout and a grin. But his greeting was rebuffed. "I should be glad to see
you?" The Trell asked bitterly. "After what happened to ny hone ... to
Fat her ?"

"I-1"m sorry, daydon." Wat could G ayson possibly say to bridge that
rift? "Look ... it wasn't ny fault!"

"Not your fault?" Caydon's pale face flushed. "Listen, young Lord,
you have marvel ous faculty for using people, for riding them like 'Mechs until
they break down or you get where you're going. |I'll have no nore of it."

"d aydon, we need you!" Wth another Tech of O aydon's qualifications,
the technical platoon would have half a chance to get the captured 'Mechs in
fighting order. But, gods of the old League, the anger that was in himnl

"But | don't need you! Leave nme alone." Caydon had turned on his
heel , | eaving Grayson standing by the massive wheel of the transporter.

He nmused about C aydon as he made his way north through Sarghad's
streets toward Mara's apartnment. He'd decided to walk despite the cold because
he needed the tine to do sone thinking. Anyway, his col d-weather gear kept him
war m enough. The streets were filled with the usual nerchants, civilians, and
sol di ers going about their business, though there were no crowds this far from
the nmerchants' quarter.

Grayson had not seen Mara in nore periods than he could count, and
schedul e or no schedule, he'd promsed her that during his next rest period
they would get, in her words, reacquainted. Somehow he could not keep his mnd
on Mara, though, because something day don had said continued to echo in his
m nd. Use people? O course he used people! As Lance Conmander he had to use
them daily to get anything done, trading favors for favors, bolstering egos to
get work done, pulling strings on juniors and superiors alike. And the job HAD
to be done.

But Grayson was becomi ng unconfortable, certain that Cay don had been
referring not to what he was doing, but why. In his heart, Gayson knew he was



working to create an anti Mech infantry unit, not nerely to guard Trellwan, but
as a tool for bringing dowmn the black and gray Marauder. But revenge or not,
if what he did also benefited Trellwan's people, what was the wong?

A four-wheel ed transport squeaked to a stop on the road beside him

"Grayson! Wait!" Lori clinbed out of the transport's cab. "It's all
right," she said to the driver. "I'Il be with him"
"Grayson caught the green-coated driver's answer. "M/ orders,
Sergeant. I'mto stay with you."

Lori's expression was one of frustration as she approached G ayson. A
sol dier, usually a Royal Guard, watched her whenever she went beyond the Lance
HQ or the apartnent that had been assigned to her.

"Hello, Lori. What can | do for you?"

"I need to ... talk." She glanced over her shoulder at the driver, who
had parked the vehicle and stood beside it now, just out of hearing.
Ch, hell, not now, he thought, but he managed a half-snile. "Sure.
Valk with me?"
She nodded and fell into step. Her guard followed at a discreet

di st ance.

"What's the probl en?"

"What isn't? Grayson, this just isn't going to work!"

"Ah. Cultural problens again?" That was their private code for the
difficulties Lori faced working with men from a culture that did not accept
worren in | eadership or mlitary positions.

"And then sone! I've been trying to requisition ammo reloads, and
those red tape-stuffed bureaucrats won't even talk to nme. Insist they want to
talk to a quote responsible officer or NCO unquote."

"You show them your warrant?" It had taken a special pass wth
Jeverid's seal and signature on it to let Lori acconplish much of what she'd
had to do.

"Of course. And now there's the problemwth Garik."

Gari k Enzelman was Lori's former conrade, captured with his Wasp at
the battle for the spaceport. After talking with Lori, he had agreed to join
Grayson's command, but staff officers and even other menbers of the unit had
ferociously resisted the idea.

"Did you get him sprung?"

She nodded. "Finally. They have watchdogs follow ng him around, too."

"I can't really help that, Lori. You have to admt you two could do a
ot of damage if you set your minds to it."

"But they don't seemto understand that we owe Haimandir Singh and his
bandits nothing! Nothing! He practically kidnapped us, killed one of our
people on the way here ..."

Grayson knew this really wasn't the right noment for the discussion.
"Look, I"Il talk to someone next work period ..."

"Gay, | can't take this any nmore! Either they let ne do ny job, or
He put his hand out. "Wt ..."

A noise, a lowpitched hum from behind, had alerted him He turned
just in time to see a small, dark-haired man stepping up behind him For a
frozen instant, Gay-son tried to place where he'd seen the man before. But
there was no time to pursue the thought. The vibroblade in the man's hand was
white hot.

Grayson stepped back, and the blade swept up past his face leaving a
trail of heat and the odor of scorched netal. The blade swng again, Gayson
dodged again, and felt a stone wall press into his back. Lori shouted a
war ni ng and stepped between G ayson and the attacker.

The attacker stiff-armed Lori to the side. "Qut of the way, |ady!" But
Lori's hands had closed on the man's wist and el bow, her booted foot smashing
into his knee.

The bl ade hummed through the air toward this new target, but Gayson
took the man's right armin an el bow lock as Lori spun him headfirst into the

I'm.



wall with a sound |ike eggs cracking. The vibroblade danced on the pavenent,
gouging out a chunk of ferrocrete as it fell. Then Gayson had pulled the
power pack lead and the glowing menace died. Hs attacker slunped to the
ground.

Grayson crouched and probed the man's throat, feeling for a pulse.
''He's dead. Neck's broken."

"Damm, " Lori said.

"What is it?"

"l didn't nean to kill him Now we can't find out who he is."

"No matter. | know him"

"Ch?" (One eyebrow arched. "Friend of yours?"

He shook his head. "Hs nane is Stefan. He was an astech with the
Conmandos. The spy who let the bandits into the Castle. He nust be working for

who' d you say their |eader was?"

"Harimandir Singh. You nust be getting on his nerves, if he's singled
you out for this kind of special attention.''

"Yes," Grayson said softly. "Singh." The name settled cold and hard in
his heart. He'd vowed to kill the traitor who had opened the Castle's gates to
the eneny. Though it had been Lori who had delivered the killing blow what
mattered was that the man was dead. Yet, Gayson did not feel the satisfaction
he' d expected. Instead, the need for revenge was rising again, a blood-burning
lust. Stefan had been merely Singh's tool, and so Singh was the man he really
want ed. But how?

Lori's guard appeared, automatic pistol in hand. "Wat happened?”

"I mght ask you the same thing, trooper. \Were the hell were you?"

"It ... it happened so fast "

The adrenalin surge had passed, |eaving G ayson suddenly weak, tired.
He closed his eyes to the guard' s inconpetence. "Never mnd. You' d better take
the sergeant back to her quarters.”

"Yes-sir."

"No, Gray, let ne stay with you."

G ayson frowned. He was already late for his nmeeting with Mara. "No,"

he told her. "Go with him 1'Il see you next work period. I've . . . got an
appoi ntment . "
Lori's mouth set into a hard line. "Yes, sir. Goodnight, sir.'' She

climbed into the front seat of the transport wthout another glance at
Grayson. He knew she was upset, knew she wanted to talk nore, but he felt so
weak and suddenly tired. Did Singh want his death as nmuch as Gayson wanted
Singh's? Perhaps the man did not realize that Gayson's death would not stop
the Trellwan Lancers. Though their training was still far below Conmonwealth
regular mlitary standards or the standards Kai Giffith would have set, the
cadre of trained and experienced troops was growing. Even if the bureaucrats
wouldn't let Lori drive a 'Mech, several MechWarrior apprentices showed
prom se, especially the youngest one, Yarin.

Grayson clenched his hands into white-knuckle fists to keep them from
trenmbling. It was just now dawning on himthat he'd only very narrowy escaped
death. It was the fact that Stefan had ignored Lori because he didn't consider
her a threat-probably because she was a wonan-that had saved him

The transport pulled away fromthe curb and hurried

off down the street. Gayson watched it go, then quickened his stride
toward Mara's apartment.

"W don't dare attack, GCeneral. It would be suicide, and the end of
everything we've built here.”

G ayson paced the room before the desk where Varney sat. General Adel
wat ched him from a chair in the corner. Chief Mnister Stannic stood by the
wi ndows, his back to the group, a glass of sonething red and potent in his
hand.

Gayson was afraid of Stannic. The planet's defense mnister had a
sharp, abrupt nmanner, a way of rapping out questions |ike autocannon fire. And
Grayson did not know how much he knew about his daughter's liaison with the



of fworl der |eader of the Trellwan Lancers. Trells were fiercely protective of
their wves and daughters, and neetings between the sexes were wusually
supervised by a matronly fermale relative called a duennsha. Mara had nore
freedom and nore unsupervised free time than nost Trell girls. She had her own
apartnent next to her father's place on the Hub, and even wal ked unescorted to
her place of work at the Pal ace offices. Does he know |'ve been sleeping with
her, Grayson wondered?

Through the w ndows behind Stannic, green sky and red sun cast |ong
shadows into the room Seconday was passing wth dragging hours. Qutside,
| aborers worked to secure insulating panels to the wi ndows. Wth the advent of

Secondni ght, the tenperature would plunge in the final chill before the
hem sphere's warmng trend. In the distance, clouds hung grey and heavy over
the nountains. It was still snowing up there, Gayson thought.

Adel stirred in his chair. "You lack confidence yet, youngster. Surely
the Deliverer of Sarghad can be certain of his own acconplishnments?"

Grayson turned to him with scarcely concealed inpatience. "I can be
certain we've been lucky so far, General. | can also be certain that three
light 'Mechs are not going to get very far in a contest with heavies. Ceneral,
do you have any idea what you're asking of us?"

"The people are expecting victory, Gayson," Stannic said. "In a way,
your successes are working against you. After the capture of those two 'Mechs
at the spaceport, they're wondering why you haven't gone on to take the
Castle."

"Take the Castle!™ Gayson hadn't expected that one. "Take the
Castle-with three 20-ton ' Mechs?"

Varney stirred, his expression concerned. "Wuat would you need to

storm the Castle, Gayson?"

Adel snorted. "Seems to ne the Castle was taken away from the
Conmonweal th garrison by three "Mechs . . . and with four 'Mechs guarding it!"
"Ceneral, | don't think we need to get into needless recrimnations,"”

Varney said. He glanced at Stannic, then back to Grayson. "W're not ordering
you to attack, Gayson. But we would like to see sonme plan of action, sone
constructive use for the Lancers. See if you can work up a study, and have it
on ny desk in, shall we say, 70 hours?"

"But Ceneral ..."

"Now, son. Wen you becomre a |eader of nmen, you find out that
everything you touch becones political."

"Political ? Wiat do politics have to do with it?" Gayson had never
cared for politics, had always been inpatient with any system that produced
nmore words and paperwork than anything el se.

"I don't know if you realize it, son, but you and your Lancers are the
focus of a lot of controversy just now "

G ayson shook his head. "I've been too busy."

"l should think so. But there are people who call thenselves the Peace
Party, and they have support on the Mnisterial Council . . . people who argue
that we have to nmake terns with the bandits."

"Terms!"

"Don't sputter, boy," Adel said. "You'll get spots on the furniture."

Varney cast a disapproving glance at Adel. "Ceneral, if you don't
mnd, | wonder if you would excuse us for a nonent?"

The Quard Ceneral's jaw set in a hard line, but he relaxed after a
moment, stood, and nodded to Stannic and Varney. "Very well. This is all
nonsense anyway . . . Yyou realize that, don't you? Stannic, you, of all

peopl e, ought to know better? You were a Quards officer before you becane a
politician! The Lancers must be put
under a single, unified command, and it is the Quards who have the
political clout to oversee their operation.”
Wien Adel had left, Gayson said, "He doesn't |like ne, does he?"
Varney shrugged with a twitch at the corner of his nouth. "He's
powerful, with powerful friends. He would Iike to control the 'Mech Lance."



" \Npy 2"
"Because it represents nore power. Gayson, | asked himto |eave so
that I could tell you frankly, wthout getting into a debate with General
Adel, that there's a lot of trouble in the Defense Mnistry over the Lancers.
There are factions upset about the presence of off-worlders' in the unit "

"I'"'man offworlder General!"

" and many who protest your wuse of known bandits. This
worran- Kal mar - her presence on your staff is generating one hell of a storm And
now | understand you have a requisition in to use another captured bandit

Enzman?"
"Gari k Enzelman. He knows as nmuch about 'Mechs as Sergeant Kal nmar
does. "

Varney shook his head. "I tell you now, Gayson, the governnent is not
going to be able to tolerate your use of prisoners of war in such an inportant
mlitary capacity. Really, son, you've got to see it our way."

"And with all respect, sir, you've got to see it mne! Kalmr and
Enzel man represent valuable, Tech-trained resources. They know 'Mechs inside

and out, as well as any Tech! W'd be stupid not to use them General, | don't
have anything else to work w th!'

"That may be ... that may well be. Gayson, |'ve got to give you all
the support | can, but what |I'm trying to say is that you ve made enem es,
powerful enemes who , would like to see the Lancers handled differently
or [ elimnated conpletely. You ve generated one hell of a lot of problens in
the Palace with these off-worlders'. It gives the opposition amunition
know what | nean?"'

"What the General is trying to say," Stannic said, "is that there are
political careers at stake here, people who will rise or fall depending on
whet her your Trellwan Lancers succeed, fail, or just sit on their backsides

and do nothing. W need action, successful action, and we need it fast, or we
can't justify the expense or the controversy over this offworlder thing at the
Mnisterial Hall."

"l thought the King hinself was behind the Lancers!" Stannic smled,
but the ook in his eyes was grim "Even the King couldn't buck the tide if it
turned on us. And son, if we lose this fight, so do you. Your Lancers won't
survive if the government cuts its support. God help you if you screw up! Cot
ne?"

Grayson wasn't sure what it was he had gotten, but its touch was
i ce-col d.

The cold was bitter, an iridium blade carving through sneak suits and
bone and nmarrow, borne on a keening wind. The air was so dry it |eached
nmoi sture from exposed skin, but intermttent flashes of distant |[|ightning
reveal ed heavy snow clouds above the nmountains to the north. It was the dark
of m d-Secondnight. Trellwan was approaching the sun again, but this would be
a Far Passage, with the sun high in the sky on the far hem sphere, while
Sarghad renmained gripped in sub-zero night.

Wth Far Passage would come the Secondnight stornms, and then the
gradual warmi ng of Thirday. But that was a week of standard days away.

The team of nen clothed in night-black slipped along a frost-rimred
ridge on the perimeter of the parade ground below the Castle. Lights on poles
strung along the fenced perineter cast stark illumnation over the ferrocrete
apron, and isolated the loonmng black nmass of the truncated stone pyramd
above them There was activity in the open Repair Bay. Figures noved there,
vi sible through the broad glass walls bathed in red |ight.

Grayson signalled to Sergeant Ramage: Mwve up. He used no words, as
there might be sonic detectors nearby, listening with computer-controlled
filters to elimnate the yowing wind and pick up a whispered conversation.
Ramage nodded and noved forward with cautious, uneven actions calculated to
fool sensors set to detect the sounds of ordinary novenent.

Grayson's mouth was very dry, and only partly because of the bitter
dryness in the air. He realized that never, not even during the firefight in



the Castle's central control, had he ever been so scared.

He had cone up with the plan Jeverid' s CGeneral Staff and the Council
M nisters wanted, having worked it out during long sessions with his senior
staff sergeants, Lori, Ramage, and Larressen. The plan approved, the four of
them had then worked even longer and harder to select and train an assault
force of 50 picked men.

Their targets were the Castle and the slunmbering hulk of the Shadow
Hawk. Sarghad's mlitary intelligence insisted that the 'Mech had been damaged
by thermite grenades during the delaying action at the spaceport, but was now
al nost repaired. Grayson's force would gain entry to the Repair Bay, clear it
with small arns fire and grenades, plant powerful thermite nelters at key
points on the Shadow Hawk's armor, then withdraw into the darkness. Wth | uck,
the ' Mech would be hopelessly ruined for anything but spare parts. Even enough
danage to require another few hundred hours of repair time would be worth
alnost any cost in nen and equiprment. And when he thought of it that way,
G ayson knew he had to | ead the m ssion hinself.

"You can't," Varney had said. "You' re the whole reason for this Lance!
Wt hout your specialized know edge of 'Mechs and ' Mech tactics ..."

"Lori Kalmar has precisely the sanme know edge," he'd said. That was
not entirely true, for she'd not had Kai Giffith to train her in small unit
tactics, but this wasn't the nmoment to quibble. "She can carry on if | don't
conme back."

"No woman is going to lead this unit, Gayson. Especially not an
of fworl der!"’

Varney had continued to protest, but in the end, Gay-son sinply
insisted on going, and that was that. They would have gotten no work from him
locked into a District HQ cell, and nothing short of that would keep him from
leading his team He reasoned that his training suited him for the m ssion,
while troops would respond with an extra neasure of effort if their CQ was in
the fight with them

Thanks to Giffith, Gayson was an expert in comando tactics, but the
men in his command were still green. As recently as four standard-day weeks
ago, nost of the soldiers on the team could not properly use canmpuflage, could
not sneak-stalk an eneny sentry, could not even load and fire an automatic
weapon in anything less than five seconds. Gayson had been training in small
unit tactics and techni ques when he was fifteen, and training under the sharp
eye and sharper tongue of Sergeant Giffith. He'd balanced the risk of letting
them proceed with the mission on their own wth the risk that he would be
killed, then decided the ganble was worth it. The chance of success would be
increased by his presence, his direction, and the steadying influence of
knowi ng the CQ was wat ching.

Gayson's training had included a wide variety of weapons, nmartial
arts training that blended several very old and effective fighting traditions,
as well as training in noving swiftly, silently, and with precise navigation.
He was sure of his skills, even glad of the opportunity to exercise them
again. Wiy, then, was he terrified?

He licked his lips, and the pain of the cold on wetted l|ips steadied
him He had been scared in the firefight in the Castle, but nunbed al nost into
insensibility by his father's death. He had been frightened during the street
battle when he'd dueled with the Wasp, when he'd stalked and confronted the
Locust, but he'd been sustained by the hunger for revenge. The desire had
dull ed, becone lost in the piles of admnistrative details that needed
Grayson's attention. He had been afraid during the one-against-one 'Mech
battle, but real 'Mech conbat was so like sinulator conbat that, except for
the heat, it had been easy to lose hinself and his fear in the dance of the
gi ant machi nes.

But now Grayson Death Carlyle lay on frozen ground outside the gaping
maw of the Castle, and trenbled inwardly. The other operations had all been
nmore or less forced on him by the needs of the noment. This mission had been
ordered by the high command, and he was not yet convinced that it was a



necessary one. Wrse was the fact that he was leading 50 nen against a
fortress designed to repulse a battle force of laser turret-armed DropShips
and a regi nent of heavy ' Mechs.

That a force simlar in size to his Lancers had taken the Castle
before was no confort. That attack had conme as a conplete surprise and had
been aided by a traitor within the Castle walls. Gayson had no traitor to
assist him nor could he be sure that the eneny did not expect him

There was something else, too, sonething nagging at the back of his
m nd. He had been worried about how they would enter the Castle. Fornerly, the
doors had responded to his palm print, but the Castle's new occupants mnust
have changed the conputer security |ID system by now At best, doors would
admt him while triggering an alarm on the screens in Central Security. They
had brought expl osives to breach a door, if necessary.

Strangely enough, the Repair Bay doors stood w de open, shinmering as
the castle's inner heat spilled into the cold air outside. It was alnost too
easy; a volley of fire to cut down the pair of sentries just inside the door
track, a sudden rush, and they would have their target. Gayson could make out
the form of the Shadow Hawk lying flat on the work pedestal below the tangled
web-work on the repair Bay gantry.

Maybe that was what the worry was. It |ooked too easy. Giffith had
always warned him to expect the unexpected, to be convinced that danger
usual ly existed where one l|east expected it. Wat hidden danger mght be
gnawing at his awareness here? There was always the danger of betrayal, of
course. The attack on the Castle had burned that lesson into his very being.
Still, the only ones who knew of the present attack were those at the highest
| evel s of the Defense Mnistry, and they were united in the need for a Lancers
victory. He thought nonmentarily of Stefan, of other bandit agents anong his
own mren, but then dismssed the idea. That Stefan had been the one to attenpt
Grayson's death suggested that there were very few such agents in the city.
No, most of the spies anong his ranks belonged to the Guard or to the MIitia.

He pulled out a fist-sized transceiver, |engthened the antennae, and
scratched the transmitter three times, click pause clickclick. He waited,
straining to hear above the wind. The answer canme, click pause, click, pause
click-click. Had he heard a rapid flurry of clicks, it would have neant that
the Marauder was no |onger under Sergeant Larressen's observation as it
patrolled the perineter of the spaceport, but was on its way up the road to
the Castle. The signal received indicated that the Mrauder was still where
he'd watched it ten hours before. There was no way it could reach the Castle
in less than ten mnutes. That gave G ayson plenty of tine.

A short-ranged tactical receiver in his left ear scratched out another

code, «clickclick clickclick, clickclick. That was Ramage, in position up
ahead, reporting that the way was clear, with no sign of traps, hidden troops,
or unexpected weapon enplacenents. Listening to the signal, Gayson idly

wat ched the silhouette of a heavy-coated sentry shrug and slap hinmself, as
though trying to get warm

The eneny might decide to close the Repair Bay doors any nonent, and
so the Lancers had to nove now. G ay-son pulled his weapon around on its strap
into position in front of his chest. It was a Rugan submachine gun that fired
large, slow rounds at 1000 rounds per mnute from a blackened nmagazine
protruding far below the handgrip. The weapon was of |ocal nmanufacture, and
not as trustworthy as the Comonwealth weapons Carlyle's Commandos had
carried. Long hours on a firing range behind the arnory had convinced him that
it would be a serviceable" general weapon for a sneak raid. Gayson renenber,
set the selector for three-round bursts. The Rugan packed 80 casel ess rounds
into that |ong magazi ne, but those would be gone in five seconds on full auto.

According to the plan, it was Gayson's shots that would signal the
attack. That left it in his hand whether to go ahead with the operation or
not. An abort would be signalled over the tacradi os each man wore. An attack
woul d be | aunched by the death of the two sentries.

He took a nonment to slow his breathing, to swallow the dryness in his



throat, to blink the sting of the wind and the fear from his eyes. He didn't
care about the victory the Sarghadi an governnment needed. This would be another
strike against the people who had killed his father, slaughtered his friends,
betrayed a trust. He brought the bul ky, suppressor-nuffled snout of the Rugan
to the point, sighted, and tightened his finger on the trigger.

The gun spat and the sentry 70 neters away jerked backward like a
puppet on a string. Gayson swing the weapon toward the other sentry, but it
was already too late. Fire from a dozen subnmachine guns rattled and shrieked
through the arctic air. The blast hit a second sentry and a running bandit
Tech, whirled them about and hurled them down. Then, black shapes rose from
the shadows on either side of Gayson's position and surged toward the open
Bay doors. They were conmitted.

Fifty black shapes ran across the parade field lit by the pol e-nmounted
floods, firing as they went. Their suppressed SM5 bursts snapped and hissed,
sending those in and around the Repair Bay scranbling for cover or knocking
themto the ground where they had been standing.

G ayson stepped across the boundary between the parade ground and the
Bay. The familiar cavern, red-lit and nurky, yawned above and around him
Directly before himwas the ten-neter form of the damaged Shadow Hawk.

"Collier!"™ He yelled, waving. "Senkins and Burke! The door! Deno team

nmove!"

Three soldiers raced for the door leading to the Castle's central
passageways. Five nen shoul dering heavy satchels pounded past him and up to
the raised deck supporting the disabled 'Mech. A burst of fire spat from
above, and something whipped through the air beside his head. Before Gayson
could react, the shots were answered by the harsh chatter of a subgun close
by. A figure pitched off the top landing of the spindly |adder =zigzagging up
to the Bay Control Booth and fell with a dull splat on the ferrocrete 20
neters bel ow

Grayson turned to the man who had just fired. It was Larressen.
"Thanks," he said. "Go with the Deno Team Sergeant. 1'll be with the security
force."”

Larressen nodded and swarnmed up a |adder to where the denolition team
was making its way toward the torso of the grounded 'Mech. Gayson trotted
across the floor to where three privates crouched by the door to the
passageway. Steel chocks had been driven into the door guides to keep it open,
and a squad-portable, bipod-nounted machine gun sat with its barrel probing

across the door sill into the corridor beyond. Burke lay flat, the M5 stock at
his shoul der. The others covered himw th automatic rifles.

" Anyt hi ng?"

"No, sir." Corporal Collier was the security team | eader. He gestured
down the corridor to the next sealed airtight door. "Just let them poke the
tip of their noses through there and we'll nail 'em" He paused, funbled, and

added a belated "sir." Collier |ooked younger than G ayson, but seenmed to have
the knack of handling nen. Gayson patted him on the shoulder, then turned to
go.

Runmbling thunder crashed from the repair deck, a groaning,
tearing-nmetal protest, as nen scattered and soneone screanmed. Gayson stopped
in his tracks, paralysed by shock and dawning horror. The Shadow Hawk, a
sl eeping giant under the glint of red lanps, was stirring, trenbling, slowy
raising itself wupright. The black-clad figures of the denp team were | eaping
from that suddenly shifting torso. Sprawled on the ferrocrete where the huge
machi ne's novenent had flung himlay the man who had screaned.

What had been a carefully planned and orchestrated set of missions and
novement s di ssol ved now in panicked chaos. One of his men stood on the Bay
floor spraying full-auto fire up at the looming nonster, while others stood
rooted where they stood, nouths open. One threw his gun aside and ran
screanmi ng, and then others followed. Too late, for the Bay doors were grinding
shut with holl ow runblings.

This can't be happening, Gayson thought, but the hal f-upright battle



machi ne proved otherw se. A vast metal hand swept out, down, and across to bat
the lone soldier armed with the autorifle across the room The gory shape that
slid into the wall no |onger resenbled anything human.

The Shadow Hawk stood, terrifyingly large in the confined space of the
Castle's Repair Bay. Grayson noted with sone detached portion of his mnd that
the 'Mech's over-the-shoul der autocannon had been renoved, the backpack that
mounted the cannon and life support gear was off, and panels on its chest and
| egs had been opened, all contributing to its damaged, hal f-repaired |ook. But
the machine was powered and under control. Gayson watched the head-tiny in
conparison to the bulky torso-snap around, its sensors tracking a group of
fleeing soldiers. The right arm came up, the medium |aser strapped along the
forearm flashed once, twice, and the ferrocrete was scorched black by swaths
of high-energy destruction that turned running men into tw sting, shrieking
torches, or left themin charred and bl ackened heaps.

Carefully planted explosive charges could have destroyed that ' Mech,
but there was no way to plant them while the Shadow Hawk was noving and in
conbat node. The Bay doors were still closing, grinding shut wth agonizing
sl owness. "Burke!" Gayson yelled. "Come on!"

The security team scranbled back fromthe open door. The 'Mech stooped
and turned, possibly seeking the source of a voice shouting orders. Its |aser
fl ashed again, and G ayson dove behind a stack of wooden crates. Collier was
burned as he ran, his blackened corpse unrecognizable except for the
hal f-melted wreckage of the machine gun still cradled against the charred,
snol dering husk of his body. The beans tracked relentlessly. Sen-kins, too,
vanished in fire and oily smoke, his assault rifle spinning across the floor
in clattering bounces.

The Bay doors clanged shut with nmournful finality. The 'Mech's left
hand descended, crushing a soldier cowering in the shadows under the raised
repair deck. The man had forgotten that 'Mech's can see by heat, G ayson
t hought. Somewhere, soneone was screaming in an agony of burned flesh.

The situation was hopel ess. He considered calling his unit |eaders to
get a clearer picture, but rejected the idea. The eneny would certainly be
listening in on tacradio frequencies, and the information would help the
bandits nore than it would G ayson.

The Shadow Hawk stood scanning the room Gayson could hear the tiny
click of nechanical relays in that squat head, and knew the 'Mech pilot was
scanning IR notion-sensitive and visible light inages for signs of his human
prey. Al around the Bay were stacks of boxes behind which nmen had taken
cover. The 'Mech gave the wuncanny inpression of a dull-witted metal giant
considering how to find the fugitives w thout burning val uable equi pnent. Soon
it would begin to nove the crates one at a time, and anyone it flushed would
be burned down or smashed.

G ayson eyed the interlocking tooth pattern of the seal ed door behind
him If he could get the door open, the survivors of the attack mght have a
chance, could scatter into the darkness down the slope of the nountain. But
the only way to open those doors was to throw a switch in the Bay Control
booth. H's eyes travelled past the now notionless 'Mech to the lighted booth,
fifteen neters above the deck.

Wiat he needed was a diversion.

Lying near him was a body with one arm outflung, an al nbst undanaged
hand clenched around the strap of a canvas satchel. Gayson knew that it was
one of Larressen's people, soneone from the denb team sent to destroy the
Shadow Hawk.

The satchel contained explosives-five packets of high-velocity
pl asti que, each weighing two Kkilos-clipped to nagnetic backing, and already
primed with a tiner-activated detonator. Properly placed over selected
circuits and servoactuators, those packets could destroy a 'Mech. There was no
way to place them now, but they might provide the distraction he needed.

Grayson set his teeth, w ped sweat fromhis face, then lunged into the
open. Though he kept his eyes off the metal mountain above him he could hear



the click of relays, could feel the slow turn of the head, the ponderous
nmoverment of the right arm as the laser was brought up to bear. He reached
across the man's body for the satchel, and tugged it toward him The corpse's
hand remrained stubbornly attached, and Gayson found hinself in a deadly
tug-of -war with the unrecogni zable form of one of his own nen. Wrse, he could
feel the laser alnost in line.

Gving a last, despairing tug, he felt the strap pull free from the
cl enched, dead fingers, as he tunbled over backward with the satchel clutched
to his chest. The 'Mech's laser fired, washing white heat and sharp odor
across Grayson as he rolled across the ferrocrete to cover. The crate where he
had been hiding burst into flames. In its light Gayson was up and running,
running toward the massive arnored feet of the Shadow Hawk.

The 'Mech shifted, tracking him He dodged right, then left, his hand
reaching into the satchel and pulling out one of the two-kilo packets.
Slinging the satchel, he used his free hand to set the timer for five seconds
and flung it-not at the nonster, but onto the ferrocrete between hinself and
the BattleMech's foot.

Then he was running again, weaving toward the metal |adder below the
control booth. The explosion at his back an instant later picked him up and
flung him toward the booth, but then dunmped him flat on his face with blood
snearing his arns, and a hideous, dizzying ring in his ears. The 'Mech paused,
its heat and light sensors nmonentarily blinded by the explosion's flash.
Grayson used the delay to arm two nore packets and then hurl them at the
nonster's head. The explosions did scant danmage, but they kept the 'Mech's
pilot blinded for precious seconds. G ayson nounted the |adder and bounded up
the rattling steps three at a tine.

As anot her expl osion sounded from below, the |adder pitched wildly. He
turned, his gloved hands gripping the steps alongside his head. Below, a
solitary figure waved, then hurled another packet that exploded at the Shadow
Hawk' s feet.

"Co on, Lieutenant!" The figure shouted, as the explosion's roar
subsi ded. "We'll keep him busy!"

Grayson recogni zed Larressen's voice. Lurching to the top of the
| adder, he shoul dered aside the half-open door. Wiiting there was a bearded
man in green fatigues, a TK assault rifle in his hands.

G ayson's own machine pistol was gone, |ost somewhere on the floor of
t he Bay.

There was another explosion below, and the Shadow Hawk twi sted,
scraping against the nmetal l|adder with a high-pitched screech of netal. The
bearded soldier's eyes left Gayson's for a half-instant, giving him the
chance to swing the canvas bag into the man's face. He threw his body after
it, grappling for the man's gun, thrusting him back. In the struggle, the two
knocked over a chair and smashed into the nonitor console. Wen G ayson
brought his knee up sharply, the soldier grunted and I|oosened his grip.
G ayson smashed the butt of the TK across the side of the man's skull.

Then he stabbed at the flat white button that would open the Bay
doors. He stood there, holding the circuit open as the interlocking teeth of
the doors pulled apart, spilling light into the outer darkness. Then he
grabbed the soldier's TK and the canvas satchel and ran through the door of
the booth.

The 'Mech was there, its head just two meters below Gayson's feet,-
the laser on its arm swinging up to denolish the control booth. There was
not hing Grayson could do but junp. He landed on the Hawk's shoulder with a
clattering scramble, and clung to the stub of a field guide antennae
projecting from the side of its head. The 'Mech turned clunsily, its right
hand lifting to swat himlike a gnat. Gayson tw sted behind the 'Mech's head,
riding the wire-tangled scar where the autocannon and backpack life support
system shoul d have been, safely beyond the nmachine's reach.

He funbled with the satchel. The 'Mech turned again, crashing into the
control booth |adder and through to the stone wall beyond. The concussion



jarred Grayson severely, tearing at his hand. He managed to keep his grip, but
the TK went spinning off wildly. Hs free hand closed on the last renaining
packet of explosive. He clamped it to the side of the nonster's head, and set
the timer for ten seconds. The machine smashed against the wall again,
rolling, trying to crush Gayson between the Bay wall and the 'Mech's own
55-ton bul k.

Gayson found hand hol ds-tack-welded grips along the Shadow Hawk's
back used for service access-and clinbed down the nonster's flank toward the
ground. Wen the 'Mech crashed into the wall again, Gayson was shaken | oose.
He fell the last five nmeters and |anded with a crash anong the crunbled ruins
of the control booth |adder.

Gayson's right leg felt like it had taken a blow from a sledge
hamer, and his head was throbbing. He blinked open his eyes, saw the 'Mech
staggeri ng above him weathed in snmoke . . . falling . . . Then, rough hands

dug under his arnpits and hauled him from the weckage of the |adder. The
"Mech's fall was a storm of crash upon crash, and black snmoke poured from an
ugly scar across its head.

For one wild nonment, Gayson exulted. | killed it! Exultation faded
fast as the 'Mech rolled, pulled its arnms under its body, and hauled itself
partly upright. The pilot was obviously stunned, possibly hurt, but the blast
had not pierced that tough arnor. Cold air hit at Gayson's face and at an arm
exposed by a tear in his jacket sleeve, as his rescuer dragged him through the
open door of the Bay and onto the parade ground. Qher dark shapes scattered
t hrough the night.

Sonehow, Gayson managed to click on the tacradio at his throat.
"Evade and escape! Rendezvous when you can back at the Arsenal! Quickly!"™ Then
the night lit up with fire and death as gunners on the Castle's flanks opened
fire with tracers and turret-mounted |asers, sweeping death and horror across
t he parade ground.

"Let's get out of here, Larressen ...

"Larressen's had it, Lieutenant."

Only then did Gayson look at his rescuer. For some reason he'd
assunmed it was Larressen, but it was the blackened face of a private from the
deno team that stared at him w th concern. Wat was the name? Geer, that was
it. He was one of the new 'Mech pilot recruits.

"That. . . that thing stepped on him" Geer was saying haltingly,
"like he was an insect."”
"Let's go. W'll even the score later." Even with the pain in his |eg,

Grayson found he could run with a free-swinging linmp. Wth a party of four
ot her survivors, he nade his way down the nountain.

Ceneral Adel flung the printouts down on his desk, and nailed G ayson
with a hard look. "Twenty-eight dead or mssing," he said. "Twenty-eight out
of fifty. This is not what we've come to expect of your unit here at the
Pal ace, you know. Well? What do you have to say about it, Lieutenant?"

"It ... it was a trap, Ceneral."

"I ndeed?"

"They had that Shadow Hawk rigged to look like it was under repair.
They must've had the pilot stuffed in the cockpit, flat on his back for hours
just to . "

"I amnot interested in the Shadow Hawk pilot's confort, Lieutenant! |

am interested in what |I'm going to put into the report | must submt to Hs
Maj esty. "

"Yes, sir."

"This does not bode well for the First Lancers, you understand. | know
that the Royal Quard, in particular, has gone out of its way to provide your
unit with weapons and equipnent already in short supply. Citics will point

out that this effort was wasted, thrown away to no purpose.”
"But Ceneral! You . . ."
"Silence!l"
Grayson remained rigidly at attention, clanping down on the enotions



boiling within him This was unfair! He had had nothing but trouble getting
requi sitions through the Quard supply bureaucracy, and now .

"l never have approved of this project, Carlyle. You know that, don't
you?"

"Yes, sir."

"I certainly never expected H's Mjesty would estab-

lish anything like an elite unit elsewhere than within the structure
of the Quard. | expect General Varney was responsible for this idiotic notion
of having the Lancers be an independent unit. Eh? WelIl?"

"l wouldn't know, sir."

"Hhm no, | expect not." Adel leaned back in his chair, carefully
crossing one leg over the other. "Wll, be advised that that's all changing,
as of now "

"Sir?"
"That surprises you, eh? Well, Varney is out of the picture, Carlyle,

and the First Trellwan Lancers are, as of this period, being redesignated as E
Conpany, Tenth Royal Guards. They will be under ny direct conmand."

The room swam in Gayson's eyes. What Adel was saying did not nake
sense. "Sir ... | ..."

"You will turn over all records and files to your successor, Captain
Nolem" Adel |ooked up from his desk at Carlyle, astonishnent softening his
voice. "You didn't think you'd actually keep the Lance, did you? You're young,
Carlyle, too young for a command of such responsibility. The job was just too
big for you. Try not to feel too . "

"Do you mean the Lancers aren't mne anynore?" Gayson cut in dully.

"That's exactly what | mean, Lieutenant. You are relieved. As you were
never actually a menber of the Trellwan armed forces other than through a
special act by the King, | fail to see how they ever could have been

yours.

"At any rate, a conpany rates a captain, and you can't expect us to
twist the whole structure of mlitary command around just to accomodate vyou,
do you? You will be retained as special advisor. Your know edge of 'Mechs and
"Mech tactics makes you invaluable to us." Adel's eyebrows cane together, his
eyes narrowi ng. "That nmeans no nore of your gallivanting around in a conbat
zone. | will not risk having you killed and |osing your expertise!"

"Sir, Sergeant Kalamar is . "

"That young lady is an eneny alien. She should never have been given
rank or position within our armed forces! You were the one responsible for
that gaff, | believe?

Wll, don't worry. As | said, you are young, inexperienced."

"What will happen to her?"

"That, Lieutenant, is none of your business."

"Ceneral, | demand ..."

"You'l | demand not hi ng, Lieutenant!"

"But . . ."

"Enough! |'ve wasted nore time with you than | can spare. Dismssed!"

Wth that, a sentry ushered Gayson out and into the marble corridors of the
Pal ace.

Ceneral Adel stared after Gayson for long, hard seconds after he'd
been escorted out. The young Conmon-weal ther would have to be watched, and
wat ched closely. It was always dangerous to allow any one man too much power.
And control of the Lancers? No, he remnded himself, not the Lancers. It was
control of the Tenth Regiment that neant power. Men would do anything to wn
power, and to hold it. Young Carlyle was very popular with his men. GCeneral
Adel believed popular mlitary comrmanders were never to be trusted.

Perhaps it would be best if Carlyle's career ended soon. A knife in
the dark had solved such problens many tinmes before in human history. He knew
there had been a previous attempt, but no one in his command would have so
botched the job by hiring untrustworthy personnel.

Mara drew Grayson closer, her hands noving delicately at his ears, at



the back of his neck. "But what are you going to do?" she asked, her dark eyes
wi de.

"I don't know, Mara. | really don't know " The shock of his talk wth
Adel had worn off, leaving him with a profound sense of enptiness, as though
sone inner part of his spirit had died.

"It's kind of hard to say. You know, when | started out . . . Wen |
said 1'd start an anti-Mech unit for your people, | was doing it for just one

reason. "

Her fingers noved along his chest, brushing at the few strands of hair
there. "Wat was that?"

"Revenge. Revenge, pure and sinple. | wanted to get back at the people
who nmurdered ny father, and | sure wasn't going to be able to do that on ny
own." He nanaged a smle. "Someone told ne once |I'd get into trouble on ny
own. | wish he could see me now. "

"But you're not alone, Gay. You have ne."

He pulled her close, and kissed her. "Thank you, |ove, but | needed
help to fight back against those bandits, against that Mrauder. " He lay back
on the bed, his eyes staring unseeing past the ceiling. "You know, those weeks
building the Lancers, | think they were the best in ny life. | was . . .
building sonmething . . . doing sonething that only | could do. And | had a
purpose. | was going to destroy the "Mech . . . and the MechWarrior who killed
Dad. "

"Maybe you were just trying to prove something to yourself."

He shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe at first. | know | still want
revenge. Want it nore than anything else." He turned to Mara, probing his own
feelings. "But after awhile, | had sonmething nore, sonething that pushed the
whol e question of revenge into the background.

"I had a purpose, a direction, and felt something |ike belonging. |
was never so alone as when | found out all ny people were gone . . . that |
was nmarooned on Trell-wan. The Lancers were like having a famly again, and
that was special."

He paused again, working to control his voice. Don't think about that,
he told hinmself. Not that. It was revenge you wanted. Revenge and nothing
nor e.

"You know, with the Lancers, there was at |east a slim chance that |
m ght soneday bring that ©Marauder down. But now ..."

Her eyes showed fear. "Then what hope is there for us?"

"Ch, things'll be OK , here. Now that Sarghad's got three 'Mechs, the
bandits won't attack the city anynore. There'd be too much chance they'd get
trapped in the streets, like that Locust was when we captured it. |It's
possible they mght raid the agrodomes, but they won't conme into the city
anynore."

Adel and his staff nust have cone to the same conclusion, Gayson
realized with a new surge of bitterness. Wth three 'Mechs and a trained
anti-Mech ground force, Sarghad was reasonably safe. They probably woul dn't be
able to destroy the Marauder and Shadow Hawk-not without a remarkabl e stroke
of good fortune-but the enenmy could no | onger get at them

And wasn't that why they'd had him assenble the Lancers in the first
pl ace? So far as the Trellwanese government was concerned, his job was done.
They' d never said anything about his using the Lancers to further his personal
vendetta against the bandits.

"Silly, there's really nothing to worry about." Mira nuzzled at his
ear, her hands roving. "W have each other, and that's all we need. And next
period, 1'll talk to Daddy. I'll bet he can help."

He smled and surrendered to her caresses. But the hurt within did not
cease.

Sonetime later, he came wi de awake. A siren was sounding outside from
the roof of the palace, its strident rise and fall cutting through the air
above Sar ghad.

Mara was sitting up, the covers clutched in front of her. "Wat is it



Gay ... an attack?"

Grayson stepped to the window and |ooked out, but could see only
surging crowds of people in the streets. He scanned the horizon for ' Mechs,
saw not hi ng.

"I don't know, Mara. Sonething's stirring the people up, that's
certain.”

Mara used a renote handset to click on the rooms wall visor. Gayson
turned and stared at the screen. The entertainment channels had been
overridden by a government newscast. A man in a @ards Colonel uniform was
directing the people of Sarghad to stay indoors, to keep their visors on and
listen for continued updates. Then the scene cut to a |long-range view of the
spaceport, and to massive grey shapes settling out of the sky. Ships were
| andi ng, the speaker's voice explained, and Gayson was shocked to see that
their insignia was the sinuous black and red dragon crest of House Kurita.
Ships of the Dra-conis Conbine, under the command of Duke Ricol, were |anding
on Trellwan to rid the world once and for all of the Cberon bandit nenace. The
bandits, the voice asserted, had already surrendered to Ricol. Now at |ast,
there woul d be peace.

The city of Sarghad had gone mad. Dressed in cold weather jackets,
swarnms of people gathered under the harsh overhead lights that kept the |ong
night at bay, their breath making clouds of steam in the chill, Secondnight
air. The cheers, the sight of the people waving, |eaping, dancing in the
streets, were broadcast on the huge visor that curved out from one wall of the
pal ace Reception Hall. A convoy was making its way toward the Palace past the
cheering throngs on streets lit bright as day. From a staff on the |ead
hovercraft in the convoy fluttered the black and red dragon flag of the
Dr aconi s Comnbi ne.

Gayson had dressed and hurried across to the Palace as soon as he
heard the news. The CQuards Col onel reporting the scene had sounded bouyant,
alnost jubilant, at the news that Kurita forces had arrived to save Trell-wan
from Hendrik of (oeron. Could these people possibly be so overjoyed at what
was clearly an out-and-out invasion? The Conbine was not known to be
particularly charitable toward independent planets. Couldn't the Trells see
t he danger?

The Reception Hall was crowded with people, the wealthy and powerful
of Sarghad and, no doubt, other cities of Trellwan as well. Wen the news of
the ships' arrival had broken, the people had come straight to the Palace
little doubting that their future, and the future of the planet, would be
settled here within the hour.

Grayson still wore his green and gold dress Quards uniform the only
one he had. He had to try to reach King Jeverid, though he knew it would not
be easy. Jev-erid was shielded from his people by a thick bureaucratic |ayer
of secretaries and court functionaries that had accumul ated around the royal
of fice over the past several centuries.

At that nonment, curtains on the hall's platform parted, but instead of
the King, General Adel and various of his staff officers appeared there. Wth
them was Lieutenant ... no Captain Nolem flanked by the richly adorned Royal
guards in full dress. Gayson scanned the crowd gathered around the platform
The Mlitia was conspicuous by its absence, and Varney was nowhere to be seen.
Had he fallen so far from favor?

Grayson began working his way through the throng toward the stage,
where the General and his officers stood before the enpty throne. Were is
Jeverid? he wondered, then suddenly his way was blocked by a pair of helneted
and arnmored Quards soldiers, carrying TK rifles. "Sorry, sir," one said. "You
can't go through there."

Perhaps he could use the force of his uniform "Stand aside, soldier!
| am Lieutenant Carlyle of the First Lancers. | nmust see H's Myjesty!"

Doubt crossed the soldier's face. "lI'msorry, sir, but unless you have
a pass signed by CGeneral Adel "

"If I had a pass, | would have shown it to you! | tell you, | nust see



Hs Mjesty! It's vitally inportant!”

The soldier hesitated, and Gayson thought for an instant that his
bl uf f had worked. Then he could see the soldier resolving to do only as he was
told. "I"msorry, sir, but you'll have to go through proper channels."

"What's the problem here?" It was Adel, with Nolem close behind. The
Ceneral swept cold eyes over Gayson. "Wat do YOU want ?"

"Ceneral, sir! | nust see Hs Myjesty!"

"About what ?"

"These Kuritists, sir, being welconed |like heroes. They're the eneny!"

Adel's brows beetled, a frown pulling at his face. He dabbed
thoughtfully at his mustache with one ringer. "Eneny? | know of no declaration
of war between Trellwan and the Draconis Conbine. You overstep yourself, sir."

Sonehow Grayson managed to control his thoughts, to steady hinself and
his speech. "General, | have reason to believe that this is all some kind of a
plot."

Adel and Nol em both | aughed. "So, it's plots now, is

it?" Nolem seened vastly amused. "W might have expected that from a
Conmonweal t her, | suppose. Eh, General ?"

"Ha! Indeed. Lord R col was particularly interested in what young
Carlyle here mght have to say.''

Grayson's eyes opened wi de. "This Duke Ricol knew about me? How?"

"Ch, he has ways, |'m sure. He said you might object to a Conbine
presence on Trellwan."

hj ect? Grayson could see in his mnd the three-D nmap projection that

his tutor, Ari, used to display the cis-Peripheral sectors of Comobnwealth
space. The red dwarf Trell lay nearest-in astronom cal terms-to stars ruled by
Hendri k of Cberon and to other stars claimed by Kurita's Draconis Conbine. The
war, sonetines overt, sonetimes covert, between the Conbine and the
Conmonweal th, had dragged on for year after standard year. The whol e purpose
of Representative Vogel's Pact had been to free garrisons like Carlyle's

Conmandos for service against Kurita closer in toward the Inner Sphere.
Hendri k was to have taken over the defense of Trellwan and with it, defense of
this entire sector against the pre-dations of the Conbine. The irony was that
now Kurita was establishing hinmself here instead.

Trellwan would be nearly ideal as an advance base of operations
agai nst the Comonwealth. A fleet could base and refuel there, could strike
deep at worlds of the Commonweal th that had never suffered Conbine raids. They
could strike even at the capital, at Tharkad itself.

"Ceneral ," Gayson tried desperately to sound calm These nen were
laughing at him "Mnister, Trellwan is so inportant to the security of the
Commonweal th ..."

"W're not interested in what is inportant or not inportant to the
Conmonweal th. You seemto forget, Carlyle, that this is our world, not yours."

"Ceneral, the Lancers . . . The Tenth Reginment is under your comrand
now. You nust realize that the Kuritists won't let you keep those 'Mechs."

Adel nodded agreeably. "O course. | spoke at length with the Duke's
representative just a short while ago, by visor. Trellwan will no |onger need
an independent 'Mech Lance. Conpany E of the Tenth Guards Reginent is to be
i ncorporated entirely into the personal forces of Duke Ricol. That is a
singular honor, you nmnust realize, vyoungster. | assuned the force would be

di sbanded, but when he heard of your success against the Cberon pirates, he
decided the unit could be transferred to his own conmand."

"Ceneral, you can't let themdo this!"

Adel seemed to |lose patience. He gestured to Nolem who snapped at one
of the soldiers, "You. Take this man and put himunder arrest.''’

"Sir! You re meking a mstake!"

Nol em sneered. "W made a mnmistake the day we depended on the
Conmonweal t hers for hel p! Take hi m away!"
As the soldiers were taking Gayson by the arms, a tall, heavy,

bl ack- bearded figure appeared at the top of the stairs. It nust be Duke Ricol,



G ayson thought. The man wore a uniform that was of a single piece from boots
to gloves, entirely red except for the black trim and silver fastenings at
wai st, throat, and breast. He bore on his left upper arm and shoul der the
highly stylized shield cloak now stylish anong the worlds of the Inner Sphere.
Red-trinmed with black and silver, the cloak curved from his shoul der around
behind his head like the collar of a stiff-necked cape, and fastened to his
right shoulder with silver chains that glittered in the light as he noved.

Behind him were his personal guards, also in red, but in uniforms and
arnor that |ooked far more military than their Duke's finery. The butts of
service auto pistols rode above holsters worn low on their hips, and their
faces were nmasked by featureless, black plastic visors beneath their hel nets.

Ri col spoke, hands on hips, his voice boom ng across the crowd, which
stood in hushed expectation. "Do | have the honor of addressing the governnent
of Trellwan?"

Adel saluted the Red Duke. "Hi s Mjesty has been detained, nmy Lord. He
will be with us presently.”

"I don't like being kept waiting, Adel," Ricol said. He descended the
stairs with an inperial air, his staff and personal guards close behind him

G ayson stiffened. It had to be a plot. Were was Var-ney? Were was
Jeverid? Whatever was afoot, Gayson was sure Adel and his Royal Quards were
inonit, too.

Not only that, the Lancers were to be turned over to this Kuritist
duke.

Wth Ricol's entrance, the soldiers had |oosened their hold on
Grayson's arns, absorbed in the spectacle of the Red Duke. Moving softly,
G ayson stepped into the crowd, headed toward a side exit in the hall.

"Stop him idiots!"™ Nolenmis harsh whisper was nmore hiss than words,
but seenmed | ouder than a shout against the Hall's shocked silence. Hearing the
step of soldiers conmng after him Gayson broke into a run, smashing past
finery-clad lords and ladies of the court, and bowing over one gray-haired
and stoop-shouldered man in a black cloak who stepped into his path. There
were other guards at the door to the corridor, but they couldn't fire their
weapons with the cromd at Gayson's back. He lunged at one of them smashing
the helmet down across the man's eyes, pivoting, and giving him a stiff-armed
blow in the chest that sent him sprawling back into the surprised arnms of two
of his conrades.

Then he was noving into the passageway, his feet pounding against the
heavy carpeting, then echoing from marble steps as the corridor ended and he
was faced with nowhere to go but up. The crowd was spilling into the hallway
behind him and he heard the clatter of running boots, the predictable shouts
for himto halt.

At the top of the stairs, the passageway branched. He |ooked both
ways, frantic and unsure. Then, he got his bearings, renmenbering that one
corridor led to the Mnisterial Ofices, including those of Stannic.

Grayson realized suddenly that he had not seen Stannic at the
Reception Hall either. Had Jeverid and Stannic both been deposed? O might
Mara's father sinply be unaware of what was occurring? If he could find the
Chief Mnister, if he could find Mara, who frequently worked with her father
in these offices, perhaps he could warn them Unless it was already too |ate.

He rounded a corner and nearly collided with a young Trell. It was
Cay don! Gayson opened his mouth to speak, then noticed that C aydon wore
the green jacket of a Guard, with a black arnband showing him to be a senior
Tech. So, he'd nmade a deal with General Adel. O was it with Duke Ricol? Ws
he the new replacement Tech for Lori and Gayson? Though his head spun wth
guestions, Gayson nerely nodded curtly and hurried past. Then he heard the
sound of Cday don's boots descending the stairs Gayson had just come up.
Wul d d aydon betray hin? Had he betrayed him al ready?

He ducked into the outer reception roomof the Chief Mnister's office
suite, and stood with his back to the door, panting. Mnents later, he heard



the clatter of boots again, this tine racing past the door and down the
corridor. Grayson let out his breath in a long, slow sigh. He'd not been aware
of holding it.

"G ayson!"

He opened his eyes, and saw Mara.

"Mara!l \What are YQU doi ng here?"

"I mght ask you the same question. | work here."

"Look, Mara, sonething terrible is going on. | think General Adel has
engineered a revolution. He's downstairs talking to that Kuritist duke right
now, and there's no sign of CGeneral Varney or the Mlitia or "

He stopped, his eyes w dening. Mara had reached behind the ornate desk
that dominated the room and brought out a sleek auto-feed needier. The
pistol's narrow, slit barrel was trained on his heart.

"Mara! What . . ?"

"You really are a fool, you know. You Comon-wealthers think the
gal axy revol ves around you, that you can use people, use whole worlds with no
nmore thought for their welfare than ..."

"What are you tal king about, Mara? | ... | ...

"Quiet!" she snapped. Keeping the gun centered on his chest, Mira
reached behind the desk again, and G ay-son inmmediately heard the sound of an
al arm soundi ng somewhere in the far distance.

Stannic appeared behind his daughter. Seeing him dressed in a
respl endent gold and green uniform of the Royal GQuards, Gayson recalled
having heard that Stannic was a retired Guards officer. He wore a colorful
cluster of nedals on his chest, including the starburst of the Crinson Star.
"What's all this then, Mara?"

"An intruder, Father."

"Ah, it's young Carlyle. I'm sorry, son, but this is for the better.
VW appreciated your help, but you can see that it's really not necessary now
Duke Ricol will be taking care of our defense."

"Sir, you don't know what that wll mean. W have fought the Draconis

Conbi ne for years, and ...
"Exactly. Your people HAVE fought them for years, and you can hardly
have a, shall we say, unprejudiced attitude toward them"
The door burst open behind Grayson, and armed men crowded in.

"Here's your prisoner," Mira said. Hands closed over Gayson's arns,

hol di ng hi m upright when he thought he was going to keel over. He was dizzy .
weak.

From far away, he heard GCeneral Adel say, "I'm sorry for the

di sturbance, Your Majesty."

Stannic chuckled. "No problem GCeneral. Just see you hang onto him
now, eh?"

The only reason Lori had been awake was that she'd not been alone.
Garik Enzelman was with her, the two of them sharing menories of Sigurd with
gentl e touches and lingering kisses.

She'd gone to Garik after the assassination attenpt. She'd known
Grayson was headed for Mara's apartment that day, and her own hurt and
jealousy had driven her to the one person with whom she could talk, renmenber,
and feel less alone. They remnisced about life on Sigurd, the mon of a
sullenly glowing gas giant. Crcling its brilliant but distant F4 star, Sigurd
was even nore frigid and forbidding than Trellwan. They talked of their
experiences in the service on Sigurd and in the tine since, and they tal ked of
their future on Trellwan.

They'd come to no certain decision, beyond the fact that the future
| ooked dark for them Enzelman wanted to join the Draconian forces. Then, at
| east, he would not have to deal with the anti-Cberon prejudice of the Trell
indigs. Lori was not so sure, but she listened to himall the sane.

Gari k was two standard years younger than Lori. H's abrupt, alnost
bunbl i ng manner and studied |ack of thoughtful ness made her certain she would
never have been friends with the guy were it not for the fact that he was the



only man within several hundred light years wi th whom she could confide.

well . . . alnost. She could share with him what she was not busily
wal ling up somewhere inside her hurt and confusion. Wy did she keep thinking
of Grayson?

"The Dracos won't be any better.™

"I don't really see what choice we have," Garik said. "If we stay on
Trell wan, we have nothing to face but prison ... or death. | understand they
enjoy setting people |loose in the desert here, unprotected.”

"The Draconi ans mght not want us." She was renenbering the polish and
snap of those |egions debarking from their DropShips. Those were professional
soldiers, in every sense of the word.

"Then again, they mght. Technical people are always in demand. And
the fighting's over now That neans they' |l be recruiting and training for
their next project, whatever that is."

"Does it?" She wondered where Gayson was. This period, he'd be with
Mara, no doubt, but where would he be after this shakeup in conmand? GCeneral
Adel wasn't about to leave him in charge of so potent a force as a 'Mech
Lance. There had already been outbreaks of violence when QGuards units had
ordered the MIlitia to disband, and runors were spreading that General Varney
had been placed under arrest.

They both heard the whine of hovercraft outside the building at the
sane monent. Wen Lori peered out past the curtain, she'd seen the fifteen or
20 Quards dismount\-ing from military HVTs and converging on her door.
Qoviously, this was no social call. Wth the @uards in power, wth Adel
calling the shots, she and Gari k had becone targets.

They dressed quickly, and were pulling on boots and jackets when the
poundi ng on the door began. "This way," Lori said. Slipping through the gl ass
door on the other side of the apartnent, they passed into the enclosed patio
behind the building, and made their way rapidly across the street toward the
Lancers' HQ

There was sporadic and nagging gunfire in front of the old Mlitia
arnory, but no sign of a major assault. Troops, both MIlitia and Guards, were
nmovi ng through streets already clogged with panicking civilians, and there
seenmed to be no organization to either group's novenents at all.

Captain Tor net Lori and Garik at the door to the arnory, an MP-20 in
his hand. Behind him was Sergeant Ranmage, coatless and carrying a TK Ranage
was shivering with cold.

"Lori!" Tor exclainmed "You re safe!"

Even Ramage |ooked relieved. Wiile not outwardly opposing Lori's
position in the unit, Sergeant Ramage had remained carefully neutral toward
her. He grinned at Lori now, and said, "W were about to conme for you. W'd
heard the Guards had been sent to get you."

"But how?"

Rarmage jerked his head toward the arnory HQ "W've got the Locust
conmand net radio tuned into their operations frequency. It's a general rising
by the GQuards. Mnister Stannic has proclained hinmself King, and no one knows
what's happened to Jeverid. The trouble began when Guard units began disarm ng
the Mlitia."

"What about the Lancers?”

"The order cane down about an hour ago. We're to stand down and wait
for Captain Nolem to take charge of us. Seens we're being transferred to the
Dracos. "

"The Dracos!"

"Lori," Tor said, worry creasing his face. "There's worse. They' ve got
the Lieutenant. W intercepted a report that he was being taken to CGuards HQ
across fromthe Pal ace."”

No matter what mixture of hurt and anger she was feeling toward G ay
son, she certainly wouldn't stand by while the Guards marched him off to their
cells. It was all too likely that Gayson Death Carlyle would never reappear
once they got himinside that HQ



She | ooked up at Tor. "Ren ... is the Locust ready?"

"W warned her up when we started eavesdroppi ng. Wy?"

"Listen, get in touch with as many of our people as you can." Then she
gave rapid-fire instructions to Ramage and Tor. The unit had to be rallied,
the Stinger and Wasp powered up and taken out of the city. She wasn't sure yet
where they would go. Perhaps into the nountains. Damm, she thought, if only
Grayson were here. He knew this land, knew the terrain and where they might be
able to hide. One thing was certain, however. They couldn't stay where they
wer e.

"Sergeant, Captain Tor . . .l'm counting on you. Cet everyone you can
back here to the HQ set up a perimeter, and hold it. Send out all the
hovercraft we've got to get our people. The city is going to be up for grabs
for hours yet, so you ought to be able to get through. Don't fight with the
Quard. Just try to avoid them And call Corporal Yee. Have him assenble a
squad for a 'Mech ground support mission."

"Where are you goi ng?" Ranage | ooked worri ed.

Lori didn't answer. She was already sprinting toward the Locust.

A @uards squad had escorted Gayson across the Palace grounds and a
street crowded with people to the Royal QGuards headquarters building on the
Hub. There were jail cells in the basenment, and a platoon-strength patrol of
arnmed and arnmored Quardsnen paci ng the grounds outside.

As he was being led down the steps, Gayson could hear a public
address system sonewhere in the distance braying the news that Trellwan was
now part of the glorious brotherhood of the Draconis Conbine. The people were
being told to disperse, to return to their homes and listen for further news
on their visors. The crowds, however, showed no signs of being ready to
di sperse.

Hs cell was reasonably clean, and was furnished with a sink, toilet,
bunk, chair, and table. The bare electric bulb that dangled from the cell's
high ceiling cast a harsh yellow light over the thick stone walls, which were
broken only by a latticewdrk of electronically |ocked steel bars. Gayson knew
he would not be going out that way w thout perm ssion.

He sat down heavily on the bunk, feeling tiredness like a heavy pack
across his shoulders. To think that Stannic was now King of Trellwan! Gayson
realized that Chief Mnister nust have been working toward that goal all
along, with the Lancers and hinself sinply two nore pawns in his struggle to
consol i date power. Sonehow, the know edge that he had been used did not pain
him so much as his regret at not being able to continue the campai gn agai nst
his father's murderers. That was what grated on his soul and left himin a
rage of frustration.

Wrd had come that Hendrik's pirates had surrendered the Castle rather
than fight wth the reginment of nodern, well-equipped BattleMechs now
di senmbarki ng at the spaceport. Even know edge that the pirates were defeated,
prisoners now, did not help. Gayson's right fist inpacted with his left palm
in an angui shed smack. He'd wanted to take down that Marauder hinself. It
didn't help to remenber that not even his three light 'Mechs could have
acconpl i shed that.

The nore he thought about it, pacing his cell wth the frantic
circlings of his thoughts, the nore he wondered if the situation were quite as
clear-cut as it appeared. After all, the pirates could have withdrawn into the
hills, perhaps forced enough of a stalemate to negotiate for better terms. And
just what was going to happen to those of Hendrik's men who'd surrendered?
Sonehow, he didn't think they'd have surrendered so easily if they believed
they were going to be shot or sold as slaves on some market world of the
Conbi ne' s domni ni ons.

The whol e package seemed entirely too neat. And it was too great a
coi nci dence that Duke Ricol should land here NOW . . . just NOW ... of all
possible tines and pl aces.

The plot was snelling larger and deeper, making Gayson w sh
desperately that there were sone way he could check up on the Red Duke. The



conputers at the Castle would have the records he needed, unless Hendrik's men
had done a full program dunp, which was unlikely. Conputer records of any kind
were precious as nilitary intelligence. Hendrik's men would be going through
those records, but they wouldn't have destroyed them yet.

He slapped his hand against a dank stone wall, letting the sudden
stinging pain steady his mnd. It did no good thinking in circles like that.
He would not be able to think about checking records until he got put of here.
Besides, if this whole thing WERE sonme kind of nonstrous plot, it was very
unlikely that he would ever get out again. A walk down that corridor ... a
pi stol shot behind his ear . . . that was a far nore likely fate for the

Del i verer of Sarghad.

He thought of Mara. Just when he'd been wondering if Caydon was going
to betray him all along it had been Mara, Mara and her father. A nunber of
puzzle pieces were comng together. The trap the night he had led 50 nmen
agai nst the supposedly damaged Shadow Hawk- had it been Stannic who had given
the attack away, set them up to be anbushed? THAT suggested sone sort of
three-way tie between Duke Ricol, Stannic, and the pirates. O had Stannic
been cooperating with both pirates and Conbine in order to ensure backing the
wi nner ?

And there was the destruction of Berenir's house, his death in that
flamng ruin. It mght have been chance, but Berenir had been speaking wth
Stannic nonments before, telling him about Gayson. Three Royal Guards had
tried to take Grayson prisoner within the house, and Berenir's house had been
singled out for attack not long after that. Perhaps Mara was the connection?

They woul dn't keep him here |ong, G ayson decided, not now that he had
becone inconvenient. That stroll down the passageway could come very soon. He
sl unped back down on the bunk, eyes burning, face wet with tears. Wll, he had
certainly managed to make a ness of things.

Grayson awoke to a sound of thunder, distant but growing nearer.
Sonewhere beyond the darkened corridors of the cell area, he heard nen
runni ng, and shouts. Fully awake now, he sat up, as a fine spray of plaster
dust sifted down onto himfromthe ceiling.

The thunder cane closer, a rock-splintering crash that thudded
repeatedly and seemed to pound even at the wall. There was a pause in the
bonbardnment, and then Gray-son heard the harsh rattle of heavy machine guns
being fired close by-perhaps just outside the building. Wth a start, he
realized that there was a battle going on out there!l

There were nore thundering crashes, much closer this tim. Rock and
shattered stone burst through the passageway outside his cell, and the lights
suddenly went out. In the dark, the racket seened even nore infernal, wth
shouts, screanms, and gunshots echoing through the corridors. Then a pair of
soldiers were outside his cell, dazzling his eyes with the beam from a
handt orch that probed the dust-thick air.

"Lieutenant, sir! Are you all right?"

He recognized the men. Corporal Yee and a private naned Thorel. Yee
used an electronic key on the lock. "Quickly, sir!l The Sarge is parked
illegally upstairs!" Dazed, Gayson let hinself be led out of the cell, past
rubbl e and shattered walls, and up a short flight of stairs to the building s
mai n | evel .

The front wall had been smashed in, and was now draped around the hull
of the Locust, which squatted in the rubble approximtely where the watch
sergeant's desk had been until very recently.

Lori was there, an MP-20 cradled in her arms, waving him on.

"Lori! How ..."
"Later! We've got to get out of here." She turned to the corporal.
"Yee! Take your squad and head back to HQ I'Il cover your wi thdrawal."

Grayson | ooked at Yee, and nodded. Wth things happening so quickly,
he'd been letting hinmself be swept along by them He knew he had to pull
hi mrsel f together now, take charge again-of hinself and then of his conmand.
First, they needed a rendezvous, sonewhere to gather the wunit. "You'll get



there ahead of us, Corporal. Gve Sergeant Ramage a nessage from me. Tell him
to saddle up. Pull in the perineter, load what he can on every available
vehicle, and pull out. W'Il assenble at Thunder R ft."

"Thunder R ft, sir?"

"Right. It's marked on ny maps. Avoid the spaceport and the Castle,
but get to Thunder R ft. Follow the eastern flank of Munt Gayal on the other
side of the Castle. The 'Mechs can make it through there. Hovercraft wll have
to go west of the port, running at high speed and hoping they're not spotted."

Yee saluted crisply, gathered up the rest of the squad, and led them
into the darkness.

Grayson paced. "Now . . . supplies ...

Lori's teeth flashed in the dim light. "Already taken care of. W
liberated a couple of HVTIs behind this building when we broke in. They're on
their way to HQ "

"Food?"
"W've got sone. But nostly we've got ammpb, sone weapons, and oil."
"OK It'll have to do."

Runni ng figures noved in the distance, shadows against the darkness.
Light flickered with the stutter of auto gunfire, and bullets sighed and
snhapped through the air around them

Lori jabbed a thumb toward the crouching 'Mech. "Let's nove it,
Li eutenant!"

Automatic rifle fire chopped at the rubble and squealed off the
Locust's arnmor. Lori propelled Gayson toward the open ventral hatch that had
been brought down to within two meters of the ground. G ayson swarned up

the chain |adder dangling below the hatch and into the 'Mech.

The Locust cockpit was cranped for one. Wth tw, it was
cl aust rophobi c. Lori shrugged out of her coat and squeezed past him slipping
into the control seat and pulling the neural helnmet down over her blond hair.
Grayson was forced to stand behind the seat, crouched with his head and neck
brushi ng agai nst the spaghetti tangle of bundled wires and power |eads running
across the overhead. The 'Mech turned slowy, then lurched free of the rubble,
whi ch cascaded down in a roar of dirt and debris. The Locust's |R scanners
were on. Blurs of green and white light shinmered and noved through blue
darkness as soldiers closed in.

Wth the creak of grinding nmetal, the Locust rose to its full height,
pivoting to face the attackers. Lori's right hand pulled at the nachine gun
controls, and glowing tracers etched trails of light across the screen. One of
the gl owi ng shapes collapsed and lay still.

Grayson stooped to bring his face close beside Lori's. Even in the
heat of the Locust cockpit, he was very aware of her warnth, her nearness. "I
take it you have a plan?"

"well . . . finding you, nostly."

"And now that you have?"

Sonet hi ng heavy and |oud whanged off the Locust's torso arnor, making

Grayson's ears ring and even his teeth hurt. "I suppose the next step in the
plan is staying alive," Lori said. "Wat was that you said about Thunder
Rift?"

Grayson nodded as he clung to an overhead handhold. It was difficult
to stand with the cockpit lurching from side to side with each stride the
'Mech took. "Yeah. A place | know in the mountains. A small arny could hide
there." Listening to the wunearthly din clanging against the cockpit arnor,
Grayson recognized it as the staccato rhythm of heavy nmachine gun fire on the
outer hull.

"They may follow us."

Grayson snmiled, a cold light in his eyes. "Let 'em Hovercraft won't
be able to make the trek up Gayal. Nothing else they have is fast enough."”

"You' ve been there?"

"Many times. | know that terrain. It's broken and way too steep. Even
a hoverscout wouldn't make it."



"Can we?"

"No problem"

Grayson did not add that there were two types of vehicles that could
track the Locust up the flank of Gayal to the R ft. Broken ground would not
slow aircraft. He didn't know if the Conbine Reginent had aerospace fighters
at the port, but he did know the bandits had had helicopters. There was a good
chance that they were arned with anti-arnmor missiles at least. O, if they
weren't, they soon would be.

The other vehicle that could follow them was anot her ' Mech.

"Better alert the rest of the wunit," he said. "Yee might not get
t hr ough. "

Grayson saw the muscles in Lori's cheeks bunch as she opened a
conmine. She began speaking to some unheard |I|istener, suggesting the
rendezvous at Thunder Rift.

After the Rift, then what? Gayson asked hinself. What cane to mnd
was the conversation he'd had with Tor about capturing a ship to take them off
Trell wan. Gayson seized on the idea, feeling hope and fear m ngled.

He knew that capturing a ship would be a difficult undertaking. The
DropShip at the spaceport was nerely the shuttle for transport between a
pl anet's surface and the real starship, which was designed to remain close by
a star's junp point wthout ever approaching a planet. The Invidious should be
at Trell's junp point now, ion thrust-ers maintaining its position against the
star's gravity. The ship mght have Tor's original crew, plus an unknown
number of Hendrik's pirates. O, the Red Duke may have already put his own men
aboard. There was no way of know ng.

It was even possible that the Invidious was no nore, vaporized by a
mssile from Duke Ricol's flotilla when he dropped from the junp point. That
was unlikely, though. Starships represented a resource from the old Star
League days that everyone took great care to mamintain. As starships could only
be built by a few remaining old League shipyards, the sane practical
considerations that had effectively banned the wuse of nuclear weapons
prevented the destruction of man's last remaining star-ships. The starfaring
vessel s could be captured; they were never destroyed.

The I nvidious, then, would be guarded, either by the Duke's nen or by
Hendrik's. But the key to getting the starship was the DropShip still
squatting on the tarmac of Trellwan's spaceport. A pilot-and Tor was the only
pilot Gayson knew on the planet-just mght be able to take an assault force
cl ose enough to stormthe freighter.

The alternative was to remain on Trellwan until another ship called at
port. Wth Duke Ricol in charge of the planet, it was unlikely that anyone
woul d arrive except other ships in the service of the Draco Comnbine.

The third alternative was to remain in the city, where they would
doubt| ess be hunted down and killed. O, they could flee to the deep desert or
to the w | derness beyond the nmountains by the equatorial sea. There they m ght
expect to live a few weeks or nonths until their food ran out, until their
power systens failed, and the weather or the mnetal-poi soned water killed them

If they tried for a ship, at least they had a chance of surviving.
Grayson was anxious to meet with Tor again, so that they could discuss the
possibilities.

Duke Hassid Al exander Ricol |ooked up across steepled fingers at his
war | eader. "Well, Singh? Wiat do you have to report?"

Singh stood at attention before his master, attired in a faultless
black dress wuniform with the blue collar and cuff tabs of the Draconian
Special Forces. The Duke still wore his customtailored red uniform heavy
with the gold and braid that he personally found so tastel ess, but that never
failed to inpress status-minded locals. Hs own office reflected his true
tastes, an almpst Spartan sinplicity relieved only by an extravagantly
wal | -sized three-D holovid of a nountain stream blue skies, and forest green.
The stream foamed and splashed its way into a pool, endlessly rippling. It
occupi ed one side wall of the office where Ricol could watch its continuing



ani mati on.

The wall behind his desk bore a topol ogical map of the |ocal region of
Trellwan, from south of Sarghad to the southern shores of the Ginheld Sea
along the equator. The nmap was dominated by the twi sting, tightly spaced
el evation contours of the mountains north and east of the city.

"The situation in the city is satisfactory, Lord. Stannic and his
people are in conmand, the MIlitia has been nostly disbanded, and our people
are in control of the major comunications and governnent centers."

"What do you nean, 'nostly di sbanded' ?"

"There was resistance to the order to disband, of course. Some units
fought. Sone are still fighting. | dispatched one Lance to the Palace area to
quell the riots there."

"Dammt, Singh, we can't have protracted fighting down there! The
whol e purpose of this mission is to secure Trellwan as a friendly outpost, not
as a conquered and garrisoned one! This miserable ball of excrement is of no

use to us at all if we nust fight to hold it!"

"Y-yes, Lord. | assure you, the incidents have been m nor."

" "Mnor." And what of the Trells' 'Mechs?"

"Ah . . . yes, Lord." Sweat was standing out on Singh's face, now He
had served Duke Ricol for fifteen standard years, and still dreaded the man's

wath. "Two of the locals' 'Mechs have been taken by the rebels, ny Lord, the
Locust and the Wasp. W have taken a second Wasp that apparently has been used
as a source of spare parts. Its head is missing, as well as its weapons. The
Stinger they captured fromus is mssing ..."

"Wii ch neans soneone has taken it to the nmountains as well."

"The ... the nountains, Lord?"

Ricol smled unpleasantly, and swivelled his chair about to take in
the area map with a careless sweep of his hand. "Were else? There's nothing
to the south or west but endless desert and mneral flats. If they want to
stay out of our reach, they'll assenble in the nountains somewhere, off to the
north." He leaned closer to the map, peering. "There's a mgjor pass there, a
few kil ometers north of here ..."

"Thunder Rift, ny Lord. |I've been there, and checked it out. The fl oor
of the Rift is subnerged in a glacial |ake. There would be no passage there."

"Hm | wonder. 'Mechs can travel underwater. Slowy, to be sure, but
they could nmake it."

"OF course, Lord."

"And the small fleet of military hovercraft that have

vanished in the past 20 hours could skim across on the |ake's
surface. "

"Yes, Lord, but the north end of that lake spills out in a series of
waterfalls that drop a hundred nmeters or more into the Ginheld Sea. Al so, the
| ake itself receives a seasonal waterfall of considerable power that is just

about to begin at this season. There wll be no escape for them in THAT
direction.”

"Hm . . . good . . . good." The Duke swung back to face his
subordi nate, his hand scratching at the base of his heavy black beard. "I want
those rebels, Singh. Dead or alive, | want them"

"Are they really so inmportant, Lord?"

"One of them is. The Comonweal ther you've told me about, young
Carlyle. If he were to survive, to get off planet, he mght piece together
enough of what has happened here. He could turn the Conmonwealth's eyes toward
Trellwan again, bring a relief fleet before we were ready to neet them Singh,
think of it! A sweep in on Tharkad from a base deep within their own Periphery
that they don't even yet suspect. Conplete surprise!

"If Carlyle warns them our advantage is lost, and we are reduced to
defending an otherwise insignificant ball of rock blessed with wunusually
wr et ched weather, and for no good purpose at all. This world is useless as a
base wi thout the advantage of surprise!”

"Yes, ny Lord."



Ricol turned back to the map and studied it for several nonents. "You
have hel i copters?”

"I do, ny Lord. Four are down for repairs, but there are a pair of
Warrior H7 attack ships, and a Karnav UR transport. VW& have been using them
for reconnaissance flights and for quick trips between the Castle and the
port."

"I can contribute tw nore Warriors. Not enough for that |jagged
wi | derness, but they will have to do." He pointed to the mountains north of
Mount Gayal, then to the plains and mountain foothills to the east. "I want
these areas patrolled, starting at once. Something as large as three
Battl eMechs should be easy enough to spot even in rugged terrain, and they
MUST be there. There is no other intelligent choice for them Wen we find

them we'll flush themout with two or three 'Mech Lances.
W' ||l take them wherever they hide. And Carlyle will die."
"Yes, ny Lord.'
"See to it Singh. | have work to do."

Singh saluted, fist raised to heart, then snapped it up and out,
stiff-fingered. Ricol turned his attention to a small conmputer screen on his
desk.

Carlyle was an unexpected conplication in the Plan, but it was such
conplications that added spice to the Geat Hunt. Perhaps the Red Hunter
hi mself would lead the ground pursuit of these rebels. It had been too |ong
since he had personally taken the con of a 'Mech in battle. The thought
stirred Rcol's blood, and brought a dark snmile to his bearded face.

As the Locust proceeded up the ranbling eastern slopes of Munt Gayal,
the ground becanme progressively rockier and nore broken. Trellwan's fierce,
week-1ong stornms had gouged out deep gullies that twisted and wound down the

nmount ai nsides. It was still dark, but the eastern sky showed a hint of pearl
gray along the horizon, marking the beginning of Trellwan's long twlight.
Sunrise was still two standard days away. Though still night, the tenperature

was rising, and had been ever since Far Passage a week before. Snow clouds
hovered above the nountains, and the icy peaks glinted in the predawn |ight.

Inside the Locust, it was hot and growing hotter. Lori had boosted the
power output of the 'Mech's reactor as the terrain grew steeper, and the heat
sinks were struggling to keep up with the systems waste heat. Gayson had
propped open both the inner seal and the outer hatch, but the opening was not
enough to cool the cockpit. He'd long since renoved his uniform jacket and
shirt, and Lori was down to a light, short-sleeved pullover and her briefs.
Sweat beaded her face under the neural helnet, and nolded the shirt to each
swell and curve of her torso. Her legs were |long and sl eek.

It was hard not to notice how attractive she was, even in the heat of
that cramped cockpit.

Lori turned her head and caught Gayson's gaze. "Forget it,
Li eutenant," she said. She sounded tired. "lI'mnot interested."

"Neither am |, Sergeant. Neither am 1. Just drive, huh?"

G ayson thought he detected a flash of hurt in Lori's eyes before she
turned back to face the IR inmaging screen. The Locust continued clinbing, its
broad, flanged feet making their way on the treacherous ground using Lori's
own sense of bal ance.

A warning light flashed on the consol e.

"Aircraft,"” Lori said. "Coming in fromthe south . . . low and fast."

"O K W nake like a rock."” He reached behind him and pulled the hatch
shut, cutting off the trace of cold air seeping in from outside. "Shut down
the sinks."

The Locust hunkered down, its back-canted legs folding under to |ower
the cockpit to within a few neters of the ground. As they sank to earth, the

surroundi ng boulders seemed to rise from the ground all around them
sheltering them Wth the heat sinks closed off, the 'Mech was no |onger
dunpi ng excess heat into the cold atnosphere. Its hull would still be hotter

than the surrounding boulders and detectable on an infra-red scanner, but



geysering plunmes of heat would no longer act like white-hot flares to attract
a searcher's attention

They waited. Though the Locust was no |onger noving, the power plant
was still running, and there was no way to rid the machine of heat. The
temperature soared to 45 degrees. Gayson allowed Lori and hinself a swallow
of tepid water from the cockpit water tank, and nopped his face wth his
shirt. How much longer would this go on? Lori didn't look |like she could take
much nore. She sat slouched in the seat, her hand on the 'Mech's machi ne gun
controls, her eyes half-closed and her |ips parted

"Do you want ne to take the controls awhile, Sergeant?" Despite
hi nsel f, he whispered. There was no way that helicopter would detect their
voi ces, but the sense of an eneny very close, listening, was hard to fight.

She shook her head. "No. I'd rather ... be DA NG sonething. Anything."

He nodded, and sagged agai nst the support of an overhead handhold. If
only there were roomin the cranped space for himto sit down, too

The imager revealed the aircraft-a lean, streamlined Warrior
hel i copter. Gayson could make out the missile pods extended from the craft's
flanks. It passed them hugging the terrain as it noved up the flank of the
mountain two kilometers to the east of their hiding place

"Didn't see us," Lori said unnecessarily.

"Gve it a nonment. It was noving too fast to have a ground party
following, but there mght be a second aircraft.”

Fortunately for Lori and Gayson, there was not. After a snal
eternity of sweltering stillness, she opened wi de the 'Mch's heat dunps, and
the machine levered to its feet and resunmed its clinb.

To the north, a narrow ridge spur connected Gayal with the main body
of the mountains. The Locust's course had taken it along the eastern flank of
Gayal on the far side of the Castle, then up the ridge and along its crest.
From this vantage point, they could |ook southwest across the valley and see
the lights of the spaceport spread beyond the Castle. Beyond that were the
day-brilliant lights of Sarghad.

They paused there while Gayson used the 'Mech's tel ephoto starlight
optical scanners to zoom in on the activity at the spaceport. Even w thout
magni fication, he could see frantic activity there. Two DropShips had
grounded. Huge, nmmssive, and squat, they were larger than the |Invidious
DropShi p, which crouched by itself in a far corner of the field. Mpvenent was
dimy visible around the base of each ship, and the silvery specks of
hovercraft and other vehicles could be made out against the darker ferrocrete.
At full rmagnification, Gayson and Lori could see steam being vented from the
ships in the glare of the port lights, and the silent, purposeful confusion of
repair and refueling operations. Oderly rows of troops noved anong the
crisscross of gantry struts and loading platfornms, and G ayson counted at
least twelve 'Mechs of wvarious types and weights drawn up as if for
i nspecti on.

He zeroed in on the age-streaked body of the Invidious' DropShip.

"That's our key to getting off this planet,” he told Lori. "W have to figure
out a way to take her, and then use her to take the starship."
"If the starship is still there to be taken. Wat are they doing? It
| ooks like they're | oading her."
Grayson agreed. He was at the very limt of resolution for the

Locust's optics, but it appeared that a nunmber of people were noving up a ranp
into the DropShip's holds. Vehicles seemed to be |oading crates or containers
of some sort, and there was an air of purposeful activity that Gayson knew
mar ked preparations for a |aunch.

"W'll have to hurry if we want to catch a ride on THAT one," he said.
"Looks like they're planning to lift-and soon."

"We'd have to do sonething quickly anyway. In another 60 hours it'll
be daylight."

"And then 30 standard days until it's dark again." He pulled at one
ear thoughtfully.



They were rapidly running out of options.

The tenperature within the cavern of Thunder R ft was sonewhat warmer
than the near-zero chill outside. The thunder for which it was named had not
yet begun, but a steady spatter of mlky droplets trickled from the mass of
ice and snow that could be faintly made out at the R ft's opening far above.
The steady, rhythmic patter of droplets falling into the black water below
filled the cavern with cold, wet echoes, and the promise of the roar of an
aval anche of water when the Thirday thaw began. For the past 20 hours, the
remants and tatters of the First Trellwan Lancers had been wandering in from
the dark and cold in a ragged stream Ga”“son had Lori and Sergeant Ramage
nmovi ng anmong them taking a census and trying to bring sone order to the
confusion. Fires burned along the shores of the lake, each wth its own
cluster of men and wormen in Mlitia fatigues or, rarely, the green of the
Royal @uard. Beyond the warm glow of the fires, sentries noved anong the
predawn shadows, watching for the approach of the eneny.

So far, the Lancers could nuster a Wasp and the Locust, and radio
contact had been made with the Stinger, which was just now com ng across the
ridge north of Gayal. The conbined strength of the two conbat conpanies was 51
men, while 23 astechs from the support conpany had made it through. Al so
present were the vehicles the refugees had arrived in-five armed HWCs, a pair
of HVTs, and half a dozen scout hovercraft.

It was hardly a well-equipped fighting force. Mst of the conbat
troops had brought their weapons, but the group had alnost no food. Many did
not have cold weather gear and were half-frozen by their trek up from Sarghad
in open-topped hovercraft. Amunition was in short supply for the projectile
weapons, and backpack chargers for the handful of |aser weapons would have to
be charged off the hovercraft power plants, for there were no portable
generators at all.

Renfred Tor had arrived aboard one of the hover transports. He wal ked
with Grayson along the |akeshore some distance away from the canpfires. The
nmovements of individuals near the fires cast gigantic, msshapen shadows
across the waterworn surfaces of the Rft walls.

"Lori tells me you have an idea for how we can take the Invidious,"
Grayson said. He was wearing a cold weather jacket over his Quards uniform
but he kept his hands tucked into his pockets. Gayson had no gloves, and the
air tenperature was |ow enough to freeze his fingers. "Tell me about it."

Tor crossed his arns and | ooked down at the sand. "It's possible, but
it won't be easy."
"I was sure of that, too. | got a good look at the spaceport coning

up. "

"The problemis, we can't just fight our way through the 'Mechs they
have lined up on the port tarmac. Once we get aboard the DropShip, it's going
to take two standard days to reach the junp point."

"You're saying they would warn the Invidious before the DropShip got
there."”

Tor nodded. "As soon as the DropShip lifts off with our people aboard,
sonmeone in Duke Ricol's forces is going to radio the Invidious and let the
stationkeepers up there know that we're coming. They'd have tw days to
prepare for us, or they could sinply junp to sonme other system"”

"What if the Invidious is still crewed by Hendrik's pirates?”
"W can't count on that. Hell, we don't even know whether Ricol cane
in at the zenith or nadir junp points, but | doubt that he'd |eave a

potentially hostile starship just floating there, undisturbed."

Grayson paced the wet sand with Tor, thinking. Every star system had
two junp points, the zenith point above the star's north pole, the nadir point
below the south. The distance of the point from the star depended on the

star's mass. For a class M2 red dwarf like Trell, the junp points were |ocated
about seven-tenths of an astronomi -
cal unit out-a hair over 100 mllion kiloneters. A DropShip travelling

from Trellwan to the junmp point at a 1G acceleration would nmake the trip in



t wo- and- a- hal f days.
"Where is the Invidious, Tor?"

"Nadir point."
"And your crew?"
Tor sounded |less certain. "Mst of them should still be aboard. At
| east, there weren't that many ship handlers anong the bunch of Hendrik's
people who canme aboard, so they'd need ny people for stationkeeping, if

not hi ng el se. ™

"So, Duke Ricol could have put his own people aboard, but your crew is
probably still there."

"Unl ess he spaced 'em" There was bitterness in his voice.

"They won't have had reason to do that. Not yet, anyway." G ayson
decided to change the subject. "It looked like they were |oading people and
cargo aboard your DropShip at the port. Any idea what that m ght have been?"

Tor shrugged. "No idea at all. They could be |oading food and | oot
from their raids on Sarghad. O maybe Ricol plans to ship Hendrik's people
back to heron." He spread his hands, exasperation pulling at his long face.
"There's just no way to tell fromup here!"

"Hhm yes. But | think | know how we can work it so that we can find
out what's going on, and pick up a ship for ourselves in the bargain."

Grayson and Tor continued their hike along the shores of the black
| ake, absorbed in plans and cal culations. In the cavern, the meltwater dripped
ever faster from the ceiling, the spray reflected in the firelight Iike
falling stars.

BOOXK 111
Local dawn was only hours away. H gh, cold, stream ng clouds already
reflected Trell's bloody light from below the eastern horizon, and the

spaceport was emerging into faint visibility after days of gray predawn |ight.

Gay son Death Carlyle confronted his comrand. There were 59 conbat
troops now, and 28 in the technical support conpany, all the men who had
managed to escape from Sarghad. They'd brought with them stories of riots, of
green-coats burning hones and shooting Mlitiamen, of MIlitia forces fighting
back and being dispersed by the arrival of Kurita 'Mechs. They watched G ayson
now with expressions ranging from hope to despair. Behind them the Wasp and
the Stinger crouched in silent deac-tivation. The Locust, wth Lori at the
con, patrolled beyond the mouth of the Rift, standing sentry.

"I'lI'l say it again!" Gayson raised his voice and caught the faint
echo from the rock walls behind the assenbly. ' 'Qur one hope is to get off
this planet, and the only way we can do that is to take that DropShip!"'

There were nutters and grunbled conversation, but nost returned
Grayson's direct stare with stunned and unconprehendi ng | ooks.

"Li eut enant "

" Speak up!"

A private in a grease-stained MIlitia uniform edged to the front of
the crowd. "Lieutenant, Trellwan is our honme. For nobst of wus, that is, we
CAN T | eave! "

There was muttered assent, and soneone called out, "That's right!"

There were hostile looks on many of the faces in front of him confusion or
worry on many ot hers.

Preoccupied with his own schenes and desires, Gay-son had not really
foreseen resistance fromhis nmen. "Do all of you feel that way?" he asked.

The response was nore muttering, the shuffling of feet, and downcast
eyes.

"The situation in Sarghad is not good," Gayson said. ' 'Qur scouts
who came in last period say the whole place is under martial law. The Geen
Coats are in total control of everything, and MIlitiamen are being rounded up
and shot."

A disbelieving voice rang out. "All of then?"

"No, not all. Mdst of the Mlitia are confined to their barracks now,



and | gather Ceneral Varney is being held prisoner in the Palace. But the
Mlitia people who are protesting the new orders-they're disappearing. And the
Duke's nen are helping the Geen Coats. Their troops are at the Palace, the
hospital, and at the Visor broadcast stations ..."

"Lieutenant, lots of us have famly down there. W can't just abandon
them "'

Grayson felt his control, his authority slipping. These nen and wonen,
nmost of them had borne with him through the hardships of training and
organi zation, and had followed him into both victory and defeat. He had been
thinking of this new Lance as his famly, and had assuned that they all felt
as he did. Qbviously, he had m scal cul at ed.

Kai had once lectured Grayson on why men fight. "A man fights for nany
reasons," he'd said. "Mdst of all, he fights for his buddies on either side of
himon the firing line, and that's where his loyalty lies when the heat is on.

"But it's home and family that puts him there on the firing line in
the first place."

Grayson could tell by the atnosphere, by the dark murrmuring and darker
| ooks, that these people were not his to the point that they would abandon
horme and famly to follow him off planet. He'd imagined the entire Lance
getting offworld, of warning the Commonwealth of the dagger unsheathed at its
back, of finding whatever was left of Carlyle's Comrandos and rejoining them
Failing that, he and his nen would perhaps form a mercenary unit to continue
the fight against the dark coils of Draconis.

But for nmpbst of those he led, there was nothing to fight for offworld,
no pronise there but the very slender one of safety from Stannic's pogrons and
the Red Duke's 'Mechs. And so, Grayson would just have to change his strategy.

"I won't ask you to |eave your homnes," he said, "but if we could get
off-planet, if we could capture the JunpShip, we might be able to find help,
to cone back with a stronger force and kick the Kuritists back to where they
came from"

A single voice broke the unconfortable silence. "And if you get your
ship, how do we know you'll come back for us?"

Another Mlitiaman stepped in front of the crowd, half turning to face
t hem "The Lieutenant's always done right by us, hasn't he? If he says he'll
conme back, | believe him™"

"Thank you, soldier."

"Begging the Lieutenant's pardon, but not all of us have ties here. |

for one have no famly on Trellwan, and if you' re going off-planet, well, I'd
like to conme along." "Wat's your name, soldier?" "Mnning, Lieutenant."'
"You'll be nmore than wel cone, Manning. How about the rest of you? WII

you trust me in this? W can't fight a BattleMech reginent alone. Wy, we
woul dn't even survive in the wilderness alone for long. But if we can get
offworld and reach a Commonweal th naval base, | can bring back help. Believe
nme, the Commonweal th doesn't want the Draconis Conbine here on Trellwan!" "The
Conmonweal th wasn't that interested in us when they brought Hendrik's bastards
in" came a voice fromthe back of the crowd.

"No, and they won't be any more interested in you now They've got
probl ens of their own-el sewhere. But they're damm sure not going to want the
Kuritists sitting here massing their fleets and 'Mech battalions! Now .
will you help ne?"

There was a terrifying silence, while Gayson thought, My CGod, ['ve
lost them Then Manning waved his TK in the air. "Count me in, Lieutenant."

Then another MIlitiaman stepped forward, and another. The private
who' d protested that he had a famly

moved up, and then the cavern was ringing with the shouts and whoops
of Grayson's troops. Mwybe, Gayson thought, as he |ooked down into their
shouting faces, maybe we'll be able to pull it off.

Renfred Tor marched with fourteen nen past the outer barracks and onto
the apron of the spaceport field. Each of them wore the dark green and gold of
Trel l wan's Royal Quards.



A nunber of Royal Quards had joined Grayson's ragtag unit at Thunder
Rift, nmen who'd fled the takeover when those in power began evening old
quarrels with those in their own ranks. Gayson didn't fully trust them yet,
and they were also the target of black |ooks and unpleasant grunbling from
many of the MIlitiamen who had |ost hones or famly when the Guards had taken
over in Sarghad. For now, the forner Quardsnen were kept within the Rift,
assigned to the shrunken support conpany, where they could be kept out of
harm s way-and wat ched.

Their uniforns had come in handy, though, as a disguise for the nen in
Tor's special party. The DropShip Captain led his tiny command across the
unconfortably open field between the barracks and the |Invidious' DropShip.
There were weapons trained on the party, Tor knew Standard operating
procedure called for weapons to track any person or group approaching a
grounded mlitary ship. As they got closer, he could see the orifice-dinpled
sphere of a beam turret twisting within its mount on the hull to keep themin
its line-of-sight. He marched his men into the wind shelter of a supply shed
several hundred neters from the ship, halted them had them face front and
stand at ease.

He hoped they | ooked Iike just another squad of Geen Coats.

The Duke was using a lot of Royal Quards, both in the city and at the
port. The alliance with them nmade sense. If Ricol could count on the men now
in power in Sarghad-Stannic and his supporters-then the Duke would be free to
use his entire force el sewhere. But the Lancers knew none of the passwords or
codes that mght now be in effect.

Their one advantage was that the situation in Sarghad was bound to be
hopel essly confused at the nmonment, with so many changes being put into effect
so quickly. It was likely that as yet there WERE no passwords or special
codes. If so, they had to nmove now if there was to be any chance of success at
all.

Clipped to his ear, Tor wore the renote earphone to the transceiver at
his belt. He was conscious of the faint background hiss of the open channel, a
channel that observation over the past hours had shown was not heavily used.
Everyt hing depended on the nmessage he would get through that earphone within
the next few nonents.

The DropShip | oonmed above them filling the sky with the massive swell
of its rounded hull. For the first time, Tor got a good |ook at what they'd
done to the vessel when they'd installed extra weapon mounts. He wi nced at the
carel essness with which arnor plate had been burned away, but knew he coul dn't
dwell on that now. Wat Tor needed to know right now was where was that bl oody
signal ?

The G een Coats and their Kurita allies had occupied the Castle, of
course, but they hadn't noved in and set up their headquarters there. That was
one stroke of luck, at least. Wat Gayson and his men were attenpting to do
woul d have been far nore difficult, perhaps inpossible, if the Duke and his
staff had taken over the Command Control Center. R col appeared to be still
operating out of the DropShip, which bore the red chevron of his flag. That
meant the Castle's Conmand Center should be deserted. Gayson was in there
now, working to tap into the spaceport's conputer net. If he could just tell
the computer network that Tor and his people were expected aboard the DropShip

But where was his signal?

Gayson waited in the corridor outside the Command Control Center. H's
Quards Lieutenant uniform had gotten himthis far past gangs of men installing
el ectronics equi pnent throughout the Castle. Heavy power cables snaked
everywhere, and heavy beam and nissile weapons were being installed at
strategic points across the face and upper deck of the fort. Sem portable
consol es were being hooked up in the Vehicle Bay and in a nunber

of the Castle's larger roonms. It |ooked as though the Red Duke was
pl anning on nmoving in to stay.

The confusion within the Castle's passageways was conplete. Each party
of nen, each squad of soldiers seemed to have their own assigned tasks, and



paid no attention at all to anyone else. No one challenged G ay-son, though
once a man in the red and black uniform of a Draconis captain ordered him to
report to Mijor Kraig for a runner assignment. Gayson guessed that the
Captain had been given the unwanted duty assignment first and was now passing
it down to the first subordinate he saw. Gayson saluted smartly with his best
Quards' salute and requested permission to conplete his nessenger duty ... on
his Lordship's business.

The Captain had muttered sonmething unintelligible and waved him on. A
junior officer looking for a way to duck an assignment would not closely
guesti on anyone-even an indig-purporting to be working for the Duke.

Grayson had reached the Conmmand Center in good tine, only to find a
work detail in there. He hovered outside the open door several nonents,
considering what to do. There were six men inside the Center, astechs
belonging to the Red Duke's 'Mech reginment, fromthe |look of it. Their |eader
was a full Tech wearing an arnmband with the black-on-red dragon of the Conbine
and a heavy-1ooking service machine pistol holstered on his hip. Considering
the array of tools spread out on the floor and the way they were dismantling a
conmuni cations console, it |ooked as though they planned to be there for a
whi | e.

Gayson wal ked into the Center and directly to one of the conputer
access consoles in the mddle of the room He kept his face inpassive, worked
to keep his breathing steady.

The Tech noticed him "You! Wat are you doing here?"

Theoretically, of course, any command officer of any service outranked
full Techs, who were generally sergeants or warrant specialists in rank. But
G ayson knew enough of the way the Conbine worked to realize that not even a
Conbi ne astech civilian was going to obey orders froman indig officer.

Grayson did his best to look unsure of hinmself-a young junior officer
in the presence of his betters. "Yes-sir! | was sent up to check out the
conputer net access from here. Mjor " he groped for the nanme. "Yes! Mjor
Kraig wants to know if there was any damage to the banks."

The Tech scowl ed. "That was all checked out two days ago."

"l don't know about that, sir. | have ny orders ..."

"Way would the Major put an indig greenie like you on the job? Wat do
YQU know about Commonweal th conputers?”

He pulled hinself up with what he hoped |ooked like pride. "I was on
the astech force that helped set them up, sir. That's why the Myjor wanted ne
to cone down here." Admitting that he had worked for the Comonwealth garrison
was a big risk, but it was the only way Gayson could explain his know edge of
these machines. He was counting on the fact that technical personnel
t hr oughout human space operated in a subculture all their own, independent of
the politics of the men who gave them their orders.

The Tech considered Gayson a nmonent with narrow, suspicious eyes,
then waved carelessly toward the consoles. "Just stay out of our way. W'll be
changi ng the access codes in the system after a while, and we'll throw you out
on your head then, got ne?"

"Y-yessir!" The codes had not yet been changed! He might be able to
pull it off!

Doing his best to ignore the workers behind him Gayson switched on
the power and tapped out the key sequences that put him into the system He
was probing the control network that kept track of ships incomng and
outgoing, and kept the spaceport <control tower informed of the Castle's
mlitary decisions and activities. Wen the Commandos had been garrisoned
here, the Trells had controlled the spaceport, and the network had been used
for communication and for gaining special clearance for mlitary flights. He
suspected that the Conbine controlled all port activities now Yes, there was
a new program controlling the network. The logo on the screen indicated that
the system was under the direction of Conmbine MIlitary Conmand.

Any conputer system that wll be used by nmany people with varying
levels of training nust be designed so that even inexperienced personnel can



operate it. Gayson tried various words and phrases that asked the system
itself for help, and found hinself |ogged into the flight scheduling sequence
as "Tower Control 1." He caught his breath, but no alarnms went off. The screen
waited patiently for him filled with command options. Taking a deep breath,
he began wor ki ng.

It took Grayson ten mnutes of careful searching and experinmentation
to find what he was after. A launch was scheduled for local dawn, 2.3 standard
hours from now. The |aunch was identified sinmply as "FRTR DRPSHP ALPHA" rat her
than by the nane of one of the Duke's warships. That nust be Tor's DropShip.
It was scheduled to rendezvous with "J-FRTR NADIR' in 52 hours. The
freighter's destination was listed as Luthien, capital world of the Draconis
Conbi ne.

Cargo schedule . . . fuel schedule . . . orbital w ndows unrestricted
. transit vectors and delta V ... ah! Payload manifest! The DropShip was
listed as carrying 1215 tons of cargo-grain, spices, hardwod, art objects,
loot fromthe raids on Sarghad, all of it. There were 34 passengers listed as
"Supercargo-Security Detention." Those nust be nore prisoners, people taken
when the Duke noved into Sarghad. Hendrik's people, maybe? That didn't feel
right. General Varney and other |oyalists? That sounded nore reasonable, but
there was no way to find out. Tor would have to use his own judgment there.
The security detail was five men under the command of a Gharlit, Levin;
Corporal; Reginmental Security Forces. Their weapons were listed as pistols and
trang guns only. Good. Firefights onboard ship could be hairy.

And, what was this? A special passenger? A Captain Yorunabi, with VIP
cl earances and status. Wiwo might THAT be? Gayson wondered. Woever he was,
the special passenger would be Tor's responsibility.

Wrking swiftly now, he began typing. A new unit had been assigned to
board FRTR DRPSHP ALPHA, fourteen nen under the command of C aydon; Sergeant;
Trellwan Ryl Cds."

He had settled on the nane while discussing the plan with Renfred Tor.
None of them knew how plausible it would be to have a squad of |ocal soldiers
boarding an outbound freighter, wespecially as they had no idea of its
destination. Mght it be headed for Luthien? If so, what would Trell Geen
Coats be doing on a ship bound for Luthien? In this, as in so nmuch else,
Grayson was relying on the studied lack of <curiosity and the obedient,
it's-none-of-ny-affair mlitary m nd.

He entered the information, then let his breath out in a |ong,
unsteady sigh as he saw his data appear on the screen. Gayson stole a glance
across his shoulder. The astech party was hard at work dismantling the com
consol e. Keeping his back to them he slipped a snmall transceiver out from
under his tunic, and thunbed it to a pre-set frequency.

Al he said was, "CGo." They had kept it sinple and noncommittal
because of the danger that sonme listener would pick up the broadcast and
triangulate its position. A red light flashed twice on the handset: message
received. He tucked the transceiver away and turned back to the conputer. Wth
his primary mssion acconplished, he set to work searching for one nore set of
data he wanted to examine, and this would be his one and only opportunity to
find it.

Renfred Tor pulled out his earpiece and gave the command to his nmen.
They'd been standing at attention in the shelter of a hydrogen tank for the
past eight nminutes, waiting for the word to cone from Gayson. Now he had
given the signal, and it was tine to nove.

The fifteen nen swung out into the chill wind and narched toward the
DropShi p. The beam turret still tracked them as Tor led theminto the spotlit
glare from the powerful |anmps casting their harsh light across the main entry
hatch. El sewhere, the lights ringing the port paled under a slowy I|ightening
sky. The port buildings, gantries, and storage tanks were all visible now,
gray shadows in the twlight.

A pair of sentries stepped from the shadows. "Hold it right there.
Wiere do you think you're going, Geen Coat?"



"Orders," Tor said. Steam boiling fromthe Drop-Ship's vents funed and
churned in the spotlit pools. "W were told to report aboard before |aunch."”

"Let's see 'em

Tor let a trace of anger creep into his voice. These were Draco
sentries, not Trells, and there was no way he could threaten or bluster his
way past them But he might be able to take advantage of the fact that the
ol dest of the two sentries was half Tor's age, and | ooked green.

"l have no witten orders, soldier. | was ordered ..." he stressed the
word, "ordered to report aboard this DropShip by the tower officer. You want
to take it up with hin®"

There was uncertainty in the sentry's face, the universal fear of the
mlitary's |lower echelons of having screwed up sonewhere. But his voice was
tough. These WERE just Trell indigs, after all. "W'IlIl just see about that."

He used a hand transceiver to call the DropShip's bridge. Hs nuttered
conversation was inaudible to Tor and his men shifting from foot to foot in
the predawn chill. The sentry |ooked up suddenly. "Sergeant . . . d aydon?"

"That's right."

"Nobody ever tells me nothin'." The sentry waved them on as the outer
hatch swung open. "Mwe it. Get on board. You Greenies're expected, it seens."

Too easy, Tor told hinself as they filed on board. They had to be even
nmore on guard now, for things could change at any nonent. He reached down and
unobt rusi vel y unhooked the safety strap across the top of the Qunther MP-20
riding on his hip.

Grayson stared down into the conputer display, his hands clenched in
whi te-knuckled fury at the data he'd retrieved. He had tapped into the biog
extract files, the sane files left behind by Carlyle' s Commandos when they'd
withdrawn from Trellwan during that night of blood and fury. Learning the
information in these files had been an inportant part of Gayson's training
during the past years, but there were far too nmany names and faces for himto
remenber them all.

Battl eMech conbat was intensely personal warfare. The theory was that
a warrior would have a better chance if conbat if he knew somnething about the
man he faced. If you knew, for exanple, that a certain MchWrrior favored

close-in conbat, it mght give you the edge if you opened fire at long range
and worked to keep him at a distance. The files included the histories of
t housands of Mech Warriors from across known space, living and dead, friend

and foe. Even friends were recorded, for it was not unusual for friends to
becone enemies in the era of the Successor States.

The face staring back at Gayson from the screen was one he
recognized. It was the long, swarthy face with dark eyes and an abbreviated
beard circling lips and nouth, the face of the man he had seen during the
attack on the Castle so many weeks before. The files identified the nman as
Baron Harimandir Singh, a Captain of the Red Hunter Special Operations G oup.
Hs biog stated that he had been born on Chekaar, that he was an acconplished
Weapons Master particularly skilled in hand-to-hand and small wunit tactics,
and that he was also a renowned MechWarrior with a long list of kills. Most
i mportant, he was the right-hand man of Hassid Al exander R col, Duke of
Chekaar .

Even with the proof before his eyes at last, Gayson could scarcely
believe it. He had first |ooked up the conputer entry on Duke Ricol, hoping to
learn nore about the |leader of the Kuritist invaders. The Red Duke, it turned
out, was a MechWarrior well known to the enemies of Kurita's Draconis Comnbine.
He favored a 75-ton Marauder painted red with black trim and was known by
friend and foe as the Red Hunter.

The background data had referred Gayson to the entry on Col onel
Singh, who, it reported, had served with Ricol for at least fifteen standard
years. Gayson renenbered the name Singh from Lori's story about how she had
cone to Trellwan, and again from Giffith's dying shout during the battle in
the Castle's Vehicle Bay. Now he understood the connection between the face he
had seen during the battle for the Castle and Duke R col hinself.



Though Singh was a MechWarrior, he served nmore often in his capacity
as warl eader for the Duke's special ground operations group. H's BattleMech

was a Crusader, a 65-tonner, painted in the same red and black livery as
Ricol's Mrauder. The conputer projected the 'Mech on the screen. It was
| arge, humanoid, with LRM | aunchers and 8cm | asers packed into each arm

So there had never been any bandits from Hendrik of (oeron at all. The

entire situation-the attack on Carlyle's Commandos, the raids on Sarghad, the
timely arrival of the Red Duke-all had been arranged as part of an elaborate
pl oy.

The reason for the hoax was easy enough to figure out. If the Red Duke
had sinply attacked Trellwan outright, the Commonwealth would have fought
back. Even if the Kurita forces had won, they would have been ruling a
conquered, hostile planet that required a sizeable garrison to keep the peace.

Instead, they had sabotaged the negotiations with Hendrik and stirred
up the Trell population against the Conmonwealth. Thus, the Conbine invaders
would be transformed into l|iberators who arrived to save Trellwan from the
ravages of Hendrik's pirates .

There had to have been Draconis agents in on it from the beginning.
Stefan woul d have been one of Singh's nen, hired by Singh's agents. He, and
others like him could have spread information about the pact wth beron
among Sarghad's citizens and infiltrated the ranks of the Royal Quard. The
formation of the Trellwan Lancers and the Lancers' early victories nust have
disrupted the fragile web of intrigue at first. But the Duke had managed to
subvert even that by having the unit turned over to Guards control, wth the
officers like hinself, Lori, and Tor arrested or killed.

Grayson nodded to hinself as the pieces of the puzzle clicked
together. The Conbine would win everything-a friendly base of operations deep
within the Commonwealth's cis-Peripheral sector, a new source of ground
troops, water, and supplies, and a staging area for secret strikes against the
heart of Comonwealth space. The plot had to be Ricol's. Wich also nmade him
the man who had pl anned the death of Durant Carlyle.

Al most as an afterthought, Gayson scanned the computer listings for a
Li eutenant Vallendel, the Marauder pilot nanmed by Lori as the one who had
ambushed his father. Sure enough, Gieg Vallendel was listed as a nmercenary
MechWarri or who operated independently within the Draconis Conbi ne and who was
| ast known to be working under contract to Duke R col. He usually fought in a
bl ack and gray Marauder.

That confirmed the plot by R col and Singh. And it gave Gayson three
names in the list of those who had killed his father: Duke Ricol, who had
planned and ordered it; Lord Singh, who had carried it out; Lieutenant
Val | endel, who had committed the actual nurder.

He kneaded at his forehead with stiff, hard fingers. He hated Ricol,
hated the entire Draconis Conbine with an intensity he was only beginning to

di scover. In his thirst for vengeance, he wanted them all dead, dead at his
hands. Grayson vowed again that he would fight them until they were
unless they killed himfirst.

"Hey . . . you!"

H s head shot up, one hand stabbing for the key that would blank the
screen. The Tech was standing several neters away, hands on hips, a black
scowml on his face. There was another man with him an older, gray-haired
of ficer draped in a cl oak.

"S-sir?"
"Who did you say sent you down here?"
"Mpjor ... uh ... Major Kraig, sir."

The gray-haired man threw back the flap of his cloak. Beneath it he
wore a black, Conbine infantry major's wuniform Fear rose gibbering in
Grayson's throat. He knew what was com ng.

"I am Major Kraig," the man said. "I gave you no such order, young
man. |'ve never seen you before in ny life."

"Let's see your ID" the Tech said. Behind the two, the astechs



gathered in an uneven line across the door. Several of them G ayson noted,
wore hol stered pistols, though none carried anything |arger.

Grayson was not arnmed. He'd decided not to carry a weapon because he'd
had no way of knowi ng what Conbine mlitary policy toward Trells carrying guns
m ght be. If it had been against the rules for Geen Coats to carry guns and
he'd been caught with one, his expedition would have ended before it began.
Now, without a gun, the only way he would be able to get past that line was to
catch them off guard. He turned and walked toward them reaching under his
tunic for an inaginary passbook.

"It wasn't your direct order, Mijor," he said as casually as he could
manage. "It was one of your officers, a Captain ... uh ..."
He [ aunched hinself, low and fast, diving past the Tech and directly

at the knees of the smallest of the astechs behind him He collided with the
man in a tangle of arnms and legs, rolling into the open door, then bounced to
his feet and ran into the passageway. A chorus of shouts to halt rose behind
him then he heard the sharp crack of weapons fire in the air above his head.
He ran faster, twi sted down a side passageway, and kept running.

Gayson's imediate concern was to put as nuch distance between
himself and his pursuers as possible. After that, perhaps he could |ose
hi msel f anong the other Trell Guards in the Castle. Even that would only buy
hima few mnutes tinme, he knew. The Castle would be sealed off and all Trells
seized for interrogation. The question was, just how many mnutes did he have?
Grayson had entered the Castle through the Vehicle Bay. Could he reach it
before the doors were cl osed?"

Renfred Tor gestured with his @nther MP-20. "Mve aside, mster. 'l
take her up."

The cluster of nen and officers on the DropShip's bridge watched Tor
with a mxture of shock, fear, and anger. Five of his men had spread out
across the bridge, their assault rifles at the ready. Meanwhile, the
bl ack-cl ad sentry who had been standing outside the bridge door groaned and
rubbed the back of his head where one of Tor's nen had brought him down with a
gun butt.

The man in the pilot's position was a Tech wearing a black and red
dragon-insignia arnband, and the deck officer's elevated chair was occupied by
a Conbi ne Naval Lieutenant Commander. The man in charge, however, seenmed to be
the civilian dressed in ornately inlaid and gilt-edged clothing. That one had
the fat and sall ow skinned | ook of a merchant, Tor thought, unless you | ooked
at his eyes. The eyes were cold and dark, with just a hint of an Oiental's
epi canthal fold, and they had the | ook of one used to comand and authority.

Tor had seen that nerchant before. It had been long ago, on
Drovahchein 11, in the Erit star cluster. He'd known him as Proctor Sinvalie,
of House Mil ai.

"Yes, we do know one another, you and |I," the nmerchant said, snling.
He stepped forward, and Tor swung the nachine pistol to cover him They'd
ordered all their captives to drop their sidearms on the deck when they'd
entered, but that nmerchant's cloak and tunic could hide an arsenal.

"That's far enough. Keep your hands where | can see them"

The nerchant's hands appeared below his deep, |oosely-draped cuffs,
spread-fingered and enpty. He sniled easily, but his eyes were dianond hard.
"Easy there, friend. Surely we can cone to an am cable agreenent, can we not?
W have so nmuch to discuss ..."

"W've got nothing!"™ Tor was confused, and not a little frightened.
The nmerchant had a self-assured air about him a deadly cunning evident in his
smle, his mannerisns, and the cold, hard light behind his eyes. "How the
bl oody hell did YQU get here?"

"I arrived with Duke Ricol, of course. H's mission here is, shall we
say, of great interest to ny masters. As was yours."

"You arranged it so Ricol could take ny ship! You arranged it wth
Hendri k's people!"

"Actually, | arranged things with a faction plotting against old



Hendri k, people who will find political advantage in the destruction of the

Trellwan Pact. They had the data on your junp series, of course. | introduced
them to Ricol's man, Singh. It was necessary to have sonme of Hendrik's
warriors involved to nake this little charade . . . nmore convincing. W
couldn't be sure some of them wouldn't be captured.”

Sinvalie turned to the Conbine conmmander. "This is Renford Tor,

Capt ai n-a business partner of mne. He was Captain of this vessel

"I AMthe Captain of this ship, and you damm well better believe it!"
Tor gestured again with the gun. "You will obey ny commands, starting now "

"Of course, of course. Don't get excited, friend. Ah, may | produce
sonme identification?"

The MP-20 hovered within centinmeters of the merchant's nose. "Slowy.
Very, very slowy."

The man's snile deepened, and he reached inside the folds of his
thickly draped outer tunic, then brought forth a square of translucent
plastic. Tor found hinself |ooking down through layers of color to synbols
that floated unsupported within the square's depths.

"I SF, Captain,” the man said. "My name ... ny REAL nanme, is Captain
Yorunabi. Perhaps you' ve heard of us? W are the investigative arm of the
Draconi s Conbi ne. "

Tor felt totally out of his depth. The ISF was well known, wth an
evil reputation that extended far beyond the Conbine's borders. "I know you,
yeah. Kurita's secret police."

"As you wish. | can tell you, Captain, that I amon a highly inportant

m ssion, that | nust get to Luthien as quickly as possible.”
"That is NOT where we're going," Tor snapped.
"Captain, please. | understand you are upset over the requisitioning

of your vessel. Frankly, you have shown consi derable resourcefulness in taking
it back." Yorun-

abi flourished the card. "I think you will grant that I am. . . shall
wWe say ... in a position to reward you well? Take nyself and ny conpanies to
your starship, and from there, guide us to Luthien. Think, Captain. This one
conm ssion could pay you and your crew enough for you to retire in confort!
Such an opportunity does not enter a man's life twice ..."

Al Tor's life, it seenmed, had been a struggle for one nore cargo to
earn just enough noney to pay his expenses or to bribe the next custons agent.
The paynment this |ISF man was offering him for a single passage would make Tor
wealthy. H's nmen, he saw, were looking at one another rather than at their
prisoners. The offer was tenpting. Wat chance, after all, did the rebels
have? O Gayson Carlyle?

Tor renmenbered his interrogation, the biting cold as Singh battered
him with questions. He renenbered Grady, Mran, and Lathe, and his own bitter
guilt at having left them behind, the pain at learning they'd been killed.
What chance? Wat chance? The nachine pistol wavered, its nuzzle dropped
toward the deck .

then whi pped upward in a grey blur, smashing Yorunabi's cheek
with a red-sneared slash that tore a screamfromthe fat man's throat.

Wth the toe of his boot, Tor nudged Yorunabi, who lay rolling and
nmoani ng on the deck. Then he gestured to his men. "Take these characters bel ow

nunmber one hold. Strap them in and watch 'em" He brought the MP-20
around to cover the pilot and deck officers. "You go, too. I'll take us up."

Hs men cleared the Conbine men from the bridge, and Tor proceeded to
check out the ship. There already were prisoners below Trell soldiers who were
being taken elsewhere for their technical expertise. Among them was GCeneral
Varney. Varney and his Mlitiamen had agreed to join Tor's crew readily
enough, once the plan was explained to them

Then Tor was able to sit down again at the familiar console, letting
his hands run across the instruments. Everything was set and ready, the
hydrogen tanks topped off, the fusion pile hot and running. A conputer display



showed that the DropShip was scheduled for launch at dawn, a little nore than
three standard hours from now.

They'd not cone aboard a nonment too soon. He pulled out his hand
transceiver and clicked it on to another little-used frequency. ' 'Ready .
ready . . . ready,'' he said.

Then Tor sat back to wait.

As Gayson entered the Vehicle Bay, the insistent clanmor of the
Castle's general alarm began its raucous shrilling. Men and wonen broke into
trotting runs this way and that, NCOs and warrants bellowed orders, and a
squad of bl ack-uniforned Conbine infantry began formng up on the ground
outside the huge double doors. Hs first thought of seizing a hovercraft in
the Bay and making off with it into the near darkness outside wasn't going to
work. He'd be burned down before he got 50 nmeters.

They'd be rounding up the Trells next. Gayson |ooked down at his
green dress uniform and grimaced. The only thing to do was to stop being a
Trell. He made his way back into the Castle's heart, noving through famliar
passageways in the general direction of the Repair Bay. What he needed was to
find . . .hal

A solitary Draconis soldier was hurrying toward him down the hallway,
his laser rifle slung behind his shoulder. The man paid no attention to the
Trell Geen Coat who stood aside with proper deference to let him past, but
seemed bent on hurrying up the passageway toward the Vehicle Bay. Gayson's
foot swept out and caught the soldier across the shins as he trotted past, and
the man went down in a clatter of rifle and cunbersone backpack power unit.

The soldier came to his knees with a snarled, "You clunsy bastard ...

Then Grayson's foot caught him just below the point of his chin, his
head snapped back, and he clattered to the floor once nore, his anger
scattered into darkness. Gayson felt for a pulse, but found none. He hadn't
intended to kill the man, but his own fear and anger had charged that kick to
the man's throat. The soldier's neck appeared to be broken.

He dragged the soldier into an adjoining room a snall storage area
for office forms and clerical supplies. Wrking swiftly, he stripped off the
man's uniform and replaced it with his own, struggling to shrug the heavy
power pack onto his shoul ders and get the straps adjusted securely. As a final
touch, he crouched beside a metal shelving case stacked with ream upon ream of
requi sition and supply fornms and tipped it over across the soldier's body on
the floor. There was a ringing crash, then a silence broken by the rustle of
skittering papers. That should at least cause a bit of confusion if the
trooper's body was found. Any delay at all would win hima few precious, extra
m nut es.

Next he checked his laser. It was a Marx XX Star-beam a Conbi ne nodel
he knew from weapons texts but not by personal experience. Still, it shouldn't
be too difficult to figure out. Beam intensity would be controlled there.
Power on by pulling down the handle on the backpack. A grip safety under his
hand. It |ooked as though he could work it. Checking both directions before he
stepped out of the storeroom Gay son then noved at a trot toward the Repair
Bay.

The Shadow Hawk was there, standing upright on the repair platform

The 55-ton 'Mech domi nated the cavernous Bay, a vast, humanoid shape
of gray and rust-streaked netal and faded paint surrounded by the netal
scaffol ding that had been raised around it.

Grayson appraised the 'Mech with expert eyes. From the | ook of things,
they'd been rermounting its backpack and autocannon, both of which had been
removed to facilitate the trap that had nearly killed him and w ped out his
entire assault force in this very room The backpack housed the 'Mech's
primary heat exchangers and the cockpit's life support systenms, as well as
nmountings, amunition, and the control circuitry for the 90 nm autocannon that
was now set in the rest position, aimng straight up. The back unit could be
removed for naintenance and repair operations, but the 'Mech would not ( be
fully conbat ready without it. The BattleMech certainly |ooked conbat ready



NOW.

The Shadow Hawk was a 'Mech of older design, and had a transparent
canopy much like that of an atnospheric aircraft. Console screens gave the
pilot a full range of IR through W vision. In practice, however, the pilot
generally relied on his eyes rather than the 'Mech's optical sensors, with a
hol ographic heads-up display to project targeting information and conbat
intelligence above the console. The canopy was open now, and Gay-son could
see soneone-possibly the pilot or a Tech running a final check-noving about in
the cockpit.

Though the alarm was silent, troops were formng up on the Repair Bay
deck, with officers pointing and yelling orders. They had gathered a nilling
herd of green-coated Trells at gunpoint into a far corner of the room The
round- up had begun.

G ayson thought fast. The Bay doors were open, but with all those
soldiers lined up near the opening, he' d be stopped or shot down before he got
very far. H's eyes travelled back to the Shadow Hawk. He had piloted that
"Mech several times during his training. It had been Lieutenant Hauptman's
machi ne, and Gayson could still make out the nanme "Hauptman" in faded script
across the leading edge of the 'Mech's left foot. He had spent a good many
hours piloting Hawks in the sinulator, too. If he could get into the 'Mech's
cockpit, he would have a good chance of escaping.

There were several potential problens, however. The 'Mech m ght not be
as conbat ready as it |ooked. Wrse, the neural inpulse helnet could have been
set for the parameters of another pilot, and would have to be quickly reset if
he was to have conplete control. The only way to find out was by sitting in
the cockpit hinself.

Per haps the biggest dilemma was one of tactics. Once Gayson started
clinmbing the ladder up the side of the scaffolding, some NCO or Conbine
officer was certain to see him Wthout sonme kind of diversion, he would never
make it higher than the Shadow Hawk's knee joint.

Lori set her jaw and shifted frequencies. "All wunits, | have the
signal. Let's nove!"
The Locust lurched forward, its flat-clawed feet grappling for

purchase on the sandy bank as it scranbled to the top. On either side of her,
the Wasp and the Stinger

crawmed out of the wadi and stood upright. On both flanks, the
hovercraft weapons carriers hummed into life on the rim of the arroyo where
the Wasp had carefully set them noments before. Then they began drifting
toward the spaceport on eddying clouds of dust.

"Just a fast raid," Lori remnded her conmand. "In and out. No duels!
Let's see if we caught them napping!"

They had maneuvered through the wadi to within three kilonmeters of the
spaceport, which left a long, open fire-lane through which the various
machi nes had to nove. The 'Mech's thundered forward at their top speeds, which
qui ckly put the Locust well into the lead. Dust raised by their charge and by
the fans of the hovercraft swirled and billowed to create a screening cloud.

Lori brought her laser to bear on the nearest of the Conbine
DropShi ps, targetting on a laser turret in the vessel's bulging flank. The sky
was just light enough for her to pick out her target optically, and the flash
when the turret exploded was dazzling against the twlight.

Wiite smoke trails arced and twi sted through the sky from the pair of
mssile-firing hovercraft. Flashes of light erupted anong the grounded ships,
across the curved roof of a barracks, across the side of a storage shed. The
cracks and boonms of exploding rockets rattled across the field.

"PBls at 270!" Lori recognized Enzelman's voice in the Wasp. Grik
tended to get shrill in battle as the adrenalin started flowing, and his
enotions cane through even the electronic filtering.

She shifted her imaging sensors, and saw a tw nkle of novenent.
PBl s- Mech Warrior slang for "Poor Bloody Infantry"-were boiling out of the
stricken barracks. Many wore only bits and pieces of wuniforms in the



still-cold chill of early norning, but they all appeared to be arned.

"O K ," she transmtted. "Don't worry about them G for the storage
tanks at 180. Ht 'em"”

The target was a tank farm four rows of squat, nassively arnored
storage tanks at the far side of the port. The Stinger's |aser probed the base
of one of the tanks, searching for weakness. The blue flash of a particle beam
lanced out from a DropShip and caught the Stinger in its glare. Lori noted
with approval that the Stinger's pilot, Yarin, one of Gayson's Trell
recruits, held his fire steady on the stubborn arnor of the tank. She targeted
her Locust's laser on the same spot, adding her own weapon's white fury to
where the arnmor was softening, to where the network of pipes and conduits for
fuel transfer were nelting.

Those tanks held liquid hydrogen, reaction mass for the fusion inpulse
drives of the DropShips that called at the port. In two seconds, the valves at
the tank's base slagged down, vaporizing hydrogen gushed out into the cold
air, and the explosion sent a fireball nushroomng into the sky. The shock
knocked Yarin's Stinger to its knees, and Lori fought the Locust's controls to
keep her machine on its feet. The inpact of the blast was a pal pable blow,

savage and deafening. The fireball clinbed higher, devouring the sky. |Its
light illumnated the whole area, while flamng chunks of white hot netal
rained onto the field and clinked across the Locust's hull.

"That's it," Lori said. "They'll have the cavalry out any noment now

Fal | back! Fall back!"
The diversion Grayson prayed for cane as a shout froma soldier by the
doors. "Hey! They're attacking the port!"

Di scipline broke as soldiers turned in their ranks, craning their
necks at the laser fire starkly visible against the darkened expanse of the
spaceport bel ow Mount Gayal. Several astechs ran out onto the parade ground to
get a better | ook.

Grayson knew it was now or never.

Starting up the |ladder of the gantry, he kept his eyes fixed on the
Shadow Hawk's head. H s greatest fear was what would happen if the Hawk was
fully powered up and ready and the pilot should spot him hal fway up. Wen
Grayson had reached the 'Mech's waist, the pilot renoved his helmet and stood
in the cockpit, stretching up to see past the bulk of the 'Mech's chest to the
battle outside. Gayson clinbed faster then to the Hawk's chest. He was |evel
with it when a vibration in the gantry attracted the pilot's attention. He
| ooked down, eyes widening. At the sanme instant, there was a shout from the
deck eight nmeters below "Hey! You up there! Wat the hell do you think you're
doi ng?"

Grayson had been spotted. Above him the pilot was reaching for his
si dearm

Grayson clinbed faster, scranbling out onto the narrow framework of
the scaffolding wal kway that ran across the bulge of the 'Mech's chest, just
bel ow the cockpit. The MechWarrior had his pistol out, ained at Gayson's
head.

"Drop that gun!" The man's voice was shrill* and a bit unsteady.
G ayson dropped his rifle, which clattered on the scaffol ding. Then he
began unfastening the buckles that held his powerpack straps in place.

"This is restricted up here, fella,"” the warrior said. "No one cones
up here but Techs and ..."

The last buckle slipped open, and Gayson brought the heavy |aser
backpack up and around in front of him like a shield. He rushed the Mech
Warrior, and the scaffolding junped and rattled under his boots. The pilot
fired once, his shot missing both shield and Gayson as he fell backward into
the cockpit.

Grayson threw the bulky power unit, catching the pilot in the chest.
Then Grayson was on top of him westling for the gun as his feet scrabbled
for a firmgrip on the slick surface of the 'Mech's upper chest arnmor. The two
men grappled for a monent, the powerpack with the rifle dangling from its



cable getting between them in the scranble. The pilot stood up, his pistol
still in hand. Grayson lashed out with his foot, caught the Mech-Warrior on
the knee, then watched as the nan toppled over and fell backward with a shriek
and the clatter of metal scaffol ding.

The stammer of an assault rifle echoed through the Bay, and bullets
whi ned and cracked past Grayson's head. He stooped and retrieved his rifle,
checked the power, then snapped off three quick shots at the soldiers
advancing toward the ladder. The laser fired with a warm hum The bolts of
coherent light were invisible, but two of the soldiers below crunpled to the
deck with their uniforms snol dering.

As other troops sought cover, Gayson ducked back into the Shadow
Hawk's cockpit. He found the handle and pulled the canopy down into place,
then gave it a twist to seat and seal it.

The canopy itself was heavily layered with reflective materials that
transfornmed it into a one-way mrror, an added safety factor that prevented
the pilot frombeing blinded if the cockpit was hit by an eneny |aser beam It
darkened the cavern outside somewhat, but Gayson could still make out the
scurryi ng shapes of Conbine soldiers.

Quickly now, he told hinself. H's hands reached out to flick on row
upon row of switches along the consoles to the right and left of his chair.
I nstrument readings showed his power plant active and full power available,
hi s weapons | oaded, armed, and linked to the controls.

Grayson pulled the neural inpulse helnmet down on its trailing tangle
of wires and feed cables and nmade it snug against his head. Wth power on, he
cautiously opened the feedback test circuit. First, there was the famliar
wash of wvertigo as circuits tuned to wunfamliar brainwave patterns fed
di ssonant patterns back through the nerves of his own inner ears. He found the
vernier knobs that adjusted the helnet's tuning, working them back and forth
as the dizziness ebbed. Qut-of-step traceries on an oscilloscope resolved into
a single standing wave, and he knew the Shadow Hawk was now set to his alpha
wave patterns.

He gave the board a last scan. Geen . . . green . . . all green. Hs
left hand took the conning stick, his right the weapons grip. H's foot kicked
off the leg locks that held the Hawk braced against the scaffolding, and the
machine took a step forward. The gantry scaffolding exploded outward in a
cloud of spinning shards and fragnments. The 'Mech took another step, dragging
twi sted strands of aluminum alloy across the deck with a screech of tortured
net al .

The Bay doors were grinding shut. Gayson tw sted around, searching.
Sure enough, the control booth was there, the stairway back in place. He could
see an astech inside the booth, frantically speaking into a m crophone.
Grayson brought the Hawk's right arm up, bringing the 6 cm laser nounted to
the forearm into line. Hs right hand tightened on the trigger. Wite fire
burst from the booth, which spouted a stream of glass splinters and shattered
metal. Half the booth twi sted away and fell to the deck, trailing black snoke
and a tangle of shredded braces and netal from the stairway.

Still partly open, the Bay door froze in place.

Grayson turned and strode for the opening. Men scattered before his
feet, nost throwing away their guns and fleeing wthout |ooking back, a
pitiful few standing their ground to blaze away at the thundering 'Mech with
assault rifles and pistols. Gayson ignored them increasing speed as he noved
away from the Castle. The laser and missile batteries mounted around the wall
packed nmore than enough firepower to bring the Shadow Hawk down. H's only hope
was that the weapons were not yet manned and ready.

He didn't dare cut in the 'Mech's junp jets for the descent from the
parade field. After piloting the Locust, the Shadow Hawk felt wldly
di fferent-huge, massive, and clumsy, as though he were attenpting to walk with
| ead weights strapped to hands and feet and torso. It would not take long to
get used to the heavier 'Mech, but Gayson was not about to risk any tricky
maneuvers until he had the machi ne thoroughly broken to harness.



The terrain below the parade ground was broken and rough, gouged by
erosion gullies and made treacherous by |oose stones and gravel spills.
Grayson found he had begun his descent further north than he'd intended. To
the south, toward the lights of Sarghad, the slope was gentler, flat enough
for hovercraft and solid enough to support running 'Mechs.

He opened his conbat frequencies, and got a rasp of static and a
rapidly speaking voice in his hel met phones.

" freighter DropShip, denmanding i medi ate cl earance!™

"DropShip Alpha, this is tower. W have an energency on the field and
must deny your request for clearance."

"You idiots, it's the enmergency |I'm trying to avoid! Look .
Captain Yorunabi, |ISF has given me orders to launch imrediately. Do you read
ne?"

Grayson strained to catch the words, which were fuzzed by static. As
these were electronic transmissions and not voices, he couldn't tell if the
speaker was Tor or not. But he knew Lori would not have |aunched the attack on
the port wunless she had had word from Captain Tor that the DropShip was
secure.

When they'd nade their plans, they'd not known the DropShip's |aunch
schedul e, and could only guess from the preparations around its base that it

was ready to lift. DropShips were not Iloaded with their 1liquid hydrogen
reaction mass until just before launch. The H had an unfortunate tendency to
di ffuse through unshielded tanks if it were left sitting for nmore than a very
few hours. It was generally cheaper and nore efficient to store the fuel

el sewhere, and load it aboard just before burn tine.

That was how they knew the DropShip was nearing |aunch time when
they'd seen the astech teans fueling it, but they hadn't known how close it
was. Rather than have Tor and his squad risk detection by sitting in a
secretly captured DropShip for hours-possibly a standard day or nore-the
attack was planned to give the freighter Captain an excuse to launch at once.

The DropShip pilot's frantic request was according to plan, but
G ayson wondered about the presence of an ISF Captain aboard. Was that Tor's
bluff? O had sonething gone terribly wong?

"Alpha, this is the tower. You have clearance for inmediate |aunch."

If it was a bluff, it had worked. A flare of light spread across the
still-darkened field, and the Invidious' DropShip rose on a flickering pillar
of white fire, moving slowy at first, then accelerating at what nust have
been a bone-cracking three Gs into the pearly sky.

If Tor's assault had failed sonmehow, there was not a thing in the
uni verse that could be done about it now

Grayson switched frequencies, and found the battle channel he'd
assi gned the Lancers.

"Lancer One, this is Gayson." They'd not arranged radio codes,
because Gayson hadn't expected to be coming out of the Castle in a
Batt| eMech.

There was a pause. "G ayson? This is Lori."

"Lori! I've liberated us a Shadow Hawk. 1'm on ny way down the slope
toward you. Any opposition?"

"Heavy fire from the ships, as expected. Their 'Mechs are not manned,
and so far they've not been able to scranble any against us. They'll be on us
soon, though. Gound troops are noving to set up heavy static weapons on the
field."

"Right. Stick with the plan. 1'll see you at the rendezvous!"

Fire and shattered earth rose around him as missiles from the Castle
sought across the rocky ground for the lunbering Shadow Hawk. Twice G ayson
turned, dropped the autocannon down across the 'Mech's left shoulder, and
opened a rolling barrage of explosive shells against the |aunchers that were
tracking him but with no noticeable result. The range was already too great
for accurate placenent of shells or rockets.

On the plain below, he could make out the specks of three Battl eMechs



retiring north toward the nountains, shielded from the grounded DropShips by
the ruin of a liquid hydrogen tank. And in the sky above, a brilliant star
nmoved rapidly toward the lightening east, trailing a white contrail plune.
Success or failure?

He would learn soon enough. For now, the plan required radio silence
with the spacecraft, and the pretense that Tor's part of the plan had worked
perfectly.

If it had not, success would turn to failure in two short days.

JunmpShi ps were ungainly beasts, restricted by their design and by
physics to slow and extrenmely gentle nmaneuvers about that invisible
abstraction in space known as a junmp point. Junp points were areas spanning
several tens of thousands of kiloneters, depending on die mass of the star
that generated them Every star had two, the zenith point at the star's north
pole, the nadir point at the south. These distances varied, of course,
depending on the size of the star. Wth their Kearny-Fuchida drive, JunpShips
could maneuver into the point, energize their drive systens, and reappear at
the junp point of a star up to 30 light years away.

Energy for the junp cane from the vessel's junp sail, a disk of netal
fabric less than a mllimeter thick and up to a kilometer wide that captured
and transmitted the light and particulate radiation from a star to shipboard
storage cells. Designed to absorb every photon of every wavelength that fell
upon it, junp sails were black-a black so profound that an old pilots' |joke
told of space appearing white in conparison.

Though conplex in the details of operation, the basic sinmplicity of
jump point transitions had given nmen the stars. Even though the war-torn
civilization of the Successor States could no longer build new vessels in any
quantity, ships continued to ply the lanes between stellar junp points. The
I nvidious was at |east three centuries old, her drive guide laid in during the
years just before the Succession Wars.

No one knew how | ong the power core of a starship would renmain charged
and vital. It was a question that troubled the philosophers and warlords of
every world in the Human sphere.

A JumpShip's reliance on the junp points and on the huge yet delicate
black junp sails neant that no ship could travel far from the point at which
it entered a planetary system The sails had to be unfurled for considerable
periods of time to soak up the energy necessary for a junp, and the dust and
nmeteoric debris that littered the orbital plane of every star could shred a
sail within a few passages. Though some ships had secondary drive systens that
allowed them to maneuver through a system with their sails furled, nost
JumpShips remained at the junp point, using their DropShips as shuttles
bet ween starship and worl d.

This posed another problem however. At the junp points of any star,

that star's gravity is still very much in evidence. A ship in orbit around a
star would not fall, of course, but it would not remain near the jump point
either. Rather, it wuld follow its orbital path around the star and

eventually through the dust-laden plane of the system For this reason,
JunmpShi ps nmount ion or plasma/ fusion stationkeeping thrusters. These provide
a steady, gentle thrust carefully calculated to precisely counter the pull of
the star, and to maintain the spread of the junp sail at the same tinme. A
starship parked at a star's junp point is positioned with its prow ained
outsystem and the sail spread perhaps ten kilometers aft, between the star and
the ship. The stationkeeping thrusters are angled aft and outboard, so that

their streams of charged particles will not danage the fragile sail.

Needl ess to say, starships parked at a junp point could scarcely
maneuver at all, for any lateral acceleration wuld distort, then shred the
sail fabric. There were several starship-to-starship battles on record,

ponderous affairs that had taken weeks of maneuvering to conplete. Cenerally,
when ship-to-ship conbat was called for, heavily arnmed and maneuverable
DropShi ps, or lighter, faster, and nore maneuverable aerospace fighters were
used. JunpShips are arnmed as a matter of course (including radar-directed



lasers to defend against meteors), but a single DropShip provides enough
threat against any unsupported ship that a ship captain would wusually
surrender imrediately rather than risk damage to his precious, irreplaceable
vessel .

It was a fascinating problem in space conbat tactics, Tor decided. He
had never paid nuch attention to space tactics, though any freighter captain
knew enough to enable him to counter the maneuvers of a possibly hostile
starship at an unfamiliar junp point. H's problem here was to approach the
I nvidious without giving away the fact that the DropShip was no |onger under
the control of the sane people. There mght be passwords or approach codes
that he knew nothing about, though a search of the DropShip' s operations
prograns reveal ed no new conputer codes in the docking sequence. It |ooked as
though the pirates had left everything as they'd found it. Tor could only hope
that that was the case.

The tactical conplication for this mssion was the Draconis Conbine
JunmpShi p parked 12,000 kiloneters from the Invidious. Wile this distance was
great enough to keep either vessel's stationkeeping thrusters from damagi ng
the other's sail, twelve thousand kiloneters was practically next door, by
space nhavi gation standards.

Tor could feel that other ship out there. It was too distant to show
optically, but he could visualize it. He was certain that the warship was the
sane one that had stopped him en route from Sigurd to Trellwan in the first
place. If it picked up even a hint that something was wong aboard the
freighter, a pair of Union dass DropShips-or worse, a flight of aerospace
fighters-could be positioned off the Invidious' sail within 30 m nutes.

This particular hijacking had to be carried out with conplete secrecy,
or it would end alnmpst before it had begun. Gay son and Tor had worked out
the details in their walk on the shores of Thunder R ft's lake. The key to the
plan was the know edge that each JunpShip would have its directional antenna
centered on Trellwan, but they alnost certainly would not have them aimed at
one another. Two ships at stationkeeping by a jump point, particularly a
mlitary vessel and a warship, would have little to say to one another, though
the warship would keep the freighter under observation as a matter of course.
An attacker like Tor would be able to tell if the Invidious were talking wth
the warship, but not if her crew were in comunication with the port-and
through them with the Conbi ne ship.

Tor's problems would begin if the Invidious' crew was able to alert
the spaceport to the fact that he was boarding their ship. The spaceport woul d
alert the warship, and the warship would have armed DropShips al ongsi de al nost
at once. That warning would also spell trouble for Gayson on Trellwan. He was
pl anning another raid on the port, and word that the freighter had been
captured would put the spaceport defenses on their guard. That m ght nake the
attack inpossible, or worse, lead it into an anbush.

It was for this reason that Tor's m ssion was coordinated so precisely
with Grayson's forces on Trellwan. The Lancers would be in position to attack
the spaceport at the sane time Tor's DropShip approached the Invidious. The
ground attack's first target would be the spaceport control tower, which
housed the conmmunications relays to the commet dish antenna that could warn
the eneny warship of the assault on the Invidious.

Too, the ground attack could not be launched before the DropShip
reached the freighter. If it were, soneone in the tower might alert the
warship, and the warship's officers mght beconme suspicious of the timng of
that |one DropShip approaching the freighter. A laser's flare could end Tor's
m ssion just kilometers short of its goal.

Tor |ooked at the conmputer screen on his console, which showed the
el apsed days, hours, and mnutes since launch. Their burn time had been
carefully adjusted so that the DropShip would arrive at the |Invidious'
station-keeping zone at precisely 55 hours, 30 mnutes after |aunch.

T plus 55.5 hours was the junp-off tine for both attacks. That was if
everything had gone according to plan on Trellwan. Tor and his nmen were about



to risk their lives on the assunption that it had.

More than 50 hours after local sunrise, Trell had crawl ed clear of the
hori zon and was hanging low and to one side of the black silhouette of Mbount
Gayal. The swollen, nottled red disk could still be |looked at wthout
di sconfort, but the red light had thrown the entire western face of Gayal into
shadow so deep Grayson could not make out the Castle. The tenperature was
al ready several degrees above freezing. The faint and distant susurration the
'Mechs were picking up on their external mkes was the first roar of falling
nmel twater from the depths of Thunder Rift.

The assault force was approaching from the west this tine, making use
of the rugged and water-tortured ground to shield the 'Mechs from eneny radar
and other renote sensors. Gayson was in the newy captured Shadow Hawk
several kiloneters fromthe rest. He had found another arroyo southwest of the
port, and he'd noved the Hawk into the shelter of an undercut bank. A conputer
display on his instrunent console flickered wth the passing seconds.
Fifty-five hours, twenty-eight mnutes had passed since the DropShip's |aunch.
In two mnutes, the attack would begin.

The Lancers' assault of two days before had caught the Conbine forces
off guard, allowing Gayson and his nen to retire to their hiding place in the
Rift wthout being pursued. The eneny had nmnanaged to launch only one
mssile-firing helicopter, and that had been brought down by a salvo from one
of the Lancer's missile-firing hovercraft.

There was no way to achieve such surprise a second time. In the past
50 hours, Conbine forces at Sarghad had offloaded and readied two full ' Mech
conpani es- twenty-four BattleMechs of various nodels and sizes.

Two Lances, totalling eight 'Mechs, had been deployed in the city
around the Pal ace grounds, and another Lance had noved into the Castle shortly
after Grayson's escape with the Shadow Hawk. The remaining conpany of twelve
'Mechs stood sentry at the spaceport. Ei ght were patrolling constantly while
the remai ning four were being serviced.

There was also at least one other 'Mech at the port, Lieutenant
Val l endel's black and grey Marauder. Gayson wondered if Duke Ricol's own red
and bl ack Marauder, the Red Hunter, were also on Trellwan, though he'd seen no
sign of it.

The Red Duke's forces also include ground troops, at |east 250
soldiers equipped with a variety of hovercraft and light tracked vehicles
suitable for rough nountain terrain that air cushion craft couldn't rmanage.
These troops were armed wth an inpressive array of assault rifles,
man- portabl e | asers, and shoul der-fired mssile |aunchers.

A direct attack against such a force was clearly hopeless, but an
attack was the only way to knock out the communications relay tower. Gayson
| ooked at anot her screen, whose inmage was coming to himfroma small canera at
the top of the wadi's wall. The antenna of the relay system was a 20-neter
mast topped by a shallow, wire mesh dish five neters across, which was canted
low toward the southeast horizon. That was the direction of the nadir junp
point, the place where-if everything was on schedul e-Tor should be approaching
the Invidious in the captured DropShip at this very nonent.

The tower was Grayson's special target. The other 'Mechs of the Lance,
the 20-tonner Locust, Stinger, and Wasp, would be attacking the base, which
was patrolled by at least thirteen heavy 'Mechs. Wth the odds they faced, the
Lancers' battle plan would require a careful use of strategy.

The plan called for the light 'Mechs to attack the hydrogen tanks once
again, then flee. They expected nost of the 'Mechs on hand to pursue the
Lancers as they retreated toward the hills. Gayson was sure the Conbine
forces would be determined to trap the raiders this time, chase them to their
canp, and destroy them once and for all.

But while the main 'Mech force was chasing the three raiders, Gayson
would slip into their rear and destroy the antenna. The Lancers' hovercraft
and troops were deployed in rugged, defensible terrain halfway up the nountain
slopes toward the Rift. A stubborn defense mght allow the Lancers' |[ight



'Mechs to escape, and discourage active pursuit.

Mght . . . mght . . . mght . . . Gayson rubbed his hands over his
face, and tried to dispel the fears that plagued him There were so many
unknowns here. Was Tor really in conmand of the DropShip? Wuld he be able to
take the Invidious without interference from the Conbine warship that nust be
somewhere in that same area? Could three light 'Meechs and a handful of
hal f-trained troops survive an all-out attack by three full Lances of nedium
and heavy ' Mechs?

Once before he had nmapped out a daring battle plan against superior
odds, only to watch that plan dissolve in blood and fire as the Repair Bay
door crashed shut behind them Gven the cunning and resourceful ness of Duke
Ricol, it was entirely possible that Gayson was leading his people into
anot her trap, one even nore deadly than they'd faced before.

Hs first suggestion at their council of war had been that he slip
into the port alone. A knapsack packed w th high-velocity explosives m ght
bring the radio tower down.

Mght . . . mght

Hs nen had vetoed the idea. The attack against the tower HAD to
succeed- and succeed i mediately. If the Duke's people managed to get through a
warning to either the Invidious or the Conbine warship, they would blast Tor's
DropShip into nmeteoric fragments. Only the Shadow Hawk's firepower, consisting
of medium | aser, autocannon, and short-range missile clusters, could guarantee
a successful strike on the tower.

Tor was depending on Gayson, who, in turn, was depending on Lori,
Gari k Enzelnman, and Yarin to buy himthe time he needed to get close to that
t ower.

The final seconds ticked away.

And then it was tinme. Grayson's external mkes picked up the swoosh of
mssiles, as Enzelman's Wasp loosed a barrage of SRV with snoke charges
behi nd their warheads. They arced low and flat across the port, exploding into
clouds of inpenetrable white snmoke. As the Duke's men returned fire wth
savagely interlacing beans from grounded DropShips and defensive bunkers, the
air shrieked with the nmultiple concussions of explodi ng warheads.

Grayson's camera zooned in on the |lowhanging drift smoke. He could
barely make out the strutting bird-shape of Lori's Locust as it mnoved across
the screen. Somewhere, a heavy autocannon yamered and how ed, and pinpoint
flashes erupted close by Lori's 'Mech. The eneny would be aiming by radar in
that soup, which was not as accurate as an optical or laser |ock, but deadly
enough at close range. He winced as a pair of bright flashes scored on the
Locust's hull.

More missiles arced out of the snoke as the Wasp laid down a second
barrage. A sharp, piercing tone sounded in his ear, indicating that the
Lancer's ECM program was running. If the ECM did not succeed in jamming the
eneny's targeting radar, all three Lancer 'Mechs would be swiftly hunted down
and destroyed.

Grayson detected another novement, heavy and lunbering off to the
right. He swung the canera back to the east and hit the extended zoom There!
Cose by the squat shapes of the grounded Union DropShips were a pair of
"Mechs lurching toward the smoky field. The near 'Mech was a Rifleman, a
60-tonner with paired, over-under |a-

sers and an autocannon nounted in the place of arms. Gayson shivered
as he realized that one R fleman weighed as nmuch as Lori's entire, three-'Mech
conmand. And beyond the Rifleman was the 55-ton bulk of a Wlverine, with the
odd protuberance of a laser turret built high up in its massively arnored
chest, and a heavy autocannon carried on the right arm In the air, the |ean,
shark's shape of an attack helicopter swooped down from the distant Castle.

The smoke cloud was laced with flashes and stabs of light. The
DropShips seemed to be firing at random into the cloud, unsure of their
targets. The radar-jamrng seened to be working in the sane way as the snoke
cloud to block the Conbine forces' use of laser targeting. It did not matter



much that the Lancers' targeting counter-measures also prevented them from
targeting effectively. It was no part of the plan for the Lancers' three
20-ton 'Mechs to stand and tangle with the heavies that ! were thundering
across the ferrocrete |anding area now

Grayson's helmet crackled, then erupted in sharp, electronic tones on
the Lancers' conbat frequency. "Lancer One, this is Lancer Three! |[|'ve got
infantry novenment on our left! They're circling behind us!”

"Roger, Three. Start your retreat.”

"Lancer One, this is Two. Three 'Mechs on this side, at 300 neters and
closing! PBls in support. Two ... make that three HVTS!" i

"Ckay, Two. Al wunits, pull back. Stick to ..."

Lori's transm ssion was cut off by a savage burst of static. The snoke
cloud lit up blue as a charged particle beam stabbed through its heart.
Grayson swung the canmera back and forth, trying hard to find the 'Mech that
had fired. It had to be a big one to nmount a PPC. For one horrible noment, he
t hought the beam had caught Lori. Then, the shrieking static of charged
particles faded, and he heard her transm ssion again.

"Al units, keep spread out! Watch your rears!"”

Grayson had lost track of their position now, though nore snoke
rockets were lofting dowmn into the snoke screen to keep the heavy grey-white
cloud spreading across the field. He could make out the shadowy silhouettes of
at least five heavy 'Mechs nmoving through the smoke, headi ng west and north.

Grayson felt a twisting sense of gquilt, Ilying with his 'Mech
canp-netted and well out of the line of fire. It could not be otherw se, but
that didn't ease his soul at the nonent. He had to sit by while his friends
were being hard-pressed by vastly superior nunbers.

The sounds of conbat grew fainter within the snmoke, but the electronic
chatter anmong his Lance mates continued. Gayson could sense a growi ng note of
urgency in their voices even through the filtering of electronic reproduction.

"This is Three! This is Three!" That was Yarin in the Stinger, facing
his first 'Mech conbat. "Tenperature's up and |'ve got a shutdown warning!"

"Kick in your overrides, Three, and stay cool. Al units, zero check.
Repeat, zero check."

Grayson reached for his controls, bringing the Shadow Hawk to its feet

in an explosion of canouflage netting and sand. "Zero check” was the
prearranged code to let him know that the Lance had reached the rough,
boul der-strewn rise that led up the slope toward Thunder Rift. It was time to

 aunch the next phase of their plan.

The wind was stronger high on the slopes of the R ft mountains, and
was dissolving the snoke screen as quickly as Enzelman could fire his snoke
rockets. The three 'Mechs had to draw in closer, too, for the rise toward the
Rift was a dried-out alluvial fan that began broad and flat, but quickly
narrowed as it rose. Lori nopped sweat and strands of dripping hair from her
face. The action had already been going on for alnmst an hour with no sign of
let-up, and the internal tenperatures of all three 'Mechs were rising to
critical |evels.

Lori watched as a shape materialized from the smoke 250 neters bel ow
her. Then, the targeting crosshairs of her main inmager centered on that shape.
Her conputer read mass and power plant em ssions, while a gl ow ng,
wire-outlined image appeared on her screen. It was a Wsp. Though certain
Gari k was behind her and to her left, she punched the IFF receiver to be sure.

The Wasp's laser fired in the same instant she read the transponder
I D. Superheated rocks exploded near the Locust's leg, the fragnents clattering
across her hull. She squeezed the firing trigger convul sively, and saw orange

flame fork from the Wasp's torso arnor, |eaving a blackened scar
across its chest. Though the 'Mech twi sted away from the beam it was trailing
snoke, and Lori could see blue lightning flickering in the ragged wound.

She fired again, and again. Tw hits nore! The Wsp was having
difficulty standing. One leg seenmed frozen, and apparently the pilot was
havi ng trouble keeping the 'Mech balanced. Lori urged the Locust forward 30



meters, then stopped and fired again. Fire gouted from the stricken Wasp's
torso and there was a splatter of nolten metal.

The Wasp's head exploded in snoke and light as the pilot ejected. The
huge hull of the machi ne keel ed over backward, l|leaving a curved trail of black
smoke as it went down.

Anot her missile blast near the leg of her Locust sent Lori back up the
hill. The boulders were thicker here, many of them the size of a house, and
the battle becane a ganme of sight, fire, and dodge anong the sheltering rocks.

"Gari k!" she called on the general conbat frequency. "Yarin! Were are

you?"

"This is Garik! | have you in sight, Sergeant. You're 200 neters bel ow
me, and to ny right. Four 'Mechs- three lights and a Wl verine-are making
their way uphill about a hundred meters to your left. Do you read thenP"

She scanned in that direction, and saw only boulders and drifting
smoke. "No!"

"Better fall back before you're cut off."

"Movi ng! "

She edged farther up the slope, the dry soil crunbling beneath the
scraping claws of the Locust's feet. On either side, the ground was rising
nor e sharply, creating a wi de ravi ne t hat restricted nmovenent
and-worse-visibility. Al three 'Mechs had to be in the first defensive line
before their pursuers got there.

Anot her Wasp stepped out from among the boul ders, up the hill from her
position, and between Lori and her friends. She didn't need to trigger the IFF
for this one. It was scarcely 50 neters away, but its paint schenme was totally
unfam liar. The orange-black tiger stripe canouflage was designed for jungle
warfare, and created a stark contrast with the greys and browns of the boul der
field.

Her shot caught the Wasp by surprise, a clean hit on its right arm
that sent the 'Mech spinning back to slam into a rock. Its arm and the |aser
it had held lay twisted and torn in the sand.

"Good shooting!" Lori didn't know whether that voice was Enzelman's or
Yarin's. She fired again, mssed, then saw a |one HEAP warhead catch the Wasp
squarely in its back. The enemy pilot nmanaged to stabilize his 'Mech, though,
and turned to face Lori head-on. A pair of short-range missiles spat fromtwn
l aunch tubes set on the 'Mech's left leg. They missed as Lori strode forward
to 30 nmeters' range and fired her |aser again. The beam savaged the Wasp's
head, leaving a tw sted, snoking, half-nolten ruin where the pilot had been
sitting only a second before.

Lori didn't have tine to gloat. Her external mkes were picking up the
grinding thud of another approaching 'Mech off to the right. She nudged the
Locust into an ungainly but brisk trot up the hill, anxious not to be cut off
fromthe R ft again.

Lori's 'Mech crested the top of the rise. There, it opened into a
broad ravine that angled across the hill face toward a steeper, nore rugged
slope with vertical cliffs of striated red and ocher rock. Beyond, cliffs that
were only half visible from bel ow opened wi de. They soared above her on either
side of the valley, which grew narrower as its walls continued to rise like a
vertical gash across the face of the nountain.

She scuttled the Locust back anong the boulders, and found a place
with a good view of the slope below Then, she lowered the 'Mech into a
| eg-folded crouch, with the hull less than two nmeters above the ground and the
long snout of the laser cannon protruding from beneath the cockpit. On either
side of her, several hundred nmeters off, she caught glinpses of the Wasp and
the Stinger lying prone anmong the rocks with their |asers extended. There was
ot her novenment here, too, as ground troops and hovercraft weapons carriers
edged forward anong the barricades, falls, and fire traps hidden across the
ravine.

Lori's mind rapidly assessed their position. They'd knocked out two
"Mechs, both light scouts. That left ten, possibly eleven eneny 'Mechs. Ah



therel Two more scout 'Mechs, a Stinger and another Locust, advanced into the
open at the bottom of the ravine. Behind them cane two nore, a Rfleman wth
its odd, twin-barrelled arns, and the ponderous lurch of a 55-ton Giffin.

Lori bit down hard, triggering a comcircuit. "Sergeant Ranmage!"

"Here, Sergeant!"

"Are you ready?"

"Al set, Sarge. Gve the word."

Lori waited, catching her lower lip between her teeth as she studied
the unfolding situation. Two nore 'Mechs had appeared behind the first four.
They were too distant for her to make them out by sight, but her battle
conputer tagged them as two nore Wasps. The range to the nearest targets was
just over half a kiloneter. The attackers kept noving, struggling up the
| oose- packed sl ope, but noving quickly.

The Duke nust really be anxious to catch us, Lori thought. She zooned
her telescopies in on the lead 'Mech, a Stinger with a dull grey canp pattern
and the black and red Kurita dragon bright against its chest. She had already
spotted a pair of boulders designated as markers at the base of the ravine.
Only a few neters farther

"Ckay, Sergeant! Now "

Expl osions drew a curtain of hurtling rock and black snoke across the
entire breadth of the ravine. They lifted the eneny Stinger, and hurled it
with a mghty push. Meanwhile, the ground rippled under the Locust, creating
waves of dizziness in Lori through her neural helnet. The wall of debris
collapsed on itself like the tunble of an ocean wave, raising lighter-colored
dust, and revealing a second 'Mech, the Rifleman. It lay on its back with the
twin barrels of its right arm wenched apart and bent back upon thensel ves by
the force of the blasts.

The other 'Mechs were in full retreat. It was only too bad that the
expl osion represented nearly all the Lancers' small supply of explosives.

Soneone was yelling in her helnmet phones, a rolling, unending |itany
of "W won! W won!"

"Silence on the conminel!"™ Lori snapped. "They're just regrouping."
She could see the novenent of nen and 'Mechs through the air clearing much
farther down the slope, perhaps two kiloneters away. By the way they were
depl oyi ng across the ravine, she could tell they had no intention of returning
to the port. The Lancers were in a good defensive position, but it would not
take long for a determ ned push by overwhelm ng nunbers to clinb back up the
ravi ne and overwhel mthem

"Cone on Gray," she said with unexpected fervor. "Stow that antenna,
and then get the hell up here.”

She turned her eyes to a nmonitor that |ooked up the hill toward the
vapor-w eat hed opening of the R ft two kilometers behind her. Through her
m kes, she could hear the nuted thunder of its waterfall. Their three 'Mechs

and the hovercraft defenders were rapidly running out of roomto run.

Tor let the conputer direct a last correcting burn that reduced the
DropShip's closing speed to just over a nmeter per second. The freighter
I nvidi ous was large on the bridge screen inmages from aft, under the DropShip's
t ubes.

Li ke nost JunmpShips, the old freighter was built around the
needl e-slim dagger of a central drive core. Those clean lines were broken,
however, by an unsightly clutter of cargo nodul es, the stubby, rounded prow of
the pressurized crew section, the off-center bulge of the Invidious' second
DropShip still strapped to the aft cargo conpartnment, and the nenacing,
m sshapen blisters of the ship's meteor defense particle cannon and | asers.
Tor's practiced eyes searched for signs of damage or inconpetence, but found
none. The stationkeeping drive appeared to be functioning, though the only
sign of that was the LED traceries on the DropShip's console instrunents
registering a magnetic flux. Al the sanme, he had calculated this path to keep
the DropShip well clear of those particle streans, which, even at a thrust
nmeasured in thousandths of a G could kill.



Aft, far aft of the freighter, the red disk of Trell now appeared as a
crescent of light caught in a black circle that seened to be devouring the
star. It was an artificial eclipse, Tor knew, brought on by the Indivious'
jump sail ten kilonmeters aft.

There was a burst of field-induced static from the bridge speakers,
and then a nman's voice speaking. "Drop-Ship on vector four-five, reduce speed
to point five neter per sec, over."

Tor touched a button, fed a correction into his com

puter console. There was another, alnost inperceptible nudge.
"Conmplied, freighter."

He'd kept ship-to-ship chatter to an absolute mninmum on the approach

for fear of giving sonething away. So far there had been no challenge, no

order to change course or kill vector. The freighter's deck watch nmust be
satisfied with the DropShip's | FF broadcast.
The last sliver of Trell sun was swallowed by the black junmp sail, and

the DropShip plunged into shadow. The hull of the freighter was only a few
hundred neters distant now, nasked in shadow, but outlined by the glimer and
st eady-paced blinks of acquisition and running lights. A green beacon pul sed
at the screen's crosshair-marked center, where docking |atches were bl ossom ng
open to receive the DropShip stern to.

Tor touched a console key, and a flashing red |ight appeared on the

screen well off to one side, against the backdrop of stars. That was the
Kurita warship's location, 12,000 kilometers away. There was still no
transm ssion, no indication that anyone suspected anything was w ong.

He opened the ship's intercom "Al hands . . . stand by. I'm going to

tell them who we are.™

The freighter nornmally carried a crew of fifteen. Three of the
original crew had gone with Tor to Trellwan and died there. The nenory was
still an anguish of guilt in Tor. He did not know how many of the renaining
twelve of his crew were still alive aboard the Invidious, though it was
unli kel y-or so he prayed-that so many trained starship hands would be casually
wast ed.

A bi gger question was how many guards might be standing watch over the
ship. Tor couldn't even guess at that, though conditions would be pretty
cranmped with nore than ten or twelve passengers.

He gl anced at the screen, which was recording tine. It read 55 hours,
30 minutes exactly, with the seconds flickering awmay to the right of those
nunbers.

There were a nunber of ways to attack a JumpShip in space. If it was
unsupported, there were several positions a DropShip could take that would
threaten the vessel- aft of the junp sail, for exanple, or close forward of
the stationkeeping drives, assuming the defensive weapons had been
neutralized.

If the DropShip opened fire on the Invidious' weapons blisters, the
Union warship would detect the radiations and investigate. If the freighter
suffered any damage at all-perhaps a torn sail or an explosion in a weapons
pod-the warship would investigate. O, at the very least, it would try to
raise the freighter on a ship-to-ship frequency to find out what was
happeni ng.

Tor had been prepared to try such an attack if their approach had been
di scovered, but his primary plan was still on schedule so far. He knew that
one or nore of the ship's officers would nmeet them at the docking lock. If he
and his nen nmoved fast enough, they might be able to storm the ship and take
it before the Invidious' deck watch could get off a yell for help.

Mght. If the watch officer was awake and on the ball, he would have
at | east enough time to get a nmessage off to Trellwan. The warship mght pick
up a general, non-directional broadcast, but unless the two ships were hi
active conmunication, with the frequency open, it was nmore likely that the

war shi p woul dn't pick up the nessage.
It would take only a little over five and a half mnutes for a beaned



nmessage to reach the spaceport's ground antenna at Trellwan. From there, a
message would instantly go out to the warship, which would be alerted within
the five and half mnutes it took a radio signal to travel back from Trellwan
to the junp point. That was the greatest danger, and only the Lancers' attack
on the spaceport antenna offered a way around it.

Then again, if the Duke had di scovered the deception with the conputer
mani fest, Tor might be net by a squad of marines with drawn guns.

The computer made a last-minute correctional burn. The DropShip's
bridge rang with the clear bell tones and rattling thunps of magnetic grapples
swi ngi ng hone, of docking flanges clanping down to secure the vessel to its
berth on the freighter's hull.

"Docked," he announced over the intercom "Stand by, boarding party,
main ship | ock!"

The next few seconds would spell failure or success.

As soon as Lori's coded message had reached him G ayson brought the
hi dden Shadow Hawk to its feet and began noving along the wadi. He was headed
toward a place where the bank had partly collapsed, offering a natural ranp up
and out of the gully and onto the flat ground southwest of the port. The port

itself was still masked by snmoke, but the ground com antenna stabbed up out of
the haze two kilonmeters away. O her shapes were gradually becom ng clear-the
squat saucer of the control tower, the four parallel rows of liquid hydrogen

tanks farther to the east, the grey shapes of the grounded Conbi ne DropShips.

And ' Mechs. Grayson was getting noving radar images of at |east eight
of them though the continuing ECM jamming was scranbling his imges and
making it inmpossible to get a hard fix. Al the 'Mchs seened to be noving
toward the north end of the field, and none were closer than two kiloneters
away. From the | ook of things, the plan seenmed to be working.

A light haze of snoke was drifting across the southwestern perineter,
di spersing before a light northerly breeze. The Shadow Hawk reached the
chainlink fence at the port perimeter, and stepped over it to the ferrocrete
apron. A hovercraft weapons carrier whined through the snoke a hal f-kil onmeter
ahead, heading north, but it ignhored G ayson.

He' d been counting on that. Though the Duke's nen knew all too well
that Gayson had made off wth their captured Shadow Hawk two days before,
there was still a conpany of 'Mechs in the area. Any casual observer would
nost likely assume that the battle-scarred machine noving across the southern
edge of the port was friendly. The field officers who wuld know differently
would be at the Castle nonitoring combat conmunications, or in the field
piloting their 'Mechs and with other business on their m nds.

The sounds of continued conbat drifted down the rising ground to the
north. If the Lancers' three 'Mechs could hold out just long enough for himto
destroy the antenna, he could join them by attacking the Conbine forces from
behind. Wth surprise and confusion, they might all be able to pull back into
the Rift and di sengage from the eneny.

After that, the Lancers would have to nake their way through Thunder
Rift to a prearranged landing site on the shores of the Ginmheld Sea. If Tor
was able to recapture the Invidious, one of the freighter's DropShips would
meet them at a beacon they planned to set two standard days from now. They
would have to abandon their 'Mechs to make the passage through the Rift,
because the waterfall had begun in earnest now, making any passage by water
i npossible. In case of his death, Gay son had hand-drawn maps to help them
pick their way through noise-blasted paths to the north opening, then down
through rugged terrain to the Sea.

Once aboard the DropShip, they could make their way to the Invidious,
and from there to the nearest Conmonweal th outpost Gayson could find. Those
of the Lancers who wished to remain could survive for 30 standard days on the
supplies the DropShip would | eave them then make their way by hovercraft back
to Sarghad as soon as it was dark again.

And there they would wait, with the promise that Gayson would return
again with a Conmonwealth force |arge enough to smash the Conbi ne invaders.



Grayson tore his mnd away from the plan. Looking at it overall, he
saw too many assunptions and premses and outright guesses, and too many
little details that could so easily go wong. He renenbered another of Kai
Giffith's maxims. "If something can go wong," the Wapons Mster had said,
"it will. Keep your planning sinple, because the plan's certain to get a |ot
nmore conplicated in practice than you thought it'd be."

Grayson didn't see how he could have sinplified it any further. Wth
so few 'Mechs against so many, only a conmplex plan gave him the options and
flexibility he needed.

He triggered a switch marked HUD on his console, and the green
targeting bullseye and characters of his heads-up display snapped on at eye
level. He centered the antenna mast in the target circle, and read the range
as 850 neters. Then he nmade a weapons check. The autocannon was still at rest,
but fully | oaded and ready to be brought into action. Hs forearm medium | aser
was charged and ready, and the nmissile launchers-a battery of LRMs set into
the 'Mech's left torso and a pair of tw n-tube SRV mounted on either side of
its head were on line, |oaded, and showed a display of green lights on his
weapons board.

Al set. He pushed the con stick forward, urging the Shadow Hawk into
a lunbering trot toward the antenna. Wien the mssile caught his Hawk squarely
in the back, it took Grayson conpletely by surprise.

Tor arrived hand-over-hand at the docking |ock, where he took a
bol stered vibroblade from one of his nmen and tied it to his thigh while the
sol di er strapped the power-pack across his shoulders. The fourteen Lancers who
had volunteered for this mssion were already there, still dressed in their
Royal Guards green and carrying everything from long, keen-edged boarding
knives and vibro-blades to laser rifles and trang guns. Half the prisoners
they'd found aboard the DropShip were there too, arned with inprovised weapons
and a savage determination. In the lock area's dim lighting, all their faces
were pale as they clung to the lock's handholds in the dreany weightlessness
of zero-G

Tor's eyes picked out General Varney. "Prisoners all secure, sir?"

Varney's eyes tw nkled. "Secure, Captain. Aft hold, and chained to
their seats. There was a bit of a problemwth the ISF fellow, so |I had to put
hi m out. Again."

"Good." Tor caught his lip between his teeth. "But, General . . ."

"Don't say it son," Varney broke in, seeming to read Tor's mnd.
"You're in conmand here, but | AM going along.'' H's knuckles worked along the
haft of the heavy-bl aded knife he held.

Tor paused, then nodded. If he'd |learned one thing about the mlitary,
it was that you don't argue with generals. "Ckay, men. Renenber now, don't get

trigger-happy. It may still be ny crew running that ship under guard, or they
may even have been enlisted by these bastards. God knows what they' ve been
told, but we'll need themto crew the ship.

"Remenber, too, that our acceleration isn't going to nake any
di fference here. Wien you kick into the center of a room it'll take you two
mnutes to fall to the deck. You throw a punch, and it'll throw you right

back. Watch yoursel ves! Questions? No? Al right, here goes!"”

The outer airlock door slid open, and they found thenselves | ooking
through the open hatch of the Invidious at a trio of armed, black-uniforned
officers standing in the freighter's docking | ock.

"Hey! Wiat's all this?" shouted an infantry officer in a Captain's
uniform The next nonent, he was hit by the hurtling body of one of the
Lancers, and the two were scuffled in a pinwheel of arns and |egs across the
cargo lock and into a far bul khead.

Ceneral Varney crowded in ahead of the rest. Slashing out and up with
his boarding knife, he caught a Conbine arny lieutenant low in his gut, [|aying
the man open in a weightless spray of bl ood.

Tor launched hinmself at the third Conbine trooper, but the dying
lieutenant spun into his path in a welter of blood and thrashing linbs. Tor



caught a glinpse of the officer-a major, he thought-vanishing through the
cargo lock hatch and into the passageway beyond. Damm!

"After him" he called out. "Get him"

The boarding party swam through the lock and spilled into the main
passageway. Tor had to orient the nen so that they were heading forward in the
direction of the bridge. The faint accel eration  of the Invidious
station-keeping drive was just enough to create the inpression that they were
indeed swinming up through an endless tunnel. At its far end, Tor caught a
flicker of novenent.

"Sergeant Yee! Pick himoff with your laser!"

The trooper triggered his weapon, the beam faintly visible as a red
thread flickering up the corridor, but the major slipped through a hatch an
i nstant before the shot fired. Damn again! Tor thought, as the boarding party
continued up the passageway. The alert would certainly go out now. From here
on, it was all going to be up to Grayson and his Lancers on Trellwan.

The explosion at his back knocked G ayson's Shadow Hawk to its hands
and knees. He hung against the cockpit seat's straps, stabbing wldly at
control sw tches beneath

bank upon bank of suddenly flashing indicator |ights. Danmage did not
seem severe, but it looked like the junp jets in the Hawk's massive backpack
had been put out of action. He was also getting ominous readings from the
backpack environnental support system

Grayson hauled back on the controls, and let his natural sense of
bal ance guide the conputer-controlled gyro and bal ance systens. Pulling itself
up, the Hawk stood and turned to face its attacker.

A Crusader in red and black livery stood there at a range of 220
meters. Gayson knew that color pattern. He'd seen it before, on a conputer
data listing. The Crusader was Lord Harimandir Singh's 'Mech.

A console data display gave a rundown of the Crusader's stats. The
massively armed and arnored beast weighed 65 tons, its design sacrificing
speed and maneuverability for weaponry. G ayson scanned the list of weapons:
medi um | asers, machi ne guns, and LRM | aunchers in each arm and SRM | aunchers
set into the arnmor plate of each leg. The machine's forearns were grotesquely
swollen to accommodate the strap-on packs of weaponry. It raised both arns,
and strode toward Grayson like a nightmarish sl eepwal ker.

Adrenalin sang in Gayson's blood. He dropped the autocannon across
his left shoulder, and triggered a long, rolling burst of hellfire, then
snapped the Hawk's right arm up to discharge three |I|ightning-quick bolts of
coherent light. Flame and minor debris splattered from the Crusader's head and
shoul ders. A row of craters stitched across its chest, rupturing arnor plate
and | eaving a ragged scar al ong one shoul der.

Grayson was noving before he could register the extent of damage. As
he plunged clunsily across the ferrocrete in a bone-jarring shoulder roll,
nore laser fire and m ssiles screamed through the air where the Hawk had been
standing an instant before. Gayson brought his machine to its feet with a
salvo of SRM fire that rang and echoed in the confines of his cockpit as the
head- mounted tubes loosed their fury in snoke and noise. Wres and charred
metal dangled froma tear in the Crusader's upper left arm and an oil leak in
its lower torso gave the curious inpression of thick, black blood running down
the scarred arnor.

Tubes mounted along the Crusader's hips belched fire. At this range,
Grayson did not have time to react before a pair of SRWw slanmed into the
Hawk's torso. The ear protectors in his helnet saved him from the worst of the
noi se, but the shriek of tearing nmetal and high explosives hit Gayson's head
with as nmuch force as the shock of the blast itself.

He knew that maneuverability was his single advantage over the
Crusader, and he had to use it. Charging the Crusader at top speed, the Shadow
Hawk angled across the eneny 'Mech's line of fire to work his way around to
the side. The Crusader pivoted on its left leg, tracking him with its right
arm | aser.



Grayson took the laser bolt high on the Hawk's right arm at the
paul dron shield. Planting the 'Mech's left foot solidly, he whirled to the
right. The Shadow Hawk's left arm smashed with staggering inpact into the
Crusader's right shoulder from behind, sending the heavier 'Mech spinning
forward in a wild effort to regain its balance. Now Gayson had the Hawk's
| aser up and tracking. He fired two bolts into the Crusader's back and side as
it fell, then followed with a salvo of SRMs that struck home in a tight
cluster of high-explosive mayhem

G ayson checked the screen showing elapsed time. Fifty-five hours,
thirty-three minutes. If the Invidious' stationkeeping crew had managed to get
a message out, it would arrive in tw nmore mnutes. He had to destroy that
antenna first.

Stepping past the Crusader, he broke into a lunbering run. Singh's
machi ne-if that was Singh-appeared damaged, but was certainly not destroyed.
It was possible that the pilot had been stunned by the missile salvo, or
possibly by the fall itself. Gayson thought he would have time to destroy the
tower, then return for a final showdown.

From 50 neters, he launched a salvo of SRMs at the base of the
antenna, then turned his laser on the struts and cables running through the
mast. Metal flared and vaporized, and cables split in flashes of blue-white
fire. He had probably crippled the antenna, but had to make sure. Directing
his arm up to where the mast joined with the wire nesh dish, he carefully
aligned the autocannon with his HUD targeting graphics. Wen Gayson stabbed
the firing switch, the autocannon bucked and roared across the Hawk's
shoul der, deafening him wth an ocean of roaring sound and vibration.
Eighty-mllineter high-explosive shells shredded the dish, snmashed into the
mast with devastating fury. Fragnents of struts and cross-braces and high-tech
electronic circuitry hurtled through the air, raining a spray of debris across
the field. The dish sagged, then flew apart in twi sted chunks and flame. The
mast itself staggered like a wounded being, then folded upon itself and
collapsed in a tangled ruin.

Gay son let out a long, whistling deep breath. He was sure now that
the antenna woul d never relay another nessage.

Hs next target was the spaceport control tower, which housed com
units that could handle long-range, omidirectional transm ssions, and could
fill the conmunications gap with the junp point until a new directional dish
could be rigged. As the tower offered an exceptional view of the entire
spaceport and the approaches to Thunder Rift, it was entirely possible the
eneny was coordinating its tactics from there. It had been badly shot up
during Lori's raid two days ago. Though sheets of |ight wood were patched over
holes in the w ndows, Gayson could see novenent there. The tower was manned
and operati onal .

Bringing it into his HUD display, he checked the range: 841 neters.
That was too far for accurate fire against another BattleMech, but the tower
was a considerably larger target than the largest 'Mech. Gayson triggered his
aut ocannon, and sent a stream of high-explosive shells hosing toward the brick
and gl ass target.

Through telephoto imaging, he saw its walls burst outward, changing
concrete block and bricks into hurtling gravel. At the same tine, 80 mm shells
punched hole after hole through glass, plastic, wood, and light netal, which
expl oded in a roar of snoke, fragments, and licking flanes.

Now for the damaged Crusader. G ayson swung the Shadow Hawk about and
took eight-meter strides back toward where he'd left Singh's 'Mech. Blood
roared in his ears. It would be good taking that nachine apart. He would be
avenged finally as he watched Singh die.

But the Crusader was no |onger there. Wether Singh hd recovered and
noved the 'Mech under its own power, or whether another 'Mech had arrived to
hel p, Grayson couldn't tell. He scanned the area quickly, but though the snoke
was rapidly clearing, he saw no sign of another BattleMech. Perhaps one of
t hose storage sheds ahead .



Sonet hi ng- some novenent or noise or sixth sense-dragged G ayson's
attention down to a console screen showing the view aft. The smoke showed
heavier there where it was drifting dowmn on a northerly breeze from the
direction of the wecked and burning control tower.

A shadow noved through the snmoke. A large and deadly shadow, with an
unforgettably fam liar shape.

Grayson spun the Hawk about, bringing the laser armup to the point.
The snoke eddied for a nonment, then tattered away in the wind, revealing the
nmonstrous Marauder striding toward Gray son's nachine.

Squat and ugly, its crab's body on back-canted l|egs, there was no
m staking that 'Mech design. Especially with its rapid-fire cannon |evelled
across nassive dorsal arnor.

It was a Mrauder-the sane Marauder that had destroyed Durant
Carlyle's Phoeni x Hawk. The Marauder that had killed his father.

A long, ragged line of six heavy 'Mechs charged up the ravine. Lori
shouted the first warning, and then the hull-down Locust, Wsp, and Stinger
joined their firepower to that of the grounded weapons carriers sweeping the
sl ope below themwith a withering fire.

Lori's laser caught a Giffin squarely in its head, and other fire

smashed the LRM |auncher nounted over its right shoulder, |eaving the heavy
barrel wenched backward on its mounting to point uselessly at the sky. But
the killer machine kept coming, |oosing shattering bolts from its charged

particle cannon. Next to the Giffin a 45-ton Phoeni x Hawk staggered under the
conbined fire from three HWAC-nounted LRM launchers. Suddenly, its right leg
gave way, and the 'Mech stumbled and col | apsed.

Lying prone, Enzelman was firing his Wasp's laser as quickly as he
coul d. Though he could not bring the SRM |l aunchers in the 'Mech's leg to bear
because of his position, he had the laser propped like an out-sized rifle
across a boul der, and was squeezing off shots with telling accuracy. Yarin, in
the Stinger on Lori's left, was wilder and |ess accurate, but he had scored at
least three hits on a Wl verine, which was now seeking cover at the edge of
the ravine, and two on a second Phoenix Hawk, which was now having trouble
bringing its right arm weapons to bear.

"Sergeant Kalmar! This is Ramage!"

"Yeah!"

"They have flankers out, coming up on the left!"

Lori checked that side, and saw the line of tracked craw ers naking
its way along a ridge east of the ravine.

The ridge gave out before it reached the R ft, she knew, but those
vehicles carried artillery that would destroy her three 'Mechs if they got
into position squarely on her flank. Firing down from that ridge, the crawers
woul d have no trouble picking off the 'Mechs behind their sheltering boul ders.

"Pin "em down until we can shake these people!"

"You got it, Sarge!" Two hovercraft roared into life, skittering back
to the left on whirling clouds of dust. The curving contrails of an LRM salvo
reached for the eneny crawlers, and return fire sizzled in anong the 'Mechs
am dst gouts of flame and dirt.

Two of the six eneny 'Mchs were down-a Phoenix Hawk and a
Ri f| eman- damaged but not destroyed. The remaining four had halted, seeming to
hesitate between continuing the advance and falling back. The second Phoeni x,
already damaged in its right arm strode rapidly toward Lori's hiding place,
laser fire fromits left arm smashing at the boulder and the ground around
her .

She took a hit high on the Locust's torso, then another. Wen Lori
triggered a shot in reply, the bolt washed white fire across the Phoenix
Hawk's head. One of the hovercraft to her left drifted sideways, seeking a
better line of fire. Its charged particle cannon flashed once, and the Phoeni x
Hawk' s al ready danaged head exploded in fire and shattered netal. Unnoving,
the Hawk stood there, a gaping crater where its head and pilot had been
seconds before. Then, with snoke trailing from its deadly danage, the dead



'Mech toppled forward, and |anded with a deafening crash.

The hovercraft's novenent had given the Wlverine a clear
line-of-fire. When a pair of SRM hit it from the left, the HWL vanished in
white light and a hamer-bl ow shock that snmashed at Lori's crouching Locust.
After the shower of dirt and debris cleared, nothing remained of the weapons
carrier but a snoking hole and nminute fragnents of hot steel.

Wth the Phoenix Hawk's destruction, the remaining 'Mechs began
pul ling back. The Giffin and the Wl verine each took one of the |eg-damaged
Phoeni x Hawk's arms and dragged it down the ravine. The Riflenman |inped down
the hill on its own, trailing a tangle of disenboweled wiring and puddl es of
lubricants that steamed in the cold air.

"OK, they're pulling out," Lori snapped. "Mechs, fall back to the

next line. Gound troops . . . cover us . . . and watch those flankers."
Mssiles firing blindly fromextrenme range | anded anmong the retreating
'Mechs, but did no damage. The next line was at the very crest of the ridge,

where cliff walls knifed skyward to an overhanging glacier. The R ft itself
was a hundred-neter black slash in the nountain face behind them The raw,
maj estic thunder of its waterfall sent trenmors through the hulls of the 'Mechs
as they cleared the rise. Verbal comunication would be difficult here, and
sound sensors usel ess.

The Lancers had dug earthworks along the ridge in the two days since
the DropShip had |aunched. Each vehicle was positioned to give it a |ong,
clear line-of-sight down into the ravine. Lori caught herself wi shing for nore
expl osives so that they could set off another mine blast or another Lance of
' Mechs-heavies this tine.

Wth four Marauders, she could hold this hill against a BattleMech
arny. Watching as her hovercraft conpleted their withdrawal to the nouth of
the Rift, she shook her head. Amo woul d soon be very low, and the cabin tenps
of all three 'Mechs were above forty degrees. The plan had been designed to
take advantage of the |ake at their backs, which provided a means to cool down
their 'Mechs while the attackers were forced to struggle up the hill wth
their internal tenps rising. Beside the availability of the |ake, the other
advantage of the Lancers' position was the wet, cool breeze blowing steadily
fromthe Rft mouth. As heat build-up would now be less of a problem for them
than for their pursuers, Gayson had thought it mght give them one slender
advantage. And they certainly needed every advantage they could get now

For several nonments, it was quiet-suspiciously so. Lori watched her
screens closely, alert for any novenent or heat or radar image, for any sign
of the approaching eneny. She wi shed she could hear as well, but Thunder Rift
drowned out all but voices transnmitted directly to her ear. Then her radar
i ndi cator flashed. Helicopter! There!

The aircraft was a l|large, heavy-duty transport, and was descending
behind the scattered boul ders beyond the bottom of the ravine. That would be

rei nforcenents, nost likely, nore troops certainly, and possibly another 'Mech
or two fromdie Castle. Lori waited with nounting dread. The attack was just
begi nning, she knew. That first rush had been little mre than a skirmsh

conpared with what was to cone.
"Sergeant? This is Ramage, private line."

She opened a private channel. "Wat is it?"
"Sergeant, | just wanted to say that was a beautiful piece of work
down there. It's . . . well, | never thought a woman could handle a 'Mech Iike

that. Two targets down in as many mnutes. That was sone shooting!"

She smiled. "Let's save the congratulations for when we get out of
this, QK ?"

Just as Lori was wondering what was happening to Grayson, an expl osion
echoed through the cave, drowning the thunder. It was followed by another

and another. Mssiles arced high up from the ravine, then came down in

shattering blasts anmong the rocks and ice at the Rift's nouth.

The eneny 'Mechs were visible now The four they'd seen before plus
three nore. These were a Stinger, a Shadow Hawk-for one heart-I|eaping instant,



Lori thought it was Gayson cone up the hill to their rescue- and the |ead
'Mech, a Marauder painted red with black legs and trim That one nust have
cone in by helicopter, Lori thought, remenbering well Gayson's description of
it. So ... Duke Ricol was here in person!

There was infantry with the group too. Crawl ers chewed through dust
and gravel down the ridge and into the ravine, swinging north to bring the
Rift's defenders into their sight.

"Firel" Lori shouted, but the command was lost in he first volleys of
laser and missile fire. Her own l|aser snapped off four shots, and three of
them scored on the already-damaged Giffin, shredding armor, opening new
wounds in the huge machine's arnms and torso. The Duke's men were not using the
scattered boulders for cover this time, but were running uphill at top speed,
hoping, she realized, to overrun the Lancers' position before they took
unaccept abl e | osses.

"They're trying to swanp us!" she said "Pour it on!"

The Giffin stunbled and fell, whether destroyed or damaged badly, she
could not tell. Switching her sights to the Marauder advancing ponderously in
the vanguard, Lori watched in horror as the 'Mech's head and torso absorbed
bolt after bolt, seemingly with effect.

Then she realized that the Stinger-far faster and nore agile than the
Mar auder -was closer, was alnost on top of her position. She swung her |aser up
and caught the 20-ton 'Mech in the leg. Then her own 'Mech reeled as the
particle cannon mounted in the Mrauder's forearns |oosed thunder and red
bl ackness at the cockpit of her Locust, smashing Lori to one side in her seat
and tilting the 'Mech over to its port side.

When her vision cleared, she struggled to right her nmachine, gasping
at the sudden, stabbing pain in her side. The Stinger was close now, too
close, its laser leveled on the Locust as it pulled its metal feet under its
torso and started to rise. A laser bolt from Garik's Wasp caught the Stinger
on the side, spinning it around and smashing it into a house-sized rock. Wen
Lori fired her own laser, the Stinger stopped noving, disabled at the very
| east.

But the Marauder was closer now, its twin cannons of high-energy death
scything through the nen who crouched behind the shallow earthworks while the
gi ant machi nes battled above them Lori fired again, and struck the Marauder's
head full on, wthout visible effect. Its 75 tons of netal death strode
cl oser, cannons descending for a final shot. There was one long, horrible
pause as the eneny's PPCs recharged.

Then an expl osion caught the Marauder above its cockpit, followed by
anot her and another. Dazed, Lori shook her head, struggling to clear it. The
Wasp, Garik Enzelman's machine, stepped between her and the on-rushing
nmonster. Lori understood. The Wasp could not fire its missile packs while it
was |lying down. Garik had stood and |oosed a salvo at the Marauder, was now
trying to dodge behind the slower machine to strike it from behind.

A lightning bolt of charged particles carved through the air, snmashing
the Wasp's right arm and chest. Badly hit, the WAsp staggered among the snoke
and hurtling fragments. A second bolt caught the light machine full across its
head. Lori heard Garik's scream through the radio, saw shattered plastic and
metal exploding outward in a whirling dance of death. The blast picked the
[ight 'Mech off its feet and smashed it down anong the rocks.

"Ramage! " she yelled on the com frequency, her voice raw and burning.
"They' re breaking through! Garik's gone!"

Three hovercraft skimed |ow across the ground behind the Marauder as
Lori snapped shot after shot at the giant 'Mech's head. This was Gayson's
skill and training put to its ultinmate test. Mssiles slamed into the
Marauder's back as the trio of hovercraft howed into a tight, high-speed turn
at ten neters' range.

Turning clumsily, the Marauder fired its autocannon, which yammrered
through the cave above the whine of hovercraft, the crash of explosions, and
the insistent drunming of the waterfall. One of the hovercraft staggered in



m d-flight, swayed sharply to the right, and smashed into the base of the
cliff, vanishing in flane.

The Locust was on its feet, punping laser bolts into the Marauder's
flank and back from 50 meters. Lori's fist cranped over the trigger as she

jerked it again and again and again . . . Then the Marauder was wi thdraw ng.
It staggered back down the ridge, followed by the other five 'Mechs that were
still standing. "Wy?" Ranage questioned over the conbat frequency. Lori could

pi ck him out as he crouched at the stern of the well deck of his hovercraft,
m crophone in his hand. "They had us cold. Wy'd they retreat?"

Lori sagged back against the seat. Sweat drenched her face, chest, and
shoul ders, and the air inside the cabin seared hot in her lungs as she
breat hed. She tw sted about and yanked the handle that opened the after-cabin
hatch, reveling in the ghost of cold air she could feel at the opening.

"Tenperature, | think."

"What was that?"

"My 'Mech is so hot, it's on the verge of powering down. They nust
have the same problem | think they pulled back to cool off." She pivoted the
Locust, studying the cool, black water at their backs. The water foaned and
roiled farther down the Rift, but there were only gentle ripples here by the
shore.

"And that's not such a bad idea. Yarin, haul yourself into the |ake

and cool down. 1'll nount guard until you cone out. Ramage, you round up somne
peopl e and check out that Stinger we knocked out. See if it can be enlisted.
"Right, Sarge."

But instead of noving out onto the slope where she could see the
ravine, Lori parked the Locust above the spraw ed weckage of Enzel man's Wsp.
A pair of soldiers had already levered open the 'Mech's cockpit and were
removing Garik's shattered body. She was shocked by the ampunt of blood in
that cockpit.

Garik was the |last of those who had conme with her from honme. He'd been
nore, too. He'd been a conpanion and a friend when she'd needed one, and
they'd been lovers-or, at least, they'd shared a bed. Lori felt nore al one now
than at any time since comng to this bitter world.

The tine readout showed that half an hour had passed since the
begi nning of the battle. Were was Gayson? If everything had gone according
to plan, he should be here now, and their little band slipping back through
the cold waters of the |ake toward the ocean in the north. If Garik had |ived,
he' d have been coming with them

Sonet hi ng nust have gone wong. If Gayson wasn't here, he nust be
lying dead inside his shattered BattleMech on the ferrocrete apron of the
spaceport. And the rest of them would die, too, when the Duke's 'Mech forces
cool ed enough to charge again.

Lori pondered for a nonent whether they should retreat now, while they
had a chance. Mpping the sweat off her face, she knew they had to wait for
Grayson against all odds. She had prom sed. Surely, though, he should be here
by now. She glanced again at the tinme readout. If they could only hold out
another fifteen mnutes .

The black and gray Marauder's eight-neter legs gave it a tall and
spindly look, and its dorsal-munted autocannon rose a full two neters above
Grayson's cockpit. O all the BattleMech designs, Gayson thought, the
Mar auder | ooked the nost sinister, the nost deadly. The novenment of scanner
antennae on either side of its |ownounted cockpit suggested the twitching
nmout hparts of sone nonstrous biped crab. Each arm wth vastly swollen
vanbrace and gauntlet to accomobdate the paired PPCs and |asers, created an
i mmge of raw, unstoppable power.

Grayson stared at the apparition with mngled fear and hatred.
Challenging a Marauder with a Shadow Hawk was a risky business. The Marauder
outwei ghed him by 20 tons, and its twinned lasers and particle projection
cannons seriously outweighed the Hawk's weaponry. Gayson's advantages,
however, would be speed, naneuverability, and his consum ng need for revenge.



That need had grown to such stormfury that he swung his Hawk about to fully
face the newconer, urging it forward in a ground-eating trot.

There was a burst of static in his helnmet earphones as someone sought
his conbat frequency. Then he heard the el ectronic voice of his opponent.

"W knew you would conme, Carlyle. W were ready for you."

Grayson did not answer. Gving his weapons systens a |ast check, he
stepped up the feed from his power plant a notch. Control, Gayson told
hinmself. Don't |lose control and attack w thout thinking. He's trying to rattle
you. Control

"My name is Vallendel," the Marauder said. "And |'ve been waiting for
you. |I'm going to enjoy smashing you and your machine into scrap and bl oody
pul p. Just like I did to your father "

At 150 nmeters, Gayson triggered his autocannon, a long, rolling burst
that splattered explosive shells across the Marauder's back and torso arnor.
Then he shifted his aimslightly. A Marauder's 'weak' points were its head and
its legs, but only in conparison to the nassive armor of its plastron and
arns. Swinging his cannon down, Gayson probed for the conplex machinery and
control mechanisnms at the point where the Marauder's legs joined to the body.
Shells hit hone in snoke and flashes, but the Marauder was noving swiftly now,
turning to present a heavily arnored profile that deflected Gayson's
hi gh- expl osive shells with little nore than scars and scratches to the plate.

Grayson shoved the control stick all the way forward, feeling the
throbbing pound of the Hawk's feet against the ferrocrete. Suddenly, the
Mar auder spun to face him both arms up. As white fire seared cl ose above the
cockpit, Gayson dropped and rolled. Hs cockpit canopy nonmentarily went black
with polarization.

Then he was up and noving again as cannon shells stitched across the
ferrocrete where he had been. He opened fire as he ran, letting the stream of
shells sweep across the Mrauder's plastron like the rush of water from a
hose.

Aut ocannons and particle projection cannons had a serious disadvantage
in close conbat. At ranges of less than about 90 neters, it becane
increasingly hard to keep their fire trained on rapidly moving targets. |If
Grayson could get in close to where he could use his head-nmounted SRMs, he
mght be able to hit wthout being hit back-providing, of course, he could
keep from bei ng smashed by a physical, 'Mech-to-'Mech attack.

The Marauder's PPCs fired again, and the Shadow Hawk staggered as the
arnor plate on his left arm took the full brunt of the blast. Gayson fired
his laser in reply, snapping off two quick shots that the Marauder nmnerely
seened to absorb without harmto its arm and torso.

The range was down to 50 meters now. Both 'Mechs fired, both m ssed as
they circled, searching for an open-

ing. Gayson waited until the Mirauder was facing him full on, then
triggered a salvo of SRMs, and loaded and fired again. The heavier 'Mech was
shapped back by the blast, but its broad feet |ashed out for purchase on the
ferrocrete, stabilizers cut in, and sonehow the giant remained standing. Tw n
| aser beans boiled steel where earlier damage had peeled back the outer arnor
of the Shadow Hawk's torso. A red light signaled the loss of another heat
sink, and Gayson realized that the 'Mech's interior tenperature was already
far higher than he could stand for very | ong.

Crcle ... fire ... mss ... fire ... hit... circle . . . The bizarre
dance between giants continued, neither machine able to find or win advantage.

G ayson knew he could not continue the dance much |onger. Even though
nei ther machine was yet seriously damaged, it was certain that the Marauder
could continue to nove and fight longer than could Gayson's Hawk. And when
the Shadow Hawk failed, the end would follow very quickly.

He scanned his console lights, tallying danage. The arnor on his |eft
arm was al nost gone, sone bad holes pocked the Hawk's torso, and the earlier
hits to his backpack had knocked out his junpjets. The worst difficulty was
the heat build-up. He'd lost a full quarter of his heat sinks, and the



temperature in the cockpit was over 40 degrees. By now the shiel ded power core
nust be like an inferno.

The Marauder charged. Grayson snapped off two shots, then swung around
and away, beyond the nonster's reach, ripping off an autocannon burst as it
t hundered past.

"It was stupid of you to cone in here alone," Vallendel said, as
though the conversation had not been interrupted by brutal bursts of fire.
"W've got you right where we want you, now. "

We? G ayson stepped back from the Marauder, frantically scanning his
i magi ng screens.

Anot her huge and hunanoid shape was noving alongside a storage
war ehouse. Zoonming in for a telephoto enhancerment, Gayson recognized the
bul ging forearns, the scored and pitted armor of the Crusader. Singh had not
been put out of action after all. He had been hiding there all along, waiting
for the Marauder to maneuver G ayson into position.

Short-range nmissiles arrowed in, fragnenting the ferrocrete around the
Hawk with the fury of hellfire. The Shadow Hawk waded through boiling snoke,
tracking this new threat and |laying down a pattern of SRVs in reply.

The Marauder caught him dead center in the lower torso with a blast
from one of its PPCs. Grayson's 'Mech staggered forward toward the Crusader,
as warning lights screaned of failing systens and dying circuits. He
hal f-turned, struggling for balance, and a pair of missiles smashed into the
al ready danaged backpack.

G ayson and his Shadow Hawk toppled hel plessly to the pavenent.

Lori felt a strange and al nost peaceful sense of detachnment as she
wat ched the black water close over the Locust's cockpit. The air inside the
cabin was still stifling, sour with the snells of sweat and fear, but the
internal tenperature of the 'Mech dropped rapidly in the cold water. She
wi shed she could leave the cockpit to swim in the icy currents, w shed she
could rid herself of the layers of sweat and grinme that caked her body. She
didn't dare, though. The eneny would attack again very soon.

Her ' Mech cool ed, she guided it sluggishly through the depths and
brought it up onto the beach, water cascading fromits flanks in imtation of
the falls that boonmed and roared farther back in the depths of the R ft.

On the beach, astechs swarned over the carcass of the Wasp. She opened
an external speaker. "Ramage? Wat's the verdict?"

The Trell sergeant |ooked up at her, touched his ear, and shook his
head. The background noise from the waterfall was too loud to permt voice
conmuni cation, even when anplified. The nmen on the ground outside had all
stuffed clay into their ears, a trick Gayson had taught them during the
pl anni ng session. Though it made comunications difficult, it would save the
men' s heari ng.

She didn't really need Ranage's report anyway. Even from the Locust's
cockpit, the danmage | ooked severe. Lori knew it would not fight again-at |east
not without

a mgjor overhaul. The Marauder's blast had savaged delicate internal
systens and control circuits.

Astechs had already stripped the hulk of its laser and mssile packs,
however, and of every SRMleft in the Wasp's reload packs. Meanwhile, a detail
of soldiers was working at the nouth of the cavern, trying to set up a sinple
fire control system that would let them add the Wsp's salvaged weaponry to
the firepower they still nustered. Troops and hovercraft had already dragged
back the laser fromthe disabled Stinger at the front |ine.

"Sergeant! This is Yarin!"

Exhaustion dragged at Lori, made her slow in responding . None of them
woul d be able to hold out much | onger.

"What is it?"

"Heat readings ... | think."

The Locust stepped up alongside the Stinger. She shifted through the
IR frequencies, the Locust's conputers picking up fragmentary and inconsistent



r eadi ngs.

The air outside was still cool, though the day was rapidly getting
warmer and was already well above freezing. Still, the heat of engines-or of
living bodies-ought to be readabl e enough . .

And then they were there. Troops, dozens of them I|eaped down from the
rocky crags and ridges on either side of the ravine, weapons at their
shoul ders, firing wildly. Bullets spanged and whined from Lori's armor as she
wenched at the machine gun controls and brought her antipersonnel weapons
chattering to life.

They had crept close behind the boulders, she realized, wearing
speci al insulated black combat suits that trapped and masked body heat so that
they could sneak close wi thout detection. Al nmpst before she could give the
alarm dozens of eneny soldiers were swarnming through the Lancers' defensive
perimeter, battling with the Lancer troops at the Locust's feet.

Her machine gun fire swept through a line of attacking infantry as
they scranbled down a rock escarpment, pitching them into the troops
struggling below. She kept firing, but clear targets were hard to find. The
bl ack-cl ad attackers were everywhere, nmingled with her own troops too closely
to risk a shot.

A mssile caught the Locust high up on its hull. Reflexively, Lori
brought the machine crouching back on its legs, absorbing the shock and
keeping the 'Mech on its feet. She took several quick steps backward, getting
clear of the fight. There had to be a target . . . had to be ...

One lone, black-clad soldier in a heavy, visored helnmet stood ten
nmeters away, a heavy, double-barreled weapon at his shoulder. Lori sat rigid
in the grip of a paralyzing fear. That trooper was carrying a portable inferno
| auncher, the same weapon that G ayson had once threatened her with, so very
| ong ago.

She willed her hands to nove, to take the nachine gun controls and
fire. She wlled them to nove, but failed. Paralyzed, she watched the
soldier's finger tighten on the trigger. As the inferno mssile fired and
expl oded, its white fire poured across the Locust's hull in a jellied wave
that struck and clung, burning furiously.

Pani cked, Lori began screaming, and it was Gayson's nane that she
shrieked again and again. Then her voice failed as the air inside the cockpit
seared her lungs. Snoke curled from the instrunentation, and the hull pinged
and sang as violently heated nmetal plates warped at the center of a fire that
approached 1000 degr ees.

Her fist slammed down on the ejection switch. Nothing! The circuit was
dead, nelted by the heat! She hauled around on the con stick and set the
Locust running. The notion, the blast of air across the burning surfaces, only
fanned the flames brighter and hotter.

The shock of inpact jarred Grayson violently against his seat, but the
restraining straps and nercury-core piston nounts absorbed the worst of it.
One monent there was a searing pain in his side and head. The next thing he
knew, it seemed that time had passed unnoticed. Had he bl acked out?

The Hawk was lying on its side, and Grayson could see the strutting,
back-canted legs of Vallendel's Marauder close beside him Wat were they
waiting for? He craned his neck to look up through his canopy at the Marauder
towering above him Vallendel nust have thought hi m dead.

Hs fingers found a set of hand controls on the arm of his chair. He
grasped and hauled them back in a savage, swift notion. The Shadow Hawk's
upper leg snapped out in a whistling kick that smashed into the Marauder's
right leg with steel-denting force, knocking the heavier 'Mech to the side in
a drunken stagger.

The Shadow Hawk rose to its feet as the Marauder toppled over in a
kind of graceful slownmotion. Gayson fired the laser into the downed 'Mech's
leg twice, then swng to cover the Crusader, which was |unbering toward him as
fast as it could travel. He fired a salvo of SRVs that mssed, but that turned
the Crusader's charge.



It mght have been possible-just barely possible-that he could have
taken on the Marauder in single conbat. He was realist enough to know he woul d
never survive if he tried to face both 'Mechs at the same time. Revenge could
not be sweet if he didn't live to taste it.

The damage to the Shadow Hawk was extensive, especially in the back.
He worked such repairs as he could manage from the cockpit. Punching the fuel

dunp, he felt the surge as his supply of liquid mercury reaction mass cascade
onto the ground in a spray of silver droplets. Firefighting foam surged
through nolten circuits, and damaged l|ife support circuits were killed and

bypassed as he brought backups on line.

Wth 200 neters between hinself and his enemes, Gayson turned and
brought the Crusader into his HUD sights, then triggered his autocannon.

But nothing happened. He couldn't tell from his board whether the
cannon was destroyed or the ammo feed was foul ed, but the mechanisns for both
were stored in the Hawk's shattered backpack. He fired his |aser instead,
catching the Crusader close by the damaged section of its upper left arm

The Marauder was on its feet again, apparently not seriously damaged.
Even at 200 neters, however, Gay-son could see the dent the Hawk's foot had
left in the Mirauder's right leg, just below the knee. It made the nonster
nmove with a distinct linp as it broke into a steady jog in pursuit of
Grayson's ' Mech.

Then he too was running, tw sting and dodging from side to side as
both eneny 'Mechs |oosed bolts and missiles at his Hawk. Suddenly, G ayson
collided with the side of a storehouse, sending half a wall sliding down in
dust and debris as he brushed past. Wat he needed now was cover, a place
where he could separate his foes. A few hundred neters away, the squat,
gray-green fuel tanks at the southeast corner of the spaceport beckoned.

The port was not deserted by any neans. Bl ack-uniformed soldiers ran
singly or in small groups, and nunerous hovercraft and wheeled vehicles
slipped anong the buildings on unknown mssions. The only direct threat,
however, was the pair of 'Mechs following him now anong the orderly rows of
storage tanks and the spaghetti tangle of pipes and feeder lines used for
refueling grounded shi ps.

They'd stopped firing at him but it was no wonder. Gayson had seen
the result of laser bolts fired into a tank of liquid hydrogen. The shots left
a crater three neters deep.

Could he perhaps trap his enemes in the blast of a hydrogen tank?
Though he liked the thought of it, com

mon sense rejected the idea. Burning hydrogen rose very quickly into
the sky, restricting its range of destruction. And, though the blast could be
enormously destructive, the two 'Mechs were unlikely to stand still while
Grayson bl azed away at a storage tank close beside them

Ah, but here was another possibility. On the north edge of the field
was a storage tank different from the others. Long and low, it had unusual
punmp fittings and none of the bulky refrigeration machinery required for
storing liquid H Gayson knew what had been stored in this tank before the
rai ders had come: aviation fuel for helicopters and the other light aircraft
used for transport between the cities of Trellwan. He turned, searching anong
the H tanks. Though neither 'Mech was visible, he knew they were close,
working their way toward him probably noving along either edge of the
hydrogen tank field in hopes of catching himbetween them

Grayson slipped his hand into the snug warnth of the gauntlet
controls. Flexing his fingers against the light resistance, he watched as the
great fingers of the Shadow Hawk flexed and nmoved in response. BattleMechs
equi pped with gauntlets were capable of considerable dexterity. They could
pi ck up vehicles, crates of supplies, and even people without damagi ng them

He closed the gauntlet into a fist, then rammed it home against the
fuel tank. The shock of the inpact shuddered through the 'Mech's hull. As dark
anmber liquid gushed from the hole, he stepped back quickly. Aviation fuel was
highly flamrable, even explosive under the right conditions, and he did not



want a chance spark to set it off. He turned and began sprinting northward.

Grayson's rear imager picked out his two pursuers as they energed
around the sides of the tank farm but well clear of the I|eaking fuel tank.
Both opened fire as soon as they spotted him apparently unconcerned about the
fuel tanks behind them Though any stray shot of Gay-son's mght hit one, it
took quite a bit to puncture one of the heavily arnmored H storage tanks.

Were they close enough? Gayson thought. The Crusader was noving in
now, and was perhaps 20 nmeters from the tank. But was the Marauder near
enough? There is only one way to find out, he thought, and fired his |aser at
the aviation fuel tank.

The fuel on the ground took fire first. A wall of flanes raced across
the ferrocrete, engulfed the tank, then sent an angry orange and black
fireball boiling into the norning sky. The inpact of the explosion smashed the
Shadow Hawk to the pavenent, and for |long seconds, the ground seened to
trenble with repeated reverberations. Wen Gayson was able to lift the Hawk
part way up on its arns, he saw that several of the hydrogen tanks had bl own
as well. The entire northern section of the tank farm had collapsed in a
crater of rubble and flame, and the sky had becone a dark pall that turned day
to an eldrich night it only by the orange flicker of burning fuel.

The Crusader lay on its side, one armtorn fromits body, its head
m ssing, and the torso shredded |ike a shoved-in plywod box. The Marauder had
been much farther away from the blast. Though Ilying prone, it appeared
ot herwi se undamaged. G ayson brought his laser up to cover the inert mnachine,
and began closing the range. The Hawk's conputer targeted the Marauder's head,
| ocking the laser through the slow ng HUD displ ay.

The static of an open channel rasped in his ear. "GRAY! |'m burning!
Gay!"

It was Lori! That was enough to stop Gayson's charge. He hesitated,
the Marauder his for the taking in his HUD sights. In an agony of indecision,
he watched the machine stir, sliding one massive forearm under its body.

Again, Lori's screans cane through on the Hawk's conbat frequency.
Cear and shrill, she cried out, "Gayson! Gayson! I'mburning . . . Gay!"

The Marauder's pilot was obviously stunned. The giant 'Mech remained
down, partly raised on one arm as it tried to get its legs folded enough to
bring them under the body to stand up. Gayson could pepper away at the
machine all day with his medium laser and might never penetrate that arnor.
But if he charged, he could batter the Marauder down, smashing it to pieces
the way it had smashed his father's Phoeni x Hawk.

He took ten nore steps, and picked up a tree-size length of jointed,
wire-tangled nmetal. It had been the Crusader's arm Wth that as a two-handed
club, Gayson would batter the Marauder until the plastron cracked. He would
smash and ki ck and destroy . .

"Gray!" Even through the inpersonality of the com circuits, he heard
the naked terror in that scream

Wth Vallendel at his feet, Gayson hesitated before swinging his
twisted nmetal club. He knew he could never abandon Lori, and flung the club,
whi ch spun end for end away from him Then he swng to the north, pushing his
"Mech to the limt.

Five and a half light mnutes from Trellwan, Tor sat down at the
bridge controls of the freighter |nvidious. The eneny Mjor had indeed nanaged
to get a nmessage off to Trellwan, but fifteen mnutes had passed with no
reaction from the warship. Tor began daring to believe that the attack at the
spaceport had succeeded.

The boarding party had found only eight Comnbine nmen aboard, plus all
of Tor's remaining crew. The Kuritists had surrendered wi thout a fight when
dozens of armed and unarmed nen had swum through the bridge hatch. Heavily
out nunbered and fearing a laser firefight aboard ship, they preferred to wait
and see whether the warship would send forces to rescue them Now the Conbine
personnel were | ocked away bel ow

Ceneral Varney squinted at the main viewscreen, which was centered on



the bl ackness of the Invidious' junmp sail. "How do you know it's com ng in?"

"I know," Tor said, indicating a bank of lights. "But it'll take sone
tinme."
"I's our ... ah ... friend out there going to know we're up to
sormet hi ng?"
"Possibly, General, but that sail is awfully hard to see, even on

radar. They'd have to be a lot closer to actually see the sail being furled."
Slowy, majestically, the kilonmeter-wide disk of black metal and
plastic collapsed upon itself under the tugs of conputer-directed guys and
running lines. And in the JumpShip's core, the Kearny-Fuchida hyperspace field
generators were channelling energies gathered and stored during the preceding
weeks by the face of the junp sail turned toward Trellwan.
After several mnutes, as power built within the ship's slender core,

Tor turned to Varney with an apologetic smle. "O course, there is the
possibility they'Il pick up our emssions. If they're on their toes over
there, they'll know we're getting ready to junp."

"What happens then?"

"l guess we won't know that till it happens.”

Sonet hing smashed into the side of Lori's flamng Locust with the
force of a falling nountain, pitching her against the cockpit's restraining
straps as the machine toppled over on its side. There was a splash, followed
by a fountain of steam and white snoke. Viscous, flanming liquid spread across
the surface of the water, but the 'Mech's partly submerged hull cooled
qui ckly. Shaken, Lori brought the Locust clunsily to its feet. Yarin's Stinger
stood next to her, waist-deep in the snoking water.

"Th . . . thank you," she told him

The Stinger waved for answer, then turned and waded ashore. The
Lancers' hovercraft had rallied, and the attackers, which had not nunbered
nmore than fifteen or 20 were pulling back, leaving their dead scattered in
heaps on the sand. Several others kneeled on the sand, clutching at their
ears. The noise in the cavern nmourn nust have caught them all by surprise,
hel ping to disorient them

Lori checked her 'Mech for danage. One machine gun was out, whether
nelted or bent in the fall, she couldn't tell. Mst of the amunition had
cooked off on that side of her 'Mech, so it was possible that exploding
machi ne gun rounds had damaged the gun. She had only three heat sinks left,
and that was nore serious. Wth only three operational heat exchangers, the
Locust would overheat the first tinme she fired its |aser-unless he could
finish the battle hull-deep in the |ake.

Per haps now was the tine to pull out. They could abandon the 'Mechs
here, and meke their way through the caverns to the north, follow ng the naps
Grayson had left them Wth their ammunition running so perilously low, soon
they would have to retreat, if they didn't want to be overrun.

But what about Grayson? WAs it possible he was still alive. If so,
woul dn't he have long since arrived to join then? Lori didn't know whether or
not he'd been able to destroy the spaceport antenna, or whether he'd been
destroyed hinself before getting a chance. Wwen they'd planned this battle,
they had assunmed that Lori would be able to see the spaceport from her
position at the mouth of the Rift, and be able to tell when the antenna nast
was blown. Radio silence was considered nore inportant than a needless
announcenent by Gayson that his task was conplete. But the Lancers had been
driven all the way back inside the R ft now, and any 'Mech or human visible at
the entrance drew fire fromthe encircling Conbine forces.

Lori suddenly found her hands trenbling uncontrollably-probably a
del ayed reaction to her terrifying brush with death. She fought to control the
trenmbling, glad no one could see her at the nonent.

Ramage was in his hovercraft, com set on his head. She opened a
channel . Keep your voice steady, Kalnmar! she told herself. "Sergeant Ramage?"

"Yes, Sarge? Are you O K ?"

"Fine, Ramage. |I'm fine." The shaking faded gradually, |I|eaving her



linmp and weak. "What's the supply situation?"

"Not good. We've distributed the last of the ammo to the troops, and
there aren't any nore reloads for the 'Mechs. W have enough food for a week,
maybe. No shelter, but it's warm enough right now

"We'll definitely need shelter, though, if Captain Tor didn't get
through. It will be cold by the mddle of First-night. | don't know what we'll
do then. If we don't surrender, the cold will kill us all."

Lori wondered if they shouldn't just give up now She could see the
eneny's 'Mechs noving at the bottom of the ravine, formng for another attack.
The Conbine 'Mechs had been bloodied, but so far only one heavy had been
positively destroyed. The rest had damage that would be conpletely repaired in
a few hundred hours. The thought was discouraging. Every hit made the Lancers’
forces weaker. At best, their own scores seemed only to slow the eneny
temporarily.

Lori rubbed her eyes savagely with her hands, struggling to keep
awake. There were just too many of them to hold off any longer. Two badly
damaged, 20-ton 'Mechs sinply could not keep the fight going. She was nore
tired than she'd ever been. It was an effort just to grasp the conning stick
and nove the battered Locust a few steps forward.

Ramage was still there, waiting.

"W're going to have to retreat, Sergeant. Retreat or give it up now"

Rarmage | ooked uncertain. "What about the Lieutenant?"

"He's dead, or he woul d've been here by now. "

"Sarge!" That cry burst onto the com frequency, interrupting them It
was a scout Ramage had posted on the ridge with binoculars and a radio.
"Sarge, they're com ng again! Al of them"

Their men and machines turned to face the ravine once nore. Sonehow,
Lori found the wllpower to drive the Locust into position, to squat the
machine down in firing position. The first LRVMs cane arching over from the
bottom of the slope, bursting behind and in front of them and anong the rocks
and cliffs on either side.

"Hol d your fire, people,” she cautioned on the general conbat circuit.
How many could still hear her? "Save it till you can make it count."

Then the eneny rushed up the hill, the Marauder that had killed Garik
in the lead. Lori opened fire on that machine, hitting it again and again!
Smoke trailed now from a crater in the Mrauder's flank, and the autocannon
perched on its back was a smashed and broken ruin. But it kept com ng.

An HWC on Lori's right took a direct hit from a Wlverine's turret
laser, and a reload pack of SRV erupted with a flash and a blast that
disintegrated the hovercraft. Two soldiers crouching nearby were jerked
forward by the explosion and lay broken and still behind the earthworks. The
rest of the Lancer troops held their ground, wusing their shoulder-fired
mssile launchers and hand flaners to deadly effect. Three tracked vehicles
were already in flames, their crews dead, and the Shadow Hawk was down with a
crippled right I|eg.

But the others kept coming, but very slowy, as though forcing their
way against a hurricane blast. The roar of exploding warheads blended with the
steady drumming of the waterfall at the Lancers' backs.

Laser hits savaged the Stinger, blasting away external antennae and
chunks of armor. The Duke's nen were concentrating their fire on one nachine.
Lori knew that once the Stinger was knocked out, it would be her turn. The
Stinger stood up, wobbling jerkily, smoke pouring from a smashed side hull
panel .

"Yarin! Get down!"

But the Stinger was advancing, its pilot oblivious to Lori's comrands.

Maybe his radi o's gone, she thought. O he's panicked. Then it hit her
that this mght be his way of facing defeat. She had been thinking of retreat
or surrender. But he ...

The Stinger took a PPC hit full in its chest. As though time were
frozen, Lori's mnd held the image of Yarin's 'Mech crashing backward, arns



spread, into the water.

But for three surviving weapons carriers and a handful of nen crouched
behi nd the shallow earthworks and | aser-charred boul ders, her Locust was al one
now. She kept firing, but the Marauder was alnost on her now. Range 60 neters

now 40 ... now 20 ...

Just as the attacking 'Mechs drew together at the R ft's entrance,
expl osions ripped into them In a nonent, the eneny's ranks were in chaos as
mssiles arced down from the green-tinged sky with blast after blast that
echoed and re-echoed fromthe faces of the Rift walls.

Ramage was standing on the engine cover of his hovercraft, waving his
TK wildly. Lori caught his shouts through her external mkes. "The Lieutenant!
It's the Lieutenant!"’

Then she saw the Shadow Hawk. Though scarred, battered, and scored by
| aser burns, it was undeniably Gay-son's 'Mech scranbling along the ridge to
the east of the ravine. From that angle, LRV canme whistling down among the
Duke's 'Mechs, but could not pass beyond and into the cavern nmouth. The
opening to the R ft was nonentarily curtained off by hurtling earth and
gravel , and the deafening blasts drowned out even the roar of the waterfall.

Three m ssiles caught the Marauder on the back and side, opening w der
the gashes already torn into the arnr plate. Its right arm now lay tw sted and
snoki ng on the cavern's sandy fl oor.

The Marauder turned then, alnost sadly. It fired with its surviving
PPC and laser at Gayson's Shadow Hawk, but mnmissed. Wth that, it began a
shanbling run back down the ridge, black smke fumng from its hull. The
surviving Conbine 'Mechs broke then, each hurrying down the slope to safety,
pursued by a dozen craw ers and di sorgani zed bands of soldiers. At the top of
the ridge, the Lancers began standing, slowy, dazedly, while the renaining
Conbi ne troops dropped their weapons and raised their hands in surrender. But
Lori only had eyes for Gayson's scarred Shadow Hawk linmping to the crest of
the ridge.

At the junp point, energies flowed through the Junp-Ship's drive core,
focused, then discharged in a space-twisting field that created something very
close to a small, tenporary black hole. In that instant, the Invidious sinply
vani shed monents ahead of the arrival of DropShips fromthe eneny warship.

Aboard the Invidious, Tor felt the famliar crushing sensation,
experienced that flash of nmomentary blindness as the void yawned around him

swal lowing the ship in its eerie roar. The wan and distant disk of Trell, the
nyriad stars beyond dwi ndled into red, vanished into infrared, then were w ped
anay as if they'd never been. To be replaced by the arc-brilliant, fiercely

radi ati ng poi nt of blue-white splendor that was their target star.

Tor found hinself laughing helplessly in his relief and joy, while
Varney pounded him on his back. They had nmade it!

C aydon stood in the marbled corridor outside the Palace Reception
Hal | . He unhooked the holster strap on his Stetta automatic heavy pistol, and
wai t ed.

As senior Tech for the Guards 'Mech unit, he'd been assigned to
Captain Nolem s personal staff. The desertion of many of the old Lancers
personnel and all three working 'Mechs had left the 10th Guards without a
"Mech company-and its senior Tech with nothing to do but follow Nol em

But Cay don's thoughts were not concerned with 'Mechs now, nor wth
the battle raging north of the city at the spaceport, and beyond, at Thunder
Rift. Like Gayson, he, too, craved revenge.

C aydon blaned Gayson for his father's death in the fire that had
also destroyed their hone. If it hadn't been for the young Commonwealther,
Berenir would not have made the visor call that nust have alerted soneone in
the government to Berenir's pro-Comonwealth loyalties. That soneone had had
connections with the bandit forces at the Castle, had been in on the betrayal
of the Commandos to Singh's forces, had been behind the successful plot to
bring down Trellwan's government. Not until Caydon had net Gayson in the
halls of the Palace did he realize that Carlyle, too, was a pawn in the hands



of the giants who were conspiring for control of Trell-wan. THAT had been what
had killed Berenir. Upon learning that Gayson had taken refuge with Berenir,
the conspiracy had noved swiftly to take Carlyle, capture daydon, and silence
Berenir once and for all.

Though it had been Grayson Carlyle's raid on the port that had freed
him Cdaydon's grief and bitterness nade him refuse the offer to join the
Lancers. Wen Lieutenant Nolem approached him after the Lancers' disastrous
raid on the Castle, Caydon accepted the offer to tech for the new Lancers.
The unit was being regrouped under his own conmand, Nolem said, and would be
transferred to a Guards reginment. The fact that he was Berenir's son carried
little weight with Nolem It was clear that daydon had no |love for G ayson
Carlyle. Besides, Tech-trained personnel were too valuable to waste in
political quibbling.

During his tour of duty with Nolem daydon actually spent nore tine
going through the computer logs and com records in the Palace and at the
Quards HQ than with 'Mechs. Tech Sergeant Riviera had been a master of
conputer progranm ng and searches, and he'd passed that mastery on to his
astech protege. By the time Caydon net Grayson again in the Palace corridor,
he'd uncovered nuch of what he'd wanted to know.

He had |earned, for exanple, who in the Palace had been talking to
Singh. And he knew that Singh was a Draconian Special Forces comander,
war | eader for the Red Duke. He knew who had | eaked word of the planned assault
on the Castle to Singh's forces, who had planned the revolution to begin wth
Ricol's arrival, and who had ordered the murder of King Jeverid in his bed.
And he knew who in the Palace had betrayed his father to the eneny ' Mechs.

He'd used the tine since, several standard days, watching for his
opportunity to even the score.

Cl aydon heard steps on the far side of the great double doors of the
Reception Hall. Wen the doors swung open, a pair of Royal QGuards, submachine
guns strapped high across their chests, stepped through and flanked the doors.
Ceneral Adel and Captain Nolem followed on their heels. Behind them were nore
soldiers and H's Mjesty, King Stannic.

"Ah! daydon!"™ Nolem said. "Fall in! W nmust get to headquarters.
Things seemto be going badly for the Duke at Thunder Rift."

"Nonsense," the General said. "One Lance against two conpanies? Don't
be ridicul ous!"

C aydon fell into step behind Nolem took a deep breath, then dropped
his hand to the Stetta in its holster.

A Quard shouted as the pistol canme out. Caydon pivoted, bringing the
heavy gun up in both hands as he swng halfway around, his finger already
tightening on the trigger. Selecter set to full-auto mayhem the machine
pi stol spat and stitched a line of red horror across one of the Royal Quards
behind him then across the chest of King Stannic. Uter astonishment froze on
Stannic's face as the force of the bullets smashed him spread-eagled onto the
mrrored floor of the Reception Hall.

Cl aydon kept turning, the gun still barking in his hand. A second
Quard clawed at his face and thrashed against the splintering door frame.
Captain Nolem dove for the floor as General Adel bellowed a conmand to fire,
then died, his last order choked in his bullet-ripped throat.

The two surviving Quards had their Rugan SM3 in hand now, spitting
fire. The slugs tore through daydon's chest and stomach, spinning him back
and into the Reception Hall. By the time he slid to a stop in the pooling
bl ood of the forner King of Trellwan, he was dead.

Grayson sat in Duke Ricol's office, a spartan cabin in the Al pha, a
DropShip of the Conbine warship Huntress. The flag of truce that had brought
him this far rested in one corner. Wth narrowed eyes, he studied the Red

Duke, one of the three nen he had wanted so desperately to kill. O those,
only Singh was dead, burned in his Crusader by the exploding fuel tank. As for
Grayson's duel with Ricol, it had ended prematurely on the slope of Thunder

Rift, with both 'Mechs too damaged to continue fighting. From the noment Ricol



had turned away from the R ft, Gayson's passionate hunger for revenge had
vani shed.

ve just had word that the Invidious has returned to Trellwan's junp

point," Gayson said quietly, purposefully omtting the polite and proper "ny
Lord" and "your Gace". It was a mnor spite, and served to renmnd this proud
man of who was victor. "By now, a Commobnwealth task force will be on its way."

"You don't know that, youngster."

"No, perhaps | don't. Perhaps |I'm bluffing, and the Invidious no nore
than junped out and returned to pick us up. But the question is, can you
afford the chance?"

Ricol did not answer, and G ayson pursued his advantage. "You wanted
this planet as a base for operations against the Commonweal th, but it doesn't
do you a damm bit of good if the Conmonwealth knows you're here. Your forces
will be tied down by blockading fleets, your ground forces harassed by
| andings and fighter probes- and by ny people, of course. You'll find it
expensi ve, so expensive you' d have been better off staying hone in the first
pl ace."

"What are you suggesting?' the Duke asked, proud and unbent.

"That you evacuate . . . now, while you can." Gayson |eaned back in
the chair and folded his hands across his stomach. Could he play this in a way
that Ricol would accept? He chafed inwardly at the need to act the peacemaker
now, but there was no other choice. The Lancers could not continue this fight,
not on Ricol's terns. The trick was to nake the Duke see that he could not
continue the fight on his terns, either.

"I'f you stay," Gayson continued, "ny people remain in the field,
harassing you and making life mserable for everyone, thenselves included.
W'd rather see you off of Trellwan, and at this point, | suspect you'd rather
see that too."

"You'd let us go?"

"My word on it, your Grace. Frankly, Thunder R ft was hard on both of
our forces. W have no wish to continue fighting-not unless you force us to
it."

That was both an understatenent and stark misrepresentation on
Grayson's part. Though his astechs would soon have five 'Mechs working again
from among the wecks left on the ridge, at the nonent the Shadow Hawk was the
only fully functional BattleMech remaining. Nor could Ricol suspect that, at
that nmonent, Gayson could call upon exactly 30 unwounded men.

There were so many dead, and so nmany nore wounded. And there were sone
injuries that seenmed deeper than those of flesh and bl ood.

"Where were you?" Lori had asked, pain in her eyes. There'd been no
anger in the words, only hurt and sonething like sorrow. Wth her 'Mech
burni ng around her, she had called for his help. He knew how she feared death
by fire, and it must have seened that he'd abandoned her. He'd reached out for
Lori, and she'd turned away. "No, Gay. Not . . . just . . .no." There had
been a violation of the trust between them and no telling if that particular
wound woul d ever heal.

It seened that the price for revenge was high, much higher than those
caught in the crossfire could afford to pay. And what vengeance was there,
after all? What could restore the dead?

"You're right, of course,” Ricol said. That sinple adm ssion, the sag
of his shoulders, caught Gayson by surprise. "As allies, the Trell indigs
woul d have been useful. But we can't afford to garrison a backwater desert
like Trellwan, not when the planet is in revolt, and Stannic dead. No, the
action, the real action, is elsewhere.”

"The | nner Sphere."

Ri col shrugged. "So, if you want Trellwan, youngster, it's yours. And
wel come. A dreary, savage place."

Speechl ess Grayson could only nod. Duke Ricol was requesting that his
men and machines be allowed to |eave Trellwan, that his troops keep their guns
and equi prent, that everything remain as if the Duke's nen had never cone to



Trellwan in the first place.
What of all the dead? Grayson thought. Larressen, En-
zel man, daydon, Ari, Kai Giffith, his father ... and so nmany nore .

"Full privileges," Gayson said at last. "And the sooner you burn for
your starship, the better."”

EPI LOGUE

"Ten . . . SHUT!"

Ranks of grey-clad nen snapped to attention in the sullen light of the
westering sun. Master Sergeant Ra-mage did a sharp about-face and saluted G ay
son. "COMP' ny all present and accounted for, SIR"

Grayson let his eyes run along the rows of men, each armed, each wth
his duffel bag of equipnent, uniforms, and personal gear at his feet. Beyond
the last rank, the 'Mechs were lined up as well, towering above the assenbly.
The two Wasps and the Stinger had been sal vaged on the field and repaired. The
Locust and the Shadow Hawk had been completely refitted. Al were newy
painted, too, with enblens of a death's head in gray and black against a red
background on each 'Mech's left leg. Gay-son's eyes strayed to the Locust, as
though trying to see past arnor and sensors to the woman inside.

"Very well, Sergeant. | wll inspect the troops."

"Sir!" Ramage did another smart turn, and faced the ranks. "COW' ny,
in-spec-tion . . . HARMS!"

The man sounds nore |ike a Master Sergeant every day, Gayson thought.
For that matter, the troops were |ooking more like troops. Ramage at his
heel s, he began wal king along the line, checking men, unifornms, and weapons

for what? Gayson shrugged off the rebellious thought. For military
appearance and readi ness, of course. For reassurance that the three platoons
were tight and sharp and ready to board the DropShip at his back. And to
rem nd them of who they were.

Wien the remmants of the Trellwan Lancers had enmerged from Thunder
Rift to neet Gayson, there had been a scant 30 nmen unwounded and ready (after
several straight periods of sleep) for duty. The Locust, the single surviving
'Mech, had been badly danaged, with a machine gun out, amop storage w ecked,
heat sinks gone, and large sections of the hull arnmor half nelted away. There
had been little to conmend them as a victorious fighting unit.

Except for the fact that they had won.

Trellwan's Royal @uards had been somewhat taken aback by Sarghad' s
response to the warriors. News of the Battle of Thunder R ft was nore runor
than fact, twisted and changing even as it spread. The only clearly
di scernible facts were that Ricol had led his arny up to the R ft and been
thrown back. A lone raider at the starport had destroyed the Combine force's
conmuni cations station and much of their fuel. Two days later, the Conbine
DropShips had left, taking every 'Mech and offworld warrior with them And
then a DropShip from an incomng freighter had descended at the port, and the
victors had returned to the city.

Their reception by Sarghad's citizens had been a mnor revolution in
its own right. Wth the governnent in total disarray after the deaths of
Stannic and Adel, there'd been no one to issue an order for Carlyle's arrest.
It was doubtful that there were troops on Trellwan who would have carried such
an order out, for the Geen Coats were citizens of Sarghad as well, and
totally caught wup in the carnival atnosphere that surrounded the heroes'
hone- com ng.

As for Grayson, he had not feared the government's response. Though he
had had only two functional 'Mechs, the Locust and his battered Hawk, that was
nmore than Sarghad could muster in its own defense.

"COW' ny, sling HARMS! Right FACE! FOR ard HARCH "

Many of Sarghad's troops-MIlitia and Quards alike- had joined the
Lancers after Thunder Rift. The unit's survivors had become the experienced
cadre that trained and seasoned the new troops. Gayson had already drawn up



schedules so that training would continue aboard the Invidious. There were
many nen, it turned out, with no attachnments, no reason to remain on Trellwan.
Wien Grayson issued the call for volunteers for the new 'Mech reginent, they
had cone forward, this time leaving behind their earlier rivalries. The
Lancers' new reputation had achi eved that.

Grayson turned to face Trellwan's new | eader. General Varney had taken
charge of the mnmilitary upon his return to the city from the DropShip.
Marshal i ng the popul ar support of the now reinstated Mlitia and many of the
Royal Guard as well, the Defense Mnisters and Mlitary Staff officers had
elected Varney as military governor until a new king could be nom nated.

It was entirely possible that office would also fall on Varney's
shoul ders. O all Trellwan's |eaders, only he had the power and authority to
hold the mlitary's openly warring factions together. The Lancers' new
reputati on had al so achi eved that.

"W wish you wouldn't go. There is a place for the Lancers here."
Var ney sai d.

"They're not the Trellwan Lancers any |onger, General. Remenber?"

"But you could stay! Look, Grayson, don't hold what happened against
all of Trellwan! Please, reconsider! Hendrik still hangs over us, not to
mention the Combine. But with your unit, we could ..."

Grayson | ooked past Varney to where Mara watched him from the cluster
of mnisters and officials. The forces that had torn Trellwan's society apart
were still there, for all the deaths and bl oodshed.

Grayson wondered now how could he have been such a fool in regard to
Mara. He thought he'd been using her, unaware that she was using him to wn
useful information and to control him for the sake of her father's plans to
becone Ki ng.

H s eyes snapped back to Varney. "Precisely, sir. They are ny units
now, and I will not have the Lancers be the focus of any nore power struggles.
VW have our own destiny." He gave the General his hand, which the old man
clasped firmy. Varney would be a good Ileader. Trellwan might yet have a
chance to conbat that inner sickness of power and strife.

"The Commonwealth wll be informed of the situation here," G ayson
said. "l doubt that the Kuritists will bother you anynore, but the Gay Death
Legion will seek enpl oynent el sewhere."

He took an odd pleasure in that nane suggested by Sergeant Ramage and
made official by acclamation anong the troops. As a newy forned nercenary
regiment, they were small, yet-with only five 'Mechs and 147 troops- but they
had a ship and a pilot and the hope of a place among the enbattled Houses of
the Inner Sphere. Perhaps at Tharkad they would find whatever was |eft of
Carlyle's Commandos. The reginent could be built to full strength el sewhere.
And Grayson knew he would nmeet R col and Vall endel again one day.

A man fights for his conrades on the firing line, Giffith had said.
But home and family are what brings himto the firing line in the first place.
Looki ng across at the troops boarding the DropShip, Gayson felt a thrill of
pride, of acconplishment. And of bel ongi ng.

He wanted to | eave Trellwan as quickly as possible now He needed tine
to assimlate what had happened here and to exam ne the changes in hinself. He
saluted Varney with a smle. "By your |eave, Ceneral."

The line of 'Mechs waited until the last of the troops filed past and
up the ranp of the waiting DropShip. Gayson strode toward the Shadow Hawk at
the end of the line and swng hinmself up on the chain |adder that hung down
the machine's flank. Inside the Hawk's cockpit, with the neural inpulse hel net
on his head, an electronic voice sounded in his ears.

"W're ready, Boss. Let's get the hell out of here!"

"Right, Lori. Lance formation . . . right turn . . . and enbark." At
this nmonent, Gayson felt content. Lori was inportant to him both as a val ued
NCO and as a valued friend. He'd promised her the time to seek her own
heal i ng, while he sought his. Meanwhile, they were still friends. In tine, the
wounds woul d heal, perhaps even before they reached Tharkad.



The DropShip's BattleMech ports gaped open. Gayson Death Carlyle's
new famly filed up the ranps and boarded their new hone.



